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Abstract 

 

With the increasing globalization, large as well as small and medium sized enterprises 

(SMEs) are seeking for international opportunities to grasp further growth. Seeing it 

from another perspective, the emerging markets are creating the needed platform for 

absorbing such opportunities making these markets attractive. When moving operations 

to emerging markets as a form of internationalization, companies face many challenges 

within the foreign markets that affect the international activities of the companies. 

Managing to overcome these challenges, while maintaining a resilient position, might 

not be an easy task to apply within turbulent markets. 

  

The purpose of this study is thus to explore how market turbulences affect the 

international activities of Swedish SMEs operating in countries within the MENA 

region. In addition to that, the study examines some crucial factors that can impact the 

resilience of these SMEs during turbulences. The study is conducted through a 

qualitative case study examining five Swedish SMEs operating in countries within the 

MENA region. The examination is applied on empirical findings collected from the case 

companies through interviews. 

  

The theoretical framework of the study includes theories within the internationalization 

process theory while highlighting arguments on resilience and other crucial factors. 

After analyzing the empirical findings, while comparing it with the given theories, the 

study resulted in analysis and conclusion. The study concludes that the factors that 

enable companies to remain resilient during times of turbulences within the MENA 

region include, the knowledge that a company has, managing the psychic distance and 

cultural differences, and the ability to balance between the path dependency of the firm, 

while considering the dynamic capabilities of the company. Further, the resources could 

be seen as factors that enhance the resilience and hinder it at the same time. As for the 

network and relationship factor, the result indicates that this factor is not with a great 

value to remaining resilient. 
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1 Introduction 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

This first chapter of the thesis gives an insight into the main concepts in which the study 

will touch upon. At first, a discussion is given about the background of the study while 

highlighting the globalization and the internationalization of SMEs. This discussion is 

followed by a description of the market turbulence and resilience. The final part of the 

background is ended with a discussion on the market turbulence within the MENA 

region. The chapter is concluded with the problem discussion, purpose, research 

questions as well as an illustration of the outline of the thesis. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1.1 Background  

 

Globalization has been playing a noticeable role in shaping the national as well as the 

international business environment (Castells, 2000). The opening up of markets during 

the last decades has contributed in the rising of economic competition that has put many 

businesses under strong pressure; which requires flexibility for adjusting to the changes 

in the international environment (Ruzzier, Hisrich & Antoncic, 2006). Moreover, 

globalization has increased the potential for foreign trade and firms are moving 

operations to foreign markets seeking international opportunities (Jansson, 2007). 

  

According to Johanson & Vahlne (1977) and Ruzzier et al., (2006), the 

internationalization of firms describes the process undertaken in order to increase the 

firm’s international involvement, which might be accompanied with risks as well as 

opportunities. The internationalizations of companies have undergone different changes 

and can be described in three waves. The first wave of internationalization started when 

European based and US based larger firms decided to move operations from the 

domestic to the international market by the end of the 19
th

 century until 1960s (Jansson, 

2007). The second wave included Japanese based firms expanding operations 

internationally followed by South Korean firms and further, larger European firms saw 

market opportunities on the East Asian market. Moving to the third wave of 

internationalization, which is the latest wave, it includes the opening up of the Chinese 

and Indian markets to foreign trade (Jansson, 2007). This wave acknowledges and 

highlights the importance of emerging market for international business.  

 

Emerging markets can be described as markets that are restructuring through new 

reforms (Jansson, 2007), and these markets are seen as attractive but uncertain (Lou, 

2002). With the evolving number of emerging markets, the world economic growth has 

witnessed a noticeable development (Jansson, 2007). According to Sandberg (2012), 

since early 1990, the growth rates of the emerging markets’ GDP have exceeded the 

growth rate of the developed markets’ GDP. “The emergence of new equity markets in 

Europe, Latin America, Asia, the Middle East and Africa provides a new menu of 

opportunities for investors, these markets exhibit high expected returns as well as high 
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volatility” (Harvey, 1995:773).  As a result, it is important for companies entering these 

types of markets to adapt to the local institutional environment within the markets in 

order to reduce uncertainties (Meyer, 2001). 

  

With the increasing opportunities on the global scale, not only larger firms are operating 

internationally, smaller firms are also expanding operations (Gjellerup, 2000; Sandberg, 

2012). The economic growth and the reduction of barriers are reasons for the expansion 

of smaller and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). Further to this, SMEs are one of the 

major driving forces of a country's growth potential (Van Gils, 2005). According to the 

European Commission (2014), an SME is a company with a limit of 250 employees and 

a turnover of less than 50 million Euros. Further to this, SMEs are becoming highly 

important for many countries within the European Union (European Commission, 

2008). In Sweden, 99 percent of total companies are SMEs and there are approximately 

58 SMEs per 1000 inhabitants in Sweden (European Commission, 2008), making these 

companies highly important for the Swedish economy. Around one out of seven 

Swedish SMEs are exporting today, and the SMEs employ an extended amount of 

Swedish people impacting the society in a positive manner (Tillväxtverket, 2015). 

SMEs operating in Sweden are realizing the potential of expanding business outside the 

domestic market to increase profit and increase market shares (Agndal & Chetty, 2007). 

  

As opposed to larger firms, SMEs tend to possess fewer resources and SMEs are often 

more vulnerable to risks when internationalizing (Lu & Beamish, 2001; Lamb & 

Liesch, 2002). Lu & Beamish (2001) further argue that SMEs are not similar to larger 

firms as they are fundamentally different and they differ in various aspects; including 

resources, organizational structures as well as the processes, management systems, 

which could impact the outcomes of the internationalization. Based on the above 

mentioned aspects and with the increasing number of SMEs internationalizing 

(Sandberg, 2012), and assuming that SMEs are seeking for growth potential when 

operating within foreign markets, this could impact SMEs in different levels. This might 

require the SMEs to adapt and restructure the owned assets while seeking the long-term 

growth (Freeman, Deligonul & Cavusgil, 2013). Considering that emerging markets are 

restructuring through new reforms (Jansson, 2007), this can result in a higher level of 

market turbulence within the institutional setting, impacting companies entering these 

markets.  

  

1.2 Market Turbulence 

  

Turbulence in general imposes instability at different levels within a market, including 

individual, organization and country level (Bhamra et al., 2011). This turbulence might 

be caused by for example; a natural disaster, economic disaster, terrorist attack, human 

error or a political upheaval. Further, examining this aspect from a business perspective, 

such turbulence can result with greater challenges for business operating in turbulent 

environments (Bhamra et al., 2011). When companies are entering turbulent markets 

within the international context, there is an increasing need to manage the uncertainties 
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evolving (Hilmersson & Jansson, 2012). According to Wang, Dou, Zhu, & Zhou, 

(2015:3) “Market turbulence increases the ambiguity and risk in the firm's business 

processes and the causal link between strategy and firm performance, and therefore is a 

critical factor in external collaborations”. 

  

Throughout the years, the business environment has faced several incidents with 

unpredictable changes. One of the largest financial crises started in 2007 in connection 

to the mortgages within the USA and it has clearly manipulated the stability of the 

business environment not only in the USA but also in Europe and other countries 

(World Bank, 2009). The financial crisis caused a recession with negative effects in 

demand and growth (CBS, 2010), resulting in a high impact on the international 

business environment. Moving further to other events that are currently occurring is in 

relation to the surplus of oil due to a high US production and the slowing down of the 

Chinese economy (OPEC, 2015), which has affected the price (BBC, 2015), resulting in 

an impact on countries that are highly dependent on the production of high priced oil. 

 

Further to this, there is a high uncertainty with the ongoing wars in different regions, 

civil wars to be more precise. As a part of the political upheavals called the Arab Spring 

that started in early 2011 in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. The 

happenings created unpredictable events that resulted in that the business environment 

within the countries have become more vulnerable to crisis (Grant, 2013). Another 

turbulence currently happening is the conflicts in Syria that has impacted millions of 

people all over the area (Huffingtonpost, 2014). Closer to Sweden, is the war in Ukraine 

where over 5.2 million people are living in a state of crisis (BBC, 2015). In Africa the 

religious group of Boko Haram has impacted the everyday life of the people living in 

the affected areas  (BBC, 2015), which is also the case of the Islamic group IS where 

the aim of the group is to create an entire Islamic State, which has impacted several 

countries for example Syria and Iraq. Some of the events are already over while others 

are still occurring and had or are still having a major effect on a global scale. Since the 

world is facing high turbulence, companies operating on the international arena might 

be exposed to these unpredictable uncertainties. 

  

1.3 Resilience 

  

Market turbulence can result in great challenges for organizations and businesses, 

“Unstable environments create frequent challenges and even relatively stable 

marketplaces experience occasional jolts or undergo periodic revolutionary shifts”, 

(Lengnick-Hall, Beck & Lengnick-Hall, 2011:243).  Hilmersson & Jansson (2012) 

argue that companies need to manage uncertainties when internationalizing to turbulent 

markets. 

 

Maintaining the sustainability of a firm within a turbulent market can be difficult; 

however through showing resilience, companies have greater chances of adapting to the 

situation at hand (Ates & Bititci, 2011). The term resilience has been discussed by many 
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different scholars and according Amann & Jaussaud, (2012) and Lengnick-Hall et al., 

(2011), organizational resilience can be described as an organization's ability to adapt to 

turbulence and other unpredicted crisis and events. Further to this, resilience is defined 

as “the capacity of an organization to survive, adapt and sustain the business in the face 

of turbulent change” (Ates & Bititci, 2011:5601). Bhamra et al., (2011) furthermore 

define the term resilience as the ability of a company to return to a stable position after 

facing uncertainties, which is the definition followed to examine how SMEs remain 

resilient while operating in turbulent markets. 

  

According to Hamel & Valikangas (2003), companies operating internationally face 

strategic challenges and companies need to show awareness and the ability to have 

alternative strategies that are in line with the external environment.  Resources and 

capabilities have been discussed as important factors that can assist companies when 

facing uncertainties (Hamel & Valikangas, 2003). With the vulnerability of SMEs, it is 

difficult to be prepared for crisis considering that planning ahead is based on available 

resources (Herbane, 2010). Since smaller firms tend to have fewer resources than larger 

firms, there is an extended risk of SMEs perceiving the impact of a crisis to a greater 

extent than larger firms; “SMEs are often not able to dedicate financial resources to 

managing uncertainty” (Sullivan-Taylor & Branicki, 2011). 

  

1.4 Market Turbulence within the MENA Region 

  

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has faced several market 

uncertainties in the past years (Arab News, 2012). The region has been affected by 

several events, including the financial crisis, civil wars and the most recent happenings 

of the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring was seen as a series of anti-government 

movements that was spread across the MENA region by early 2011. Although the 

spring started a few years ago, the countries where this long season took place are still 

either suffering from post-spring. Beyond the anti-governmental events, the MENA 

region has suffered and is still suffering from various turbulences in different levels, 

including political, economic, financial and social levels. “The long-term challenges for 

the region remain as pressing as ever: high unemployment (especially among the 

youth), inefficient subsidy regimes and low trade diversification among others” (Masetti 

et. al, 2013:1). Apart from the Arab Spring, these happening were subsequently 

followed by the creation of the religious group, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (IS) 

that aims to establish an entire Islamic State. According to Ianchovichina & Ivanic 

(2014), the establishment of IS has imposed enormous cost in connection to human, 

social, and economic aspects and has put the trade development with critical future 

implications within Iraq and Syria. 

  

Moving the discussion to a country level, the relationships between the two kingdoms, 

Saudi Arabia and Sweden has witnessed some tension after the statement made by the 

Swedish Foreign Minister Margot Wallström in the Arab League meeting in Cairo 

criticizing the violation of both, the human rights and women's rights in Saudi Arabia. 
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These happenings has resulted with critical consequences including some in concern to 

business relations such as stopping issuing business visas for Swedish nationals wishing 

to enter Saudi Arabia as well as for the ones living in the country (CBS News, 2015). 

  

Discussing the turbulence from another perspective other than the political, the region 

has suffered from other turbulence in connection to the financial and economic levels. 

The MENA region's financial structure is underdeveloped compared to many other 

countries in the world and further to this the market structure is relatively young (DIFC, 

2012), resulting in an instability not seen in developed markets. According to Masetti et 

al., (2013), the foreign direct investment (FDI) has diminished sharply and is highly 

noticed in several countries in the region. Moreover, the sudden decrease in oil prices in 

the second half of 2014 has highlighted the end of a four-year period of stability (World 

Bank, 2015). The decrease in oil prices can result with a great effect on investments 

within oil-exporting emerging countries and can lead to significant changes in the 

financial markets (World Bank, 2015). 

  

To sum up the discussion on the turbulence that is taking place in the MENA region, the 

region has been facing a series of activities that have been impacting the overall 

condition of the MENA countries in different levels. The above mentioned issues are 

examples of many other happenings; including the Houthis, members of Yemen’s Shia 

groups and this issue is involving Saudi Arabia, Iran and Yemen to be part of the 

tension (Economist, 2015). Another issue to be highlighted here is the issues between 

the two Islamic groups, Sunnis and Shia and the conflicts occurring in the last few 

years, mainly in Bahrain as well as other Muslim countries (BBC, 2014). “Having 

largely turned away from the possibility of wide scale reform and change that the Arab 

Spring seemed to promise, the Middle East in 2015 is returning to familiar themes: 

enduring economic pain because of falling oil prices while trying to manage the threat 

of regional terrorism” (University of Pennsylvania, 2015). 

 

1.5 Problem Discussion  

 

According to Gjellerup (2000) and Ruzzier et al. (2006), several countries are achieving 

economic growth through the increasing internationalization activities of SMEs.  As a 

result of the increase of foreign trade, many SMEs are seeking for international 

opportunities (Jansson, 2007). Companies are choosing to internationalize due to the 

high degree of globalization, which refers to the process of taking operations and 

manage these on a global scale (Ruzzier et al., 2006). 

  

Previous internationalization theories regarding the internationalization of companies 

have been focused on mature markets; however there is a lack of research regarding this 

aspect from an emerging market perspective (Sandberg, 2012). Meyer & Gelbuda, 

(2006) discusses the importance of developing other ways of conducting business when 

entering emerging markets since these are different than mature markets. Emerging 

markets are categorized as fast changing and volatile, and with the increasing numbers 
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of these emerging markets, the importance of examining the internationalization 

processes of companies to these markets is noticeable. “Rapidly changing institutions 

may generate, at any point in time, inconsistency between the requirements of different 

institutions as well as uncertainty over future institutional changes” (Meyer, 2001: 358).  

With the threat of uncertainties that companies might face when entering these markets, 

further examination is required to assess how firms undertake activities when operating 

while facing uncertainties (Hadjikhani & Johanson, 1996, 2000). While companies 

achieve great growth from internationalization opportunities, some uncertainties could 

be overseen as a consequence (Hamel & Valikangas, 2003; Moore & Manring, 2009), 

which requires firms to strategically plan to overcome them. 

 

According to Johanson & Vahlne (1977), when internationalizing, some factors have to 

be taken into consideration, including country related knowledge in connection to the 

language and culture differences. Another factor is the psychic distance that results from 

the differences between the home and host market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). The 

level of psychic distance determines the level of uncertainty faced by internationalized 

firms, the higher the psychic distance between the home and host countries, the higher 

the uncertainties faced by firms. The previously discussed factors highlight the 

importance of the experiential knowledge and learning when examining the 

internationalization of companies. Building on the previous discussion, network and 

relationship are also important factors when internationalizing (Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009). Moreover, Peng & Heath (1996) discuss the importance of relationships and 

network access when entering emerging markets, which is also highlighted by 

Hilmersson & Jansson (2012). 

 

Other key factors that can impact the internationalization process of a company include 

the path dependency at first, which focuses on the importance of a firm to commit to its 

prior activities (Teece et al., 1997). Another factor proposed by Teece et al., (1997) is 

the dynamic capability of a firm that shows the firm's ability to dynamically react to 

changes in the external environment through the restructuring of resources. Moreover, 

the internal resources of a company are highlighted as crucial assets and factors of a 

company when entering a new market (Barney, 1991). Having an extend knowledge 

regarding these factors in a mature market determine the success of the 

internationalization; however the lack of knowledge in relation to these factors could 

negatively impact the process. Considering that emerging market are more volatile than 

mature markets (Lou, 2002), which increase the level of uncertainties, acquiring these 

factors mentioned previously, might not be sufficient when operating within turbulent 

markets.  

  

Further, according to Hilmersson (2014), the performance of internationalized SMEs in 

stable markets has been widely discussed; however, the performance of SMEs within 

turbulent markets has not been the focus of researchers. When a company enters a 

market it commits through investing resources (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Moreover, 

there is a fundamental difference between SMEs and larger companies; SMEs tend to 

possess fewer resources compared to larger companies making these types of companies 
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more vulnerable to uncertainties (Covin & Slevin, 1989; Pelham, 2000; Herbane, 2010). 

To be able to know what resources that are needed, it is highly important to access 

relevant market knowledge about the specific country or region (Hadjikhani & 

Johanson, 1996).  

 

With the evolving turbulence within the MENA region, it becomes crucial for SMEs 

operating in the region to find a strategy on how to remain stable during market 

turbulence as how SMEs react to critical events and plan to respond, is underdeveloped 

and further research is needed (Runyan, 2006). As discussed earlier, SMEs are 

restrained by limited amount of resources, although the resources owned by a firm are 

considered to be main elements when operating in turbulent markets (Herbane, 2010).  

However, SMEs have some advantages over larger firms, including flexibility, short 

decision-lines, less bureaucracy and the capability to change strategies and routines 

followed by the ability to react to fast changing markets (Vossen, 1998, Pelham, 2000). 

With the realization that SMEs are more vulnerable to market turbulences, the 

importance of remaining resilient is increasing for these types of companies, since it 

regards the survival of the firms.  Thus, resulting in a need for further research on how 

SMEs remain resilient during market turbulence and which factors that can help SMEs 

in remaining resilient. 

 

1.6 Research Questions 

 

This study is conducted through pointing out one main research question. In order to 

give a holistic answer to the question, this main question is answered through 

highlighting two sub-questions. The first sub-question examines how the turbulences 

within the MENA region have affected the international activities of the Swedish SMEs 

that operate within that region. The outcomes of this question will contribute in 

understanding how SMEs perceived the different turbulences and how they reacted 

accordingly. The second sub-question discusses the factors that contribute the most in 

leading SME, that operate within turbulent markets in the MENA region, to remain 

resilient. This sub-question thus investigates how the key factors of internationalization 

can enhance companies’ abilities in remaining resilient and further acknowledges, 

which factors were of high of influence on the resilience. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main Research Question: How do Swedish internationalized SMEs remain resilient 

during times of market turbulence within the MENA region? 

 

Sub-question 1: How have the international activities of the internationalized 

SMEs been affected by the market turbulence within the MENA region? 

Sub-question 2: What factors are crucial in remaining resilient during market 

turbulence in the MENA region? 
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1.7 Purpose 

 

The aim of the study is to explore how market turbulences have impacted the 

international activities of Swedish SMEs internalized in countries within the Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) region. Moreover, the study will highlight critical 

internationalization factors enhancing the resilience of SMEs operating within this 

region during times of turbulence. 

 

1.8 Delimitations  

 

Throughout this study, the focus will be on small and medium sized companies 

operating in the MENA region. As a result, larger companies will not be covered in the 

study. Moreover, as mentioned, the region under study is the MENA region, resulting in 

that other regions will not be examined. 

 

1.9 Thesis Outline  

 

 
Figure 1: Thesis Outline, Own Illustration  
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2 Methodology 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

This chapter gives a presentation on the methodological structure used in this thesis. At 

first, the chapter starts with the approach, method and strategy of the research. It 

further discusses the case companies being under study and how the selection process 

was applied. Moreover, the chapter will be highlighting the steps of data collection and 

how the collected data will be analysed further, while the quality of the research is 

maintained. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.1 Research Approach  

 

There are three different research approaches that can be used to combine theory with 

the empirical data; the inductive, deductive and abductive approaches (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2009). The authors of this study followed the inductive approach as a 

starting point, considering that the research phenomena, which is the market turbulence 

within the MENA region, has been defined to be examined. Since the inductive 

approach starts from the empirical context this approach was suitable to start with. As a 

following step, the theories were outlined and the interview guideline was constructed 

based on the theories. An inductive approach was applicable as it is conducted through 

observing an empirical event and based on the findings contribute with new aspects to 

theory (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). 

  

However, after conducting the interviews, the researchers experienced a need of going 

back to theory to be able to analyze the empirical findings accordingly. Based on this, 

the research process followed in this study is the abductive research approach with an 

inductive starting point. According to Dubois & Gadde (2002), an abductive research 

approach is defined as the process of going back and forth between the empirical 

findings and theory, which gives the researchers a deeper understanding of the selected 

phenomenon. Building on the prior statements, Dubois & Gadde (2002:559) further 

argued that the abductive approach “creates fruitful cross-fertilization where new 

combinations are developed through a mixture of established theoretical models and 

new concepts derived from the confrontation with reality”. 

  

To understand the theory used, the need for empirical observation is sometimes needed 

and if the researcher make observations that was not anticipated,  a need of going back 

to theory and change the theoretical guideline should be applied (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002). This was the case in this thesis, where interviews were held and the authors 

realized the need to add theory to be able to analyze the empirical findings in the best 

suitable way. 
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2.2 Research Method  

 

There are two different research methods that can be used, qualitative and quantitative 

(Merriam, 2009). The quantitative method is used when conducting experiments and 

surveys.  According to Merriam (2009), the qualitative method enables understanding of 

the interpretation of different experiences that people have, including how people see 

the surrounding environment and the meanings attached to different experiences. The 

qualitative method is suitable when conducting interviews. Unlike the quantitative 

method, which is based on numbers, the qualitative method is based on data, which 

gives broader interpretations and can contribute to a greater understanding of the 

discussed phenomena.  In order to gather a more descriptive data, the qualitative 

research method is followed in this thesis and it will be conducted through having semi 

structured interviews with relevant employees working in the companies of choice. 

Such application helps in fulfilling the purpose of the study as the qualitative research 

method is based on providing a descriptive stimulation of data (Merriam, 2009). In 

addition to that, a qualitative approach is suitable when conducting a small scale study 

where the findings are used to explain a certain sample (Denscombe, 2010). 

  

The research question within the qualitative research method should tell the reader why 

it is important to study the issues surrounding a specific topic (Denscombe, 2010). The 

choice to use a qualitative research method is further based on the fact that not all 

aspects of a phenomenon are studied and more research is needed (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). Compared to a quantitative approach that is conducted through statistics and 

numbers, the qualitative approach is confined to individuals and uses in-depth studies of 

small groups of those individuals (Denscombe, 2010). When conducting a qualitative 

research, the main aspect that researchers want to examine is how the individuals under 

study define and describe the experience of the chosen phenomena (Merriam, 2009). 

The generalization of qualitative research has been questioned (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2008), however the research being conducted within for example, an organization could 

build the foundation for understanding other organizations that are in the same position 

as the one under study, resulting in valuable information that could apply to several 

organizations. 

  

In order to better apply this method, the research questions are based on an explorative 

nature, which gives a space for a wide discussion. However, since this method is more 

based on people’s interpretations, some human-based shortcomings might arise through 

the process of data collection (Merriam, 2002). Some of these shortcomings might 

involve having biased opinions or interpretations either form the interviewee's feedback 

or from the interviewers’ analysis on the findings. Other shortcomings might relate to 

neglecting some important findings or misinterpretation some (Merriam, 2002). Thus, 

these factors are highly important to take into consideration when applying the 

qualitative method. 
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2.3 Research Strategy 

 

There are different ways of conducting research, including experiments, surveys and 

case studies (Yin, 2014). However, in this study the method used is the case study 

strategy. According to Yin (2014:16), a case study is “an empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context”. 

Further Merriam (2009:40) defines a case study as “an in-depth description and analysis 

of a bounded system”. Conducting a case study makes it easier to receive a wider 

understanding of the chosen topic. Further, the turbulent environment within the Middle 

East and North Africa is considered a contemporary event, thus it is more applicable 

when examining current happenings (Yin, 2014) to conduct a case study strategy. 

Through using a qualitative case study, the researcher will be able to develop a deeper 

understanding of the chosen topic, which is a central aspect of all the different strategies 

within the qualitative research method. Thus, conducting a case study adds value to the 

understanding of the experiences of the individuals within the organizations that is used 

in this thesis. According to Denscombe (2010), a case study is more useful than a 

survey when the researchers want to examine a topic in detail. There is a linkage 

between relationships and processes within the social setting and in order to understand 

this connection, a case study is suitable since it allows the researcher to examine the 

complexity of the topic. Further to this, the case study provides a holistic view of the 

phenomenon and does not only examine isolated factors (Denscombe, 2010). 

  

There are two different approaches included in a case study, either the researchers use a 

single case study or a multiple case study (Yin, 2014). In this study a multiple case 

study is conducted in order to analyze the chosen topic and compare the different 

answers against one another. Conducting a multiple case study is considered to have a 

stronger outcome as more material can be analyzed. The researchers will receive a 

broader perspective since more aspects are taken into consideration. Moreover, 

conducting a multiple case study is more efficient to get a profound understanding of 

the selected topic, which enables researchers to compare the outcomes with each other. 

 

2.4 Selection of Case Companies 

 

The selection of companies was based on several aspects and according to Denscombe 

(2010); the selection should not be done randomly. It is important that the selections of 

case companies are based on the contribution that these companies can have in order to 

answer the research questions of the study (Denscombe, 2010). To be able to answer the 

research questions, the researchers of this study established a few criteria. The selection 

was based on to what extent the chosen companies could provide the authors with the 

needed information that meet the criteria in order to deepen the knowledge of the 

selected research problem.  At first, all the companies involved in the study are Swedish 

small and medium sized companies, since these types of companies are the target of the 

study. One other criterion was that all companies have to have operations in countries 

within the Middle East and North Africa region. 
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In order to get in contact with the companies, the authors contacted Sydsvenska Industri 

och Handelskammaren in Kalmar where an email was received with the suggestion on 

several SMEs operating within the MENA region. After receiving the list, the authors 

started calling the relevant companies based on the previous mentioned criteria. Only 

two companies of the below listed ones were provided in the list, including Kalmec 

Export AB and Trelleborg AB. The three other companies were found through personal 

connection and searching through the Internet for relevant case companies. Below is a 

table presenting the case companies used in this study.  

 

 

 

 

2.5 Data Collection  

 

In this study the researchers are using secondary and primary data in order to gather the 

relevant data for this thesis. When conducting a case study, there are several ways of 

collecting the data, including, documentation, archival records, interviews, direct 

observation, participant observation and physical artifacts (Yin, 2014:103). The 

essential source of information will be gathered through conducting interviews with 

suitable personnel at the selected case companies. Primary data in a qualitative research 

method is collected through interviews, which the authors find to be the most relevant 

data collecting method for this study. Secondary data from searching agents in internet 

and other documents will be used to gather more general background information 

needed prior to the interviews. 

  

2.5.1 Secondary Data 

  

Documentation is highly useful material when gathering information for the research 

(Yin, 2014).  The documentation is stable and can be accessed several times and tend to 

have a broad spectrum of many different aspects, however depending on who wrote the 

information it can become objective and information might be withheld from the reader. 

Documents might be edited before the general public can access the information and it 

is important for the researcher to be aware of these aspects of documentation. However 

Company Location of the 

Company 

Interviewee Date of Interview 

Kalmec Export AB Kalmar Åke Andersén 28
th
 of April, 2015 

Amokabel AB Alstermo Henrik Blad 29
th
 of April, 2015 

Vida Wood AB Alvesta Måns Johansson 4
th
 of May, 2015 

Roxtec AB Karlskrona/Dubai Joakim Fransén 7
th
 of May, 2015 

Trelleborg Marine Systems – 

Trelleborg AB 

Trelleborg/Dubai Amit Madan 18
th
 of May, 2015 

Table 1: Case companies, own illustration 
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secondary information is highly useful to understand the general background 

information and to be able to work on relevant questions based on the information that 

the researchers can access prior to the interviews (Yin, 2014). Secondary data is not 

fitted to the research problem resulting in that the researchers of this study have to be 

aware of the fact that there can be a mismatch between the collected data and the aim of 

the gathered information (Merriam, 2009). As for this study, secondary data was 

primarily used in to gather information regarding the current turbulence within the 

MENA region in order to receive a clear picture of the current situation. Other usage of 

the secondary data was to collect some basic information about the case companies in 

order to get a general background of the companies. The data collected from secondary 

sources in connection to the case companies were further supported by the primary data 

collected through the planned interviews. 

  

2.5.2 Primary Data 

  

Primary data collected for the purpose of the study can be done through interviews and 

direct observation (Yin, 2014). Researchers retrieve insight information regarding the 

personal experiences through conducting interviewees. However, one aspect that needs 

to be considered is to develop formulated questions in order to gather the right 

information relevant for the study. In this study the main source of data will be from 

primary sources and is conducted through interviews. This will increase the likeliness of 

receiving valuable data for the study with the personal experience from the selected 

companies’ representatives that will be interviewed in order to understand and develop a 

deeper understanding of the selected research phenomenon. 

  

2.5.3 Interviews 

  

As mentioned in the previous part, the main source of data in this thesis will be 

collected through interviews. The interview can be conducted between two or several 

people and the aim of the interview should be to gather needed knowledge relevant for 

the chosen topic. During the interview, it is the interviewer that controls the 

conversation and asks the questions needed to be able to answer the research questions 

(Krag, 1993). The interviewers should conduct several interviews to gather as much 

data as possible to be able to generalize the topic. Interviews are suitable when the 

researchers are trying to collect information regarding the exploration of complex topics 

(Descombe, 2010). In-depth interviews can be used to collect information about the 

opinions, emotions and experiences of for example an employee within a company. 

  

There are different types of interviews that the researcher can conduct in order to gather 

the information needed. There are three different interview categories, including 

structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews (Merriam, 2009) and the 

researchers decide which technique to use based on the how much structure that is 

required to understand the selected topic. In this thesis the decision was made to use a 

semi-structured interview. The authors of this study had pre-made questions with a 
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more general characteristic and during the interview more questions were asked. When 

conducting a semi-structured interview, the questions should be flexible (Merriam, 

2009) and the authors of this study are of the opinion that this structure is beneficial for 

the thesis in order not to miss any valuable information, as could be the case if the 

researchers would follow a structured interview guide. Using a semi-structure interview 

allows the researchers to react to the answers and make sure to develop interesting 

aspects further. The interviewee will be allowed to share the information in their way 

and the researchers will receive a personal answer based on the interviewee's own 

experience. According to Denscombe (2010), using semi-structured interviews are 

beneficial since the interviewee is encouraged to speak freely regarding the personal 

experiences based on the topic raised by the researchers. 

  

The interviews will be conducted with companies’ representatives who have extended 

knowledge about the phenomena being studied and are able to give clear insights into 

the study based on their experiences. The outputs of the interviews will be the main 

sources of primary data. Prior to the interview, a list of interview questions was 

developed based on the theory that is used in this study. The questions were related to 

the theory but at the same time adapted to suit the case companies based on their 

operational range. 

  

The first interview was conducted on the 28
th

 of April with Åke Anderzén the CEO of 

Kalmec Export. The interview was conducted in the head office located in Kalmar. The 

interview lasted for one hour and thirty minutes. The second interview was conducted 

on the 29
th

 of April with the CEO of Amokabel, Henrik Blad at Linnéuniversitetet in 

Kalmar. This interview went on for one hour. On the 4
th

 of May, the authors had the 

third interview with the Managing Director at Vida Timber, Måns Johansson. For this 

interview the authors of this study went to Alvesta to conduct the interview and it lasted 

for one hour. The fourth interview was conducted on May 7
th

 with Joakim Franzén, the 

Managing Director at Roxtec Middle East in Dubai, UAE. This interview was 

conducted over Skype due to that the office is located in Dubai. The duration of the 

interview was one hour. The last interview was conducted on the 18
th

 of May with the 

Managing Director at Trelleborg Marine Systems, Amit Madan, and this interview was 

also conducted over Skype. The interview lasted for approximately one hour.  

  

All the interviews were recorded and transcribed in order to be able to analyze the data 

collected in a correct way. This was conducted in order not to neglect any valuable 

information. Further to this, all the interviews were conducted in English to eliminate 

any translation bias.  
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2.5.4 Interview Guide 

Below is a table presenting the main theory in connection to the questions asked during 

the interviews. A list of the questions is attached in the Appendix.  

 

Main Theory Concepts Questions 

Internationalization process The Uppsala 

internationalization model 

Entry mode 

Market Commitment 

4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11 

Knowledge Key factor of 

internationalization 

20, 24 

Psychic distance and 

cultural differences 

Key factor of 

internationalization 

27 

Network and relationships Key factor of 

internationalization 

7, 21, 22 

Path Dependency Key factor of 

internationalization 

10, 12 

Dynamic Capabilities and 

Resources 

Key factor of 

internationalization 

23, 25 

Market turbulence  Resilience 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 26 

Table 2: Interview guide, Own Illustration 

 

2.6 Data analysis 

  

When starting to analyze the findings, it is important that the authors know the most 

suitable way of doing this. At first the authors should start reading the transcriptions 

from the interviews conducted and listen to the interviews to be able to analyze the 

information in the right way (Maxwell, 2013). Recording the interviews is according to 

Merriam (2009) one way of making sure that the information that is received is 

analyzed in relation to the selected topic. According to Maxwell (2013), there are three 

options for analyzing the gathered information, which includes memos, categorizing 

strategies (coding and thematic analysis) and connecting strategies. Memos can be used 

during the study where the authors write down valuable information that could be 

analyzed in the end. Moving further, coding is a common categorizing strategy used in 

qualitative research (Maxwell, 2013). It is important to find the connection between the 

findings and relate them to each other in order to do an extensive analysis. The authors 

can arrange the findings into categories to relate them and to further add on the 

development in the field under study. Connecting strategies is a way for the authors to 

further try to understand the data within the specific context. Through conducting for 

example a case study the focus can be on finding a relationship between the statements 

and the events and relate them to the topic, which further explains the reason for 

choosing a case study. However both categorizing strategies and connecting strategies is 

needed to develop a relevant analysis according to Maxwell (2013).  When analyzing 

the data collected from the case companies, memos were taken throughout the 

interviews and were supported with the recorded audios. The findings from the 
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empirical data were later compared with the theories and the analysis was made 

accordingly.   

 

2.7 Quality of the research 

 

While conducting a research, it is highly important to maintain a good quality level 

through ensuring to produce valid and reliable output. According to Merriam (2009), 

the process of ensuring the validity and reliability of a qualitative research involves 

ethically conducting the investigation. Thus, maintaining the quality of the qualitative 

research contribute to the trustworthiness of the results. The quality is mainly assessed 

by two different concepts; including the internal and external validity and the reliability 

(Yin, 2009). Each of these concept are discussed below as a way of discussing how the 

quality of this study is maintained while being conducted 

 

2.7.1 Validity  

 

The validity in general explains the credibility of the author’s interpretations (Merriam, 

2009). In addition to that, the validity is seen from two perspectives; internal validity as 

well as external validity. Talking about the first validity, which is the internal validity, it 

mainly discusses how the finding of the study is aligned with the reality. In other words, 

how the findings match with the truth (Merriam, 2009). The reality in this type could be 

noticed from the interpretation of the authors for the interviewee's contribution of the 

discussed topic. In order to ensure the internal validity in this study, there are some 

concepts that have been followed while conducting this research. At first, prior to the 

interview, an explanation of the topic being discussed was given to the interviewee in 

order to ensure a clear outline of the data type required. In addition to that, the 

interviewers have taken into consideration the interviewer's observations of behavior 

while getting their feedback on the addressed questions. Thus, the extent to which the 

interviewee could leverage the answer shows the reliability and validity of the given 

data. Another method was followed asking about the same concept in different ways to 

make sure that the given data was perceived in an accurate state. The authors of this 

study examined the companies’ websites prior to and after the interviews in order to 

compare between the findings of the data being collected and the data available on the 

internet. In addition to that, the interview has been recorded in order to be able to review 

them at a later stage.  

  

Talking about the second aspect of validity, which is the external validity and indicates 

to which extent the findings and data of the current study could have similar results, if it 

is applied within other circumstances (Yin, 2014).  However, according to Yin (2009), 

in a qualitative study it is not always the case that the findings can be generalized, 

especially if it is applied in a small sample. On the other hand, (Denscombe, 2010) 

argues that in the case of small samples there still a possibility to generalize the findings 

to some extent from the qualitative data. In order to ensure the external validity in this 

study, the “how” question is stated in our research question, in order to give a more 
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comprehensive result that can be generalized later. In addition to that, the questions in 

the interview guide are mostly formulated in a way that provides a comprehensive 

explanation when getting the feedbacks of the case companies as the questions start 

with “why & how”. 

 

2.7.2 Reliability  

 

According to Merriam (2002) and Yin (2009), the reliability refers to what extent the 

findings of the study can be replicated if it were conducted again. In other words, 

reliability is based on the assumption that there is only one output of the conducted 

study and if the study were conducted again, it will probably yield the same result 

(Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) argues that when doing a qualitative study, it is 

challenging to get the same results because the behavior of human as well as their 

interpretation is never static. However, the author further explains that most important 

question to be asked here is “whether or results of the study are consistent with the 

study being conducted”. Here the connection between the reliability and validity is 

clear, as the main concept is to get the same result when conducting the study again 

(Merriam, 2009). The main purpose of maintaining reliability in the conducted study is 

ensuring to minimize that errors and biases in the study being conducted (Yin, 2014). 

  

According to Merriam (2002), reliability can be applied through following different 

strategies; including triangulation, peer examination, investigator’s position and audit 

trial. Without further explanation, the audit trail is mainly applied in this study for 

ensuring reliability.  Through the audit trial, the study explains how the data of the study 

has been collected and further analyzed, which is applied in this study. Further to this, 

in order to ensure more reliability, the questions of the interview are attached as an 

appendix and the interviews are recorded and documented as well. 
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3 Theoretical Framework  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

This chapter gives a clear representation of the theoretical framework of the thesis. The 

chapter starts with a discussion on the internationalization process that is applied by 

SMEs when moving operations abroad and to which extend SMEs are committed to the 

foreign markets. After that, the discussion moves to give a presentation on the resilience 

while highlighting the main factors of the resilience. The chapter ends with a 

conceptual framework of the theories discussed in the thesis. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

   

 

3.1 Internationalization process  

 

3.1.1 The Uppsala Model  

 

According to Johanson & Vahlne (1977), the Uppsala model (U-model) gives directions 

of a firm’s internationalization process and demonstrates it as a set of incremental 

decisions. The basic concept of the model is to show how firms develop their 

international operations as sequential steps instead of making large investment decisions 

at one stage; and the decision is made depending on the experiential knowledge that the 

firm has about the foreign market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, Eriksson, et al., 1997 and 

Oviatt & McDougall, 1997).  

 

Through the applied sequential steps, the internationalization stages could be seen as 

learning process in which firms learn and gain knowledge by doing. The more 

knowledge the company gathers, fewer uncertainties will be faced as a result of the 

sequential internationalization process (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). The authors 

consider the lack of knowledge as a barrier that hinders the success of the 

internationalization. Thus, in order to avoid this barrier and to avoid the expected high 

uncertainties, firms began to internationalize to foreign countries with less psychic 

distance while committing with few resources (Oviatt & McDougall, 1997). 

 

Throughout the application of the internationalization process following the U-model, 

there are four aspects that have to be taken into consideration. These aspects include; 

market knowledge and market commitment, and commitment decisions and current 

activities (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), as illustrated below. 
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Figure 2: The Basic Mechanism of Internationalization: state and change aspects (Johanson & Vahlne 1977) 

 

 

The first part of the model proposed by Johanson & Vahlne (1977) includes market 

commitment and market knowledge. This part of the model is called the state aspect. 

Market commitment represents the extent to which a firm has commitments through the 

involvement in the market along with the resources owned. Talking about the second 

aspect which is the market knowledge, it is the knowledge that managers and employees 

have, which eventually affects the decision making process. According to the U-model, 

the market knowledge can be categorized as objective knowledge and experiential 

knowledge. The former is more codified and can be shared and transferred within and 

between markets and also is seen as explicit. As for the latter, this is less codified and 

tacit and can be gained through learning by doing. 

  

Moving to the second part of the model, it includes commitment decision and current 

activities (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).  These two factors fall under the change aspect, 

which are the outputs of the state aspects mentioned in the previous part. Thus, the 

better the knowledge the firm has about a market, the more valuable the resources are, 

as a result, the stronger the commitment the firm has to the market (Johanson & Vahlne, 

1977 and Andersen, 1993). 

  

As a result, the main concept of the model is that once the firm has an extended amount 

of knowledge regarding the market, the firm will be better involved in the market and 

more committed, and thus will be able to perform more activities through the 

demonstrated commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Accordingly, the market 

knowledge along with the commitment, determine the commitment decisions as well as 

the current activities applied (Eriksson, et al., 1997). As mentioned earlier, if a firm 

follows the U-model of internationalization, the firm will gradually obtain the 

knowledge with the sequential internationalization process. On the other hand, the 

experiential learning is gained through operating in the market as the firm has direct 

exposure to this market. This knowledge includes the internationalization knowledge, 

network knowledge and societal knowledge. Thus, the more exposure to the market, the 

more experiential knowledge can be obtained. According to Andersen (1993), the model 

does not explain how the knowledge commitment is created while the 
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internationalization process is undertaken gradually, as the direct exposure to the market 

contributes in building the required market knowledge. 

 

3.1.2 Market Commitment through Entry Mode Selection 

 

The most common entry modes are exporting, licensing, joint venture and direct 

investment (Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992). According to Agarwal & Ramaswami 

(1992), the entry decision is highly important as changing an entry strategy after 

application, could result in a significant loss of time and money, making the entry mode 

selection one of the most important strategic decisions of a company. Further to this, 

which entry mode to choose depends on the resources that a company wants to commit 

to the new market. When using export as an entry mode, fewer resources are invested 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), making the company more flexible and less vulnerable to 

risks. Using export, as an entry mode is further relevant for smaller companies since the 

mode is less risky and the managers can use export as a starting mode in order to collect 

knowledge about the new market and gain the needed international experience (Wild, et 

al, 2008). However, if the company has established its own operations within the 

market, more resources are invested resulting in higher commitment. Further the 

structure and other factors of the market will also influence the decisions of which entry 

mode to choose (Wild, et al, 2008). Factors influencing the decision include, political 

and legal environments, size of the markets, cultural differences and experience. For 

example, if there is a political instability within a market, companies are reluctant to 

invest more resources compared to if there is a stable situation within the country (Wild, 

et al, 2008). 

  

As stated previously by Johanson & Vahlne (1977), a company commits to a market 

through investing resources. However according to Lamb & Liesch (2002), it is not only 

through resources that a company commitments to a market, it can also be achieved 

through establishing close relationships, shared obligations and through sharing the 

same attitudes with local companies. Market commitment can also be seen from another 

perspective related to the process of redrawing invested resources (Lamb & Liesch, 

2002). With the extended amount of commitment from companies, it becomes more 

difficult to reverse the resources. 

 

Exporting is a recommended strategy when companies do not want to invest an 

extended amount of resources and commitment into the foreign market (Lu & Beamish, 

2006). Exporting is considered to be somehow easy, with a low level of risk, further it is 

a fast way of reaching a new market since there is no need for setting up further 

establishment. This entry strategy is as mentioned less risky, since it is easier to redraw 

if the market is unstable due to political instabilities (Lu & Beamish, 2006).  
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3.2 Key Factors of Internationalization  

 

3.2.1 Knowledge  

 

The main concept of the original model of Uppsala suggests that knowledge 

development is a main factor in the process of a firm’s internationalization. According 

to Johanson & Vahlne (2009), the created knowledge of a firm’s direct operations 

shapes the learning processes of the firms. As stated earlier, the Uppsala model is based 

on the gradual internationalization in which the experience is generated through stages. 

According to (Hilmersson & Jansson, 2012), and referring to the concept of experiential 

knowledge discussed by (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), the business network knowledge 

is one of the opportunities associated with the internationalization that can be gained 

from the direct interaction with customers, intermediaries, and suppliers in the host 

country. Another type of knowledge that can be highlighted here is the societal 

knowledge that is generated from the firm's experience with the surrounded 

environment in the host country. The lack of institutional market knowledge is in 

connection to the language, political and legal system, social and cultural differences 

(Jansson, 2007). Talking about the third type of knowledge, which referred to the 

internationalization knowledge, it is more connected to the experience of international 

operations in a particular market and other foreign markets as well. 

  

Further to this, Hilmersson & Jansson (2012) state that one of the main factors that 

cause high uncertainty is not the lack of experience in the host foreign country; however 

the real reason behind such uncertainty could be highly related to the lack of experience 

as well as the insidership within the local business network. So, the know-how 

knowledge here is considered a key factor of the internationalization process. 

  

In order to meet the internationalization expectations, there is a necessity for knowledge 

and expertise sharing. As discussed above, building good extended relationships with 

local partners within the network is a fundamental step for generating experiential 

knowledge (Hilmersson & Jansson, 2012). Kostova (1999) has discussed the countries’ 

institutional profiles as an effect of the differences in regulatory, cognitive and 

normative social contexts. Such differences cause some knowledge-related barriers, 

suggested by Szulanski (1996). One of these barriers is the lack of absorptive capacity 

that affects the knowledge process in a negative way. The definition of absorptive 

capacity suggested by Cohen & Levinthal (1990) is the ability that a firm demonstrates 

in recognizing the value of external information; assimilate it and finally applying it to 

commercial end. Thus, learning by experience is seen as the most effective way for 

eliminating the lack of absorbing a new external knowledge. Moreover, absorptive 

capacity indicates that the process of knowledge development could be seen as a 

cumulative process, so the more related knowledge a firm can get, the better absorptive 

capacity it can demonstrates (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). 
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Another knowledge related barrier that could be further highlighted here is the lack of 

trust and motivation as discussed by Szulanski (1996). With the internationalization 

process, partnership and local and international business networking activities are 

involved. As a result, transferring knowledge will be required as a way of coordination 

between the company in the home country and the agent and the subsidiary in the host 

country. In order to have an effective knowledge transfer, building trustworthiness 

relationships between the two parties will require time as well as a high level of 

motivation to ensure a long term partnership. 

 

 

3.2.2 Psychic Distance and Cultural Differences  

  

Johanson & Valhne (1977) defined psychic distance as the level of difference and 

variation between the home market and the foreign host market. A high level of psychic 

distance (Johanson & Valhne, 2009) is one of the main considerations that the business 

should pay attention to when entering a distant foreign market (Oviatt & McDougall, 

1997). Differences between markets make it more challenging for companies to 

overcome language and cultural-related barriers and build trustworthiness relationships 

within host countries. Further, the culture is “a system of values and norms that are 

shared among a group of people and that are taken together constitute a design for 

living” (Hill, 2008:258). 

  

According to Brouthers & Brouthers (2001), companies that operate in countries with 

high psychic distance are more likely to invest more time and resources in order to 

overcome the cultural difference between the home and the foreign markets, which 

could be less likely to happen when internationalizing into countries with lower psychic 

distance. In addition to that, many scholars have argued that psychic distance factor has 

a huge impact in the growth of a company’s business development as well as its 

strategic choices (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). According to Griffith & Dimitrova (2014), 

the cultural psychic distance between the home country and the host one, influences the 

business operations, thus managers who face high psychic distance are less likely to be 

confident in applying innovative strategies. 

  

Griffith & Dimitrova (2014) argue that the psychic distance could be seen from two 

different dimensions; including the cultural distance and the business distance. Griffith 

& Dimitrova (2014) further state that the cultural differences derived from cultural 

differences dimensions proposed by Hofstede that discusses the national culture 

dimensions; such as individualism vs. collectivism, masculinity vs. femininity, power 

distance, and uncertainty avoidance are important factors to consider. On the other 

hand, the business dimension focuses on the economic and business environments, the 

market condition, the legal and political systems, as well as the language (Griffith & 

Dimitrova, 2014). Considering that the psychic distance can affect the different 

environmental situations and as discussed above can occur in two levels, business and 
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cultural, this highlights the need for tackling these challenges and being aware of the 

local adaptation required (Jansson, 2007), which result in reducing accompanied 

uncertainties. 

 

As a result of psychic distance, which can create the institutional differences, a high 

level of “psychic distance” (Johanson & Valhne, 2009) between the home country and 

the host country makes it challenging for an internationalized company to overcome 

language and cultural-related barriers and build trustworthiness relationships. 

 

3.2.3 Networks and Relationships  

 

When entering new markets, networks and relationships are essential assets that a 

company needs to build for creating a sustainable business (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; 

2009). Håkansson & Snehota (1995:5) “consider business relationships to be important 

empirical phenomena that have a considerable impact on business enterprises”. 

Johanson & Valhne (2009) revisited their internationalization theories in connection to 

the development of the Uppsala model and have contributed with new findings 

regarding relationships and networks, while acknowledging these aspects as important 

factors. Moreover, the source of uncertainties is not the psychic distance; instead it is 

the limited access to relevant networks that can hinder the internationalization process 

of companies. The markets are, according to Johanson & Valhne (2009:1411) 

“networks of relationships in which firms are linked to each other in various, complex 

and, to a considerable extent, invisible patterns”. Networks thus are important sources 

of knowledge and companies involved with local partners and networks within foreign 

countries are able to access resources, resulting with a broader knowledge base for these 

companies. Business relationships have shown to be long lasting (Håkansson & 

Snehota, 1995) and these relationships are often complex and informal. Moreover, it has 

been shown that the parties within these types of relationships are to some extent more 

balanced than in the consumer market, when it comes to resources and capabilities 

within the companies. However, it is important to acknowledge that not all relationships 

are stable, which highlights the need to consider what happens within these 

relationships. The two parties within a relationship tend to adapt their resources and 

activities that are involved within the shared business. However, conflicts can arise with 

the relationship steaming from the aspect of who is benefiting the most from the formed 

relationships (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). Social interactions are also an important 

aspect of relationships and the personal bonds are of high importance. Relationships 

have been shown to have a great impact on business performance within markets and 

companies are dependent on well-functioning relationships (Håkansson & Snehota, 

1995).   

  

There are different types of relationships that companies can have; relationships within 

the social level are called social networks, while the relationships concerning the 

company as a whole are called organizational networks (Jansson & Hilmersson, 2011). 

Both networks are to some extent linked together and the organizational structure of 
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companies can impact the construction of new relationships. Within dyadic 

relationships, both parties needs to be highly motivated in order establish a rewarding 

exchange (Holm, Eriksson & Johanson, 1996). One other important aspect of 

relationships is the informal structure of the relationship. If the counterparts do not 

appreciate the relationship and do not demonstrate committeemen, it is more likely that 

the relationship between them will be short lived. When companies are entering a new 

network, these companies tend to bring along already established relationships, 

resulting in a chain of connected partners within the value chain (Holm et al, 1996). 

According to Anderson, Håkansson & Johansson (1994), relationships can either be 

direct or indirect, meaning that the company can be connected to different actors within 

the business network and not only through a dyadic relationship, in where the actual 

interaction exists. 

  

When companies are entering a new market they often lack access to networks resulting 

in the liability of outsidership (Johanson & Valhne, 2009 and Hilmersson, 2011). Being 

an outsider increases the likeness of missing relevant opportunities. Becoming 

integrated within a network enables companies to access resources and knowledge 

about the local market that is of relevance for the success in the foreign market. 

Networks and relationships are affected by the surrounding environment within the 

countries and according to Jansson, Johansson & Ramström (2007), the institutional 

settings such as norms, values and regulations aspects are critical factors that can impact 

the relationships between partners.  

 

3.2.4 Path Dependency  

 

Path dependency shows to which extent a firm commits to its prior activates (Teece et 

al, 1997). Moreover, path dependency of a firm determines a firm’s current position as 

well as its direction of future development. Further to this, Teece et al. (1997) state that 

the history of a firm can indicate to its present position and can predict its future as well. 

As a result, the activities of a firm’s taking place at the current time determine the future 

path of this firm. 

  

The concept of “path dependency” proposed by Teece et al., (1997), states that while 

pursuing different opportunities in the market, it is of high importance to demonstrate 

the commitment to prior activities. However, with the evolving internationalization 

opportunities in the emerging markets, it is also of high importance that the firm 

balances between its response to such opportunities and dependency to its paths. To 

some extent, a firm’s path from the past may highly contribute to the firm’s competitive 

advantage over years, Schilke (2014). The term “Core rigidity,” proposed by Leonard-

Barton (1992) could be seen as results of a firm’s strong path dependency and high 

commitment to prior activities, this concept was discussed by Grant (2013) from the 

perspective of the high commitment to current capabilities of a firm. The author states 

that the more highly developed the capabilities of a firm, the higher the possibility is for 

creating barriers (Grant, 2013), and the same applies to the activities. The very strong 
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commitment to prior activities jeopardizes the firm’s ability to pursue new opportunities 

in the market and hinders it. As a result, in order to cope with the fast industrial changes 

in the internal as well as the external environment while staying competitive, it is 

important for a firm to have strategic renewal and dynamically reacts towards the 

external advancements. 

 

3.2.5 Dynamic Capabilities in line with the Resource Based View 

 

There is a strong linkage between a firm’s resources and dynamic capabilities. In order 

to create a competitive advantage, a company can analyze either the internal resources 

or the external once. According to Barney (1991), it is the internal resources that can 

help the company to create a competitive advantage. Companies should implement 

strategies that highlight the internal strengths and diminish the external threats. The 

main resources within the company are considered to be the assets that the companies 

possess. These resources include knowledge, capabilities, information, and key 

attributes of the company. Barney (1991) highlights three different resources including: 

human capital, physical capital and organizational capital. The human capital resources 

are aspects considering the relationships, training, experience and judgement of the 

managers and the workers within the company. The physical resources are the assets 

including the physical plants and the existing equipment of the company. Further the 

resources consist of the access to needed raw material and the location of the company. 

The last aspect, organizational capital resources are the structures within the company 

itself, including planning, the structure of reporting and how information is shared 

internally. Barney (1991) further acknowledges that not all these mentioned aspects are 

always involved in shaping the competitive advantage, but the resources creates the 

ground for the company to become as efficient as possible. 

  

The term “dynamic capabilities” was defined by Teece et al. (1997), as the ability to 

integrate and reconfigure the internal and external organizational competences to tackle 

the changing environment. A further definition is proposed by Teece (2007:1319) states 

that “dynamic capabilities can be disaggregated into the capacity (1) to sense and shape 

opportunities and threats, (2) to seize opportunities, and (3) to maintain competitiveness 

through enhancing, combining, protecting, and, when necessary, reconfiguring the 

business enterprise’s intangible and tangible assets”. 

  

Other researchers have addressed it as an extended concept of the RBV; as the main 

concept of the RBV is to highlight the resources that a firm owns, the dynamic 

capabilities focuses on the reconfigurations of these resources (Helfat & Peteraf, 2009).  

In order to stay compatible, organizations tend to continually develop their 

organizational capabilities and resources in order to dynamically integrate with the 

institutional changes. Thus; dynamic capabilities are the strategic organization routines 

that lead firms to achieve a new configuration of resources to meet market’s changes, 

(Oxtorp, 2014). In addition to that, dynamic capability aims to learn and change as well 

as to apply renewal (Zahra at el., (2006). 
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Seeing this concept from the perspective of competitive advantage of a given firm, a 

firm is said to have competitive advantages when it enjoys and achieve success over its 

competitors. However, the purpose here is to discuss how dynamic capability aids the 

firm to gain a superior competitive advantage. According to Helfat & Peteraf (2009), 

dynamic capabilities have two effects, first, a direct effect on the firm’s performance 

and competitive advantage, and another indirect effect through the reconfiguration of 

resources. 

  

Teece et al. (1997) state that there are different dimensions of the business that 

determines and shape the company’s competencies and dynamic capability. These 

aspects have been categorized as process, positions and paths. The core point of 

competences and capabilities is driven from organizational processes undertaken. The 

word process here indicates to the way things are done within the firm and routinized 

and applied in daily bases. As for the positions, these are mainly the resources the firm 

has, including the tangible, intangible or human resources (Porter, 1991).  

  

Elsenhardt & Martin (2000) suggest three points that highlight some challenges of this 

linkage between the RBV and dynamic capabilities. The theory on dynamic capabilities 

indicates that these capabilities are the main source of sustainable competitive 

advantages without highlighting the value of the RBV. However, the real source of 

these advantages lies in the reconfiguration of the resources that is applied by the 

dynamic capabilities within the firm (Giffith & Harvey, 2001). Thus dynamic capability 

is necessary but not sufficient by itself. On the other hand, Porter (1991) argues that the 

connection between resources and strategies applied is fundamental. Second, the 

reconfiguration of firm’s resources leads to a sustainable competitive advantage, and 

this reconfiguration cannot be achieved without having flexible dynamic capabilities to 

meet the dynamic markets. Elsenhardt & Martin (2000) argues that dynamic capabilities 

are not only used to develop the existing resources by the reconfiguration made, 

however dynamic capabilities can also help to explore and build new resources which 

enables the firm to maintain a long-term competitive advantage. Finally, Elsenhardt & 

Martin (2000) state that the concept of RBV focuses on leveraging bundled resources 

with the purpose of achieving a long-term competitive advantage. Further argument 

says that in high-velocity environments more strategies are required. Finally, dynamic 

capabilities can enable a company to create a series of unpredictable advantages through 

logical strategies that consider different aspects of the market opportunities. 

 

3.3 Resilience in Turbulent Markets 

 

According to Bhamra et al., (2011), turbulences are changes that impose instabilities at 

different levels, including the market level and it could be a result of natural, terroristic, 

economic, or political related issues. Within a market, there are different institutional 

settings, including political systems, legal systems and financial market and these 

settings can influence businesses operating within the market (Jansson, 2007). Further 

to this, emerging markets are faced with higher institutional uncertainties than 
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developed markets (Santangelo & Meyer, 2011). Talking about turbulences at the 

business level, a market turbulence creates an ambiguous situation where business have 

to take the changes associated with the turbulences into considerations and coordinate 

them with the business’s strategies (Wang et al., 2015). When operating within 

emerging markets it is more likely that companies will face uncertainties in relation to 

political instabilities than when operating within develop markets (Hilmersson, 

Sandberg & Pourmand Hilmersson, 2014). “Environmental factors present 

opportunities, constraints, and threats, and therefore affect the attractiveness, feasibility, 

and uncertainty associated with collaborations” (Wang et al., 2015:3).  

When companies are operating within turbulent markets it is according to Hilmersson 

(2014), important that the company is flexible when it comes to the activities 

performed, which can be achieved through spreading the activities between different 

countries. Spread activities between different markets result in having less dependency 

on one specific market.  Further, Hadjikhani & Johanson (1996) states that when 

operating within a turbulent market, it can be beneficial for a company to stay, but only 

with a limited level of commitment, so if -or- when the market returns to a stable 

position the company will benefit from its presence within the market. According to 

McCann, Selsky & Lee (2009), nowadays, businesses are exposed to different types of 

market turbulences, which require these companies to seek for resilience. McCann et al., 

(2009) further states that businesses that demonstrate resilience during times of 

turbulences are more profitable and competitive no matter how risky the turbulences 

are.  

According to Amann & Jaussaud (2011:207) “The concept of organizational resilience 

is a generalization of the concept of resilience from psychology, it refers to a 

fundamental quality in people, groups, organizations or systems to respond to a 

significant change that disrupts the expected pattern of events without engaging in an 

extended period of regressive behavior”. Within the organizational theory there are 

many definition, however within this study a definition by Bhamra et al., (2011) will be 

used that defines the term resilience “as the ability of a company to return to a stable 

position after facing uncertainties”. Moreover, an organization that can perform well 

during times of turbulence can be classified as a resilient organization (Lengnick-Hall, 

et al, 2011). It can be related to an organization's capability to have strategies that can 

be changed when necessary in order to fit the current situation of the company’s 

operations and the external turbulence. According to Somers (2009), if a company is 

preparing strategies in advance for events that cannot be easily predicted, it can result in 

becoming even increasingly difficult to act accordingly. What the company should do 

instead is to adapt the behavior suitable for the crisis that is being faced through the 

incorporation of organizational resilience. 

When companies are implementing strategies, these companies need to be aware of the 

challenges that these strategies can decay. Hamel & Valikangas (2003) discuss four 

reasons that might cause such a decline, firstly, competitors can replicate strategies, and 

secondly good strategies will be over-performed by other more relevant ones. Thirdly, 

markets can get saturated and the strategies might be exhausted. Lastly, the quicker the 



  
 

- 28 - 

 

markets grow the faster the declining phase starts for the company’s strategies and the 

use of them. Thus, these factors are important to consider for companies when the 

market is stable but becomes even more important to work with when the company is 

facing unstable situations. Reorganizing the firms' strategies to fit the new reality is 

important when facing unexpected events (Lengnick-Hall, et. al, 2011). What could be 

included is the possibility that these happenings can bring, such as unexpected 

opportunities and business should not only focus on restoring the operations to fit the 

situation at hand. Further, the aspect in connection to the networks and relationships is 

according to Lengnick-Hall, et al, (2011), one important key resource for the firm, to be 

able to develop resilience towards turbulence. Another important key capability of a 

company is the ability to change and dynamically react when facing changes within the 

environments, resulting in an enhanced organizational resilience (Ates and Bititci, 

2011). According to Amann & Jaussaud (2011), a resilient organization is characterized 

as being optimistic, seeks for meaning behind terrible events, and lastly works with 

tools, which were not meant for that specific purpose, through innovativeness.  

The framework for managing critical events depends on various organizational factors 

(Sullivan-Taylor & Branicki, 2011). With the evolving number of critical events that 

can impact companies, it is especially important for SMEs to develop resilience through 

increasing flexibility (Sheffi & Rice, 2005), so companies are prepared for these types 

of events. One aspect limiting the effects these events can have on SMEs is the 

capability of these companies to act rapidly within the company. This can be 

maintained, as SMEs tend to have a flatter decision process, resulting in a quicker 

response to different events (Vossen, 1998). According to Sheffi & Rice (2005), firm 

that build resilience can do so by building capabilities that can be prepared for risks and 

react to them in a fast manner. The flexibility can be in the supply chain, which could 

mean that if a company is facing an event that can impact or disturb, for example the 

operations in one country the company can implement flexibility in order to relocate the 

impacted activities within the chain (Sheffi & Rice, 2005). Moreover the ability of a 

company to respond to events depends on several other aspects including, the structure 

of the organization, the management and the operation system that is in place within the 

company (Dalziell & McManus, 2004). It is further highlighted by Dalziell & McManus 

(2004) that it is crucial for SMEs to recognize that the state of the business environment 

before the turbulence will not be the same as after and the companies need to act 

accordingly. 
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3.4 Conceptual Framework  

 

In order to give a holistic understanding of the theoretical framework, the theory will be 

presented in a figure to summaries how the theoretical concepts are correlated. The 

theoretical framework builds on different theories of internationalization and its key 

factors.  

The first part of the theoretical factor discusses the internationalization process, mainly 

based on the theory proposed by Johanson & Vahlne (1977). At first the Uppsala model 

of internationalization is presented to highlight some important factors in relation to the 

internationalization processes of firms. The discussion under this concept was further 

supported with a theory from Oviatt & McDougall (1997), which supports the gradual 

internationalization steps in relation to avoid uncertainties.  

The key factors of internationalization are drawn from privies researchers by different 

authors. The first factor is in relation to knowledge and the theories are driven from 

Johanson & Vahlne (2009) that discusses the importance of experiential knowledge. 

The supporting theories in this part include theories from Szulanski (1996) and Kostova 

(1991), where the knowledge is discussed from different perspectives. Moving to the 

second factor, which is the psychic distance and cultural differences, a combination of 

theories are referred to from Johanson & Vahlne (1977; 2003), Oviatt & McDougall 

(1997) and Griffith & Dimitrova (2014). The focus of the theories highlights the 

influences of cultural differences and psychic distance in the international operations 

within foreign markets. The third factor is in connection to the networks and 

relationships, which is mainly discussed by Johanson & Vahlne (2009), Håkansson & 

Snehota (1995), as well as Hilmersson & Jansson (2012). Considering that the network 

and relationship factor is an essential factor in the internationalization process, this 

highlights the importance of incorporating this concept in the theoretical framework.  

Moving to the path dependency factor, Teece et al., (1997) thoroughly discuss this 

factor in relation to committing to prior strategies. However an extension of further 

research was conducted by Leonard-Barton (1992) discussing the concept proposed by 

Teece et al., (1997) while highlighting the other side of the coin, which in this case 

indicates that committing to prior strategies can lead to “core rigidity”. As for the last 

factor, different authors discuss the dynamic capabilities and resources. First, Tecee et 

al., (1997) acknowledge dynamic capabilities as an important factor in changing current 

strategies to fit the external environment and the changes caused. Further to this, Barney 

(1991) states that the internal resources are important factor in strengthening the 

position of the company within an industry. Basing the discussion on these two theories 

gives a broader understanding of how dynamic capabilities are applied in restructuring 

resources within turbulent markets.  

The combination of all the above mentioned theories lead to better examining which 

factors are crucial in remaining resilient during market turbulence. Theories 

highlighting resilience includes Aman & Jaussaud (2011) and Lengnick-Hall et al., 

(2011), with the support of other researchers. Another concept to be highlighted under 



  
 

- 30 - 

 

this part is the market turbulence context, which is mainly discussed by Bhamra et al., 

(2011) as well as Wang et al., (2015). The figure below is an illustration of the 

theoretical framework followed in this study.  

 
Figure 3: Theoretical Framework, own illustration 

 

Illustration of Figure Three 

The figure above summarizes the theoretical framework of this study. It starts with the 

internationalization process that is linked to the different key factors on 

internationalization being thoroughly discussed and examined within the study. As 

shown in the figure, the key factors are further linked to the resilience attribute to 

examine the correlation in between.   
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4 Empirical Findings  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

This chapter represents the data that has been gathered from the case companies under 

study in connection to the research topic. The findings of the case companies will be 

presented separately. A summarized overview of each company’s background will be 

given before going further with the representation of data. The findings will be 

presented under the same headings for each case company. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1  Kalmec Export AB 

Kalmec Export AB is a Swedish SME that was established 35 years ago and operates 

internationally within the Middle East. Kalmec produces high-technological engineering 

products in connection to Municipal equipment including balers, compactors and waste 

sorting plants. At the current time, the company has three employees working in the 

office, located in Kalmar, Sweden. Nowadays the company operates in Bahrain, 

Lebanon, Iraq, Qatar, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Iran 

and Oman. As for the key customers of Kalmec, they are municipalities within the 

countries and private companies operating within the field of recycling. 

  

4.1.1 International Activities within the MENA Region 

  

The CEO of Kalmec, Anderzén, worked as an export manager for another company 

Norba during the years between 1979-1981, which allowed Anderzén to travel around 

the world and pursue opportunities for operation expansion within the Middle East 

region. By that time, there was a noticeable demand in the Middle East, in which the 

market seemed attractive, unlike most of the countries in Africa and Asia where there 

was a need but no source of money, “the larger the need is, the less money they have” 

(Anderzén, 2015). Since the Middle East had a need and the money to pay for the 

products, Anderzén saw the opportunities of setting up his own company, which 

resulted in the establishment of Kalmec Export AB. 

  

Moving to the start with the international operations, Kalmec has been following the 

same internationalization strategies when entering and operating within the Middle 

Eastern countries. According to Anderzén (2015), Kalmec has always been operating 

through distributors in all countries in that region. Anderzén (2015) further stated that in 

most of the countries in the Middle East, the legal system does not allow foreign 

companies to own lands or own subsidiaries, which explains why almost 99 per cent of 

all the companies operate through agents. According to the CEO of Kalmec it is easier 

to operate through an agent, which the company sells its products through. Thus, the 

company does not directly invest in the local partner, however the partner deals with 

other customers (business) other than Kalmec but the distributor is not allowed to sell 

products from the company’s competitors. 
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Prior to entering the Middle East, the company did not conduct any market research as 

the CEO depended on his prior knowledge about the market that he gained from 

previous working experiences. As for the current position of the company, the company 

is one of the leading suppliers of its equipments in the region and so far the company 

has supplied over 500 cleaning sweepers for streets in the Middle East and 350-400 of 

these sweepers was exported to Saudi Arabia.  Regarding the company's main 

strategies, Anderzén (2015) stated that one of the key aspects is to try not to get 

disturbed with other countries and stay focused on one region rather than several. This 

year, Kalmec has succeeded to sign a contract within Saudi Arabia providing 150 of 

Kalmec’s machineries, which could be seen as a big achievement, as it is a project in a 

big scale, comparing with an annual sale of 5 items in Scandinavia and 20 items in total 

in Europe. 

  

  

4.1.2 Market Turbulence within the MENA Region  

  

The company did not face any major turbulence in general throughout its years of 

operations within countries in the MENA region. As for the case of Arab Spring, this 

spring did not influence the company, as the company has always managed to stay out 

of conflict zones (Anderzén, 2015). However, Anderzén (2015) further stated that some 

of the spring incidents were seen as opportunities. With the many demonstrations that 

took place on ground, people created waste on the streets, resulting in a need for the 

Kalmec’s streets’ sweeping products, but other than this, the operations were not really 

affected. As a result, the company was not under the pressure to change its strategies or 

the way the business operations were held (Anderzén, 2015). The only minor change the 

company had to deal with when it comes to turbulences is moving one of the company’s 

partners who were located in Bahrain in avoidance from the issues between the religious 

groups, Sunni and Shi’a. A general comment that was stated by Anderzén (2015) was 

that prior to establishing Kalmec, he was working in Detroit and in Detroit the 

insecurity was high, which he has never experienced within the Middle East. Resulting 

in that Anderzén feels safer when conducting business in the Middle East than when he 

was working in Detroit.  

  

  

4.1.3 Key Factors of Internationalization within the MENA Region  

  

According to Anderzén (2015), the experience he had gained throughout his work in the 

Middle East region enabled him to grasp a wide range of knowledge in and about the 

region as well as building an extended network. Anderzén (2015) further stated that 

finding a good market and good people to work with enabled him to have sustainable 

operations during his 35 years of experience in the market. Further to this, when asked 

about the main key resources of the company, the knowledge and the long-time 

relations was the answer, followed with “Being stubborn is our key success factor” 

(Anderzén, 2015). As for the knowledge creation process, considering that the company 
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is small and it only has three people, the process of knowledge creation is not 

complicated. In addition to that there is flexibility in the operations as there is no 

specific system to follow. For further explanation, the CEO of Kalmec gave an example 

of one of the employees that deals with everything from licenses and export 

documentation, finance, and other legal logistics. 

  

Further to this, having partnership with Volvo and Scania has strengthen the company’s 

position and enabled it to create the trust required in building local and extended 

relationships in the Middle East. These relationships were seen as an asset for Kalmec. 

As stated by the CEO of Kalmec, by the time the company started its operations in the 

Middle East, Anderzén saw the relationship that the company had with Volvo and 

Scania as a “stepfather relationship”.  

  

According Anderzén (2015), the cultural differences have been the most challenging 

aspect that the company has faced. However, with some adaptation, the company was 

able to overcome this barrier. Here is when the CEO of Kalmec said that the people in 

the Middle East are not that different, but they have different system and a different way 

of working. In addition to that, long term relationships is an important factor although it 

is not so easy to create, since most agents in the Middle East tend to have many 

different products in their portfolio. 

  

From the CEO’s opinion, the company is very stable and has a good and a sustainable 

position, at least as long as the CEO is there (Anderzén, 2015). The CEO of Kalmec 

mentioned that the company is neither planning to launch new product lines nor serving 

new customer segments, however it is planning to launch new products as an extension. 

At the time being, the company has recently bought three new machines from Volvo 

that will be sold to Klamec’s customers in Saudi Arabia. 

 

4.2 Amokabel AB 

 

Amokabel AB is a Swedish SME that produces cables, conductors and other packed 

products. Amokabel was founded in 1992 with a head office located in Alstermo, 

Sweden. The company has around 135 employees. The products of Amokabel are 

divided into three different aspects; including power products for safe energy 

transportation, special cables products with high resistance, and building and housing 

related cables. Amokabel’s main customers are within the industrial sector and the 

company provides cables to the mining as well as to the shipbuilding industry. The 

company sells its products to both state-owned companies and privately owned ones. As 

for Amokabel’s operations within the MENA region, the company operates in Oman 

and in Saudi Arabia by projects mainly. 
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4.2.1 International Activities within the MENA Region 

  

At the beginning of Amokabel’s internationalization process, the company did not work 

actively in finding markets when started exporting 20 years back, rather the customers 

within the internationalization countries found the company, and that is how the 

company started its international exporting activities. 

  

However, today Amokabel work actively in finding new exporting markets and prior to 

entering new markets, the company applies an extended amount of market research. The 

company uses different consultant firms to help in conducting market research. In some 

cases, Amokabel considers its different business partners and the connections within its 

network in order get to know the market better, but when the company considers new 

market, then the company requires consultants. These consultants have the knowledge 

about that specific market, Blad (2015) said. Further to this, when the company first 

entered the Middle East region, Amokabel used Business Sweden. “It is easier to use 

people that already have the knowledge about the specific country and this is quite 

normal when it comes to small and medium sized companies” (Blad, 2015). 

  

Moving the discussing to the entry mode selection, in most of the countries, Amokabel 

uses a distributor since this is the easiest and most flexible way, according to Blad 

(2015). “Most companies start with a distributor and if it turns out well, they can buy 

the distributor and recruit the skilled people and set up their own distributor, which of 

course will mean that they will earn money on the distribution as well”, (Blad, 2015).  

  

Finding a distributor is not always an easy task. An example was given by Blad (2015), 

in Saudi Arabia, Amokabel meet with five potential distributors and one was too big, 

and another too small and the others did not meet the company’s criteria when selecting 

new distributors, “so it takes a lot of time to get the right distributors” (Blad, 2015).  

According to the CEO of Amokabel, it is all about the human connection and the sense 

of finding people that are ready to grow with the business. Thus, in order to qualify a 

distributor, the company needs to examine who owns the distributor, which type of 

product portfolio they have and what kind of market presence and who are the persons 

working for them.  

  

Oman was the first country in the Middle East that the company started its operations in 

within the region four years ago. The company has been selling to Israel, and Palestine 

however strategic wise, the company started with Oman since the country had faced 

some issues with the cables system, which made the country seem as an attractive 

market. When the company entered Oman, the company had a British business partner 

that was of good support for the company. In the Middle East countries usually have 

certain strict rules and due to the legislation the company is not allowed to sell directly 

to the customers. Companies rather need persons who represent them within the 

countries. According to Blad (2015), it took ABB around 20 years to set up a plant in 

Saudi Arabia and the company still has a sponsor. In Oman it is more liberal, thus; it is 
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more important to employee people that are originally from Oman however this is a big 

challenge. 

 

With the process of entering Saudi Arabia, the company first visited the country one 

year ago, but it has been slow and difficult since the market is much more protective 

and conservative than for example Oman. Oman is much more open even if it is a strict 

Islamic country. According to Blad (2015), it is easier to work and live in Oman, 

“business wise they are a bit in front of Saudi Arabia, in Saudi Arabia they are much 

more conservative but the business potential is of course much bigger than Oman” 

(Blad, 2015). The possibilities are bigger as Saudi Arabia is a big country comparing to 

Oman and Saudi Arabia possess more resources as well. It has been very demanding for 

Amokabel to set up some business in Saudi Arabia. The reaction when they were there 

was that the company had good products, however Amokabel realized that is going to 

take a long time and the decisions was made to slow down the market entry process. 

 

 

4.2.2 Market Turbulence within the MENA Region  

  

When it comes to market turbulence within the region, the case of the Arab Spring did 

not impact the company. However the oil crisis that is currently happening has impacted 

the business. Both Saudi Arabia and Oman are investing their time and money into the 

oil business within the country and as a result the companies within these countries as 

postponing projects that Amokabel is involved with. According to Blad (2015), the oil 

price is more of a business aspect than a political aspect. The company is postponing 

projects for up to 6 months due to the decrease of oil prices, thus and a lot of 

investments that were supposed to be made in the countries will be postponed. The 

company has realized that both Oman and Saudi Arabia are highly dependent on the oil 

price staying at a certain level. 

  

To be more precise, Amokabel had four large projects going on that are now postponed 

“It is sad but it is business” (Blad, 2015). The company adapts to these changes through 

investing the resources somewhere else. All the employees within the company also 

need to switch focus, from the technicians to the sales employees. With the turbulence 

the company needed to act fast. According to Blad (2015), it is good to work via 

distributors, “If the company would have had an office in Oman, the company would 

have had to send people home”. At the moment the company does not have any costs, 

so in that sense it is more applicable to have a distributor. 

  

Another point to be highlighted here is that the company has been considering Iraq as an 

attractive market; however the country is witnessing instabilities, which prevents it from 

taking any step towards that specific market. In addition to that, the future of the 

company is dependent on the conflicts within the region and the economy needs to be 

stable and the oil price has to stabilize. However Blad is optimistic and according to 

him, the cable market is growing and also the markets are growing rapidly. Amokabel is 
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thus working very hard to achieve such growth. “If you want to grow it takes time” 

(Blad, 2015).  

  

  

4.2.3 Key Factors of Internationalization  

  

Since Amokabel is a small company, the company has more flexibility and it is able to 

change strategy fast. According to Blad (2015), larger companies are slow and it takes 

them longer time to react to market turbulence. Amokabel can change focus easy since 

the company is smaller and has less direct investment within Oman, for example (Blad, 

2015). 

  

As mentioned previously the company works via a distributor but the company also 

meets with the end customers. If there is a large project Amokabel goes down and meet 

the customers with the distributor, which is highly important for the company as well as 

for the customers. One of Amokabel’s key success factors is that the company has a 

high degree of technical solutions and does not produce standardized cables. The cable 

industry is a large industry and cables can be found everywhere. Since the industry is 

large, companies that operates within the industry need to be specialized. In the case of 

Amokabel, the company produces all cables in Sweden and one of the key 

differentiation points of Amokabel is that it produces high quality products with a high 

technical solution. According to Blad (2015) “You need to bring something new into 

the market to be successful especially in the export area”. Almost all countries have 

their one manufacturing of cables more or less, so there is a need to come up with 

something new and stay in front of its competitors.  

  

The general strategy of Amokabel is that, “you need to adapt a lot when you go outside 

your shoe box and when you start looking into the international perspective the 

company is really dependent on the people that can help you, you never know where 

you will end up”, (Blad, 2015). Amokabel needs to interact and find the customers and 

if customers have problem, the company finds a solution for them. The company does 

not work with a certain strategy, however it focuses on trying to do as much market 

research as possible since the market knowledge helps the company when they want to 

enter a new market. 

  

Gathering knowledge regarding cultural differences is highly important before entering 

the Middle East and Blad (2015) did not know much about the cultural differences 

within the region. Companies can recruit the expertise that has the knowledge and have 

them in house but “as a business leader you have to learn yourself” (Blad, 2015). 

According to Blad (2015), it is important that Swedish businesses learn more about 

culture outside the domestic country and educates the employees internally regarding 

the culture, which is important when dealing with new markets. When having a business 

meeting within for example, Oman and Saudi Arabia it is crucial that the CEO from the 

Swedish company is the person who represents the company in meetings, but if the 
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company sends someone else the host company will not send the CEO. In these regions 

it is all about rank, if Bald would go there, the owner will be there to shake his hand but 

if he sends someone else they will not even bother, making relationships very important. 

According to Blad (2015) “ It is not the same in Sweden, here the structure and rank is 

not that important”. In these regions the company will meet the people with the same 

rank and if the company does not do that the companies will not see Amokabel as a 

serious player. 

  

Bald travels very much and he travel to find new distributors to work for them and 

represent them and it is hard to send other employees and that is why he needs to go by 

himself. Blad (2015) believe that this is going to stay like this for a long time. “The 

Swedish people need to adapt more especially the smaller companies, if they want to 

grow they really need to adapt their mentality and know more about culture” (Blad, 

2015). To be successful with the exporting operations companies really need to 

understand the culture within the region. According to Blad (2015) it is important to 

have the right people with the international context. In the sales area the employees 

need to know much about the culture and adapt. Blad (2015) still has difficulties going 

to Oman just to say hello and not only go there for business “you need to pick up the 

explicit words of the people and you have to be able to read between the lines and to 

understand that you have to interact more socially” (Blad, 2015). 

  

Networks and relationships are very important for the company and according to Blad 

(2015) “sometimes it is hard for Swedish business people to understand this”. Cultural 

wise it is very demanding to work in the Middle East and it is much based on relations. 

Swedish businesses in general are bad at taking care of their relations. Swedish 

companies are more business driven, sending emails in Oman for example is not 

recommended, and it is much more the relations that matter. According to Blad (2015), 

it is very important to travel a lot, to speak and interact with the customers extensively. 

Business is not so important, however the concept of building friendships is important 

and that has been one of the company’s main issues. “Relations are everything” (Blad, 

2015). Sweden is a small country and sometimes companies within Sweden believe that 

the way they do business is the right way, however when conducting business in the 

Middle East, that is very demanding and it is important to call and have a chat with the 

customers while building social conversation with them “but it is hard to find the time 

to do this” (Blad, 2015).  

  

The next step for the company is to have an office in Oman with one technician and one 

sales person as the company needs more people who represent the company and 

understand all the aspect, thus the CEO of Amokabel requires local people with such 

capabilities. According to Blad (2015), it is important to have one person that 

understand the culture and the language, even Finland and Norway is difficult and after 

hiring a Finnish employee, everything is so much easier. The network that the company 

is building now is important if the company plans to continue working and maybe 

establish a subsidiary within countries in the MENA region, as the company’s future 

plans.  
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4.3 Vida Wood AB 

Vida wood was founded in 1954 and the office located in Alvesta, Sweden. Vida wood 

is under Vida AB group. The Vida group has around 900 employees globally working 

in the different facilities owned by the company and around 20 out of these employees 

work in the office in Alvesta. The company has four different segments including, 

timber, energy, housing and packaging. The focus in this thesis will be on the timber 

segment that is internationalized within the MENA region. The timber segment account 

for around 70 per cent of the total operations and the company is exporting around 80 

per cent of the total sales. Vida wood has two main customers including industrial 

customers, who are business-to-business customers but the company also sells business 

to consumers. At the moment Vida has operations in Morocco, Algeria, Libya, Egypt 

and Saudi Arabia within the MENA region.  

  

4.3.1 International Activities within the MENA Region 

  

The internationalization operations started long time ago, and the company has 

experienced a lot of exporting opportunities although there were a lot of barriers 

including language and other cultural differences. The company started its 

internationalization process within neighborhood countries like Denmark, Germany and 

UK before entering Egypt, then the US, Japan and in early 2000 the company entered 

China and Australia. The way the company starts its exporting activities to new markets 

varies, sometimes the company sees the potential of a market and gets connected to new 

customers through social events and other networks. However the company does not 

apply any intensive research for new markets. The company does its own research on 

markets, based on the market attractiveness (Johansson, 2015) 

  

The company’s internationalization operation within the MENA region is different 

compared to the company's other operations in the world. In the region, there are no 

straight lines; there are small customers that buy from importers especially small family 

business, which is different than the rest of the world. The company first started its 

exporting operations in the region around 30 years ago in Egypt. In the last 15 years, 

Vida started to export to Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Morocco and Libya.  

 

When it comes to the choice of entry modes, it differs from one market to another. One 

example of this is in Saudi Arabia where the exporting activates are arranged through a 

middleman in Lebanon while the trading company is in Stockholm. However, in other 

countries, the company only uses distributors. In Saudi Arabia for example, the 

customers actually prefer to do business via a middleman, however Vida still interacts 

with the customers although the end business is done between the middleman in 

Lebanon and Vida’s trading company in Stockholm. Moreover, Vida has the connection 

with the customers but the trading company handles all the documentation and the 

payments. The trading company takes the risk but in return receives a certain percentage 

of the revenue. 
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When Vida started in Egypt, the customers approached the company at first, although 

Vida did not know much about the market and it took the company quite some time to 

gather the relevant knowledge. The development was quite difficult at first but now the 

company has extensive knowledge and more interaction with the customers in the 

region (Johansson, 2015). The countries within the MENA region are different to each 

other and according to Johansson (2015) “we treat each differently”. For example in 

Saudi Arabia the business is more long term however in Egypt it is more short term, a 

more opportunistic in other words, and Morocco is in between.  

 

One of the future plans of the company in the next five years is that the company wants 

to have operations directly to the countries and not via a distributor (Jansson, 2015). 

This is how it started in Europe and US and Johansson (2015) does not see why it could 

not happen in the MENA region as well. The company wants to remove the middle 

agency and have the operations more directly unless there are other barriers like the 

language which the manager thinks will not be a big issue since the coming generations 

within these regions have good English making the communication easier. 

 

  

4.3.2 Market Turbulence within the MENA Region  

  

Discussing different market turbulences, starting with the Arab spring, and according to 

the manager, the company has faced real issues in relation to the events. Johansson 

(2015) further stated that some shipments were affected and other shoot at. In addition 

to that, the other shipments had to change their routes when transferred. Since, the 

operations were affected it required the company to pay attention to the political and 

stability and carefully monitor the changes. Moreover, another major influence that 

affected the company was the monetary system that has been a noticeably turbulent. 

Such influence has also affected the financial transaction and money transfer process. 

Examining the turbulence from a country level, at the time being, the stability in Libya 

is not back to normal yet, and the company has just resumed its operations again. On the 

other hand, Egypt is more stable comparing with how turbulent it was a couple of years 

ago. 

  

Another noticeable change that the company has faced is the change in market share 

within the MENA region. The extent to which the market share has changed depends on 

the level of stability and turbulence within the region. Although Saudi Arabia seems a 

very stable country, however at the current time it is facing some issues, while Egypt is 

more stable now as stated earlier. Considering the instability, the company is not 

planning to expand the market shares until the situation is settled down in the region and 

the company does not plan to put any high dependency on the MENA region operations 

(Johansson, 2015). The manager further stated that although some markets are really 

attractive, the stability is a main concern for the company. 
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On a country level, as for latest issue in connection to the statements made by the 

Swedish foreign minister in the Arab League, the issue did not impact the company 

according to Johansson (2015). However the company is closely monitoring to keep up 

to date with the issue. According to Johansson (2015), the issue was not as big in Saudi 

Arabia as it was in Sweden and for the company the issue was a concern as the 

company has long term relations with local companies in Saudi Arabia, but eventually 

there was no direct effect on the operations within the country. 

 

Further, VIDA has no plan of extension within the MENA region for now but the 

company monitors the stability and political situation closely. If the regions become 

stable the company will consider expanding further. The company is also considering 

recruiting new people to take care of the cultural issue although this is not in the agenda 

today but it could something that could happen in the future. 

 

 

4.3.3 Key Factors of Internationalization within the MENA Region  

  

The company did a lot of mistakes by not considering the cultural difference and it takes 

effort and time to get the trust again after losing customers, “and building relationships 

is different from one country to another, which we realized through experience” 

(Johansson, 2015). With the experience gained in connection to the cultural differences, 

this has benefited the company when entering other countries, especially concerning the 

mistake made by the company through not considering these differences, since it 

affected the reputation of the company and in the MENA region it took the company 

long time to overcome this issue. 

  

As mentioned above, networks and relationships in the MENA region are important, 

especially in connection to the social aspects, which the company has underestimated in 

the past. “It was a learning curve for us, the business behavior is different, which is the 

thing we should pay more attention to and improve better” (Johansson, 2015). For now 

the company is not as good as it should be concerning this aspect. The negotiation 

process sometimes requires the top manager to handle them, which in a flat company 

like Vida, is not usually how it goes in Sweden, which is something that the company 

has to adapt to. 

  

One of the key resources that the company possesses is the company’s flexibility, which 

makes the company more effective and eventually, lowers its costs (Johansson, 2015). 

Further to this, the company can listen to the needs of the customers, which results in 

customer satisfaction. However, when it comes to the company’s current strategies the 

company as mentioned earlier is not considering to expand within the MENA region 

and it becomes important to change strategies, however changing strategies is a very 

difficult step to apply.  
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According to Johansson (2015), market knowledge is important, however it can 

sometimes be difficult to share the knowledge within the company, since the specific 

requirements form the MENA region is very challenging. However, the company has 

witnessed that some of the competitors have hired local employees form the MENA 

region, which is something that the company might consider in the future in order to 

overcome such challenges (Johansson, 2015).  

 

 

4.4 Roxtec   

Roxtec has around 650 employees on the global level, the head office in Sweden has 

around 300 and the Middle East office in Dubai has 15 employees. Roxtec is a 

diversified company with products in different industries; including telecom, 

infrastructure, and land based oil gas and the power and similar processing industries. 

The main customer groups are both the offshore and land based gas and oil industries as 

well as the moraine industries.  At the moment the company is present in the United 

Arabs Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Egypt, Algeria and Morocco within 

the MENA region.  

  

4.4.1 International Activities within the MENA Region 

  

The first internationalization operations were applied due to that the company’s product 

could be seen as niche product and thus there were no possibilities to have sustainable 

operations in Sweden. There was a need to establish the business within the 

international context to gain more market shares, since the Swedish market was very 

small and narrowed. Currently, almost less than one percent of the company’s sales 

contributed by the company’s operations in Sweden. Fransén (2015) could not specify 

which market the internationalization first took place as the process was taken generally 

and relatively broad at the beginning. The company started in several continents at once. 

In order to understand the markets, Roxtec employed foreign employees to help them 

gathering the needed market knowledge. 

  

The company has been operating in the MENA region since 1999 (Fransén, 2015). In 

the MENA region the process of internationalization started initially through partners, 

and started in United Arabs Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia, but in North Africa the 

company started its operations through projects. When the company entered the Middle 

East, the company hired a Syrian employee who had been living in Turkey. So the 

utilization of local forces was one of the strategies considered when internationalizing, 

to ease the process (Fransén, 2015). At the moment, the company is present in the 

United Arabs Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, Oman and Qatar. In North Africa the 

company has operations in Egypt, Algeria and Morocco. The subsidiary office in the 

region is located in Dubai and this is where Fransén is currently working. The reason of 

having a regional office is that Fransén knows aware of the fact that in order to be able 

to establish a company within the market, an extended amount of market knowledge is 

needed since the MENA regions is distinctly different from Sweden. The local 
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preference is highly important according to Fransén (2015). So instead of controlling 

everything from the head office, each market is treated differently. 

  

Roxtec did not make the decision to expand to the MENA region based on market 

research, the company based it more on demand, where the company saw the region as 

a great potential to expand and grow in. As for nowadays, when the company enters a 

new market, more research is conducted as the company has limited resources and has 

to be selective and cannot be everywhere. 

  

Within the Middle East, the company cannot fully act independently and the company 

still has to have local partners, especially in Saudi Arabia, as the company cannot be 

registered as an independent company without the presence of a local partner. This is 

due to the legislation situations within the country, where ownership is restricted.  When 

working with distributors, the partners do work with other companies as well but lately 

the company is dealing with smaller partners with limited amount of other company’s 

products. 

  

The Middle East is a very culturally mixed region and in Dubai the population of local 

nationals is around 7 per cent and the rest is an international population. In Saudi 

Arabia, around 60-70 per cent of the country’s population are local national, thus the 

company need employees who know how to reflect on the mixed cultures. The cultural 

differences are factors that are highly considered by the company (Fransén, 2015). In 

Saudi Arabia for example, the company needs Arabic speakers for signing the contracts. 

  

The market share in the MENA is difficult to define according to Fransén (2015), the 

company is dominating and it has around 85-90 per cent of the total market share in the 

MENA region. According to Johansson, (2015), Roxtec is the only actor with strong 

presence, however in the new segments that the company is developing, the Roxtec’s 

market share is not that strong and the company needs time to develop related strategies 

for these segments. 

 

4.4.2 Market Turbulence within the MENA Region  

  

Considering the different market turbulences in the region, one of the main turbulences 

that affected the company was in relation to the case of the Arab Spring. Roxtec’s 

operations in Egypt were heavily affected, as Egypt was the third largest market for the 

company, but now the market is dead and there is currently no money within the 

country (Fransén, 2015). The operations were reduced by 80 per cent compared to 

before the Arab Spring happenings. Fransén (2015) cannot still see any improvements 

regarding the market in Egypt even if it is currently to some extent stable to what it was 

during the Arab Spring. The company used to work through a very good partner in 

Egypt and at the current time the market accounted for almost 15 percent of the 

company’s total sales, and losing such percentage was not a “fun” event according to 

Fransén (2015). 
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The most noticeable issue at the moment for Roctex is now in Iraq, not because of Arab 

spring but rather because of IS that started in the last two years and the area is becoming 

more turbulent and is not safe. However, other countries like Saudi Arabia, the UAE 

and Qatar there are no real issues to be witnessed. 

  

Moreover, the safety is another issue when it comes to SMEs and the manager states 

that he is also in charge of some countries in Africa that face other safety issues apart 

from the Arab Spring, unlike the large companies for example Ericsson that can afford 

to provide safety and protection for the employees in the conflict region, which is not 

the case for Roxtec. Since Roxtec is a relatively small company and especially the 

office in Dubai result in that the company has to be aware of where to expand to and 

when to travel and live as the company cannot provide the safety for the staff as the 

larger companies can.  “The safety part cost a lot and it is too much money just to 

explore a market and for the company it is more feasible to do the work from a distance 

than having it done within the market” (Fransén, 2015). Other types of turbulence that 

the company have had to deal with includes high violence and kidnapping specially of 

foreign people, civil wars and other issues especially in Africa 

  

Fransén (2015) sometimes feel pressure for the head office in Sweden when it comes to 

increase sales in Africa, it becomes difficult to justify when the head office in Sweden 

asks him. However, Fransén (2015) does not see it as an option to send out employees 

into insecure areas.  

  

Talking about Iran, which is interesting to discuss (Fransén, 2015), the safety standard 

has not been a big issue; however the sanction has been the real challenge and as a 

European company, it has the option whether to follow or not to follow the sanction. 

However, Roxtec did follow it very strictly which mean that Iran was similar to Egypt 

for the company resulting in that the sales have been affected (Fransén, 2015). 

Sanctions are not only related to the company, it is also related to the employees of the 

company, which make them restricted. 

  

The strategies are independent from the head office in Sweden and this was the case 

even before the Arab Spring. According to Fransén (2015), the Arab Spring added even 

more pressure to have several different strategies related to each country. Fransén 

(2015) further stated that the Swedish media cannot be considered as a good source to 

show the real situation there, which creates the need to employ those who witness the 

case and events on ground. 

  

Unlike a lot of companies that follow a specific plan, Fransén (2015) believes that 

applying a specific strategy in a turbulent market like the MENA region is a waste of 

time; he further states that the most important thing is to know where the business wants 

to go and what is the target and aim. “Some countries are a complete mess like Libya, 

that’s why it’s not attractive but Algeria in the other hand is more stable and has money 

and safe, which we sees it an attractive market” (Fransén, 2015). According to Fransén 
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(2015), “it is about common sense, the company knows where to go in general, but if 

one market diminishes then it is fine; move on to another, it does not have to be so 

scientific”. 

  

Roxtec has no support either from the local or host government and the company has 

not asked for it. However with the current happenings with both the issues regarding the 

Arab Spring and other issues that have arisen recently, Fransén (2015) saw building 

relationship with local ambassadors as important, however it is not fully utilized at the 

moment. 

 

In Saudi Arabia, the oil price has not in the short term affected the company (Fransén, 

2015), but considering that the projects that the company has there are long term, the 

price might have an effect and there will not be a lot of projects opportunities, but in 

Qatar the company’s sales has been affected as it is more noticeable within that specific 

market. 

  

With the issues regarding the foreign minister of Sweden and Saudi Arabia in practice, 

if the manager did not succeed to get the visa just days before the issue, a lot of 

meetings would have been delayed as the company is having good future growth 

possibilities that would have been on hold if the manager could not get the visa, which 

was the case of one of the business man Fransén knows who applied for a Saudi 

Arabian visa a week after Fransén did, and until now it is on hold due to the issue. 

According to Fransén (2015) it is a real issue. Apart from the visa issues, the relations 

with the Saudi Arabian partners have not been affected.  

  

4.4.3 Key Factors of Internationalization within the MENA Region  

 

The key success factors of Roxtec are according to Fransén (2015) the ability to utilize 

and manage the operations to similar segments although they are not really similar. One 

other key factor is that the company has taken the same products and has been able to 

apply it on different areas and this is one of the main factors that make the company 

different to their competitors. 

 

Fransén (2015) stated that the countries within the Arab region do not work like any 

other countries, relationships are important and a company cannot have business 

without having trustful partners. For Roxtec, when signing a contract it requires the top 

management to be there, and Fransén (2015) personally likes to be on site and he takes 

it as a habit not to hand in business cards so he is not treated in a special way since he is 

managing director. Networks and relationships are more important than in Europe, and 

within the MENA region, business is more on a friendly level, Fransén (2015).  

  

Sharing the cultural knowledge within the company is one of the main aspects that were 

highlighted by Fransén (2015). One of the cultural differences is the punctuality in time. 

Fransén (2015) has given an example when a foreign manager plans to have five 

meetings in Saudi Arabia for example, it is expected to have two meetings cancelled in 
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the way or delayed otherwise. This shows the differences in cultures and this is how it 

works there, which requires foreigners to take it easy and be prepared.  

  

The main resource the company has is the mixed representation of the company’s 

representatives, depending on what level the company operates at, it is highly important 

to have the right people form the company to talk with the right people, the same 

applies with the partners. In addition to that, the Roxtec focuses on selecting partners 

that is up to a specific standard. According to Fransén (2015), this is what differentiates 

the company from its competitors, as most of the competitors do not have local presence 

and are not really aware of how important it is to consider these factors. 

  

The current problem is that whenever one issue is solved, another issue pops up in the 

MENA region. According to Fransén (2015) the company should expect such changes 

and the company has to be flexible. If one market is not attractive, the company should 

leave it and go ahead until the operations get back to normal. Talking about the last 

year, Fransén (2015) stated that the company had planned a budget for Iraq, and then 

with the current issues the budget was totally changed. 

  

Fransén (2015) stated that the Saudi Arabian market in general is the best market to 

operate in the Middle East, a lot of investments are taking place and there are financial 

opportunities to finance such investments, unlike other countries in the Middle East. 

The country has a large population and good financial status. The only challenge is that 

Saudi Arabia is more traditional and has high regulations, which makes it more difficult 

for business to operate comparing with UAE and Qatar. 

 

4.5 Trelleborg Marine Systems  

 

Trelleborg Marine Systems is under the Trelleborg group that is located in Trelleborg, 

Sweden and the company has around 200 employees within the office in Dubai, UAE 

that was established in 2008. At the beginning, the company had only two sales 

employees that worked in Dubai but with the increasing sales the decision was made to 

establish an office in Dubai and the office is in charges of the entire Middle Eastern 

countries and the entire African countries. Currently, the company produces designs and 

installs efficient technology within the marine systems industry. At this stage, the 

company has operations within the entire MENA region. The key customers are 

construction companies working within the marine system industry.  

 

4.5.1 The International Activities within the MENA Region  

 

The company has been operating in the MENA region for 10 years and at the current 

time the company has around 50 percent of the markets shares in the region. Within the 

MENA region the company works through either a direct contact with customers or via 

agents, which is the most common way of doing business in the region according to 

Madan, (2015). The agents are marine system suppliers and larger trading companies.  
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It is not beneficial for the company to have more than one sales office, since the main 

customers are located at the harbors and according to Madan (2015) the ports are not 

that many and they are already working with the most relevant customers and having a 

sales office in each country will become too costly for the company.  

 

The company is working with projects and if there is a need in improving the 

infrastructure the company will be there. The company is only focused on the port 

business, however with the increasing need of new ports in for example Iraq, which has 

resulted in a positive outcome for the company with an increasing demand. This is 

further seen in many of the countries within the MENA region.  

 

4.5.2 Market Turbulence within the MENA Region  

 

Examining the impact of the market turbulence, the existing projects that the company 

have in the region has stayed the same and have not been influenced by the turbulence 

in the region (Madan, 2015). However, the projects relating to oil have been affected 

due to the fluctuation in the price. According to Madan (2015) “it is all about the 

incoming business, the existing business have not been affected”. 

 

The company was to some extent impacted by the Arab Spring event; however since the 

company’s main operation is taken place on the seaside, the events taking place within 

for example Egypt on the landside did not affect the ports, this resulted in that the 

company was not heavily affected by that specific event. According to Madan (2015) 

there were some fluctuations but the record year for the company in that region was in 

2012, due to a complete restructuring of the harbor in Qatar.  

 

Moreover, the Gulf countries are safer than other countries in the MENA region. 

Comparing to Egypt, which is a politically unstable country and it has not changed 

(Madan, 2015).  However, the company has seen an increase of private port customers 

in Egypt, but the government is not stable and there is no current projects issued from 

them. The company does consider the risk and is taken this into consideration, since 

they have to consider the safety of the employees.  

 

As mentioned above, the company is in the project business and if there is a project they 

will be there, however project are cancelled and according to Madan (2015) this is 

something that happens.  The main issue at the moment is the oil price and as a result 

many projects are on hold. The oil price has affected the financial situation, which as a 

result impact the investments made within the oil dependent countries. Another point 

that was highlighted here during the discussion about the company's operations is that 

the company describes Africa as a tricky market. The projects conducted there can 

easily be cancelled or delayed due to various reasons. 

 

As for the issues between Saudi Arabia and Sweden the issue has not impacted the 

company, however Madan asked the sales employees not to highlight that the company 
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is Swedish and at the moment he is not sending any Swedish sales employees to 

conduct business in the country.  

 

4.5.3 Key Factors of Internationalization within the MENA Region 

  

The strategy towards turbulent markets is to be careful and include payment clauses in 

the contract that will insure payments. The company has to choose carefully which 

markets to operate in and which contractors that is fine to work with.  It is important to 

keep an open eye and also have good insurance. According to Madan (2015), the 

company does not consider a project if there is a high risk. “It is important to choose the 

risk”.  

 

The previous experience of Mandan has helped the company a lot and with the 

experience from working in this region it is easier to understand the other countries. The 

experience that Madan has from other turbulent markets has definitely helped when the 

company entered the Middle East. According to Madan (2015), relationships and 

networks are highly important within the MENA region. When the company is 

searching for new customers it goes via their agents that consist of contractors, 

consultants and the end-user, which is the client. The consultants are the guides that can 

say to the company that this is not what the company needs. It is important to have a 

good relation with all three, the client, the contractor and the consultants and the 

company can achieve projects through the good relations it has. This highlights the fact 

that the company sees relationships and networks as an important factor.  

 

Building good relations with customers is one of the strategies that the company focuses 

on, and this is achieved through providing the after sales services, “It is important to 

visit and just say hello” (Madan, 2015). As for the key success factors of the company, 

the local presence as for now is the company’s main success factor as Trelleborg is the 

only company of their competitors that have a local office in the region as well as the 

network and the technical know-how (Madan, 2015). Since the company has an 

extended market share in the Middle East, the customers are aware of the extended 

amount of technology knowhow, which is highly relevant within the region. 

 

One of the key resources of the company is that the company has employees from all 

over the world and it is important to understand the culture of all the employees within 

the company (Madan, 2015). The cultural differences are highly considered by the 

company and further to this, it is also important when approaching new clients and the 

know-how regarding the cultural differences is gathered from the agents that the 

company is working with locally. It is important to understand the mindset of the 

customers and that is one of the reasons why the company hires people from all around 

world.  
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5 Analysis  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

This chapter provides the analysis of the empirical findings and theories that were 

presented in the former chapters. The analysis will be divided under specific headings 

and these headings will include a cross case analysis, starting with the effect of 

turbulences on the international activities within the MENA region and ending with 

presenting the analysis of the key factors of internationalization that can contribute in 

remaining resilient.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

5.1 The Effects of Turbulences on the International Activities in the 

MENA Region 

  

According to DIFC (2012), the countries within the MENA region have been facing 

several uncertainties throughout the last years, including political upheavals, civil wars, 

financial and economic instabilities as well as safety issues. With the changes in the 

external environment in which the businesses operate, such turbulences impact the 

operations of companies in different levels. When companies face market turbulence, it 

is of high importance for businesses to correlate between the business strategies and the 

changes in the environment as a result of the turbulence (Wang et al., 2015). Narrowing 

down the discussion to SMEs, as they are the main focus of this study, and referring to 

what (Herbane, 2010) states regarding the vulnerability of SMEs that are under the 

pressure of crises, preparing and responding to such events is difficult. Based on the 

findings of this study, four out of the five Swedish SMEs have been impacted by the 

different types of market turbulences highlighted within the study. These are Amokabel, 

Roxtec, Vida and Trelleborg Marine Systems, while the fifth company, Kalmec, has not 

been affected by any turbulence directly. However, it is clear the SMEs have perceived 

the turbulences differently, which lead to the finding that the turbulences have impacted 

the SMEs in different ways. Further analysis will be illustrated in the following section 

to discuss why some of these SMEs were impacted more than others.  

 

To start with, Kalmec has not witnessed any noticeable impact as a result of the 

different turbulences. However, the only indirect effect that had a slight impact is the 

issue between Sunni and Shia in Bahrain that required Kalmec to move one of its 

partners to a location where this issue does not exist.  

 

Moving the analysis to another case company, which is Amokabel, the company did not 

experience any direct effect from one of the main turbulences, which is the Arab Spring. 

However, the decrease on the Oil prices has impacted the activities of the company, to 

some extent. As mentioned in the empirical findings, the international activities within 

the MENA region of Amokabel are mainly in Oman, while other projects take place in 
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Saudi Arabia. Considering that Saudi Arabia is highly depended on the oil production, 

the findings reveal that decrease in the Oil price has impacted Amokabel and resulted 

with postponing some planned projects up to six months, which eventually hindered the 

company’s operations and expected returns. Another impact to be highlighted here is 

connected to further expansion considered by Amokabel. Amokabel had plans towards 

taking a step further and expand the internationalization activities within the MENA 

region, in Iraq to be more precise, as Amokabel has seen an attractive potential within 

the market there. However, nowadays Iraq is witnessing noticeable instabilities as a 

result of IS movement there, which could be the reason behind the instability making 

the market unattractive for Amokabel. As a result, the company has taken a step back 

and kept the internationalization plans on-hold 

 

As for Roxtec, Vida and Trelleborg Marine Systems, unlike the previously discussed 

case SMEs, these SMEs have experienced impacts resulted from different market 

turbulences. The three companies have experienced the turbulences with distinct 

similarities as revealed by the empirical findings. All the three companies (Roxtec, Vida 

and Trelleborg Marine Systems) have seen the decrease in Oil prices impacting the 

companies’ operations. The findings gathered from the three companies in relation to 

the Oil crises match with the findings from the case company (Amokabel). As already 

mentioned in the analysis conducted on the findings of Amokabel, the Oil crises has 

hindered many future opportunities as well as some current projects that all the 

companies were looking forward to in Oil dependent countries like Saudi Arabia and 

Qatar, not only in the long term, as well as in short terms. In fact, Trelleborg Marine 

Systems considered the Oil crises as a main turbulence that has impacted the company. 

 

As stated by Hilmersson, Sandberg & Pourmand Hilmersson (2014), when operating 

within emerging markets it is more likely that companies will face turbulence in relation 

to political instabilities. This can be seen in relation to the case of the Arab Spring that 

impacted two out of five case companies. Roxtec & Vida have seen the happenings of 

the Arab Spring as a main turbulence, which the companies have faced through their 

years of operations within the MENA region.  On the other hand, Trelleborg Marine 

Systems does not see the Arab Spring happenings as a main turbulence. Although 

Trelleborg Marine Systems operates in many countries within the region, the reason of 

not being impacted was according to the Managing Director of the company; the 

geographical locations of the company’s operations, as the it operates in the seaside of 

the countries’ and the happenings of the Arab Spring was within the countries and not 

close to the ports. Moreover, the company's operations are mainly based in the Gulf 

countries (Saudi Arabia, Qatar and UAE), where the situation could be seen as more 

stable, which were also stated by Kalmec, Vida and Roxtec. Thus, for Trelleborg 

Marine Systems, the high geographical distance from turbulent markets is a main reason 

for being less affected by turbulences.  

 

Further to this, the effect of the Arab Spring on the activities of Roxtec & Vida, the 

happenings hit the sales of Roxtec, which resulted in an 80 percent decline in the sales 

revenue within the Egyptian market, which was the company’s third largest market. Just 
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like Roxtec, Vida has witnessed issues in connection to the Arab Spring. Vida has 

experienced the turbulence in several countries where the Arab Spring took place, and 

the impact of the turbulence varies according to the severances of turbulence within the 

market. Unlike Roxtec, that sees Egypt as a dead market now, Vida considers Egypt as 

a more stable country comparing to Libya, in which the company experienced real 

incidents and sees it as a dead market.  

 

Talking about the effect of turbulences from another angle, the current terroristic events 

in both Syria and its extension to Iraq (IS), and this turbulence has affected Vida’s 

international activities in Iraq, in which the company is being more concerned towards 

the market. This result match to some extent to the findings from Amokabel as 

discussed previously. However, this turbulence affected none of the other case 

companies, including Kalmec and Trelleborg Marine Systems in general. Unlike all the 

other case companies, Roxtec has faced different outcomes of turbulences in different 

levels within the MENA regions that were not highlighted by the other SMEs under 

study. The highest concern for Roxtec is the safety issues, as a result of the civil wars in 

the Arab Spring countries as well as other countries, especially in Africa that is not only 

witnessing the Boko Haram issues but also other disaster like the spread of the Ebola 

virus disease/infection. As a result, the productivity level of Roxtec has decreased in 

conflict zones areas resulting in declining sales. 

  

To sum it up, considering that Roxtec and Vida have noticeably been affected by the 

different turbulences, while Trelleborg Marine Systems has been impacted by the 

turbulences to some extent, this resulted in different considerations in connection to the 

region.  For Vida, all these different turbulences are seen as indicators that the MENA 

region will not be in the future plans of activity expansion until the market is back to 

normal, even if the markets seems attractive, however Roxtec is more open and 

optimistic towards the region although all these events will be under examination before 

going further. As for Trelleborg Marine Systems, the main consideration that the 

company has, is to avoid operating within countries where there is instabilities and 

turbulences and considered conflict areas. Further to this, just like Vida, Amokabel and 

Kalmec do not consider any further expansion due to the instabilities within the MENA 

region. 

  

Further to the above analysis, another interesting aspect to highlight here is in 

connection to the latest tension between Saudi Arabia and Sweden. The findings reveal 

that all the case companies under this study, have either direct operations or project 

based foreign investments in Saudi Arabia. All the case companies were motivated to 

give some feedback on how the tension in the relationship between the two countries 

has impacted their operations. The outlines of the feedback were limited to the latest 

happenings resulted with the criticizing statement declared by the Swedish foreign 

minister. It can be noted from the findings that all the case companies have similar 

feedback on this issue. The tension did not have direct impacts on the activities of the 

case companies nor did it impact the relationships with the local nationals of both 

countries.  Further to this, the common feedback received from the companies, states 
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that the issue within Saudi Arabia is not as explicit as the way it is in Sweden. The only 

impact to be noted here is connection to the action taken by Saudi Arabia banning 

issuing business entry visa to Saudi Arabia for Swedish nationals. The manager of 

Roxtec highlighted that the visa issue could have been more critical, however that was 

not the case since the manager was lucky to receive the visa prior to the banning 

decision. If the visa would have been postponed, the issue could have resulted in having 

some meetings and projects on hold. 

 

Talking about the effect of turbulences from another angle, the current terroristic events 

in both Syria and its extension to Iraq (IS), this turbulence has affected Vida’s 

international activities in Iraq, in which the company is being more concerned towards 

its market. This result matches to some extent to the findings from Amokabel as 

discussed previously. Unlike all the other case companies, Roxtec has faced different 

outcomes of turbulences in different levels within the MENA regions that were not 

highlighted by the other SMEs under study. The highest concern for Roxtec is the safety 

issues, as a result of the civil wars in the Arab Spring countries as well as other 

countries, especially in Africa that is not only witnessing the Boko Haram issues but 

also other disasters like the spread of the Ebola virus disease/infection. As a result, the 

productivity level of Roxtec has decreased in conflict zones areas resulting in declining 

of sales. This result is similar to some extent to the findings from Trelleborg Marine 

Systems, as the company has faced some issues when operating within countries in 

Africa. Considering that the two companies, (Roxtec & Vida), have noticeably been 

affected from different turbulences, while the third company, (Trelleborg Marine 

Systems) has been impacted by this issue to some extent, the experiences impacts have 

resulted with different considerations. For Vida, all these different turbulences are seen 

as indicators that the MENA region will not be in the future plans of activity expansion 

until the market is back to normal even if the markets seems attractive, however Roxtec 

company is more open and optimistic towards this region although all these events will 

be under examination before going further. However, for the two companies (Roxtec & 

Vida), apart from the Oil crises happening within the MENA region, the Gulf countries 

(GCC) are seen more stable than the other countries. As for Trelleborg Marine System, 

the main consideration that the company has is to avoid operating in countries where 

there is instabilities and turbulences and considered conflict zones in general. 

  

Further to the above analysis, another interesting aspect to highlight here is connected to 

the latest tension between Saudi Arabia and Sweden. The findings reveal that all the 

case companies under this study, have either direct operations or project based foreign 

investments in Saudi Arabia, taking into consideration that all the case companies are 

Swedish based SMEs. All the case companies were motivated to give some feedbacks 

on how the tension in the relationship between the two countries, Saudi Arabia and 

Sweden has impacted their operations and activities within Saudi Arabia. The outlines 

of the feedback were limited on the latest happenings resulted with the criticizing 

statement declared by the Swedish foreign minister. It can be noted from the findings 

that all the case companies have similar feedback on this issue. The tension did not have 

direct impacts on the activities of the case companies nor did it impact the relationships 
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with the local nationals of both countries. Further to this, the common feedback 

received from the companies, states that the issue within Saudi Arabia is not as explicit 

as the way it is in Sweden. The only impact to be noted here is connection to the action 

taken by Saudi Arabia banning issuing business entry visa to Saudi Arabia for Swedish 

nationals. The manager of Roxtec highlighted that the visa issue could have been more 

critical, however that was not the case since the manager was lucky to receive the visa 

prior to the banning decision. If the visa would have been postponed, the issue could 

have resulted in having some meetings and projects on hold. 

 

As seen in the above section, all the companies were affected in different ways from the 

market turbulence within the MENA region. Further to this, according to Covin & 

Slevin (1989), Pelham (2000), and Herbane (2010), SMEs are considered to be more 

vulnerable to turbulence. Further, working through exporting via an agent is considered 

to be less risky when entering a turbulent market (Wild et al., 2008). However, as seen 

in the empirical findings, one of the case companies, Roxtec worked via an agent in 

Egypt and this still did not prevent the company from perceiving the effects from 

different turbulences in the region. However, the other companies stated that working 

with export via agents helped them due to the low commitment to the turbulent markets, 

thus the companies were able to refocus to other markets that were more stable. 

 

There is a difference between large firms and SMEs, and some of the key attributes of 

SMEs are according to Vossen (1998), the flatter decision lines, flexibility, less 

bureaucracy and the adaptability of the firms. All the companies’ state that their 

flexibility has helped them in remaining resilient during the market turbulence, since the 

companies have been able to respond quickly to turbulences through changing their 

strategies through focusing on less turbulent markets. This is in relation to the analysis 

made by Hilmersson (2014), which highlights that the more flexible a company is, the 

less affected the company will be when facing market turbulence.  However, as SMEs 

tend to have fewer resources (Herbane, 2010), which apply to Roxtec, this explains why 

the company had difficulties coping with the safety level required, when expanding to 

other turbulent markets. As stated by the company, it was the lack of resources that 

impacted the possibilities to expand further within turbulent markets, due to the lack of 

financial resources needed to provide the safety for the employees when examining the 

potential to expand to other turbulent markets.  

 

5.2 Key Factors of Internationalization within the MENA Region  

 

5.2.1 Knowledge  

 

Previous experience and market knowledge has been argued to be beneficial when 

entering a new market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). The empirical findings confirm this 

to some extent; Kalmec confirmed that the company’s extended market knowledge 

regarding the region has helped the company in creating a sustainable business. The 

obtained knowledge by the CEO of Kalmec was purely based on his 35 years of 
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personal experience. According to Johanson & Vahlne, (1977), the more the exposure a 

company has to the market, the more experiential knowledge can be gained, which 

relates to Kalmec. Amokabel also stated that gathering market knowledge is crucial 

before entering a market. This justifies the importance of a careful and detailed process 

of knowledge gathering, as the company uses different sources and ways of conducting 

market research. Moreover, as clarified in the findings, the company follows systematic 

ways of gathering market knowledge, in some cases through consultants and in other 

cases through other institutions, like Business Sweden. 

  

Both Roxtec and Vida did not do an extended market research before entering the 

MENA region; instead the companies saw the demand and attractiveness of the region. 

The lack of institutional market knowledge can result in challenges for internationalized 

companies (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). The findings shows that unlike the two firstly 

discussed companies, Roxtec and Vida did not highly consider the knowledge in 

relation to the institutional differences, which resulted in an increasing level of 

uncertainty for both companies in the MENA region. At the beginning of Vida’s 

internationalization experience, the company did not consider the knowledge about the 

market and especially the knowledge related to the cultural differences. Such mistakes 

had some negative consequences, however it was a learning experience for Vida and the 

mistake is being avoided now. On the other hand, Roxtec stated that the company’s 

local presence within the region enabled it to overcome the challenge in relation to the 

cultural differences. Further to this according to Roxtec, one of the company’s main 

differentiation factor compared to other competitors was the fact that the company has a 

strong local presence within the region. Being present at all times is beneficial in order 

to be able to react to uncertainties as fast as possible. This is further stated by Trelleborg 

Marine Systems, which highlights that the local presence of the company is highly 

important since the presence on the market has enhanced the market knowledge of the 

company and with the previous experience of the Managing Director has helped the 

company when operating within the MENA region. It is shown that market knowledge 

regarding the institutional environments is highly important for companies operating 

within the MENA region. Without conducting market research through gathering 

relevant market knowledge, the lack of this knowledge can hinder companies’ 

operations and as a result hinder the resilience during times of turbulence. Thus, the 

knowledge factor could be seen as a combination of sub-factors including experiential 

knowledge, market knowledge and local presence and all together enhance the 

resilience of the companies in times of turbulence. 

 

5.2.2 Psychic Distance and Cultural Differences  

 

According to Johanson & Valhne (1977), psychic distance is defined as the level of 

difference and variation between the foreign market and the home market, including the 

differences in language, culture as well as the legal system. Further to this as discussed 

in the theory by Griffith & Dimitrova (2014) that argue that psychic distance could be 

seen from two dimensions; including the cultural distance and the business distance. In 

connection to the first dimension, as illustrated in the empirical findings, Amokabel, 
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Kalmec, Vida, Roxtec and Trelleborg Marine Systems stated that the cultural distance 

within the MENA region compared to Sweden is high. One of the case companies, Vida 

made the mistake not considering the cultural differences within the region, which 

impacted the company’s international activities, regarding the loss of trust in the 

relationships that the company had in the region. Thus, the findings show that building 

trustful relationships is highly important and can be hindered by not considering the 

cultural differences. As for Roxtec, establishing a local office in Dubai as well as using 

local labor forces has enhanced the success of internationalization and enabled to 

overcome the associated differences, which was also highlighted by Trelleborg Marine 

Systems. Amokabel has valued the need of knowledge and the ability to adapt to the 

cultural differences noticeable in the region. Further the company emphasis that 

Swedish businesses need to pay more efforts in understanding the local culture when 

entering a new market. Kalmec has seen the cultural differences as one of the main 

challenges that the company has faced within the region. It took the company some time 

to be oriented regarding the cultural dimensions, however with adaptation the company 

succeeded to overcome the challenges. 

One of the aspects of Hofstede’s model (1991) has been shown to have an importance 

for the case companies. As the empirical findings show that the companies have 

witnessed a high level of power distance within the region. According to all the case 

companies, it is important that the person in charge is present on the business meetings. 

For example Amokabel states that if the person in charge is present, it will be easier to 

conduct the meeting rather than if a salesperson would have been representing the 

company. 

Not considering the cultural differences and the psychic distance and the lack of 

adaptation to the differences has shown to hinder the overall activities within the 

MENA region. It is noticeable that some of the case companies internationalized based 

on demand and the attractiveness of the markets in the region. Vida is a clear example 

of this, as the company saw the MENA region as an attractive market; however the 

attractiveness is not a main motive on its own when considering a new market 

especially if the market is turbulent. Since the company had a high focus on demand 

and attractiveness, the company neglected some important aspects including the cultural 

differences. As a result the company is now applying more research before entering a 

new market. 

Moving to the second aspect of psychic distance in relation to the business dimension, it 

includes regulatory, legal and political systems as well as language differences (Griffith 

and Dimitrova 2014). Some countries within the MENA region have strict regulatory 

system when it comes to foreign investments, as stated by the case companies. Saudi 

Arabia for example restricts foreign companies to have limited ownership, which results 

in applying the export mode of internationalization through dealing via distributor more 

common, as highlighted by Amokabel and Roxtec. This further builds on the point 

mentioned earlier regarding the selection of entry mode and how the political system 

plays a major role in the decision process.  Amokabel and Vida further illustrate that the 
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language barrier is a factor to consider, however with the evolving amount of people 

within the region speaking English and making it as a formal business language, the 

barrier is not considered a main issue. 

The instability within the region has influenced the political stability, which is stated by 

Griffith and Dimitrova (2014), as an aspect that can increase the uncertainty level and 

psychic distance. To overcome this challenge that is currently happening within the 

MENA region, the empirical findings show that how the companies perceive the 

cultural and psychic distance and the way these companies adapt to the differences is 

highly important to overcome these uncertainties and remain resilient. 

5.2.3 Networks and Relationships  

 

According to Johanson & Vahlne (2009), accessing networks and relationships within 

the foreign market is an important factor in order for companies to create a sustainable 

business. The finding shows that all the case companies highly consider the importance 

of networks and relationships, especially in the MENA region. Moreover, a company 

can have different types of relationships (Jansson & Hilmersson, 2011). On a social 

level it is called social networks, while the relationships concerning the entire company 

are called organizational networks. The empirical findings show that social networks are 

highly important for all the case companies operating within the region. However, both 

Amokabel and Vida still have difficulties understanding the fundamental difference 

between the importance of social relationships in Sweden and in the MENA region. 

Amokabel and Roxtec states that in the MENA region, it is important to engage in the 

social side as well, it is a way of building strong and trustful relationships. Trelleborg 

Marine Systems further acknowledges that it is important to visit the customers not only 

for business purposes but just to stop by to say hello. 

  

However, with the instability in the region, it can become more difficult to sustain these 

relationships. Commitment to these relations might hinder the flexibility resulting in a 

greater impact on the company than if the relationships were short term. Moreover, the 

more commitment towards the network the harder it can become to redraw the business 

from a market. Resulting in that if a market is unstable, committing to these relations 

can impact the company in a negative manner.   

  

One aspect that needs further highlighting is that Roxtec stated that even if the company 

had a strong relationship with their agent in Egypt, it did not prevent them from facing a 

decline in sales. As stated by Johanson & Vahlne, (2009), businesses take advantages of 

the networks that these companies have in order to create a sustainable business. The 

findings of all the case companies however reveal that during the time of turbulence, the 

companies in fact did not benefit from their networks and relationship in the foreign 

market. However, all the companies consider the networks and relationships as 

important factors, though the empirical findings show no support for the use of this 

factor in remaining resilience during turbulence. 

  



  
 

- 56 - 

 

The researchers of this study believe that the case companies would not see the 

relationships and network factors as an important factor unless these companies see the 

potential of benefiting from maintaining good relations within the local context. As 

stated by Hilmersson (2011), accessing networks within a foreign market can help 

companies to access resources and knowledge that can contribute to a company's 

operations within the host countries. However, as discussed above, not being able to 

perceive the benefit of this factor during the time of turbulence does not hinder its 

importance in other scenarios.  

 

5.2.4 Path Dependency  

 

The concept of “path dependency” proposed by Teece et al. (1997) highlights the 

importance to demonstrate the commitment to prior activities. Considering that 

turbulent markets have fast changing environments, strong commitment to prior 

activities can create barriers to change the activities to suit the external environment, 

which was discussed by Leonard-Barton (1992), demonstrating the balance required 

between the dependencies on prior activities and responding to surrounding 

opportunities and threats. Applying the theories on the findings, all the case companies 

have shown commitment to prior strategies in connection to the selection of entry 

modes when the companies entered the MENA region. To start with, one of the reasons 

of this dependency is that at the beginning of the internationalization process, all the 

companies lacked the needed market knowledge to further expand within the region. 

  

The empirical findings show that the case companies were able to balance between 

committing to prior strategies and restructuring to keep up with the changes when 

facing different turbulences. Each one of the case companies had to adapt and change 

strategies to align with the changes in the environment. Three out of the five companies 

(Kalmec, Amokabel and Vida) has decided not to take any expansion plans within the 

MENA region, and Trelleborg Marine Systems will maintain operating through one 

office that is located in Dubai and is not planning on opening up a new office any time 

soon. In addition to this, Kalmec is not considering having a new product line neither to 

enter a new market. As for Amokabel, one of the company’s strategies was to have 

further development of operations within the Saudi Arabian market, however as a result 

of the Oil crises the company’s strategy has changed in favor of taking a step back. 

Moreover, the company has faced the same scenario in Iraq as a result of the market 

instability. The two case companies, (Roxtec & Vida) had strategies to expand within 

the region and enter more markets. However, unlike Vida, that will not include the 

MENA region within its expansion strategies at the current time, Roxtec is more 

optimistic and still sees the region as an attractive one. 

  

It is clear for the researchers that the commitment demonstrated by all of the case 

companies in terms of keeping the internationalization activities limited to exporting 

only, as an example of committing to prior activities, has benefited the case companies 

to limiting the impacts of the different turbulences discussed under this study. However, 
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all of the case companies to some extent have avoided to fall under the impact of the 

high commitment to prior strategies, as discussed in the theoretical part under the core 

rigidity concept proposed by Leonard-Barton (1992). Instead, the case companies had to 

adapt to changes associated with the turbulences either through changing strategies, 

restructuring resources or maintaining the operations within the exporting limit. 

Through balancing between the strong commitments to prior strategies and adapting to 

changes, firms can remain resilient. 

 

5.2.5 Dynamic Capabilities and Resources  

 

According to Teece et al., (1997), dynamic capabilities are the ability for companies to 

change and adapt strategies to dynamic environments. Further, Teece (2007) describes 

dynamic capabilities as the capacity of a company to be aware of opportunities and 

threats, to grasp the opportunities and lastly when necessary, reconfigure the assets 

within the company to suit the changes within the environment. 

Out of all the five companies, Roxtec and Vida were impacted the most by the 

turbulence in the MENA region. Roxtec had an extended amount of operations within 

Egypt that was heavily affected, however due to the choice of entry mode being 

exporting; the company had not invested a lot of resources within the country. Even 

though the sales were affected and the country as such is not currently attractive for the 

company, the flexibility of the firm to change current strategies to other markets was a 

key factor in remaining resilient. Amokabel further stated that the flexibility to change 

strategies when encountering market turbulence has proven to be a crucial factor in 

creating a sustainable business. 

Considering that all the case companies are export based internationalized companies, 

as highlighted in the previous analysis under the path dependency, the exporting entry 

mode was the main strategy that the companies are committed to. However with the 

turbulence, the companies were forced to dynamically react towards the changes and 

come up with strategies that meet the changes. Most of the case companies proved that 

the flexibility these companies have, has enabled the companies to react and take further 

decisions during times of turbulences.   

Examining the factor of resources, the human capital (Barney, 1991) within the case 

companies is important. All the case companies highlight that the know-how knowledge 

of the employees regarding the culture is an important factor. For example Trelleborg 

Marine Systems acknowledges that without the employees’ knowledge regarding 

cultural differences, it would have been more difficult for the company to match with 

some of the institutional differences. Concerning the physical resources (Barney, 1991), 

the empirical findings show that all of the case companies had limited commitments in 

connection to the invested resources within the foreign countries; this enabled the 

companies to have a flexible status and have the capability of being dynamic. SMEs 

tend to possess fewer resources than larger firms (Herbane, 2010), including financial 

resources. The lack of financial resources hinders the ability of a company to react 
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towards turbulences, for example in terms of providing the safety and protection 

required.  Thus, the dynamic capability can contribute in remaining resilient, while 

resources can be seen from two perspectives, both enhancing and limiting the 

possibilities of remaining resilient during market turbulences. 

6 Conclusion 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Bridging between the different chapters discussed in this paper, this final chapter gives 

a representation on how the research questions have been answered through analyzing 

the empirical findings based on the theories included in the study. The chapter will end 

with the managerial implications, limitations and further research. 

 ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.1 Sub-question 1: How have the international activities of the internationalized 

SMEs been affected by the market turbulence within the MENA region? 

 

After conducting the analysis on the empirical findings, the conclusion made is that the 

different turbulences have impacted the majority of SMEs under this study. Further, it is 

also clear that those SMEs that were impacted, have perceived the effects in different 

ways. Even though some of the interviewed companies highlighted that the turbulence 

existing within the region has not influenced the companies to any major extent, the 

authors of this study can conclude that it has still affected the future plans as some 

projects are put on hold. The empirical section further shows that the size of the 

company has an influence on to what extent SMEs are impacted by market turbulence. 

In conclusion, the smaller the size of the SME that operates within a turbulent market, 

the less impact the SME perceive from the turbulence. This correlates with the level of 

commitment by SMEs to the turbulent markets. Thus, the more commitments SMEs 

have towards turbulent markets, the higher the impact is on SMEs activities.  

 

6.2 Sub-question 2: What factors are crucial in remaining resilient during market 

turbulence in the MENA region? 

 

An important factor here that was concluded from this study is in connection to the 

knowledge that the companies have. The knowledge mentioned here is not restricted to 

the market knowledge, which to some extent did have an added value to the reliance of 

the companies, which will be further highlighted in the upcoming section. It is rather the 

previous experiential knowledge of managing operations within turbulent markets that 

enabled these companies to apply this previously gathered knowledge from operating 

within other turbulent markets, and as a result highly enhance the resilience when being 

faced by market turbulences.  

 

Moving on to another factor, which is the psychic distance and cultural differences,  the 

authors of the study can conclude that the high psychic distance in relation to the 
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cultural differences can hinder companies in remaining resilient during market 

turbulence. The empirical findings show that all the companies highlighted the 

importance of understanding the cultural difference and how crucial this factor is when 

operating within the MENA region. A further conclusion drawn is that the more 

exposure to the markets within the region, result in a lower psychic distance, and 

through this less uncertainties will be faced. Based on the empirical findings, the 

conclusion drawn is that adaptation to cultural differences is further an important factor 

to consider in order to remaining resilient during market turbulence.      

 

An interesting conclusion from the conducted study is that the networks and 

relationship factor did not seem to have a high contribution to companies’ resilience 

when being faced with market turbulence within the MENA region. However, within 

the MENA region in general, relationships on a social level are highly important and 

could benefit businesses in building trustful relationships. The conclusion here is that 

the network and relations are important in general, especially on a social level, and 

companies benefit from this factor in other contexts, however in terms of remaining 

resilient during market turbulence the factor has not been shown to have an important 

value.  

 

Based on the analysis conducted on the empirical findings, the path dependency factor 

and the extent to which companies have shown commitment in terms of the level of 

internationalization mode has benefited the companies in remaining resilient. This 

conclusion is based on the fact that having the least commitment resulted in that 

companies were more flexible at first, as will be discussed further in the next section, 

and eventually be more resilient. The strong commitment to prior strategies did not 

prevent the ability to balance between commitments and being innovative through 

applying restructuring on relevant strategies. This factor is highly connected to the next 

section. 

 

The resources and dynamic capability factor is concluded to have a positive impact on 

companies’ possibility in remaining resilient during market turbulence. To start with, 

the empirical findings highlights that being flexible is one of the most important 

aspects, which is highly related to the dynamic capability factor. Through maintaining 

flexibility, companies are able to act according to the changes in the turbulent 

environment and thus, dynamically react to changes, which lead to applying the 

restructuring of resources as well as the strategies. Further to this, the authors of this 

study can conclude that the human resources within a company are highly important 

when operating within turbulent markets. Hiring employees with an extended 

knowledge regarding the local culture is an important step that can enhance the 

possibility of remaining resilient during market turbulence.    

 

6.3 Main Research Question: How do Swedish internationalized SMEs remain 

resilient during times of market turbulence within the MENA region? 
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The authors of this study have been able to identify some crucial factors in remaining 

resilient during market turbulence within the MENA region, including previous 

experience, market knowledge regarding cultural differences, using export as an entry 

mode and the ability to act dynamically to turbulent events. In addition to that, having 

an extended amount of previous experience from operating in other turbulent markets 

has enhanced the possibility of remaining resilient. Adapting to cultural differences was 

shown to have a positive impact on companies’ resilience. The knowledge regarding the 

cultural differences is an important factor when conducting business, especially in the 

MENA region. Committing to using export as an entry mode was further shown to 

create the resilience since less commitment towards the turbulent markets resulted in 

less impact on the activities. 

 

To sum up the conclusion, it is clear that the capability of being able to change 

strategies is needed when operating within the region. In addition, it is important to 

show innovativeness with the strategies at hand. If the purpose is to enter one market, it 

is crucial that the strategy used for that market could be restructured to suit another. As 

a final conclusion, through showing innovativeness and flexibility, companies can use 

the resources owned to create the best possible outcomes after facing turbulences in 

order to remain resilient. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4: Key Factors of Internationalization that Enhance SMEs’ Abilities in Remaining Resilient in Turbulent 

Markets  
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- Illustration of Figure Four  

 

The above figure is a summary of the conclusion drawn from this study. The figure 

illustrates which factors are crucial for Swedish SMEs in remaining resilient during 

market turbulence within the MENA region. Based on the outcomes of this study, and 

as shown on the above figure, the factors with a tick sign, including knowledge and 

psychic distance and cultural differences, enable SMEs to remain resilient during times 

of turbulences.  However, and as discussed above, the path dependency as well as 

dynamic capability and resources, could be seen as factors that contribute in remaining 

resilient, while at the same time could hinder such contribution. As for the last factor, 

which is the knowledge and according to the outcomes of this study, this factor is not 

considered of high importance in reaming resilient during market turbulence. Thus, this 

factor in the model is accompanied with a cross sign.  

 

 

6.4 Managerial Implications 

 

Although the MENA region has been facing different turbulences throughout the last 

years, the empirical findings show that managers still perceive some of the countries 

within the region as attractive markets. Thus, exiting from such markets should not be 

seen as the solution for managers to avoid the challenges faced when operating within 

such turbulent markets. It is rather the resilience that managers should aim for and plan 

to enhance to overcome these challenges. It is important for managers to consider the 

innovativeness within the company in relation to the possibilities of changing strategies 

dynamically, which enhance the resilience. Through remaining resilient, managers can 

better face the turbulences, as these concerns might not sustain for long. Indeed, 

avoiding risks at this stage might be more applicable for managers; however more 

benefits could be gained through bearing such risks.  

 

6.5 Limitations 

 

The authors of this study are aware of some of the limitations that were imposed while 

conducting the study, although the purpose of the study was fulfilled. One of the 

limitations that the authors are aware of is the limited number of case companies 

involved in the study. Considering the short period of time and the bounded scope of 

this study, only five case companies were studied. However the outcome of this study 

could be generalized when applied to other companies under similar circumstances.  

 

Moreover, although the case companies included in this study were selected based on 

specific criteria as mentioned in the methodology section, each of the five case 

companies hold distinctive characteristic in connection to the number of employees, the 

nature of the business operations and the market industry, the countries in which the 

internationalization process are applied as well as the type of turbulences that these 

companies faced. Such limitation might to some extent affect the analysis when the 
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comparison is made to see what makes some companies more affected by turbulences 

and what makes some companies remain resilient. However, all these limitations were 

taken into consideration when the analysis was conducted and the comparison was 

made. Another limitation to highlight here is that two out of the five interviews were 

conducted through Skype, while the rest were conducted in person. The two interviews 

were conducted via Skype due to the fact that the concerned personnel whom the 

interviews were conducted with are located within offices in the host countries. Finally, 

the study only considered a limited number of factors; however the authors decided to 

focus on a specific number and thoroughly discuss the selected factors.  

 

6.6 Further Research 

 

This study has focused in understanding how the turbulences within the MENA region 

has affected the international activities of Swedish SMEs operating in countries within 

the region and what factors are crucial for SMEs in remaining resilient. The authors of 

this study believe that the study could be the base for further research, including 

conducting a quantitative research with a similar approach, which can further add 

interesting aspect through researching a broader selection of cases. Moreover, the study 

can be conducted through involving companies from other countries than Sweden. This 

aspect can enable in examining the phenomena from another angle and further 

contribute in understanding how companies from other countries could operate in 

turbulent markets while remaining resilient. An extension of this research could include 

conducting a research to examine the difference between the resilience demonstrated by 

large companies and SMEs that operates within turbulent markets. With the limited 

number of factors under study, other factors could be interesting to examine in future 

research. Finally, another area of interest could be to address how SMEs remain 

resilient when operating within another region, Africa in specific. 
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Appendix  

Questions 
 

General Questions  

 

1. How many employees do you have? 

2. What is your main customer target group? 

3. What are your key success factors? 

4. How did the internationalization process start in your company? 

 

Questions Regarding the Company's Operations within the Middle East and North 

Africa 

 

5. How did you start your operations within the Middle East and North Africa?  

6. What type of operations do you have in these regions? (Subsidiary, export or 

working through other companies)? 

7. Do you have local partners within the region? 

8. For how many years have your company been operating in the region? 

9. How much market research did the company do before entering the Middle 

East? 

10. Can you describe your current strategies when working towards the region? 

11. How do you describe your market share within the region? 

12. How do you see your commitment to current strategies? 

The Case of Arab Spring 

 

13. How has the Arab Spring events influenced the company’s operations? 

14. How can you describe the company’s operations in these regions before the case 

of the Arab Spring? 

15. During the turbulence, how was your strategies affected and did you make any 

changes regarding your strategies?  

• If the strategies were affected, how long did it take you to apply the 

changes? 
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16. During that period, what were the main factors that affected your operations the 

most? 

17. Are there any specific activities that were affected by the happenings? 

18. How did these happenings influence the revenue in terms of sales, market share 

and export?  

19. Have the events influenced the situation of reducing operations within the 

countries? 

• If yes, how? 

 

Factors Influencing the Operations 

 

20. Has previous experience in other countries within the region contributed to the 

company’s internationalization strategy?  

21. How extended are your networks and relationships within these countries 

(customers, suppliers, government, financial sectors)? 

22. Do you have any governmental support from the home country or from the host 

country’s government? 

23. Since the company is an SME, could this have impacted the company more or 

less compared to if your company would have been larger? 

24. How is the internal knowledge within the company created and how is the 

knowledge shared within the company?  

25. What are the key resources within the company that have enabled it to create a 

competitive advantage against your competitors? 

26. How strong is the competition within the region and do you think that at the time 

of turbulence that local competitors were able to demonstrate a better adaptation 

to the events within the region? 

27. How important is it for you to consider cultural differences? 

 

Question Regarding the Future  

 

28. What is your future strategic plan for the company in the region? 

29. How do you see the company’s sustainability in general? 

 

 


