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Abstract 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to create a deeper understanding of the impact of 
digitalization on branding and brand building in the internationalization of B2B Born 
Global SMEs.  
 
Design/methodology: The methods used were a mixed qualitative methodology 
including both interviews and open-ended surveys. With an explorative and descriptive 
purpose, this study aimed to deliver depth and specific knowledge. The sample 
companies were young SME, B2B companies in northern Sweden that either was, or are 
likely to become Born Global companies in the near future. 
 
Findings: All companies saw networking as important in their early steps of 
internationalization rather than using digital channels. However, as they developed their 
business some of them changed this network strategy towards digital or co-branding 
strategies. All Born Global companies use digital channels to promote their brand to 
some extent. Resource scarcity and trust are two common issues for Born Global 
companies, which both can be overcome by using, networks, co-branding and digital 
channels. 
 
Research implications and limitations: The two main contributors to B2B Born 
Global internationalization are networks and digital channels, preferably combined, or 
in a combination with co-branding. Digitalization improves the Born Globals brand 
building and internationalization by providing an opportunity to overcome the scarcity 
of resources. Since this is a qualitative study, it is based on a limited number of Born 
Global start-ups, which makes it hard to suggest large generalizations of the findings 
and the analysis.  
 
Practical implications: Practitioners that are starting a B2B company with an aim to go 
global in short time period should consider both brand building and how they use digital 
channels at an early stage. A conceptual model is created, emphasizing on important 
aspects of four stages in brand building in B2B Born Globals. 
 
Originality: To our knowledge the first study focusing on the role of digitalization in 
Born Global branding and brand building. Moreover the study contributes to brand 
building literature regarding SMEs and B2B companies. 
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1 Introduction  
In this chapter we will introduce our research topic, give an overview of the problem 
background, which leads to identifying the research gap and purpose. Finally, we will 
present our research question that this thesis is aiming to answer.  

1.1 Problem background 
This thesis builds upon the growing literature of Born Global1 firms and explores the 
role of digitalization in their early internationalization and brand building. The early 
internationalization research focused on large Multi National Enterprises (MNEs2). This 
lead to the traditional theories, such as the Uppsala model, which sees 
internationalization as an incremental process that starts with a gradual accession to the 
global market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). The process begins with sales agents 
fostering the exports leading to obtaining a local subsidiary. When the firms have 
acquired necessary market knowledge, then they could start their own production in the 
host country. According to the traditional model, psychic distance is an important 
element in this process (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 24).  However, with technology 
diffusion, firm internationalization is not always an incremental process, and many 
firms choose other, quicker, paths for internationalization. These firms are called as 
Born Globals and are of growing interest since they challenge the traditional view of 
internationalization. Moreover, the digital globalized world makes it easier for 
companies to export or to operate in foreign markets from their start. As described by 
Moen (2002, p. 157), Born Global firms are innovation driven, and they have the 
potential for large growth. Born Globals are, in general, small and medium enterprises, 
thereby smaller than other international firms, and more flexible (Wong & Merrilees, 
2012, p. 324). According to Knight & Liesch (2016, p. 100) that the Born Globals are 
gravely under researched, one venue they suggest is the role of digitalization in 
strategies for discovering and exploiting international opportunities. Moreover, they 
suggest acquiring a deeper understanding of Born Globals by conducting case studies 
(Knight & Liesch, 2016, p. 99).  
 
Naturally, our changed way of communicating has also affected the business world in 
many ways. Different social media venues have become an important source of 
information for consumers, as they perceive them as more trustworthy than traditional 
promotional activities (Godey et al., 2016, p. 5835). Moreover, the digitalization has not 
only lead to enhanced organization – consumer relationships, but also created easier and 
efficient communication between organizations and team members in the same 
company, by for instance using video conference methods, such as Skype, and internal 
chats. The liberalization of trade tariffs as well as advanced communication technology 
provides organizations easy access to worldwide customers, distributors, network 

                                                
 
1 A Born Global, is a firm that from inception has the intention of reaching a large percentage of its sales 
2 A MNE is a large international organization, which often has great power and large resources, see 
theoretical chapter for further discussion. 
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partners, and suppliers. This new digital development has also affected the branding 
strategies of companies operating in global markets. 
  
As reported by Business Sweden (2016), digital marketing and sales channels have 
boomed during the last 15 years in Sweden. Moreover, the same report emphasized the 
importance of digital marketing and sales channels to stay competitive. However the 
research on the role of digitalization and digital channels in brand building for Born 
Globals is scarce, even though branding and brand building is important, and has been 
researched by many scholars. Branding is an important aspect for internationals aiming 
for the global market (Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2004, p. 672). Brands play an 
important part in Small Medium Enterprises (SME3s) financial success, since strong 
brands are able to charge more for their products (Muhonen et al., 2017, p. 63; Ward et 
al., 1999, p. 86), and extend the brand to other products and services (Muhonen et al., 
2017, p. 63). Moreover, there is a strong conformity among researchers that there is a 
positive relationship between strong brands and the financial performance (Ward et al., 
1999; Krake, 2005; Merrilees et al., 2011; Neuvonen, 2016; Odoom, 2016, Muhonen et 
al., 2017). However brand building has often been neglected both in research (De 
Chernatony & McDonald, 1998, p. 3) and in practice (De Chernatony & McDonald, 
1998, p. 3; Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 100, p. 107) and there is a lack of knowledge among 
managers in SMEs regarding branding (Neuvonen, 2016, p. 206). There are big gains 
from branding, however, there is a lack of knowledge in how Born Global companies 
are handling branding in the digital age.  
 
Companies worldwide, and in Sweden, look at the new methods for brand building to 
stay competitive in a digitalized world (Business Sweden, 2016). New business models 
have been adapted by small SMEs, employing digitalization to reach more customers, 
maintain effective sales, reaching wider markets with fewer costs (Business Sweden, 
2016). Therefore this leaves several questions unanswered, such as the exploitation of 
digital business models and how the digital network can enhance the firms’ 
competitiveness. Furthermore, an analysis of the contribution digital technologies into 
the firm’s internationalization processes gives an insight to the topic. Particularly 
considering the high-tech Business-to-Business (B2B4) Born Global companies, these 
questions conceptualize their accession to the global markets through digital branding. 

1.2 Research gap   
Through the scope of literature, there are some interesting perspectives on Born Global 
theories, on branding and brand building, separately. However, our literature review 
showed that there are shortcomings in the previous studies. The literature generally 
explain Born Globals; internationalization through traditional models (Chetty et al., 

                                                
 
3 SMEs, are organizations with less than 250 employees, and either lower than 50 million euros in 
turnover and less than 42 million euros in their balance sheet, for further discussion see the theoretical 
chapter. 
 
4 A B2B, is a company that sells the majority of their products to other companies. This is opposed to 
B2C companies that sell a majority of their products to consumers. 
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2004; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Knight et al., 2004; Rennie, 1993; Rialp et al., 2005; 
Zhang et al., 2009), marketing strategies (Knight 2000; Sullivan Mort et al., 2012; Zou 
& Cavusgil, 2002), their entrepreneurship perspective (Andersson et al., 2006; 
Andersson, 2011; Sullivan Mort et al 2006), networking methods (Child & Hsieh, 2014; 
Manolova et al., 2010), or their branding strategies (Gabrielsson, 2005; Altshuler et al., 
2010). However, none of the above provides a thorough elaboration on the digitalization 
of the Born Global’s marketing strategies. In an adjacent research corporate brand 
building in SMEs needs more research (Juntunen et al., 2010, p. 127) and the research 
on B2B branding is “limited, fragmented and inconclusive” (Leek & Christodoulides, 
2011a, p. 835).  
  
Even though Gabrielsson (2005, p. 218) stated that little research has focused on 
branding strategies and activities of Born Globals, and Altshuler & Tarnavoskaya, 
(2010, p. 226), suggested more research on B2B Born Globals regarding branding in 
technological environments several years ago, there has been little development in the 
research area. Thereby, branding and brand building activities, particularly in relation to 
digitalization, is a, to our knowledge, missing dimension in the literature. Thus, we aim 
to study how digital channels contribute to the internationalization of small and medium 
sized Born Global companies in Sweden. The importance of the branding and marketing 
is also shown in the recent literature. For instance, Neuvonen, (2016, p. 208) further 
suggest that there is a need to improve market and brand orientation in SMEs, that way 
the companies can gain a competitive advantage. 
  
Through the recent development, new information and communication technologies 
have changed the rules of the market completely. Due to the digital revolution, we are 
experiencing new opportunities for firms. Digitally performed activities allow faster 
global penetration, low transaction costs, faster communication, and customer 
convenience. Thereby, brand research in the near future needs to focus on new global 
and technological challenges (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017, p. 16). Moreover, there are 
few studies who emphasized on the role of digital branding and social media in the in 
the SMEs (Abed et al., 2015; Jeansson, 2016; Schwaiger et al., 2016). Perhaps the 
question for the information industry is how the role of brands will develop in this 
sector when companies are exploiting the opportunities of the digital age. Also, it is 
plausible to investigate digitalization alongside other resources that can be used to 
complement the necessities of internalization in the digital age.                    

1.3 Purpose and research question 
The primary purpose of this thesis is to develop a deeper understanding of the impact of 
digitalization on branding and brand building during the internationalization of B2B 
Born Global firms. By digitalization, we mean the integration of digital technologies 
into everyday like digital channels for communication or social media channels. 
Furthermore, this thesis aims to contribute to the research gap in previous studies by 
identifying the some what digitalization and digital channels has on branding in the 
B2B Born Global firm’s expansion. This is accomplished by conducting a qualitative 
study where we contacted founders and managers of several B2B Born Global firms in 
North Sweden. The data provided us with insights on their perception of how 
digitalization contributes to their global expansion. The focus will be on high-tech B2B 
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Born Global in Sweden, this is because we believe that high-tech companies are both 
more common and more digital than other firms. This qualitative study also leads us to 
analyze some branding strategies currently developed by the case companies and how 
they are beneficial for their internationalization process. Moreover we examine what 
other resources are relevant for SMEs internationalization and the current challenges 
that the B2B Born Global firms have in expanding internationally through digital 
channels. To narrow this down we have written one research question which will be 
addressed throughout the thesis: 
 

- How does digitalization influence branding and brand building during the 
internationalization of Swedish B2B Born Global SMEs? 
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2 Scientific method 
2.1 Preconceptions 
Preconceptions are built on beliefs, knowledge, practice and experiences that all assist 
in how we identify the problem, analyze the data, connect it with the chosen theories 
and affect our actions, thus affects the results of the research and how we deliver it 
(Gilje & Grimen, 2007, p. 182). 
 
The researchers have quite different backgrounds; Samar did her bachelor in accounting 
at Cairo University and now conducting master’s program in Business Development 
and Internationalization in Umeå School of business. Samar is originally from Egypt, 
before starting the master’s program she worked in Oman in the oil & gas field as 
Training Supervisor, and before that she worked in the recruitment field in Egypt. Johan 
did his bachelor in business administration, with majors in marketing and finance, at 
Mid Sweden University and is now conducting a master’s in marketing and 
management in the same university, except for this master’s thesis. In his bachelor 
thesis, he did a qualitative thesis interviewing small and medium sized companies. 
Johan is originally from Stockholm where he has been working with sales and 
leadership in the telecommunications industry for several years. The two backgrounds 
have been an advantage since we have contributed with knowledge regarding marketing 
and business development leading to this specific topic. Moreover, it has supported us 
with having a different point of views on the topic, the methods used and how we view 
the case companies. Most importantly, this variety in academic and practical 
background contributes to the thesis and brings a higher quality research. It helps us 
withstand biasedness towards a certain point of view, or preconceptions or any specific 
geographical and cultural region. 
 
We had some knowledge of internationalization and marketing beforehand, and our 
interest and knowledge grew when studying and reading more about the Born Global 
firms. We also learnt more about different branding concepts and strategies, which 
connect how the business was done before and how it has evolved due to the dynamic 
changes in the way of doing business. Technology is one of the most studied concepts 
nowadays, as it has major effects not only in the business life but also our personal lives 
and education systems. For instance, we find literature for the thesis through online 
search in the university database without the need to visit the library physically. 
Moreover, the authors’ practical experiences assessed us in realizing how digitalization 
plays a role in the daily life at work, for instance, Skype meetings, communication 
through emails and social media. For companies this means receiving customer requests 
and CVs from all over the globe. So, all of this built our interest in finding the impact of 
digitalization on brand building during the internationalization of an growing 
phenomena in the area, namely Born Global firms.  

2.2 Choice of topic 
We decided on the topic of Born Global companies since they are modern organizations 
that benefit from the technological development and digitalization even though few 
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studies had brought it up. A Born Global is a unique type of firm, which we believe can 
teach both us and other readers about several aspects on how to run a business. These 
include handling fast internationalization and growth, early product and business 
development, and last but not least the marketing aspects including building a brand 
from zero to, hopefully, a well known brand in a short time period. Thereby we had the 
interest to get a deeper understanding of this phenomenon. Since one of the authors had 
previous knowledge of branding and brand building we decided to study that aspect of 
Born Global firms. After reading literature about branding strategies of Born Global we 
found a research gap regarding the Born Globals expansion through digitalization and 
the digital branding and brand building. 

2.3 Epistemology and ontology 
Before we proceed with describing the research approach and design, the basics of how 
we view the world, our ontology, and our view on what knowledge is, our 
epistemology, will be described. Our research aims to describe how digitalization 
affects brand building and branding in the internationalization of Swedish B2B Born 
Global SMEs, and we interact with multiple people to find what their experiences of the 
topic are, thereby knowledge can be created.  
 
Epistemology describes what is acceptable as knowledge, and how that knowledge is 
created, within a field of research (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 35; Grey, 2013, p. 19). In 
the social sciences, and thereby business administration, knowledge can be constructed 
in several ways, depending on the ontological and epistemological perspective (Bryman 
& Bell, 2013, p. 35). The ontology describes what and how things are, and in that way 
creating a way of defining what reality is (Grey, 2013, p. 19-20). Positivism, puts 
emphasis in using methods from the natural sciences in the social sciences (Bryman & 
Bell, 2013, p. 35), and positivist believe that the world exists independent of our 
knowledge of it, thereby it is out there for us to discover (Grey, 2013, pp. 19). This has 
been the reigning paradigm the last decades (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 38). Positivism is 
closely interlinked to the ontological concept of objectivism; in which individuals 
cannot affect social phenomenons since they are there independent of what social actors 
do (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 42). The opposite of objectivism is subjectivism where 
subjects create meaning, and the objects do not create meaning but are meaningful only 
when acted on by a subject (Grey, 2013, p. 20).  
 
There are several challenging concepts to positivism, which needs to be addressed 
before stating our epistemological position. They are relativism; relativists that believe 
that there are several co-existing realities, and thereby several ways to reach the 
knowledge of these realities, depending on the point of view of the observer (Grey, 
2013, p. 19). Another concept that challenges positivism is interpretivism, which states 
that; to create knowledge a strategy to see the difference between social life and the 
natural sciences is needed, and that in the social science the subjective meaning of 
social actions needs to be considered (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 38). A concept that is 
described both as an ontology (Grey, 2013, p. 19), and an epistemology (Bryman & 
Bell, 2013, p. 43) is constructivism. With this ontology individuals believe that social 
phenomenon's and their meaning is created by the actors in the context, and thereby it is 
ever changing (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 43), the epistemology includes that knowledge 
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is created by interactions between subjects, and meaning is created by social constructs 
(Grey, 2013, p. 20), thereby what is true in one situation can be false in another.  
 
We are doing a qualitative thesis, where we are interacting with individuals in 
interviews. In these situations, we could either see them as objects where we are out 
there to gather the from the real world where the knowledge is or as subjects that have a 
multitude of experiences and out of which the interaction between the interviewer and 
interviewee can lead to a meaningful understanding of the world. Knowledge could 
either be interpreted through the social interaction between interviewee and interviewee 
or out there to be found in the memory of the object or interviewee. In this manner, we 
are viewing the world as a social place where an interpretivistic epistemological 
standpoint and a subjectivist ontological standpoint. Thereby this qualitative thesis can 
bring in in several points of view to create a combined picture of digitalization in brand 
building and branding in Born Globals, which is socially constructed. The knowledge is 
likely to be different from other studies, and we are interpreting the results of the study 
combining it with what is previously known. We believe that the world can be 
interpreted into several realities, that knowledge is created by the firms’ actions and 
interaction and thereby an interpretivism knowledge creation is how we will best serve 
our purpose. Our research question was derived from our interpretivist perspective, as 
we want a deeper understanding of how digital channels would influence the 
internationalization of Born Global firms. 

2.4 Research approach 
When choosing research approach, we began with our research question, purpose and 
the ontological and epistemological points of view as we considered the deductive and 
inductive approaches. Since our purpose enquires how the phenomenon of digitalization 
affects Born Global brand building and branding, in their internationalization we need 
to collect much information. The deductive approach begins with reviewing literature, 
forming a hypothesis, testing them, and through the results the hypotheses are 
confirmed, modified, or refuted, thereby new theories and knowledge is created (Gray, 
2014. p. 16). The inductive approach begins with making plans for data collection, then 
the data is analyzed for patterns that may suggest connections between the variables, 
thereby theories can be created from the data (Gray, 2014. p. 17). Our research 
approach is more inductive than deductive since our data is collected then we have 
created theories and models from what have been found. However, we began with doing 
a primary literature search and some existing theories are confirmed through the study. 
The aim of an inductive study is not to falsify or confirm theories (Gray, 2014. p. 18), 
and is not in this thesis, nor is it possible with a small sample. The processes are not 
mutually exclusive either (Gray, 2014. p. 18), and as we create our theories we use 
existing research and combine it with our data to create better theories with higher 
quality. Moreover, it is hard to respond to a how question through quantitative data, 
which the deductive method relies on in general, thereby qualitative data an inductive 
method is preferable. 
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2.5 Research design 
The Born Globals internationalization has captured our attention; as usually SMEs face 
a lot of obstacles such as a lack of market knowledge and methods of analysis, 
especially when identifying foreign business opportunities, and an inability to contact 
potential customers overseas. Moreover, due to the limited financial and human 
resources in their initial phase start-ups operate in small teams. Even so, Born Global 
start-ups get over this kind of obstacles by applying a different business model that is 
why we argue that it is important to get a deeper understanding of how Swedish-born 
internationalize during their early years of the process.  
 
In this section, we will show that a qualitative study is more in line with our research 
purpose and is more able to answer our research question. Since we need to observe 
how the companies accomplish internationalization, and in what ways the digital 
branding contributes to that internationalization. By which the qualitative data will help 
to uncover the problem. Collis and Hussey (2014, p. 52) define the qualitative data as 
such as a data extracted from interviews with target groups. This type of research 
includes the human element because it relies on how researchers interpret the 
information acquired through a study. Qualitative data is associated with an interpretive 
methodology that results in findings with a high degree of credibility. However, the 
quantitative data collection can result in highly reliable data due to its structured 
methodology and numerical analysis of data collected that is through questionnaires or 
surveys and is associated with the positivist methodology. As discussed earlier, the 
positivist methodology is objective, a perspective that based on fact, in things 
quantifiable and measurable like for example measuring exciting phenomena in a highly 
structured research design (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 45). But for our research, if a 
quantitative method is used it might lead to misleading findings or ignore important 
findings that might contribute to the research. As to get an answer to our research 
question the interpretive methodology will be the best fit, as it’s characterized by being 
highly subjective to investigate phenomena, and gives a deeper understanding of it 
through interaction between the researcher and sample of the population being 
researched (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 45).  
 
When answering this purpose we considered what kind of design fits the research 
question best. We ruled out the explanatory research type early on. It is described as 
explaining how or why something is, for instance a sequence of events, by causality 
(Yin, 2014, p. 238). Since our research question addresses how, it could be possible, but 
we are not looking for the reason for something specific, but to give a deeper 
understanding in a larger scope, we continued to look at exploratory and descriptive 
research. An exploratory study aims to identify new possibilities for research that can be 
used in future studies (Yin, 2014, p. 238), by exploring a new field this is necessary. An 
descriptive study describes something in its real world contexts (Yin, 2014, p. 238). 
Historically case studies, exploring a phenomenon at an early stage was seen as the 
appropriate way (Yin, 2014, pp. 6-7). This is a rather unexplored niche of the research 
field, and this thesis will be based on cases, but our aim is to describe the cases in their 
real world context, thereby it will be a mix of the two approaches, exploratory and 
descriptive.  
 



 

 
 
 

 

9 

Our research is based on a case study inspired qualitative design, where we are using 
multiple cases to create knowledge about Born Global companies and how digitalization 
affects their branding and brand building. The knowledge of qualitative case studies is 
specific to the context and is conducted to learn something in depth (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 
228), this is suitable for our purpose since our context specific study aims to get a deep 
understanding. We believe this is the best way to conduct the research since multiple 
case studies are preferable to use when the unique context of the cases, and a 
comparison between the cases, are of interest (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 89). More on 
why the specific cases are selected will be described in the sampling section. A 
comparison between cases is made to describe differences and similarities between the 
individual cases and subgroups of sample companies (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 90). 
Thereby we select the companies as separate cases and compare them to create a clear, 
in depth picture of their reality. What needs to be brought up is the common criticism of 
qualitative case studies; that they have limited generalizability since they are not 
supposed to be statistically generalized (Bryman & Bell, 2013; Yin, 2014, p. 40). But 
since our study aims to reveal a deeper understanding of how digitalization affects 
branding and brand building durung the internationalization of Born Global firms in 
Sweden, it has a more specific interest, focusing on a small group of firms. Thereby the 
aim of this thesis is not to do any large generalizations, but to create a comprehensive 
picture of the phenomenon (Merriam, 1994, p. 184) and show a proximity to the 
research subjects (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 236).  In cases like this, analytical generalization 
is needed, not statistical; thereby knowledge that actually is applicable outside the 
studied cases can be created (Yin, 2014, p. 40-41). However, for the case to be of 
interest outside the sampled companies, a representative sample from the population is 
needed, even though what is a good sample is a very difficult question (Gobo, 2006). 
The sampling will be handled in the practical method section.  

2.6 Literature search  
In the literature review, a broad literature that not only aligns with preconceptions about 
the studied topic has been reviewed. Articles were retrieved from articles in scientific 
journals and books. We used Google Scholar, Umeå University website and Mid 
Sweden University library search tool to gather our literature. We used some keywords 
in the search to find the relevant articles such as “Born Global", "Uppsala Model", 
"Traditional Internationalization stages model", "criticism of stages model", "SMEs", 
"MNEs", "Swedish Born Global firms", "Swedish international ventures", "definition of 
Born Global" and in the branding literature we used "Born Global brand", “B2B 
branding", "Digital branding", "Online branding", "Born Global Branding", "SME 
branding", "Digitalization“ and the same combinations with brand instead of branding. 
In many cases we combined several search words to get a more precise search. 
Moreover, when an article that fit our purpose was found, and the article referred to 
other authors and articles, we looked at their references and if they were available, and 
of interest, those articles were included as well. 

2.7 Source criticism 
In our search for sources we have mainly used peer-reviewed articles, when there were 
few articles in the field, scientific journals and books have been used. We have had an 
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aim to get several sources on the same phenomenon, thereby strengthening the 
theoretical chapter and validating that one source is reliable. In some cases adjacent 
literature has been used, for instance, branding in Born Globals is not well researched, 
thereby we looked at the characteristics of Born Globals in our study, they are small 
companies focusing on B2B markets, then we used SME and B2B brand literature to fill 
the gap. Thereby a logical contribution to our theoretical chapter is added even though 
the specific sources do not exist. 

2.8 Choice of theories and concepts 
The literature review helped us to identify relevant theories to our topic about the 
digitalization and its impact on the Born Global firms leading to the formulation of the 
research question. The Born Global phenomenon was the starting point of the research. 
The Born Global phenomena were defined from various aspects, for instance, 
entrepreneurial behavior, networking, marketing strategies of Born Global firms and 
Business model. Since there was much research regarding networking and 
entrepreneurial aspects of Born Globals we chose to include it briefly, but the focus lies 
on the research gap, the role of digitalization and digital channels in the Born Global 
Firms brand building and branding. Most of the literature found in online branding or 
digitalization is quite recent research, up to 10 years old. Almost no literature study the 
impact of social media in Born Globals, although we see it in our everyday lives that 
social media has a huge involvement in; customer behavior and has an impact on the 
reputation of organizations as well as their internationalization. Thus, we combined 
research on brand building and branding in SMEs, B2Bs and digital channels with what 
we found regarding the Born Globals phenomena. We wanted to investigate the impact 
of the digital branding on the internationalization of Born Global firms, specifically the 
B2B firms. Our literature review was constructed based on the research purpose and the 
research question. So the literature review section is summarizing what we found from 
the theories and literature that supports our research question.  
 
First, we discuss the models of internationalization and how it evolved by time then 
explain the characteristics of Born Global Firms and B2B Born Global Firms. Then in 
another section, we introduce brand and branding strategy then combine both concepts 
and elaborate more about our thesis topic, therefore we covered branding of B2B and 
digital branding of B2B Born Global firms in the literature review. Our qualitative study 
was built on the research gap found and the literature review. It aims to answer our 
research question and find deeper understating on digitalization and the role it plays in 
the high tech B2B Born Global firms in their brand building process, as well as their 
branding.  
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3 Theoretical framework 
In this theoretical framework, we will present a review of the literature on 
internationalization theories, studies on the Born Globals phenomenon, brands, 
branding strategies and brand building all in relation to digitalization. As we focus on 
the branding and brand building of B2B Born Global SMEs in Sweden, it is necessary 
to evaluate the existing theories surrounding the topic.  

3.1 Internationalization 
In this thesis, we focus on the Born Global SMEs in Sweden. Thereby it is necessary to 
evaluate the existing theories surrounding the topic; this will be conducted in this 
section. This will be addressed; the traditional internationalization theories, the debate 
challenging the Uppsala model, how a new approach towards the SMEs 
internationalization lead to the Born Globals concept and finally digitalization and its 
contribution to Born Global Firms will be discussed. 

3.1.1 Internationalization models 

Traditional Uppsala model 

Sune Carlson, one of the pioneers of the internationalization theories, examined the firm 
internationalization process by raising the question of how the lack of knowledge during 
this process impacts firms’ internationalization. Carlson (1966, p. 15) argues that the 
firms cope with the risks of internationalization by experiencing a trial and error process 
leading to a gradual acquisition of information about the foreign market they operate in. 
After obtaining necessary experience through information gathering, an incremental 
decision-making process, based on accumulating knowledge through experience, should 
be implemented to support the firms in how to conduct business in various foreign 
markets. Carlson’s cogitation was the cornerstone of developing the Uppsala 
internationalization process model (Forsgren, 2001, p. 5). 
 
The Uppsala internationalization model was defined by the Swedish researchers 
(Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) from Uppsala 
University. Johanson and Vahlne (1977) argue that internationalization of business 
firms occurs through gradual involvement in international markets, particularly via 
gradual knowledge acquisition about the foreign markets and finally using this 
knowledge in actual operations. The model was based on empirical observations in their 
research about internationalization of Swedish companies. Johanson and Wiedersheim-
Paul's (1975) empirical research showed that most of the firms in Sweden progress 
gradually and slightly until they acquire an investment in international foreign markets. 
They argue that internationalization occurs through stages. Initial stage has to starts with 
domestic activities, then following by foreign market penetration through exports using 
local agents. After some time, a sales subsidiary is established abroad until the operation 
and production starts in the host country.   
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In the Uppsala model, the international expansion is driven by the psychic distance, 
which defined as: "factors preventing or disturbing the flows of information between 
firm and market" (Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975, p. 308). Some factors are 
differences in educational levels, industrial development, political systems as well as 
language and culture (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 24; Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 
1975, p. 308). Opportunities and low market uncertainty are found in the countries that 
are experienced as having small psychic distance. Thus, the firms start 
internationalization by looking for markets that they can easily communicate with 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1990, p. 13). In more recent research conducted on Uppsala 
Model, they continued the examination of the internationalization process by applying a 
network perspective (Vahlne et al., 2013). They argue that internationalization is an 
entrepreneurial process, where the extent of trust placed between the partner 
organizations, in dyadic relationships that are created through networks, has to be built 
before entering the foreign markets (Vahlne et al., 2013, p. 195). 
 
However, in the model, the psychic distance is not the only factor in the firm 
internationalization. There are other factors added by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), who 
constructed their model on four conceptual points, namely Market Commitment, Market 
Knowledge, Current business activities, and Commitment Decision. As the empirical 
data in Johanson and Vahlne's (1977) research also shows, these four conceptual points 
are interlinked when the firms decide on their international process. However, as argued 
by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), and supported by the empirical results of their 
research, firms are not likely to commit their resources to the foreign markets unless 
knowledge of opportunities and threats are gathered. This knowledge gathering process 
usually happens by trial and error in the markets until the final decision is made 
according to these four points (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, pp. 27-29). While the 
Uppsala Model is helpful for explaining the internationalization strategies of firms, 
there are also critical approaches to the Uppsala model. Thereby it is important to 
examine these critical approaches to foster the conceptual debates when trying to 
answer questions raised in our research. 

Criticism of Uppsala model 

There is no doubt that the Uppsala internationalization model has contributed to the 
internationalization research. By providing empirical support, it has influenced many 
scholars on internationalization (Johanson & Mattsson, 2015; Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977, 1990, 2009). However, there are critical approaches to the traditional model as 
well (Barkema et al., 1996; Chetty, 1999; Turnbull, 1987). Chetty (1999) identified 
some weaknesses that were not taken into account while developing Uppsala 
internationalization model. For example, Chetty (1999) argues that Uppsala model 
ignored other strategic options such as the internal firm environment. The internal firm 
environment, such as the marketing and operations strategies, the type of industry, 
organizational culture, firm mission and vision, employee behavior and management 
style might affect the internationalization process rather than the learning process 
(Chetty, 1999, p. 123). Also, other external factors have been ignored in the Uppsala 
model, such as the country based regulatory factors that could create obstacles for 
international expansion of the firms (Chetty, 1999, p. 123). Thus, in a related matter, the 
psychic distance is becoming less of an obstacle as communication technology has 
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improved between distant countries, since the technological revolution (Chetty, 1999, p. 
123). 
 
Chetty, among other critics, uses a conceptual model designed by Welch and 
Luostarinen (1988) (See Appendix 1) to further criticize Uppsala model. Chetty argues 
that: “Given the diversity of international operations, types of markets, the degree of 
organizational commitment and types of international offering, there is obviously a need 
for a broader framework for assessing the extent of increased international involvement, 
i.e. on several different dimensions.” (Chetty, 1999, p. 125). 
 
In this model that Chetty utilizes, a particular emphasis is on the diversity of the 
strategies, products, markets and operations that expedite the firm's internationalization 
(Chetty, 1999, p. 126). It is important to discuss these points briefly, which are also 
effective to answer how the complicated nature of diversification affects the 
internationalization of the Born Global Swedish firms. Chetty (1999) explains the 
dimensions of how, what and where companies internationalize, and the role of 
organizational capacity in this way:  
 
Operation methods (how): The Uppsala Model sees internationalization as a linear 
process. In this newer model, the success of the internationalization is connected to 
diversification in the operations and methods used by the firms, which does not 
necessarily need to be a linear expansion. Therefore, this new model is also effective to 
explain born-global firms. 
 
Sales objects (what): Product diversification is a keyword for internationalization, 
which the Uppsala Model excluded. The traditional model assumed that it would work 
with any type of industry; that can include shifting to another product line, technology 
or a know-how.  
 
Target markets (where): The traditional model argues that the firms that start to 
internationalize tend to diffuse near the current market’s location and to similar cultures, 
until they are certain to be stable enough penetrate other markets. The market location 
has become less of a concern for internationalization, due to the rapid increase in 
communication technology and a reduced need to travel for business. 
 
Organizational capacity: Internationalization is highly related to the human resources 
commitment and their capability of learning when entering new markets. Moreover, the 
organizational structure needs to be flexible enough to adapt quickly to the changes. 
New Ventures, such as the Born Globals, do not follow the traditional model’s pattern 
to the internationalization.  
 
Moreover, the New Ventures tend to circumvent the stages in the traditional model and 
reach to foreign markets during the early stages of firm development (Ruzzier et al., 
2006, p. 483). The reasons behind the international tendency of the New Ventures are 
discussed in the coming sections of this thesis.    
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Definition of different types of international companies 

Before moving from the traditional theories towards the Born Globals, some common 
definitions need to be cleared out, namely SME and MNE. The SMEs does not have a 
certain definition worldwide as there are several factors and measures that influences 
the definition, as Ayyagari et al. (2007, p. 416) argued “The term SME covers a wide 
range of definitions and measures, varying from country to country and varying 
between the sources reporting SME statistics. Some of the commonly used criteria are 
the number of employees, total net assets, sales and investment level“. But the SMEs 
generally has noticeable contribution in economic growth and it assisted in lowering the 
unemployment rates worldwide (Burke & Jarratt, 2004, p.126). In Sweden 99,4 % of all 
busnesses are small companies with 0-49 employees (Ekonomifakta, 2017). Within 
Europe companies with less than 250 employees, 50million euro in turonver and less 
than 43 million euro in their balance sheet are SMEs, according to the European Unions 
definition (European Commission, 2017). Their definition of small companies also 
apply to the case companies but we have chosen to be consistent with SME/SMEs since 
it is more common in research. 
 
In the widest definition, any company that has facilities or other assets in another 
country than the home country is defined as a Multi National Enterprise (Investopedia, 
2017). MNEs are defined as a group of largely independent multi domestic foreign 
subsidiaries, each of which produce goods and services mainly for the local market, and 
those that treat their affiliates as an important part of regionally or globally coordinated 
network of asset-creating and asset-exploiting activities (Dunning & Lundan, 2008, 
p.3). However, in this thesis, we will use MNE for what is more common, that they are 
large international organizations with great assets and power. 

Emerging of SMEs and Born Global phenomena 

In the late 1950s and 1960s, most of the internationalization research and theories 
focused on (MNE) and studied their international activities (Ruzzier et al., 2006, p. 
481). In that period ample ink was spilled on the subject regarding the operations of 
multinational enterprises (Hymer 1970; Rolfe and Damm, 1970; Vernon, 1968). But in 
the 1960s, particularly Sweden and Finland the MNEs had the highest share in the 
country economy, but that did not last for long. A downturn in the world’s economy in 
the 1970s had less impact on SMEs. The focus in Dunnings (1985) research was on 
both in Sweden and Finland because they followed an approach of learning by doing 
that is associated with high skilled workforce and technology based on strength in 
advanced manufacturing industry. The SMEs  showed high adoption to the changing 
conditions during the downturn (Lindmark & Eskelinen, 1995, P. 206).  However, it did 
not last long since the OPEC oil crises of 1973 mostly hampered MNEs. They then had 
a slow adaptation rate for diversifying their business operations and keeping up a 
constant flow of revenues to survive through the economic crisis (Lindmark and 
Eskelinen, 1995, P.205). Thus, the vacuum created by the retreat of the MNEs was 
gradually filled with the SMEs since they had high adaptation rates to operate in the 
changing global economic structure of the post-1973 world (Lindmark and Eskelinen, 
1995, p.206). One of the main features of the post-1973 period is that, while the export 
demands were in a decrease in developed countries, the outward looking, yet still 
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developing countries such as Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan, still had demanded to 
foster their industrialization process (Balassa, 1981).  
 
Yet to see this process of Born Global phenomena developing into contemporary times, 
it would be necessary to look at the transformation of the SMEs to the global scene in 
the late 1980s. Oviatt and McDougall (1994, p. 46) suggest that the certain kind of 
SMEs had an international outlook to start with.   
 
The SMEs, which started to operate increasingly in the international markets, attracted 
business researchers to focus on this new branch of globally operating companies. Yet 
from the beginning there was not any consensus among scholars to describe these 
SMEs. For instance, Oviatt and McDougall (1994, p. 49) coined the term ‘International 
New Ventures’ to describe these SMEs and explained that: “international new venture 
as a business organization that, from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive 
advantage from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries”. Their 
model has later picked in the literature to relate the issue to the Uppsala process model 
of internationalization, and with the Born Global Firms (Coviello, 2006; Fan & Phan, 
2007; Prashantham & Young, 2011; Zahra, 2005). 
 
Moreover, Preece et al. (1999) emphasized the coined to term ‘instant internationals’ to 
explain the phenomena. In their term, which is derived from their study on the 
technology-based firms, they found the internationalization process of these companies 
starts earlier than what was explained in the literature. Still, the argument and 
explanation developed by Preece et al. (1999) shed light on the fast pace of 
internationalization of the technology-based firms. Moreover, their argument concurs 
the empirical data on the Sweden-based technological companies examined in this 
thesis. 
 
This thesis aims to explain the impact of digitalization on brand building and branding 
in the internationalization of Born Global firms based in Sweden. The difference 
between the Instant International firms and Uppsala model firms is that Born Global 
firms "...certainly do not follow the traditional stages pattern in their internationalization 
process. In contrast, they aim at international markets or maybe even the global market 
right from their birth” (Madsen & Servais, 1997, p. 562). Moreover, although the 
literature increasingly refers to increasing evidence of the instant international firms that 
do not necessarily fit into the traditional patterns of internationalization, different 
scholars coin different terms to explain the same or a very similar phenomenon, namely; 
Born Globals (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Rennie, 1993), Global Start-ups (Oviatt & 
McDougall, 1994), High Technology Start-ups (Jolly et al., 1992), and International 
New Ventures (McDougall et al., 1994). This thesis on the Sweden-based firm uses the 
term Born Globals for two reasons. First, the literature increasing uses the term Born 
Globals among others (Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Knight & 
Liesch, 2016; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Rennie, 1993; Wong & Merrilees, 2012). 
Secondly, the term Born Global reflect the nature of the firms examined in this thesis.  
 
In late 1980, Small Medium Enterprise (SMEs) started to rise with international 
inception from the start (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994, p. 46). The noticeable and 
increasing importance of the role of the SMEs in the international markets led to 
research on the internationalization of SMEs Authors used different terms with same 
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definitions to describe this type of SME that has international perspective from the start 
for instance Oviatt & McDougall (1994, p. 49) called international new ventures they 
defined “ international new venture as a business organization that, from inception, 
seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale 
of outputs in multiple countries”. Preece et al., (1999) referred to that phenomenon as 
“instant internationals”.  The tendency towards “instant internationals” was reflected in 
his empirical study of Early-stage technology-based firms (ESTBFs) that showed that 
the current samples of (ESTBFs) are more international than previous samples of 
SMEs. His study contributed to the study of international activities of the new 
entrepreneurial firms generally. Until Born Globals became the most common term 
used in the literature especially the recent ones (Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Knight & 
Cavusgil, 2004; Knight & Liesch, 2016; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Rennie, 1993; Wong 
& Merrilees, 2012). 

3.1.2 Born Global firms  

Definition of Born Global firms 

While the term ‘Born Global’ has been widely used in the recent literature, various 
scholars define the term in slightly different attributions. In the first instance these 
definitions seem to explain the same phenomenon, different scholars pay different 
emphasis on the various characteristics of the term. Thus, there is no consensus on the 
definition of Born Global firms. Moreover, there are various definitions and 
characteristics of Born Global firms in the literature. Therefore, it is useful for our 
research to survey the different traits emerging in the various definitions of the Born 
Global. 
 
For example, in early literature, Welch and Luostarinen (1988) referred to Born Global 
exporting firms as “those that intended to export immediately upon inception”. In more 
recent literature, more characteristics added to the definition of this phenomenon since 
the Born Globals often use a unique business model that is adaptable to the changing 
environment.  Oviatt and McDougall (1994, p. 60) described it as; “new venture should 
control assets, the especially unique knowledge that creates value in more than one 
country. Their internationality occurs at inception largely because competitive forces 
preclude a successful domestic focus. Their emphasis on controlling rather than owning 
assets is due to resource scarcity – a characteristic common among new organizations”. 
Chetty & Campbell-Hunt (2004) also support added that internationalization from 
inception is a market opportunity. 
 
In their research Oviatt and McDougall (1994, p. 49) demonstrate that the new ventures 
have unique features in their international strategy, since it is a part of the firm's vision 
and their international expansion does not require assets in the foreign country. This is 
on the contrary to most large MNEs, which focus the on the age of the firm, and its 
maturity, in the process of becoming international (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994, p. 49). 
Knight & Cavusgil (2004) point out the early stages of how this initial 
internationalization process was embedded in the first characters. They defined it as 
“business organizations that, from or near their founding, seek superior international 
business performance from the application of knowledge-based resources to the sale of 
outputs in multiple countries” (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004, p. 124). Knight & Cavusgil’s 
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(2004) contribution to the definition is important since they contribute to the fact that 
they are international from the birth. Moreover Born Globals possess an unique 
innovative culture giving those Born Globals more chances to acquire knowledge 
during their internationalization and facilitate the learning process that seems to be 
time-consuming for non-innovative start-ups (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004, p. 124). Moen 
(2002, p. 173) emphasizes the importance of Born Global firms since firms that do not 
internationalize from its inception has more difficulties to succeed in internationally.  
Knight & Cavusgil (2004, p. 127) added that the firm's entrepreneurial capability gave 
the Born Global start-ups the advantage to sense the opportunity or create it. Born 
Globals are managed by ‘entrepreneurial visionaries who view the world as a single, 
borderless marketplace from the time of the firm's founding’ (Knight & Cavusgil 1996, 
p. 12). The phenomenon of early and rapid internationalization is also associated with 
“international entrepreneurship”, which describes the process of creatively discovering 
and exploiting opportunities that lie outside a firm’s domestic markets in pursuit of 
competitive advantages (e.g., McDougall & Oviatt, 2000). 
 
Ardichvili et al. (2003) emphasize the entrepreneurial character of the Born Global 
firms. They argue that there are important entrepreneurial factors affecting Born 
Globals: ‘The Entrepreneurial alertness to the information and sensitivity to market 
needs and the access to information and prior knowledge that triggers recognition of the 
value of new information’ (Ardichvili et al., 2003, p. 113). Their contribution highly 
coincides with the definition of Born Globals that these new ventures expand 
internationally as gain experience while highly alerting entrepreneurs to the market need 
who can link and utilize resources from multiple countries to meet the demand of 
markets (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994, p. 47). The literature argues that entrepreneurs 
who have social networks have more chances in identifying the opportunities and 
exploit it more than the solo entrepreneur. This social network might consist the people 
working in the same industry, or just be family or friends. Coviello (2006) is discussing 
the network dynamics of international new ventures, and found that network ties 
facilitate internationalization of international new ventures (INVs). More specifically 
that networks provide better access to essential resources for start-ups as the start-ups 
usually face resources scarcity, this network can provide market & financial support, 
distribution channels, suppliers, referrals, and a pool of key contacts who can ease the 
learning and internationalization process (Coviello, 2006). 
 
The entrepreneurs tend to be high-risk takers and optimistic since they, most of the 
time, sense opportunities that others do not see and find ways to exploit it (Ardichvil et 
al., 2001, p. 114). This is creativity that distinguishes the entrepreneurs from others 
(Ardichvil et al., 2001, p. 114). This definition is highly correlated with Gabrielsson et 
al. (2008, p. 388) definition of Born Global firms: “Born Global firms as one having 
products with global markets potential more over it can combine this potential with an 
entrepreneurial capability to seek methods of accelerated internationalization”. 
Gabrielsson et al. (2008, p. 388) added to the Born Global definition “It must have a 
global vision at inception. It must also carry the risk of Start-up Company; cannot be 
spin-off a larger firm that is prepared to help it to float”. 
 
The Born Globals can also be defined from the time of entry into a foreign country and 
their sales ratio of export-to-domestic total sales. Zahra et al. (2000) have not specified 
sales percentage but referred to Born Globals as “new venture firms, defined here as 
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companies six years old or younger, and are moving into International markets early in 
their life cycles”. Knight et al. (2004, p. 649) identified Born Globals as ”Firms less 
than 20 years old that internationalized on average within three years of founding and 
generate at least 25 percent of total sales from abroad”. Wong and Merrilees (2012, p. 
317) “those firms with over 30% of sales from overseas markets and the establishment 
of firm and interval of internationalization of firm’s activities within three years are 
regarded as Born Global”. Rennie (1993) argues that Born-Global firms are those that 
internationalize within two years while McDougall, Shane, and Oviatt (1994) claim 
eight years. These definitions are also prominent contributions to highlight how global 
sales of a firm contribute to its Born Global character. Moreover, the definitions on the 
global sales are also linked with the marketing and digitalization strategies of the Born 
Global firms, these are discussed further below. 

B2B Born Global firms 

Sepulveda et al. (2013) studied Born Global B2B venture. Sepulveda et al. (2013) found 
that B2B Born Global SMEs use their networks as it compromises the lack of other 
resources, such as the financial and human resources, but it is not a competitive 
advantage for the start-ups. Sepulveda et al. (2013, p.793) said that network resources 
play an important role for B2B companies in their early development, however it might 
decrease in the later development stages. Some companies expand their network during 
the expansion of the start-up and others stop seeking networks after reaching mature 
development. Sepulveda et al. (2013) argued that networks give strategic benefits to the 
start-up such as international synergies, market positioning, and leadership within their 
industry. Besides the network, their research tests the entrepreneurial orientation of the 
B2B Born Global firms. Sepulveda et al. (2013) find that all these firms have a strong 
entrepreneurial orientation in their early stages in terms of proactiveness, 
innovativeness, risk taking and network management. Sepulveda et al. (2013) also 
argued that the relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and network 
management is firstly associated with proactiveness of entrepreneurs, and then to a 
lesser degree with innovativeness and risk-taking. Freeman at al. (2006, p. 36) gave a 
definition of the entrepreneurial orientation through three elements; Innovativeness, 
Proactiveness, and Risk-taking: 
 

• "Innovativeness refers to a firm’s capacity to generate new ideas, products, and 
services for foreign markets and its determination to develop creative solutions 
to challenges it faces” 

• “Proactiveness reflects a firm’s proclivity to take initiatives, anticipate and 
pursue new opportunities, and participate in foreign markets, and it involves 
actively pursuing market opportunities rather than simply reacting to moves by 
competitors“ 

• “Risk taking refers to the proclivity of a firm to undertake risky ventures in 
foreign markets” 

Born Global and technology  

Born Global firms have been greatly influenced by the technological developments in 
the digital realm. These developments include the availability, personalization, and 
instant delivery of standardized products to large markets (Knight & Liesch, 2016, p. 
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100). Rapid technological development also leads to lower cost of communications 
technology, thereby small and flexible Born Global firms can compete with larger firms 
in the market (Rennie, 1993, p. 48). Firms can use the Internet to reach customers and 
obtain resources such as product/service commercialization advantages (Zaheer & 
Manrakhan, 2001, p. 671). Without the Internet, Born Global firms would be forced to 
use the traditional ways to enter the marketing and distribution channels. These 
traditional channels are usually sales agents that require network and financial 
capability. Moreover, using the sales agents vis-à-vis the digital marketing channels 
slows down the process of firm globalization (Sasi & Arenius, 2015 p. 73). In sum, 
digitalization helps smaller companies appear larger than they are, lower their costs and 
lessens their risk (Knight & Liesch, 2016, p. 100). Although attempts to define the 
phenomenon of Born Globals varies, it’s agreed in various definitions that Born Globals 
generally have limited resources as any start-up company. But the difference between 
Born Globals and start-ups is that Born Globals favor exporting as their primary entry 
mode and their competitive advantage that often lies in the advanced technology use. 
 
Therefore, it is important to study how the technology impacts the performance of Born 
Globals. We think that Digital channels specifically plays such an important part in the 
output of a firm. Earlier research on brands in general and the role of digitalization in 
brand building and branding will be illustrated more in the sections below.  
 

3.2 Brands and branding  
This section will connect branding and brand building to Born Global literature, 
beginning with the specific research that has been conducted, continuing with a general 
description of branding, covering adjacent areas in research and finally covering digital 
branding and a conceptual model of Born Global brand building. 

3.2.1 Brands 

Before expanding the topic to adjacent theories that may apply to branding in Born 
Globals, a general introduction to branding is needed to put the research into the brand 
context. Strong brands lead to a competitive advantage (Wood, 2000, p. 667), and need 
to be actively protected and managed to create a long-lasting difference in the 
customer’s mind (Aaker, 2003, p. 83). Rowley (2004, p. 131) state that: “A brand is not 
a positioning statement. It is not a marketing message. It is a promise made by a 
company to its customers and supported by that company“.  This promise is “the core 
element of differentiation, not an alternative to it” (Ward et al., 1999, p. 87). Branding 
and brands have often been misunderstood and are often set aside for other more urgent 
matters (De Chernatony & McDonald, 1998, p. 3). This may be because of its mixed 
nature, when it comes to their product, companies can choose several ways of branding, 
either branding features of their product, branding a service, complementing the product 
with a brand, use a branded loyalty program or brand some component of their product 
(Aaker, 2003, pp. 84-86).  
  
There has also been an increasing interest in corporate branding, which is associated 
with the concept of the Unique Value proposition (UVP). UVP is replacing the concept 
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of the unique selling proposition (USP) (Rowley, 2004, p. 133), which tends to explain 
how your product solves customers' problems or improves their situation. It delivers a 
message and tells the ideal customer why they should buy from you and not from the 
competition, not just to convince the customer to change brands through marketing 
campaign without value behind (Rowley, 2004, p. 133). This may be the right way of 
branding, since Aaker (2003, p. 83) states that products are tangible and can quite easily 
be copied. By positioning the intangible features around the product and using the 
marketing mix, a brand creates value and portrays its distinct differences towards 
competitors (Aaker, 2003, p. 83).  

3.2.2 B2B branding 

Branding has been, and is likely to continuously be, affected by the rapid change in 
technology and the increased engagement of technology usage (Veloutsou & Guzman, 
2017, p. 14). Just like the Born Global research, much of the brand building literature 
has focused on large corporations (Lassen et al., 2008, p. 92) and the basics of brand 
theories have focused on consumer markets (Ward et al., 1999, p. 86). Many B2B 
managers have tended to believe that branding is a consumer product phenomenon since 
B2B customers know a lot about the products and the competing products (Kotler and 
Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 1). Branding was actually thought to be based on the emotional and 
somewhat irrational behavior of consumers, however enduring premium profits from a 
successful brand can be achieved in any type of business (Ward et al., 1999, p. 86). And 
the development of a brand identity is likely to equally beneficial for both B2B and 
B2C as well as both product and service companies (Muhonen et al., 2017, p 64). 
Lindgren et al. (2010, p. 1223) argue that a change in B2B markets have made branding 
more important in recent years. Even so,” B2B branding is still in its infancy and there 
is a clear need for further research” (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011b, p. 1060).  
 
The theories from consumer branding are not directly applicable to industrial markets 
and need to be adjusted (McDowell Mudambi et al., 1997, p. 445). This is somewhat 
contradicted since by (Bengtsson & Servais 2005, p. 706) who state that many concepts 
from B2C branding can be applied to B2B markets, except for some important 
differences, especially regarding the buying process. One difference is that in B2B 
markets both the company’s and the product’s reputation relies more on the product 
quality (McDowell Mudambi et al., 1997, p. 443). This is confirmed by Kotler and 
Pfoertschs (2006, p. 3) statement regarding B2B branding: “Without great products or 
services and an organization that can sustain them, there can be no successful brand”. 
Moreover, in B2B markets the availability and performance of support services, and the 
distribution performance are some aspects that may improve a brand (McDowell 
Mudambi et al., 1997, p. 445). Aspects such as image, buyer-seller relationship and 
communication are harder to achieve but have a stronger impact on the brand 
performance (McDowell Mudambi et al., 1997, p. 445). Another difference in recent 
years is that B2B are more global than B2C, thereby the importance of one corporate 
image has a larger impact in B2B markets (Lindgren et al., 2010, p. 1223). Moreover, 
brand orientation in B2B SMEs has a stronger effect on brand positioning, than in B2C, 
this may be because it is a more natural way of B2C business and there is less 
competition of the positioning (Muhonen et al., 2017, p 63), but it still emphasizes the 
importance of branding in SMEs in B2B markets. Thereby by only having branding on 
the agenda the firms can get greater leverage than their B2C counterparts. 
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3.2.3 SME branding 

There is a need for SMEs to build strong brands (Lassen et al. 2008, p. 92), but SMEs 
have many brand-related problems, with the lack of financial resource the main issue 
(Krake, 2005, p. 232). In general, small companies has limited resources (Lassen et al. 
2008, p. 93), this is a common issue for Born Global firms as well, since they lack 
tangible resources, both financial and human resources (Knight & Liesch, 2016; 
Freeman et al., 2006, p. 35). Both the lack of time and money are barriers to brand 
management in SMEs (Krake, 2005, p. 231), and resources are often allocated to 
develop technology, rather than brand building (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 103). However, 
it is possible to achieve a competitive brand with limited recourses that can compete 
globally (Lassen et al., 2008, p. 92). This may be explained by the intangible resources 
and capabilities that many Born Global Firms possess (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; 
Jantunen et al., 2008; Rialp et al., 2005a; Zahra, Matherne, & Carleton, 2003, cited in 
Knight & Liesch, 2016, p. 94), such as their brand. And that Born Globals are more 
committed to their international ventures both when it comes to investments and other 
resources (Wong & Merrilees, 2012, p. 320). The brand, or brand equity, is considered 
to be the key intangible asset (Aaker, 1992, Neuvonen, 2016, p. 209). This has several 
logical reasons; better-known companies are often favored to lesser-known competitors, 
if the offers are similar (Mudambi, 2002, p. 532; Bendixen et al., 2004, p. 379). Thereby 
buyers are willing to pay a premium for their preferred brands, hence brand equity is 
present (Bendixen et al., 2004, p. 379). The positive brand equity of strong brands is 
also more likely to lead to more positive responses from customers from the brands' 
marketing activities (Spence & Hamzaoui Essoussi, 2010, p. 1038). A strong brand is 
an advantage when launching new products as well, since industry buyers are more 
likely to choose other products with the same name, and recommend the product to their 
peers (Bendixen et al., 2004, p. 379). 
  
However, trust is a common issue for SMEs (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 100), and the lack 
of brand awareness lead to limited trust online (Salcedo, 2011, p. 21). Trust among 
brand users can be measured and is related to business performance (Ward et al., 1999, 
p. 87). Due to the development of digital technologies the importance of trust and 
commitment has an increasing importance in business relationships (Mudambi, 2002, p. 
532). Moreover, since many high-tech start-ups fail, the remaining firms must pay the 
price in loss of trust to potential customers when trying to build their brand (Ward et al., 
1999, p. 89). Social media is often seen as a more trustworthy source of information 
than traditional media (Godey et al., 2016, p. 5835). Since trust takes the time to build 
up, managers in SMEs need a long-term approach to brand building (Lassen et al., 
2008, p. 104; Wood, 2000, p. 668). Unfortunately, resources are often allocated towards 
short-term goals instead of long-term strategic commitments in SMEs (Neuvonen, 2016, 
p. 207). And SMEs have a harder time making decisions regarding their brand vision; 
this may be because of their short-term orientation (Muhonen et al., 2017, p 62). 
According to Luostarinen and Gabrielsson (2006, p. 796), Born Global firms need more 
support regarding marketing planning and implementation than other firms. Brand 
building and reaching global customers is a challenge for all marketers and ”for Born 
Global founders, this is exceptionally challenging due to the speed required and their 
resources and skills” (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 796). Moreover “…in high-
technology markets, offering a distinct value proposition is especially difficult since, 
with lightning speed, competitors match on another’s clearly defined performance 
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characteristics…” (Ward et al., 1999, p. 89). This leads to more complications for Born 
Globals, and the digital revolution contributes with higher speed and increasing 
opportunities. There are ways of overcoming these barriers, and the sucessful Born 
Globals do. Some enabling factors of brand building in SMEs are the speed of 
decisions, short lines and flexibility and in some cases that contracts is awarded to 
companies since they were small (Krake, 2005, p. 231).  

3.2.4 Branding strategy 

Branding strategy is an important part of communication and a key aspect for 
globalizing internationals (Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2004, p. 672). Branding 
strategies have shifted from traditional ways such as leaflets or media advertising to 
online branding leading to fast globalization (Rowley, 2004). As discussed earlier, since 
Born Global phenomena have whole different characteristics than the gradual 
internationalized companies, they need to re-shape their branding channel strategies 
(Rowley, 2004, p. 133). Simmons (2007, p. 547) argued that the advent of the Internet 
has added a more complex and dynamic element to branding strategy, thereby 
companies should re-define their marketing and branding strategies. They should also 
respond to issues regarding globalization by re-evaluating their practices and decisions 
regarding branding issues (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017, p. 15). Companies need to be 
the first online mover, develop trust and loyal relationship between the brand and the 
consumer, learn about the target customers, add value and create a unique positioning 
concept (Simmons, 2007, p. 547). But in Born Globals the need for standardized brand 
management processes across countries and regions should also be considered 
(Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2004 p. 672). 
 
Previously brand building was a long-term project for it to be economically feasible, it 
takes time and money to build a good brand (Aaker, 2003, p. 87). But as marketing is 
evolving, through the technological development, it is easier to connect to customers 
(Habibi et al. 2016), thereby brands need to adopt and adapt to new technologies when 
creating a brand strategy (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017, p. 15). When moving towards 
international markets in a digitalized world, at a higher pace, flexibility in strategies is 
even more important, and companies have several ways of achieving it. A well-
researched way is through business networks, where the entrepreneurs of Born Global 
can establish their brands through personal connections and networks in subsequent 
markets (Freeman & Cavusgil, 2007, p. 17). Sullivan Mort et al. (2006, p. 567) argued 
that relationships and networking are critical the in-internationalization process for 
small firms, as it helps them to overcome the scarcity of the resources. By using their 
network, the brands are developed and spread to local and international markets, and 
thus the network speeds up the internationalization process (Freeman & Cavusgil, 2007, 
p. 17). Companies can also use co-branding as a cost-efficient way to reach customers 
and build their brand (Aaker, 2003, p. 86). This may be a viable option for some 
companies, and it will be developed later, but for companies with small or no networks, 
this may be hard.  
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3.2.5 Branding in Born Global firms 

Back in the early 21th-century branding strategies of Born Global firms was almost not 
researched at all (Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2003). The, to our knowledge, first 
attempt to create a framework for Born Global branding strategies was formed by 
Gabrielsson (2005). Thereafter research has shown that SME Born Globals can build 
international brands, both within B2C and B2B (Altshuler & Tarnavoskaya, 2010; 
Gabrielsson (2005), but many Born Globals believe that branding is not a must, when 
targeting business clients (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 791). With a few 
exceptions, the specific research on branding in Born Global companies has been 
scarce, and most studies have focused on brand building in SMEs in general, within 
B2B or B2C, from different angles. Even though Born Globals has the tendency to sell 
through multiple channels early on, rather than a single channel (Luostarinen & 
Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 786; Salcedo, 2011, p. 21), the importance of digital channels has 
not been highlighted so far in research. 
 
What is indicated is that there are different branding strategies for B2B and B2C Born 
Globals. When it comes to B2C a globally standardized brand is important, since the 
financial resources are scarce and brand awareness and brand image can be leveraged in 
the global media (Gabrielsson, 2005, p. 218). This is not as important for B2B firms 
(Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006 p. 786), even though their resources are scarce as 
well (Knight & Liesch 2016, p. 97). B2B companies have less standardized offers and 
often use several brands (Gabrielsson, 2005, p. 218). Depending on the segment and 
market it could be private labels, OEM (original equipment manufacturers), their own 
brand (Gabrielsson, 2005, p. 217; Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 786), a corporate 
brand (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 793) or mixed strategies (Gabrielsson, 
2005, p. 217; Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006 p. 786). Some marketing differences are 
that B2B often use push based marketing, while B2C often use innovative pull methods 
(Gabrielsson, 2005, p. 217). What has been stated regarding brand building is that the 
founders or leaders need to show a strong unified company and brand vision (Altshuler 
& Tarnavoskaya, 2010, p. 224). Many low-cost brand-building methods are used, 
including the Internet, piggyback marketing, and co-branding (Gabrielsson, 2005, p. 
217). The last of this, co-branding, can be of large importance for branding in Born 
Globals, this may be because the costs of marketing often lie on other companies 
(Altshuler & Tarnavoskaya, 2010, p. 218).  
 
Moreover, the branding strategies need to be flexible and able to change over time 
(Gabrielsson, 2005, p. 219) however, in reality, they are not that advanced (Luostarinen 
& Gabrielsson, 2006 p. 793). Even though Born Global firms are quick to use advanced 
sales and marketing systems (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 792), there has been 
little research done on the impact of digitalization on international brand building in 
these small companies, and in SME brand building in general. B2B segments are of 
higher importance for Born Globals, or at least it is more common to target them 
(Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 786). As stated earlier this thesis will focus on 
B2B firms and how digitalization impacts their brand building. Before going into that 
process, the specific branding strategies used by Born Globals will be explained.  

 



 

 
 
 

 

24 

Co-branding 

In larger companies, the long-term brand building can easily be motivated, since it leads 
to higher brand equity, which is positive for both the company and its customers 
(Aaker, 1992). The Born Globals have realized that their resources may not be adequate 
for doing their own marketing, sales or development, they need to have partners for 
some of those purposes (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 793). Aaker (2003, p. 86) 
argues that there are cheaper and easier ways of branding for a firm, for instance, the 
company can use an external company’s brand that already is differentiated, credible 
and traction on the market. This can be done either through cooperation with a partner 
or by market communication together with a larger more trustworthy actor (Ojasalo et 
al., 2008, p. 100) and is an important part of the brand building (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 
103). By co-branding, two companies can reach synergies and reach a greater success in 
a marketplace than they could on their own (Bengtsson & Servais, 2005, p. 706). Both 
partners need to create products that live up to the expectations of customers for it to be 
a good co-branding if the lesser known brand does not deliver it can destroy the 
reputation of the well-known one (Bengtsson & Servais, 2005, p. 711). In industrial 
markets, co-branding activities highly influence purchasers, thereby co-branding can be 
a viable strategy (Bengtsson & Servais, 2005, p. 711). However, when a brand is 
created, an internal differentiator is preferable, since in that case there is no interference 
from the co-branding partner, and all the profit and brand equity is retained (Aaker, 
2003, p. 87). An internal differentiator is something that is embedded in the own brand, 
as opposed to something in the partner’s brand or the combination of the two. The 
question the Born Global company needs to answer is if it is worth it to depend on the 
co-branding partner due to the ease of brand building or if it is preferable to create a 
brand of their own, and harvest the success by themselves.  

Online brand building 

The online brand building is more important now, than before (Rowley, 2004). Within 
this area, it has been concluded is that Born Global uses the Internet for sales, sales 
promotion and distribution, and are quick to adopt new marketing techniques 
(Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 792), but not how online channels supports how 
brands are built. By building their brand through digital channels, small companies can 
appear larger than they are (Knight & Liesch, 2015, p. 100), this can be done through 
classic websites or social media. Web sites are globally accessible, and creates the 
opportunity to communicate messages about the brand to a large audience (Rowley, 
2004, p. 133). An important improvement that comes with digitalization is the 
possibility to use web analytics and online surveys to collect customer data from all 
over the world in a cheap and effective way (Simmons, 2007, p. 549). From the 
customers' perspective it is not time-consuming, and in some cases it can even be 
engaging the customer with the brand (Simmons, 2007, p. 549). The collected data can 
be used later to; segment customers, collect a diversity of experiences of the brand, and 
create product customizations and target smaller customer groups (Rowley, 2004, pp. 
134-135). Online branding in social media is a quickly expanding marketing channel, it 
already reaches more than two-thirds of all Internet users, provides unparalleled 
opportunities for brand and reputation building (Godey et al., 2016, p. 5833).  
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Social media branding 

Regardless if a company uses co-branding or not, they are able to build their brand in 
digital channels as well. A change that has had the largest impact on individuals in 
recent years, is how social media has engaged their daily lives, this needs to be taken 
into consideration when discussing brands (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017, p. 14). With 
this comes one of the major marketing challenges in the digital age, since the increasing 
power of social media, moves power from brands to consumers (Kohli et al., 2015; 
Leeflang et al., 2014). When choosing a brand, consumers rely more on other user 
reviews than other sources, thereby brand preference will be based on other customers’ 
preferences instead of traditional marketing skills (Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 2). Even 
though consumers are the customers of B2C companies this has an impact on B2B 
companies, either directly since their customers also are on social media, or indirectly as 
their customers' customers or end users are on social media. Social media also changes 
the traditional marketing, which was based on sending out a message from the company 
to customers, and thereby the company had control over the brand and it's positioning 
(Kohli et al., 2015, p. 38; Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 10). Managers are still able to 
position their brands from inception, but then they have less control if they are on social 
media, this is a challenge for marketers since there is a two-way communication and 
other individuals have the possibility to see the conversation (Kohli et al., 2015, p. 37).  
 
Many companies aim to use social media in their marketing, but many of the plans are 
limited or not implemented (Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 10). In many markets, social 
media, and thereby the customers, are in control of the brand's reputation (Leeflang, et 
al., 2014, p.10). On the positive side, social media is argued to be a way of creating 
added value through extra content for customers and communicating and thereby 
minimizing the effect of negative customers (Leeflang et al., 2014, pp. 3-4). Social 
media offers opportunities to create a trust (Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 6) and reach a large 
crowd at a low cost (Habibi et al., 2014, p. 155; Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 6; Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010, p. 67). Exporting companies can increase their credibility and create 
trusting relationships with users on social media if supported by trade promotion 
organizations and thereby achieve better results (Salcedo, 2011, p. 21). Companies that 
are using social media need to choose the right social media channel for their target 
group (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 65). By choosing the right channel, branding will 
become more effective. Moreover, the social media marketing should be aligned with 
other marketing channels (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 65). 
 
Different social media types have become an important source of information for 
customers, as they perceive them as a trustworthy source of information than traditional 
promotional activities (Godey et al., 2016, p. 5835). Social media offers consumers’ 
assistance as well as space for discussions and exchange of ideas (Godey et al., 2016, p. 
5834) so users contribute to the brand that eases the process of globalization and got 
over the psychic distance issue in Uppsala Model. Besides creating brand - consumer 
relationship through interaction, social media also allows consumer - consumer 
relationship by spreading electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) through social media, 
where users share their opinion about the brand others seek information from and advice 
from other consumers when making purchasing decision (Godey et al., 2016, p. 5835). 
In this way, social media creates value for the company, if practiced properly; the 
strengthened relationship will also build the intangible assets of a brand. For instance, 
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the interaction between individuals and organizations provide better customer 
understanding and leads to a more personalized marketing communication. As 
customers spend time with the brand, whether through social media or other parts of the 
Internet, the search for information about substitute brands is decreased (Simmons, 
2007, p. 550). In some cases, customers search for more information about the brand, 
before the buying decision is done, through the Internet, without receiving any 
messages from the brands traditional branding efforts (Simmons, 2007, p. 550).  

3.2.6 Brand building process  

The branding process is described as when a company creates value by providing a 
consistent and compelling offer that satisfy customers and make them loyal (Simmons, 
2007, p. 544). Within Born Globals, this is an important aspect, but the research has 
been scarce. One of the few articles states that the branding of Born Globals is not that 
advanced, it included either a corporate branding strategy or an OEM strategy 
(Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 793). Since the specific research on the brands of 
Born Globals is scarce, particularly about digitalization, it is appropriate to look for 
adjacent theories that may apply to them. The two main research areas that exist are 
SME brands, and B2B brands, which both may be applicable to small Born Global 
companies. The theories from these areas will be combined with the specific research in 
the further explanation of the brand building process. Urde (1999, p. 122) argues that 
branding needs to be incorporated in the strategic planning from an early stage. The 
same goes for SMEs, who are advised to incorporate a brand orientation in its strategic 
planning at its inception, but to be flexible and revise the strategy through the 
company’s development (Juntunen et al., 2010, p. 130). However as discussed earlier 
SMEs have minimum resources, thereby the process differs from larger companies in 
the manner that brands are built in an experimental and innovative way, including trial 
and error, and more creativity (Centeno et al., 2013, p. 454). Many SME companies 
believe that it is too big of an investment to focus on brand building, while others found 
ways of building their brand affordably by focusing on narrower segments and smart 
communication (Ojasalo et al., 2008 p. 103). Even though online marketing channels 
are cost-efficient (Habibi et al., 2014, p. 155; Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 6; Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010, p. 67), none of the articles expresses how digital channels are used for 
this purpose, or how it is incorporated in the brand building. To analyze these issues a 
model for brand building with an aim for international markets, including digital 
channels is needed. By going through the adjacent literature Figure 1 Brand building 
process in Born Global B2B companies, own representation has been created. The 
model can be seen in the next page and will be explained in the following section. 
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Figure 1 Brand building process in Born Global B2B companies, own representation 
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Description of the Brand building in B2B Born Globals model 

This model is created for two reasons, firstly of all to analyze what kind of contributions 
this thesis is provides. Secondly to address the difficulties that Born Globals have 
regarding resource scarcity in many stages of their developments, and thereby act as a 
guide for what is important for them in different stages. For the second purpose, we will 
describe the model more in detail now, for the first purpose it will be shown in the later 
chapters. In the early stages Born Global firms often have a focus on what is important 
in the short run, thereby brand building can be neglected. We are encouraging them to 
put of time for building brands, create a vision not only for the company and their 
expansion but also for what is going to be the essence or unique feature of their brand 
and how they can achieve higher value for their products. In the development stage, the 
traditional marketing techniques are recommended, segmenting, targeting and 
differentiation, but do it for the brand, not only the product, even though it is an 
important aspect it is not all. In the diffusion stage, the brand is already created and 
differentiated towards a certain target group, but the brand needs to reach out to them or 
be found by them. Depending on the product characteristics, which the customers are 
and what kind of partners a firm has the methods may vary. These two points are likely 
to be the most important for young Born Globals; to communicate a consistent message 
(what) in a consistent way (how) so that the brand is perceived in the right way. What is 
clear is that cheap methods like online channels, especially social media, and co-
branding are viable channels to communicate the brand efficiently. In the last stage 
brand renewal flexibility is important, but if the brand already is differentiated and 
appreciated it is not likely that a complete do-over will lead to positive development, 
thereby it is good to involve some stakeholders in the process when renewing the brand. 

3.3 Summary of theoretical chapter 
The Born Globals phenomenon challenges the traditional models of internationalization. 
Instead of an incremental process of gradual development towards an international 
market, where psychic distance, market knowledge, current business activities, market 
commitment and commitment to decisions decided how companies internationalized, 
the Born Global Firms has shown other ways. They do not necessarily follow a linear 
process towards internationalization, they use new communication technology and are 
thereby not bound by market location nor psychic distance, and they are quick to 
internationalize and adapt to current surroundings. The internationalization research 
took a long time to focus on these companies; still, most research is done on larger 
MNEs. There are many different definitions and names on Born Globals, but since this 
is the most common name in the late literature it will be used. We will get back to how 
we found companies in different stages of internationalization, based on the various 
definitions, in the practical methodology chapter. The Born Globals are characterized as 
creative and entrepreneurial with large networks, B2B Born Globals stand out as being 
innovative, risk-taking, proactive, however as many start-ups they have limited 
resources. The digital development has affected Born Globals to a large extent, reaching 
large markets with standardized products through cheap channels as the Internet. This 
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seems to be a perfect match, overcoming the resource scarcity, and reaching a huge 
market through cheap marketing and distribution channels.  
 
The brand has been described as one of the most important intangible assets for 
decades; it has financial benefits and can lead to competitive advantages. The 
technological development affects branding, especially since the increased usage of 
technological devices. Historically most of the branding and brand building literature 
has focused on larger MNEs and consumer products, however, the last decade has 
produced some interesting contributions. Branding is as important, if not more 
important, for B2B companies. In the B2B brand building, there is a larger product 
focus, and a supporting organization and stakeholder relationships are of larger 
importance. For SMEs, there are some barriers to brand building, including time, 
money, and human resources. The largest barrier may be trust, since trust is a long-term 
project; it has higher importance in digital relationship building and is of importance for 
building brand awareness. Brand strategy is important for globalizing internationals, 
and since digitalization there is a faster, more complex, and dynamic environment, 
which calls for the development of new, more flexible strategies. There are several ways 
for Born Globals to reach out with their brand, by networking, co-branding, and by 
online marketing through social media and web pages. The specific Born Global 
literature has addressed networking and co-branding as strategies for brand building to 
some extent, however, there are no specific studies that are targeting how digitalization 
has affected brand building and branding, and thus have helped them in their 
internationalization. This thesis will focus on this problem and do so by using co-
branding, online and social media branding on the way to create a deeper understanding 
of this problem. Moreover, Figure 1 Brand building process in Born Global B2B 
companies, own representation can be used for practitioners and will be used to analyze 
the contributions this thesis may conclude. The next chapter will address the 
methodological basics for the research and how the research problem has been handled.  
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4 Practical method 
In this section, we describe how the research was conducted employing more specific 
qualitative methodologies for sampling, then we move to the data collection describing 
a qualitative method of data collection. Following that section, we explain how we 
analyze the data for our study. 

4.1 Sampling 
In our sampling of the firms, we dedicated a focus on the Born Global companies 
operating in the north of Sweden. The reason is that the chosen companies also 
suggested how psychic distance does not play an important role in the firm 
internationalization as the traditional model of internationalization suggests. When the 
aim is to learn as much as possible about the subject, a non-probability selection of 
cases is preferable (Merriam, 1994, p. 61). The selected population and samples are all 
high-tech B2B SMEs, but they vary in terms of company size, markets, customers, and 
products. We wanted companies to be in an expansion phase, to fit our research, since 
growing companies need to pay more attention to branding (Coviello & Munro, 1995, p. 
525). The reason behind selecting B2B high-tech companies is that there is a lack of 
research, a majority of Born Globals are B2B companies and venture capitalist has an 
emerging interest in them. Since venture capitalist is interested in them, digital branding 
of B2B high-tech companies essentially important for them to attract capital. Moreover, 
the branding for high-tech B2B companies is more challenging since the customer or 
buyer, in that case, has a higher awareness of his or her needs and looking for value 
adding service or product, they have a harder time building trust and to build brand 
awareness if not connected to customers through their business network (Doney et al., 
2007, p. 1097). That is why sampling B2B high-tech companies in Northern Sweden 
provides a unique picture about how digitalization contributes to branding strategies of 
SMEs and helps them the overcome the difficulties of distance, costs, and remoteness. 
 
When conducting our non-probability sampling, what Gobo (2004, p. 418) calls 
purposive sampling, or Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 230) calls information-oriented selection has 
been conducted. Since we were aiming to get much information about a group of 
companies, the Born Globals, we did not want to do a single case study. Thereby an 
extreme sampling, where a case that is extremely positive or negative regarding 
something is selected Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 230), was excluded. Moreover, we did not 
know which cases were critical, logical reasoning leading to that some aspect of a case 
is (in-) valid for a case it is (not) applicable to other similar cases Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 
230), since there were few prior studies on the matter of digitalization in Born Global 
brand building. However, by choosing multiple cases, these situations can appear in 
comparison with other cases.  We used a spread of situations to maximize variation of 
situations or cases (Gobo 2004, p. 418). Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 230) describes the 
maximum variance practice as a mean to get as much information as possible about the 
subject; thereby a selection of cases with the maximum variation is selected. We chose 
to include the maximum variance to create subgroups of the sampled companies, and 
since in the sampled companies can include critical cases and thereby show on 
important aspects of the digitalization process. 
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Our situations, or cases, are the firms, and we have aimed to do this in in two ways. By 
using the maximum variance in the stage of internationalization, from no sales abroad 
and instead using employees in other countries and selling services in Sweden, small 
sales abroad, to a large percentage and almost all sales abroad. And a maximum 
variance in company age, while still being a small company, the youngest companies 
started in 2016, the most mature in 2007.  By doing so, we were able to show the role of 
digitalization, in both the internationalization and branding, during the beginning, 
development, and more mature phase of the Born Global companies. Our contribution is 
primarily for Born Global firms in northern Sweden, but the knowledge may be of 
interest for other young internationals in small open economies as well. Practically we 
got in contact with professors, trade organisations, and incubators, who had knowledge 
of young internationals. We choose our sample group from companies who are in 
connection to Uminova Umeå, Bizmaker in Sundsvall, and Peak innovation in 
Östersund. The selected firms are presented Table 1 Sample of Born Global case 
companies. In the table, we have two groups of companies, Group A Companies who 
achieved 30% or more international sales and Group B the brand-new companies who 
started recently and only achieved less 30 % of sales abroad, these two groups will be 
explained more later in this chapter.   
 
We contacted some of them through email (see Appendix 3) and other through phone 
calls giving a brief introduction about the project. Seven companies responded 
affirmatively to cooperate in our research. The company’s responses to the questions 
will be kept confidential. Personal identifiers will not be revealed during the analysis 
and writing up of results. We will refer to the companies as Group A and Group B 
companies. Group A companies have 4 companies and referred to them as A1, A2, A3 
and A4. Group B companies consist of 3 companies which are B1, B2, and B3. 
 
The sampling of individuals representing the companies needed to have one out of two 
criteria, an ideal type selection (Merriam, 1994, p. 64). Since most companies are young 
and the inquiries regarded marketing, the ideal-type person should either be one of the 
founders of the company or be responsible for marketing questions such as international 
sales and branding. 
 
Group A consists of companies that have reached international sales between 30% and 
99%, and all of them internationalized within three years of their foundation. This is in 
line with the definitions of Born Globals regarding international sales percentage, such 
as Wong and Merrilees (2012), who argued that the Born Global are those firms that 
internationalize within three years with 30% international sales. But as Knight et al. 
(2004, p. 649) had a wider definition: ”Firms less than 20 years old that 
internationalized on average within three years of founding and generate at least 25 
percent of total sales from abroad ”, we included some firms for this as well. These are 
in Group A of companies consider Born Global companies, moreover some of these 
companies are not three years old yet, thereby they can still be included in the more 
narrow definition. If we consider the company age as in Wong and Merrilies (2012) 
definition, it would exclude Company B1, since they were founded 2013 (four years 
ago) and achieving 10% of international sales. On the other side if we consider Knight 
et al. (2004) definition so that will make all our seven respondents to be Born Global 
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firms. Thereby we believe that the separation in two groups will support the reader 
when reading the results and analysis chapters. 
 
What should be mentioned is that other literature ignored the international sales 
percentage. For instance, Welch and Luostarinen (1988, p. 120) sees it differently, they 
referred to Born Global firms as “those that intended to export immediately upon 
inception". Rennie (1993) argues that the born-global firm’s maximum time from 
inception to an internationalization debut is two years and McDougall et al. (1994) 
claims within eight years. All our respondents currently do sell abroad, but with 
different percentages, the least is lower than 5 % and the maximum is 99 %, and all of 
them have a global intention from inception, even though they do not export 
immediately as Welch and Luostarinen (1988) defined it. Most of the companies such 
as B1, B2, B3 and A2 their first customer were in Sweden but they managed to reach 
international customers in short time, the others have the intention to reach international 
customers or has an international supply chain. The sample companies can be seen in 
Table 1 Sample of Born Global case companies on the next page, they will also be 
explained shortly in the introduction of the results chapter. 
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Table 1 Sample of Born Global case companies 

 Company 
Name 

Interviewee 
Role 

Foundation 
year 

No. of 
employees 

Method of 
interview 

Foreign 
sales % 

Group 
A 

Company 
A1 

CEO & Co-
Founder 2007 21 

employees 
Open-end 

Questionnaire 99% 

  
Company 

A2 
 
 

Co-Founder 
and Head of 
Marketing   

and Finance  

2012 9 Face to Face 
Interview 50% 

 
Company 

A3 

Co-Founder 
and Head of 

Sales and 
Marketing 

2010 - 
freeware 
2016 paid 

8 Skype 50% 

  
Company 

A4 

Chief 
Marketing 

Officer 
2010 18 

employees 
Open-end 

Questionnaire 30% 

Group 
B 

Company 
B1 Co-Founder 2013 3 Face to Face 

Interview 10% 

 
 

Company 
B2 

Chief 
Operating 

Officer 
(including 
marketing) 

Registered 
2015, in 
business 

2016 

6 (9 
including 

consultants) 
Skype Less 

than 5% 

 Company 
B3 

CEO & 
Founder 2016 7 

employees 
Face to Face 

Interview 
Less 

than 5% 
 

4.2 Data collection methods 
As aforementioned, we have chosen to employ an inductive approach, exploring and 
describing the Born Globals through a qualitative multiple case study. The decisions on 
how this is the data collection methods were chosen will be addressed first, then the 
methods themselves. 
 
The first choice is between cross sectional or longitudinal study; the former is done in a 
short period of time, and the later with several data collection points (Patton, 2015, p. 
255). A longitudinal study can contribute with how something changes evolve and 
emerges over time (Patton, 2015, p. 255), even though this can be of interest, we believe 
that the ten weeks of this thesis is to short of a period to actually catch any significant 
changes in the effect of digitalization on brand building. Moreover it is the depth of the 
study that is of interest an not the causal effect, thereby it is better to have cross-
sectional data since we thereby can include more cases (Patton, 2015, p. 255).  
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To get an answer to our in depth question we want to collect much and rich data, and we 
did not want to use secondary data, because it does not give the same depth, rather 
width. As we see it there is not that many ways of achieving this depth within the 
maximum variance sample of Born Global companies. It can be achieved through 
interviews, focus groups or surveys with open questions. We believe that observations 
can be sufficient as complementary research, but not enough as the only mean for 
collecting data, during this short time period, on how the Born Globals brand building 
and branding has been affected by digitalization. Since we are aiming to meet specific 
people in quite small organizations, and we wanted everyone's own opinion, not a 
collective opinion on a matter, we excluded focus groups as well. Thereby we used two 
different types of qualitative data collection methods, namely semi-structured 
interviews, and open-ended questionnaires, which will be explained further in the 
following sections. 
 
Since we wanted the depth, qualitative interviews was our first choice. It has the 
advantage of being flexible and can be focused on a specific phenomenon in an 
organization, and is widely accepted by scholars (Cassell & Symon, 2004, p. 20-21). 
The disadvantages include that it is time consuming, both the interview itself and the 
following steps, it leaves the researcher with large amounts of data (Cassell & Symon, 
2004, p. 21), however it is definitely worth it for this enquiry. Our second choice was 
qualitative open-ended survey, since it gives an opportunity to gather much information 
and being time effective. Electronic surveys can be of use depending on the research 
topic, and depends on the engagement the participants and keeping his or her interest to 
the topic  (Cassell & Symon, 2004, p. 31), as our survey was quite short, but included 
open-ended questions we got extensive material from the respondents, thereby we 
believe that they were sufficient to include in the study.  
 
We have conducted the data analysis in a logical way beginning with collecting all the 
data in the first step. Primarily our aim was to collect data through face-to-face 
interviews, in the cases that geographical or physical hinders were in the way, we 
performed Skype calls instead. Skype calls does not give the same opportunity to get 
the physical atmosphere, as face to face interviews but has a large advantage of seeing 
each other, as opposed to telephone interviews, and thereby experiencing the body 
language and facial expressions. And electronic interviews are recommended to 
overcome access barriers to reach a sample population  (Cassell & Symon, 2004, p. 31). 
In two cases we conducted Skype interviews, and in two cases, we had even more issues 
with the access to the companies. They did not have the time or opportunity to meet 
with us, but they agreed to answer a survey with open-ended questions. This has the 
disadvantages lack of personal connection in the interviews; we were not able to ask 
follow up questions directly on interesting matters. But the most important difference is 
that the respondents answered in writing when they had the possibility to do so, this can 
lead to biased answers since the respondent are not answering spontaneously, they may 
have an own agenda or choose to exclude material due to time limitations when they 
answer. From the answers, we believe that they answered truthfully and the surveys 
included what we asked for. We decided to include them due to the richness of the data, 
which we believe add to the depth of the study. 
 
Besides the in-depth understanding that the qualitative data from surveys provides, we 
acquired further knowledge and information in the interviews. It was acquired by 
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encouraging the interviewees to expand their responses to topics seems relevant to our 
research but was not initially considered in the questions. All the interviews conducted 
took between forty to fifty minutes where we use the open-end questions technique, 
giving the interviewees more time to talk; this will be elaborated in the next section. 

4.2.1 Semi-structured interviews 

We conducted our interviews in informal, open-ended questions style to help us 
observing insights from the key people being interviewed and developing a 
comprehensive understanding of the digital branding of those chosen start-ups. The 
advantage of having an interview guide as opposed to a structured interview is that there 
is an open dialogue; it is possible to evaluate which parts of the interviewee did not 
respond to logically while still having a systematic approach when data is collected 
(Patton, 2015, p. 439). Moreover, we think that it is important to capture information 
without limiting the interviewees to a set of questions, instead, we had two themes in 
our interview that are the internationalization theme, and the branding theme, as 
suggested by Patton (2015, p. 439). Under each theme, we set up a number of bullet 
points, which we wanted to include in each interview. The disadvantage of the using an 
interview guide is that all questions are not guaranteed to be asked and the questions 
may not be put in the same way, leading to incomparable answers as opposed to open 
ended surveys and structured interviews (Patton, 2015, p. 438). Since the purpose is 
descriptive and explorative, the benefits of having an open dialogue with the 
interviewees are of greater importance than comparing answers. The interview guide 
can be found in Appendix 2. 
 
Before conducting the interviews, we studied methodological literature, focusing on 
Patton (2015) and Yin (2014). Our aim was to follow the recommendations they had for 
conducting qualitative interviews. To strengthen the credibility of a qualitative study, 
audio recording, and transcribing is recommended (Yin, 2014, p. 110), this has been 
conducted in all cases. Before starting the recording, we asked the interviewees if it was 
acceptable to them, this was accepted in all five interviews. As an interviewer, we 
worked with a conviction to Ask clear, relevant open questions (Patton, 2015, p. 428), 
to do so we listed some questions that were good appropriate, and aimed to begin our 
questions with how or what, since some interviews were conducted through Skype, the 
clarity may have been impaired, however we believe that the overall message came 
through. Listen, and confirm that the interviewee has been heard, and be present 
throughout the interview, it is possible that the interviewee notices if the interviewer is 
distracted, inattentive or uninterested (Patton, 2015, p. 428; Yin, 2014, p. 74), by 
looking on the interviewee, leaning in, nodding and being active we believe to have 
done this in a good way. Use transitions between the different subjects (Patton, 2015, p. 
428), since there were only two clear subjects, and we explained that the enquiries were 
going to regard, the transitions were quite natural. Show empathy, but keep your 
neutrality (Patton, 2015, p. 428; Yin, 2014 p. 76), as the interviews were less than an 
hour we did not become that close to the interviewees, but we believe to have shown an 
understanding towards them. Ask appropriate questions on relevant topics, and follow 
up answers with more investigative questions (Patton, 2015, p. 428), we followed the 
interview guide and continued with follow up questions when necessary and 
appropriate. Be prepared for unexpected events, try to be flexible and enjoyable (Patton, 
2015, p. 428; Yin, 2014, pp. 74-75), there was only one event that was unexpected, that 
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was that one interview had to be conducted on distance instead of physically, we believe 
that both the interviewee and we handled that flexibly, but if we were enjoyable is up to 
the interviewees to decide.  
 
Practically, we encouraged the interviewee to talk about his or her firm and how the 
internationalization happened in the Internationalization theme the interviewee was 
encouraged to talk. This included warming up and making the interviewee feeling 
comfortable with the interview. The second theme, Branding, which we want to 
investigate started with questions about the current branding strategy and how the 
digital branding has been used so far in the firm. Then we continued our interview 
asking about the challenges that the firm is facing, applying digital internationalization 
or internationalization in general. Finally, we asked if there was something else that 
they wanted to add on the topic or about the company. 
 
Yin (2014, p. 72) suggest that researchers should have a certain skepticism to 
interviewees in a qualitative study, both regarding if what is said is sincere due to 
confidential or private information, and regarding the researcher's own initial 
assumptions. Therefore, the researchers have focused on the data in the transcriptions 
rather than the thoughts from the interviews, this will be explained further in section 
3.4. 

4.2.2 Open-ended questionnaires 

Open-ended questionnaires are the type of qualitative method of data collection as the 
interviewee has the freedom to answer in any manner, without limitation within the 
topic of research. Due to the limited time of some companies, they chose to participate 
by answering questionnaires rather than an interview. We chose to include these 
companies since they were of importance for the study as a whole, even though there 
are limitations to the methodology. When creating the Open-ended questionnaires, we 
followed the same interview guide covering the two themes Internationalization and 
Branding that we used in our interviews. The questions in the questionnaire were 
similar to what we asked in the interviews. Moreover, all the questions were open-end 
questions to get as much information as we can from the interviewee. Our questionnaire 
consists of eight open-ended questions Appendix 4.  

4.3 Qualitative analysis 
After the qualitative data was collected through interviews and transcriptions, as well as 
open-ended surveys we started processing the data. Several principles have been used 
when interpreting data and later analyzing it in the theoretical context. Yin (2014, p. 
168) suggests that interpretations for high quality should be done in a manner so that; 
others can do the same interpretation of the data, all data is represented fairly, the 
interpreted data is complete and does not leave something out, even though the most 
significant aspects are at the focal point, and the authors knowledge of the field should 
be used when analyzing. Moreover, all interpretations are new and not repetitive and 
that the data can be accepted by experts in the field (Yin, 2014). Our aim is to reach all 
five points; however, the fifth point is for our critics to decide.  
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During the analysis of data, the researcher should look for different concepts or codes in 
the answers based on the questions asked (Merriam, 1994, p. 145). Practically the 
coding is done by analyzing the collected data, here the researchers searched for similar 
or exact wordings, and looked for links and patterns for how the codes can be connected 
(Yin, 2014, pp. 143-147).  Thereafter the authors looked for larger patterns and tried to 
see what in this content is of importance and how that is connected to the other cases 
and our purpose (Yin, 2014, pp. 143-147).  
 
To make interpretation of the data collected easy, we generated two themes: 
Internationalization and Branding. That should make it easier to answer our research 
questions. The companies responded to us are in different stages of their 
internationalization. That’s why to have credible findings we divided it into two 
categories. The first one analyzing the internationalization process for a start-up who 
reached the global market and getting minimum 30% sales from abroad. The other 
category is the recent companies who started within two years and targeting the global 
market but reached few countries outside of Sweden and has plans for more global 
expansion. The patterns found in the branding part lead to four codes; online branding 
strategies, offline-branding strategies, brand building activities and lastly barriers. The 
barriers code was divided into subcategories such as lack of trust, lack resources such as 
human and financial, and practical issues. Thereafter the data was put back together, 
with an aim to create a full picture and a logical layout. Thereby the online and offline 
strategies were summarized under the branding strategies heading, and the barriers and 
activities are discussed, as many activities are a response to the barriers for success. 
 
We chose to present each company separately under each paragraph to be clear where 
the information came from, in the analysis the data was combined and lifted in 
abstraction. During the analysis, the main aim was to create a logical connection 
between the gaps in research and connect it back to the purpose. Thereby the model 
built in the theoretical framework was used and enhanced, considering the brand 
building practices of the case companies. 

4.4 Ethical considerations  
In this qualitative research, this study collects primary data through interviews and 
secondary data from literature related to the study. In this kind of research, there are 
several ethical considerations to bear in mind. One set of ethical considerations regards 
the professionalism of the researcher; one should ensure accuracy and keep up with 
related research (Yin, 2014, p. 77). We believe to have done so by collecting recent 
articles and books and portraying them in a way that is in accordance with the author’s 
own writing. Moreover, we do see limitations in our work (Yin, 2014, p. 77), such as 
limited generalizability and the methodological limitations of combining surveys with 
interviews. There may be questions left out of the research due to time and space 
constraints, however, these are for other researcher to provide. We have strived to reach 
a high credibility (Yin, 2014, p. 77), by displaying our process in detail and relying on a 
solid theoretical ground when conducting our research.  
 
Yin, (2014, pp. 76-77) state that a researcher has a responsibility towards the 
community, and should be "hones, avoiding deception and accepting responsibility for 
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one's own work", and thereby as avoiding plagiarism and forging or faking information. 
The information received from companies and literature has been portrayed in a way 
that the researchers believe is correct and just. We have had an aim to ask relevant 
questions that do not cross any boundaries, moreover, all participants have accepted to 
be in the study and be informed with the topic and aim of the study. We asked all 
interviewees if we could record the interview and this was acceptable to them. We also 
asked if it was okay to collect more information through e-mail if that was necessary, 
this was agreed upon in all cases. Company names will be anonymous in the thesis 
instead we will refer to the companies by alphabet letters as mentioned in Table 1 
Sample of Born Global case companies. In collecting the secondary data, all literature 
used are cited and reference list added. 
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5 Empirical results 
In this chapter, the empirical findings from the qualitative study are presented. We 
begin with presenting the companies, then we present what different interviewees said 
within the different themes. We start with Internationalization, then move on to the 
branding theme.  

5.1 Qualitative empirical findings 
5.1.1 Case companies  

Group A companies: Group A companies are the companies that are mature in their 
internationalization and have reached many global markets, achieving minimum 30% of 
their total sales from the international sales. 
 
Company A1: Is a B2B Company that sells a high-tech product for use in consumer 
products. They are a world-leading innovator in human computer interaction, focusing 
on natural user interfaces and in specific multi-touch technology. They were founded in 
2007, and now 99% of their sales come from outside of Sweden and they have 
expanded to over 70 countries around the world, on all continents. 
 
Company A2:  B2B high-tech firm, founded in 2012. The company specializes in the 
print estimation and quotation system within the print industry, their services include 
software development, and application development. Half their sales are in Sweden, the 
international markets include United States and Norway. 
 
Company A3: Is a high-tech B2B firm started in 2016, however their freeware has been 
available since 2010. The business idea is to support and accelerate the adoption of the 
Internet of things by enabling real-time analytics and actions at ultra-speed closer to the 
customer. They have close to 50 % of their sales in Sweden and have customers in 
Germany, Holland, USA, Brazil, Slovakia, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, India 
Poland and Russia. 
 
Company A4: Is a high-tech B2B company serving a niche market. They are a provider 
of IT solutions for planning and operating fiber networks.  They were founded in 2011 
and have expanded to USA, Canada, Costa Rica, Brazil, Malaysia, and South Africa. 
 
Group B companies: Group B companies are the companies that just started the 
business and have not reached notable global markets but planning to and having less 
than 30% international sales. 
 
Company B1: Is a high-tech B2B company, founded in 2013 and specialized in 
providing a solution in network design, Wireless Guest Services. Even though their end 
users are both consumers and businesses, the product is sold to other companies who in 
turn are in contact with the consumers. They have achieved about 10% of their sales 
abroad but they are aiming for more within a couple of years. 
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Company B2: Is a high-tech B2B company, they design and manufactures medical and 
industrial products using additive manufacturing (3D printing). Founded in 2016, 
already approached some countries in Europe, the USA, and Latin America but most of 
the sales are in Sweden. 
 
Company B3: B2B Born Global founded in 2016, providing digital solutions for 
creating great web and mobile applications to companies. They have about half their 
workforce in Bangladesh and currently their customers come from Sweden and 
Bangladesh but they have expansion plans. 

5.1.2 Internationalization 

The purpose of this section is to find out how each company went international, and 
how the firms got, or are getting, over common start-up obstacles that were mentioned 
earlier in the theoretical framework chapter. This will support the reader to understand 
the environment the companies are acting in, and thereby make it easier to follow the 
branding section. The ways of internationalization were quite different from respondent 
to respondent but the most common between all the respondents is that their 
entrepreneurial way of seeing business opportunities and risk taking behavior.  
 
We started the interview by asking our respondent to describe how and when the 
company's internationalization process has begun and how much the company's 
turnover is international sales from the most recent fiscal year. They all answered that 
they went international within a year from start, but with differences in their 
international sales percentage and manner of internationalization, due to their different 
resources and ways of internationalization. 

Group A Internationalization 

The CEO & co-founder of Company A1 mentioned that they were Born Global from 
the start, however the idea grew while the founders were students. They were able to 
reach potential customers from different countries around the world, including the US, 
France and the Middle East, when they officially launched the company back in 2007. 
Now they have clients from over than 70 countries and more than 99% of their business 
originates from outside of Sweden. 
 
The marketing manager of Company A2 works in the printing industry. From the start, 
they had the belief to have a base in Sweden, but also to expand to Nordic countries, 
then Europe and then overseas. However, the participation in one of the incubator 
programs in Palo Alto, U.S.A. changed that perception. This program aided by growing 
their network tremendously. Through these networks, they were able to reach many 
customers in the U.S., thereby they had to get a reseller in the U.S., as they needed a 
contact point overseas.  Currently the company has customers in Canada, U.S.A., 
Norway, and Sweden, achieving 50% of their sales revenue from abroad. x 
 
The co-founder of Company A3 said that their main product is a paid software beside 
the freeware version, which is available for free download. They did not market 
themselves, but the international customers heard about them and found them. The 
customers tried the demo software and the word spread through the software 
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community. He mentioned that it is usually mouth of the word from developers or some 
networks through employees and founders that has lead to international sales. Some of 
the international paying customers come from Germany, Holland, U.S.A., Brazil, 
Slovakia, New Zealand, and Canada, and people from everywhere use the freeware. 
Regarding sales plans, they have a sales manager in the US and they plan to hire sales 
staff in Australia that will take care of the Southeast Asia and the office in Sweden will 
focus on sales in Europe. 
 
The chief Marketing Officer of Company A4 said they saw the potential in the US 
market to start selling their broadband fiber. From the success in the US market, 
customers from different countries started approaching the company. They managed to 
get customers to sign up every month. Moreover they work with a Swedish partner who 
also aims to grow internationally, and through them Company A4 has gotten some 
customers abroad. Now they have customers from Sweden, U.S.A., Canada, Costa Rica, 
Brazil, Malaysia, and South Africa, maintaining about 30% international sales but 
growing fast. 

Group B Internationalization 

The co-founder of Company B1 said that their operations started three years ago. The 
company works with guest network technology. The first two customers were located in 
Sweden and had big names; this has helped in getting a good reference and more 
customers afterwards. The turning point in their internationalization was when 
Company B1 decided to participate in a start-up competition in Austria. The 
competition was supported by one of the largest networking companies in the world and 
it went well. He added that “our solution can go global, it is a cloud-based solution so 
we do not need to be in Sweden, so to speak, and we can easily start a new customer 
anywhere in the world actually”. Moreover one of their current clients is a big 
telecommunication company that has a presence in Poland, and several Baltic countries, 
more presence in Finland. Recently Company B1 got a partnership with the networking 
company that supported the competition in Austria, the company owns about 70% of 
the networking infrastructure business in the world, which means more global 
customers to Company B1 in the future.  
 
The chief operating officer of Company B2 said that their aim was a global market from 
the start. The Company was founded in 2015, but the actual operation started in 2016, 
when they had the financial capability to buy the first machine.  The current focus is on 
some countries in Europe, Latin America, and the U.S., where they have existing 
networks, however so far most of the sales currently in Sweden. He added that: 

“I’m sure we will have 90% of all the sales outside Sweden but I 
cannot say if it will happen this year. We have already succeeded with 
some sales outside Sweden, so I suppose when we summarize 2017 it 
will be a big portion of sales abroad. But it’s a little bit too early to 

say how much, but in 5 years we hope to have 90% of our sales 
abroad.“ 

The founder & CEO of Company B3 identified that internationalization was in their 
plan from the start. The start-up is an IT consultancy and the idea came from the 
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shortage in the developers and programmers in Sweden, especially for short-term 
projects like 6 months. So, for a company to hire a team from abroad for a 6 month 
project does not seem efficient. Now they have a team of developers in Bangladesh who 
work for clients remotely. Currently, the business operates between Sweden and 
Bangladesh but there is a future plan to expand to Vietnam, as they have a network 
there. 

5.1.3 Branding 

This part will be presented in two parts, first what each company expressed about 
branding and branding strategies in general, then barriers both regarding digital 
branding and other issues, and actions are taken for branding or marketing purposes.  

Group A Branding strategies 

Company A1 has several aims for their branding strategy. They are targeting both their 
customers and the end users, and their main channel is online, through social media. 
Since they are a high-tech company who has been in business for ten years, they see 
themselves as pioneers in the industry and tries to improve their brand around that 
position. The CEO & co-founder said: 

“In our branding efforts, we aim to appeal to the companies, but at 
the same time we try to highlight the users.”  

Company A1 uses online marketing to a large extent, the CEO described their current 
branding strategy and brand promotion as online branding. They use their website, a 
newsletter, Google advertising and social media, through multiple channels. Primarily 
LinkedIn and Twitter is used, but they have expanded to Facebook, Instagram, 
Pinterest, and Google plus. And the online strategy has paid off: 
 
“We have seen our marketing efforts on digital channels result in sales, so it has proven 

to work.” 
 
Company A2 has grown a network quickly, especially in the United States; trade shows 
and word-of mouth from positive customers have improved their brand. Company A2 
uses direct sales but is developing a second strategy through co-branding. Company A2 
Marketing Manager said: “We want to license our technology to OEMs (is a company 
that makes a part or subsystem that is used in another company's product). But when we 
go to the OEM we need to change our branding strategy; they are going to sell our 
product as a white label, they are building their brand and we are just suppliers.” 
Company A2 uses their PR firm who uses LinkedIn and Twitter to enhance their brand, 
the Marketing Manager added: “We participate in LinkedIn forums that have large 
groups of people in the industry” They believe that LinkedIn is a better channel, since:  
 
“Twitter is so fast … I think LinkedIn is easier to keep up with and it is the PR-firm that 

handles it.“ 
 
Company A3 focuses on enterprise customers, thereby it is of importance for them to 
use the right social media channels. The co-founder of Company A3 said about that:  
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“When it comes to marketing, it is very much about building up a 
reliable and easy to find social channels and we will be mainly 

focusing on LinkedIn and Twitter so far. We will not go for Facebook 
or Pinterest or such because on the enterprise level the average age is 

quite high so far, so we believe that it is the best strategy to start 
with.” 

Company A3 is quite young, with their 18 months, so the selling process is focused 
within their business network as a start. Since the company is in its early stages, it is  
growing faster within this network. They do however believe in digital channels for the 
future as it: “is the easiest way to reach out”. They prefer using their networks right 
now, but about digitalization’s contribution to their businesses internationalization, he 
said that:“We are working in a quite old fashioned way right now, but we will definitely 
become more digital in the future’’. However, they are using video calls for this for 
sales purposes. Moreover, LinkedIn and twitter are used to build their commercial 
brand, Instagram to build employee branding. 
 

“I definitely believe that, in a few years, this industry will transform as the rest of the 
world has transformed into a more digital way of communicating and a faster way to 

communicate.” 
 
Company A4's Chief Marketing Officer highlighted the extreme importance of digital 
channels as a tool of internationalization, but they are more selective in the choice of 
social media channel: “We do not use Facebook for example since that's more B2C in 
my opinion. LinkedIn is important. Twitter is also used’’. Moreover, they made sure to 
upgrade their website, now their website rank higher on the search engine. They add 
key people on LinkedIn and try to get them to follow the brand on Twitter and subscribe 
to their newsletters. They also do some advertising in an online U.S. magazine for their 
business. Company A4 work in a niche market, where networking is an efficient way to 
get potential customers, they try to use their network by getting “customers, vendors 
and market experts” to spread positive word-of mouth.  

Group B Branding strategies 

Company B1 has relied on their network to begin with, but are moving on to co-
branding partnerships with major players in the industry. They are also building their 
brand online, but as a complement to the partnerships. The short-run strategy is to use 
the old contacts and their own brand or by white labeling, the long-run strategy to work 
with solution partner and co-branding the product. Company B1 describes that their 
partnership and networking has been priority for them, but as we asked about the 
importance of digitalization and social media, the co-founder said “Of course, that is the 
channel, the main channel in the globalization” Moreover a combination of co-
branding and digitalization is likely a way forward: “I see the big potential through the 
XX partnership, where we get the global marketplace on their websites and we are 
reaching out to their sales people, and we can join in on their events.” This way they 
will reach a larger customer base in Europe.  
 
Company B2 believes strongly in digital marketing and brand building as the society 
attitude towards the branding changes, the Chief Operation Officer said: “When you 
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take a look how the society looks nowadays, there is hardly anyone who reads a paper 
in the morning but in 5 years’ time everybody will read directly from the Internet”. In 
December they decided to change strategy, and now almost all their marketing is done 
through social media, they use mostly use Facebook and LinkedIn, but Twitter as well. 
But one should not forget about trade fairs, and the combination of digital and offline 
channels, the advantage is described as a possibility to meet people in real life as well:  
 
“It is so important that people can combine social media and these exhibitions/fairs.” 

 
Company B2 have been mentioned in the traditional media like paper, TV & Radio 
interviews, however their main strategy now is through social media. Moreover, they 
see the combination online and offline branding as a key to spreading their product and 
brand. Additionally, they have been at several conferences and fairs where the industry 
is gathered. 
 
Company B3 main strategy in building their brand is to grow a personal network and 
gain customers trust through that.  The CEO states that they “Focus on doing a good 
job on the projects that bring us more customers”, hence positive word-of-mouth from 
customers is the aim. Company B3 does not use digital channels for expansion, 
however when asked about his opinion on digital channels and of further expansion he 
said “of course, it will contribute, it will let more people know about us, the service we 
are providing and the business models we have and of course will help for 
internationalization”. But they do use digital channels for other purposes, they use 
Skype, Google hangouts and Slack for internal communication and the latter is used for 
external projects. The founder of Company B3 emphasizes on that it is possible to build 
business networks in through LinkedIn, with people that he has never met. 

Group A Barriers for Born Globals and activities to overcome them 

The CEO and co-founder of Company A1 described, when asked about the challenges 
with digitalized internationalization: “We are not seeing the same kind of momentum 
some of our competitors are having, when it comes to their social media following”. 
Why that is, is out of our knowledge, and the scope of this thesis, however, they have a 
clear strategy and uses multiple social media channels and use social media every day. 
Company A1 use the same strategy worldwide but use some variation in their messages, 
for instance by using different tags for industry general news and product related news. 
Regarding the importance of social media he added: 
 

”Using social media, companies are obviously more easily visible globally and as we 
are a global company, leveraging these social media tools is critical.” 

 
Company A2s challenge is balancing the time between direct sales and the new OEM 
strategy. They do not have enough sales staff to handle all the direct sales, on the other 
hand, hiring staff is an expense for the company that they cannot handle right now. The 
Marketing Manager clarified that point saying: “If we are going to sell directly to the 
printers, one and one, we need loads of sales people, which cost a lot of money, and is 
really hard to handle”. And even though it is not the main strategy, digital channels 
may support them, at least for clients that they approach through direct sales, she added: 
“For those clients the digital branding is important of course.” 
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Company A2 said that they have reached awareness mainly from going to exhibitions in 
the United States. They hold seminars and invite experts and journalists to present their 
products. By doing so they have gotten much publicity in media and within the industry. 
Thereafter the word about the product spread and their network has grown. Much of the 
success has been accredited to some of the current customers, who have spoken well 
about their experience with the product. An external partner manages much of their 
marketing and networking efforts. Marketing Manager said: 
 

“That is pretty much how we work, and that is why we have our PR agency, because 
they gather people and know everyone and has open doors, and has us going to dinner 

parties.” 
 
Company A3 expressed a lack in financial resources, which has lead to a lack of human 
resources to build their brand, thereby they will be looking for seed money to hire more 
staff.  
 
Since the digital branding does not have a large part in their internationalization, we 
asked about the current challenges in expanding internationally. In the co-founder’s 
opinion: “The main challenge now is time, we need some more staff to scale up, and we 
need to be awake a little more hours each day”. Company A3 has the aim to begin their 
sales process by presenting both product and company digitally, either through a 
“slideshow or a video meeting or just sending a video as a presentation”. However the 
sales deals cannot be closed through any digital channel, it has to be closed in person. 
Because of the size of investment for the customer; if the customer is a medium size 
company in a medium size industry, the installation cost is often 150-300 000 SEK, 
thereby: 
 
“We need to find that person who can travel around the world and be this inspirational 
guy who is going to close the sales because with this kind of sales I do not think you can 

close them in a digital way so far.” 
 
Moreover, the co-founder said that one of the challenges is to get in touch with large 
partners and customers, they need to get into conferences where the larger partners are, 
but since they are small they cannot get into some conferences, however, they see that 
they need to find a way to get in there to grow and to build their brand.  
 
Company A4 does not see digital channels as a challenge, however they lack human 
resources. The Chief Marketing Officer said: “We need to grow ourselves to be able to 
hire more people who can meet more potential partners and customers and then we can 
market to those people through digital channels”. Digital networking seems to be a 
valid way of development, especially through LinkedIn:  
 

“LinkedIn is very powerful since it spreads outside of your contacts, but also to their 
networks when they like and share stuff you've posted.” 
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Group B barriers for Born Globals and activities to overcome them 

Company B1 has an aim to go more global and do so by targeting co-branding partners. 
But to be able to expand in digital channels, they need to assign more effort and time to 
enhance their digital channels, the co-founder said: 
  

“The reason that we have not gone that way is actually that we have not had the time 
to, or the experience to add good quality to our home page.”  

 
With no-good home page there is no use for social media since if they grow on 
LinkedIn or Twitter, people are going to visit the home page. One part of building the 
brand online is improving the home page, this will, among other things, be done by 
informative video clips, he added: “We need these clips, you just have one minute to 
anyone who is visiting the home page so you have to get that one chance to make them 
understand what you are doing and why it is a good product”. Another issue is the 
timing since: “... it is about matureness to our product itself because had it been a year 
ago it had not been as good for globalization as it is today.” Company B1 is also in the 
process of to get all the agreements, and other legal issues sorted out, in order to get 
more clients. 
 
Company B2 has a bold goal to increase the number of likes on Facebook from 1300 in 
April to 10 000 at the end of the year, as the COO said: “We feel we need to be part of 
that community and really do a lot of things through that” and “We want to be a part of 
that culture, we see it’s something good for us” since the company’s technology is 
made for young people. Thereby they will put all their marketing efforts on social 
media. Their challenge with this is to create awareness from their target groups: 
“...creating different groups which we contact through social media that are more 
interested in our area and develop it from there”. Some activities are done promoting 
the brand such as live videos, to increase the number of people who like them. The 
company uploaded a Facebook video, from a local event, and: “We reached 
approximately half a million people, and that’s global. I think if you just consider this 
marketing channel compared to a paper, for us if you buy an ad in the local paper here, 
you will pay 20,000 SEK’’. 
 
Company B2 has some practical barriers to further expansion, with licensing for one of 
their business units and registering their brand in the United States. Thereafter they will 
build their brand from there. About the current challenges in expanding internationally 
through digital channels, he added “We have been doing it for a couple of months, we 
have been sending messages to space, so we need to structure it much better that we 
can reach the right people".  
 
He also mentions that they have little communication with their customers since it is 
only for installation and if they need support they need a direct contact, thereby it is 
hard to get feedback. Moreover large geographical distances lead to difficulties when 
trying to build personal connections with customers. However, they reach their sales 
through their personal networks and reach interest group in the 3D printing through 
social networking that gathers this community together rather than targeting everyone.  
 



 

 
 
 

 

47 

Company B3 explained that another challenge that lies in trust issues, therefore they do 
not want to use digital channels to that big extent until they will enhance their local 
connections and networks to build this trust then shift to digital channels. To overcome 
trust issues in the digital world, The c CEO & co-founder has a strategy: “We want to 
do it as storytelling, our company and ourselves, we started from nowhere and we are 
building we have some happy customers and we are getting more to make those stories 
on the blog and of course we have to go through the digitalization process”. Even 
though they have problems finding time to commit to digital channels he added: “We 
will go through the blogging channels”, so that “...This blogging and personal 
branding thing so that it builds trust”. Company B3 also uses online channels (e.g. 
Slack) to connect the team of developers with their customer, thereby overcoming the 
physical distance, and to spread their brand they use Google Search Engine 
Optimization (SEO).  

5.2 Summary of findings on digitalization 
Out of the seven companies, all are using digital channels as a mean to get to improve 
their brand and somewhat to reach international markets. Some companies mentioned 
that the digital branding is part of their branding strategy besides the customers they 
have through business networks, others do not depend on digital branding extensively in 
their current strategies, according to some of them, they need networking more than 
marketing in the initial stages. More concretely three of the companies sees digital 
branding as their main brand-building channel, one is using digital channels as a 
complement to networking and to have it in their strategic plan to become more active. 
The last company also uses digital ways of building their brand but is mainly looking 
for partnerships to reach more customers.  
 
Specifically, Company A1 uses digital channels to spread their brand to a significant 
extent, through many social media channels and their web page. Company A4 uses 
digital channels for building their brand, but is selective when it comes to social media. 
Company B3 uses digital tools for internal and external communication and will begin 
to use a blog to spread their brand. Company B2 has switched to online brand building 
and is almost exclusively using social media. Company A3 uses online brand building 
but their network is of larger importance now. They use different social media channels 
for commercial and employee branding. Company B1 mainly uses their network and 
partners to build their brand, they are however going to add more online brand building 
soon. Company A2 has mainly used trade shows to build their brand, but their firm uses 
digital channels through a PR agency to build their brand as well. How digitalization 
effects, how digital channels are used and how this connects to brand building process 
will be addressed in the analysis. 
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6 Analysis and discussion 
In this chapter, we will do an analysis of the in-depth interviews conducted with the five 
companies and the two who answered our open-end questionnaire. We base this 
analysis on two themes Internationalization and Branding. The analysis of each theme 
will be done followed by a discussion of the findings, resulting in a model that sums up 
our research. We will provide a comparison of our empirical findings with the theories 
from the literature review, in order to determine if the empirical findings will add to the 
previous literature and in what way theory can be developed. 

6.1 Internationalization  
Oviatt and McDougall (1994) and Knight and Cavusgil (2004) argues that Born Global 
firms are international by inception and that they have international strategy embedded 
in their vision. Oviatt and McDougall (1994) added that their international expansion 
does not require assets in the foreign country where the size and the age of the firm not 
an obstacle to internationalization process. Additionally, Oviatt and McDougall (1994) 
added that Born Globals adapt a unique business model, with more flexible to the 
complexity of the market. Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2004) also support the 
international perception of Born Global firms adding that they see the international 
market as an opportunity more than the domestic market. By comparing Oviatt and 
McDougall (1994), Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2004) and (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; 
Knight & Cavusgil, 2004) definitions of Born Global firms, to interviewed sample. We 
will find that the sample fulfilled the characteristics of Born Global firms mentioned in 
the literature without exception. All our 7 respondents in the interview when asked 
about their internationalization, the gave the same answer that they aim at reaching the 
global market from the start rather than domestically and then go internationally, 
believing in the opportunities abroad and ready for the threats. For some it has taken 
longer time but all in all they are on their way to internationalization.  
 
Knight and Cavusgil (2004) highlighted an important aspect of Born Global firms; the 
scarcity of the resources, they said “Despite the scarce financial, human, and tangible 
resources that characterize most new businesses, Born Globals progress to 
internationalization relatively rapidly". According to Sepulveda et al. (2013) B2B Born 
Global firms and how they react to resources scarcity as B2B has distinctive features 
and customers than B2C.  Sepulveda et al. (2013) argue that it is common that Born 
Global B2B firms use the network at early steps of development and sometimes 
enhance it more by the expansion of the firm. That supports our findings; we could see 
that all our 7 respondents had some networks or trying to develop a network in their 
preliminary stages. Networks, of course, differ from one business to another and it 
depends on the nature of the business. For instance, Company, A1 knew already key 
contacts abroad before launching the start-up that accelerated their internationalization 
process. Some others developed their own network through global competition or 
incubator program such as Company B1 and Company A2 or through events and word 
of mouth networking such as Company B3. Company B2 launched May 2016 and their 
expansion plans also based on networks they know in Europe USA and Latin America. 
Company A4 saw that the most efficient way exhibitions and mingle with potential 
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customers and vendors and word of mouth networking. Company A3 aiming to use the 
CEO’s vast network. The ways of going international varied, as already stated going 
through existing business networks is the most common way, but they also through 
trade shows, partners and through spreading the product digitally. 
 
(Freeman et al, 2006, p. 33) said that “Studies of successfully internationalizing born-
global SMEs have found that such firms are characterized by an organizational culture 
that is proactive, risk-taking, and innovative”. Those traits that the Freeman et al, 2006 
mentioned are defining the entrepreneurial behavior that supports (Gabrielsson et al., 
2008) definition of Born Global that they must have the entrepreneurial capability to 
accelerate the internationalization. Also (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais 
1997) spoke about entrepreneurial behavior that differentiates the Born Global SMEs 
from any other start-up. Risk taking refers to the risk and uncertainty of entering a 
foreign market. Proactively refers to creating or controlling a situation rather than just 
responding to it after it has happened to apply that to the sample of companies we 
interviewed all of them were proactive in their reaction to the foreign market, they all 
looked for opportunities. Innovativeness refers to a firm’s capacity the value that those 
firms can add. The positive part of the qualitative study is that we conducted Face to 
Face and Video Skype calls. Through the interviews, we could feel the personal 
gestures and passion of the CEOs and co-founders of the companies regarding their 
companies. We interviewed the co-founders of B3, B1, and A3, through the interview 
they transferred their enthusiasm towards their companies and the fact that all the 7 
companies start with small staff ranging from 3 to 21 employees and target global 
market with that minimum number of staff makes them risk takers enough and 
entrepreneurial by nature. 

6.2 Branding 
This chapter is divided into two parts; first the resources of Born Globals are addressed 
and then the stages of the model will be revisited. 

6.2.1 Resources  

There are two major intangible resources that will be handled here, both connecting a 
third intangible resource, the brand, namely networks and trust. But first some issues 
regarding resources that may affect the brand building, both online and offline. 
  
They are applicable to all stages of the brand building process but is placed here to 
emphasize on it this early. Research has shown that the resource allocation in SMEs 
often is focused towards short-term goals instead of longer term planning (Neuvonen, 
2016) and brand building is a long-term commitment (Lassen et al., 2008, p. 104; 
Wood, 2000, p. 668), we will display the resource issues of the companies. The first 
clear resource is personnel, which is connected to financial constraints. Company A4 
states that growth is needed to hire more people to grow their network and thereby 
having the possibility to focus on digital channels. Company A3 has similar issues; they 
need more staff to build their brand and thereby needs seed money to be able to hire 
more staff, now the people working there are putting in more hours instead. The same 
goes for Company A2, who needs to get more sales people to increase their own sales, 
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but that costs a lot of money, which in turn is a scarce resource. Moreover, since some 
of the sales processes are manual there are issues with scaling the business, a part of the 
sales process is not possible to digitalize now. Some more practical issues that can be 
hindering to the brand building are; licensing to be able to produce certain products, 
registration of the brand or trademark for reaching international markets, get legal 
documents such as agreements sorted out.  
 
A strong brand is an advantage since it, among other pros, leads to product 
recommendations to peers (Bendixen et al., 2004, p. 379). Born Global entrepreneurs 
with an existing network and previous personal connections can establish their brands in 
target markets (Freeman & Cavusgil, 2007 p. 17). These networks are crucial for 
internationalization, particularly for smaller firms with small resources (Sullivan Mort 
et al., 2006, p. 567). All of the respondents mentioned networking as stepping stone of 
internationalization and finding customers. Company B3 mentioned that in the digital 
world there is a possibility to create networks through social media, with individuals 
that you have never met, but also the importance of personal networks. In some of the 
cases, the networks spread their brands through traditional and online media without 
much effort, largely due to the uniqueness and innovativeness of the companies. The 
digital world is also used to increase the brand awareness within the network. Online 
networks and digital channels are unlikely to replace personal networks completely, but 
new ways of combining the two and using digital networks are apparent. Moreover 
several of the companies are moving towards larger usage of digital channels and are 
optimistic about the future development.  
 
When trying to build their brand and network, the companies may end up in the same 
position that Company A3 describes: As they try to build more relationships a Catch-
225 situation appeared may be common to other small businesses. Since they need to get 
into some events to reach certain partners, but their size and brand awareness hinders 
them, then again the only way of getting into the events is by growing the firm and its 
awareness. Thereby a positive buyer-seller relationship is hard to achieve (McDowell 
Mudambi et al., 1997, p. 445) and it seems like a long-term approach is needed since 
trust takes the time to build up (Lassen et al., 2008 p. 104; Wood, 2000, p.668). To 
summarize, trust is important in online networks as well as offline for Born Global 
companies, the indication is that trust is a larger issue for smaller companies and in an 
online context if you are unknown, but more research verifying this is needed. 
 
As digital technologies develop, commitment and trust, within business networks, has 
an increasing importance (Mudambi, 2002, p. 532). And as trust is an issue for these 
companies (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 100), and their low brand awareness leads to 
lessened trust in online channels (Salcedo, 2011, p. 21), the diffusion of their brand can 
be difficult. In general, the interviewed companies see some challenges in spreading 

                                                
 
5 Catch-22 refers to a situation where a person or organization, is subject to external rules or regulations 
that prevent them to reach their goal, however they do not have the power or possibility to change the 
rules, thereby they are stuck where they are. It originates from the book with the same name, written by 
Joseph Heller. 
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their brand online; some have difficulties to get the awareness that other companies get. 
Trust is an important issue; Company B2 sees brand awareness in the right groups as a 
challenge to social media. To get the awareness, trust in the company is needed, before 
reaching this, they need to be visible and seen as they a serious actor, otherwise 
customers may disregard them. Company B3 has chosen not to use social media to that 
big extent because it is easier to build trust in a personal network. However, they will 
improve their trust through online channels by blogging about the business using 
personal branding, where customers can give reviews that are communicated as brand 
messages. Company A3 uses the more reliable social media networks with easy access 
for stakeholders, thereby increasing the trust. And Company A4 tries to add key people 
on social media networks or get them to follow them, thereby trust can be built for 
people who know these individuals.  
 

6.2.2 The brand building process of B2B Born Globals 

In this section we are trying to add to the current theory by addressing the stages of the 
model created in the theoretical framework. 

Brand creation 

Brand building should begin in an early stage of the firm's life (Juntunen et al., 2010, p. 
130; Urde, 1999, p. 122). There are very varied strategies for brand creation among the 
case companies, but the study does not say how the companies handled it from 
inception. The indications are that the commitment to brand building is varied. In this 
early stage leaders or founders need to show a strong brand vision (Altshuler & 
Tarnavoskaya, 2010). This is not that apparent and has not been the main aim to 
research. However, Company B2 has a clear goal to reach a specific number of 
followers on social media at the end of the year. They also “..want to be a part of that 
culture, we see it’s something good for us.”, thereby they have a vision of where they 
want to be. Company A1 seems to have a clear strategy for online brand building, so we 
believe there is a sharp vision, however it cannot be confirmed. As we are not able to 
test if they are successful, this will not be addressed further. The earlier research on 
B2B Born Globals will be assumed to be valid for the digital brand building as well 
since it is more of an organizational question than a communication question, what can 
be added is that clear brand building goals, not only visions, is likely to be beneficial for 
B2B Born Globals. 

Brand development 

The brand building process is similar to the marketing process, as segmentation, 
targeting, and positioning are conducted. And as a brand, and brand strategy develops 
modern technologies need to be adopted and adapted to (Veloutsou and Guzman, 2017, 
p. 15). These small companies keen on using low-cost brand building; this can be 
achieved by focusing on narrower segments (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 103) or using 
online marketing channels (Habibi et al., 2014, p. 155; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 67, 
Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 6). Company A1 target both customers and end-users through 
many digital channels, and it has reached successful outcomes. Company A3 has chosen 
to act on the social media sites that they believe their target segment is on and uses 
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different channels for different purposes. Some channels are used for building the 
commercial brand, while other, more personal channels are used for employee branding. 
Company A2 sees that large groups from the industry can be reached through social 
media and Company B2 has segmented younger people and chosen social media 
channels to reach the target group. Thereby some online segmentation and targeting are 
done by a majority of the companies. Customer data is more available, cheaper and 
easier to get from the new online tools (Simmons, 2007, p. 549). The data can be used 
to segment customers, and reach a small target smaller group (Rowley, 2004, pp. 134-
135). Two companies mentioned that they use SEO, but this is only one of many 
potential technical tools that can be used. Few of the companies have mentioned using 
this kind of tools, however, the research may not have captured all of their methods. 
 
The brand is the most important part of differentiation (Ward et al., 1999, p. 87). One 
important difference in B2B brand building is that the reputation of a company and 
product is more reliant on product quality (McDowell Mudambi et al., 1997, p. 443), 
and the organization need to support the products and services for a brand to become 
successful (Kotler & Pfoertschs, 2006, p. 3). In this study, the product quality and 
spreading their reputation through their network is of importance for Born Global 
companies. Regarding digital channels Company A4 has focused on upgrading their 
website, thereby making them more searchable and improving their reputation. 
Company B3 focuses on quality in their service to build their brand and reach more 
customers. Company B1 wants to go more digital but aims to improve their webpage 
first, then expand more to social media channels; otherwise, their product and brand 
may be lessened by the “poor” homepage. Company A2 has a unique product and it is 
thereby an important part of their brand. The product quality is of importance when 
speaking about brand building in Born Global firms, and most companies want to make 
good high-quality products. This may be since they are all high-tech companies, but is 
likely to be beneficial for any company that is trying to build a strong B2B brand early 
on. Moreover it is the intangible features of a product that improves the brand and 
thereby differentiates them from competitors (Aaker, 2003, p. 83; De Chernatony & 
McDonald, 1998, p. 11). In the researched, the companies believe that the product is 
key, except for that; the intangible features are to our understanding connected to the 
networks of key individuals, and the flexibility and innovativeness of the companies. 
However, to get a deeper understanding of the brand identity, more studies are needed.  

Brand diffusion 

Digital	channels	
In general, the Born Global firms seem to have acknowledged this advantage with using 
online channels as a cheap mean to reach large numbers of individuals. Company B2 
and A1 focuses mostly or entirely on social media for their brand building efforts. The 
low cost, as opposed to traditional media, and the potential global exposure, is of 
importance to Company A1 and B2 when choosing social media as a channel. Thereby 
they leverage both the costs and the fact that they as a small company appear larger than 
they are (Knight & Liesch 2015, p. 100). Company A2 also mentions the cheaper way 
of reaching customers through digital channels. Company B3, A3, and B1 are aiming to 
use more digital channels in the future, but use it to a smaller extent at the moment. As 
one of the interviewees put it:  “It is the easiest way to reach out”. And another said 
that social media  “...is the channel, the main channel in the globalization”. Company 



 

 
 
 

 

53 

A2 uses social media to build their brand, but it is done mostly through their PR firm. 
Company B2 mentions that they need a better structure to reach their target group, this 
is what is referred to as consistent communication in the literature. 
 
As a part of communicating their brand through social media, the right channel for their 
target group needs to be targeted (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 65). Many of the 
companies seem to have made active choices regarding social media channels, some of 
them are actively neglecting social media channels in their marketing. Other companies 
have chosen to either wait until the time is right or to put the social media marketing on 
an external partner. What is interesting to see is that these small firms see digital 
channels as a part of their overall marketing channels, either today or for the future. By 
aligning the marketing channels, including social media, the outcome will be better 
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 65). This is visible for several companies, who want 
social media as a part of their overall plan, whether digital or not. Company A1 
emphasizes the importance of physical meetings as a part of the overall strategy as well, 
the combination is apparent in the business of Company A3 as well. Company B3 wants 
to utilize physical people, such as customers, through storytelling online to combine 
online and offline channels. Through social media, electronic word-of-mouth can be 
created (Godey et al., 2016, p. 5835). And as we have seen, social media and online 
brand building efforts in these B2B firms also leads to traditional word-of-mouth. This 
combination is an interesting part of the brand building since it goes both ways, 
physical meetings lead to a stronger online brand and a stronger online brand can lead to 
a larger personal network.  
 
The actions taken to spread their brand in social media are to; use several channels, 
communicate daily, use the same strategy worldwide but different strategies for 
different segments. Moreover, one company has used live video streaming has been 
conducted with good results: close to half a million views on one video worldwide. 
Another two is developing videos for explaining the product to get an understanding of 
the firm and product quickly. One of them said, “You just have one minute to anyone 
who is visiting the home page”.  What also can be noted, as a general remark, is that out 
of the social media channels LinkedIn seems to be the most appreciated site for many of 
the companies, it may be because they are B2B and do not reach out to end customers? 
However, there seem to be higher trust in LinkedIn than other social media 
networks.  LinkedIn is also used to spread awareness, as one interviewee said: 
“LinkedIn is very powerful since it spreads outside of your contacts”. 
 

Co-branding	
Another cheap way of building a brand is through co-branding (Aaker, 2003, p. 86). By 
co-branding, companies can reach synergies and make use of each other's markets 
(Bengtsson & Servais, 2005, p. 706). It also builds trust for a small company since a 
larger partner likely is credible and differentiated on the market (Aaker, 2003, p. 86) 
this is done either by cooperation or by market communication together with a large 
trustworthy actor (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 100). Co-branding is used some of the 
companies and mostly used to reach a larger customer group. Company B1 will use a 
co-branding strategy in the long run to grow their business. They will work with larger 
companies to get access to their online channels and sales organization and thereby 
reaching a larger international market. Company A2 is also looking for larger co-
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branding partners, most likely as an OEM. While using co-branding strategies the 
emphasis on the own brand is not as big as when promoting selling services on their 
own. The companies that use co-branding are doing so to reach out to a large partner, 
whom can help them in their internationalization. If the venture is successful, they will 
reach a huge customer base and be able to grow extensively in a short period of time. 
Thereby a scalable digital product is likely to be a criterion for co-branding, and digital 
channels are likely to be the only way of reaching out to customers, worldwide. 

Brand renewal 

A flexibility in strategy and renewing the brand has been suggested as a success factor 
by many scholars (Centeno et al., 2013, p. 455; Gabrielsson, 2005; Juntunen et al., 
2010, p. 130; Lassen et al., 2008,  p. 102; Veloutsou and Guzman, 2017, p. 15), and the 
digital world leads to an increased importance of re-shaping a company's business and 
strategies (Rowley, 2004, p. 133; Simmons, 2007, p. 547). Three of the companies have 
changed strategies to overcome costs of traditional methods, two through co-branding 
and one through online channels. It is evident that none of the companies are stuck with 
a single plan but are adapting as they go, some have moved to digital branding channels, 
some are in the process of including them more and some have plans for more digital 
methods in the future. Maybe it is the trial and error method described by (Centeno et 
al., 2013, p. 455) or it may be an adaptive strategy overall. Either way, as previous 
research on Born Globals, has stated that the strategies need to be flexible and adapt as 
the firm progresses (Gabrielsson, 2005). 

6.3 General discussion  
Born Global companies have realized that they need partners to overcome resource 
scarcity, either for marketing, sales or development purposes (Luostarinen & 
Gabrielsson, 2006, p. 793). However marketing is evolving and it is easier to reach 
customers, thanks to technological development (Habibi et al., 2016). The low-cost 
brand building can be achieved by smart communication (Ojasalo et al., 2008, p. 103) 
and cost-efficient online marketing channels (Habibi et al., 2014, p. 155; Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010, p. 67; Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 6). Since websites are accessible from all 
over the world, brand messages can be sent to large crowds (Rowley, 2004, p. 133). 
Social media can build trust (Leeflang et al., 2014, p. 6) and reach many individuals at a 
low cost (Habibi et al., 2014, p. 155; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 67; Leeflang et al., 
2014, p. 6).  
 
Moreover, the findings of our qualitative study showed that most of the Born Global 
firms suffer from lack of resources, like financial resources and human resources. Due 
to these limited resources, it is hard for them to recruit experts or consultants to help the 
firm to move forward. The companies we interviewed were located in the north of 
Sweden, which is geographically remote from the main business hubs, however, they 
succeed to reach different countries in different continents, many of them without 
considering the psychic distance or even seeing it as an obstacle. Also, some of the Born 
Globals skipped the phase of working domestically and gradually building 
internationalization. Instead from their commencement, they exploit opportunities to 
access the global market regardless the resources constraints.   
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Our empirical findings prove that networks are one of the essential resources needed for 
born-global firms to internationalize. Entrepreneurs in the early stages of firm try to 
widen their network either through events or within their community or online. They 
believe that building networks or having prior network can allow the firm to move 
towards successful internationalization and sustain the business growth over the times. 
In addition, the entrepreneurial skills that the founders have that is a necessary resource 
to add value to the firms and facilitate Born Global firms to enter the international 
markets rapidly after they are founded.  
 
Since the data suggests that reason that the firms use networks in their early stages is 
due to the nature of the B2B firms that differs than B2C. B2B sales require consultative 
selling that is based on understanding a client's needs and developing a trust 
relationship. That will not happen without developing a network. Through one satisfied 
customer, they can get referred to other companies then later after accessing the global 
market and started having a strong brand name they can be less dependent on networks 
and adapt the different strategy for more expansion. On the opposite side, B2C sales are 
usually direct to the consumer or involve a retailer. That requires marketing and 
branding skills more than networking.  
 
To the knowledge of this study, digitalization does not affect early internationalization 
to a large extent. But Digitalization is likely to influence the firm’s internalization after 
developing the brand to a large extent, especially in the diffusion stage. Some 
companies in the study use online segmentation and targeting, however, they could use 
more tools to make this process easier.  The companies that already have achieved a big 
percentage of sales from foreign markets emphasized on the importance of digital 
channels and social media to their brand and consider the social media and the company 
website as part of the brand image that they need to maintain. For the other companies 
that are in the internationalization nesting stage, which currently trying to build their 
offline network had a various opinion about the usage of digital channels. All the 
companies agreed that they need to build their network away from considering much the 
channels but that does not mean the neglected it completely. Our analysis showed that 
those companies agree that digital channels are important to reach more markets in this 
digital era but due to their limited financial resources they cannot hire a full time 
marketing team. So, they mentioned that they are developing their channels, for 
example, Facebook page, website, LinkedIn etc. As the business networks will not last 
forever and cannot increase expansion as the digital channels can do. 
 
However, our empirical results showed that Born Global attempt to sustain their 
business by building, or maintaining, networks and creating trust in their product and 
brand. Some companies see that offline brand building by increasing their circle of the 
network is more important than digital branding in early stages, some others believe that 
networking is as important as digital branding and both have to be applied 
simultaneously. As a result, when the companies have effective network ties and digital 
competencies, companies can further explore additional capabilities, which are value-
adding to them and enable the companies to achieve successful internationalization.  
 
Below  Factors affecting internationalization of Born Globals, own representation 
summarizes our qualitative findings. The figure shows the main factors affects the 
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internationalization of B2B Born Global Firms based on our interviews, and that 
digitalization plays a role in all of them. It does not state that digitalization is the main 
factor affecting them, but only that it has a role in all of the three factors. 
 
 

 
Figure 2 Factors affecting internationalization of Born Globals, own representation 
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7 Conclusions and recommendations 
In this chapter, we will start explaining our general conclusion including an answer to 
the research questions. We will present theoretical, practical and societal contributions, 
then we will present limitations and recommendations, all of which should provide 
more value to the study. Lastly, we provide the quality criteria, and how we have 
handled different aspects of the research process. 

7.1 General conclusions  
Our conclusion is made in accordance with the empirical findings and theoretical 
framework of internationalization and branding.  We have summed up a short answer to 
the research question below: 
 
 
How does digitalization influence branding and brand building during the 
internationalization of Swedish B2B Born Global SMEs? 
 
 
Digitalization affects brand building to a large extent, especially in the later stages, 
development and diffusion of brand building and internationalization. Our findings have 
showed that networking is used as stepping stone for internationalization and brand 
building. But as the firms reach more global markets, they do not depend on network 
exclusively but apply some other strategies to build their brand.  Just as in other areas, 
B2B Born Global companies are flexible when it comes to their brand building, and 
brand strategy; thereby the earlier studies are confirmed. Moreover, the strategies seem 
to vary between companies and between different time periods in their life cycle. 
Digitalization does also affect the internationalization through three factors, co-
branding, networking and digital channels. The co-branding practices are affected 
through both the connection between the firms and in how they reach customers. It 
affects networking since offline and online networks affect each other, thereby 
companies need to use both to create a strong brand and build their network. Digital 
channels, as a part of digitalization, are used to strengthen the brand through social 
media activities, through simplifying complex products at web pages. It is also used as 
tools to communicate both externally and internally, which in turn strengthens the brand 
across national borders. We believe digitalization can be used to a larger extent in the 
early stages of internationalization as well, especially for companies without pre-
existing networks. 
 
So, summing up the previous conclusion; digitalization greatly influences the 
internationalization and affects brand building of Born Global SMEs. Maintaining the 
product image online is very important because anyone can access the Facebook or 
LinkedIn or any social media page for the company, read reviews and see updates that 
might assist in taking a decision. Our findings suggest that digital branding does not 
contribute to the early internationalization stages but it contributes in later stages. And 
even for companies who are currently are focused on building networks and finding 
customers that way, they are affected by digitalization. 
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7.2 Theoretical contribution 
Our qualitative study has investigated the influence of digitalization, regarding brand 
building in the Born Global B2B SMEs, and is, to our knowledge the first to be 
conducted. Through the qualitative method, we managed to get a deeper understanding 
and answer our research question. What we consider as a contribution to the existing 
literature is the inclusion of digitalization in the brand building regarding Born Globals. 
And the study has an influence as most the literature has not covered online branding 
for Born Global firms. Online brand building topic was discussed as a trend that has 
developed for more than a decade, but has been neglected in this research field, some 
companies are applying it now and we have investigated its contribution to the firms 
success.   
 
We believe our current study can be a kick off for more studies on this specific topic. 
And some parts of the conceptual models can be useful for practitioners. We see that 
Born Global firms worth more studies from different aspects not only the digital 
branding as it is a multinational phenomenon that is increasing and can further 
contribute to the country's economy, not just a successful private business. These three 
aspects will be addressed further now.  

7.3 Practical contribution  
From the qualitative study findings, we concluded that all the Born Global companies 
followed the same strategy in reach global market, through some kind of networking. 
The main contribution for practitioners is the brand building process for Born Globals, 
which can be used as a guide for building their brands. Even though it is not conclusive 
and is not tested, it should be useful for B2B Born Global companies. Moreover the fact 
that digitalization has an impact of their internationalization process should be taken 
into account. 
 
For B2B high tech business, we can advise starting targeting their networks online and 
offline. The B2B market is very competitive, so online branding alone will not help 
much in finding customers but the network can assist more in the beginning stage. Born 
Global B2B firms offer a product that adds value to the industry or target a niche market 
or target a market/customer need.  So practitioners who has a product with a 
competitive advantage, and has a global strategy from inception, can use our research to 
help them to learn about similar firms strategies and perhaps assessing them figuring 
out what strategy could be suitable for their industry.  
 
Our research studied B2B high tech firm, we believe that either B2C or B2B low tech 
might have different nature so the research findings may have limited transferability to 
businesses other than the B2B high tech. As each industry has different ways in 
targeting their customers.  
 
So as analyzed from the interviews with the companies, both the internationally mature 
and the starter used networks and later digital channels. Also we cannot guarantee it is 
the most suitable strategy as there are much consideration has to be taken to the account 
like the company location, the targeted customers, the product/service provided, 



 

 
 
 

 

59 

employees dedication and so many more factors rather than the networking and 
digitalization can decide the failure or success of the Born Global start-up.  

7.4 Societal contribution 
We believe that we have not produced any recommendations that can negatively impact 
the companies who were involved in this study. Additionally, we believe that our 
recommendations might be helpful for other companies in the B2B field not only in 
Sweden, but all over the world. It might be that some entrepreneurs are facing a 
problem regarding the lack of literature about the digitalization impact. Our study might 
have an effect on Entrepreneurs who are considering starting a Born Global firm and 
looking for some information.  
 
By contributing with information to better digital brand building in Swedish born 
globals, it can lead to increased awareness of these questions, hopefully leading to more 
digital solutions and more global trade. In the long run the digital solutions could lead to 
a more sustainable way of brand building. Moreover, the contribution of digital 
channels on the internationalization of Born Global B2B was not done before, so we 
believe it is useful for both entrepreneurs who are looking for more knowledge and for 
the researcher to start applying more investigations and studies on that field specifically, 
thereby more individuals may have the courage to start their own business. This implies 
that our research could have a positive societal impact, meaning that it will contribute to 
society by bringing more information to this research area.  

7.5 Limitations and suggestions for further research 
Our qualitative study based on limited number of Born Global start-ups in Sweden. That 
makes it hard to suggest a generalization of the findings and the analysis. Furthermore, 
our study only focused on high-tech B2B SMEs. So since the phenomenon of Born 
Global firms and the digitalization are worldwide interest. We suggest further research 
be conducted in other regions and bigger samples to confirm or deny our findings. It 
may be of interest to consider testing the research on B2C and low-tech businesses as 
well, as we believe that both the Born Global and the digital branding strategies may be 
adapted their business and not exclusively for high tech B2B. So we are suggesting 
more investigation on the how digital channels can contribute to the firm’s 
internationalization covering the including B2B and B2C, High Tech and Low Tech.  
 
This thesis indicates that building a trustworthy brand is likely to be harder especially 
smaller companies. Thereby there is a larger challenge for Born Global firms. However, 
more research on this topic is needed. We suggest that more literature to recognize the 
influence of both online networks and offline networks for Born Global firms.  As the 
companies are moving towards a more digital branding strategy it is likely that digital 
channels will be of more importance in the future. 
 
Finally, our findings concluded that there is three main resources influence the 
internationalization, which are the networks, co-branding and digital channels 
simultaneously. Much of the literature studied networking influence on the Born Global 
while very rare studies covering digital barding of Born Global firms. So we believe 
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that more research needs to be done on the digitalization strategies of Born Global firm 
to fulfill the research gap.  

7.6 Quality criteria 
To ensure the quality of our qualitative study we will state the truth criteria, and it is 
done in several ways. First, we emailed many companies who fit our research, inviting 
them to participate in our study if they are interested in no pervious relationships 
between us and those companies, thus if anyone else is doing a similar study, will get 
the same answers. Second, we only interviewed managers and founders, which was 
necessary to answer our research question. Third, a detailed analysis was provided and 
detailed description of how the data was collected. Forth, all the interviews are recorded 
and transcribed, all managers were asked the same questions to ensure credibility. 
Finally, our study can be replicated for further research but cannot be generalized 
statistically. The quality criteria for qualitative research will be discussed further in the 
following sections. 
 
When using qualitative methods, the standards from quantitative research, reliability, 
and validity may not be appropriate (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994, 
cited in Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 402). They mention that there are two important 
concepts that are of interest; authenticity and trustworthiness, including; credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and conformability. The former is further divided into 
four subcategories; these five concepts will be handled in this section.  
 
Authenticity includes what the consequences of the research may be, and thereby it is 
important to give a just picture of the opinions and points of views on the subject, and 
show the research supports the individuals in the context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba 
& Lincoln, 1994, cited in Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 405). We believe in contributing to a 
fair amount of points of view for such a narrow subject. It is likely to be of use for some 
practitioners and hopefully, they can use it in their future digital brand building. 
 
What credibility means in this case, is that the results are reliable to other people, and is 
acceptable to them as the truth, it specifically includes that the respondents are 
portrayed in the right way and would agree to what is written (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
Guba & Lincoln, 1994, cited in Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 403). We have aimed to follow 
this all through the research, in the cases, we were unsure of something from the 
interview, we have followed up later. More on how we have done this will be addressed 
in the practical session. 
 
Transferability is of great importance since it decides on how and to what contexts the 
research is of interest. Since qualitative studies are in depth, it addresses the contextual 
meaning with what is studied, to increase transferability thick descriptions that every 
aspect of the studied subject is recommended, if it is transferable to other contexts or the 
same context at a later point of time is dependent on the empirical surroundings 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994, cited in Bryman & Bell, 2013, pp. 403-
404). We have aimed to address the question of digitalization in both the 
internationalization and the brand building process of the target companies, moreover, it 
has been probed in several ways trying to get a complete picture from the seven 
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subjects. If it is a solid description of the phenomenon, and it is transferable to other 
contexts and times is for other researchers and practitioners to decide. 
 
Dependability includes that the research should withstand auditing of all the phases of 
the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994, cited in Bryman & Bell, 
2013, pp. 405). To make this possible we have written a thorough methodological 
description of what has been conducted and if necessary and approved from the 
interviewees our material can be made available for auditing. 
 
Lastly the concept of conformability addresses the issue that no social science can 
reach complete objectivity, and thereby the researchers need to stat that the research is 
done in good faith, not letting personal values or theoretical preconceptions affect the 
conclusions of the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994, cited in 
Bryman & Bell, 2013, pp. 405). We have been doing the research in good faith and our 
aim is to portray the research in the fairest manner. 
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Appendix 1 Criticism to the Uppsala 
model 
 

 
 
 
  



 

 
 
 

 

Appendix 2: Interview Guide  
 
Introduction (2 min) 
Ask for permission to record? 
 
Samar Ouf and I am currently a Master student at the Umeå University’s Business 
Development and Internationalization programme 
 
Johan is a master’s student at mid Sweden University with a major in marketing and 
management. I finish my studies this summer and my aim is to work with brand strategy 
or management when I am done.  
 
We are writing our master thesis in marketing at Umeå University. We are researching 
the brands of young international firms, so called Born Globals, in northern Sweden. 
More specifically how digitalization contributes to their international success, brand 
building, and branding strategies. We’ll start with some questions on 
internationalization and move on towards branding and brand strategy. 
Theme: Internationalization (12 minutes) 
- How did your company’s Internationalization begin? 

- In which countries are you active today? 
 
(In percent, how much of your turnover was international sales the most recent fiscal 
year? Or if you do not have the percent, how large was your international sales the most 
recent fiscal year?) 
 
- In what way are digital channels important for the firm’s international performance?  

• Social media 
• Other digital channels 

 
- How would you explain your current challenges in expanding internationally through 
digital channels?  
 
Theme: Branding strategy (15 min) 
 
- What are the strengths of your brand/brands?  
How is digital channels used to enhance these strengths? 
 
(In what way does your brand(s) differ from other brands? Why?) 
 
(Which strategies do you use to promote your brand(s)? Online, exhibitions, 
advertisements,etc.) 
 

• Describe the firm’s branding strategy? 
(If you are B2B and B2C company can you please specify the different branding 
strategies used for both ) 
(How do you promote your brand(s)?) 



 

 
 
 

 

(If there is more than one brand, how do the brands differ from each other? How did 
you decide to use more than one brand? Do you have different strategies for the 
brands?) 
 

-To what extent did the company use digital channels in their early international 
activities? How the use of digital channels developed over time? 
 

- In what way does digital branding strategy assist in the company’s 
internationalization?   
(How did the digital branding strategy develop? (Emergent/Planned strategy)) 
 

- - In what ways social media is being used in your branding strategy?  
(Does it differ in different markets?) 
- In what way does it contribute to the internationalization process? 
 
 

 
 
 
  



 

 
 
 

 

Appendix 3: Interview invitation emails 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 
My name is Samar Ouf and my project partner is Johan Kjellstrand. We are master’s 
students at Umeå University School of business, my area of concentration is Business 
Development and Internationalization and my thesis partner is marketing.   We would 
like to conduct an interview as part of our thesis to increase our understanding of how 
the online branding contribute to the success of Born Global firms in Sweden. 

As a Born Global Startup, we believe that you are in an ideal position to give us 
information from your own perspective. Your participation will be an important asset 
for our research and findings that will lead to a greater understanding of the phenomena 
of Born Global. We are hoping you might be willing to set up an informal interview at 
your convenience that will take approximately 40 minutes. We are simply trying to 
capture your thoughts and perspectives. Of course, once completed we would be more 
than happy to share our results with you. I would be happy to visit your company to 
meet with you or to interview by phone / Skype if that would be more convenient for 
you. 
 
Your responses to the questions will be kept confidential. Personal identifiers will not 
be revealed during the analysis and writing up of results.  
If you are willing to participate can you kindly suggest a day and time that suits you and 
I'll do my best to be available. If you have any questions please do not hesitate to ask 
Thank you so much for your consideration in advance. 
Best Regards,  
Samar Ouf & Johan  
 
  



 

 
 
 

 

Appendix 4: Open-End Questionnaire  
 
 Contribution of digital branding to the success of Born Global firms in Sweden 
We are two master’s students at Umea School of Business completing our thesis. You 
are invited to participate in our questionnaire regarding how the digital branding 
contribute to the success of Born Global firms in Sweden. It will take approximately 30 
minutes to complete the questionnaire. Your participation in this study is completely 
voluntarily, and your responses to the questions will be kept confidential. Personal 
identifiers will not be revealed during the analysis and writing up of results.   
Thank you very much for your time and support!  
Samar Ouf  and Johan Kjellstrand 

*Required 

1. Email address * 

2. What is the name of your company? * 

Section 1: Internationalization 
 

3. 1 Can you please describe how and when your company's Internationalization 
process has begun? * 

 

4. 2In which countries is your company currently active? * 
 

5. 3  In percentage, how much of your company's turnover is international sales from 
the most recent fiscal year? Or if you can't provide the percentage, how large 
approximately is the international sales from the most recent fiscal year? * 

 
 

6. 4  which strategies do you use to promote your brand(s)? Online, exhibitions, 
advertisements,etc. * 

 

7. 5  how would you describe your firm's branding strategy with respect to 
international markets? If you are B2B and B2C Company can you please specify 
the different branding strategies used for both. * 

  
  

  

Section 2 :  Branding Strategy 



 

 
 
 

 

 

8. 6  in what ways are digital channels important for your firm’s international 
performance? To what extent did your company use digital channels in its early 
international activities? How your company's use of digital channels developed 
over time? * 

 
9. 7  in what ways social media is being used in your branding strategy? Does it differ 

in different markets? In what ways the usage of social media contributes to your 
company's internationalization process? * 

 

10. 8 Can you please explain your current challenges in expanding internationally 
through digital channels? * 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION! 
A copy of your responses will be emailed to the address that you provided 

 



 

 



 

 

Umeå School of Business and Economics 
Umeå University 
SE-901 87 Umeå, Sweden 
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