
  

The Role of Institutional Networks in the 

Internationalization Process of SMEs 

A qualitative study on the SMEs’ awareness, access and utilization of 

institutional network-based resources for the purpose of internationalization 

Authors: Oparaocha, Gospel Onyema 
 Ricardo, Luis 

Supervisor: Vanyushyn, Vladimir  
 

 

 

Students 

Umeå School of Business 

Spring Semester: 2011 

Master’s Thesis, two years, 30ECTS 

 



 

- Institutional Network Perspective - 

 

 

 

 

Page i 

 

  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

Many thanks to our families for the constant support they have provided to us during the 

entire Master‟s study program and in this final step of writing the Master‟s Thesis.  

We also thank our supervisor, Vladimir Vanyushyn, for his time and valuable insights 

he provided during the process. 

Also, we thank Uminova, Finpro, and the SMEs whom without their assistance by 

means of granting interviews and providing referrals this thesis work would not have 

been possible within the limited timeframe.  

Lastly and not the least, we would like to thank Zsuzsanna Vincze for her insightful 

comments and all the people who contributed in one way or another to the success of 

this thesis work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to an unknown angel 



 

- Institutional Network Perspective - 

 

 

 

 

Page ii 

 

  

Abstract 

Small-to-medium size enterprises (SMEs) account for over 98% of all enterprises in the 

European Union and generate about 90 million jobs. The importance of viable SME 

sector cannot be over emphasized regarding its economic and social regeneration. 

Internationalization provides competitive edge to small businesses and many SMEs in 

particular have realized the enormous impact of outward international expansion as a 

means for creating and maintaining innovative capacity and resource generation (Green 

& Mole, 2006; Zain & Ng, 2006).  

The internationalization process of SMEs is a quite researched field. Despite the corpus 

of research in the area of SMEs‟ general network relationships and external alliances; 

however, how institutional network relationships interplay with outwards 

internationalization process of SMEs remains under-examined. 

The purpose of the current study is to examine the role of institutional networks on the 

foreign market expansion process of SMEs and observe how SMEs‟ awareness, access 

and usage of institutional network-based resources influence their internationalization 

process. This thesis proposes a clear understanding of SMEs‟ perspective regarding 

institutional networks having positive or negative effect on their international process.  

A qualitative research design employing multiple-case study approach was used to 

investigate six internationalized SMEs and two institutional network support centers 

selected from Sweden and Finland. The data collection was made through semi-

structured interviews. The collected data was transcribed and categorized in order to 

find differences and similarities, and then analyzed using the following four predefined 

categories: awareness, access, influence and results/outcomes. 

The findings show that institutional network relationships have positive impact on the 

internationalization process of SMEs. The institutional network resource influences are 

continuously on the international operation‟s process activities and are intertwined in 

the different stages of the internationalization process. However, the role of the 

institutional networks cannot be pinpointed as being more evident at any particular 

phase of the internationalization process and thus, institutional network influence is 

holistically reflected in the overall success or failure of the internationalization project. 

Theoretical and managerial implications of the research findings are also discussed. 

Keywords: SMEs, internationalization process, institutional networks, external 

resources, awareness-access-and-influence. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter introduces the background to why the study of institutional networks’ effect 

on the internationalization process of SMEs is relevantly inviting topic to study. The 

problem discussion further underlines how this study relates and contributes to previous 

studies within the area of network’s influence on entrepreneurial foreign market 

expansion. Accordingly, the specific focus of this thesis is expressed through the 

research questions, purpose and delimitations. The structure of the thesis is presented at 

the end of the chapter. 

1.1. Background  

In recent years, the economic and social importance of small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) has been a major focus of emphasis regarding its enormous impacts 

in building and revitalizing the economy. Viable small business sector promotes both 

national and regional competitiveness (Floyd & McManus 2005; Ayyagari et al., 2007). 

The European Commission (EC) pinpoints that SMEs represent about 98% of all 

enterprises in the European Union. Thus, they provide around 90 million jobs and 

contribute to creative entrepreneurship and continuous innovation flow (European 

Commission, 2011). However, SMEs face particular difficulties which in the view of 

globalization, chiefly consist of barriers to successful internationalization (Torkkeli et 

al., 2010).  

Impediment to SMEs internationalization can be grouped into internal and external 

barriers (Fillis, 2000) whereby internal barriers includes but not limited to inadequacies 

in human-capital, finical resources, expertise know-how & foreign market exposure, 

and production capacity and/or machineries; while external obstacles includes e.g. 

government policies & trade barriers, lack of awareness about foreign market 

opportunities, no connections with potential foreign business contacts, hostile 

competition from multi-national enterprises (MNEs), little or no internationalization 

support services, lack of credit facilities, market uncertainty and lack of protection from 

economic and political uncertainties, bullying by local competitors by means of price 

war and most importantly, non-connectedness with relevant support networks (Fillis, 

2000; Leonidou, 2000; Smallbone & Welter, 2001; Fliess & Busquets, 2006; Ruzzier et 

al., 2006; Torkkeli et al., 2010). On the other hand, MNEs have more financial and 

human resources capabilities as compared to SMEs (Knight, 2000), and more vast in 

network relationships with both public and private institutions. Therefore, with their 

gigantic resource advantage combined with extensive network relationships, MNEs are 

more capable to leverage internationalization opportunities to their own advantage. 

Thus, this unique advantage situation gives some MNEs greater edge or possibility to 

influence the foreign market environment at both the policy level as well as the industry 

and business outcome (Augier & Teece, 2007; Sun, 2009).  

It is common knowledge that the uses of international market development related 

networks influences internationalization directly and indirectly as SMEs rely on 
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interactions and exchanges in networks to realize required resource capacity in order to 

exploit foreign market opportunities (Juho, 2010, p. 2). Additionally, studies have 

shown that institutional networks for foreign market development support SMEs‟ 

owners/managers to overcome mental obstacles and produce positive attitudes towards 

outward internationalization activities. Firms realize competitive advantages by acting 

cooperatively with their network partners (Lavie, 2006; Ruzzier et al., 2006; 

Shamsuddoha et al., 2009, p. 410). 

Zain & Ng (2006), explain that in today‟s globalized era, a greater percentage of firms 

are striving to have international presence more than ever before (Zain & Ng, 2006). 

Many SMEs have realized the impact of internationalization on the growth and 

expansion of their firm‟s innovative capacity and resource generation; thus they find it 

necessary to actively compete in the international arena (Andersson et al., 2004). The 

World Bank and leading economies such as the U.S.A and EU agree on the view of 

small business internationalization as a major vehicle for sustaining a growing 

consistency for innovation, employment, industrial and social regeneration (Greene & 

Mole, 2006), but small businesses face many challenges in the internationalization 

process as compared to their counterpart MNEs – the resource rich multinational 

enterprises (Ruzzier et al., 2006).  

Internationalization not only provides competitive edge to SMEs, it thereby enhances 

the economic robustness in all industry sectors, particularly within manufacturing, and 

knowledge-intensive industries (Lu & Beamish, 2001; Beck et al., 2005; Chiao et al., 

2006; Lu & Beamish, 2006; European Commission, 2007). However, several studies 

agree that SMEs are faced with difficult considerations regarding decisions on how to 

leverage foreign market opportunities and the need to mitigate high risks arising from 

hostile competitions and other hazards on the global business frontier (Ahokangas, 

1998; Bretherton & Chaston, 2005; Nummela et al., 2006). In light of these insights, it 

is obvious that independent SMEs are at great disadvantaged position if any plan to or 

try to carry out its internationalization process entirely based on own resource 

capabilities and competencies. 

It has also been well highlighted in vast amount of existing literature, how networks 

constitute an important medium through which small businesses gain access to a variety 

of valuable resources which encourage and facilitates their internationalization. For 

example, a number of scholars have argued that through networks and external alliances 

SMEs are able to overcome inadequacies in terms of resources, international exposure 

and external connections (Anon, 2003 cited in Street & Cameron, 2007). Furthermore, 

through networks SMEs gain (1) knowledge of foreign market opportunities; (2) advice 

and experiential learning; and (3) referral trust and solidarity by a third party 

(Granovetter, 1973; Coviello & Munro, 1995; Lin, 1999; Greve & Salaff, 2003; Hoang 

& Antoncic, 2003; Zhou et al., 2007; Nielsen et al., 2009; Velásquez, 2010). 
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1.2. Problem Discussion 

The small businesses‟ resource constraint as increasing impediments on their path to 

foreign market frontiers (Ceglie & Dini, 1999) has attracted interest from scholars 

studying SMEs internationalization phenomena from various network perspectives. For 

example, earlier studies has mostly concentrated on examining how SMEs‟ 

internationalization process utilizes and is influenced by: social networks (Zhou et al., 

2007; Velásquez, 2010), regional and domestic networks (Lin & Chaney, 2007), 

industrial network (Ello, 2005), personal and family ties (McGee, 2000), specific inter-

firm networks (Zimmerman et al., 2009); and numerous other studies in one way or the 

other focusing on general network relationships such as Bell (1995), Coviello & Munro 

(1997), Ellis (2000), Zain & Ng (2006), Ferro et al., (2009), Ojala (2009), etc.  

However, most of these authors call for further studies to minimize the research gap on 

how other specific „un-researched‟ networks influence SMEs internationalization 

process. More particularly, Séror (1998), Ceglie & Dini (1999), Bateman (2000) and 

Ramsden & Bennet (2005) seem to agree on the fact that research sparsely exist on the 

issue of external support networks influence on SMEs business growth outcome. 

Consequently, little literature could be found concisely on the roles of publicly-funded 

external business support center networks (Séror, 1999) on small businesses 

development process. Based on the above lines of argument, it could therefore be 

precisely deduced that the role of institutional networks may not have been explicitly 

investigated in a cross-industry analysis manner; and even if it has been, it is still 

evidently under-studied as compared to the amount of importance which has been 

attached to SME-networks and business growth (Street & Cameron, 2007). Thus, it 

could be argued that the current thesis is a step towards answering one of the 

aforementioned calls-, or at least bridging the gap specifically from the institutional 

networks perspective. 

Andersson & Helander (2009), argue that the bulk of these SMEs-networks studies has 

been focused on the software industry, green-tech and high-tech born-global SMEs 

(Andersson & Helander, 2009, p. 2 & 47). Street and Cameron (2007), explicitly called 

for more research on how small businesses derive value from external network 

relationships (Street & Cameron, 2007, p. 254). It could therefore be inferred that even 

though, that study themes related to external relationships and small businesses seem to 

have attracted a lot of research interest, however, institutional network influence on 

SMEs‟ business development outcomes appear to be under-examined. This is a research 

gap which has attracted the interest of the current thesis. Thus, this suggests that, how 

internationalization process of SMEs relates to or utilizes institutional networks and 

their role on SMEs‟ foreign market expansion process appear to be not explicitly 

investigated; at least, to the knowledge of the authors at the time of writing this thesis. 

Bearing the above stated reasons in mind, the authors therefore argue that the subject 

matter of this thesis is quite interesting indeed and therefore shall contribute to 

knowledge within the field in question.  



 

- Institutional Network Perspective - 

 

 

 

 

Page 4 

 

  

This study proposes to provide a clear understanding of SMEs‟ perspective regarding 

institutional networks as having positive or negative influence on their 

internationalization process. Additionally, it will provide insight into whether small 

business owner-manager‟s awareness and actual use of resources available via 

institutional networks- or the lack thereof, facilitates or distort rapid internationalization 

process. Why this knowledge is needed and for whom, shall be described in more detail 

in the section dealing with the managerial and academic implications of this study. 

Further explanations are provided below in order to ensure clearer understanding or 

comprehension of the concept of institutional networks as implied in the context of this 

study. At the end, institutional networks is defined and contrasted against the term 

„business networks‟ in a manner aimed at eradicating the ambiguity between these 

somewhat related terminologies often used in unclear and rather confusing manner for 

various formal network relationships between a firm and its major stakeholders. 

In Séror (1998) wordings, institutional networks can be defined from the perspective of 

“the roles of publicly-funded centers for research and development at the national and 

regional policy-making levels” (Séror, 1998, p. 39). This delineation takes into account 

the mixture of formal institutions such as unions, government policies, agencies for 

international development, innovation centers, business incubators, professional support 

associations and research institution (Séror, 1998, p. 39 & 40) which provides different 

support services that could enhance firms‟ knowledge transfer and internationalization 

propensity. Ceglie & Dini (1999) and Bateman (2000) seem to agree with Séror‟s 

(1998) framework of institutional networks classification, albeit that both authors rather 

referred to it as: “business support centers” and “external advice and support 

institutions” respectively (Ceglie & Dini, 1999; Bateman, 2000). The perspective of 

institutional networks presented above is exactly in accordance with the scope of the 

current thesis.  

Amongst the above mentioned institutional support networks, our research focus is on 

the Agencies for International Developments. In other words, interviews will be 

conducted with two chosen support centers for international developments and SMEs 

using these institutional networks supports. The criteria for selection of the institutional 

support centers are a) major focus on SME, b) publicly-funded and, c) major support 

services for international expansion e.g. foreign market search, provides access to 

visibility studies for the target market or such relevant database, provides advice or 

referrals on possible credit and financing options for international expansion, 

coaching/mentoring about internationalization procedures and serve as link for access to 

other key resource like network of potential interest partners, financing sources etc. 

The distinction between institutional and business networks is somewhat blurred. 

Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis, institutional network is referred to as the 

collaborative network a firm may have with various institutions such as the ministry of 

foreign trade, export promotion councils, independent export assistant organizations, 

research institutions and export credit unions (both in home and foreign market) which 

could facilitate the identification and exploitation of foreign market opportunities, 
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thereby leading to successful internationalization process (this concept is further 

expounded in section 1.6). 

1.3. Research Question 

Based on the preceding discussions, it could be said that the importance of how 

networks influence SMEs internationalization process cannot be over-emphasized. In 

this case, the focal interest of this thesis is to investigate the following research 

questions concerning what role institutional networks play in the internationalization 

process of SMEs:  

 What is the influence of institutional networks on SMEs’ internationalization 

process? 

 How do SMEs access and utilize institutional networks during the 

internationalization process? 

This two research questions will be studied from both the providers‟ and the consumers‟ 

perspectives. That is, part of the empirical data will be collected from the selected 

institutional network centers in order to gain insight of how the institutions perceive the 

significance of the help they provide to internationalizing SMEs. The other part (major 

part) of the data input will be collected from the actual SMEs who use this institutional 

network support services for/during their internationalization process. 

1.4. Purpose 

The purpose of this study is two-fold; the first is to examine the SMEs‟ perspective 

regarding institutional networks as having positive or negative influence on their 

internationalization process. It is expected that this thesis will shed light on how SMEs 

consider having access to and utilization of institutional networks vital during the 

internationalization process. Secondly, in addition to the above stated main objective, 

the investigation will apparently lead to a secondary objective which is: an insight into 

whether small business owner-manager‟s awareness and actual use of resources 

available via institutional networks -or the lack thereof, induces or deter successful 

rapid internationalization. Even though the focus of the study is on the SMEs, however, 

it is believed that capturing what the institutions think about their influence on SMEs 

foreign market expansion process, will lead to a comparison that will establish what is 

the actual significance of the SME – institution networking. 

1.5. Delimitation 

The scope of this thesis work has been more specifically narrowed down to cover only 

public open-access institutional networks. This concise view represents a clear 

difference from the broad theme of „business network relationships‟ which has been the 
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core for the bulk of studies within the area (e.g. see: Agndal, 2004; Street & Cameron, 

2007; Andersson & Helander, 2009). The choice of case-firms includes a diverse 

selection of SMEs that already has internationalization experience and has been 

associated with one of the two institutional support centers included in this study. This 

dual focus also depicts a significant departure from the previous focus on single 

industry – this has been usually software or high-tech firms. 

The empirical investigation of this study is more precisely targeted to SMEs association 

with publicly-funded business development institutions that are oriented towards 

providing assistance regarding foreign market entry and expansion process. Part of the 

interview data will be gathered from two institutional network support centers located in 

Sweden and Finland (i.e. Uminova and Finpro). Uminova Innovation‟s international 

business unit that coordinates the Enterprise Europe Network and related services is the 

ideal source of information representing the Swedish institutional network providers. 

Finpro is a public-access institution that is focused on promoting and facilitating the 

internationalization of Finnish companies. Finpro is a good representation of the Finnish 

side because its main function is to ensure that small and medium size Finnish firms 

have access to comprehensive internationalization services around the world (Finpro, 

2010). The other part of the data is collected from six SMEs linked to these institutions. 

1.6. Definition of Key Terms 

Small-to-Medium-Size Enterprises (SMEs): Small-to-Medium-Sized Enterprises 

(SMEs) are defined by the European Commission‟s Centre for Enterprise and Industry 

as any micro, small and medium-sized enterprises that has an overall headcount of less 

than 250 employees, and a turnover between 2 million Euro and 50 million Euro or a 

balance sheet total between of 2 million Euro and 43 million Euro (European 

Commission, 2005).  

Enterprise category Headcount Annual Turnover Annual balance 

sheet total 

Medium-sized < 250 ≤ €50 million                

(in 1996 € 40 million) 

≤ €43 million                      

(in 1996 € 27 million) 

Small < 50 ≤ €10 million                

(in 1996 € 7 million) 

≤ €10 million                       

(in 1996 €5 million) 

Micro < 10 ≤ €2 million ≤ €2 million 

 

Table 1: EU definition of SME 

Source: European Commission, 2005. 
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Networks: defined “as the relationship between a firm’s management team and 

employees with customers, suppliers, competitors, government agencies, distributors, 

bankers, families, friends, or any other party that enables it to internationalize its 

business activities” (Zain & Ng, 2006, p. 184). 

Internationalization: “Internationalization of a firm concerns the relationships between 

the firm and its international environment, derives its origin from the development and 

utilization process of the personnel’s cognitive and attitudinal readiness and concretely 

manifested in the development and utilization process of different international 

activities, primarily inward, outward and cooperative operations” (Lehtinen & 

Penttinen, 1999, p. 13).  

Institutional Networks: In line with the previously provided explanations in section 1.2, 

institutional networks is hence referred to in the framework of the current thesis, as the 

mix of network relationships a firm, the SME may have with various formal institutions 

such as the ministry of foreign trade, export promotion councils, independent export 

assistant organizations, research institutions and export credit unions both in home and 

foreign market which facilitates the identification of foreign market opportunities and 

successful internationalization process (e.g. see Séror, 1998; Bateman, 2000; Whitley, 

2000; Spencer et al., 2005). 

After defining the terminology in use for this study, the next sub-section presents a 

general overview of the thesis structure. The aim of the thesis disposition as presented 

in table 2 is to introduce the reader to the various chapters and a preamble of the 

respective topics covered. In that sense, the reader will have a snapshot of what to 

expect and where to find it in the entire document.  
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1.7. Disposition of the Thesis 

Chapter 1 – 

Introduction 

 

This chapter introduces the background to why the Role of Institutional 

Networks in the Internationalization Process of SMEs is a relevant topic to 

study. The research questions, purpose and delimitations of the study are 

presented to give overall preview to the reader. 

Chapter 2 – 

Theoretical 

framework and 

literature review 

 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework for the study and introduces to 

the reader the different concepts and theories guiding the thesis. It also reviews 

and integrates the existing empirical evidence and literature from previous 

studies and ends with a conceptual framework. 

Chapter 3 – 

Methodology 

 

This chapter presents the methodology and research philosophy that is used for 

the study. It explains the research paradigm, survey approach and the criteria 

for the selection of case companies and institutions. 

Chapter 4 –        

Data process 

 

This chapter presents an overview of the data-handling process, semi-

structured interview instrument, and explain how the data collection is 

organized and will be analyzed. Ethical considerations, reliability and validity 

of the study are also discussed. 

Chapter 5 –        

Data Presentation & 

Empirical findings 

This chapter presents the empirical data gathered from the interviewees, from 

six SMEs and two institutional support centers that constituted the multiple 

case studies. Quick facts about the case companies are tabulated in order to 

provide snapshot synopsis concerning the firms included in the research.  

Chapter 6 – 

Analysis & 

Discussion 

This chapter presents the analysis and discussion of the empirical findings and 

or reflections of the authors on the interpretations different information 

embodied in the data being analyzed. 

Chapter 7 – 

Conclusion & 

Recommendations 

This chapter presents a summary of the most important findings. It also 

provides recommendations for further research and the limitations on 

generalizability of the findings. 

 

Table 2: General overview of the thesis structure 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter introduces the theoretical framework for this study; it also presents the 

underpinning of the scope of internationalization model(s) and network theory guiding 

the current study. Literature review section provides insight into previous researches 

that has been done in the area of SME internationalization and networks. The chapter 

ends with the formulation of the tentative conceptual framework for this thesis. 

2.1. Internationalization Theories  

Internationalization is one of the most dominant fields in business research; as such the 

domain attracts an extraordinary amount of interest from scholars studying the firm‟s 

internationalization process through different theoretical spectrum (Welch & 

Luostarinen, 1988; Zahra & George, 2002; Agndal, 2004, p. 6; Amal & Filho, 2010, p. 

609).  In light of the diverse viewpoints in international business research, Glaum & 

Oesterle (2007) assert that a unified definition remains elusive even after 40years of 

research in the area of firm‟s internationalization (Glaum & Oesterle, 2007, p. 308).  

Although there are varying definitions or conceptual standpoints of the notion of 

internationalization (Coviello & McAuley, 1999), however, Welch & Luostarinen 

explains that in general, the term internationalization is used to describe “the process of 

increasing involvement in international operations”(Welch & Luostarinen, 1988, p. 

84). The firm‟s involvement in international activities is classified into outward and 

inward internationalization patterns (Hyvaerinen, 1994).  

This thesis favors the definition of internationalization by Lehtinen & Penttinen (1999): 
Internationalization of a firm concerns the relationships between the firm and its 

international environment, derives its origin from the development and utilization 

process of the personnel’s cognitive and attitudinal readiness and concretely manifested 

in the development and utilization process of different international activities, primarily 

inward, outward and cooperative operations” (Lehtinen & Penttinen, 1999, p. 13).  

The above definition is chosen because it includes the relationships and activities that 

are seen as part of the network approach of internationalization process by capturing the 

exploitation of interactions between different actors such as the firm‟s management, 

employees and the external environment which therefore leads to increase in the focal 

firm‟s involvement in non-domestic operations. In addition, it pays attention on inward 

and outward perspectives of firm‟s international engagements. 

Indeed, both inward- and outward-directed overseas investment and commitment 

patterns has received considerable amount of attention in existing literature (e.g. see: 

Welch & Luostarinen, 1993; Korhonen et al., 1996; Björkman & Kock, 1997; Fletcher, 

2001; Ruzzier et al., 2006). Accordingly, inward internationalization refers to home 

country focused international engagements such as imports and foreign supply channels 

meant for the domestic market operations, while outward internationalization entails a 
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flow of outward-focused international activities aimed at serving the purpose of foreign 

market operations – e.g. exports and foreign sales offices (Coviello & McAuley, 1999, 

p. 231). Following this differentiation between inward and outward international 

activities, this thesis‟ focus is particularly on outward internationalization process.  

Internationalization theories, – (whether inward or outward oriented), are generally 

concerned with the issue of when, why and how do firms internationalize (Yves et al., 

1981; Bartelett & Ghoshal, 1989; Morgan & Katsikeas, 1997). It is simply held that 

firms want to internationalize either as a result of foreseen opportunities in the foreign 

markets or as a reaction to pressure originating within its local environment. These two 

compelling factors are otherwise referred to as “push & pull forces” (Etemad, 2004; 

Gammeltoft, 2006). Sørensen (1997) argues that the two key questions to answer when 

companies internationalize are why they do it and how they approach the 

internationalization – that is: the stage model, and the contingency model. The Stage 

Model view internationalization as a sequential and orderly process. The company 

moves through a set of stages with each stage providing the necessary prerequisites for 

the company to move to the next international stage (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 2009). 

It provides a generalized pattern of internationalization which may be used to predict 

and plan the internationalization process. The Contingency Model states that the 

internationalization of a company is contingent to, i.e. dependent on the environment, in 

particular dependent on the market or demand conditions, the industry structure, and the 

government's policies. No generalized pattern for the internationalization of companies 

is to be expected.” (Sørensen, 1997, p. 5 & 8). 

2.1.1. Internationalization Models 

Several authors identify that there are three major schools of research explaining the 

internationalization phenomena via different theoretical and empirical standpoints 

(Beamish, 1990; Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Agndal 2004) and these are namely: the 

economic school, behavioral school and the network approach (McAuley, 1999, p. 69).  

The economic school of internationalization is embedded in Foreign Direct Investment 

(FDI) theory, and the FDI model explains firm‟s internationalization activities in terms 

of a conscious managerial decision making process anchored on economic and 

transaction costs considerations (Coviello & McAuley, 1999, P. 224–225), otherwise 

also referred to as the eclectic paradigm [For instance, see: OLI-model by Dunning 

(1980)]. In addition, Dunning (1980, 1988) Buckley & Casson (1993) share the same 

FDI view whereby evaluations of optimal economic transaction cost determines a firm‟s 

choice of foreign market location, strategic entry modes and sequence.  

The behavioral school – the traditional internationalization model can be categorized 

into the Innovation-related approach (I-model) and the stage approach of which the 

Uppsala model is the most popular. In general, the I-model views each step of 

internationalization stages as innovation for the business (Gankema et al., 2000, Ruzzier 

et al., 2006, p. 483). Whereas the Uppsala model describes the internationalization 
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process as an incremental procedure taking place through stages whereby firms 

gradually increase commitment of resources in a stepwise manner as its knowledge 

widens through experiential learning over a period of time in the focal market (Johanson 

& Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; 1990; 1993).  

The network perspective emphasizes firm‟s interactions and exchange within a network, 

especially this viewpoint considers connections with external actors as having vital 

influence on key business outcomes (e.g. Bell, 1995; Coviello & Munro, 1997; 

Leonidou, 2000) and also enables businesses to overcome various degrees of obstacles 

to successful internationalization such as “the liability of foreignness and liability of 

outsidership” coined by Johanson & Vahlne (2009).  

Judging by the three different theoretical frameworks of internationalization research 

highlighted above, it is evident that the “network perspective” is most suitable for the 

current study, while the Stage Model seems to be applicable to some extent. Thus, the 

ensuing theoretical framework for this thesis is rather based on the network approach of 

internationalization while at the same time incorporating elements of the stage model. 

After all, Andersson & Helandar (2009, p. 5) argues that the network approach has been 

influenced by the stage models. Even so, the Uppsala model has been well criticized as 

being mainly myopically focused on the MNEs, therefore, not being able to explain 

SMEs internationalization behavior, moreover it has failed to capture the concept of 

Born-global (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Osarenkhoe, 2009).  

2.1.2. SME internationalization and Resource Dependency 

SME internationalization is crucial for economic development and advancement of 

innovation (Boter & Lundström, 2005; European Commission, 2010). The Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) report 2009 presents much empirical evidence in 

affirmation of this assumption as it validates that international market expansion is an 

integrated and vital aspect of high-growth entrepreneurship (Bosma et al., 2009). As a 

result, the SMEs that manage to secure the resources required for international growth 

have significant impact on the economy (Ruzzier et al., 2006, p. 180; Bosma et al., 

2009). More particularly, Lu & Beamish (2001) argue that outward internationalization 

contributes to the robustness of the economy and thus creates majority of the bulk of 

employment in a society. Furthermore, the authors found empirical support that outward 

internationalization enables SMEs to gain economy of scale and scope [Kogut, 1985; 

Grant, Jammine & Thomas, 1988 cited in (Lu & Beamish, 2001, p.568)].  

As already discussed in chapter 1, the distinction between SMEs and MNEs is obvious 

regarding their differences in resource capability, mode of operation, and market 

offerings (Sun, 2009) and the dissimilarity is evidently represented in their respective 

internationalization behavior (Knight, 2000; Agndal, 2004, p.10). For instance, Boter & 

Lundström (2005), Fliess & Busquets (2006), Ruzzier et al., (2007), Torkkeli et al., 

(2010) agree that SMEs‟ scarce resource constitute a major barrier to their foreign 

market expansion prospects, thus small businesses cannot compete on the same level as 
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MNEs on the international stage. In this sense, SMEs are quite dependent on external 

resource pools in order to overcome their resource inadequacies (Fillis 2000; Leonidou, 

2000; Lu & Beamish, 2001; Shaw & Darroch, 2004; Fliess & Busquets, 2006). 

Consequently, many small businesses have strategic schemes for utilizing various forms 

of network alliances for the purpose of exploiting international market opportunities 

(Street & Cameron, 2007).  

Oviatt & McDougall (2005) discussed small business internationalization through the 

lens of international entrepreneurship framework, thereby focusing on the speed of 

SMEs foreign market expansion. The underlying assumption is that the rate of SME 

internationalization is consequential to four major resources categories namely: 

enabling, motivating, mediating, and moderating forces of which most can be either 

acquired or supplemented through external connections (Oviatt & MacDougall, 2005, p. 

537–554).  

Arbaugh et al., (2008) discusses implicate tendencies that hinder SMEs from 

internationalizing. Their study suggests that perceptual and experiential factors such as 

perceived risks, knowledge and cultural differences are the major factors in determining 

the internationalization propensity of entrepreneurial firms. Conversely, they found that 

the age and balance sheet size or rate of home market success might not really matter 

when considering the reason whether the firm will go abroad or not (Arbaugh et al., 

2008, p. 366-370). Bretherton & Chaston (2005) research has demonstrated the 

significance and consequences of SMEs resource dependency on external strategic 

alliances to augment insufficient capacity especially for international market operations. 

The above discussion imply that even-though SMEs are disadvantaged by firm‟s own-

resource-capacity, however, given the dynamics of network-resource-access, the firm‟s 

size limitations might no longer be an issue impeding firm‟s internationalization 

prospects (Calof, 1993; Arbaugh et al., 2008, p. 375). But SMEs rely heavily on diverse 

external channels to gather both cultural and commercial awareness regarding 

international opportunities, and to mitigate resource inadequacies – especially in the 

early phase of internationalization process (Vatne, 1995). Thus, they depend on 

network-resource-access to bridge foreign market knowledge gap which then positively 

impacts internationalization decision, and after which the information, material or 

financial support gained through networks alleviates the burden while facilitating the 

process of foreign market expansion. 
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Figure 1, illustrates how resources external to the SME can impact the firm‟s internal 

resource capability. Also it shows the dual effect of institutional-based business 

environment on both internal and external resource access and usability, thereby having 

crucial influence on the internationalization propensity and/or process for the firm. This 

idea of SME internationalization being embedded in the internal and external resource 

access is further explored in details in the next section. 

2.2. Network Theory 

Before introducing the different types of networks that influence the internationalization 

process of SMEs, this section starts with a basic explanation of networks as 

relationships between entities that collaborate among themselves for strategic purposes 

(Möller & Halinen, 1999; O'Donnell et al., 2001; Nerys & Esyllt, 2004). Iacobucci & 

Zerillo (1996) explain that the network research focus on understanding the different 

interconnections that exist between units. For this reason it has received important 

attention in the literature, as networks constitute a central medium through which small 

businesses assuage their resource incapacity (Iacobucci & Zerillo, 1996, p. 389). 

Networks are considered an important provider for SMEs success, as they improve 

access to new markets and business opportunities, which help benefit the small business 

with higher profitability (Street & Cameron, 2007, p. 239 - 240). For these reason it is 

important to understand the outcomes of having external relationships and how they 

influence firm performance, to suggest this is the primary motivation of the SMEs to 

participate in a network (Street & Cameron, 2007, p. 252).    

Zain & Ng (2006), described internationalization networks as “relationships between a 

firm’s management team and employees with customers, suppliers, competitors, 

government agencies, distributors, bankers, families, friends, or any other party that 

enables it to internationalize its business activities” (Zain & Ng, 2006, p. 184). 

2.2.1. Network typology  

Companies develop different types of relationships with suppliers, costumers, 

Resources internal to the 

firm 

Use of external resources 

International 

operations 

Institutional based 

business environment 

Internationalization 

propensity 

Figure 1: A model of resource influence on internationalization 

Source: Adapted from Vatne, (1995, p. 179) 
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competitors, others businesses in the same industry, government, family, friends and 

employees (Nerys & Esyllt, 2004; Zain & Ng, 2006). Different studies explain the 

different network typology that can be found depending on the interaction that the 

network has. In network research, when the impact of the network is in a social aspect 

of the organization this is seen as social network theory. On the other hand if the study 

emphasizes understanding the interactions or other aspects that create dyadic 

relationships, it is seen as business network or institutional network (Slotte-Kock & 

Covellio, 2009, p. 42). In this last part institutional networks is overlapped by business 

networks and the need to separate them is important for the development of this thesis 

as our principal focus is to understand the significance of institutional networks to SME 

internationalization process.  

The overlaps between network types can be confusing to the readers as has been noted 

in chapter 1, therefore, figure 2, illustrates the differences and interconnections between 

three core areas of networks that firms can apply in a business context. The thick-

shaded intersections highlights the overlap aspects, however, since the focus of the 

extant thesis is on institutional networks, more attention is concentrated on the 

intersection between business and institutional networks. 

 

Network typology 

Intra- & inter- 

organizational 

socialization 

Inter-organizational 

connections (dyadic 

relationships) 

Figure 2: Framework of network intersections 
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Next, we classify networks research into three different categories, - i.e., Social, 

Business and Institutional Networks. In the table below, we apply Slotte-Kock & 

Covellio (2009) framework to illustrate the difference between social networks, 

business networks and institutional networks research. Then, in section 2.2.2 we explain 

the standpoint of institutional networks.  

 

Table 3: Comparing the three perspectives of network research 

Source: Developed following O'Donnell et al., (2001, p.752) & Slotte-Kock & Covellio, 

(2009, p. 46). 

Based on table 3, it could be identified that social network research is concerned with 

social-exchange-theory and how SME owner-managers develop and/or expand social 

capital through individual interactions (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998; Burt [1992], cited in 

Kostova & Roth, 2003). Business networks could be seen as comprising dyadic 

interactions and value chain integrations aimed at optimal resource advantage (Slotte-

Comparing the three Perspectives of Network Research   

Dimension Social network research Business network research Institutional network 

research 

Focus Studies patterns of whole 

networks of individuals 

or organizations, 

occasionally including 

dyads 

Focuses on dyadic 

interaction (specific inter-

organizational relationships 

within the broader network) 

but argues it is possible and 

necessary to understand the 

mutuality of tie and network 

development. 

Focuses in the interaction 

between institutions and 

organizations relationships in 

order to support market 

opportunity recognition and 

connection of the 

organization with other 

resources. 

Actors Individuals, family, 

friends, colleagues, 

employees and other 

acquaintances  

Business partners, suppliers, 

competitors, customers 

and/or other stake-holders 

Government agencies, 

Business incubators, 

Financial institutions, R&D 

institutions, NGOs, 

Chambers of commerce, 

International development 

centres etc. 

Theoretical 

underpinning 

Social exchange theory Resource-based view 

(RBV), Resource 

dependency theory, Agency, 

Transaction-cost and 

External relationship theory 

Institutional analysis theory, 

Resource dependency, 

Foreign direct investment 

(FDI) theory  

Main area of 

influence on 

performance 

Creating and developing 

social capital and 

business know-who 

Business deal, supplement or 

acquire resource advantage,  

business know who 

Support functions and 

institutional-based business 

environment 
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Kock & Covellio, 2009) while institutional networks is more focused on the firm‟s 

interaction with public support institutions, and the type of relationship can be explained 

with institutional analysis and external resource dependency theory (e.g., see Audet & 

St-Jean, 2007; Powell & Houghton, 2008, Bibu et al., 2009; Schwens et al., 2011). 

2.2.2. Institutional network perspective 

Institutional networks takes into account the mixture of government support programs 

& policies, international development agencies, innovation centers, research institutions 

and professional support institutions which provide support services which may enhance 

firm‟s knowledge transfer and internationalization propensity (Séror, 1998, p. 39 & 40).  

Other authors refer to institutional networks as the mix of network relationships a firm -

SME may have with various formal institutions such as the ministry of foreign trade, 

export promotion councils, independent export assistant organizations, R&D institutions 

and export credit unions both in home and foreign market which facilitates the 

identification of foreign market opportunities and successful internationalization process 

(e.g. see Séror, 1998; Bateman, 2000; Whitley, 2000; Spencer et al., 2005). 

Spencer et al (2005), in their study about how government matters to industry patterns 

and future outlooks, deploy the term institutional structures as a set of public policy 

institutions, decision makers, legal institutions, financial and market institutions etc, that 

have key influence on the firms‟ ability to tap into market opportunities and innovations 

(Spencer et al., 2005, p. 321–333). In other words, these institutional structures are 

actively shaping the platform for not just today‟s industry but the future of the industries 

of tomorrow. Whitley (2000) links the continuing differences in firms‟ innovation 

strategies and expansion approach, to diverse institutional environments in which the 

business systems are embedded in (Whitley, 2000, p. 858–864). In this framework, 

formal institutional environment pertinent to entrepreneurial business development are 

represented as incorporating institutional networks and/or government collaborations in 

terms of business support, advisory services and policies which might or might not 

induce conducive atmosphere for business growth and innovations (Whitley, 2000).  

2.3. Review of Empirical Evidence on Institutional Network Perspective  

In small businesses and entrepreneurship research, analysis of institutional influences on 

businesses has been well adapted at the macro level of economic outcome (Siu, 2005; 

Bruton et al., 2010), more so, international business scholars can use this perspective in 

examining the role of government intervention programs, institutional environments and 

how the relevant external support mechanisms interplay with the small business 

overseas engagement prospects and as well as the firm‟s actual speed and sequence in 

foreign markets expansion process (Eriksson et al., 1997; Child & Rodriguez, 2005; Siu, 

2005). In other words, this stream of institutional analysis is concerned with how SMEs 

internationalization endeavors are encouraged or hampered by institutional network 

involvement. Given the significance of factors embedded in this framework, a review is 
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now undertaken and presented in the following subsections of empirical studies related 

to institutional networks and its influence on SMEs internationalization behavior.   

2.3.1. Role of Industrial Districts and Innovation Clusters 

Belso-Martínez (2006) surveyed 285 SMEs located around the Valencia region of Spain 

and involved in international market operations. The author found empirical evidence 

suggesting that association with industrial districts and institutional networks among 

other factors had clear influence on both the intensity and performance of firm‟s 

internationalization process. This could be summarized that linkage to these institutional 

frameworks provided through the membership in industrial districts offers the SMEs 

easy access and awareness to various business support mechanisms which afford 

important advantage to the internationalizing firms (Belso-Martínez, 2006, p. 802).  

Avnimelech & Teubal (2008), in their study examined the effect of Silicon-Valley type 

of institutional support structures on the Israeli ICT sector. Their study validates the 

underlying assumption that such innovation clusters encourages institutional support for 

SME‟s innovation and internationalization prospects. It indicates that government 

grants, innovation finance networks, venture capital networks and public–private 

partnership for seed funds, contribute to enhancement of SME sector and its ability to 

compete favorably internationally (Avnimelech & Teubal, 2008, p.153-170), thus these 

resource networks could be easily accessed via this type of formal institutional 

channels.  

McDade & Spring (2005) study shows the effect of various national and regional SME 

support networks for entrepreneurs located in 10 African countries. These networks 

were “funded and supported by the United States Agency for International Development 

– USAID and the European-based Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development – OECD” (McDade & Spring, 2005, p.21). The findings indicate that 

innovation clusters type of institutional supports had profound effect towards fulfilling 

the objectives of development and expansion of formal commerce and intra-trade 

among pan-African businesses regionally and globally, and to work with governments 

to enhance policy and regulatory environments through advocacy strategies (McDade & 

Spring, 2005, p. 21 & 22). Séror (1998) have highlighted the significant role of 

institutional networks of government programs and public-funded research institutions 

in strengthening national competitiveness of technology market, which can be extended 

to international technology transfer capacity advantage for the small firms associated 

with these institutional networks.  

2.3.2. Business Incubators, Export promotion Councils and Direct Support 

Mechanisms 

Pittaway et al., (2004) have reviewed how different network types impact innovation in 

the SME sector. According to the authors, quick identification and solving of problems 

for SMEs connected to the incubator networks are contingent to: 
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[…] (1) on-site business expertise, (2) access to financing and capitalization, (3) in-kind 

financial support, (4) community support, (5) entrepreneurial network, (6) 

entrepreneurial education, (7) perception of success, (8) selection process for tenants, 

(9) tie to a university, and (10) concise program milestones with clear policies and 

procedures (Pittaway et al., 2004, p. 156).  

The evidence adds that institutional mechanisms can facilitate networking activities 

which may lead to innovative business expansion outcomes. However, the authors 

lament the paucity of empirical support in existing literatures for drawing concrete 

conclusion on the role of institutional mechanisms to SMEs (Pittaway et al., 2004). 

Moser et al., (2008) study provides empirical evidence in favor of the hypothesis that 

government backed export-credit-insurance guarantee is a necessary stimulant for firm‟s 

increasing involvement in outward international activities, especially in consideration of 

commercial and political risks involved (Moser et al., 2008). Recent empirical evidence 

of this nature abound; for example, Rose (2007), Gil et al., (2008), Williamson et al., 

(2009) and Kang (2010) empirical analyses all share the same commonality of 

illustrating the impact of different types of public funded export promotion and/or 

international development agencies co-operation often targeted towards providing key 

assistance for small firm‟s internationalization.  

Hjamarsson & Johansson (2003) argue that the public intervention services could be 

considered from two-level perspectives; firstly, public advisory service is seen as a 

market intervention. This is relevant in order to determine what kind of market 

intervention can contribute to renewal and enhancement of growth in the economy 

(Hjalmarsson, & Johansson, 2003, p. 83 & 84). The authors assert that though there is a 

huge market for public advisory services, especially for SMEs and measures are being 

taken in this direction, but, there is an embarrassingly lack of rational behind the 

process. Thus, the aims or objectives of these initiatives are unclear and mostly not 

understood because there are no theoretical backgrounds for the provision of these 

services, little or unclearly identified specific program purposes and indistinct 

evaluation characteristics. As a result, the impacts of these measures are apparently 

trivial (Hjalmarsson, & Johansson, 2003). 

2.3.3. The Role of Institutional Environment 

Firm‟s foreign-direct-investment strategy and speed is affected by different types of 

institutional pressures prevalent in both home and host country environment (Francis et 

al., 2009). Research findings have pointed towards government‟s policy implications in 

facilitating the establishment of active institutional networks for promoting SME‟s 

outward internationalization (Hessels & Terjeson, 2010, p. 217).  

Leonidou (2004) has well documented classification of external environmental barriers 

effecting SMEs international performance, - among these are: unfavorable home 

government rules, regulation and policies, lack of incentives/government assistance 

programs, political instability in either home or foreign market, fluctuating currency 
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exchange rate, and high tariff and non-tariff barriers etc (Leonidou, 2004, p. 283 & 

295). Da Rin et al., (2006) have used data from 14 European countries to assess how 

public policy impact on venture capital markets. Because, the SME sector depends 

heavily on the venture capital market, thus the effectiveness of public policies is crucial 

for fostering small firms‟ capacity for innovation and market expansion (Da Rin et al., 

2006, p. 1718; Vázquez & Garcia, 2009). 

Lunström & Stevenson (2005) pinpoints a conflicting interest between entrepreneurs – 

i.e. SME owners and policy makers in the sense that for the SMEs expected profits are 

dependent on the tax structure of the specific country while policymakers need to 

generate as much revenue as possible through taxation (Lunström & Stevensson, 2005). 

Similar studies have validated the co-relation between policies that promote tax-

holidays, lower tax rates and other related government incentives as fostering small 

business sector, which may often lead to SMEs international growth (Gnyawali & 

Fogel, 1994; Hjalmarsson & Johansson, 2003; Lunström & Stevenson 2002, 2005, 

2007). Gnyawali & Fogel (1994) present a well-founded argument as how the 

environmental conditions surrounding entrepreneurship development creates a setting 

which either fosters or hinders the SMEs outlooks, and thus institutional environment 

conditions affect the propensity to enterprise which in turn directly or indirectly affects 

the propensity to internationalize (Gnyawali & Fogel, 1994).  

2.4. Benefits of Institutional Networks to SMEs 

Many SMEs are mostly fast-paced entrepreneurial and often innovation driven firms, 

which increases the likelihood of their attractiveness to international markets. These 

traits might be positively related to commercial success in non-domestic markets, 

however, the OECD report (2006) on the “Trade Barriers in SME Internationalization” 

argue that these same characteristics combined with resource constraints puts small to 

medium-size firms in a particular vulnerable situation (Fliess & Busquets, 2006, p. 16). 

Thus, SMEs overcome these limitations through integration in external frameworks 

such as government intervention programs and institutional associations that facilitates 

SME entrepreneurial capacity-building and internationalization propensity (Fliess & 

Busquets, 2006, p. 13).  

In the following sub-section, the benefits of institutional networks to SMEs are 

identified, and properly categorized into prime and secondary advantages. The grouping 

of these benefits into two distinctive categories is based on their characteristics and how 

direct or indirect is their influence on SMEs. 

2.4.1. Prime Advantages of Institutional Networking to SMEs Internalization  

Benefits of institutional networks to SMEs‟ internationalization are multidimensional 

(Ramsden & Bennett, 2005). Next, selected key benefits are grouped into two levels of 

institutional networking advantages – i.e. enabling forces and fostering environment. 

Some of these benefits are then expanded. First-level advantages are thereby explained 
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as prime, while the second-level benefits are subsequently expanded as the other 

advantages in the following sub-section (see Diamantopoulos et al., 1993, p. 6-9). 

Enabling Forces [1
st
-level] Fostering Environment [2

nd
-level] 

 R&D and market information 

[knowledge]* 

 Government export promotion grants and 

direct internationalization assistance 

 Seed funds for overseas investment 

 Credit guarantees 

 Government backed export insurance 

 Government policies and trade 

regulations 

 Removal of tariff and non-tariff trade 

barriers 

 Economic and political stability 

 Access to strong financial institutions 

 Host country FDI incentives & 

protection 

 

Table 4: Two dimensions of institutional networking advantage for SME 

internationalization 

The foregoing literature discussion and review of empirical evidence has highlighted 

several key aspects of institutional networks influence on SME internationalization 

process; based on this evidence, it could be identified that knowledge is one of the 

foremost benefits of institutional networking for SME internationalization. As shown in 

table 2 above, interactions with institutional networks provide SMEs with lots of 

awareness and knowledge on different key areas that facilitate their internationalization 

propensity. For example, through institutional collaboration, SMEs can: 1) become 

aware of foreign market opportunities, government grants and financing availabilities 

for outward international engagements, 2) know how to tap into the latest R&D findings 

from research institutions, which can result into enhanced product or process advantage 

for the internationalizing firm, 3) gain market information such as customer demand and 

preferences, potential business partners, visibility studies etc. Thus for the 

internationalizing SMEs, it is evident that the different of knowledge gained through 

institutional networks can abridge the liabilities of foreignness and outsidership 

advocated by Johanson & Vahlne (2009), as well as alleviate most of their other 

resource constraints. This delineation is consistent with previous research about 

institutional effect on SMEs internationalization – e.g. see Melin (1992), Calof (1993), 

Diamantopoulos et al., (1993), Vatne (1995), and Francis et al., (2009).   

2.4.2. Other Advantages 

The existence of market imperfection, incomplete property rights and poor regulation 

leads to slow or under-development of SMEs (Wright et al., 2007). Therefore some 



 

- Institutional Network Perspective - 

 

 

 

 

Page 21 

 

  

governments are working to provide better policies to assist existing and new SMEs to 

secure greater international competitiveness. For these reason governments encourage 

private SMEs to trade internationally from the outset and also motivate export capable 

and inexperienced exporters to sell their products or services outside the domestic 

market (Wright et al., 2007, p. 1014). 

In other words, it is in the interest of both SMEs and governments to work together so 

they can benefit from the different advantages that the institutional networks can 

provide. By such collaboration, SMEs can have strong representatives that may 

represent the SMEs opinion at the policy-making level (e.g. talk or propose the types of 

policies they need to succeed), since they do not have the private resource capacity to 

lobby governments the same way as MNEs does. SMEs trade unions or similar 

institutions can influence institutional settings to make sure that the different policy-

makers are not just working in benefit of only one subgroup of SMEs – for example 

technology-based firms (Wright et al., 2007, p. 1014). Another advantage for SMEs is 

to use institutional associations to promote or create awareness for specific institutional 

support for SMEs in the innovation and internationalization aspects and this is achieved 

by attracting attention to the potential benefits of specific government grants/programs 

or incentives for international developments (Bruton et al., 2010), because they help 

them to improve their ability to compete internationally (Avnimelech & Teubal, 2008). 

Many governments are in favor of such outcome for the fact that an accelerated rate of 

SME internationalization will undoubtedly improve the specific country‟s international 

competitiveness in terms of GDP and/or international balance of trade which in turn 

reflects as a boost in the national economy, better employment opportunities and an 

overall international attractiveness of the country. 

2.5. Developing the Conceptual Framework 

In order to bring together the different aspects of theoretical discussion and link it to the 

research objective, a conceptual framework is developed and presented in this section. 

According to Curran & Blackburn (2001), concept framework can be viewed as abstract 

notions and/or pictures which bundle the ideas together in shorthand form (Curran & 

Blackburn, 2001, p. 37).  

2.5.1. The Conceptual Framework 

The extant conceptual framework should capture the theoretical structure of 

assumptions, principles, and rules that hold together the ideas comprised in the thesis 

objective. Scholars has described conceptual framework as a tool researchers use to 

guide their inquiry – i.e. a sort of “map” picturing or structuring ideas included in the 

research questions, the literature review,  theory and methods. It drives data analysis and 

assist researchers and the audience (readers) to give meaning to the findings (Curran & 

Blackburn, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Smyth, 2004). 

For this thesis, the development of the conceptual framework starts with the overall 
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thesis objective as stated in section 1.4. And takes into account the two research 

questions which comprise the awareness of - and how access or utilization of 

institutional networks influences SME internationalization process. Therefore, to be able 

to answer research question one, we must capture why SMEs may or may not want to 

associate with institutional networks. Hence, it is assumed that: 

 the drive factor for SMEs‟ involvement with institutional networking is their 

expectation of potential benefits which such network interactions could afford their 

internationalization process 

 the significance of institutional connection is a product of the actual 

internationalization assistance result compared to the initial expectations 

The ensuing conceptual framework demonstrates the flow of relationship between 

SMEs – institutional networks interaction. In the following model, the network theories 

discussed above provide an overview of the firm‟s interactions within our 

conceptualized framework, and more particularly the institutional networks discourse 

highlights the focus on how institutional networking may afford the internationalizing 

SME with resource advantage or augment the firm‟s internal capacity which then could 

influence the internationalization process (see figure 1, for the model of resource 

influence).  

Therefore, the paramount milieu in the conceptual framework construct is to provide a 

snapshot of the links between the theories of SME internationalization, networks and 

resource dependency theory as connected to the stated research questions, while at the 

same time it serves as a tentative guide for the interviews and data analysis (see figure 

3, below). 
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Figure 3: A Conceptual framework of institutional influence on SME 

internationalization process 
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2.5.2. Disentangling the Conceptual Framework  

In the picture above, it is evident that the perception of expected institutional resources 

influence is the major factor for SMEs owner-managers to decide whether or not to 

identify with institutional networks, and the relevant programs associated with such 

networks as explained in the preceding section. In the event of successful collaboration 

between SMEs and the institutional agencies during the internationalization process, 

there will be a sort of resource impact that will most certainly have an influence either 

in the positive or negative direction on the internationalization process of the SME in 

question. 

When the obtained results of the internationalization process is evaluated against the 

expectations which were the initial driving factor for networking, then we could 

establish the significance of institutional networks on SME internationalization process. 

This should at the end lead to answers to the first research questions. Secondly, the 

extant conceptual framework assumes that the internationalizing SMEs‟ approach to 

institutional networking behavior is shaped by the perceived significance of such 

network connections – i.e. whether and how SME access/utilize specific institutional 

networks is defined by their preconceived view of the type or degree of benefit such 

interaction would accord the firm. As such, this part of the framework would clearly 

guide the research interviews and analysis towards answering the second research 

question. 

Concerning SMEs‟ association with institutional networks, the conceptual model seems 

to suggest a logical process flow. This could be represented as: awareness – usage – 

process effect – results. This logical “decision-making” sequence is well supported by 

the literature review and the theoretical foundation for the current study. The research 

problem basically enquires about the role of institutional networks in the process of 

SMEs‟ internationalization. However, to be able to examine this, it is important to 

understand the level of SMEs‟ awareness about various network resources available for 

their benefit. Secondly, there is need to know how firms actually utilize these network 

resources for and during their international expansion process. In addition, the 

theoretical background of the study has been based on the networks school of 

internationalization (e.g. Coviello & Munro, 1997; Leonidu, 2007; Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009), SME external network relationships and resource dependency theory (Boter & 

Lundström, 2005; Ruzzier et al., 2006), and then, institutional perspective on the firm‟s 

internationalization (Séror, 1998; Siu, 2005; Bruton et al., 2010). In general, the 

discussions imply that because SMEs are resource constrained, they depend mostly on 

external alliances in order to augment their capacity. Hence, institutional-based network 

resource could become helpful especially during foreign market expansion, - thus SMEs 

being aware and taping into the institutional network resource is important
1
. 

                                                 
1
 Refer to section 3.1.2 for a graphical representation of the SME – institutional networks logical 

sequence. 
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This section presents the methodology aspect of the research, the selection of the 

industries and the criteria for case companies included in the study. It shows how the 

data collection is handled, and also the design and description of the semi-structured 

interview and finally how the analysis of the data collected is treated.  

The research methodology describes a specific technique to a research problem and it 

puts into perspective the procedural framework through-which a scholarly solution is to 

be obtained for a defined research problem (Yin, 1989, p. 27; Remenyi et al., 2005, p. 

28).  

It has been said that the core elements of scientific enquiry are: “a) posing a question, 

b) developing procedures to answer the question, c) planning for and making 

appropriate empirical observations, and d) rationally interpreting the empirical 

observation”(Graziano & Raulin, 2010, p. 27). In accordance with Graziano & Raulin 

(2010) outline of basic components of research enquiry, this section of the thesis 

involves the philosophical standpoint and procedural framework guiding the plan for 

empirical observations, as well as the rationality for interpreting the empirical data 

which leads to answering the research questions. 

3.1. Research Paradigm 

It has been well noted that defining the research paradigm of any given study is of great 

importance because the paradigm is a basis of comprehension and interpretation of 

social reality (Cohen et al., 2007); a lens which shapes the perception, understanding 

and construal structure of the research, thereby helping the audience to make sense of 

the author‟s point of departure and/or what framework underpins the research action and 

the knowledge generated (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Cohen et al., 2007). Subsequently, 

as the researcher‟s view on life is impacted by a set of pre-conditioning variables such 

as his/her environment, experiences, belief system and etcetera; it is assumed that 

his/her view on ideas, text display, choice of methodologies and analysis within a set 

paradigm is a product of the interpretation of the world around him or her (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009; Velásquez, 2010). In more scientific terms, the research paradigm is 

defined by the researcher‟s specific ontological, epistemological and methodological 

standpoint (i.e., how the author of the work views the nature of reality, basic belief 

about knowledge and system of enquiry) (Cohen et al., 2004). 

3.1.1. Positivist versus Constructivist View 

In the authors‟ understanding of the positivist research, it deals with observable social 

reality of which the end result can be generalized (Remenyi et al., 2005, p. 32) and this 

paradigm imply the researcher(s) as objective analyst of the phenomena under 

investigation; thus neither affect nor being affected by the research subject (Remenyi et 
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al., 2005, p. 33). Thus, for the positivist, “knowledge can be seen as objective and 

theoretically accessible to all” (Long et al., 2000, p. 190). However, for the 

constructivist on the opposite, knowledge is seen as subjective and reliant on individual 

experience or positional – i.e., observations that build up human cognition are often 

“taken from a certain standpoint, which constitutes a parametric dependence” (Long et 

al., 2000, p. 190). 

Although that there might not be an all-inclusive definition of the term 

“constructivism”, however, constructivism could be described as the „social 

construction of knowledge‟ (Lektoskii, 2010), i.e. - the theory that people generate 

knowledge (epistemology) by constructing meaning and through interpretative 

interactions with experiences in/with the environment (Staver, 1998; Chrisman, 2010; 

Ronzoni, 2010)
2
. According to Holstain & Gubrium (2008), social constructionist seeks 

to replace fixed, universalistic invariant conceptions with fluid, particularistic embedded 

conceptions of reality (p.14). 

In line with Cohen et al., (2004) classification of research paradigms, it is evident that 

the philosophical viewpoint of this thesis suggests deductive positivism; however, we 

rather like to align our approach as deductive positivist-constructivism. Holstein & 

Gubrium (2008) have argued the distinctions between two dimensions of constructivist 

foundation namely: strict constructionism and contextual constructionism (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2008, p. 48–50). The positivist-constructive approach has been chosen 

because the later stance differs from the former fractal in that the contextual analysts 

acknowledge the basic constructionist ideology that people assign categories and 

meanings to the empirical world, while this faction at the same time enjoy the freedom 

to explore topic areas of “substantive reality” (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 49). 

Berger & Luckmann (1966) phenomenal work on “The social Construction of Reality” 

seem to agree with less-strict constructionist dogma. 

Thus by interpretation, this position imply that even though the authors‟ standpoint 

accepts the existence of fundamental reality (ontology) based on particular verifiable 

facts, however, we argue that knowledge itself is given meaning through construal 

lenses and/or contextual frameworks through which the know-how about social reality 

is created, presented and interpreted (see: Buchanan & Dawson, 2007). In other words, 

from the constructivist epistemological point of view, knowledge on its own may have 

no meaning except that which is constructed for it (Staver, 1998, p. 503). In this sense, 

the authors‟ philosophical stance for this research work is not strictly black and white as 

may be represented by hard-line positivist standpoint - (belief in the absolute-absolute 

reality) (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Gummesson, 2000), hence, the positivist-

constructive reasoning assumes that the truth to our perception of: what could be known, 

nature of reality, and how knowledge is produced are shaped by the prevailing 

environment and circumstances surrounding the creation and presentation of that which 

is to be accepted as reality. We believe that our positivist-constructive point of view is 

                                                 
2
 Hume & Kant‟s philosophical works has been credited as the forefathers of many antirealism paradigms 

or ideas of nowadays [see for example, John Rawls, “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,” in John 

Rawls: Collected Papers, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999)]. 
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in agreement with what scholars have earlier described as intersubjective justifiability 

(see: Ronzoni, 2010, p. 74 - 104). 

3.1.2. Inductive and Deductive Thinking 

Literatures abound arguing the traditional view whereby qualitative enquiry is believed 

to generally subscribe to inductive reasoning, and quantitative adapted to deductive 

approach (Hyde, 2000). While this dichotomy does not necessarily hold true and does 

not fully explain the process or considerations why researchers adopt qualitative, 

quantitative, or mixed approach; however, the traditional view does reflects that 

“quantitative researchers tend to subscribe to a positivist paradigm of science, while 

qualitative researchers seem to mostly subscribe to a relativist paradigm” (Hyde, 2000, 

p. 82).  

In general, deductive reasoning is a theory testing approach whereby the worth of a 

theory could be tested through multiple observations about a research phenomenon – 

thus, the test can either confirm or reject predictions based on the theory (see figure 4). 

And this method is usually associated with a positivist paradigm (Bitektine, 2008, p. 

160). According to Eisenhard & Graebner (2007), “inductive and deductive logic are 

mirrors of one another” (Eisenhard & Graebner, 2007, p. 25) - thus the authors argue 

that multiple case-based enquiry are also well suited for creating “theoretical 

constructs, propositions and/or midrange theory…, […] seen as one of the best bridges 

from rich qualitative evidence to mainstream deductive research” (Eisenhard & 

Graebner, 2007, p. 25–30). 

When we reason from the particular to the general, we are reasoning inductively; when 

we use the more abstract and general ideas to return to specifics, that is to make 

predictions about future observations, we are reasoning deductively ( Copi & Cohen, 

2002, cited in Graziano & Raulin, 2004, p. 36) 

According to Graziano & Raulin (2004), a research is said to be inductive when the 

starting point is empirical observation and then moves on to propose or infers 

constructs. Research using the construct as basis for prediction about new particular 

observation is engaged in deductive reasoning. The authors argue that the inductive-

deductive reasoning is quite common with scientific enquiry of this nature-(current 

study). “…these processes are used constantly in everyday live” (Graziano & Raulin, 

2004, p. 36). 
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Figure 4: Example of Deductive Reasoning – theory testing approach to research 

Source: Developed following: Bitektine, (2008); Bryman & Bell, (2007, p. 10). 

This thesis does not exactly embody the philosophical stance shown in the figure 4 

above. On the other hand, the objective of the study is not theory building in the strictest 

sense of it (Eisenhardt, 1989; Fendt & Sachs, 2008). This is to say that the deductive 

and inductive logic has been combined in order to arrive at a most plausible end result 

for this multiple case-study-based thesis. It is important to emphasize that the theoretical 

foundation of the study originates form the “networks school of internationalization” 

(Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johansen & Vahlne, 1977, 2009) and has been 

built on two broad theoretical streams of research of which previous literature exist. 

These two theoretical backgrounds are: a) network relationship and SME 

internationalization – [e.g. Coviello & Munro (1997), Ramsden & Bennett (2005), Zain 

& Ng (2006), Zimmerman et al., (2009)]; b) resource dependency and institutional 

networks theory [e.g. Séror (1998), Bateman (2000), Siu (2005), Hessels & Terjesen 

(2010)]. Thus, the deductive aspect of this study is linked to its dependence upon the 

above explained previous research works. However, prior to the current thesis, no 

existing study was found on the role of/how institutional networks influence the 

internationalization process of SMEs. Thus, suggesting that this topic may not have 

been explicitly studied previously. Therefore, this aspect that uses case studies for 

generating new insights and/or illuminating relationships among constructs is more 

connected to inductive reasoning. (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27). 

The current thesis started with scanning the relevant theories concerning SME 

internationalization and institutional influence; and the review points towards a probable 

pattern of influence of-which either impact the SMEs internationalization process in the 
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positive or negative direction (see Pittaway et al., 2004, p. 155-157). It is agreeable that 

multiple observations were thus needed in order to probe for an understanding of the 

direction of influence (role) of institutional network resources on the international 

expansion process of SMEs. This line of observation is in conformity with the stated 

research aim of this thesis. In order to make the thesis objectives researchable, the 

problem propositions were converted into two research questions to enable us observe 

whether SME‟s awareness and access to institutional network-based resources or the 

lack thereof, does indeed influence the internationalization process of the SMEs; and 

what is the significance of such institutional networks for SMEs international activities. 

Secondly, it is common knowledge that institutional-based business environment such 

as government trade policies and assistance programs may impact in one way or the 

other on the business processes and performance of entrepreneurial firms, even on their 

foreign market expansion process – hence the end product [findings] of this study could 

be reasonably generalizable since all businesses are directly or indirectly affected by 

similar institutional-based business environments
3
.  

In light of the ongoing discussion, a graphic image is hereby presented to illustrate the 

probabilistic logical sequence of SMEs relationship with institutional networks for the 

purpose of internationalization. 

 

Figure 5: Probabilistic logical sequence of SME‟s - institutional network relationship 

 

The picture above is not to be confused with the conceptual framework; neither does it 

yet infer any realistic outline of behavior or chronological linkages of each segment 

mirrored above. Rather, the variables have been deduced from both the theory and 

conceptual aspect of the thesis.  

Interestingly, the first two blocks are related to research question one while the 

remainder two blocks are related to the second research question. Therefore, the 

variable mirrored in the logical sequence will be properly categorized in section 4.5 in 

order to study them through the empirical observation. 

                                                 
3
 “On the one hand, positivism is based on a realist ontology which assumes that observation is theory 

neutral and that the role of scientific research is to identify law-like generalizations that account for what 

was observed”  […] moreover, they believe that in entrepreneurship this will be achieved through the 

systematic adoption of a research paradigm characterized by a commitment to theory building and 

testing in a hypothetico-deductive framework …and establish generalizable findings (Lietch et al., 2010; 

Davidsson, 2003 cited in Lietch et al., 2010, p.68 & 69). 
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This study conforms to Yin, (2009) guidelines for case study research, therefore, the 

multiple case studies utilized and the selection of two countries (Sweden and Finland) 

as source for case companies strengthens our stance and the weight of our empirical 

evidence. And finally, the authors‟ role in the research process is that of mere interpreter 

of shared viewpoints of the SMEs expressed through the interviews. Therefore, this 

ensures that the researchers have no manipulation effect and also have not been 

manipulated upon at any point of the research process (Remenyi et al., 2005). Having 

said that, it is also believed that as the authors‟ frame of texts, choice of under-pining 

theories have significant effect on the construction or giving meaning to the research 

output, therefore, one could argue the complete independency of the researchers‟ role, 

however, this does not constitute any concern about the integrity of the research output 

(see: Lietch et al., 2010). This is also part of the reason for preferring the term construal 

positivism in describing the authors‟ philosophical viewpoint.  

3.2. Qualitative Research Approach 

For this research project a qualitative method was chosen. Qualitative research handles 

complexity, analyses the context and puts variables in context and analyses human and 

social properties of entities and people studied (persona) (Gummesson, 2006, p. 170). 

This entails more flexibility than in quantitative method. With the qualitative study the 

authors can go deeper to find the information required to answer the research question. 

With the qualitative method we are able to analyze the actors involved in the situation, 

how they affect the process, and at the same time we are analyzing the processes that 

are involved (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). In the case of the current study, this can be 

interpreted in a way that the researchers got in contact with the representatives of the 

SMEs that have internationalized, so the authors could well map the internationalization 

process and analyze the role institutional networks had in it. 

3.2.1. Why Qualitative Research Design and Strategy? 

According to Morgan & Smircich (1980), the appropriateness of qualitative research 

approach is contingent to the “nature of the social phenomena to be explored” (Morgan 

& Smircich, 1980, p. 491). In other words, the researcher‟s perception of theoretical and 

analytical instruments appropriate for tackling a preconceived research problem and the 

nature of knowledge to be produced by investigating the phenomena thus justifies the 

research paradigm (Morgan & Smircich, 1980; Gummesson, 2000, 2006).  

In accordance with the above explanation, this study favors the qualitative approach due 

to the intrinsic nature of the focal research problem. In the authors‟ opinion, the 

characteristics of social elements embedded in SMEs relationship with institutions could 

not be effectively investigated using quantitative method of enquiry. That is: a) how 

access and usage of institutional networks during SME internationalization process 

results to - b) the significance thereof, require an explorative enquiry taking into account 

both the content and the context of interactions within specific network settings. 

Therefore, it is believed that a qualitative inquiry will enable this thesis to produce the 
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best possible insight or understanding of the actors and actions involved in the process 

of internationalizing SME utilizing networks of public-funded institutions.  

As many authors have noted, proper application of the qualitative approach allows for 

flexibility, richness and ensures scholarly rigor; while excluding focus from quantitative 

numeric data or “just numbers” (Gummesson, 2000; Bryman & Bell, 2007; Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009). Considering the objective of the current study and the nature of the 

phenomenon central to the research problem, it is indeed clear that qualitative approach 

will provide the most comprehensive insight and knowledge creation on the problem at 

hand. 

3.2.2. The Case study  

As Malhotra & Birks (1999) stated, the qualitative research is designed based on small 

samples, intended to provide insightful understanding why the authors select the case 

study for the project and how to collect the necessary information in order to answer the 

research question (Malhotra & Birks, 1999). Case study is a qualitative research strategy 

which entails an in-depth investigation of phenomena based on observing individual 

groups or behavioral events within their real-life context (Yin, 2003). 

In this research, multi-cases approach is applied to lead the study and the comparison 

between cases in order to arrive at the conclusion. According to Wilson et al., (2006), 

different voices from the case study are important for “both triangulation and 

understanding of findings” (Wilson et al., 2006, p.1551), which may provide 

researchers with varied perspectives in considering the problem. Thus, here the 

researchers have decided to choose two institutional network centers and different types 

of case companies from Sweden and Finland, each associated with an institutional 

support network. This will assure that the result of the study would be more reliable and 

provide comparable multiple view. The authors aimed at collecting interviews as much 

as possible from as many diverse firms that fulfill the selection criteria (refer to section 

4.2.1, for sampling and selection criteria).  
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4. DATA PROCESS  

Chapter 4 provides an overview of the data-handling method, sampling and case 

companies’ selection criteria. It also includes the development of semi-structured 

interview instrument, and explains how the data collection is organized and will be 

analyzed. Ethical considerations, reliability and validity of the study are also discussed. 

 

4.1. Data collection method 

Data collection is one of the most essential aspects of any research endeavour, as it 

provides the empirical input of evidence that is required for answering the research 

question (Remenyi et al., 2005). The data that the researcher may utilize can be divided 

into „primary and secondary data‟ (Malhotra & Brinks, 1999). Primary data can be seen 

as when the researcher goes directly to the origin of the information in order to gather 

first-hand information and statistics collected mainly for the purpose of the research 

problem at hand, while secondary data take in consideration relevant pre-existing 

information that is available in different formats and exist for other purposes than the 

present research but can be usefully applied in the new research work (Malhotra & 

Brinks, 1999, p. 112; Remenyi et al., 2005, p. 141). For this research, mainly primary 

data was utilized. The primary data was collected from the selected case-firms through 

recorded interview sessions with respondents from the chosen internationalizing SMEs.  

As mentioned before the qualitative research methodology is the approach chosen for 

this thesis, one principal characteristic of the qualitative method is that it focuses on 

words (Bryman & Bell, 2007). For this reason qualitative research has different methods 

to gather the data, such as interviews, ethnography, focus groups, observation and 

consultation (Kent, 2007). 

Interview method was chosen as the main source to gather primary data. This technique 

is one of the most efficient methods for the case study (Yin, 2003) and with qualitative 

interviews it is possible to capture vital non-verbal contextual elements of face-to-face 

communication which enriches the information collected from the interviewees 

(Saunders et al., 2007). In addition, this technique allows the different actors to express 

and comment their points of view in a manner that can give the researchers a wider 

perspective on the observed process (Charmaz, 2006).  

4.1.1. Semi-structured interview 

Scholars mention the existence of three principal types of interviews: structured, semi-

structured and unstructured interview (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Creswell, 2007). The 

structure of the interview selected by the researchers will guide the findings and the 

conclusions drawn from the research. “The focused interview technique is used to 

collect qualitative data by setting up a situation-(the interview) that allows respondents 
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the time and scope to talk about their opinions on a particular subject” (Chen et al., 

2010, p. 62). The data collection for this thesis was organized in the form of focused 

interviews (semi-structured). The process was carried out by first defining to each case-

firm through initial introductory letter (see appendix 3), the focus of our thesis enquiry 

or the main area we are interested in exploring during the interview. Subsequent follow-

up telephone and mail conversations were used to ensure a good comprehension of the 

main focus of the interview and to make arrangements for the actual face-to-face 

discussion. Hence, no questions were sent to interviewees to prepare for the interview 

before hand. And finally on the day of the interview, a recap of the interview focus was 

presented briefly before the discussions commenced. 

Semi-structured interviews are a form of structured interview but at the same time can 

be flexible and give the opportunity for the interviewers to adjust their line of action by 

means of follow-up interview questions in consideration with emergent issues or 

contextual elements that come into light during the interviewing process (Bryman & 

Bell, 2007). When choosing what type of interview is the most useful for the study, 

some structure was needed in the interviews in order to analyze the key aspects of the 

study but at the same time it was important to allow enough room for the respondents to 

express their points of view freely, albeit based on a sort of focus guide which will also 

allow the interviewers to ask or continue asking questions if the conversation brings any 

new issues that can be important for the research topic but was not originally included 

in the interview guide. After analyzing the different types of interviews and what are the 

most important aspects of them, it was obvious that semi-structured interview method is 

most suitable for this type of enquiry. Thus, the semi-structured interview gave some 

structure that provides bases for the analysis and it provided the possibility to discuss 

different aspects that can emerge during the interview and also give the possibility to 

make on-spot adjustments to the interview guide in-line with the development of the 

discussion process (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Creswell, 2007).  

4.1.2. The Interview Guide 

The interview guide designed for this thesis (see appendix 1) was prepared taking into 

consideration the research problem and subsequent conceptual framework. The 

questions were aimed to be open-ended. Follow-up questions were prepared in other to 

obtain more information on most relevant issues and certain specific comments from the 

interviewees attracted more follow-up questions in response. It is important to mention 

that the interview guide was primarily used as a tool to probe for the most relevant 

aspects of the study, but was not used in a strict manner as each interview slightly 

differed and required flexibility in structure or the need to explore different topics 

brought-in by the respondents themselves during discussions.   

The interview guide was practiced before the real interviews, in order to calculate the 

estimated time it will take and if all the questions in the interview guide explore all the 

aspects relevant for the research. Also, it was important to pilot-test the questions with 

three people with varying backgrounds and levels of English language proficiency. This 
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enabled the authors to evaluate how easy it would be for interviewees to understand the 

concepts and what was implied (Graziano & Raulin, 2010). The interview guide was not 

presented to the SMEs in order to obtained on-the-spot natural answers from them and 

not already prepared answers which are often controlled for corporate image 

management and/or political-sense-making (cf., Buchanan & Dawson, 2007).  

4.2. Sampling 

The following sub-sections provides a detailed explanation about the sampling 

techniques deployed in selecting the representative case sample for the study and the 

criteria used for both industry and case-firms selection. Sampling methods allow 

researchers to minimize the amount of data required by considering only data from 

chosen subgroups, because it is almost impossible for the researcher to include all 

possible members of a population in any single empirical research observation 

(Saunders et al., 2003, p. 150 - 52). 

4.2.1. Sampling method 

The selection of the companies that fit the study in non-probability sampling depends on 

the experience, knowledge and judgment of the researchers; this approach can be called 

purposive or judgmental sampling (Babbie, 2009, p.184; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 238). 

For our study, purposive sampling was used in order to select the companies that fit the 

criteria of the study and can bring valuable insights or information required to answer 

the research questions. 

The selection of the case-firms was made in order to answer our research question and 

reach the aim of the thesis in understanding the SMEs‟ perspective regarding 

institutional networks as having positive or negative influence on their 

internationalization process and also seeing how the same institutional network support 

centers perceive their influence on the internationalization process of SMEs associated 

with the institutional network resource centers in question. As mentioned in section 1.5 

we chose to study two institutional network support centers: one from Sweden 

(Uminova) and one from Finland (Finpro). Other aspect mentioned by Yin (2003) 

referring to the generalization point of view in the case study, where the principal 

objective is to find generalization and expansion of theory, that is a focus on analytical 

generalization, compared to statistical generalization that focus on statistics or 

frequency (Yin, 2003, p. 38). The generalization of the results is not a major objective 

in this thesis, but the findings can provide evidence that could indicate similarities 

between the cases and therefore point towards generalized analytical outlook. 

As discussed above, the size need for the study is dependent on the research question 

and main objectives, - i.e. what needed to be found and what will be useful of those 

findings is determined by the nature of the research problem itself (Saunders et al., 

2009). For these reasons, two approaches were utilized to determine the sample size of 

the study. The first one could be referred to as saturation of information - the sample 



 

- Institutional Network Perspective - 

 

 

 

 

Page 35 

 

  

size becomes clear when the study advances and no new data or evidence is needed. In 

other words, this implies that after the saturation point has been reached, additional data 

that is collected present few or no new information (Marshal, 1996, p. 2; Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 235). The second approach is related with the institution‟s database, in order to 

answer our research questions, firms that have utilized institutional networks or support 

centers during their internationalization process was needed. Thus, the institutional 

centers were asked to provide contacts of the different companies that had worked with 

them or utilized any of the internationalization support and resource networks available 

through them. This was in order to contact the SMEs, and see if they fit the 

organizational characteristics needed for the study. This is to say that the selection of 

the companies that fit the study in our sampling method depended on the experience, 

knowledge and judgment of the researchers; this approach is called purposive or 

judgmental sampling (Babbie, 2009, p.184; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 238).  

4.2.2. Selections criteria 

In essence, purposive sampling is considered as the main sampling method used to 

select the companies that fit the set criteria of the thesis study. More particularly, two 

step criterions were used in order to select interviewees for the research: firstly, the 

SMEs sample population was selected using the purposive technique which defined the 

desired characteristics of the companies so that the studied companies can bring 

valuable information for the research. Secondly, after the companies were selected 

through the purposive sampling, the respondents that we wanted to talk (interview) in 

the company were then selected based on their responsibility, knowledge or experience 

in foreign market entry operations, thus, the focal people interviewed were required to 

fulfilled certain pre-requisite characteristics about the specific firm‟s 

internationalization activities, in order to provide relevant information about the case-

company‟s internationalization process experience.  

As shown in table 5 below, in order to find the right SMEs and appropriate 

respondent(s) to interview within the firms, a list of criteria was developed to serve as 

guide for identifying those whose input can help fulfill the research objective – by 

providing valuable and precise information about the company‟s internationalization 

experience and how institutional network resources or similar factors might have/have-

not been involved in the overseas expansion process. 
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Criteria  Explanation 

Criteria for companies   

SMEs are internationalized or in the process 

to expand their markets and had or are 

having help from a public support networks. 

This is the most important criteria since the aim of the 

research is to analyze the role of institutional networks in 

the internationalization process. 

Criteria for respondents    

Participation in a key role during 

internationalization process of the company 

This is crucial because the experience obtained through 

the process participation provides valuable knowledge for 

our research as interviewees relates their practical 

experience 

Possibility/able to communicate in English 

language. 

This criterion is aimed at eliminating language barriers 

during the interview process, and to ensure a good 

connection between the interviewee and interviewers if 

all felt comfortable discussing in English language 

 

Table 5: Criteria for case selection 

To be able to find the suitable SMEs to be analyzed during this study each institution 

was asked for a database in order to contact the client companies. The first step when 

the lists of companies from both institutions were received was to look-up these 

companies on the internet and see if they match with the criteria showed on table 5. 

After searching and analyzing the different companies, fifteen companies were selected 

from the database. The main reason for not using the total number of companies sent by 

the institutions was that some companies were Large-Scale Enterprises (LSEs) or Multi-

national Enterprises (MNEs) and thus exceeded the standard European Commission‟s 

definition of SMEs in terms of number of employees and size of balance sheet:  

Small-to-Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs) are defined by the European Commission’s 

Centre for Enterprise and Industry as any enterprises that has an overall headcount of 

less than 250 employees, and a turnover between 2 million Euro and 50 million Euro or 

a balance sheet total between of 2 million Euro and 43 million Euro (European 

Commission, 2005). 

The second step was to contact the companies and emails were sent in order to 

introduce ourselves and tell them about the thesis study and how their contact 

information was accessed. From the fifteen companies contacted, six positive answers 

were received. In total, eight interviews were conducted - i.e., six SMEs and two 

institutions. After reviewing and analyzing the data it was determined that it was 

appropriate for the study. See figure 6, for a graphic representation of the selection 

process for the case-firms. 

Due to the time constraint that the thesis has, no companies outside the database 
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provided by the respective institutional centers were contacted. The main reason is the 

fact that it takes time to find the companies, so it was assumed that it might not be easy 

to establish a positive connection and rapport leading to the granting of interview 

sessions. Another reason is that it is hard to know which companies are international 

SMEs and have utilized the support of institutional networks during their 

internationalization process.  

 

Figure 6: General overview of the case selection process 

4.2.3. Selection of industry 

Information inputs for this study were collected from the provider‟s side as well as from 

the receiver‟s perspectives. This mean that part of the empirical data were obtained from 

two institutional network centers chosen as representation for the institutional 

networks/support centers‟ viewpoint; and then, the rest of the data were gathered from 

selected firms which represented the perspective of the internationalizing SMEs. 

The respondent firms consist of SMEs from various industry backgrounds – that is 

manufacturing (tangible products) and services (intangible products). Refer to table 10 

in section 5.1 for a general overview of the different types of SMEs included in this 

study, and their industry sector. By using different SMEs from varying types of 

industries, we can compare the differences in institutional influence on companies in the 

same industry and also have the interest to find out the differences in the process of 

internationalization between product and service-based industries. This would [in 

theory] allow a certain level of generalizability of the research conclusions in a wider 

perspective. Moreover, the choice of SMEs from different industry backgrounds further 

validates the stated focus and motivation for this study. The authors have highlighted in 

chapter 1, the previous narrow focus on single industry sector. The corpus of existing 
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studies has been conducted either in the software or high-tech industry, while the green-

tech/clean-tech industry is the latest center of attention (Andersson & Helander, 2009).  

4.3. Data Gathering and Interview Procedure 

Ghauri & Grønhaug (2005) defined a research design as the overall plan for relating the 

conceptual research problem to relevant and practicable empirical data. 

First, email messages were sent to Finpro and Uminova in order to introduce the 

authors, the thesis project and the nature of investigation. Also, their help was requested 

to provide access to their databases in order to contact the different internationalizing 

SMEs associated with their respective institutional network support and services, who 

would be able to grant an interview during the data collection phase. After receiving 

positive responses from both institutions and talking to them by telephone, an initial 

face-to-face meeting was held with the persons in charge of internationalization support 

services at Uminova. In this stage we explained more in detail our topic of investigation 

and the type of support required from them and the access to their database to contact 

the different SMEs that can be suitable for our study. Then, an interview meeting with 

both institutional support centers was agreed.  

After receiving the contacts information for the potential case companies and reviewing 

the companies‟ details in order to analyze if these companies match the requirements or 

criteria for our study, fifteen companies in total were selected from Finland and 

Sweden. These companies were contacted by email and followed-up with telephone 

calls in order to ensure that the email introduction letter got to the right recipients within 

the organization and to provide further explanation about the research focus and type of 

interview. Altogether, eight interviews were held, six SMEs and two institutions. 

4.4. Data Management 

The data for this thesis was collected from the eight interviews as stated earlier. Seven 

of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and one via telephone. Each interview 

was recorded and lasted for about 40 to 60 minutes. All interviewees agreed to be tape-

recorded. During the interview the researchers took notes on how the respondents 

answered the questions, e.g. pauses between the answers; and also the important facts 

mentioned during the interview in order to ask follow-up questions. It was also 

important to take notes in case the recording device failed. The interview sample 

consisted of three companies from Sweden, three companies from Finland and one 

institution from each country. All the interview data were collected within one month. 

The interview conducted by telephone was due to distance and because the person 

responsible for the international operation was traveling and only could be contacted by 

telephone. 

Each interview was conducted with a person that has a wealth of experience and 
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responsibilities for the case-company‟s internationalization or international processes 

and also that has knowledge of how the processes were resource-fed, in order to 

understand the different uses of support networks during the process. An informal 

conversation was usually held before the start of the main recorded aspect of the 

interview in order to introduce the researchers and create a friendly feeling that helped 

to have a more relaxed atmosphere. At the beginning of the interview the topic of the 

thesis was explained once again in order to emphasize the focus of the study and the 

interview context. The transcription of the interviews was done verbatim from the 

recorded interview in order to control bias and produce reliable data for the analysis 

(Saunders et al., 2003, p. 263). Each interview was transcribed immediately after it was 

conducted in order to capture the sense of the interview and to ensure that the 

information of each case-firm does not get mixed with the other cases. 

Charmaz (2006) describes coding as “the process of defining what the data are about”. 

Coding means naming segments of data with a label that simultaneously categorizes, 

summarizes and accounts for each piece of data (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43). The initial 

coding of the data facilitates the identification of similarities and differences between 

the SMEs‟ institutional networks usages in the process of outward internationalization. 

As shown in the examples below, the first sorting of the data also allowed comparisons 

between the different data segments (Charmaz, 2006). 

Question Interview 

code 

Transcript excerpt Related 

category 

Axial 

coding 

How you 

describe the 

need of 

networks of the 

SMEs 

depending on 

their 

development 

aspect? 

 

IS-01 “The companies always need more support in the 

development stage, but in the growth stage they 

still in contact with us in case any new business 

appear” 

 

 

 

SMEs 

utilization of  

institutional 

networks in 

the different 

stages 

 

 

 

Usage or 

process 

influence  

IF-02 “Well they certainly are free to decide their self, 

what‟s good for them we cannot decide on their 

behalf, so they behave in what is best for 

themselves. But we try to make them understand 

if you are only asking questions so you have to 

ask the right type of questions otherwise even the 

best answer is not the best useful one. So we want 

to shake them up and make them see if they are 

really fallowing the right agenda” 

 

Table 6: Example of axial coding – Institutions 
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Question Interview 

code 

Transcript excerpt Related 

category 

Axial 

coding 

During the 

internation

alization 

process, 

what 

type(s) of 

networks 

does your 

firm 

utilize? 

ES-01 “we have had the help from incubator projects from the 

beginning, […]on latest stage we develop cooperation with 

Vinnova together with this Finnish company we started the 

Ulrica project, we also have later through Uminova 

innovation are part owners of the company” 

Awareness 

and access 

to network 

resources in 

internationa

lization 

 

Awareness 

& Access 

ES-02 “We have relaying on the Swedish trade council, quite a lot. 

[…]In more nearby we work with partners as the Swedish 

pipe manufacture and also with the Finnish pipe 

manufacture […]And we have work with Uminova for 

quite a long time; we have Uminova on the board of ES-02 

their expertise there is in internationalization”       

EF-04 "We had financial help from Tekes and Finpro for a market 

research, but… I‟m speaking from the position [....]at the 

development of our business, we have benefit from them.., 

but in the internationalization aspect of our business, the 

institutional support remains a serious challenge for us….” 

EF-05 "We have used Finpro since 1995 and we have quite good 

relations with the local authority that belong to the ministry 

of trade and industry, and they have different kinds of 

programs where you can apply money for certain 

internationalization project., we do apply for those kinds of 

money when something is available and suitable and for 

new projects […]. So I think we have pretty good contacts 

to keep our eyes open and utilize the possibilities that there 

are” 

 

Table 7: Example of axial coding – SMEs 

Country code Organization code Category Final code = 

Interview code 

S = Sweden I = Institution support center Network support center 

(internationalization agency) 

IS-01 

F = Finland I = Institution support center Network support center 

(internationalization Agency) 

IF-02 

S = Sweden E = SME Network resource user 

(internationalizing firm) 

ES-03 

F = Finland E = SME Network resource user 

(internationalizing firm) 

EF-06 

Table 8: Categorization of interview codes 
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4.5. Analysis method 

Different approaches can be found on how the qualitative data should be analyzed, these 

methods of analysis are highly structured and formal or informal and have a low 

structure (Saunders et al., 2003). Scholars suggest that the use of the theoretical 

framework help the researcher to organize and direct the data analysis (Saunders et al., 

2003, p. 388). For this study the authors will conduct the analysis taking in 

consideration the research purpose and conceptual framework developed to organize the 

data collected in order to reach the expected results (Yin, 2003). In order to obtain the 

most important information to realize the analysis, transcripts of all interviews were 

done. As mentioned before, the use of the conceptual framework to do the analyses 

provides the needed tools to select the appropriate data from the transcripts.  

4.5.1. Operational Definition 

Methodology experts suggest the use of a clear operational definition which highlights 

the main category of information that the empirical observation seeks to provide 

(Graziano & Raulin, 2004, p.84–87; Yin, 2009, p. 128 &129). The following table 

reflects the core category of information which the interview data was based on. These 

variables are in essence the major elements that will drive the analysis section and lead 

to the final results or conclusions of this thesis. 

 

Table 9: Operational definition
4
 

                                                 
4
Firstly, it should be noted that the 4 variables listed above are embedded in the research question and was 

only confirmed by the literature discussion but not deduced from the literature! 

The table is developed following only Graziano & Raulin (2004) outline for designing “Operational 

Definition”. However, the explanations on the right column were defined by SMEs according to how 

these variables relate to their association with institutional networks. 

VARIABLE CATEGORY OPERATIONAL DEFINITION/EXPLANATION 

 

Awareness The degree to which SMEs are aware of the different 

institutional network support/services that they could 

benefit from. 

Access How SMEs contact, utilize and/or maintain relationships 

with various IN during and for internationalization 

purposes. 

Influence The perceived impact of institutional networking on the 

internationalization process, from SMEs point of view. 

How the institutions perceive their help to SMEs. 

Outcomes Reflections on what was the end result/significance of 

SME-IN relationship to the internationalization firm. 
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4.5.2. Interpretative Analysis 

Interpretative analysis was chosen as the preferred method for interpreting the empirical 

data for this study. After the axial coding process, the authors proceeded with the use of 

the interpretative approach to construe meaning out of the gathered data in order to 

make the analysis presentable in a scholarly manner.  

This technique was chosen in order to explain the situation researched and make a 

description of the phenomena and the process observed during the interviews (Creswell, 

2007, p. 225). As mentioned in Creswell (2007) the interpretative qualitative research 

“is an approach that has become interwove into the core characteristics of qualitative 

research. It recognizes the self-reflective nature of qualitative research and emphasizes 

the role of the researcher as an interpreter of the data and an individual who represents 

information. The interpretative technique acknowledges the importance of language and 

discourse in qualitative research, as well as issues of power, authority and domination 

in all facets of the qualitative inquiry” (Creswell, 2007, p.248). This approach shows 

the authors knowledge in the research area and gives the autonomy to present the data. 

4.6. Reflections on research quality and ethics 

This section discusses ethical issues and how it has been taken care of in the overall 

research design. In a qualitative research, ethical issues is very much important, as 

expected in all kinds of research. Four crucial points for maintaining ethical issues in 

writing and these are legality, honesty, fairness, and professionalism (Clifford, 2000, p. 

138-141).  

4.6.1. Trustworthiness 

This research strived to maintain high ethical standard at all points. The authors are well 

aware of plagiarism or academic theft as a serious ethical concern, and therefore 

deployed strict carefulness in the use of works by other authors and scholars (see: 

Horner & Minifie, 2011). The authors believe that this scholastic approach is 

exemplified by the very meticulous referencing example in the current paper, at least, to 

the best of our knowledge. Proper referencing has been maintained in order to 

acknowledge and show respect for the intellectual work of others cited in this paper. 

Thus, we maintained the four-point legality, honesty, fairness and professionalism of 

ethical responsiveness by obeying the rule for research integrity and academic ethics 

(see: Comas-Forgas & Sureda-Negre, 2010; Stenmark et al., 2010). Moreover, we were 

also aware about using proper language in writing and tried to maintain professionalism 

throughout the paper in terms of using proper terminology.   

As the study deployed face-to-face interview approach, it is important that ethical issues 

towards the respondents and their respective organizations are properly maintained 

throughout all phases of the research project. Therefore, the authors utilized “The Code 

of Ethics (CE) of the American Sociological Association” as a guiding principle during 
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the interviewing phase. More particularly, according to the CE, researchers are obliged 

to ensure the confidentiality of the information provided by the respondents and protect 

sensitive information obtained in research. Protection of the respondent‟s identity is of 

paramount importance and moreover, researched persons are free to withdraw at any 

time for any reason or refuse to answer any particular question; so it is the responsibility 

of researchers to safeguard the personal, professional and emotional/psychological 

integrity of researched person(s) (A.S.A, 2010). Borgatti & Molina (2005) mentioned in 

their paper that anonymity in the survey research is the most powerful device to protect 

research subjects.   

Our project guaranteed the anonymity of the respondents so that none of the SMEs or 

individuals interviewed can be directly identifiable in the resultant thesis. This 

assurance encouraged an atmosphere of openness and allowed the interviewees to 

discuss freely even on certain issues some of them might have considered sensitive. 

Even our transcribed interview data are all coded to eliminate the chances of 

respondent‟s identity being revealed to a third party via the transcription or manuscripts. 

4.6.2.  Reliability and Validity 

Because issues of validity and reliability are an important part of any study in the social 

sciences, it is important to identify some ways of dealing with results. Once key 

variables have been identified, they can be analyzed. Reliability becomes a key concern 

at this stage, and many case study researchers go to great lengths to ensure that their 

interpretations of the data will be both reliable and valid. Reliability could be referred to 

as the extent to which a scale produces consistent results if repeated measurements are 

made on the same characteristics i.e. “the consistency of a measure of a concept” 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 163). Validity is the degree to which differences in observed 

scale reflect the true differences among objects on the characteristic being measured, 

rather than systematic or random errors (Malhotra & Brinks, 1999, p. 281–283).  

In other words, the validity and reliability of this research refers to the extent to which 

the end result shows consistency and coherence in the factors being examined in 

relation to the overall design and framework of the study. It also concerns how 

applicable the theories used are in reality, considering the nature of vast research work 

and interests in the field of internationalization study of SMEs.  

First, the research was designed to review and analyze the major elements concerning 

institutional networking which the SMEs consider vital to their internationalization 

experience, however, the paramount goal is to produce a standard research paper which 

fulfills all criteria for 30 ECTS Master‟s Thesis. Thus, this research design could be 

used to test relevant theories and hypothesis regarding to institutional network influence 

on SMEs internationalization process. The objective is to produce the most valid, 

reliable and useful instrument which could be of good use to both the academics and 

business communities (Malhotra & Brinks, 1999).  

Individual-narratives of the respondents were the only source of data for the study. This 
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could be a possible area of concern due to the possibility for inflated causal linkages 

among constructs as a result of the interviewee‟s self-generated validity. However, this 

concern was resolved by observing the stated effect from both the provider‟s and 

customer‟s perspectives, and the use of six independent sources as advocated by Yin 

(2009). The stability of the information contained in the gathered data is unknown over 

time. Because the focused interview was administrated once, thus it cannot be known if 

the same information will be produced by the respondents if the interview sessions are 

repeated with the same interview guide. Nevertheless, the study‟s internal reliability is 

strong indeed as shown in figure 7 in the next subsection. Finally, the authors believe 

they have well explained the procedures in the current study, which makes it possible 

for someone who would want to replicate the findings to do so and maybe use the same 

instruments in a similar research concerning other places (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 41). 

4.6.3. Reliability and Validity for Qualitative Study 

To ensure the reliability and validity of the study, the verification in the qualitative 

research is needed, in order to check, confirm and making sure the mechanisms used 

during the study contribute to its rigor. This verification allows researchers to identify 

and correct errors during the development of the study. “Qualitative research is 

iterative rather than linear, so that a good qualitative researcher moves back and forth 

between design and implementation to ensure congruence among question formulation, 

literature, recruitment, data collection strategies, and analysis” (Morse et al., 2002, p. 

17). The different strategies that are used during the verification process are 

methodological coherence; sample must be appropriate; collecting and analyzing data 

concurrently; thinking theoretically and theory development, that would help the 

researcher to know when to stop, modify or continue with the process (Morse et al., 

2002, p. 12-18).  

The application of this principles in this study followed the steps describe above and 

more practically represented in the figure in order to ensure the most possible reliability 

and validity of our qualitative enquiry see figure 7.  
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The process showed in figure 7 started with the research idea, which guided the 

formulation of the extant research questions. When the research questions were formed, 

we searched the existing literature for the most appropriate theories and empirical 

findings to develop the probabilistic concept map that was needed in order to reach our 

research objectives. After comparing the literatures with the research questions and 

found a pattern match, we developed our conceptual framework as a base for our study. 

The next step was to choose appropriate methodology which matches with the 

conceptual framework; then operational definition was created and from this point the 

criteria for case-firms selection was developed and followed by the desired 

characteristics of the respondents within the firms according to the concept outline. 

Finally the pilot-interviews were held, transcribed and compared with the original 

research question and conceptual framework to see the connection. 

After these verifications were done, it was evident that the current thesis has the best 

possible structural, theoretical and empirical reliability and validity. Again, our 

interview procedure ensured the complete anonymity of the respondent‟s identity as 

recommended by (Morse et al., 2002, Yin, 2009), so it is believed that this has 

eliminated the possibility for response bias. The raw data has been presented for all to 

 Research idea 

Literature 

review = pattern 

Probabilistic 

concept map 

Conceptual 

framework 

developed 

Philosophy and 

methods  

Operational 

definition 
Criteria of case-

firm selection 

Respondent 

within the firm 
Follow concept 

outline 

Interview data 

presentation and 

analysis 

Research 

question 

Figure 7: Process of ensuring reliability and validity in qualitative enquiry 
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verify by themselves. And above all, care was taken in the analysis in order to ensure 

the utmost legitimacy of the findings and conclusions (Yin, 2009, p. 127). 

4.6.4. Limitation 

Because of time frame and other logistic reasons, the selection and the number of SMEs 

chosen to study is limited. Although the authors have tried to be objective and to choose 

the case-firms by setting certain criteria, but unavoidably, the case study has its own 

limitation in nature. The choice of cases is always more or less subjective and whether 

the cases chosen can represent the whole group needed to be discussed further. 

Although the authors have chosen six case-firms in order to make the conclusion more 

reliable, however, it is believed that the conclusion the researchers will obtain can only 

be generalized in certain geographic regions and in a limited time length as the 

internationalization process evolves with the changes of the environment continually. 

The major restrictions to the sample population for gathering empirical data in the 

current thesis includes but not limited to time, money and accessibility. Firstly, all the 

empirical data for this study were collected during a period of one month, thus the 

authors could only take the case-firms who volunteered to grant interviews within the 

one month period. Secondly, since the sample was collected from two different 

countries, it required a significant amount of money in travelling. So it was not possible 

for the authors to travel all-round the two countries collecting data from case-firms, 

therefore the case-companies located in the South of Finland and those located in the 

North of Sweden were the only firms that could be reached economically. Thirdly, 

because the authors depended on the referrals from institutional network providers to 

gain access to their client SMEs, it could be argued that access to internationalizing 

SMEs was first restricted to what contacts the institutions provided, and most 

importantly, access was restricted to only the firms that agreed to grant interviews. 
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5. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

In this chapter the empirical findings from the six SMEs and two institutional support 

centers that constituted the case studies are presented. Quick facts about the case 

companies are tabulated in order to provide snapshot synopsis concerning the firms 

included in the research. The reader is introduced to the internationalization process 

overview, i.e. experience, awareness and usage of institutional networks or lack of it of 

the individual respondents and the firms they represented. 

 

The main aspect of the qualitative findings is the responses or information gathered 

through focused interview sections with each case-firm. Also, observations were used 

by the interviewers to capture non-verbal communication contexts (Kvale, 1996) which 

could be useful for the data analysis and making sense of certain phrases or expression 

of ideas contained in the recorded discussions (Graziano & Raulin, 2010) - with the 

exception of the one interview conducted over the phone of which it was not possible to 

capture certain non-verbal elements of the communication.  

Yin (2009), explains that one main attribute of case study is that it entails observing a 

research phenomenon at its natural course of events, and this usually imply fieldwork 

such as collecting data from people and institutions in their everyday situations. This is 

also sometimes referred to as the low-constraint home environment of the case(s) that 

are of interest to the researcher (Yin, 2009, p. 83). However, Graziano & Raulin (2010) 

argues that the case-study research method should not be confused with the naturalistic 

enquiry whereby the researcher has absolute zero intervention in the natural routines, 

and environment of the observed phenomena (Graziano & Raulin, 2010, p. 114).  

In the current study, each interview section was conducted in a quiet room. Hence, 

every of the six interview sections that were conducted face-to-face were held at each 

case organization‟s premises - usually in one of their meeting or conference rooms. By 

such doing, all forms of external distractions and noise were avoided, while at the same 

time retaining the core elements of the SMEs natural business environment. 

As can be seen from table 10 in the following subsection, the interviewees chiefly 

consisted of key personnel in the case SMEs, who play vital role in the 

internationalization process of their firm. Based on reflecting on their knowledge, 

experience, and expertise, these individuals were able to provide significant insights 

into the “what” “how” and “why” questions posed to them about the role of 

institutional networks during foreign market expansion process of the focal firm. The 

same could also be said about the interviewees representing the institutional centers. 

Utilizing such key personnel in this type of multiple-case study is known to yield high 

quality empirical data about the phenomena under investigation (Gummesson, 1991; 

Yin, 2009). 
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5.1. Data Presentation 

This section is devoted for presenting the empirical data collected for analysis and 

further discussion. First, the reader is introduced to quick facts about the organizations 

that made up the multiple this multiple-case study. The presentation begins in a more 

general approach, except where the description is specific to a particular case-firm. 

In terms of not revealing the case-firms‟ identity, Yin (2009) opined that researchers 

have the option to choose between partial or complete anonymity. Furthermore, the 

author adds that the chosen pattern should depend on the confidentiality needs of the 

case-entities. As stated in section 4.4 a total of six SMEs agreed to been interviewed. 

Some were quite liberal about company names being published in the thesis, but some 

had concerns regarding this issue. For instance, one interviewee said:  

“[…] everything is quite on the internet nowadays, so the risk is that there might 

be something that somebody said…, I mean, after many years the person might not 

even be with company anymore or it could be that the issue is no more valid… But 

then something there (contained in the thesis) can actually create PR issues for the 

firm.”
5
 

The authors decided to apply the complete anonymity option for all the SMEs in order 

to assuage any form of feeling of concern that the case-firms may have. Each SME was 

coded in order to maintain confidentiality of the SMEs and to provide relevance to the 

answers. The choice of complete confidentiality was essential in order to increase the 

level of assurance with the interviewees and reduce the possibility for response bias 

(Saunders et al., 2003, p. 258). 

5.1.1. About the Case-firms 

In general, all the case-companies in the study are well experienced in the usage of 

institutional support networks for entry into foreign markets. It is assumed that all of 

them have had active relationship with the relevant institutional networks support 

centers in the respective countries and/or regions. Therefore, it could be inferred that 

this is the reason why the institutions easily referred us to them.  

Internationalization has been described as the process of a firm‟s involvement in 

multiple countries (Welch & Luostarinen, 1988). Lehtinen & Penttinen‟s (1999) 

definition of the firm‟s internalization asserts that “it concerns the relationships between 

the firm and its international environment, derives its origin from the development and 

utilization process of the personnel’s cognitive and attitudinal readiness and concretely 

manifested in the development and utilization process of different international activities, 

primarily inward, outward and cooperative operations” (Lehtinen & Penttinen, 1999, p. 13).  

As can be seen from table 10, five of the SMEs have multiple active operations in more 

than one overseas location in addition to the home country. The only exception was ES-

                                                 
5
 Identity withheld. The phrase in parenthesis is added by the authors. 
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03 which is the case of a Swedish entrepreneur who decided to locate the firm in Italy 

due to the nature of the service industry and the type of services the company provides. 

However, ES-03 has utilized the institutional networks support of Uminova right from 

the concept phase through the establishment process of the company in the foreign 

location. Therefore, according to Lehtinen & Pettinens (1999) definition cited above, 

ES-03 could be rightly classified as an internationalized enterprise.  

Interview 

code 

Organization/industry 

Sector 

Location 

of head 

office 

Respondent’s 

position 

Employees 

head-count 

International 

presence in 

ES-01 
GIS - Geographic 

information systems 
Sweden CEO 4  10 countries 

ES-02 Construction  Sweden Project leader 40 6 countries 

ES-03 Hospitality services Italy
6
 Manager 3 1 country 

EF-04 
Environmental 

technology  
Finland 

Director 

International 

operations 

4 3 countries 

EF-05 Waste management Finland 
Vice-president  - 

Customer Process  
23 40 countries 

EF-06 IT/Mobile technology Finland 
Director Solution 

Center 
50 105 countries 

 

Table 10: Brief overview of the case companies 

Providing detailed description of the type of products and services of each case-firm 

would probably add no value to the reader. So, the authors will instead proceed with a 

brief overview of the type(s) of international activities these firms are engaged in. 

The greater percent of the SMEs provides tangible products. And exporting is the 

common form of international operations for these companies; thus they are all engages 

in outward internationalization process. But what differs is the mode or type method 

used in penetrating or maintaining a presence in the foreign markets. For example, ES-

01 & EF-06 are using retailers and sales partners in most of their foreign markets - “We 

are looking for export and a sales partner” (CEO, ES-01).  

However, EF-06 in addition has its own full subsidiaries in selected markets – “We 

have own personnel or company in Germany, UK, France, Netherlands and USA in 

                                                 
6
 Case-firm ES-03 is a Swedish Entrepreneur who has utilized Swedish Institutional Networks to establish 

main office in Italy. 
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those 5 countries, and we have our retailer network that covers almost all the countries 

and its about 100 countries covered by the retailers” (Director Solution Center, EF-06), 

thus indicating a quite advance stage in their internationalization efforts.  

On the other hand, EF-05 operates in a very niche market, so for them the preferred 

mode of entry is through distributors. The niche nature of their business also imply that 

they use only one distributor in each of the over 40 countries which they are present.  

“Today we have distributor network in about 40 countries, I will say there is 

thumb rule one third of the distributors are really active ones which in ones you 

can really relay on and where sales are going on and then the one third is 

somewhere in the middle, they maybe are new distributors that never has yet 

chance to show their best who just are building their reputation and the sales 

network and then one third either the market has saturated or is the wrong 

partner or we just get rid of them, so that’s how it basically goes and that’s a 

thumb rule when discuss with many other companies to work with distributors 

they have a similar kind of situation as well” (Vice-president Customer process, 

EF-05). 

For ES-02 and EF-04, they currently sell direct to the international markets. ES-02 sells 

piece-to-piece to their foreign markets because their mode of operations is now project-

based. They reverted to the project-based strategy because they have previously tried 

licensing but it did not work out well:  

“[…] right now we are kind of sort of export project 2.0, we try first with taking 

the technology pretty much as we used here in Sweden and we try to license it 

too for foreign companies, that went ok, but it turn out a little hard to manage 

because we put a lot of risk on the costumer he has to buy a license for an entire 

country, and maybe he didn’t have that big market. And the second thing we felt 

that it was hard to give them the level of service they really required. We found 

that they purchase the license and lose track of them, so …, and now we have 

our biggest; our first method of selling the technology is selling it a piece. You 

buy a kit so you can do a joint; you buy what you need a piece that puts less risk 

on the side of the buyer” (Project Leader, ES-02) 

“our international strategy is to use an integrated module which is not only 

limited to exports, what we do in Nigeria…, our approach is - open a subsidiary 

office in Nigeria, it’s much easier for us to penetrate the market giving the 

nature of our business, because our business comprises tangible and intangible 

products, when I talk about tangibles I mean the physical product itself, and 

intangible products mean the services which go along with it, so exporting not 

be enough…, so we have to be present, and provided the important after sale-

service” (Director – International operations, EF-04). 

EF-04 is looking forward to opening subsidiaries in the overseas markets, however, the 

company was established in 2009, so it is still in the early phase, and lacks the needed 
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financial strength for implementing the subsidiaries at the moment.  

5.1.2. About the Focal Institutional Network Centers 

Interview 

code 

Institutional 

support center 

Location  Respondent’s position 

IS-01 Uminova Sweden International Business Coach 

IF-02 Finpro Finland Senior Advisor – International Markets 

 

Table 11: Brief overview of case institutions 

As can be seen from table 11, the two Institutional Network Centers chosen for this 

study are situated in two different countries. The aim for choosing institutional support 

centers from different countries is to observe the differences and similarities in the type 

of network support each of them provides to their client SMEs.  

Uminova Innovation contributes to commercializing business ideas and gives 

companies, researchers and innovators a shortcut to new technology and international 

business. They support the processes involved in exporting the different product(s) or 

technology(s) and they can also provide access to fully developed technology as a cost-

effective way of expanding the firm‟s operations. Their extensive experience, personal 

involvement and broad contact networks guarantee many sealed deals. One of their 

services consists of finding the appropriate contacts or partners. After they have studied 

the business and their needs, they examine their extensive databases for potential 

partners or appropriate technology.. After the contacts have been found they also assist 

the firm in negotiations, with contract proposals and with the actual agreements. Other 

support provided for internationalization of the firms is “Enterprise Europe Network” 

where firms get advice on how they can develop an innovation or how to go about 

applying for financing from the EU. With this network they can also be up-to-date with 

changes in the EU regulations as they inform and provide advice on opportunities and 

possible consequences (Uminova, 2011). 

“Uminova help the SMEs with Competitiveness and Innovation Program (CIP), 

[…]we offer them IPR/patents service, also choose of countries, taxes, 

translations, customs, and also partner search, agents, distributors/suppliers, 

contracts,  and legal documents agreements/negotiations through a network of 

lawyers. The network operates in 46 countries with about 600 organization and 

3000 people working on it. They connect clients to resource networks through 

their partners in other countries - in other words we open doors to our clients” 

(International business coach, IS-01). 



 

- Institutional Network Perspective - 

 

 

 

 

Page 52 

 

  

Finpro is an association founded by Finnish companies. Their clients are Finnish 

companies at different stages of internationalization. Their aim is to guarantee that 

Finnish companies, especially small and medium size companies, have access to high 

quality, comprehensive internationalization services around the world (Finpro, 2011). 

“Finpro is part of the family of similar institutions we can call them 

intermediary agencies, which are governmental or semi-governmental or 

sometimes even more or less private as the chamber of commerce, we are part of 

a bigger piece that we call innovation ecosystem. […]Finpro as an agency is 

part of a complexity of different players that have the same basic aim of 

somehow guarantying that this type of economy which is a small economy [small 

mouse surrounded by big fat cats] actually can adapt so successfully to the 

opportunities and changes on the global business environment. […]and the key 

thing is to promote the competitiveness of the economy, competitiveness of the 

companies who are working from the bases of the Finnish territory and promote 

the competitiveness of the territory itself so it would be very attractive to people 

to live here, grow here, invest here, or study here etc” (Senior advisor, IF-02). 

To summarize what has been said in this sub-section, Uminova Innovation‟s 

international business unit that coordinates the Enterprise Europe Network and other 

related services is the ideal source of information from both the Swedish institutional 

network support centers‟ (i.e. provider‟s) point of view. Finpro is a public-access 

institution that is focused on promoting and facilitating the internationalization of 

Finnish companies. Finpro‟s main function is to ensure that Finnish SMEs have access 

to comprehensive internationalization services around the world (Finpro, 2010). Thus, 

Finpro is a very suitable representation of institutional networks from the Finnish side. 

5.2. Presentation of Empirical Data 

According to Holstein & Gubrium (2007), “the rational for working with transcripts is 

that recordings and the transcripts based on them provide highly detailed and 

accessible social action…, thus, the empirical material is presented in a form that 

allows readers and researchers to make their own checks and judgments” (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2007, p. 423). In this section, the raw information collected from the case-

firms is put on view. These interview responses are organized according to the 

corresponding interview questions that generated the answers. Please note that analysis 

will be done in the next chapter. Therefore, this part presents what was said and just 

how it was said. The logic for this section is to first introduce the idea behind each line 

of enquiry, then all relevant response information are presented, after which a brief 

explanation of how the information was/is to be understood.  

The SMEs‟ perspectives are presented first, and then followed by the opinion of the 

institutions. In each section, it was important to also show the discussion with the two 

institutional support centers in order to understand their position and how they see and 

understand their assistance provided to the different SMEs. In sequence to understand 
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this process, questions posed to the institutions were slightly modified to reflect their 

side as the network resource providers. In general, all questions asked for each 

topic/theme of discussion are closely related and reflects the same line of enquiry for 

both SMEs and institutions. 

5.2.1. SMEs Association with Institutional Networks for Internationalization 

i. DURING THE INTERNATIONALIZATION PROCESS, WHAT TYPE(S) OF NETWORKS 

HAS/DOES YOUR FIRM UTILIZE? 

This first question was asked in order to get a comprehensive overview of the types of 

networks the SMEs are aware of and utilize for their international activities. Note that 

the framing of this initial topic of discussion was important for the authors to observe if 

any/what different kinds of institutional networks would be appear in the responses. 

That is, without any specific probe for institutional networks. 

“We have had the help from incubator projects from the beginning; on latest stage we 

develop cooperation with Vinnova. […] together with this Finnish company we started 

the project. We also have later through Uminova innovation and are part owners of 

the… company” ES-01.  

“We have relied on the Swedish trade council, quite a lot. And for the Middle East it’s 

the only option on the type of networks we have. In more nearby we work with partners 

as the Swedish pipe manufacturer and also with the Finnish pipe manufacturer, typical 

partners they do all the selling and we provided them with the stuff they need. We also 

use a lot of green tech clusters and we have used a couple of those. And we have worked 

with Uminova for quite a long time; we have Uminova on the board their expertise 

there is in internationalization” ES-02 

From how easily ES-01 and ES-02 responded and started immediately recounting the 

networks they had utilized, it was evident that the firm is active in the networking with 

institutional support centers. However, on the other hand, ES-03 responded differently. 

The respondent went on telling about other aspect of their international experience, but 

when the interviewers on a second prompt asked specifically about public-funded 

institutions involvement, the answer was: "Yes, I had help from Uminova” ES-03 

“We had financial help from Tekes and Finpro for a market research, but… I’m 

speaking from the position [....] at the development of our business, we have benefit 

from them.., but in the internationalization aspect of our business, the institutional 

support remains a serious challenge for us. why I said it’s a big challenge, small 

companies face big financial challenge in other to obtain institutional financial support, 

the company has to have money first, that’s a big challenge for small companies 

specially new companies, so it mean that the institutional support packages are there, 

but they are not easily reachable, because of the criteria, the condition it’s not easy for 

new small companies to reach” EF-04 
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“We have used Finpro since 1995 and we have quite good relations with the local 

authority that belong to the ministry of trade and industry, and they have different kinds 

of programs where you can apply money for certain internationalization project., we do 

apply for those kinds of money when something is available and suitable and for new 

projects like for instance now this market entry to China and some other Asian 

countries. it is a project where we have applied and received some funds from this 

organization, also finance from Tekes but is not related with the internationalization 

process it’s for the product development process and innovation but now they also have 

launched a program that support internationalization and we are involved with that 

program. So I think we have pretty good contacts to keep our eyes open and utilize the 

possibilities that there are” EF-05 

“The most important in a way is own-networks or finding local connections through 

trade shows or internet. And then direct contact in those partners we think could be 

useful so for part of this work we use Finpro and also some private consulting 

companies doing at some point field work. We define a country and innovative 

specifications of what kind of partner or retailer companies are we looking for and 

Finpro if they have a local office they can search for those companies and arrange 

meetings with those contacts, we don’t use it always but in some cases, and also in some 

countries this Enterprise Europe Network. They have their own country organization in 

each European country. They have meeting days, so in some country companies from 

certain business can arrange to meet each other during some days… we have attended 

some of those. Those are the most important in a way of the public support networks 

that we utilize” EF-06 

Again, as can be seen from the interview extracts, different types of institutional 

networks featured prominently in the discussions with most of the case-firms. One 

respondent pointed out that fulfilling certain set criteria is a major challenge 

encountered before small business could benefit from certain institutional resources. 

When the institutions were asked what type of help that the SMEs look for…, the 

following statements were made by the institutions: 

“The SMEs look for help in the knowledge of markets, laws and entry modes and to find 

contacts in other countries to find distributors, suppliers or potential partners” (IS-01, 

International Business Coach) 

“Hum, it’s hard to answer, but the services they look more is the partner search, as 

some companies are really small and if they try to conquer the world only by themselves 

will not be possible, so we try to assist them to search for the right network or values of 

the network they need, the key partner, together with them they can have a strong part” 

(IF-02, Senior Advisor). 

As can be seen from the discussion above, in order to understand the type of help that 

the SMEs seek when they access these institutions and how the institution perceives it, 

the institutions were asked to describe what type of help is the most requested by SMEs 
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amongst all possible support and services they provide. This was intended to observe 

the resource access as well as resource influence that the SMEs look for from the 

institutions perspective, as they are the ones who talk directly to the SMEs and can 

provided a different view of this topic.  

ii. COULD YOU TELL US WHY YOU DECIDED TO ASSOCIATE WITH THE INSTITUTIONAL 

NETWORKS (IF ANY)? 

This second topic of discussion is very much self-explained and was directly generated 

from the responses the interviewees provided as they discussed the first topic of 

enquiry. For instance, during the interview section, this question usually started as 

something like: you have mentioned different networks, could you tell why you decided 

to associate with the institutional networks (if any), or …as you were talking, some 

types of  institutional networks popped up in the conversation, so could you tell 

why…The following were said in response: 

“Historical reasons, when I started my first company I came in contact with Uminova 

and [...] at Uminova I had good help from him starting my business carrier and he 

became chairman of my board so he has been involved as an advisor in my companies 

since very long, this way we have had a relationship so it become natural” ES-01 

“The pipe manufactures because of the opportunity they provide to us, the Swedish 

trade council and chamber of commerce because they are available and the green tech 

cluster because of the opportunity they provide to us. And Uminova because the 

company starts there with some development projects and them been always partners” 

ES-02 

“Because someone told me why don’t you give a call to Uminova and tell them your 

idea” ES-03 

“Yes we get financial support from Tekes when we started our business, and then that 

help helps a lot, but internationalization is a big challenge, that requires resources, and 

the worst thing that can happened to a small company like us stepping in the 

internationalization process not continuing to the end. Because when you step-in, it  

take a lot of resources and when you step in already it requires even more resources, to 

be able to succeed, but this is what happened to us, we step in, with little resources, and 

when we get the stage where more resources are needed to be able to realize our goals, 

we are stuck in the middle and then the institutional support opportunities that which we 

need at the stage, …it’s hard to obtain, because they are very demanding” EF-04 

“Finpro is actively working for us now trying first to help us to understand the market 

and the way of doing business in this field of business and their consultant is actually 

working for us right now, very actively interviewing and meeting companies and 

meeting people…, telling them about the products. He will also be at an exhibition with 

us and he also help us with the language because none of us speak it and so they are 
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there to help us to define the correct market entry model” EF-05 

“The reason for both are separate things, the reason is to try to find good retailer 

companies, that’s the main reason. And with Finpro we work more focused in a way…, 

for example if in Rumania we will need a local company who makes point of sale 

software; Finpro can do that type of assignments. Their local office then finds few 

candidates from the software companies and then they arrange first meetings and then 

we take it from that point. So this it’s to try to find different opportunities you never 

know if in those countries there is good company” EF-06 

Indeed, there seems to be both common ground, as well as varied reasons why these 

SMEs have associations with institutional network support. These probable similarities 

and divergences will be analyzed, and interpreted in the analysis section. 

5.2.2. Awareness about Institutional Network-based Resources 

iii. LET‟S TALK ABOUT HOW YOUR FIRM BECAME AWARE OF INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 

This topic is precisely about the awareness. It was aimed at obtaining direct explanation 

about the line of information flow for creating awareness between institutions and 

SMEs. Thus, this part is related to the second research question. Here is what was said: 

“I don’t remember this was 1992” ES-01 

“Yes was really easy to find this type of institutions” ES-02 

“I look at their web page and see they have some international networks so that is when 

I decide to get in contact with them. Was really easy to talk to them, for me it was 

strange at the beginning to see what they will win out of this and they were so nice and 

at the end of the first meeting I ask them how much this will cost and they say no its free 

and I said no nothing is free in life, come on!, […] seriously no…! For me that was 

great for the financial part especially to put people together and help me with that as I 

didn’t know how to do that” ES-03 

“Of course we knew about them, because information dot come to us if we don’t look 

for it, we look for it when we need them, this is information you find when you start to 

look for it. We found it because we were in the situation we need them so we started 

asking. Of course it’s easy, when you go to register your company you ask for this type 

of information” EF-04 

“Not 100% sure but I think they contact us and offer their services, usually goes like 

this. Finpro for example, they market actively and contact companies if they think or 

believe they can benefit from their services” EF-06 

From the statements above, it can be understood that there is no generalized level of 

awareness of all the possible type of help available through institutional networking. For 

instance, ES-01 and EF-04 were not even sure of how or through what/which medium 
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they got to know about the different supports they have utilized from these institutions. 

On the other hand, the needed information seems readily available for those SMEs who 

seek for it.  

When it was enquired of the institution about how the SMEs get in contact with them. 

In order to understand how the SMEs access the institutions, the respondents were 

asked to describe the most typical ways that the SMEs contact them. This question was 

intended to perceive the preferred access methods that the SMEs utilize to get in 

connected with the institutions. They responded as follows:  

“The principal way of contact is via email, but they also come directly to the office or 

by phone” (IS-01, International Business Coach) 

“They contact us through email; it’s the principal way or through other networks as 

Tekes” (IF-02, Senior Advisor) 

Next the institutions were asked, how do they find you? In order to continue with the 

discussion started with the last question to understand the accessibility that the SMEs 

have and in which way the institutions let the SMEs know about their existence. The 

following statements were made by the institutions. 

“They know about us through the university, internet and personal networks and also 

we are a player in the innovation system, sustainable we have been here for 42 years so 

we have our reputation in the area”(IS-01, International Business Coach) 

“Certainly we have to do our own communication work, of course our own marketing 

communication program, in different media and personal contacts sometimes we a 

stand in exhibitions or seminar, we have 90 years old so everybody knows Finpro. The 

most important part is to know appropriately the right time to use our services and it if 

they will be convenient for the company. And Tekes it’s a big providing source as they 

can guide the new companies to find information about us and the type of help we can 

provided to them” (IF-02, Senior Advisor) 

In addition to understanding the accessibility to the institutions we asked them if they 

look for the SMEs, in order to see if the SMEs are the only ones that normally try to get 

in contact with them or if the institutions do any effort to find possible SMEs to support. 

The following statements were made by the institutions. 

“Not really, they come to us” (IS-01, International Business Coach) 

“In some occasions yes, if we see that some company have great potential we get in 

contact with that and let them know about our services”(IF-02, Senior Advisor) 
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5.2.3. Utilization and Main Benefits of Institutional Networks 

iv. CAN YOU DESCRIBE WHAT TYPE OF HELP THESE INSTITUTIONS MAY HAVE 

PROVIDED YOUR FIRM? 

The aim of this question is to gain insight to what type of resources the SMEs actually 

consume or utilize from the possibilities provided by the institution. 

“They have provided us with good advices; they had provided us with the chairman of 

the board, […] the knowledge how to find financing for all the international projects. 

We had good help from Uminova in this process by having people that could be asked 

for advice to deal with different process and also in terms of financing and how to find 

the right ways and then possibilities to financing” ES-01 

“For the chamber of commerce its expertise, questions such as export formalities and 

documents, the Swedish trade council they have been giving us tanning in exports and 

also in interpretation and local advisors. The Swedish trade council, as they are well 

established, they have good local networks that you can take advantage of. And 

Uminova has provided help in the knowledge and advices… experience in the 

international process, information needed from the markets of other countries with 

figures and other data. Also the Swedish trade council had helped us to understand the 

culture of the different countries we go to do business we do and deal with that” ES-02 

“We start meeting at Uminova and they put a group of people financial advisor and 

lawyer and they also start contacting the people in this area in the South of Italy in 

Brindisi they have the equivalent of Uminova we were trying to get some help from 

them, that didn’t work out well, they were not very helpful. We had a problem with the 

financing because the Swedish banks don’t want to do any business with Italy and the 

Italian banks they don’t know us so it’s very difficult to get a mortgage, but Uminova 

was involve all the time to try to get this solve out and suggest the different alternatives 

that could be found. And also suggest different ways to get grants from the European 

commission” ES-03 

“I will say this is information it’s all about information, you don’t get all the 

information at one time …and all the time you learn more about them that provide this 

type of support. And it takes time to know the right organization that gives you right 

support. But as I mentioned before we got financial support and market knowledge” 

EF-04 

“Basically the most beneficial is if you can buy know-how, professional help services 

like from Finpro or that you can apply for money to do something you think is important 

or necessary for your international operations. Yeah, let me explain about this money 

aspect, at least in Finland we are one of the leading countries in financing innovation 

and innovative processes…but then there is like a wall like barrier that you have this 

great product that reflects the way of Finnish thinking that a good product would sale 

itself. The supporting organizations have not always seen that it is a cost to enter a new 
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market, to launch a new product, to find new costumers, to build the sales network, so 

there’s not been a lot of money available for that and that for SMEs is a big cost a big 

problem; …like Tekes there is now a program that helps getting into the international 

markets opening the markets finding the right partners and things like that” EF-05 

“They usually give some basic market data for example how much companies are there 

working in certain business and quite often they do local competitor analyses…, that 

kind of big figures and then some focused work as they can find individual companies or 

retailers and then clients and arrange meetings with them so those meetings give a lot 

of information. I say a way to open doors and arrange meetings” EF-06 

This part of the interview is related to research question one. That is, to understand the 

types of help that the SMEs got from the respective institutional support centers. In a 

way, the type of help actually provided and consumed also relates a bit on the usage 

which is a product of research question two. So, in the analysis section, when 

comparison is made between support/network resources available and what the SMEs 

actually utilized; it will possibly show the area where institutional network influence is. 

v. WHAT DO YOU THINK WAS THE MOST BENEFICIAL ASPECT THAT THESE 

INSTITUTIONS PROVIDED HELP FOR YOUR INTERNATIONALIZATION PROCESS? 

Arguably, internationalization process is not a single activity. It usually consists of 

different phases and it is believed that different resources input would be needed at 

different stages of the international activities (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Therefore, the 

above line of enquiry was in the interest of understanding the most crucial aspect of the 

institutional network resource impact on the SMEs international engagements. 

“I would say that the knowledge or competence they have inside Uminova, is the part 

that been most valuable, so we could get good advices on how to do and move” ES-01 

“The advice we have received and knowledge has been the most important benefits” 

ES-02 

“Yes, knowledge as Uminova put me in contact with Swedish people who live down here 

in Italy, so I spoke with them and got more insight of the country, so, was really 

interesting to get the point of view of different Swedes living here. And I got their phone 

number trough Uminova” ES-03 

“I think in the process of internationalization the network with the embassies are very 

critical, very important, if I think about Nigeria, despite the fact that I’m also a 

Nigerian, we have benefited much in developing and expanding our network through 

the Finnish embassy in Nigeria, we have good cooperation with them, it’s important” 

EF-04 

“Basically the most beneficial is if you can buy know-how, professional help as they 

help you with the market research and defining the market entry model that suits better 
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for you” EF-05 

“The most important benefit is in opening doors as they help you finding retailers in the 

part of establishing contacts in a new country, so they can find few candidates and 

arrange meetings” EF-06 

Once again, it can be seen here that the overwhelming category of impact seems to be in 

the area of knowledge and advisory services (i.e. obtaining different types of know-how 

such as market knowledge, knowledge about financing possibilities, information about 

business culture, legal and regulatory requirements, etc). However, EF-04 thinks that 

they have benefited mostly in the aspect of expanding their own business networks 

through the contact networks of the institutional centers. 

vi. HOW DO YOU THINK THAT RESOURCES OBTAINABLE FROM SUCH INSTITUTIONAL 

NETWORKS OR LACK OF IT IMPACT THE INTERNATIONALIZATION PROCESS? 

This line of discussion was necessary in order to understand how each case-firm 

perceived the resource impact of institutions, and possibly what they think is the 

significance or non-significance of such impact on the international expansion process. 

The following are the key information revealed. 

“[...] Yes, they help us to speed up the process” ES-01 

“They have been helpful but without them maybe we would go a different way we would 

look more actively our self for the opportunities. Its kind a medium impact they have 

had over the business” ES-02 

“Yes, I think so as with the first property we wanted to buy not was fulfilled , we fell 

down, and as we had Uminova was really good to continue as we had someone that 

believe in us and say  you should continue looking for more properties” ES-03 

“Of course with institutional support its better, even though the challenge is there, 

without them the challenge will be much bigger” EF-04 

“There are things that we would do even if we don’t get the support, but then there are 

others that we would have to left out or been postpone or delay - so it would take more 

time to achieve those objectives without the support. To some extent yes some certain 

things won’t be done without the support and others would have taken much longer 

time, and then because there is always the right time for everything and if you lose the 

momentum sort to say you are already too late, so in that aspect it’s crucial that you get 

the support” EF-05 

“…from both dimension the speed is a really relevant one the mode of operation among 

others doesn’t have an effect on us, and other this is that reduces the risk, as when we 

study the market reduces the risk: so I will said speed and smaller risk and also with 

less risk I will said smaller costs” EF-06 
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These responses are clear enough and probably do not need any further comments. 

However, we would just like to highlight that even though the areas of influence seems 

to vary for each SME, speed of the process has featured prominently. But this remains 

to be seen when the analysis is done. 

Next in order to understand the principal problems that affect the SMEs during the 

internationalization process, we asked the institutions, what are the key issues faced by 

SMEs during the internationalization process? This question was intended to highlight 

SMEs difficulties going abroad. The following statements were made by the 

institutions: 

“I think given enough time and resources in terms of money, when you go international 

and seek for international partners, you are asking a potential partner to turn your 

business in a certain way or expand their business, it’s a very strategic decision and 

could take years, so be prepare to allocate enough time and patient. I will say because 

it’s a matter of years before you could harvest something” (IS-01, International 

Business Coach) 

“What everybody is looking for challenges against the existing way of thinking and the 

diversity is everything. […] the key issues are not standard, we don’t have any 

crosscheck or manuals. The key for the SMEs is that they are not alone by their selves, 

we don’t like the way companies are categorized as small or big, the two need to work 

as a network because the big companies really need the challenging and creative and 

surprising thinking of the smaller companies and the smaller companies need the 

experience and resources of the bigger ones, so both should be very keen to sit together 

around the same table -the big learn from the small and the small learn from the big 

and Finpro is the place that everybody can get together” (IF-02, Senior Advisor) 

Continuing the same line of thinking, the institutions were asked based on their 

experience working with the different SMEs, in your experience what are the most 

typical problems faced by SMEs? With second prompt it was intended to have a better 

understanding of what the institutions saw as the main impediment to SMEs foreign 

market expansion. 

“I think the most typical [problem] is the lack of understanding how much time it would 

take, from the first contact you have your potential partner and you need to discuss and 

start to negotiate. I mean, also the business environment is changing, personal 

precognitions, […] you are in a process of rhythms, so you can’t rush it! Also your 

market has to mature…” (IS-01, International Business Coach) 

“Our role simulates the condition on the existing market… and to reduce the handicap 

otherwise it would be very high indeed, even when doing this we have not been always 

very successful because our young entrepreneurs are still very afraid of meeting the 

dangers of the global environment, and they are very much tempted to stay on this 

continued development face… the product is never ready, they always want to improve 

it a little bit more, change it etc. They don’t have the guts and courage to take the 
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version as it is and go to the market to see the client. It’s a risky exercise of course, so 

thanks for the support from Tekes… for instance, they don’t want to stay small and 

being just engineers. Finland is consider one of the most interesting innovativeness 

environments in the whole world, so thanks to the fact that trough this institutions 

supporting in different roles – technology, funding, consulting for internationalization, 

financing board, thanks to this facilities we have been able to encourage our 

entrepreneurs to be more proactive and get the courage to enter into the market. 

Without these networks or institutions, probably they will stay more stigmatic and lose 

many opportunities so this is the shortest form” (IF-02, Senior Advisor) 

In one hand, after understanding the different problems that the SMEs face during their 

internationalization process, the institutions were asked to describe how they help them 

to solve the challenges? This aspect is related to the influence that the institutions have 

over the SMEs‟ international processes, as how with the support they provide impact 

the pace of SMEs‟ international activities. The following statements were made by the 

institutions: 

“We are a player in the innovation system, sustainably, we have been here for 42 years 

and we are reliable partners available over the years. These services started 1969 and 

it has been commendable that we could support our clients over the years and we are 

here as stable player” (IS-01, International Business Coach) 

“[...]thanks to the fact that trough this institutions supporting all in different roles 

technology funding, consulting for internationalization, funding board, thanks to this 

facilities we have been able to encourage our entrepreneurs to be more active and 

proactive and get the courage to enter into the markets” (IF-02, Senior Advisor) 

5.2.4. Outcomes and Significance of the Relationship 

vii. HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE INSTITUTIONS AFTER 

THE PROCESS OF INTERNATIONALIZATION? 

In this part, the authors sought to understand how the relationship has been kept, 

maintained or discarded after the main aspect of the internationalization process which 

it was needed for. 

“I will say the relation is very good, [...] has step back being chairman of the board that 

is a natural step in our development, He was more a person to help in early stage of 

financing, when the company was small and now we are moving into more a company 

that is developing and need more focus on marketing and that might not be the main 

thing for Uminova, they did a better thing on the early stage of the company. But the 

relationship is very good with Uminova and Vinnova” ES-01 

“[…] the relationship…, it’s friendly, I think in most cases unless there is travel you use 

them initially and things get more in everyday business that you can manage yourself 
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hopefully; and that’s how we have used the sort of initial help” ES-02 

“Yes, we communicate by email, or sometimes Uminova has called to see how things 

are going on, see I can say we have a friendly relationship” ES-03 

“We keep in contact because we need them I don’t know if they need us, but we need 

them that’s why we need to keep in contact with them, so that’s how it goes, in a short 

summary I will say success of every company small or medium in it’s international 

business undertakings depends on the company or company own capabilities, nothing 

else” EF-04 

“Well, very often there is no contact related to that topic they do the partner search and 

they make a long list then we do short listing, they organized the meetings and they also 

come to the first meeting with us and help us making the decision, but when the decision 

has been made and we have signed the contract with the distributor that’s the end of the 

story; and now I know Finpro is developing services post services or incentives that 

part of the payment would be based on the success” EF-05 

“After the innovative relationship ends with Finpro we have our own operations going 

so we don’t need more their help in those countries, but with Finpro we have a 

continuous relationship. When there is a new country in or portfolio we discuss with 

them again. So I will say it’s a friendly relationship” EF-06 

Most of the interviewees referred to their existing relationship with the institutions in 

terms of friendship. There is an adage that says: “true friendship never dies.” Literally, 

it could be said that network relationships could be likened to friendship. However, 

what the term friendship actually means in the sense of institutional networking could 

be one of the focuses of the analysis. 

viii. DO YOU THINK IT WAS IMPORTANT TO HAVE THIS TYPE OF RELATIONSHIPS? 

The aim of this question was to observe the respondents‟ reflections on their association 

with the institutional support networks. What were the implications in terms of cost 

versus benefits? What is the essence of holding on or cutting off the network 

connections etc?  

“Yes, well for several reasons. One could be that we need help again starting a new 

company so that’s a reason for me to… Uminova wants some support from me or a 

discussion or so on I want to keep the relationship with them, it’s also good to have 

someone, that you can make a telephone call if I’m wondering with something and so 

on, it’s a good thing to have. A senior person that I can call and ask a question how do 

you look at this I have this problem, what would you have done and so on, so we have a 

good relaxed relationship and I’m really careful of taking care of it” ES-01 

“Yes, I think they are important as they provided the company with knowledge” ES-02 
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“Yes it was important as they provided support at the beginning of the business” ES-03 

“My principle is that no support is small. Support depends on how you use it. …that is 

the support from Tekes was important for us because without their support it would be 

more challenge for us to get where we are now.” EF-04 

“Yes it was important as they help you to speed up the process and provided you with 

knowledge about the market” EF-05 

“Yes regarding in the speed of entrance to the market” EF-06 

ix. IN YOUR EXPERIENCE USING THE INSTITUTIONAL NETWORK, WOULD YOU 

RECOMMEND IT TO OTHER SMES? 

Again, the above enquiry is related to both research questions one and two. It has the 

potentials to provide further enlightenment the significance of using institutional-based 

network resources. Hence, if it did not have any positive influence, they might not be 

eager to refer other SMEs to such institutional support centers. At the same time, it also 

relates to willingness to create awareness to other SMEs who might need such help.   

“Yes, because I had good help so why not they can have good help too” ES-01 

“Yes, because to have a certain level of knowledge is important. And help you avoid 

mistakes you can easily do” ES-02 

“Yes, because they provide a good help to me” ES-03 

“Yes of course …they gave us financial support and free knowledge, you recommend 

everything that is free and can help other business…, if you are my friend. It’s a smart 

thing to do” EF-04 

“Yes of course I will recommend” EF-05 

“I would recommended it because they can provide local knowledge or local personal 

for operating in certain country very cost efficiently and also with other connections it’s 

a lot faster to study the market and establish the contacts with them than try to doing 

alone with own recruitment and so on, they have the skilled local personnel that’s the 

main reason why it’s good to use them” EF-06 

Evidently, the responses are in the positive direction. So, on that note, the extracts of the 

interview responses in reflection to the essence of the network relationships from the 

institutional network representatives would be presented next. 

Now, the institutions were asked to describe SMEs networking needs depending on their 

development stage? With this question intended to see in what stage the SMEs need 

more help for their internationalization process and access more different institutions.  
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“Yes…depends what you put in the word “networks”…, but in general I mean you have 

internet that has grown in the last 10 years - used for general information like business 

rules and legal aspects how they work in other countries can be obtained through 

internet. But on the other hand you have needs for personal (business) contacts…, and 

that we have deeper knowledge and professional connections in different countries, so I 

see an increase on the demand for personal (business) contacts but decrees of networks 

for general information. Today companies ask more for personal (business)
7
  networks 

…let’s say, more of often at the development stages” (IS-01, International Business 

Coach) 

“Well, traditionally, as we were called trade promotion agencies, was waiting at the 

final end of the support chain. But engineers create something in the factories; they 

come with the product to you: - why you don’t help us to go out with this? This is the 

typical way…, all the mistakes have already been made and the role of the so call trade 

promoter is desperate because, it’s too late to do something like changes, so you have 

lost your money and your time. Nowadays, we want to go as deep right from the 

beginning as ever possible, of course in practical terms it’ll be very difficult to work 

with individuals innovators that don’t have a company yet, to decentralize how we work 

to be present everywhere, but as soon as this guy is able to collect resources to establish 

his company maybe an investor maybe a venture capitalist, maybe a partner and he is 

preparing from his invention phase… to business phase. So we would like to be at 

earliest possible, giving our ideas… where are the strengths, where are the weaknesses, 

could be a better/best picture? […] what exports as such is an ultimate pace of the 

corporate development…, t our help is more needed in the initial stage” (IF-02, Senior 

Advisor) 

To conclude the interview with the institutions, it was important to once again enquire 

about their relationship with SMEs after the internationalization process. This is related 

to the significance of SMEs-Institutions relationships as based on the reflections about 

their collaboration outcomes, from the institution perspective. So we asked them to 

describe their post-internationalization relationship with the SMEs. 

“Often when you work with these clients that are going abroad, you have kind of an 

intense process for a couple of years and then as I said they manage themselves when 

the business is up and running. […] and if they have any problem we can contact them 

again and now let’s say they have establish in Germany and then 2 years later they 

would like to go to Spain they contact us again, so I mean it is a personal relationship 

you are building, they know us we know them and also it’s a matter of trust in a way… 

they often contact us for future expansion plans or if they have problems in an existing 

market - could you help us to sort this out…?” (IS-01, International Business Coach) 

“They see value added in our role of consultants; they can afford to use other 

consultants or whatever, because the consultant as such is not the interesting thing 

                                                 
7
 Note that the words in parenthesis were added by the authors for the sake of sense-making in term of 

academic terminology. This is due to the culture at IS-01 which refers/see such contacts from the personal 

perspective of face-to-face business connections. 
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about Finpro, they sometimes need to have in short time certain needs of information, 

and in addition to this fast type of answers, they are very motivated to join us in this 

innovation process because it’s a wonderful platform where they can meet surprising 

and interest people” (IF-02, Senior Advisor) 

The above-inserted statements and discussions should provide good understanding of 

the institutional networks role in the internationalization process of small-to-medium 

size enterprises. It also shows how the institutional network-based support is perceived 

by both the consumers and the providers themselves. It is believed that this rich data 

collected and presented is going to adequately supply key information and background 

needed to answer the research problem and fulfill the stated thesis objective (see, 

section 1.4).  

Altogether, the data collection sessions generated about 360 minutes of recorded 

interview. When the responses were transcribed, it produced over 25 pages of raw data. 

Thus it is important to emphasize that based on the coding; the authors were able to 

identity similarities and co-relationship between what different case-firms narrated. 

Because it is not possible to put all this huge amount of information on the data 

presentation, the matching of similar information has been used to produce the most 

refined original data set. On the other hand, certain responses required relatively long 

descriptive statements in order to have a comprehensive understanding of the key 

information relayed in the discussion. 
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6. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

This chapter consists of the analysis and discussion of the empirical findings presented 

in the previous chapter. The initial focus is on which type(s) network relationships, and 

to what direction the association impact SME internationalization process. In addition, 

the characteristics of the institutional network-based resource utilization are analyzed. 

Final reflections of the authors are given at the end of the section.  

6.1. Making Sense of the Analysis 

According to Yin (2009), “analysis of case study evidence is one of the least developed 

and most difficult aspects of doing case study.  …instead, much depends on the 

investigator’s own style of rigorous empirical thinking, along with the sufficient 

presentation of evidence and careful consideration of alternative interpretations” (Yin, 

2009, p. 127). In the case of the current study, the authors while developing the research 

protocol paid much attention to how the data will be analyzed. Thus, by following Yin‟s 

recommendation for incorporating the analytical approach in the study outline before 

empirical observations. After data collection phase, the analytical approach was re-

examined and it was certain that the extant analysis will be directly based on the 

variable categories as explained in the operational definition. 

The analysis section will follow the four set of variable categories which underpins the 

main body of the study. These more specifically consists of the SMEs‟ awareness, 

utilization, process impact and results/outcomes of institutional network-based 

resources for and during the process of internationalization. These variables are well 

connected to the research questions, the thesis focus and research objectives. Key 

elements of each of these logical variable categories are very much related to and/or 

found in the body of theories and literature review, as well as in the conceptual 

framework that forms the overall context of this study. Also, the variables and its logical 

sequences has been defined and elaborated upon in subsections 3.1.1 and 4.5 

accordingly. For the purpose of ease of comparison, this analysis presents all cases from 

one country in a single succession of paragraph(s), and then followed by the cases from 

the other country. For example, all three Swedish SMEs are analyzed first, followed by 

the three Finnish firms, and then, institution‟s analysis comes after this, just in a manner 

to either confirm or dispute the opinions expressed by the SMEs. 

6.1.1. Association with Institutional Networks  

This part of the enquiry is related to the awareness aspect of the research problem. First, 

the SMEs were asked to discuss the various forms of networks (if any) which they 

might use for the purpose of international expansion. The aim of this line of enquiry is 

twofold; a) to see how many of the types of network relationships in the process will fit 

into the description of institutional networking in the context of the current study. That 

is, without asking directly about institutional networks. b) The second aspect directly 

concerns their level of awareness about the different types of help or support available 
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through institutional networks which they could benefit from especially in view of the 

resource demands for international expansion processes (Fillis, 2000; Ruzzier et al., 

2007; Hutchinson & Fleck, 2009).   

Now, here are the insights and interpretations of what was said regarding types of 

network relationships: "We have had the help from incubator projects from the 

beginning, on latest stage we develop cooperation with Vinnova… we also have later 

through Uminova innovation are part owners of …" ES-01. According to the inserted 

extracts, it is evident that ES-01 has association with three types of institutional 

organizations which perfectly fits our definition of institutional networks. These are: 

incubator projects, UMINOVA Innovation, and VINNOVA
8
. Therefore, the response 

signifies a fair level of awareness about institutional networking possibilities. The level 

of institutional networks awareness depicted above is quite consistent with comments 

from the other case-firms. For example, ES-02 mentioned: “we have relied on the 

Swedish Trade Council…, […] Swedish pipe manufacturer and …Finnish pipe 

manufacturer associations, […] Green Tech clusters…, and have worked with Uminova 

for quite a long time; …Uminova on the board their expertise there is in 

internationalization.” ES-02. In essence, ES-02 utilizes about four (4) other institutional 

linkages in addition to Uminova, for the purpose of foreign market expansion. However, 

ES-03 response suggests that this particular case-firm could only identify Uminova as 

the only institutional network connection or resource associated with their firm; e.g. 

“Yes, I had help from Uminova” ES-03. 

On the Finnish side, EF-04 pinpoints that: “we had financial help from Tekes
9
 and 

Finpro for a market research, […] contacts of the Finnish embassy in Nigeria has been 

helpful for connections in that market…” EF-04. In similar manner, EF-05 explained: 

“We had use Finpro since 1995 and we have quite good relations with the local 

authority that belong to the minister of trade and industry, […] we have applied and 

received some funds from this organization, also finance from Tekes… Also, EF-06 

said: “[…] own networks or finding local connections through trade shows or internet. 

…we use Finpro and also some private consulting companies…, and also in some 

countries this Enterprise Europe Network and they have their own country organization 

in each European country” EF-06.  

Altogether, these responses indicate a certain level of awareness. A total of ten 

institutional network support organizations were mentioned by the SMEs in this 

category without the interviewers asking directly for institutions. The institutional 

support centers mentioned are: 

a) UMINOVA and FINPRO – all six case-companies from Sweden and Finland 

could immediately recount on the various types of network supports, 

                                                 
8
 Description of business incubators and UMINOVA Innovation has been explain in different parts of the 

body of text in terms of institutional networks environments, VINNOVA is the Swedish Governmental 

Agency for Research and Innovation Systems (VINNOVA, 2011, see: http://www.vinnova.se)  

9
 Tekes is the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovations (see: http://www.tekes.fi/eng) 
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relationships and further contact connections they have enjoyed or are currently 

benefiting from through this institutional provider. However, they seem to have 

utilized varying supports services from each particular institutional network 

resource center. 

b) VINNOVA & TEKES – Vinnova has been used by only one Swedish case-firm 

(out of study sample) for technology innovation support. On the Finnish side, all 

three enterprises talked about receiving certain form of financial support from 

Tekes for the same purpose of technology innovation. 

c) GREEN-TECH CLUSTERS, SWEDISH - & FINNISH – PIPE MANUFACTURERS 

ASSOCIATIONS – all these tree organizations are forms of industry clusters 

discussed in the section 3.3.1 of the literature review chapter. They provide 

institutional network linkages for only members of their particular innovation 

clusters, unions or trade districts (e.g. see: Belso-Martinez, 2006, p. 802). 

Evidently, amongst the entire study sample, only ES-02 mentioned being part of 

this type of institutional networks environment.    

d) EMBASSY, MINISTRY OF TRADE AND INDUSTRY, SWEDISH TRADE COUNCIL, 

FINNISH NATIONAL TRADE DELEGATIONS – from the empirical data, it was found 

that only ES-02 uses the Swedish Trade Council, EF-04 associates with the 

Finnish embassy in Nigeria, while EF-06 is connected with both the Finnish 

Ministry of Trade and Industry and the national trade delegations. As discussed 

in section 2.3.3 of the review of previous empirical findings, this category of 

institutional networks concerns the government‟s direct and indirect 

involvement on foreign direct investments FDI, strategy and speed of promoting 

international competitiveness through their support for SMEs to actively engage 

in outward international operations (Francis et al., 2009; Hessel & Terjeson, 

2010, p. 217). The low threshold of stated associations could by interpretation be 

inferred as equally low level of SMEs awareness and access to this category of 

institutional networks. 

e) ENTERPRISE EUROPE NETWORK – an Europe-wide networking project which 

serves as one center for connecting enterprises with international partners, EU 

funding, financing organizations, technology and market knowledge and 

transfers together with business support organizations from across 49 

countries
10

. This type of institutional network hub should be especially 

important for SMEs internationalization for the sake of versatile network 

resources they provide (Ruzzier et al., 2006, p. 180; Bosma et al., 2009). 

However, only EF-06 out of the interviewed case-firms mentioned this network. 

Again suggesting a little or no awareness and access to this type of institutional 

network-based resources which could help the SMEs augment their resource 

handicap and thereby reduce the barriers to international expansion (Leonidou, 

2000; Lu & Beamish, 2001; Ruzzier et al., 2007; Torkkeli et al., 2010). 

                                                 
10

 For more information about Enterprise Europe, refer to: http:// http://www.enterprise-europe-

network.ec.europa.eu/index_en.htm 
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The finding suggests that each case-firm on average have associations with about three 

different types of institutional network centers. The above analysis has identified a fair 

level of SMEs association with certain types of institutional networks. FINPRO and 

UMINOVA were the most mentioned, this could be due to the fact that these case-firms 

are clients of these two institutions and in fact referred the authors to them. Tekes was 

the next most popular amongst respondents – an indication that confirms the reality of 

the assertion by IF-02 about Finland being one of the most active countries in the world 

in terms of direct innovation funding. 

6.1.2. Creating Awareness of Institutional-based Network Resources  

This part sort to understand how the case-firms got to know about the various 

institutional supports they have been associated with as they mentioned in the preceding 

discussions. Also, it was intended to find out how easy or difficult it was for SMEs to 

become aware of such institutional networks.  

In this case, they said “I don’t remember this was 1992” (ES-01); “Yes was really easy 

to find this type of institutions” (ES-02); “I look at their web page and see they have 

some international networks so that is when I decide to get in contact with them. Was 

really easy to talk to them…,” (ES-03); “We found it because we were in the situation 

we need them so we started asking. Of course it’s easy, when you go to register your 

company you ask for this type of information” (EF-04); and the final response was: 

“Not 100% sure but I think they contact us and offer their services, usually goes like 

this. Finpro for example, they market actively and contact companies if they think or 

believe they can benefit from their services” (EF-06). 

From the responses, it is evident that there is no generalized method of awareness about 

the institutional network possibilities available to the SMEs. Thus, the level of 

awareness should also vary following the footsteps of no uniformed awareness method. 

Regarding ease of awareness, three of the case-firms said it was really easy to find this 

type of institutions, whereas, two respondents did not remember exactly how it was. 

There is a common saying that “memories of a difficult process always remain vivid in 

human mind” (several unknown sources). By virtue of constructionist reasoning, it 

could be assumed that it was relatively easy, thus, that could be why these respondent‟s 

cognition may have attached less weight of importance to it [see for example, Potter & 

Hepbrurn, (2007) Senses of Construction in Holstein & Grubrium, 2007]. 

On the country level, the ease of awareness is the same for both countries. The 

responses indicate that all necessary information about these institutional networks and 

the relevant supports are available for those firms that seek for it. For example, SMEs 

can find out about support possibilities on the internet and from the respective 

institutions‟ websites. Also, when they ask, they receive valuable referrals from contacts 

and public service centers such as the enterprise registry offices. Both institutions 

confirmed for the SMEs that: “principal way of contact is via email” (IS-01 & IF-02). 

The SMEs use of email as the preferred method for contacting the institutions is not 

surprising in this digital era. It further illustrates the erosion of the previous expectation 
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and/or conception that important formal contacts are made personally by phone of 

through a physical visits. All-in-all, the evidence indicates that SMEs have easy access 

to the institutional network centers. And they have many options to do it, e.g., they 

could contact them by phone, through the contact forms on the institution‟s web pages, 

or they could also walk-in there in person, however, most of them prefer email. 

It is important to note that the awareness patterns differed slightly according to each 

institutions method(s) for creating public awareness. For instance, IF-02 has mentioned 

that: we have …own communication work, of course our own marketing communication 

program in different media and personal contacts, sometimes a stand in exhibitions or 

seminar” IF-02. While, for IS-01: “they know about us through the university, internet 

and personal networks” IS-01. 

The statement by EF-06 that Finpro contacts them to sell them certain services, further 

confirms the claim about IF-02 using direct marketing strategy to reach potential clients. 

The IF-02 strategy is supported by the fact that the center charges fees for certain 

consultancy services they provide for the firms. On the other hand, IS-01 offer all 

services free of charge to their client firms, so this could be one of the reasons why they 

seem relaxed in the use of media and direct marketing as a method of creating 

awareness. So this means that IS-01 does not look for the SMEs, while IF-02 does look 

for them sometimes. 

6.1.3. Utilization and Main Benefits of Institutional Networks 

This aspect is related to both research questions, that is a) the influence - and b) the 

usage of institutional networks for internationalization of SMEs. In this line of enquiry, 

the authors discussed with the respondents in details to gain insights about what type(s) 

of resources the firms actually seek for and utilize from the possibilities provided by the 

institutions. It is believed that understanding the actual institutional network-based 

resource consumption of SMEs and the main benefits of such resource utilization during 

internationalization will eventually reveal what the impact is and where this influence is 

in the international expansion process phases. Hence, obtaining this key information 

will ultimately point towards answering the overall research problem, which is to 

examine the roll of institutional networks in the internationalization process of SMEs.  

From the empirical data presented in the previous chapter, we could see that the main 

institutional network resources utilized during their internationalization process are:  

a) Advisory services, including export formalities and trade regulations, e.g., “it’s all 

about information. …and all the time you learn more about the right organization that 

provide you the right support” (EF-04); “the Swedish trade council had helped us to 

understand the culture of the different countries we go to do business we do and deal 

with that” (ES-02). b) Financing information and options such as business angels, 

government funding and EU grants etc, e.g., “[…] and also in terms of financing and 

how to find the right ways and then possibilities to financing” (ES-01); “…as I 

mentioned before we got financial support and market knowledge” (EF-04). 

c) Partner search and foreign contacts, e.g., “[…] finding the right partners and things 
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like that” (EF-05); “[…] some focused work as they can find individual companies or 

retailers and then clients and arrange meetings with them” (EF-06). d) Market 

information such as various market statistics or feasibility research (ES-02; EF-04; EF-

05 & EF-06), competitor analysis (EF-06). e) Innovation funds and FDI incentives, e.g., 

“[…] we got money from Tekes (EF-04; EF-05; EF-06), and “[…] we development co-

operation with Vinnova” (ES-02).  

Again, on the general level, the information above shows that business advice, market 

information and partner search were the areas where the studied SMEs consumed or 

have benefited mostly from institutional networks. The institutions confirmed the 

general opinion expressed by the SMEs about their actual and preferred network 

resource consumption by saying: -“they look for help in the knowledge of markets, laws 

and entry modes and to find contacts in other countries to find distributors, suppliers or 

potential partners” (IS-01); “Hum, it’s hard to answer, but the services they look more 

is the partner search, as some companies are really small and if they try to conquer the 

world only by themselves will not…” (IF-02). By interpretation this implies that these 

are the most important areas of the internationalization process which the SMEs needed 

vital inputs from institutional support centers in order to reduce the hindrances caused 

by their resource constraints (Torkkeli et al., 2010). At the same time, all three Finnish 

case SMEs noted that it was important for them to get funding from institutions like 

Tekes. So far, the findings are in agreement with the underpinning networks and 

resource dependency theories which argue that SMEs rely heavily on external network 

channels to gather both cultural and commercial capabilities necessary for exploiting 

international opportunities and to mitigate resource inadequacies (Vatne, 1995; Zain & 

Ng, 2006; Street & Cameron, 2007).  

On the other hand, the institutions had mentioned much larger variety of services which 

they offer internationalizing SMEs. For instance, credit and background checks, legal 

help, drafting international trade contracts and business plans etc, were included in the 

network-based resources the institutions said they provide, but none of the case-firms 

mentioned having utilized or even just awareness about such supports. There could be 

many possible explanations for the SMEs not recounting if they have utilized these 

types of resources. One reason could be the fact that the interviewers did not 

specifically name any of these during the interview sessions, however, asking directly if 

they have used credit checks, legal consultancy etc, would have been seen as asking 

„leading questions‟ which in turn is against the nature of the qualitative enquiry 

approach used in this study. Another possible explanation could be the need for 

confidentiality in relation to credit and background checks, and even certain legal 

services. In general, it could also be that truly, none of the case-firms has utilized these 

aspects of the institutional network resources, or maybe it was so trivial that they 

decided not to talk about it. In any case, it could not be deduced whether these 

unmentioned aspects of the institutional network-based resources are important or 

unimportant to the internationalization process of the case-firms. In accordance with the 

constructionist ideology, organizational narrative is seen as a process of sense-making 

whereby the raconteur‟s choice of texts or talks reflects continuous and careful order 
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aimed at constructing and reproducing certain forms of meaning to a particular set of 

audience. Thus, the researchers have no analytic justification for that which was not said 

(Buchanan & Dawson, 2007; Holstein & Gubrium, 2008). 

Furthermore, when the SMEs were asked why they decided to associate with these 

institutional networks, they replied by saying: “has been involved as an advisor in my 

companies (ES-01); “…because of the resource they provide…, they are available and 

Uminova – the company started there… there are always partners” (ES-02); “Because 

when you step-in - international arena it  takes a lot of resources and when you step in 

already it requires even more resources to be able to succeed…you are stuck in the 

middle, you need institutional support” (EF-04); “they help us understand the market… 

and define the right entry model” (EF-05); “different reasons…, but to find good 

contacts and connections in different markets (EF-06). From the data, we could see that 

the main reasons why SMEs network with public institutional providers are to 

supplement own insufficient resource pool, gain market knowledge and further contacts, 

and to define the most suitable entry strategy for each foreign market. The findings 

about the reasons for SMEs association with institutional networks are consistent with 

the main resources they actually consume.  

Regarding the main benefits for institutional networking, all three case-firms from 

Sweden said that the knowledge competence has been most valuable to them (ES-01; 

ES-02; ES-03). On the Finnish cases, EF-04 and EF-06 said that expanding own 

business networks were the most beneficial aspect for them. That is, they got valuable 

business contacts through the institutional networks and those contacts have been key to 

their success in the respective international markets – “they open doors” (EF-06). 

However, one case-firm from Finland also stated that professional know-how (EF-05) 

was the most import benefit from the institutions. That is to say that, more than half of 

the case-firms see institutional networks help in the area of different forms of 

knowledge as being crucial to successful internationalization. Interestingly, it is 

important to take note of the fact that the three Finnish case-firms had all stated that 

they got funding from Tekes, but none of them considered financial help as the most 

crucial aspect of institutional involvement in their internationalization endeavor. 

Existing research on SMEs has emphasized that a firm‟s knowledge resources are key 

predictors of its internationalization (Yli-Renko et al., 2002). Therefore, in comparison 

with multinational enterprises-MNEs, small and medium-sized enterprises have 

relatively less resources, which make knowledge very vital for their survival and 

growth, especially in their quest to step into the unfamiliar frontiers of international 

business (Mejri & Umemoto, 2010). 

In the literature review section and table 3, the authors highlighted five prime 

advantages and five secondary advantages of institutional networking to SMEs 

(Ramsden & Bennett, 2005; see Diamantopoulos et al., 1993, p. 6-9). The data 

presentation and analysis has confirmed only the first three prime advantages that 

concerns knowledge and funding assistance. But, export credit guarantees, and 

government-backed export insurance/FDI protection did not surface in the interview 

discussions. In the same manner, only government policies and trade regulations, and 
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host country‟s FDI investment incentives were indeed mentioned as secondary 

institutional effects for SMEs internationalization (see: Wright et al., 2007, p. 1014). 

6.1.4. Outcomes and Significance of the Relationship 

This part of the enquiry sought to gain insight about how the SMEs perceive their 

relationship with the institutions, and also how the relationships has been maintained or 

put away after it has been used for a particular phase of the internationalization process. 

The respondents were also asked to reflect on their association with the institutions – 

what was the essence of such linkage? Can it be measured or quantified? What did it 

cost the firms to obtain such connections (if any)? What is the cost versus benefit ratio?  

Although, none of the above questions was directly posed to the SMEs, however, they 

were implied and examined in the interview discussions. This aspect of investigations is 

related to research question one which is the significance of the institutional network 

relationship to the SMEs. In the preceding section it was seen that the case-firms 

suggest that the process impact of institutional network resources is mostly in the area 

of know-how, followed by funding and policy/regulatory environments for international 

operations respectively.  

First, the SMEs described their current relationship with the institutional centers as: 

“[…] the relationship…, it’s friendly” (ES-02 & ES-03); EF-04 said they keep the 

contact because they need them, while EF-05 & EF-06 stated that there is often no 

further contact after the particular assignment or need has been fulfilled. On the other 

hand, ES-01 and EF-06 said that they have a continuous relationship with certain 

institutions because they always have ongoing collaboration with the institutions. As 

noted in the data presentation chapter, most of the case SMEs described their current 

relationships with institutions with the term friendly. Friendship in business may refer to 

the trust and commitments built upon an established reliance on exchange between 

partners, and thus depend on the value of confidence in the shared information and 

advices (Helander & Anderson, 2009; p. 8). In sense of institutional networking, it 

could inferred that the friendly nature attributed to SME – Institution relationship after 

the internationalization, means that trust has been established based on their previous 

exchange experiences. And, thus the SMEs are relying on this trust and value of the 

resource benefit they already got from the institutions. Therefore, for most of them it is 

interesting to keep the connection alive by means of occasional phone calls or emails. 

Again, when the interviewees were further probed about how important it was for them 

to have the relationships with institutional network centers. All of them said it was 

really important for their internationalization process, because the institutions provided 

help in knowledge, opened doors to international markets, and did speed up the process 

of internationalization. One other reason for maintaining the relationship is that it makes 

it easy to receive further help especially when the SMEs is going into another market or 

starting a new international project. When the institutions were given similar line of 

enquiry, both institutions answered in affirmation that they open doors for the firms (IS-

01 & IF-02). The findings support aspects of our conceptual framework that 
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institutional networks indeed have vital influence on the internationalization process of 

SMEs. This insight generated is in agreement with the institutional networks theoretical 

perspective of this study which emphasized that institutional networks impact on SMEs 

internationalization is multidimensional (e.g. Séror, 1998; Bateman, 2000, Siu, 2005, 

Bruton et al., 2010).  

The analysis has shown that institutional networks have positive influence on the 

international expansion process of SMEs. All case-firms said they recommend the 

various institutional network support centers to other SMEs and entrepreneurs who 

might need the same resource benefits. The fact that the case-firms are willing to 

recommend other firms to the institutional support organizations could be an indication 

of their positive experience with the institutions. Hence, the findings has shown that the 

SMEs actually get resource help through institutional networking which then augments 

their resource incapacity and as a result fosters rapid internationalization. 

Furthermore, when both the SMEs and the institutions were asked about which stage of 

the internationalization process the firms need the most help. It was gathered that the 

institutions prefer to be involved with the projects as early as possible while the SMEs 

answered that they need institutional support at different stages but most preferably at 

the market entry stage – i.e. when the products, services, and/or technology innovations 

has already been made and the company is just looking for foreign market expansion. 

However, the Swedish case-firms answered that they have also utilized institutional 

support from the beginning for idea development and starting up a new company. 

When relating the analysis with the conceptual framework presented in earlier in sub-

section 2.5.1, the authors have found that the empirical findings support the most part of 

the conceptual framework. However, certain aspects did not conform to the insights 

generated from the data. For instance, the previous conceptual framework suggested 

that the significance of SMEs institutional networking could be observed or reflected 

upon as a separate whole image of influence deduced when the actual 

internationalization results/outcomes are evaluated against the expected benefits, then 

the process impact are obtained and out of which it is possible to determine what was 

the exact significance of institutional networks on the process of internationalization. 

However, this assumption was not proved true based on the information the respondents 

provided. The interviewees have told in the discussions that the influence of such help is 

embedded in the specific internationalization project itself and therefore the influence 

cannot be separated from the project. They answered that even though the usage of 

institutional network-based resources might be for or at a particular phase of the 

international process, but the influence as such are mostly felt in the success or failure 

of the entire international expansion process as a complete whole. Also in the existing 

concept model made no differentiation between prime and secondary categories of 

institutional network resource for international expansion. This is again one of the 

concepts that are contested by the empirical data. In view of these developments, a 

revised conceptual model is now developed and presented below. 
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Figure 8: Revised conceptual framework of institutional resource influence on SME 

internationalization process 

Key: 

SME – Institutions network connection    = 

Home country prime institutional-based resource influence = 

Host country secondary institutional influence  = 

 

The revised concept model now reflects the actual information contained in the data 

gathered from both SMEs and institutions perspectives. Following the new picture 

above, it is evident that the SME – institutional network relationship starts with the 

awareness of the internationalizing firm about the resources and types of helps available 

through the institutions. The awareness then leads to establishing a connection, after 

which there will be a decision to utilize certain types of support on offer, and this 
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support means actual institutional resource flow to the internationalization process. At 

the end, the combined impact of institutional network resource utilization reflects on the 

international expansion project as a whole.  

In general, the revised model conforms to the logical sequence of SME - institutional 

network relationship presented in figure 5 and explained in table 9. The findings seem 

to be consistent with an earlier model present by Vatne (1995). The existing model by 

Vatne suggested a direct link of influence from institutional-based business environment 

to the resources internal and external to the firm and thereby having a double directional 

effect on both the internationalization propensity of the firm as well as the international 

project itself (Vatne, 1995, p. 179). 

To make these findings much clearer for a better comprehension by the reader, the 

authors now illustrate how the process works in reality according to the information and 

descriptions given by the SMEs. For instance, let us assume that one Swedish case-firm 

wanted to enter the German market; they will first contact Uminova and request for 

market information. The market data Uminova provides to them will inform about the 

actual business potentials for them in the target market. Then the case-firm decides that 

they would really like to enter the German market, so they might contact Uminova 

again requesting help with the right entry mode; Uminova analyzes the market and 

probably suggests joint partnership or independent/authorized distributorship as the best 

entry modes to the target market. If the case-firm decides to enter through partnership, 

they will again ask Uminova for partner search in the market, after which when the 

meetings and practicalities have been concluded with a potential partner, Uminova 

could now offer the case-firm their legal connections for the drafting of the contracts 

and other legal formalities. When all these process are completed, the case-firm might 

discover through the established institutional connections how and where they could get 

funding and financial assistance in other to complete the market entry process. At the 

end, the funding might fully or partly come from other institutional providers such as 

Vinnova, Tekes, direct government grants or EU grants etc. This process is graphically 

illustrated in figure 9 below. 
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Figure 9: Conceptual pattern of institutional network resource influence on SME 

internationalization process 

From this hypothetical example, it is import to note that institutional network 

connections have been a part and parcel of every aspect of the internationalization 

process of the case SME. Most importantly, a remarkable observation here is the fact 

that the significance of each institutional network resource input is not just in the value 

of the actual help received but also chiefly reflected in the onward choice it leads to, 

which then leads to the next phase in the focal firm‟s process of internationalization and 

also the next step of institutional networks involvement. 
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 

This chapter presents a summary of the most important findings. It also provides 

recommendations for further research and the limitations on generalizability of the 

findings. The academic and managerial implications of the study are discussed. 

7.1. Main Conclusions of the Research Findings 

The current study set out to examine the “Role of Institutional Networks in the 

Internationalization Process of SMEs”. To make this topic researchable, the stated 

research problem was further narrowed down to the following two research questions:  

 What is the influence of institutional networks for SMEs internationalization 

process? 

 How do SMEs access and utilize institutional networks during the 

internationalization process? 

In order to fulfill the thesis objective, a qualitative study was designed aimed to gain 

insights on the SMEs awareness, access, usages and results of institutional networks-

based resources for the purpose of foreign market expansion process. 

The findings unanimously indicate that institutional networking has positive impact on 

the internationalization process of SMEs. The major areas of institutional networks 

influence on the SME‟s internationalization process are: market information, partner 

search, business contacts and funding. While the main outcomes or results of SMEs 

associations and utilization of such listed institutional networks-based resources are in 

the aspects of: speed, knowledge and reduction of risks. The findings are in agreement 

with existing research in the area of SMEs resource dependency and external alliance 

(Streets & Cameron, 2007). Furthermore, proponents of resource dependency theories 

have consistently emphasized the need for small businesses and governments to work 

co-operatively with the external institutional environment in order to identify the 

challenges and opportunities pertinent to SMEs‟ international expansion (e.g. Whitley, 

2000; Spencer et al., 2005). The networks school of internationalization emphasizes 

firm‟s interactions and exchange in a web of network relationship in order to overcome 

various degrees of obstacles to successful internationalization (Leonidou, 2007; 

Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). The analysis above suggests that SMEs have utilized those 

mentioned institutional network resources in order to overcome their resource 

constraints.  

The analysis has shown that there are no differences in the institutional networks access 

and utilization of SMEs in different industries. That is, case-firms in the tangible 

product industry had utilized the same network resources as the other case-firm from the 

service industry (intangible products). Similarly, in terms of SME‟s institutional 

network needs and patterns of resource usage, it did not matter whether the firms 
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operated in the IT/high-tech, construction, environmental technology & waste 

management, or hospitality sector. The summary of the main information contained in 

the data are tabulated and presented in table 12 below for a quick overview.  

To sum-up, it has been found that institutional network relationships have positive 

impact on the internationalization process of SMEs. The institutional network resource 

influences are continuously on the process activities and are intertwined in the different 

stages of the internationalization process. However, the so-called institutional network 

resource influence cannot be pinpointed as being more evident at any particular phase of 

the international activities and thus, the role of institutional networks is holistically seen 

in the overall success or failure of the internationalization project.  

 

Table 12: Summary of main information provided by the case-firms 

Interview 

code 

Institutional 

Networks connection 

Awareness  Access & 

Influence 

Outcome 

ES-01 Uminova and Vinnova. Don’t remember 

Financial support, 

information, legal 

and business 

contacts. 

Speed up the 

internationalization 

process. 

ES-02 

Swedish trade council, 

Swedish & Finnish 

pipe manufacturers 

associations, 

GreenTech clusters 

and Uminova.  

Was easy to find 

them 

Knowledge, market 

information and 

business contacts. 

Understand the 

culture and open 

doors. 

ES-03 Uminova. Internet 
Knowledge and 

business contacts. 

Knowledge and 

encouragement.  

EF-04 

Finpro, Tekes and 

Finnish Embassy in 

Nigeria. 

In the registration 

process of the 

company, we got 

their contact 

information 

Financial support, 

market information 

and business 

contacts. 

Reduce the 

challenges in the 

internationalization 

process 

EF-05 

Finpro, Minister of 

Trade and Industry 

and Tekes. 

Since 1995, not 

sure 

Know-how, market 

knowledge and 

business contacts. 

Speed up the 

process and open 

doors 

EF-06 
Finpro and Enterprise 

Europe Network. 
They look for us. 

Market data, 

competitor’s 

analysis and 

business contacts. 

Open doors, reduce 

risk and speed up 

the process. 
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Following the graphical representation of the summary of findings on table 12 and 

figure 9 above, it is evident that the analysis has also provided ample explanations in 

answer to the second research question. Therefore, by means of constructivist 

interpretation (see: Berger & Lookmann, 1966; Holstein & Gubrium, 2008), the authors 

make inference to the fact that the multiple case analyses has consistently indicated that 

SMEs association with institutional networks opens door of opportunities and increase 

the speed of foreign marketing entry process for the SMEs etc. Hence, it could be 

evidently concluded that SMEs‟ owner-manager‟s awareness and actual utilization of 

institutional network-based resources induces rapid successful internationalization. 

By virtue of the analysis and discussions above and the conclusions obtained, it is clear 

that the empirical observation and the chosen methodologies has credibly answered the 

two research questions which were the focus of this research investigation. Also the 

stated thesis aims and objectives have been fulfilled even in the strictest or most 

trustworthy manner. Having satisfied also these requirements, next the authors will now 

go ahead to present in the following subsections, the theoretical contributions, 

managerial and policy implications of the knowledge generated through the current 

research project.   

7.2. Discussion of Main Contributions 

The major contributions of the study are presented and discussed in the following sub-

sections. Since these contributions are self-evidenced, the authors do not aim to defend 

the essence of the study once again but rather to highlight the most significant 

theoretical and managerial implication. 

7.2.1. Theoretical contributions 

Bruton et al., (2010) has called on scholars to use institutional network perspective to 

examine how government intervention programs and institutional environments affect 

the international business propensity of entrepreneurial firms. Similarly, as stated in the 

empirical review of literature section, other scholars has suggested that institutional 

perspective is useful in studying how institutional environments and the relevant 

external support mechanisms interplay with SMEs overseas engagement prospects as 

well as their speed, entry mode and market offering.  

At the beginning of this thesis, the authors have lamented the lack of research in the 

area of SMEs alliances with institutional networks for the purpose of international 

expansion. Although there has been corpus of studies dealing with SMEs‟ general 

network relationships and external alliances, however it was properly highlighted in the 

problem discussion section that the role of public-funded institutional support centers on 

the SMEs international business development may not have been expressly studied. 

Moreover, the problem is further compounded by the confusion caused by the overlap 

that existed between institutional network research and business network research (e.g., 
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see: Slotte-Kock & Covellio, 2009). 

First of all, the current study has succeeded in separating this previous overlap by 

following the works of O‟Donnel et al., (2001, p. 752) and Slotte-Kock & Covellio 

(2009, p. 46). The study has generated a new network typology which clearly 

differentiates the different aspects of institutional network research as compared to 

business network and social network streams of research. In light of the paucity of 

literature on the specific focus, the current study has indeed been a pacesetter in 

studying the role of institutional networks on the internationalization process of SMEs. 

The finding has generated an immense amount of knowledge that could be very 

valuable for researchers interested in the field of institutional network research. 

Although, most of the findings are in agreement with existing literatures related to 

SMEs external alliances, however, the findings of this study contradict the previous 

assumptions which have suggested that resources external to the firm are separate from 

the resources internal to the firm (see: Vante, 1995). As the current findings have shown 

in subsection 6.1.4 and figure 8, a case-firm aiming to enter a particular foreign market 

might not have many other resources other than the business idea at the time of 

establishing contact with an institutional network center such as Uminova. The 

institutional network-based resource inputs in this case will not only help the process 

development but also guides towards the acquisition of funds and other key resources 

for the internationalization project. Therefore, when internationalizing SMEs are 

connected to institutional networks, most of their resource capacities are simultaneously 

embedded in the support and resource flow from the institutional connections.  

The results of this study have also shown that institutional networks have positive 

impact on the SMEs internationalization process as a whole. Thus challenging the 

previous believe that institutional network support influence could be pinpointed or 

ascribed to any specific point in the SMEs internationalization phases. 

7.2.2. Policy implication 

The analysis has shown that institutional network support is vital to the international 

expansions of small-to-medium size enterprises that are connected to the system. 

Therefore, it should be in the interest of governments, policy makers and public 

institutions to promote a viable institutional support networks for the SMEs sector in 

order to ensure international competitiveness of the local/national economy. Lu & 

Beamish (2001) argued that outward internationalization contributes to the robustness of 

the economy and thus creates the majority of the bulk of employment in the society. 

This is supported by existing view that the SMEs who manage to secure the resources 

required for international growth have significant impact on the economy as it generates 

innovation flow and economic renewals (Green & Mole, 2006; Bosma et al., 2009). 

The result of this thesis should be very useful for policy makers in planning the different 

types of institutional support and direct government assistance programs, including 

market intervention packages or platforms for encouraging SMEs to internationalize. 
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And for providing the right type of help to already internationalizing firms, based on 

what the case-firms has indicated as the areas which institutional networks association 

was most crucial in the process of foreign market entry. Thus, the current study lends 

support to the believe that it is for these reasons that the European Commission has 

consistently stressed the significance of collaborative institutional environments 

conducive for continuous SMEs growth and encouraging creative entrepreneurship 

(Green & Mole, 2006; European Commission, 2011). 

One significant inference is a call for the policy makers to step up the efforts in 

promoting awareness of various institutional support centers and networks that already 

exist on the local, national and EU level which support SMEs‟ internationalization 

process. Also, by means of policy intervention, certain bureaucratic barriers highlighted 

by the case-firms could be reduced, and this will thus lead to increase in ease of SMEs 

being able to access the institutional network-based resources such as financial 

assistance. Finally, since the results has shown that the benefits of institutional network-

based resource influence on SMEs international operations are multidimensional, it also 

indicates the need for governments and policy maker for not only ensure steady support 

for internalization assistance, but also to increase the funding made available for such 

purposes in order to guarantee the flow of such crucial help and make it available to a 

larger community of SMEs. 

7.2.3. Managerial implication 

This study has highlighted many important aspects that should be of interest to 

internationalizing SMEs, institutional network providers, and practitioners as well. The 

findings have shown a rather not high level of SMEs awareness about the variety of 

internationalization supports available through the institutional networks. Thus, this 

could be an indication for the institutions to engage in more active awareness campaign 

methods. The study has also highlighted the fact that the institutions mentioned much 

larger services than the SMEs actually utilized; therefore the finding could also serve as 

a wake-up call for the SMEs to start trying and benefiting from the other varieties of 

institutional support on offer. 

The research finding suggests that it would be useful if the institutions could introduce a 

follow-up process in order to update both parties of the developmental need of the 

internationalizing SMEs and/or offer other relevant support that might be crucial for the 

firm‟s further growth in the international arena. Also, this result should encourage the 

already internationalized SMEs to create awareness of the institutional networks by 

referring other SMEs to the institutional associations they have benefited from. This is 

important for overall economic outcome even though certain firms might prefer to use 

the disclosure advantage against potential competitors.  

7.2.4. Suggestions for further research 

From the discussions in this thesis, it is obvious that more studies in this area will be of 

interest. The possibilities of focus for further enquiry in the topic area are 
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multidimensional; however, the authors would like to highlight the following areas: 

First of all, it will be interesting to repeat the current study with a quantitative research 

design and probably incorporating a much larger sample of respondents. This will 

enable scholars to see if the findings will be consistent or is dependent on the chosen 

methodologies and sample population. 

Secondly, another study of this nature could focus on non-users of institutional 

networks. That is to say that, the study will target SMEs that has internationalized 

without the direct utilization of institutional networks. One of the main objectives of this 

proposal is to find out what were their success rate, speed and choice of foreign market 

entry. The results of such findings will indeed validate or undermine the current 

findings contained in this thesis, and thus show whether institutional networking is vital 

to SME internationalization process. Can small companies successfully internationalize 

relying on their own resources or are external alliances in the form of business networks 

sufficient for this purpose? 

Finally, the current study focused on the clients of only two institutional network 

centers: Uminova and Finpro. However, during the interview discussions, a total of ten 

institutional support organizations and networks were mentioned as having been utilized 

by the case-firms. Studying especially the customers of other types of institutional 

networks might be an interesting area of enquiry to see if the findings will differ and it 

might open a new window of knowledge on the influence of different types of 

institutional networks on SME internationalization. 
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9. APPENDICES  

9.1. Interview Guide for Internationalized SMEs 

The following interview guide is planned to be used when conducting the interviews. 

The interview guide takes in consideration all relevant aspects of the investigation. The 

interview guide is not going to be handed out to the interviewees. 

1. Basic information:   

a) Name of respondent;  Company description; Position in the firm 

b) Experience working with international environments 

2. About the internationalization process: 

a) Description of how the company has internationalized:  

e.g., main reasons why the firm chose to engage in international activities; 

oversee location(s) where the firm currently has or is in the process of 

establishing a presence. 

b) Type of international activity – outward or inward (e.g. importing vs. exporting 

or foreign sales office) 

c) Major factors for choice of foreign country 

3. About the institutional networks: 

a) During the internationalization process, what type(s) of networks has/does your 

firm utilize?  

e.g. links with public-funded advisory offices, export promotion-council, chambers 

of commerce, business incubators, R&D institutions, industrial clusters, 

government-backed credit guarantee and financing for export/FDI, specific 

government assistance programs etc 

b) Why you decide to associate with the institutional networks (if any)? 

c) How did your firm become aware of the institutional support? 

d) How easy or difficult is it to get contact with them or access resources available 

through the networks? 

e) Can you describe what type of help these institutions may have provided your 

firm?  

4. Institutional networks influence in the internationalization process 

a) What do you think was the most beneficial aspect that these institutions 

provided for your internationalization process? 
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b) What type of resources do they provide? (Tangible or intangible)  

c) How do you think that resources obtainable from such institutional networks or 

lack of it impact the internationalization process 

 In your internationalization process, were there any host-country institutional 

involvements e.g. government incentives such as tax or tariff exemption, seed funds, 

investment subsidies 

d) Why they were involved?  

e) What help they provided to you? 

5. After the internationalization process: 

a) How will you describe your relationship with the institutions after the process of 

internationalization? 

b) Do you think it was important to have this type of relationships? 

c) Why you consider that important/not important? 

 In your experience using the institutional network, would you recommend it to 

other SMEs? 

a) Can you describe why you would or not recommend this type of association 

with institutional support to other SMEs? (Main reasons) 

b) Any other follow-up discussion or information…. 

 

Any other issues… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--------------- 

Thank the SMEs for helping with this research project. 
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9.2. Interview Guide Institutional Network Centers  

The following interview guide is planned to be used when conducting the interviews. 

The interview guide takes in consideration all relevant aspects of the investigation. The 

interview guide is not going to be handed out to the interviewees. 

 Basic information:  

a) Period of involvement with the institution and position inside the institution 

b) Experience working with international environments 

 About the internationalization process: 

a) Description of how the institution helps the SMEs to internationalized 

b) What type of help that the SMEs look for 

 About the SMEs: 

a) Could describe in which ways the SMEs get in contact with you 

b) You look for them? 

c) Tell us about key issues faced by SMEs during the internationalization process.  

d) How would you describe the need of networks of the SMEs depending on their 

development aspect? (Development stage and Growth stage) 

e) How you help them to solve these issues? 

 After the internationalization process: 

a) How will you describe your relationship with the SMEs? 

b) What has been the nature of their contact with your institution after the 

internationalization completed? 

Any other issues… 

 

 

--------------- 

Thank the institution for helping with this research project. 
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9.3. Letter of Introduction for Data Collection 
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