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Resource restricted Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs), face unpredictability when
entering foreign business networks. However, some SMEs are better equipped to develop
higher number of opportunities with better qualities than others, and come across to seemingly
‘surprises’ shaping distinct internationalization paths. I claim that the variation to SMEs’
internationalization paths is better understood if described as opportunity-based. To advance
this idea, the thesis introduces the overlooked attributes of international opportunities, namely
the opportunity serendipity, novelty and value, constituting the essential elements of the
internationalization of SMEs. I claim that opportunity attributes are dependent on the ways
SMEs behave toward the development of opportunities, distinguishing between planning and
systematic search as opposed to improvisational logic, which are in turn dependent on internal
and external factors of the international firm. Explaining the internationalization of SMEs as
opportunity-based enables the inclusion of ‘lucky incidents’ and irregular behavior as part of
the standard decision logic when the circumstances require.  The thesis answers the research
questions: How do internal and external factors influence the decision-making logic of SMEs
for developing international opportunities? How does the decision-making logic of SMEs for
developing international opportunities affect the heterogeneity of the developed opportunity?
To answer the research questions, qualitative and quantitative methods have been used to
explore the phenomenon of SME internationalization by integrating Entrepreneurship elements
to traditional Internationalization conceptualization. Initially, SMEs’ internationalization is
explored by a qualitative study of 9 Swedish SMEs entering new country markets, comprising
the first paper of the thesis. Four additional studies, comprising the five papers of the thesis,
following a quantitative method are presented, covering the different factors relating to the
logic of SMEs when deciding how to search and develop new opportunities. Empirically, 258
international opportunities are examined by on-site survey of Swedish SMEs. The findings of
the thesis suggest that SMEs’ decision-making logic is influenced by the redundancy of the
network knowledge found in relatively closed structured business networks. While international
experiential knowledge was traditionally described as a key driver of internationalization, this
is not confirmed by the findings of this thesis as a determinant of the logic SMEs decide and act
toward international opportunities. But under unpredictable circumstances of markets, SMEs
that abandon predefined plans and goals and improvise, find opportunities that have higher
value and novelty. On the contrary, SMEs that follow systematic, and goal oriented approach,
overlook serendipitous and novel opportunities.
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Introduction 

“Houston, we’ve had a problem” was heard at NASA’s mission control when 
oxygen tank No.2 of the command module of mission Apollo 13 blew up 
nearly 300,000 kilometers from Earth, on April 13, 1970. After a routine pro-
cedure of steering the oxygen tanks, the unexpected happened. Coasting in 
space, hearing alarms buzzing and flashing all around them, bleeding oxygen 
and electrical power, three American astronauts were all of a sudden inside a 
dead aluminum sandwich, facing an unpredictable event. Their extensive 
training, detailed plans on possible scenarios and simulator rehearsals, did not 
prepare them for such an unpredictable event. A solution had to be found 
quickly, with only what was available in their 6 cubic meter premises. This 
event went beyond the expected or what was imagined until then, as expected.  
But instead of a fatal disaster, the Apollo 13 mission remains as a legendary 
example of improvised engineering, because of succeeding to find a solution 
and bringing back home safely the three astronauts. Using duct tape and a few 
other materials onboard, managing among others to fit a square canister in a 
round hole, with the cooperation of their colleagues from NASA, the three 
astronauts remained calm, using their long experience from other missions, 
and developed the only opportunity they had to live and return back home.  

Similarly, Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs) are known for their 
scarcity of available resources, facing challenges beyond predictions, looking 
for opportunities to survive and thrive in unpredictable international business 
environments. However, some SMEs are better equipped to develop opportu-
nities and bring value to the firm than others. This thesis takes a closer look at 
the heterogeneity of the decision-making logic of firms when facing problems 
or potential opportunities, namely the heterogeneity of the attributes of oppor-
tunities developed by SMEs with scarcity of resources similar to the above 
example of the Apollo 13 mission.  

Background 
The opportunity is the starting point, the evolvement in time and the never-
ending goal for the internationalizing firm (Chandra et al., 2009). Despite the 
vast amount of research on internationalization in the past, and the fact that 
the role of opportunities was indicated already many decades ago (Johanson 
and Vahlne 1977; 1990), internationalization as an international opportunity 
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development process is widely overlooked (Mainela et al., 2014), and the 
knowledge about the opportunity concept is left in the periphery of attention. 
The opportunity is described as a key concept in Internationalization and In-
ternational Entrepreneurship (IE) literature; nonetheless, we lack adequate 
knowledge about its role in the internationalization process of firms, specifi-
cally for SMEs (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Davidsson 2015; McDougall-
Covin et al., 2014; Mainela et al., 2014; Ellis 2011).  

From research on international opportunities, we know that developing op-
portunities is determined from internal and external factors (Mainela et al., 
2014). The development of an opportunity includes not only the exploration 
but also the exploitation (Johanson and Vahne 2009). Evidence on interna-
tional SMEs’ decision-making logic about what proceeds the development of 
the opportunity (exploration literature, e.g., Chandra et al., 2009) as well as 
the outcomes of the developed opportunities (exploitation literature e.g., Zhou 
et al., 2007) indicate the need for an investigation of the opportunity in inter-
nationalizing firms. Additionally, research has demonstrated firms de-interna-
tionalizing and/or re-entering the markets (Turcan 2003; Visaak and Francioni 
2013), motivating that internationalization, especially of SMEs, cannot be 
simplistically described as a choice between dichotomous outcomes.  Rather, 
they may vary in time, pace, direction, geography, scale, scope, outcome nov-
elty, and value, thus manifesting in a complex variation of internationalization 
paths (Kuivalainen et al., 2012).  

This thesis is completed within the context of the Small and Medium sized 
Enterprises (SMEs) seeking international opportunities. SMEs in the Euro-
pean context are companies with less than 250 employees and an annual turn-
over of not more than €50 million (EU Commission 2019). SMEs’ interna-
tionalization has drawn a lot of attention in IE research as a result of SMEs’ 
rapid increase in being involved in international trade. An important reason 
for focusing on the international opportunity-seeking SMEs is the recent dec-
ades’ ease of access to international markets because of innovations in com-
munication, transportation, and technologies which have reduced cost-barri-
ers. Also, this did not change during the financial crisis of 2010 (OECD 2019). 
SMEs represent the main source of employment, constituting 99% of all en-
terprises within 28 members of the European Union (EU-28). Twenty-four 
percent of the micro (less than 9 employees), 38% of the small (10–49 em-
ployees), and 53% of the medium sized SMEs (50–249 employees) are inter-
national companies, expanding their activities and business networks across 
their host-country borders (EU Commission 2019). Although being restricted 
in size is challenging their ability to expand their businesses abroad, research 
on IE has indicated SMEs’ ‘revolutionary’ internationalization, when taking 
their opportunity-seeking aspect into account (OECD 2019; Chandra et al., 
2012). Accordingly, instead of treating the relatively small size of SMEs as a 
handicap, the small size allows for flexibility, proactiveness, and opportunistic 
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behavior, which are characteristics of entrepreneurial firms (Baker et al., 
2016). 

SMEs’ internationalization is often dependent on export, which makes the 
identification of the first customer in a totally new foreign market a moment 
of importance (Crick and Crick 2016). The first customer in a new foreign 
market is likely to be different from the firm’s already existing customers. 
This thesis follows Ellis’ (2011) definition of opportunity as ‘the first ex-
change of valued goods and services among partners located in different mar-
kets’. The first exchange among partners from different markets signifies ac-
cess to the network’s knowledge, defining the opportunity’s starting point. 
The opportunity is not only the starting point of the internationalization pro-
cess (Chandra et al., 2009), but it is also a constant driver of the process as it 
turns experiential knowledge into new opportunities (Johanson and Vahlne 
1977; 1990). The development of opportunities includes both the identifica-
tion of the opportunity as well as the exploitation aspect (Johanson and Vahlne 
2009). Opportunities are bundles of tacit knowledge, embedded in organiza-
tional routines, but also knowledge gained through the relationships within the 
business network in which firms operate (Oehme and Bort 2015; Johanson 
and Vahlne 2009). Internationalization is characterized by the complexity, dy-
namism, and breadth of the phenomenon, which cannot be fully explained by 
a single theory (Spence and Crick 2006). Traditionally, firms were expected 
to expand abroad in an incremental, linear, and stepwise manner, by gaining 
experience from their international activities to close markets, using their ex-
periential knowledge to reduce their uncertainty and thus enter more distant 
markets (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). Entrepreneurial SMEs seek interna-
tional opportunities as early as their inception and export to multiple countries 
at a young age (Oviatt and McDougall 1994). These particular SMEs’ behav-
ior is led by improvisational decision-making logic, and is mainly justified, 
from entrepreneurship research, by the personal traits of the entrepreneur 
(Chetty and Campbell-Hunt 2003). IE research, being the intersection of in-
ternational business and entrepreneurship perspectives focusing on SMEs, en-
ables a wider view of the internationalizing SME (McDougall and Oviatt 
2000), informing traditional theoretical internationalization models to the 
modern world (Coviello et al., 2017). However, the overlap of research during 
the last few decades on the opportunity concept, from various research per-
spectives, provide mixed, contradictory, or oversimplified descriptions of op-
portunities as homogeneous outcomes (Reuber et al., 2017). These outcomes 
result in fragmented and insufficient knowledge regarding the role of oppor-
tunity in internationalization, which creates the need for a relevant theoretical 
platform. Thus, such a theoretical platform would help to explain the hetero-
geneity of the developed opportunities’ characteristics as a result of the SMEs’ 
opportunity-seeking behavior.  

The opportunity-seeking and development process of the internationalizing 
firms can be described as a networking process (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). 



 14 

According to the network view, firms develop new relationships, maintain ex-
isting ones, cancel old ones, and coordinate them, in order to improve or de-
fend their position in the business network, making networks the source of 
knowledge and opportunity development (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). Such 
a process requires time to progress and is resource demanding, which justifies 
its incremental nature (Zollo and Winter 2002). Through the business network, 
a firm acquires valuable information that can potentially be developed into an 
opportunity, leading to experiential knowledge, crucial for the reduction of the 
cross-border uncertainty. Uncertainty has to do with the knowledge gap about 
the probable future state of events (Knight 1921), and is prominent for the 
resource restricted SMEs operating in international markets. Nonetheless, ac-
cording to the incremental internationalization view (Johanson and Vahlne 
2009), uncertainty is assumed to be relatively stable and merely dependent on 
the knowledge gained from the experiences of opportunity development, 
while in reality, market uncertainty may fluctuate from technological, institu-
tional, or other market changes, creating a never-ending context of uncertainty 
(Townsend et al., 2018). Thus, internationalizing SMEs end up acting under 
unpredictable market circumstances, in line with entrepreneurship theory, 
which assumes markets being in constant uncertainty (McMullen and Shep-
herd 2006).  

Research on opportunities emphatically emphasize their key role in inter-
national business but are often depicted as being abstract and vague (Mainela 
et al., 2014). One of the consequences of overlooking the distinct characteris-
tics of the developed opportunities is the description of opportunities as ho-
mogeneous entities. However, opportunities actually span across borders, in-
tegrating heterogeneous elements and demanding deeper understanding about 
their distinct characteristics; also, prior internationalization studies have 
widely avoided such a detailed discussion on opportunity (Mainela et al., 
2014; Johanson and Vahlne 1977; 2009). In order to fill this gap, this thesis 
studies opportunities linked with characteristics related to the core concepts 
of the internationalization and IE theories: Knowledge, Incrementalism, and 
Value (Eriksson et al., 1997; Schwens et al., 2018).  

The degree of knowledge that a developed opportunity reveals distin-
guishes it from opportunities that entail different degrees of novel knowledge; 
therefore, opportunity novelty is discussed as a central part of the opportuni-
ties (Davidsson 2003; Bhave 1994). More importantly, the stock of experien-
tial knowledge, in turn, is an outcome following the development of a new 
opportunity, which affects the development of further opportunities (Reuber 
et al., 2017). In line with this view, novelty is one of the essential elements of 
opportunity taxonomy, concerning the degree of new knowledge it brings to 
the SME. Also, the novelty of opportunities, in some cases, is related to in-
creased risk and a higher degree of firm mortality (Shepherd et al., 2000).  

Growth, profitability, and market performance are linked to SMEs’ well-
being because of their resource restriction (Schwens et al., 2018). Developing 
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opportunities is the means by which SMEs achieve and maintain their growth 
and profitability goals. Each opportunity affects the competitiveness, profita-
bility, and potentials for growth for firms on a different degree (Zahra 1996; 
Ensley et al., 2006). Therefore, firms develop opportunities without equal 
value, with some opportunities producing more value than others. This leads 
to the second essential characteristic of the opportunity, which is the oppor-
tunity value. The third attribute of an opportunity is the result of the discussion 
between the incrementalism vs. the non-linear internationalization within IE 
literature, namely its degree of serendipity (Meyer and Skak 2002). SMEs op-
erating in markets wherein changes happen swiftly and in an unexpected man-
ner need to adapt their decision-making accordingly with ambiguous out-
comes (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson 2013). The ambiguity of the developed 
outcome is often described as a non-systematic coincidence, or anomalies 
(Hennart 2014; Ellis 2000). This is what prior studies describe as internation-
alization accidents, leapfrogs, or anomalies (Hennart 2014; Oviatt and 
McDougall 1999), which are the deviations from the linear view of interna-
tionalization. However, what is often overlooked often referred to as an anom-
aly is actually the unintended discoveries, leading to the development of ser-
endipitous opportunities (Dew 2009). Overlooking serendipitous opportuni-
ties is reducing the number of the developed opportunities for firms and hin-
ders their growth (Evers and O’ Gorman 2011). Overlooking a number of 
developed opportunities may lead to a distorted view of the outcomes and un-
derestimate the international performance of firms, justifying serendipitous 
opportunities an important part of the opportunity development. Following 
this logic, each opportunity can be distinguished as an outcome of the incre-
mental internationalization path (predicted path), or the serendipity (unpre-
dicted path). Thus, the degree of serendipity of opportunities is another essen-
tial but often overlooked characteristic of opportunity. 

In their effort to develop opportunities, firms make decisions concerning 
their resource commitment and activities (Vahlne and Johanson 2013). As an 
essential part of the Uppsala model, commitment decisions concern not only 
the decisions that firms make regarding resources to commit abroad, but also 
their decisions to build their position in the business network, as well as their 
actions to enter a new market (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). Therefore, the 
logic by which SMEs make decisions influences all their actions, leading to 
the development of a new opportunity. Here, the focus is far from the decision-
making itself; rather, it is the type of logic underlying each individual decision 
for the activities of the SME. The decision-making logic can be placed on the 
continuum between following plans and improvising toward an opportunity 
(Smolka et al., 2018). Careful planning before action takes place (Brinckmann 
et al., 2010; Ansoff 1967) is conceptually placed at one extreme of the contin-
uum. Anchored from the economic perspective (Dunning 1988; 2001; Ansoff 
1967), the logic of decision-making by pre-defined goals, and plans following 
a calculative process, aims for economic efficiency. The economic perspective 
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viewed firms behaving rationally, making decisions based on complete infor-
mation, even at the beginning of their internationalization, which was criti-
cized (Johanson and Vahlne 1990). However, what is perceived as rational 
behavior under predictable and stable markets may become irrational under 
market unpredictability, and fast market moves. Firms consist of people mak-
ing decisions without full knowledge of the reality, without full awareness of 
the indicators and prospects of the markets, under uncertainty and information 
asymmetry (Evers and O’ Gorman 2011; Knight 1921; Johanson and Vahlne 
1977). It is difficult to make plans with predictions for the future under uncer-
tainty, when unprecedented events take place because they happen in the given 
environment.  

SMEs’ size and structure with less managerial layers provide an ideal con-
text to study the variation of logics for developing opportunities. The size jus-
tifies their ability to be flexible to switch between different logics, but also be 
susceptible to internal and external changes of the ‘fast moving’ environment 
(Spence and Crick 2006). Improvisation can be placed on the other extreme 
of the logic continuum (See Figure 1) by acting without constraint from pre-
viously decided behavior, in an improvisational manner, deciding spontane-
ously, exactly when the events happen under the given circumstances of the 
moment (Hmieleski and Corbett 2008; Mintzberg and Waters 1985). Doing 
cross-border business entails increased risks, emphasized more in the case of 
SMEs, which lack excess resources to overcome failures, or fast changes in 
their business environment. Markets can be characterized by different levels 
of predictability, depending on the uncertainty about future market changes. 
Even though SMEs aim to predict the future state of the markets and the con-
sequences of their present decisions, the future is often uncertain, and changes 
may take place unexpectedly (Laskovaia et al., 2019). Plans formulated with 
failed predictions for the future become outdated and obsolete, which creates 
a strategic gap, allowing room for emergent strategies to be developed spon-
taneously (Mintzberg and Waters 1985). Exploiting the unexpected events 
from the unpredictable foreign market, i.e., turning them into opportunities, 
leads to growth and profit (Johanson and Vahlne 2006; Jones and Coviello 
2005; Styles and Seymour 2006). When rapid changes manifest internally to 
the SME or externally to markets and networks in which it operates, improv-
isation is the way to swiftly adapt to the new circumstances (Evers and O’ 
Gorman 2011). Improvisation is a distinct element of the behavior of SMEs 
with entrepreneurial rational for their decision-making, and is relevant to op-
portunities arising under high uncertainty (Zahra et al., 2005). Therefore, the 
improvisation of SMEs is likely to explain the seemingly unintentional aspect 
of networking and internationalizing, often described as serendipitous 
(Galkina and Chetty 2015; Meyer and Skak 2002). Action-oriented and emer-
gent strategies leading to improvisational behavior are a way to develop ser-
endipitous opportunities by leveraging contingencies, which would otherwise 
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be overlooked, beyond the search span of predefined plans (Zahra, 2008; 
Evers and O’ Gorman 2011).  
 

Figure 1. Conceptual continuum of the Decision-making logic of SMEs 

 

Problem discussion 
The opportunity involvement in internationalization is either overlooked or 
superficially discussed without taking into consideration the heterogeneous 
attributes of the opportunity and its consequences on the firm (Mainela et al., 
2014). Prior research label various categories of opportunities using theoreti-
cally driven criteria like innovation/arbitrage (e.g. Spence ad Crick, 2006), 
exploration/exploitation (e.g., DiGregorio et al., 2008), discovery/creation 
(e.g., Zahra 2008); entrepreneurial (e.g., Oviatt and McDougall 1994), etc., 
without taking into consideration the heterogeneity of their essential attrib-
utes, justifying opportunity heterogeneity. For example, in the seminal work 
by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), they refer to opportunities 17 times, but they 
do not define it or discuss its characteristics, even though they present its cen-
tral role in internationalization. To address this shortcoming, Johanson and 
Vahlne (2006) underline the essential role of opportunities further, providing 
even more stimuli for additional research on the opportunity concept and its 
relations with the stock of international experiential knowledge, although they 
once again avoid defining opportunity. Similarly, the commitment decisions 
are described as being a critical component of the Uppsala model, but the var-
iation of the logic regarding these decisions is left in the periphery of the at-
tention.  

Another shortcoming of previous studies lies in the inconsistent findings 
on the outcomes of different decision-making logics; they often have incon-
sistent findings and the discussion is left fragmented (Coviello et al., 2017; 
Forsgren 2016; Jones and Casulli 2014; Evers and O’ Gorman 2011). Specif-
ically, while a stream of research find the planning and improvisational logic 
to be dichotomous (Fisher 2012), thus exclusive to each other, another stream 
of research consider them as working in tandem or even synergistically and 
complementary to each other (Smolka et al., 2018). In the same stream, other 
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studies problematize whether different decision-making logics may result in 
the same outcome, like reaching the same goal from different paths (Reuber 
et al., 2017). Additionally, while a stream of research indicates a beneficial 
impact on performance, from the entrepreneurial behavior of firms by exploit-
ing contingencies and spontaneous action (Evers and O’ Gorman 2011; Shane 
2000), other findings indicate that such an improvisational behavior leads to 
less successful market entries, because of the hastiness in the opportunity de-
velopment process, when opportunities with a longer-term value may exist but 
might be overlooked (Bingham 2009). Although research has examined vari-
ous paths of internationalization, separately or comparatively, only a few stud-
ies have examined the implications of different decision-making logics during 
their internationalization, albeit with inconclusive results ((Forsgren 2016; 
Evers and O’ Gorman 2011; Bloodwood et al., 1996).  

Another research area producing controversial findings stems from the re-
lationship between the business networks, in relation to its configuration and 
knowledge of the developed opportunities (Coviello and Munro 1995). In line 
with this stream of research, business contacts are considered to be a promi-
nent source of international opportunities (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Va-
silchenko and Morrish 2011). However, the initial network can act as a limi-
tation for knowledge novelty, restricting the development of opportunities fur-
ther (Coviello and Munro 1995; 1997). The network configuration may create 
a negative lock-in effect, which confines the SME solely to information pre-
sent within the network; making it unaware of novel knowledge lying beyond 
the network limits it and makes it incapable of obtaining it (Schreyögg and 
Sydow 2011).  

Another need for further clarification stems from the impact of mixed find-
ings on the role of experiential knowledge on the internationalization process. 
Experiential knowledge is gained as a result of doing business in foreign mar-
kets in a learn-by-doing process (Johanson and Vahlne 1977).A stream of 
prior research reports a positive effect of prior knowledge to the novelty of the 
outcome (Maitland and Sammartino 2014) while other stream of research re-
port a negative effect between the concepts because of learning myopia (Lev-
inthal and March 1993).  The knowledge that flows within the business net-
work of the firm, depending on whether the firm belongs to a structurally 
closed network, where information easily flows internally between the mem-
bers of the network but is not renewed by information beyond its limits, can 
be overlapping, namely the network knowledge redundancy (Rindfleich and 
Moorman 2001). While a vast amount of research indicates the positive effects 
of experiential knowledge on internationalization performance (Chandra et 
al., 2009), another stream of research indicate the negative impact of the net-
work knowledge redundancy (Ucbasaran et al., 2009). This particular type of 
knowledge is obsolete, fostering a path dependency for the SME receiving 
information that is already known, creating a repetition pattern which, in turn, 
creates a distorted view of the SME. In fast changing business environments, 
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firms are likely to find that beliefs, decision-making processes, and core 
knowledge about markets become outdated and do not match the current busi-
ness reality even though they can be interpreted in new ways as new events 
unfold (Vahlne and Johanson 2017). Network knowledge redundancy is likely 
to lead to overlooking opportunities (reduce in number of opportunities), or 
disregard innovative ideas that do not match with previous experiences (nov-
elty of opportunities). For example, Young, Welter, and Conger (2018) de-
scribe the relation between the institutional arrangements of a market and the 
degree of imitation or innovation of the developed opportunities. Additionally, 
a SME operating in international markets is faced with turbulence and market 
unpredictability (Evers and O’ Gorman 2011). Market turbulence can quickly 
make SMEs’ stock knowledge obsolete and less effective and the future far 
from an extrapolation of the past experiences (Hebberg 1981). Similarly, mar-
ket uncertainty fluctuates, which is contradicted with the relatively stable view 
of market uncertainty in incremental internationalization theories (Johanson 
and Vahlne 2009). As market uncertainty changes over time, international ex-
periential knowledge will be less effective to reduce market uncertainty as 
traditionally assumed (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). Thus, regardless of the 
vast amount of prior research discussing experiential knowledge in the inter-
nationalization firms, there is a need for specification of the role of experien-
tial knowledge, which under some circumstances acts positively, while other-
wise negatively for the SME and under which conditions opportunity novelty 
may be hindered and in turn international expansion may be distorted. 

Another shortcoming of relevant research stems from the disproportional 
focus on ‘earliness’ of internationalization (Reuber et al., 2017). The main 
focus of existing IE literature is framed from the period of time between the 
founding of a firm until the starting point of international activities (Acedo 
and Jones 2007). However, focusing on the time from inception until first ex-
port has as a consequence to miss attention from what is happening after the 
development of the first international opportunity, and what is the oppor-
tunity-seeking behavior of the SME regardless of their internationalization 
stage. Thus, previous research and theories need to be informed without ‘the 
constraints of focusing on earliness’ of the internationalization process (Reu-
ber et al., 2017: 419), which this thesis avoids by including international op-
portunities regardless of the age of the firm. 

Research Questions and purpose 
SMEs follow a logic for gaining knowledge from their business network, and 
they use it to find and develop opportunities. This thesis considers the deci-
sion-making logic of SMEs as a continuum from following rational strategies, 
pre-defined plans and deliberate search for opportunities, to act spontaneously 
without following plans and leveraging contingencies in an improvisational 
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manner. The variation of their decision-making logic follows a variation in 
their stock of experiential knowledge and in turn becomes influenced by how 
their business network looks.  From the previous discussion on international 
opportunities, we know that developing opportunities is determined from in-
ternal and external factors (Mainela et al., 2009). International experience in-
fluences the ability and the search behavior for opportunities of the firm as an 
internal factor (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Schweizer et al., 2010). The ex-
ternal environment in which the firm operates can also determine the oppor-
tunity development process for SMEs. The degree of unpredictability of the 
foreign markets is likely to affect how SMEs look for information and search 
for opportunities (McMullen and Shepherd 2006). The network structure 
within which an SME is operating is another factor influencing the decision-
making logic for the SME (Ellis 2011; Chandra et al., 2009). The knowledge 
gaps of the existing research limit our understanding of the role of the oppor-
tunity-seeking behavior and the opportunities themselves to the overall inter-
nationalization of SMEs. Thus, I turn to the first research question which will 
guide this thesis:  

 

Research question 1: How do internal and external factors influence the deci-

sion-making logic of SMEs for developing international opportunities? 

 
The decision-making logic is examined as distinguished between systematic 
and improvisational logic (Hmieleski and Corbett 2008; Sarasvathy 2008; 
Mintzberg and Waters 1985). The linear and predictive patterns described, 
along with the economic theory and internationalization process models, fail 
to explain the full manifestation of internationalizing SMEs. Moreover, be-
haviors that deviate from the rational pattern are described as an ‘anomaly’ 
(Ellis 2000), a ‘coincidence’ (Meyer and Skak 2002), or an ‘accident’ (Hen-
nart 2014), etc. Examining how SMEs internationalize, without overlooking 
‘accidents,’ ‘anomalies,’ or other incidents of internationalization deviating 
from linearity, will help to create a theoretical platform for the SMEs interna-
tionalization, taking into account their entrepreneurial aspect. Examining the 
behavioral variation of SMEs, affected by internal and external factors, is 
likely to determine the consequences on the development of opportunities and 
in particular their characteristics. In turn, heterogeneous decision-making be-
havior leads to a heterogeneity of the developed opportunities. Furthermore, 
responding to the first research question, a second research question arises, in 
turn, concerning the outcomes from the different decision-making logics of 
the firm:  
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Research question 2: How does the decision-making logic of SMEs for devel-

oping international opportunities affect the heterogeneity of the developed op-

portunity?  

 
Responding to the second research question will lead to a triple contribution: 
a) It will confirm whether firms actually make decisions for their internation-
alization consistently with their decision-making logic, b) what are the conse-
quences on the development of opportunity, and c) whether the characteristics 
of the developed opportunities differ and are determined by the internal and 
external environment of an SME. The examined characteristics of the oppor-
tunities are defined by IE theory as the essential concepts of the entrepreneur-
ial activities of SMEs: a) value, b) novelty, and c) degree of serendipity (Zahra 
1996; Ensley et al., 2006; Young et al., 2018; Meyer and Skak 2002). 

Answering the research questions will contribute to our knowledge about 
why some opportunity-driven internationalization of SMEs are better de-
scribed as entrepreneurial as well as under which circumstances SMEs de-
velop opportunities with different characteristics. Examining the interplay be-
tween internal and external factors of the SMEs, the decision-making logic 
behind their opportunity-seeking behavior and the characteristics of the out-
come will provide a theoretical platform for the internationalizing SMEs. This 
will be informed by the overlapping elements of international business and 
entrepreneurship, taking into account their different assumptions and levels of 
analysis. 

 

Table 1. Overview of papers 

 

Paper Aim Data Concepts Analysis

I
To explore the antecedents and 

the effects of systematic 
searching

Qualitative data by personal on-site 
interviews

International Experience, Network 
Structure, International 
Opportunity Scouting, 

International Opportunity Novelty

Inductive approach using multiple cases 
study, developing propositions

II To examine the relationships 
among key concepts

Survey data by personal on-site 
data gathering

Experiential international 
knowledge, Network knowledge 

redundancy, Improvisational 
logic, Serendipitous opportunities

Multivariate Regression analysis, 
examining individual effects

III To examine the relationships 
among key concepts

Survey data by personal on-site 
data gathering

Improvisation, Network 
adaptation, Opportunity Novelty

Structural equation modeling and 
bootstrapping to examine direct and 

indirect effects

IV To examine the relationships 
among key concepts

Survey data by personal on-site 
data gathering

Business Unpredictability, 
Improvisation, Business network 

commitment, Market entry 
performance

Structural equation modeling and 
bootstrapping to examine direct and 

indirect effects

V To examine the relationships 
among key concepts

Survey data by personal on-site 
data gathering

Experiential Knowledge, 
Decision-making logic, 

Opportunity novelty, Opportunity 
value

Structural equation modeling and 
bootstrapping to examine direct and 

indirect effects
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Theoretical Framework 

The overarching theoretical pillars of the thesis will be discussed in this chap-
ter. The two theoretical anchors for addressing the research questions are: the 
Internationalization process model (Uppsala model) and the International En-
trepreneurship theory. These two theoretical perspectives are chosen to ex-
plain both the gradual and step-wise internationalization behavior but also 
why firms are searching for international opportunities with an improvisa-
tional logic. Initially, the two theoretical perspectives are briefly described. 
Thereafter, the chapter discusses how these theoretical perspectives relate to 
the antecedents, the search, a planning decision-making logic of SMEs and 
lastly, the characteristics of the developed opportunities as a result. The over-
arching theoretical model is structured based on the widely asserted three-fold 
description of every behavioral analysis, regardless of the level of analysis, 
namely the Antecedent, Behavior, Consequence analysis (A-B-C analysis), 
according to Bijou, Peterson, and Ault (1968). The A-B-C analysis views the 
behavior (B) as a function of the antecedents (A), which precede it, and the 
consequences (C) that follow the behavior (B). Following this parsimonious 
structure, the mechanism of the internationalization of SMEs will be examined 
as What initiates and favors Which decision-making logic, leading to Which 
consequences. 

Uppsala model  
The traditional internationalization theory, often referred to as the Uppsala 
model, viewed the firm as a dynamic entity, and knowledge as the key driver 
for progressing expansion abroad (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). The Uppsala 
model is the most utilized internationalization process model (Coviello and 
McAuley 1999). The model views the internationalization of firms as an in-
cremental process of the interplay between knowledge accumulation and for-
eign market commitment, starting from close markets and gradually expand-
ing to more distant ones (Johanson and Wiederscheim-Paul 1975; Johanson 
and Vahlne 1977; 1990). The increase in knowledge about the firm leads to 
less uncertainty for the market (Hilmersson and Jansson 2012). The theoretical 
base of the model lies in the behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert and March 
1963), which refers to the way that firms’ decisions are made based on limited 
knowledge; and the resource based view (Penrose 1959), which describes the 
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growth of the firm to be the result of the ability of the firms to utilize its re-
sources and accumulate experiential knowledge.  

Because knowledge is accumulated gradually, the internationalization pro-
cess progresses incrementally. The model, which was based on empirical ob-
servations from four Swedish firms, suggests that with gradually growing 
knowledge and experience, the uncertainty of the firm will decrease; conse-
quently, this will enable the firm to move to more distant markets (Johanson 
and Vahlne 1977). Thus, a company’s international activities are mainly un-
dertaken with the aim to develop experiential knowledge, which contributes 
to an incremental internationalization process (Björkman and Forsgren 2000). 
Experiential knowledge cannot be transferred or acquired by standardized 
methods and furthermore, cannot be replicated to multiple market contexts 
(Johanson and Vahlne 1977).  

The model was criticized for its deterministic character (Turnbull 1987; 
Andersen 1993), that is, for its oversimplified description of the international-
ization process, by focusing on experiential knowledge to describe the inter-
nationalization process. This view disregards the proactive logic of firms on 
their effort to develop new international opportunities, as described from the 
IE perspective (Sarasvathy 2001; 2008). Traditional internationalization re-
search cannot explain why and how firms may pursue multiple opportunities 
at the same time (Petersen and Welch 2002), especially in cases where the 
opportunities, pursued in parallel, do not follow a rational pattern related to 
distance and network characteristics. Another critique of the traditional inter-
nationalization theories lies in the deterministic and path dependent nature of 
the process model (Sydow et al., 2011). SMEs are sometimes observed as de-
viating from their historic path and entering markets beyond the rational path 
predicted by the assumptions of the Uppsala model (Suddaby et al., 2015). 
While the Uppsala model described firms making incremental resource com-
mitments abroad, International New Ventures or Born Globals international-
ize firms relatively early and without following stepwise resource commit-
ments (Oviatt and McDougall 1994; Knight and Cavusgil 1996). These cases 
are better justified by IE research, which describe firms deviating from their 
path dependency as a result of the individual entrepreneur’s traits and charac-
teristics (ibid).  

The revision of the Uppsala model (Johanson and Vahlne 2003; 2006; 
2009) takes into account the aspect of the internationalization by complement-
ing the market knowledge of firms with the recognition and knowledge of op-
portunities. By incorporating the business network view of firms (Johanson 
and Mattsson 1992), internationalization is now seen as the establishment of 
a position in the international business network. In the revised model, interna-
tionalization is not about the resource commitment but the relationship com-
mitment. The current activities, which were the source of experiential 
knowledge, are now replaced by trust building and learning. Moreover, the 
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liability of foreignness is no longer seen as the barrier to the internationaliza-
tion, but instead as the liability of an insidership position. Thus, the firm is 
progressing its internationalization by strengthening its network position to 
the foreign business network. 

International Entrepreneurship (IE) 
Being the overlapping research area between Internationalization theory and 
Entrepreneurship, the IE perspective is the response to the call for multi-per-
spective theoretical development to explain complex and multi-faceted phe-
nomena as the internationalization of SMEs (Etemad and Wright 2003). IE 
was introduced after the empirical observation of SMEs, which deviated from 
the gradual internationalization manner and initiated their internationalization 
right from their inception (Oviatt and McDougall 1994). Initially, IE ad-
dressed a narrow group of firms, SMEs, at their initial internationalization, 
expanding abroad soon after their inception, namely ‘International New Ven-
tures’ (INVs) (Oviatt and McDougall 2005). The International New Ventures, 
or Born Globals, were small firms, which exploited advances in technology as 
well as communication and globalization of markets, enabling them to inter-
nationalize faster, and without a clear rational pattern (McDougall 1989; Ca-
vusgil 1994; Oviatt and McDougall 1994; 2004). These firms become inter-
national earlier than 6 years, with more than 25% of their sales in international 
markets (Knight and Cavusgil 1996; McDougal et al., 2003). They interna-
tionalize in a rapid way, and do not seem to face psychic distance challenges 
because of the random nature of their market selection. Previous research have 
tried to explain this exceptional firm behavior because of the advancement of 
information and communication technology (Oviatt and McDougall 1995), 
the niche nature of markets (Knight and Cavusgil 1996), or the reduction of 
trade barriers (Levitt 1983). Additionally, the characteristics of the entrepre-
neur, driving these particular SMEs, were another explanation for their proac-
tive logic.  

IE research builds on the individual entrepreneur’s characteristics and 
traits, justifying a strong influence on the organizational decision-making 
logic of the SME. Because of the small size and the absence or few managerial 
levels, the SME is strongly influenced by the entrepreneur who drives the firm, 
which is why very frequently SMEs are tautological with entrepreneurial firms 
(Knight 2001). IE, focusing on fast internationalizing SMEs, drew much at-
tention because of the speed of internationalization on the initial development 
of the relevant research field (Oviatt and McDOugall 2005). However, recent 
advancements in the field have broadened the scope of relevant research on 
the firm level, and similarly to other stages of the firm’s internationalization 
than the early stage of internationalization, demanding further research (Reu-
ber et al., 2017) 
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One of the research areas where IE can extend the Uppsala model is the 
context of business unpredictability. Instead of discussing uncertainty as a 
market characteristic, which could be managed by international and network 
knowledge (Andersson et al., 2005), IE theorizes a firm’s decision-making 
logic under constant and unpredictable uncertainty. This assumption is empir-
ically confirmed by the internationalization of SMEs’ unpredictability (Saras-
vathy 2001), especially in contemporary turbulent business environments 
when unforeseen market shifts happen suddenly (i.e., global pandemics, etc.). 
The unpredictable state of the international markets, the sudden rise in ‘trade 
wars’ between large markets, or even the outbreaks of global pandemics lead-
ing to market lockdowns, indicate the misperception of markets and networks 
in stability and uncertainty as a sole matter of lack of knowledge management. 
Market shifts make market assumptions suddenly obsolete, but the IE models 
are built on the assumption that international business is done under constant 
unpredictability with the future always being unforeseen; so, instead of mak-
ing efforts to reduce uncertainty, firms need to be able to operate in unpredict-
able markets and have the ability to quickly adapt (Sarasvathy 2001; 2008). 
Furthermore, by embracing the unpredictability of the theoretical model, it 
makes it possible to gain knowledge on how SMEs take advantage of the mar-
ket turbulence and develop rising opportunities (Sarasvathy 2014).   

Secondly, international entrepreneurship considers the proactive decision-
making logic of firms and their seemingly irrational decision-making. Incor-
porating the behavioral elements of the firm with the entrepreneurship char-
acteristics of the opportunity-seeking SMEs is crucial for understanding both 
seemingly ‘rational and irrational’ internationalization of SMEs (Coviello et 
al., 2017). Rather than trying to explain the decision-making logic of SMEs as 
a specific pattern, the IE perspective tries to explain why the SMEs may be-
have irrationally in their effort to exploit an opportunity (Hadjikhani et al., 
2014; Evers and O’ Gorman 2011). Therefore, IE models provide alternative 
paths under different circumstances and firm characteristics, instead of a ra-
ther deterministic projection of the internationalization paths.   

Lastly, IE helps us to better understand that all opportunities developed in 
international markets are not equal and can be fine-grained, explained by the 
entrepreneurial opportunity discussion. The Uppsala model treats opportunity 
as a homogeneous concept and assumes that all opportunities somehow have 
an equal impact on firms, in terms of new knowledge and value (Mainela et 
al., 2014). As a response to the neglected concept of opportunity in interna-
tionalization research, the IE theory views the firms’ internationalization as a 
result of developing international opportunities (Vahlne and Johanson 2017; 
Davidsson 2015; McDougall-Covin et al., 2014; Mainela et al., 2014; Ellis 
2011), thus making this view appropriate for addressing the research questions 
of this thesis.  
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International entrepreneurship is a relatively novel theoretical perspective, 
with only a few decades of history. The main critique of this theoretical per-
spective stems from this characteristic of immaturity, still under development, 
lacking a broad consensus on definitions of the concepts in the field but also 
on the boundaries and focus of the field itself (Wright et al., 2007).  

Antecedents of opportunity development logic 
The theoretical discussion above started with a brief presentation of the main 
relevant theoretical perspectives about internationalization of firms. Thereaf-
ter, a detailed description of the overarching theoretical framework, basic as-
sumptions about the ambiguous concepts, and conceptual boundaries were 
presented.  Lastly, I will summarize the theoretical framework into a concep-
tual model, which will be used to answer the research questions of this thesis.  

Business Unpredictability 
The international context in which the SME is operating, when developing 
opportunities abroad, is characterized by difficulty to predict the outcomes of 
their operations and uncertainty about the future (Coviello et al., 2017). The 
result of the awareness of the limited knowledge about present facts or future 
possibilities is the business unpredictability (Black et al., 2012). An internal 
source of unpredictability is the subjectivity of future prediction from firms. 
The firm’s international context is a social context, which is ultimately based 
on the collective perceptual beliefs and behaviors (Sautet 2017). Previous ex-
periences formulate patterns that affect the perception and their interpretation 
of the reality. Predicting the future based on perceptual and subjective ideas 
about the past and the current activities of the firm may result in unpredicted 
errors and mistakes. An external source of unpredictability is the occurrence 
of surprising events or market shifts that reshape the characteristics of the 
market, the customer’s behavior, and the business network’s characteristics. 
In the same vein, Hadjikhani et al. (2014) distinguish between known and un-
known uncertainties, describing the unknown uncertainty as the type of un-
predictable uncertainty. When unique events reshape the market characteris-
tics, all the information and knowledge about the previous state of the market 
become obsolete. By reducing the valid knowledge of the firm, it increases, in 
turn, the business unpredictability of its operations (Vahlne and Johanson 
2013).  

The anchoring assumption of the uncertainty reducing from the learning 
process is that markets are stable over time, so the reduction of uncertainty 
relies solely on the knowledge gap, which is addressed by gaining experiential 
knowledge. Nonetheless, the future is often difficult to predict because it is 
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often unclear and surprising (Clarke and Liesch 2017). Long-term unpredict-
ability has a negative impact on the strategic and market performance of the 
firm (Hult et al., 2008). Unpredictability makes it more difficult to estimate 
the return of an investment, which makes firms more reluctant to commit re-
sources abroad (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Santangelo and Meyer 2011). As 
a result, SMEs develop opportunities in a slower and more reluctant attitude. 

The consequences of business unpredictability relate to SMEs’ growth and 
are linked to the attitudes toward the opportunity development. In stable and 
relatively predictable markets, prior knowledge can be used to reach the goal, 
leading to the development of the opportunity. In such a predictable environ-
ment, changes happen gradually and toward a pre-determined direction, al-
lowing room for careful planning and systematic search. Therefore, SMEs are 
expected to behave with a rather systematic logic in order to approach such a 
market. On the contrary, when changes happen swiftly without a clear indica-
tion beforehand, plans become less useful, because they are built on outdated 
assumptions of the market. Accordingly, a systematic approach toward such a 
market would also be less successful because the unpredictable future state of 
the market distorts the view of the goal (Vahlne and Johanson 2013).  

Internationalization within business networks 
This thesis has been influenced by the network view of internationalization 
and opportunities arising within the business network of the SME. To create, 
maintain, manage, or end old relationships within a business network is a chal-
lenge for SMEs when acting in the international context (Zahra, 2008). The 
network perspective, complementary to the process models, describes the 
business network of firms as the antennas by which firms gain information 
about markets and knowledge. Using the information flows within business 
networks, firms shape their decisions about which markets to enter, how, and 
when. Within their business networks, firms look for potential opportunities 
to exploit.  

The network perspective views internationalization as a process of network 
position establishment through the interactions with foreign firms (Johanson 
and Mattsson 1988). The network perspective is based on the notion that in-
ternationalization of firms cannot be studied, delimited around the firm; rather, 
it takes into account the interactions among other entities in the market. The 
starting point of this perspective was the observation of long-term relation-
ships between business actors (Håkansson and Snehota 1989). The relation-
ship is developed as a process of interaction between firms, and as a result of 
their interaction they gradually increase their business commitment to each 
other (Forsgren 2016).  

The market as a network view is based on the social exchange theory and 
describes firms that are embedded in a network of business relationships. The 
horizon of the firm extends to wherever it has ties within its business network. 
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In this view, the borders are no longer national, market, or cultural, but extend 
to the reaches of their business relationships, closer to how the globalized 
business world is structured (Håkansson and Snehota 1995). Applying the net-
work view to traditional internationalization process theory, the international-
ization becomes a process of starting, maintaining, or stopping relationships 
(Axelsson and Johanson 1992). Thus, the focus shifts from overcoming psy-
chic or cultural distance; now, the challenge is the establishment of the pre-
ferred positioning within the business network. From the barrier of the liability 
of foreignness, the network views internationalization of firms as being hin-
dered by the liability of outsidership from networks.  

The relationships among the actors of a business network can be direct or 
indirect. Direct relationships are the ones that the firm has immediate interac-
tion with, without the interference of another actor. Indirect relationships, in 
contrast, are the ones where the interaction goes through at least one other 
actor who acts as an intermediator of the relationship (Johanson and Mattsson 
1987).   

While the network perspective would seem to be appropriate for use as the 
theoretical framework for addressing the research questions of this thesis, the 
extensiveness of the network view would create confusion, and potentially a 
lack of focus. This is why, for the sake of parsimony and specificity, only the 
network view’s overlap with the international entrepreneurship influences this 
thesis. 

Network Knowledge redundancy  
The knowledge that is accessible to an actor from its direct and indirect rela-
tionships within a network is the network knowledge flowing within a busi-
ness network (Hohenthal et al., 2014). The structure of a business network 
affects the information flow among its members. Depending on the network 
structure, the flowing knowledge may vary from novel to overlapping (Cole-
man 1990). Open structured networks can be described as having non-redun-
dant relationships, i.e., unique connections among actors of the network. In 
relatively open structures, the interactions within are often less and of lower 
density compared to the closed structures (Coleman 1990). From the 
knowledge point of view, firms belonging to open networks have more oppor-
tunities to encounter novel information, from their interactions with heteroge-
neous actors (Uzzi 1996). Knowledge that flows to each relationship is un-
likely to be the same compared to other actors of the same network because 
of the non-redundant relationships (Andersson et al., 2005). Knowledge flow, 
therefore, is heterogeneous from the various sources in the network, which 
require effort to be able to search and match each information with the devel-
opment of a potential opportunity. Consequently, firms operating in open net-
works are exposed to changes and market shifts, which, in turn, means that 
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such networks are more unstable and prone to unpredictable changes, but they 
also enable firms to find novel knowledge.  

On the other hand, in a closed network, the same knowledge is likely to 
reach a specific firm from more sources than would be the case in an open 
network (Coleman 1990). In relatively closed networks, the interactions and 
information sharing are facilitated among the network actors, minimizing op-
portunities for information sourced externally from the closed ‘inner circle’ of 
firms (Burt 1992). As a consequence, the knowledge that exists in a closed 
network is characterized by overlaps and can be repetitive of the same infor-
mation, reaching the same actor of the network multiple times (Ahuja 2000), 
which is described as a ‘network knowledge redundancy’ (Noordhoff et al., 
2011; Rindfleisch and Moorman 2001). Thus, a closed network is likely to 
transmit redundant knowledge (Noordhoff et al., 2011; Rindfleisch and Moor-
man 2001), as there are more relationships through which information can 
flow. Non-redundant knowledge is the type of knowledge that is genuinely 
novel and is received only from one counterpart, without overlapping and be-
ing repeated from other counterparts of the same network (Rindfleisch and 
Moorman 2001). If the network is characterized by information and 
knowledge overlaps, then knowledge redundancy manifests itself in the net-
work. Under this typical closed network structure, there are strong ties be-
tween each actor (Coleman 1988). Strong ties then create trustworthy relation-
ships (Coleman 1988), which facilitate the sharing of tacit and complex infor-
mation (Hansen 2002). In closed networks, the information flows relatively 
more homogeneously compared to an open network structure (Granovetter 
1985).  

Internationalization experiential knowledge 
Knowledge is the outcome of learning, which is the transformation of experi-
ences into one’s stock of knowledge (Eriksson et al., 1997). The most widely 
established distinction among the types of knowledge is between explicit and 
tacit (Nonaka 1991), in an analogy of the objective and experiential 
knowledge distinction made by Penrose (1959). Explicit knowledge is that 
which can be codified and standardized formally. Because of the codifiable 
nature of explicit knowledge, it can be easily transferred, recorded, and main-
tained in time. On the other hand, tacit knowledge is obtained by experiences 
in a learning-by-doing process. Because it resides with the individual, it is 
hard to be transferred, codified, kept for a long time, or duplicated in different 
contexts. The lack of transferability and imitability makes this type of 
knowledge rare, valuable, and essential, especially in SMEs, which rely more 
internally on the collective knowledge of the individuals. This is why both 
traditional Internationalization theory as well as International Entrepreneur-
ship theories of internationalization stress the essential role of tacit knowledge 
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in the internationalization process of the firm (Johanson and Vahlne 1977; 
Oviat and McDougall 1994).  

Internationalization experiential knowledge is the collective amount of 
knowledge gained by entering and expanding abroad (Johanson and Vahlne 
1977). It resides in the collective memories of the members of the firms, which 
is why it is not market but firm specific (Eriksson et al., 1997). Traditionally, 
experiential knowledge was perceived as being essential for conducting busi-
ness abroad (Blomstermo 2004; Dikova and Van Witteloostuijn 2007; Eriks-
son et al., 1997; Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Meyer and Estrin 1997); moreo-
ver, it requires time to develop (Zollo and Winter 2002). Market specific ex-
periences from prior market entries become transformed organizationally into 
non-market-specific international experiential knowledge, comprising the 
overall internationalization experiential knowledge of the firm. Firms and in-
dividuals with relevant prior experience are able to identify opportunities, 
while organizations lacking relevant knowledge are incapable of recognizing 
them and thus overlook them (Shane and Venkataraman 2000).  

Nonetheless, experiential knowledge is not considered as a solely positive 
prerequisite for the opportunity development of SMEs. A stream of research 
criticizes the effect of experiential knowledge by indicating the risk from re-
petitive routines, which arises after long experience, and may cause rigidity in 
decision-making processes, or learning-myopia (Levinthal and March 1993; 
Tsang 2002). Experiential knowledge does not always relate to international-
ization success, especially in cases of smaller firms (Knight and Cavusgil 
2004; Autio et al., 2000). Becoming a specialized SME, with extensive expe-
riential knowledge, means formalizing processes, and it is likely to create rigid 
routines for acquiring new information, how firms search and plan, as well as 
how they would develop an opportunity (Sydow et al., 2011).  

A firm’s knowledge stock affects the degree of uncertainty and perception 
of market unpredictability for evaluating a potential opportunity. Figuiera-de-
Lemos et al. (2011) distinguish between two types of uncertainty: contingent 
and pure. Contingent is the perceptual uncertainty, which can be reduced when 
the market-specific knowledge increases. When operating internationally, 
firms obtain knowledge through their activities abroad, which reduces the per-
ceived uncertainty and also reduces the perception of risk for this market 
(ibid). The pure uncertainty cannot be reduced, as it stems from the bounded 
rationality (Cyert and March 1963). The influence of experiential knowledge 
on risk perception is well established in the internationalization research 
(Bilkey and Tesar 1977; Johanson and Wiedersheim‐Paul 1975). The more 
experience the firm acquires from international endeavors, the more it be-
comes confident, decreasing the perceived risk of future, possible, market en-
tries. Increased confidence and reduced risk perceptions allow firms to deviate 
from plans more easily, leaving room for contingencies to happen and become 
part of the solution. Reduced risk perception also allows firms to be at a more 
comfortable level of risk, which allows them to consider more alternatives of 
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potential opportunities (Sarasvathy et al., 1998). In line with this rationale, the 
SMEs’ stock of experiential knowledge is key for the door opening toward the 
effectual decision-making logic.  

Improvisation and systematic search and planning 
Improvisation extends the current internationalization theories by providing 
an alternative decision-making logic, in order to act upon opportunities, the 
moment they arise (Hmieleski and Corbett 2006). Jazz performances are often 
used as an example of how improvisation actually works, to describe the situ-
ation when the composition and execution of the action converge in time and 
happen simultaneously (Moorman and Miner 1998). Starting with a loosely 
defined musical melody, a jazz band adapts its actual performance at a specific 
moment, taking into account the stimuli from the audience, and the overall 
interactions among the band members and the audience (Crossan et al., 1996). 
The musical melody was actually written in an explicit form, but allowed for 
artists to have variations, as long as the outcome would be within the intended 
mood. Likewise, actors on a stage performance can change parts of the 
scripted dialogues and pre-directed actions if something unscripted happens, 
and they need to justify it in the eyes of the audience, or have a momentary 
inspiration and express it. Similarly, SMEs’ plans and pre-defined routines are 
often challenged, which demands a deviation from the expected and seem-
ingly rational decision-making logic (Hadjikhani et al., 2014). 
Improvisation decision-making logic manifests in the following way 
(Hmieleski and Corbett 2006). The starting point is a problem that requires 
attention. The problem is then evaluated regarding a) if it is familiar with any 
problem from the past experiences and b) if this problem is within the limits 
of the previously defined limits, within which the SMEs strategy was built. If 
the SME is unfamiliar with the problem and it lies beyond what was pre-de-
fined, then the SME looks for novel ways to solve it. At this moment, the SME 
acts spontaneously because it does not follow a pre-defined plan and logic for 
how to solve it. The outcome of this process can vary, but the process the SME 
followed is novel, creating new processes, new cognitive paths, new experi-
ences, and new knowledge about how to decide on similar problems in the 
future, thus creating an opportunity.  

Internal factors of the SMEs influence them to look for an alternative logic 
that can be reached. Resource restrictions often leave SMEs without a well-
thought out plan, an explicit strategy, or a business plan to achieve pre-defined 
goals (Hmieleski and Corbett 2006). In some cases, SMEs start to internation-
alize without having prior knowledge from previous experiences. Examples 
from IE research have shown that in the absence of international experiences, 
SMEs may rely solely to improvisation for their decision-making (Evers and 
O’ Gorman, 2011). Entrepreneurs lacking prior knowledge or of international 
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markets avoid the formulation of plans and systematic search for opportuni-
ties, and instead make decisions concerning their internationalization in an 
improvisational manner. Because of their relatively small size, SMEs are ex-
pected to be strongly influenced by the entrepreneur, and thus expected to be-
have similarly to inexperienced entrepreneurs. Moreover, SMEs operating in 
fast-moving industries, facing time-based competition, have time restrictions 
that do not allow for time-consuming calculations and quantitative evaluations 
of plans and deliberate actions (Crossan 1998). On occasions when time and 
resources are not available, problems must be solved and opportunities need 
to be developed with whatever is available and useful at the moment for the 
firm, acting spontaneously, and behaving improvisationally.  

Similarly, external factors influence SMEs to have an improvisational de-
cision-making logic. Turbulent market environments in which SMEs have dif-
ficulties to predict their future state create the need for acting at the moment 
when problems and opportunities arise (Akgün et al., 2007). When facing un-
precedented exogenous events, the SME has to adapt as swiftly as possible, to 
reduce the risk of becoming outdated, and also to exploit opportunities from 
the new market circumstances. Extraordinary circumstances (i.e., the outbreak 
of a global pandemic, with swift changes to consumers’ behavior and re-
strictions imposed on international movement of goods and people) are rarely 
included in the strategic plans, nor the possible forecasts for firms; therefore, 
they make pre-defined strategies and routines obsolete. Similarly, when the 
firm has limited information about a given problem that it faces, or the envi-
ronment becomes complex, ambiguous, and unpredictable, the SME deviates 
from the strategic plans, to act appropriately in the moment (Di Domenico et 
al., 2010).   

An analogous discussion is offered by effectuation and causation logics 
(Sarasvathy 2001). Stemming from earlier theories on decision-making, effec-
tuation and causation logics relate to longstanding views on actual managerial 
operations (Andresson 2015). Previous research confirmed that actual firms’ 
decisions are made without continuity and with a variation beyond what was 
previously planned (Mintzberg 1973). Causation logic builds on a specified 
goal, and the action of the firm is merely to utilize the available means in order 
to reach the pre-defined goal. With a pre-defined goal as the starting point, a 
plan is formulated, which defines the necessary steps and actions needed to 
reach the goal. The plan is based on predictions and assumptions about the 
future, the abilities of the firm, and its environment. The plan is then imple-
mented and the outcomes are evaluated to ensure that it matches the pre-de-
fined goal. 

In contrast, starting without pre-defined goals, improvisation inverts the 
key principle and logic of systematic search and planning. In this view, inter-
national opportunities are not assumed to pre-exist – either to be recognized 
or to be discovered. Instead, they get realized as the residual of a process that 
involves dynamic interactions and negotiations between stakeholders in the 
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market, seeking to operationalize their (often vague and unformed) aspirations 
and values into concrete opportunities (Sarasvathy 2001; 2009). In entering a 
new market as an international opportunity, planning may therefore be a bar-
rier, channeling attention, and thereby also decision-making logic, in certain 
directions (Mintzberg 1994) that may be unsuitable and therefore unsuccessful 
in the new context. The effectual logic process then develops alternative out-
comes, which may be developed into alternative opportunities. The firm may 
pursue a number of them and start developing them in parallel, and during the 
course of actions decide which opportunity may be developed as the most 
promising and then develop one or more from the initial imagined opportuni-
ties. The opportunity is then not pre-determined, but gets created along the 
way from contingencies. Thus, effectual logic starts with the available means, 
which could lead to different possible effects.  

The effectuation and causation logics are parts of human reasoning that can 
occur in parallel, overlapping, intertwining, and co-existing, not exclusive to 
each other (Sarasvathy 2011; Fisher 2012). In reality, firms are expected to 
perform in both logics, either sequentially, concurrently, or iteratively in var-
ious combinations of their search strategy (Dew et al., 2011). Under various 
circumstances, firms have the possibility to act in either way, defined by the 
context in which they operate at each time.   

Following a systematic search and planning logic, firms perform better in 
stable and predictable contexts (Sarasathy 2001). However, the improvisa-
tional logic is more effective in the environment; future and market changes 
are harder to predict; and the unpredictability is higher (Hmieleski and Corbett 
2006). However, firms, many times, demonstrate path-breaking strategic 
choices, and they internationalize rapidly or even instantly (Oviatt and 
McDougall 2005) by accident (Styles and Harcourt 2001). In general, they do 
not behave as internationalization theories would expect.  

Defining opportunity concept  
Discovery and creation aspect 
The boundaries of the opportunity concept depend on the purpose, context, 
level of analysis, and the theoretical assumptions for the firm, the market, as 
well as the perspective of analysis (Mainela et al., 2014). Opportunity can be 
described both as the solution to a given problem, as well as a non-given so-
lution to a non-given problem. If the problem is given, then the solution comes 
from a recombination of the available resources. The underlying assumption 
in this case is the complete knowledge of information and rationality in deci-
sion-making, which determines the characteristics of the problem and has no 
market uncertainty. Thus, the market creation is exogenous from the firm, and 
the optimal way to achieve it is to systematically search and select among 
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alternative opportunities, resulting in stereotyping (Dew et al., 2011). How-
ever, when the problem is not given, then it differentiates in the collective eyes 
of each company, also seeking different solutions. In this, rather, closer to the 
entrepreneurial view of the opportunity, the rationality of the decision-making 
is bounded (Simon 1955), the information of the problem and the possible 
solutions are incomplete (Hayek 1945), and the unpredictability of the market 
is high. Both the problem and the solution are unanticipated results (Dew et 
al., 2011).  

The first exchange of valued goods and services among partners located in 
different markets includes both discovery and creation aspects. A new market, 
as an explicit entity, is waiting to be discovered (thus, bearing a discover com-
ponent). However, the first exchange in this market, waiting to be discovered, 
requires creativity, in order to make it possible. How to find the way to access 
and engage with the partner for the first exchange has the element of a non-
given solution to a non-given problem since the SME cannot pre-define how 
and with which partner to make it happen. Although the discovered opportu-
nities require knowledge of their existence, before they can become realized, 
the opportunities that are created from various resources and elements like 
information, relationships, or past experiences remain unknown until their cre-
ation. Specifically, when looking for a new exchange in a new market, the 
opportunity is developed from various social and economic elements, making 
it difficult to distinguish in a monolithic perspective. Parts of the opportunity 
are discovered, in terms of fragments of information, and other parts of the 
opportunity have to be created by the firm. For example, it is not enough to 
find information about a potential customer in a new market, but also to make 
the necessary adaptations to accommodate the needs of the new market. Even 
though the amount of creativity needed varies depending on each case the firm 
faces, the combination of discovery and creation is the opportunity that the 
international firm faces in the internationalization context (Fisher 2012). For 
example, developing a new exchange in a new market requires both the new 
customer to already exist, waiting to be discovered, but also the firm to create 
the circumstances needed for the new exchange to manifest. The focus of this 
thesis is on the opportunities, which were exploited and formed in a new in-
ternational exchange. This deliberate decision seems appropriate in an effort 
to filter out individual subjectivity from the observational perspective 
(Suddaby et al., 2015). Thus, the conceptual boundaries of the opportunity of 
this thesis include both the discovery and the creation aspect of the oppor-
tunity. Creation aspect is considered to be the logic of the activities to engage 
toward a new exchange, but also the discovery aspect in the objectivity of the 
market and the quantifiable nature of the developed first exchange with the 
first partner.  
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Time aspect 
This thesis acknowledges the distinctive phases before the realization of the 
opportunity when it is merely an imaginary scenario or propensity, and after 
the realization of the empirical manifestation of the opportunity (Ramoglou 
and Tsang 2016). This thesis treats opportunities as the retrospective empirical 
manifestation of the developed opportunities. This is why all opportunities are 
considered to be framed at the moment they are developed, the first exchange 
of goods of services, regardless of whether the process to achieve it started 
long ago, in an effort to achieve measurable effects, which are comparable and 
quantifiable. What proceeds before the development of the opportunity is 
grasped by examining the decision-making logic of the firms toward the op-
portunity development, as well as what influenced such decision-making logic 
in terms of antecedents. Hence, the opportunity boundaries of this thesis de-
limits the opportunity phenomenon after the first exchange has developed, 
leaving what proceeded the first exchange to be examined within the bounda-
ries of the activities that lead to the exchange, as well as the logic of the activ-
ities as a separate concept.  

Development aspect of the opportunity 
The first exchange with the partner in a new country requires the development 
of a relationship within the business network, which is a result of a trust-build-
ing, resource allocation, and experiential knowledge sub-processes (Vahlne 
and Johanson 2017). Trust-building, resource allocation, and experiences re-
quire time to be developed and activities to take place (Johanson and Vahlne 
2009).  

The exploration aspect before the first exchange with the partner in the new 
market includes all the searching and planning activities. The exploitation as-
pect includes the decisions that are implemented to reach the first exchange 
with the first partner in the new market. In order to cover both aspects of ex-
ploration and exploitation, this thesis refers to the opportunity development 
(Johanson and Vahlne 2009).  

Attributes of Opportunity  
Drawing from IE research, opportunities are described as complex entities that 
are unique in nature each time they are developed, and difficult to compare to 
each other if not deconstructed in their essential building blocks (Molaei et al., 
2014; Renko et al., 2012; Dyer et al., 2008; Samuelsson and Davidsson 2009). 
Ko and Butler (2006) as well as Birkinshaw and Hill (2007) describe the over-
all evaluation of the opportunity development, deconstructed into three main 
elements: 
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1. The volume (Number of opportunities) 

2. The degree of novelty (Opportunity novelty) 

3. The degree of value (Opportunity value) 

The number of opportunities depends on the percentage of developed oppor-
tunities, considering the potential opportunities that are never realized. From 
the discussion above, defining the concept of the opportunity for this thesis, 
opportunity is described as a combination of discovery and creation (Fisher 
2012). But the retrospective analysis of the developed opportunities may cre-
ate a success bias, overlooking what could have been developed but never 
actually was (Denrell 2005). Additionally, decision-making under high uncer-
tainty, such as in the case of internationalizing SMEs, is characterized by a 
high degree of unpredictability (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson 2013), which 
makes the outcomes difficult to predict and evaluate. This is why often the 
ambiguous outcomes, because of their unexpected nature, are characterized as 
non-systematic coincidences (Hennart 2014; Ellis 2000). These serendipitous 
opportunities are usually expressed as an ‘anomaly’ (Ellis 2000), ‘coinci-
dence’ (Meyer and Skak 2002), ‘accident’ (Hennart 2014), etc. Serendipitous 
opportunities are the unintended discoveries leading to the development of 
opportunities (Dew 2009). The reason why such outcomes are often over-
looked is the lack of theoretical frameworks for opportunities arising outside 
the rational manner (Galkina and Chetty 2015). Serendipitous opportunities, 
which are mainly overlooked, may lead to radical changes to the strategy of 
the firm because of their unprecedented nature (Santangelo and Meyer 2011). 
To overcome this challenge, in an effort to have a more complete view of the 
volume of developed opportunities, this thesis examines the degree of seren-
dipity in the developed opportunities. 

Another essential attribute of the opportunity is its degree of novelty. Since 
opportunities are seen as a subset of knowledge for the firm (Johanson and 
Vahlne 2009), an essential characteristic would be whether the opportunity 
withholds redundant knowledge for the SME or a novelty. Opportunity nov-
elty is a feature of uniqueness of the opportunity, which causes a discontinuity 
of knowledge and represents something new (Bhave 1994; Amason et al., 
2006). Opportunity novelty is discussed as a central part of the entrepreneurial 
process of SMEs and a driver of value-creation opportunities (Davidsson 
2003; Bhave 1994). Thus, novelty is one of the essential elements of oppor-
tunity taxonomy, namely the degree of new knowledge it brings to the SME. 
On the other hand, novelty of opportunities is related to increased risk, and a 
higher degree of firm mortality (Shepherd Douglas and Shanley 2000). If you 
systematically search for something, you will find something you already 
know, thus low on novelty. However, if you do not pre-define and describe 
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the goal, then you are open to novel opportunities. The improvisational deci-
sion-making logic may relate to novel opportunities (e.g., pursuing first-
mover advantage or market leadership in general) but also high risk, chal-
lenges, and uncertain outcomes (Santangelo and Meyer 2017). 

Lastly, the overall value of developing an opportunity is the characteristic 
of the opportunity related to the SMEs’ growth, profitability, and market per-
formance. SMEs aim for long-term profit but also short term-profit because 
of their resource restrictions (Schwens et al., 2018). Additionally, in the com-
petitive markets in which SMEs operate, the market share is a prominent in-
dicator of the overall value of the developed opportunity (ibid). For example, 
SMEs will pursue opportunities with a higher value, committing more re-
sources, compared to opportunities with less value (Lorentz and Ghauri 2010). 
Thus, an essential attribute of the taxonomy of the developed opportunities is 
the opportunity value. Under conditions of market stability and high predict-
ability of the future, a systematic logic is more likely to increase efficiency in 
the development of opportunities (Sarasvathy and Dew 2005). On the other 
hand, under market shifts, market unpredictability, and turbulent times, lever-
aging contingencies and realizing opportunities that arise from the ambiguous 
circumstances will favor the development of otherwise overlooked serendipi-
tous opportunities (Sarasvathy 2001; 2008). 

Theoretical model of opportunity-based 
internationalization of SMEs 
From the IE perspective, the logic by which a SME is governed affects its 
internationalization path. In line with this approach, this thesis proposes a the-
oretical model in order to explain a variation on some SMEs’ internationali-
zation, which was not fully explained by the existing internationalization the-
ories. The overarching theoretical model is structured, based on the widely 
asserted three-fold description of every behavioral analysis, regardless of the 
level of analysis: the Antecedent, Behavior, Consequence analysis (A-B-C 
analysis), according to Bijou, Peterson, and Ault (1968). The A-B-C analysis 
views the behavior (B) as a function of the antecedents (A), which precede it, 
and the consequences (C) that follow the behavior (B). Following this parsi-
monious structure, the mechanism of the internationalization of SMEs will be 
examined as what initiates and favors which decision-making logic, leading 
to which consequences. 

As described in the discussion above, the antecedents (A) affecting the de-
cision-making logic of the firm will thus comprise of the Business Unpredict-
ability, the Network knowledge redundancy, and the Internationalization ex-
periential knowledge. 
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The behavioral part (B) of the theoretical model of this thesis concerns 
SMEs’ logic of their decision-making logic toward international opportunities 
and is distinguished between Systematic Search and Planning and Improvisa-
tion. The SMEs’ logic of their decisions will influence the attributes of the 
developed opportunities that lead to the consequences part (C) of the theoret-
ical model, which will be expressed in terms of Opportunity Serendipity, Nov-
elty, and Value. The SMEs’ decision-making logic will shape the attributes of 
the developed opportunity comprising the consequences (C) of the logic, 
based on either systematic or improvisational. Therefore, depending on the 
internal and external factors, favoring the style of the strategic behavior, SMEs 
will develop opportunities with a combination of the attributes of serendipity, 
novelty and value. When the external environment is relatively stable with low 
business unpredictability, firms tend to repeat their previously tested routines 
and focus on the efficiency of opportunity exploitation, leading to a rather 
systematic search and planning behavior. Similarly, internal factors like the 
stock of knowledge from prior internationalization experiences will likely in-
fluence toward repeating routines, formulating goals, and looking for ways to 
achieve the pre-defined destination. On the contrary, when acting under an 
unpredictable business environment, SMEs are likely to abandon their pre-
defined goals, deviate from their plans based on specific facts, and act spon-
taneously. In turn, when searching and planning in a systematic way, SMEs 
are likely to find what was expected, and thus imitating their past experiences 
and knowledge. Additionally, when looking for a specified element, the focus 
is likely to narrow the SMEs’ attention span, not allowing the unexpected and 
what lies beyond the expectations, thus overlooking serendipitous events that 
could lead to opportunities. Lastly, the value of the developed opportunity is 
likely to be affected by the amount of novelty the opportunities bear and the 
degree of improvisation used to develop them. Under unpredictable business 
environments, improvisation seems the reasonable logic to follow, with the 
absence or outdated facts about markets.  

Summarizing in an illustrative way the appropriate theoretical perception 
and framework which appropriately answers the research questions of this the-
sis, the conceptual mechanism of this thesis is depicted in the ex-ante model 
in Figure 2.  
  



 39

Figure 2. Opportunity-based internationalization of SMEs  
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Research design and method 

This chapter starts with the brief description of the research project, and then 
presents the method that I have followed for this thesis. The first step was a 
qualitative research method using multiple cases for exploring the research 
phenomenon. The results of the multiple case study resulted in a further un-
derstanding of the research focus, which demanded the quantitative analysis 
to be confirmed. This created the need for a quantitative survey research to 
confirm the results statistically. In order to test and confirm the initial obser-
vations from the multiple case study of Paper I, a quantitative research design 
was chosen for Papers II to V. Lastly, the chapter provides the descriptive 
statistics and the analytical tools used.  

The research project 
This thesis is part of the ‘Network Opportunity and Turbulence’ research pro-
ject initiated at a project meeting in Sigtuna, in 2012, between Professors Mar-
tin Johanson (group leader), Mikael Hilmersson, Heléne Lundberg, and my-
self. The conceptual discussion during the research meeting and the meetings 
that proceeded resulted in the main focus of the research project, as well the 
relationships of interest. The focus of the project is on the market entry and 
how firms recognize and exploit opportunities with various degrees of turbu-
lence and different business network characteristics. The formulation of the 
research project model was structured on the format of: Antecedents – Organ-
izational Behavior – Consequences, which included concepts of Turbulence, 
Network Structure, International Experience, Market Unpredictability, Entry 
activities, Opportunity finding, Opportunity attributes and exploitation, as 
well as strategic, value, and network adaptation outcomes.  

The operationalization of the broader research project model used the ex-
perience of a relevant study from Kalmar’s research group in Linnaeus Uni-
versity, which was conducted among others by Mikael Hilmersson. The sur-
vey items used the experience from the Kalmar study, in order to develop 
items already tested in a similar sample context (Sweden, SMEs) concerning 
relevant concepts. Apart from my active involvement in the research design 
of the project and the operationalization of the research model to measurable 
variables, I was the main responsible for ensuring the sampling criteria and 
the on-site data collection. Afterwards, I was also involved in the codification 
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of the gathered data, the training of the research assistants helping with data 
gathering, the data analysis, and the presentation of the findings in the compi-
lation of co-authored and sole-authored research papers submitted to peer-re-
viewed journals. This was the brief description of the research project, and the 
chapter following will focus only on the description of the method of this the-
sis.  

Research design 
In order to address the research questions of this study, a multi-method ap-
proach was needed. The research design is influenced by the context and na-
ture of the research question; when the research question demands a deeper 
understanding of an unexplored phenomenon, the qualitative method seems 
more appropriate (Yin 2017). As a starting point, a qualitative method ap-
proach was chosen in order to explore and gain a deeper understanding of the 
conceptualization of opportunity-based internationalization of SMEs. One cri-
tique against the multi-method approach is the risk of mixing incompatible 
epistemological paradigms. Nonetheless, mixing methods of research gives 
the opportunity for a broader understanding of more aspects and contexts of 
the phenomenon (Brannen 2017). As long as the data are interpreted within 
the appropriate method toolbox, then it does not pose any incompatibility is-
sues; on the contrary, they help to understand in the broadest possible terms 
(ibid). This is the reason why I chose to start with exploring the research phe-
nomenon on a multiple-case design (Paper I) and then proceed to confirm the 
propositions with a quantitative research design (Papers II, III, IV, and V). 

Table 2. Research design of papers 

 

Paper Independent variables Dependent variables Research design Research question

I Int. Experiential Knowledge, 
Network Structure

Opportunity Scouting, 

Opportunity Novelty

:             
Multiple case design RQ 1

I I Int. Experiential Knowledge, 
Network knowledge redundancy Planning, Searching 

:
Multiple Regression 

analysis on survey data
RQ 1 & RQ 2

I I I Improvisation logic Opportunity Novelty, Network 
Adaptation

Structural 
Equation Modeling on 

survey data
RQ 2

IV Business Unpredictability

,
Business Network Commitment,

Market Entry Performance

 Structural 
Equation Modeling on 

survey data
RQ 1 & RQ 2

V Int. Experiential Knowledge
Improvisation logic,
Opportunity Novelty, 

Opportunity Value

 Structural 
Equation Modeling on 

survey data
RQ 1 & RQ 2
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Multiple case research  
During the early stages of this study, I chose to conduct a multiple-case study 
to assist in the development of the theoretical understanding of the research 
phenomenon that would subsequently be tested for its generalizability by a 
quantitative research design. For the theoretical model, I utilized an explora-
tory approach, gathering data from various forms, including interviews with 
CEOs of SMEs, on-site observations, and documentation. Case study turns the 
research ‘light’ to a wider distance in order to shed light not only on what lies 
within a phenomenon internally but also to the surroundings where a phenom-
enon takes place, namely the context of a research problem. In a case study, 
the problem is not analyzed separate from its context to avoid valuable inter-
actions of the actors involved in a phenomenon with their general environ-
ment, grasping the interactions and influences between the actors and the con-
text (Patton 2015). Specifically, a multiple case study will engage the empathy 
needed to grasp the behavioral aspects of SMEs’ decision-makers when iden-
tifying a new international opportunity and is needed in order to explain and 
describe the behavioral relationships between strategic actions and outcomes 
(ibid). Additionally, the case study design will enable a customized framing 
of the empirical boundaries in order to focus on a level of analysis rarely used 
in prior studies, namely the opportunity level of analysis and its interactions 
with the context (ibid). 

The main strength of a case study design is its ability to give a better un-
derstanding of the causality of interacting concepts in the social world, which 
is essential when exploring an underexplored phenomenon and define the 
causal links between events that happen in time in a clear way (Yin 2017). 
One possible critique of case studies stems from the lack of generalizability 
of the results because of the small sample size (Yin 2017). Because of the 
exploratory nature of the qualitative study, the concepts are defined rather 
broadly, which was thereafter studied with specificity using the quantitative 
research design, complementing each other.  

One of the most important research quality determinants in case studies is 
the selection of cases (Yin 2014). In order to appropriately match theoretical 
concepts and the empirical world, I applied a purposeful sampling technique. 
This sampling technique has the risk of reduced stratification and presence of 
error bias (Merriam 1998); however, this would not be fully eliminated be-
cause of the small sample size using any of the possible multiple case study 
techniques. This is why the selection of cases was made after following a se-
ries of systematic criteria to achieve the appropriate sample of the study.  

Selection of cases 
The first step of the thesis was to observe the behavior of firms upon interna-
tional opportunities in a broad aspect, which would help to provide a better 
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understanding of the research topic. To achieve this, I had to identify cases 
with rich stories and information about the topic and enough variation among 
them to specify potential patterns for confirmation. Moreover, I formulated 
the criteria to be able to choose the specific case companies that would be part 
of the study sample.  

The criteria justified the steps needed to select cases for inclusion in the 
multiple case study. Firstly, the geographical proximity was chosen to ensure 
an easy access to the selected firms. With the proximity criterion, I made sure 
that I would have easy access to visit the company more than once if needed, 
to get as much information and observations as possible. The proximity crite-
rion led me to the local ‘Business Sweden’ office in the town of Härnosand, 
which is a state controlled organization for assisting Swedish firms to export. 
‘Business Sweden’ then gave me the list of the companies in the neighboring 
prefectures, along with full descriptions of their activities, countries they ex-
ported to, size, and turnover figures. The list of companies included all the 
companies that had any registered export activity regardless of its size. The 
source of the list of companies was the Statistics Sweden, the official statisti-
cal institution of Sweden, which ensured the reliability of the data. At this 
stage, the number of firms was 462.  

At that point a brief telephone interview was conducted with all of the com-
panies on the list, lasting approximately 30 minutes, to inquire about: a) size, 
b) industry, as well as to confirm c) their export activities, and d) to exclude 
the ones that did not enter a new market during the recent past. From the tele-
phone interviews, I also controlled for finding the most knowledgeable person 
who was directly involved in the development of international opportunities, 
as well as identifying cases with rich stories to provide substantial infor-
mation. Additionally, the telephone interview conducted after my on-site visit 
to the selected companies increased the precision of the data I would gather 
on-site by identifying which cases had the potential for rich information. The 
time period that was chosen as a limit for an acceptable market entry was a 7-
year cut-off. This limit ensured that recalling biases for retrospective data were 
reduced. To ensure high data reliability, firms were only included if they en-
tered a new country market during the last seven years. This criterion in-
creased the chance that the respondents had active involvement in the devel-
opment of the opportunity and remembered enough, with high validity, to be 
able to inform about the circumstances at the time of the opportunity identifi-
cation and development. Surprisingly, after reaching out to the closest firms, 
the telephone interview revealed that in 14% of the cases contacted, the firms 
were importers and not exporters, even though they were registered otherwise. 
This surprising finding was explained to me from the companies as a logistical 
consequence of sending abroad their equipment for service reasons to the 
manufacturer’ country, whereby this action was registered as an export with-
out fairly depicting the reality. This incident further motivated me to have 
multiple sources for data triangulation to ensure high reliability and validity 
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(Yin 2014) regardless of the validity of the source of data. At this step, the list 
of firms was reduced to 25, and I chose the ones with the higher geographical 
proximity for resource efficiency reasons. After visiting 9 out of the 25 firms, 
and gathering data from them, my preliminary observation showed that a pat-
tern was already indicative; thus, there was little benefit to continue with more 
cases.  

Data collection 
The primary semi-structured questionnaire was a product of the theoretical 
constructs of the ex-ante theoretical model, which comprised the main themes 
of the questionnaire. Then, the main themes were sub-divided into sub-
themes. This was done in order to grasp detailed information, including all the 
stages of the development of an international opportunity, starting from the 
background of the company, their history, their experiences, the ways they 
search for information, the initiation of business with the market as well as the 
consequences from the international opportunity. Additionally, the relevant 
themes were covered by closed questions, to which the knowledgeable person 
responded, to control for the reliability of the information gathered from the 
on-site interviews. A short summary of the characteristics of the nine cases is 
presented in Table 3.  

 

Table 3. Summary of selected cases 

 

I gathered the data from on-site interviews with CEOs/Managers of the com-
panies, as well as from records and official documentation from multiple 
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sources, internally from the selected firms or externally from ‘Business Swe-
den’ reports. Record data comprised of statistical records from Statistics Swe-
den concerning the firm’s overseas activities, turnover from exports, and other 
statistical indicators. Secondary data were also acquired during my visit to 
each firm by internal historical export records from firms to triangulate with 
their claims about their recent international opportunities. Overall, I conducted 
nine interviews with CEOs (66%) and Managers (33%) of the case companies, 
each of them conducted on the premises of their company. Each interview 
lasted between 1 to 2 hours, with an average duration of 1.5 hours. Each in-
terview was voice recorded with the approval of all participants, and addi-
tional notes were taken by me during each interview, which comprised of the 
data gathered from the on-site interviews. 

Analysis 
The analysis of the empirical data was made in two stages: intra- and inter-
case analysis. The transcripts of the interviews, as well as the data from other 
descriptive records, were gathered into blocks of information, which were 
monitored for missing information and richness of data. The first stage of anal-
ysis included the evaluation of each firm with the theoretical concepts of the 
study. The matching of empirical data and theoretical concepts was codified 
in dimensions, and each case was positioned to a continuum of each concept 
dimension. After this codification and positioning of each case to each theo-
retical concept, I initiated the second stage of the analysis. 

The second stage of the analysis comprised of cross-case analysis between 
all cases but for one theoretical concept each time. This stage of analysis 
would reveal potential patterns between sub-groups of cases. At this point, the 
variation on the theoretical concepts was used as grounds for the theoretically 
based and empirically generated propositions, which would be the starting 
point for the quantitative research afterwards. Following an iterative proce-
dure, I moved between the data and theory, back and forth in an effort to fully 
explain the empirical observations with the most appropriate theoretical ex-
planation but also to make sure that the theory was fully justified by the em-
pirical data I had gathered. Table 4 summarizes the empirical data of the com-
panies. 
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Table 4. Empirical summary of cases 

 

Quantitative survey research and data collection 
Building on the initial findings and propositions of the multiple case study, 
my research followed a quantitative research design. I started on the specifi-
cation of the theoretical framework from the abstract thematic level to the 
specified variables for quantitative testing, following the direction of the re-
search questions. The findings of the multiple case study indicated a pattern 
between the business network as well as the international experiential 
knowledge relating to the search behavior of firms, depending on the market 
unpredictability. Specifically, the qualitative research designed study revealed 
a pattern between more systematic seeking of opportunities and the more in-
ternationally experienced firms. Accordingly, the firms belonging to relatively 
closed network structures showed a tendency toward systematic and deliberate 
seeking of opportunities, whereas firms belonging to open networks were not 
following the deliberate search for opportunities. Lastly, when case firms 
looked systematically for opportunities, they were likely to find opportunities 
with low novelty. These observed patterns of how firms behaved in order to 
find opportunities and how they solved problems when they appeared were 
found to relate to the outcomes of the developed opportunities. 
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Table 5. Descriptive summary of the sample SMEs 

 

Sampling 
The sampling technique followed the same criteria and sampling frame as the 
qualitative study of the thesis. To develop the sampling frame of the SMEs, I 
first asked the office of ‘Business Sweden’ in Härnosand to which I had ac-
cess, to provide me with lists of exporting companies in Sweden. I managed 
to acquire the most updated list of companies of the neighboring prefectures, 
to which I had ease of access. I grouped the companies into groups of compa-
nies for each neighboring town, reaching up to three hour driving distance for 
meeting the geographical proximity criterion. At this point, the list of compa-
nies included 1,251 firms.  

The second criterion used was the size of firms to be within the SME size 
limits. The companies were listed in order of size, in terms of the number of 
employees and the size of turnover and then reduced to the number of compa-
nies fulfilling the SME size criterion (number of employees up to 250), ac-
cording to the SME definition provided by the EU Commission (2019). This 
criterion was chosen to enable the uniformity of the sample, so that size would 
be a constant in the analysis of the sample cases. The second reason is the 
distinction of SMEs from MNEs in the internationalization process. SMEs 
have a smaller size, limited resources, more flexibility, and sensitivity to ex-
ternal stimuli; moreover, they are mainly overlooked by IE literature (with the 
exception of INVs). At this stage, the number of companies was reduced to 
502.  

The third step was to eliminate all companies that were involved in services 
and trading, without any manufacturing part in their value chain because of 
the vast differences in their characteristics (Buckley et al., 1992). Eliminating 

Min Max Mean
Number of employees 3 370 44.84

Turnover (Thousands SEK) 2 2000 107.6439

Year of formulation 1790 2010 1975.57

Year of first sale 1980 2015 2008.80

Number of export markets 0 100 14.73

Share of exports 0 100 44.41

Share of assets located abroad 0 1981 13.57

R&D budget in relation to total sales 0 100 5.40

Years of respondent in firm 2 50 15.07
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the companies where the primary or secondary activity was service or trading 
reduced the number of companies to 295. The fourth step was to first confirm 
all the previous steps, and then to see if the filtering from the quantitative 
analysis of the list incorrectly eliminated or included cases that in reality did 
not fulfil the aforementioned criteria. To achieve this, I contacted 502 compa-
nies stemming from the two first criteria by phone.  

My initial enthusiasm faced a number of practical challenges that I had to 
overcome, taking into consideration ethical, methodological, and consistency 
aspects. I was originating from a foreign country (Greece), trying to gain ac-
cess to Swedish companies, talking to them in English, and asking them to 
devote substantial time without having any direct benefit. In other words, I 
had to win their trust and at the same time convince them to spend time talking 
to me, instead of spending their valuable time dealing with their day-to-day 
work. In order to overcome these challenges and succeed in gathering data in 
a structured and reliable way, I utilized my Mediterranean background (per-
sistence, enthusiasm, planning alternative ways to reach a goal, imagination, 
creativity), combining it with knowledge, structure, and prioritization.   

During my first interaction with the companies, I made an extra effort to 
reveal as much as possible about myself, and be very transparent about the 
research I was conducting. The first sentences of my interaction included who 
I am, what I am doing, why I am doing it, why I am approaching them, where 
the gathered data will be stored, who will have access to the data, who is in-
volved with the research, and acknowledging the time they need to devote for 
this research. When conducting test interviews, I realized that the first ap-
proach defined, to a large extent, their willingness to participate and thus the 
positive rate of the overall sample. I tried to be open, cheerful, and pleasant to 
talk with by keeping the discussion light and humorous. I had in mind that I 
had a few seconds to create a relationship with the respondent and tried to find 
elements that would allow the respondent to bond with me. An additional 
Mediterranean element that helped me to gain access to my selected cases was 
persistence. This meant that I had to call again and again until I got a hold of 
the person with the most knowledge about the international business of the 
firm. An example of my persistence is my attempts to meet with a company 
(Blåtand AB), where after repeated phone calls for more than a year, at least 
once every month, and maximum three times per week, totaling around 35 
efforts, I succeeded. When the CEO of the company finally found time to meet 
me, he told me that he was more curious about meeting the person who is so 
persistent, rather than actually being interested in my study.  

In order to be relaxed and confident when calling the various companies, I 
had a printed script to read at my disposal. This was created to work both as a 
way to reduce researcher’s bias (Holbrook et al., 2003; Cobanoglu and Co-
banoglu 2003) but also to give me the confidence that I would never lose my 
words or appear as not being serious and confident about my research to the 
respondent. I kept a detailed log of every phone call I made, including the 
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outcome of the phone call. I made notes on those who were negative and ex-
plicitly expressed that they did not want to participate in order to avoid calling 
them again. For those respondents who tried to avoid meeting me, because of 
time restrictions during the period of the phone call, I made notes so I could 
call them back after a few weeks. Thus, repeating the phone call weeks later 
gave the respondents the feeling that the researcher was serious and devoted 
and that their input was important.  

Overall, I contacted all companies fulfilling the SME size criterion, which 
amounted to 1,251 firms from five Swedish counties (Jämtland, Gävleborg, 
Västernorrland, Västmanland, and Halland); these companies were chosen be-
cause of ease of access. During the 30-minute phone interview, it was con-
firmed whether the firm satisfied the three sampling criteria: a) SME size, b) 
Manufacturing firms, and c) recent developed opportunity. The size criterion 
was justified because SMEs face more risks in the international context in 
terms of limited resources, experiences, and credibility, which leaves them to 
rely more on opportunities arising from contacts and international relation-
ships to be able to internationalize (Lu and Beamish 2001). Thus, opportunity 
driven SMEs constitute the appropriate population for studying opportunity 
development. The second criterion is justified from the widely established dis-
tinction between manufacturing and service firms because of the various fac-
tors that distinguish them in an international context (Buckley and Ghauri 
1993). The last criterion ensured that recalling biases for retrospective data 
were reduced. While people can provide highly condensed and accessible 
summaries of the past experiences, emotions of the past can distort current and 
future appraisals; thus, limiting the retrospective time frame to around 7 years 
is a way to deal with memory bias (Levine and Safer 2002). The list of com-
panies was broken into geographical sub-groups of companies, and each week 
the focus was on a specific town, thus, making it more efficient to book mul-
tiple interviews in the same town. Accordingly, when traveling to a town, I 
could visit up to five different companies on the same day. In Figure 3 below, 
you can see the geographical dispersion of the sample as well as the geograph-
ical coverage of the international opportunities. 
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Figure 3. Geographical dispersion of data gathered 
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Figure 4. Geographical coverage of sample opportunities (Country markets) 

 

Measurement instruments 
The next step was the design of a survey, which included multiple items to 
cover different aspects of the theoretical concepts in focus. The structured 
questionnaire was divided into three main parts, following the A-B-C structure 
of the ex-ante model: a) The background of the firm, the stock of experiential 
knowledge, and business network; b) the firm’s behavior and their current op-
portunity-seeking activities; and c) the outcomes, in the form of the degree of 
novelty and value produced from the development of the opportunity, as well 
as an account of the developed serendipitous opportunities.   

To reduce the risk of systematic biases related to a common rater of both 
dependent and independent variables, I carefully followed the remedies sug-
gested by Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoff (2003). In line with 
these remedies, firstly, I reduced the risk that the respondent would answer 
based on implicit theories, or search for consistency by mixing the order of 
the items contextually and temporarily separating the items for each theoreti-
cal construct and scattering the items to different sections of the survey that 
the respondents had to fill out. The items were distributed into five parts, each 
one handed after the other, mixing the different variables. After the comple-
tion of each section, I asked for feedback for the previous section and initiated 
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a brief chat about the main themes of the section, to control the comprehen-
siveness of the items. Secondly, I included reversed scales and different for-
mulations of the same statements to control for systematic biases. Addition-
ally, to avoid potential social desirability bias, I did not interfere in the main 
study process, except if asked for a meaning or assistance for clarification. I 
made sure not to stand too close to the respondent in order to create a feeling 
of privacy. Moreover, the items are not referring to sensitive or personal in-
formation from the respondent (Holbrook et al., 2003; Ansolabehere and 
Schaffner 2014). Thirdly, by collecting the data on-site, I was able to follow-
up, in real time, on any inconsistent responses which excluded potentially un-
reliable or problematic answers or cases from the data analysis.  

In order to ensure the validity of the survey, the items were formulated in 
a way to meet the theoretical concepts of the ex-ante model and research fo-
cus; moreover, they were formulated in a way so that respondents would find 
it easy to answer. For the design of the items, Fowler and Cosenza’s (2009) 
guidelines were mostly followed, avoiding inadequate wording, and having 
simple wording that ensured a consistent understanding for all the respond-
ents. The full list of items can be found in Appendix X. Using a Likert scale 
for all answers ensured consistency among the respondents’ answers and ex-
ternal validity (ibid). 

Lastly, there was no option for a ‘Don’t know’ response, in order to avoid 
getting that as a response from respondents that were not eager to share infor-
mation (Gilljam and Granberg 1993). This choice has as a disadvantage, 
namely a potential cause of frustration when the respondent has no actual 
knowledge about the item. However, the presence of a researcher who was 
able to provide explanations when needed reduced this risk. To ensure relia-
bility of the answers, the questions were formulated using a copy of the ques-
tionnaire administered by the researcher, where the wording, question order, 
and questionnaire form were the same, used with all respondents. All hard 
copies of the questionnaire were codified into a digital database after a series 
of data gathering, keeping both the physical and the digital records of the pri-
mary database for retrospective security of database reliability.  

Before the main study, a pilot study was done to test the questionnaire on 
firms with geographical proximity. The pilot study revealed items with poten-
tial reliability challenges, which were eliminated before for the main study. 
To ensure a high response rate and quality of the data, I tested the survey with 
10 firms that met the criteria of the main study. Detailed observations were 
made during the pilot study, taking note of the time needed for each section, 
items that demanded more time and effort to be comprehended, items that 
were unclear and raised questions from the respondents, item designs that 
were not easy for respondents to fill and required simplifications, as well as 
observations regarding the parts of the survey that respondents preferred to 
talk about after the completion of the survey and wanted to expand more on. 
The analysis of the observations helped to eliminate problematic items, which 
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were difficult to understand without oral clarification from the researcher, to 
reduce to a minimum the researcher’s involvement during the survey comple-
tion, and reduce individual researcher’s bias. Additionally, other item designs 
were simplified to make it easier for the respondent to complete. Another 
change that resulted after the observations from the pilot study was related to 
complementary figures, showing a generic figure of what a business network 
looks like to assist the respondents in answering relevant survey questions. 
Lastly, modifications were made to balance the time required for each part to 
be completed. 

Data gathering 
The data were collected by four researchers on-site to maximize the overall 
quality of the data, the response reliability and the response rate, and to avoid 
impersonality bias (Cobanoglu and Cobanoglu 2003; Holbrook et al., 2003; 
Newman et al., 2002). For my share of the on-site interviews, I covered a dis-
tance of approximately 15,000 kilometers (back and forth) to reach on-site 
SMEs even at distant places, rarely included for large-scale surveys. Practical 
challenges faced were related to the logistics of data gathering on-site in dif-
ferent geographical locations during a period of time. For some company vis-
its, I had to drive through a snowstorm, in complete darkness, making it extra 
hard to distinguish the exact path of the road. For another company visit, ar-
riving there after a 3-hour drive, I realized that the company did not fit the 
research criteria, due to a misunderstanding of my criteria checking questions. 
Another challenge I faced was the fact that more than 80% of the companies 
were located in distant areas outside big cities, which meant that driving there 
by a private car was the only way to reach them, accumulating more than 
15,000 kilometers of self-driving. This data collection method was labor and 
cost intensive, but provided the advantage of ensuring commitment from the 
respondents. Furthermore, it provided an opportunity to standardize the data 
collection process. Every interview lasted from one to two and a half hours. I 
personally collected data for 150 out of 258 cases from the main study data-
base, i.e., more than 58% of the cases. The rest of the data were collected with 
the help of researchers who followed the same research guidelines to further 
reduce any interpersonal bias.  

Another technique used to get a high response rate was a brief contact by 
telephone to all companies that participated in the study. As a result, I had the 
opportunity to get a hold of the most knowledgeable person related to the the-
oretical concepts of the study, briefly discuss the research themes, introduce 
myself and my intentions when using their data, and promote potential posi-
tive outcomes stemming from this research. No monetary incentive was prom-
ised to increase the response rate (Edwards et al., 2002; Cobanoglu and Co-
banoglu 2003) in order to avoid including firms that were unwilling to partic-
ipate and share their experiences in an open and deliberate way. During the 
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20–30-minute telephone communication, the companies that agreed to partic-
ipate and fill in the survey amounted to a relatively high response rate of 76%. 
Comparisons between the early and late respondents did not show any signif-
icant difference, indicating a lower chance of respondent bias.  

From Table 5, which summarizes the descriptive statistics of the sample, 
the effort to reduce success selection bias is apparent. According to Denrell 
(2005), most business-related databases suffer from success selection bias, by 
building on a sample that takes into account information about successful out-
comes, leaving the failures outside of the sample, thus, presenting not only a 
distorted view of reality, but potentially wrong results. The effort to avoid 
overlooking failures had as a result that 12.4% of the sampled cases developed 
opportunities that were failed attempts by the SME. These 32 cases are oppor-
tunities that developed, but for some reason did not continue to exist any 
longer, which justifies the ‘0’ operations indicators for the minimum columns 
of the descriptive Table 6. Thus, this database is formulated by an inclusion 
of failures along with successes, further increasing its overall quality and rep-
resentation of the empirical world in the context of developed opportunities.    

Quantitative data Analysis 
Overall, for papers II-V, three main analytical techniques were used: structural 
equation modeling (SEM), multiple regression analysis, and bootstrapping in-
direct effect analysis. For the structural equation modeling, LISREL 9.2 soft-
ware was used. For the Multiple regression analysis and indirect effects anal-
ysis, IBM SPSS Statistics 23 software was used.   

For the structural equation modeling analysis, a SEM model was developed 
and tested in the analysis for the hypotheses testing direct and indirect (medi-
ating) relationships between variables. A baseline model was created and 
tested according to Baron and Kenny’s (1986) and Little, Card, Bovaird, 
Preacher and Crandall’s (2007) findings on mediation analysis. For the anal-
ysis using multiple regression tests, three consecutive multiple regression 
analysis tests were conducted to test the proposed hypotheses.  

For the quantitative analyses in papers II–V, an additional analysis of indi-
rect effects within the variables of the structural model was conducted 
(Shugan 2004). The choice of specific variables and the elimination of other 
variables entails the risk of emphasizing the importance of specific variables 
and excluding others that might better reflect the empirical world. To partially 
reduce the risk of endogeneity and depict mediation effects, this study made 
use of the bootstrapping macro algorithm from Preacher and Hayes' (2008) 
PROCESS Model 4 and 10,000 resamples, using IBM SPSS Statistics 24.  
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Table 6. Descriptive summary of the sample opportunities 

 

Advantages and disadvantages of design 
Even though efforts were made to formulate items with high reliability, this 
cannot be fully secured because the reliability is not solely dependent on the 
measurements. Rather, it is dependent on external and contextual factors such 
as the stability of the belief elements, which the measurements cannot control 
for or influence in any way (Converse 1964). For example, the belief concern-
ing the meaning of a concept may change over time, and this study cannot but 
acknowledge this risk. In order to control for stability of belief elements over 
time, the measurements did not relate to essential beliefs but focused more on 
retrospective elements. Thus, the items were formulated based on the accessi-
bility axiom (Zaller 1992; Zaller and Feldman 1992), in order to enable re-
spondents to recall recent facts and not retrieve memories, which need more 
time to assess.  

The self-administered design data collection method with the presence of 
the researcher is rather labor- and cost intensive, but offered the advantage of 
ensuring the respondent’s commitment, standardization of the data collection 
process, and accessible support from the researcher. The first advantage of the 
self-administered data collection is the avoidance of social desirability and 
satisficing bias (Holbrook et al., 2003; Ansolabehere and Schaffner 2014). 
The items are formulated in a way to avoid socially desirable meanings and 
wordings to reduce any bias, and in general the disadvantages can be some-
what addressed. On the other hand, the potential problems of data gathered via 
internet-based surveys regarding the concepts of this particular research prob-
lem, which stems from international entrepreneurship, are more difficult to 
address. By giving the respondent the sole responsibility to fill out the ques-
tionnaire, and having a researcher present albeit passive, silent, and inactive 
throughout the process to fill out the questionnaire, the respondent avoids so-
cial interaction or discussions about the questions, which can reduce any per-
sonal bias as much as possible. This advantage of the personal interviewing 
design is chosen in an effort to counteract the disadvantage of the self-admin-
istered design, in which the researcher has no control and confirmation of the 
identity of the actual respondent. For the empirical context of this research 
focus, CEOs or firms’ managers are usually very busy and will try to avoid 
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spending time to fill out questionnaires; they might even forward it to mem-
bers of the firm with less experience, knowledge, or relevance regarding the 
questions. Additionally, having a researcher present during the self-adminis-
tered data gathering ensures the focus and concentration as opposed to having 
it done without the presence of a researcher. 

One of the most significant disadvantages of this design is the geographic 
proximity of the researchers with the sample, which is likely to create an error 
of non-observation, and under-coverage of the population (Sinclair et al., 
2011). An effort to reduce the geographic proximity bias was having an ex-
tensive as possible geographical location in Sweden, covering more than 
15,000 accumulated kilometers of distance.  
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Summary of Papers 

This chapter summarizes the five papers of the thesis. A short overview, along 
with the findings, is presented separately for each paper. The first paper is a 
qualitative method study with original data from nine SMEs. The four last 
papers comprise the quantitative method part of the thesis with the original 
dataset from 258 international opportunities. Finally, a summary of the find-
ings of the five papers concludes the chapter.  

Paper I  
SME international opportunity scouting—empirical insights on its 
determinants and outcomes.  
The first paper of this thesis focuses on how internal and external factors in-
fluence the international opportunity searching in the manner of systematic 
search of SMEs as well as the effects of the searching strategy in the novelty 
of the developed opportunities. From research on international opportunities, 
we know that the international opportunity development process has internal 
and external determinants, namely international experiential knowledge and 
network position. Even though there is a consensus that international oppor-
tunities trigger, catalyze, and drive the international expansion of the firm, few 
studies have focused on how these opportunities are developed and why cer-
tain firms are better equipped than others in developing them. We also need 
to know whether certain opportunity development strategies lead to heteroge-
neous outcomes, in terms of the novelty of the developed opportunity.  

The internationalization process is seen as an opportunity development pro-
cess in business networks. According to this view, internationalization is the 
consequence of firms’ actions to establish relationships and strengthen net-
work positions. Experiential knowledge is important because it reduces uncer-
tainty about further commitment and enables firms to discover opportunities 
for further expansion. Before the development of an opportunity, firms look 
for promising information in their external environment, either in a systematic 
or non-systematic way. The international experiences of the firm and the net-
work structure are likely to influence the international opportunity scouting 
behavior. The systematic search behavior, in turn, is likely to influence the 
degree of novelty of the opportunity developed. 
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The empirical investigation involved a multiple case study of nine SMEs, 
with semi-structured on-site interviews from October 2013 until March 2014. 
The findings of the paper showed that the international experience of the firm 
affects how systematically and actively the SME will search for international 
opportunities. The more international experience the firm has, the more likely 
it will actively and systematically search for new international opportunities. 
This paper also revealed that firms systematically searching for international 
opportunities will develop opportunities with low degrees of novelty. Instead 
of identifying novel opportunities, these firms are more likely to reproduce 
prevailing practices. This paper contributes also by indicating that the concept 
of opportunity novelty is important for the future advancement of knowledge 
in the field of international entrepreneurship and internationalization research. 
The concept of opportunity novelty may be an important, and so far over-
looked, factor explaining the heterogeneity of behavior among firms and de-
serves further research.  

Paper II 
Serendipitous Opportunities, Entry Strategy, and Knowledge in Firms’ 
Foreign Market Entry. 
The second paper of the thesis investigates the role of the network knowledge 
redundancy, international experiential knowledge, and the decision-making 
logic of formal planning and systematic search for the discovery of serendip-
itous opportunities. The starting point of this paper lies in the fact that few 
researchers would deny the presence and role of serendipity in the opportunity 
discovery. IE literature has widely ignored the serendipity construct and its 
causes, and has treated it as an error term that is either excluded from the re-
search or controlled for in the analysis. This paper aims to integrate IE and 
internationalization theory by statistically establishing both antecedents to, 
and outcomes of, the decision-making logic followed for international expan-
sion. 

Opportunities may be discovered during systematic exploration and are the 
result of purposeful planning and search, based on prior knowledge. However, 
firms may also discover unintended opportunities in a serendipitous way when 
searching, and there is a risk that serendipitous opportunities are disregarded. 
The network of a firm also influences the type of opportunities discovered. If 
the network is characterized by information and knowledge overlaps, then 
knowledge redundancy prevails in the network. The decision-making logic is 
contrasted from systematic search and planning to improvisation. Systematic 
search is a logic, characterized by well-defined goals and deliberate search 
processes. A firm following improvisational logic, on the other hand, acts 
spontaneously to exploit opportunities the moment they arise.  



 59

The hypotheses were then tested using a quantitative research method on a 
sample of 258 opportunities from 168 firms gathered in 2014–2015 from 
SMEs in Sweden. The regression analysis was run in three steps to test all 
hypotheses. The findings of this paper indicated that the international experi-
ential knowledge is positively related to the planning and systematic search 
logic. Additionally, the network knowledge redundancy was found to be pos-
itively related to the systematic search logic regarding searching for opportu-
nities. Lastly, this paper found that the systematic search and planning lead to 
lower serendipitous opportunity discoveries.   

Paper III 
SME Management of Business Unpredictability in the Market Entry 
Process: The Role of Improvisation and Business Network 
Commitment.  
This paper examines the business unpredictability antecedent and opportunity 
outcomes of improvisation in internationalization as one aspect of decision-
making logic. One of the widely accepted barriers in research for internation-
alization of firms is the perceived uncertainty, which reduces the confidence 
for entering into new markets and expanding abroad. Gaining knowledge 
about a foreign market reduces the perceived uncertainty, thus, giving a more 
predictable view of the market. However, if markets fluctuate with unpredict-
able changes, then plans and strategies will only be valid for a short period 
and alternative approaches will need to be implemented. Unpredictability of 
foreign markets will create an unstable context for the firms’ business net-
work. This, in turn, will create the need for adaptations to the business net-
work, which reflects its commitment and willingness to expand. Furthermore, 
in unpredictable markets, the potential risks, but also the potential profits, are 
higher. This is why it is valid to examine the consequences to the market entry 
performance when dealing with unpredictable foreign markets.  

This paper uses the systematic-nonsystematic search behavior to examine 
the decision-making logic of the firm. It is assumed that under stable environ-
ments, firms tend to use a rather systematic and deliberate search and planning 
logic rather than improvisation, which is more favorable under unstable and 
unpredictable business environments. The firm’s strategy will depend on its 
ability to predict the general development of the foreign market, but also on 
its ability to predict how its business relationship will develop, for instance, 
regarding the customers’ strategies and investments. When firms improvise, 
they act extemporaneously, spontaneously, intuitively, and in an emergent 
manner, embracing contingency.  

To test the hypotheses theoretically generated for this paper, 258 interna-
tional opportunities were examined of recent market entries by Swedish 
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SMEs. To test the structure of the hypothesized model as a whole but also 
draw a conclusion for each of the hypothesized relationships, structural equa-
tion modeling and a bootstrapping technique were used for the direct and in-
direct effects. For the first time, it was shown that improvisation has a positive 
effect on market performance, counteracting the negative effect from market 
unpredictability. Moreover, this paper found that deviating from formal plans 
had a positive effect on the commitment to the business network.  

The main contribution of this paper is the confirmation for the first time, of 
the importance of the improvisation logic to the internationalization of SMEs 
under unpredictable contexts. The mediating role of improvisation, between 
unpredictability from one side and network commitment and market entry per-
formance on the other side, revealed its central role in the internationalization 
under unstable environments.  

Paper IV 
Opportunity Novelty, Improvisation and Network Adaptation in the 
Internationalization of Swedish SMEs.  
This paper builds on another unexplored research area, the opportunity nov-
elty. Following the indications for further research from the first paper, this 
paper integrates international opportunity theory with theories on improvisa-
tional behaviour and network commitment adaptations. Internationalization is 
not only a process of management of liabilities, related to the nationality of 
the firm; rather, it is more of an entrepreneurial process of strengthening po-
sitions in networks aiming to establish an insidership in relevant networks. 
This paper also addresses the factors that drive the degree of adaptations to 
foreign business networks and their consequences on the ability of the firm to 
develop opportunities with a high degree of novelty. 

This paper uses a network view with the integration of IE theory. Network 
adaptations are indicators of commitment to the foreign market. They are 
based on customers’ and suppliers’ needs, resources, and capabilities. Firms 
act in the foreign market’s network and not in a homogeneous market, and 
they are primarily seeking opportunities rather than looking for ways to reduce 
uncertainty. When firms enter a foreign market’s network, they face unknown 
and uncertain situations, where unexpected problems and opportunities occur 
because of the firm’s ignorance about the network. This, in turn, makes it dif-
ficult to predict and to plan, and improvisation seems to be an alternative logic 
for solving problems spontaneously.  

The structural equation modelling as well as a bootstrapping technique 
were implemented to test the proposed hypotheses on an original dataset of 
258 opportunities from 160 Swedish SMEs. The contribution of the paper is 
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threefold. First, it fills a number of knowledge gaps concerning the oppor-
tunity driven internationalization. Secondly, it addresses the network conse-
quences from the decision-making logic of the internationalization of firms. 
Thirdly, it reveals the importance of improvisation decision-making to the op-
portunity seeking firm.  

Paper V 
The effects of knowledge and decision-making logic to the degree of 
novelty and value of developed international opportunities.  
Drawing from the indications from studies I-IV but with a wider perspective, 
this paper tests the antecedent of international experiential knowledge, the de-
cision-making logic of the opportunity seeking firm, and the outcomes in the 
characteristics of the developed opportunity, in terms of novelty and value. 
Usually, opportunities are analyzed in the form of new markets, new pro-
cesses, new products, and new ventures driving growth, but less is known 
about their characteristics: novelty and value. Another shortcoming that this 
paper addresses is the fact that experiential knowledge has been extensively 
studied in relation to the internationalization of firms; however, less is known 
about its effect on the opportunity development mechanism.  

Traditional internationalization theories alone do not fully explain the var-
iation on the firm’s behavior. Hence, in this paper, I integrate elements of IE 
to examine SMEs’ internationalization from the entrepreneurial view. Deci-
sion-making logic can be seen as a distinction between systematic and rational 
search and improvisation and irrational behavior. The way the firm behaves 
in order to find new opportunities overseas is likely to define the attributes of 
the developed opportunities, by favoring or disfavoring opportunities with de-
grees of novelty and value. 

The structural equation modeling analysis and a bootstrapping technique 
was used to confirm the proposed hypotheses and reveal the degree of indirect 
and direct effects between the proposed constructs. This paper contributes in 
three research areas: a) it adds knowledge to the opportunity development 
mechanism of internationalizing firms, b) it integrates elements of Interna-
tional Entrepreneurship to Internationalization theory, and c) it introduces and 
confirms the importance of the overlooked attribute of the novelty of oppor-
tunity. The holistic view of the proposed theoretical model contributes as a 
whole to our knowledge concerning the underlying mechanisms of oppor-
tunity driven internationalization.  
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Summary of findings 
This thesis explores the role of SMEs’ decision-making logic upon their 
search for international opportunities and the consequences on the character-
istics of the developed opportunities by answering two overarching research 
questions: 1) which organizational and contextual factors influence SMEs’ 
search behavior for international opportunities and 2) how does the logic of 
acting upon international opportunities affect the heterogeneity of the devel-
oped opportunity’s attributes? In order to get a theoretical contribution, the 
effort to answer these two research questions resulted in five papers with dis-
tinct findings, building on and complementing each other.  

The first paper explored the interplay between the experiential knowledge, 
the business network structure in which the firm operates, and the novelty of 
the developed opportunities. The second paper concerns the importance of ex-
periential knowledge and the network structure to the degree of systematic 
planning and searching for opportunities, as expected by a causal logic. Addi-
tionally, the second paper revealed the importance of the systematic search 
logic of firms, to the overlooking of serendipitous opportunities. Building on 
the findings of the second paper, the third paper examined the other side of 
the coin of the systematic search and planning behavior of firms. Specifically, 
the third paper examined the role of the improvisational behavior, affecting 
the commitment to the network and the novelty of the developed opportunity, 
affecting, in turn, the commitment of the firm to the business network in which 
it operates. Building on the findings of the third paper, the fourth paper added 
to the research focus on the contextual element of the unpredictability of the 
market in which a firm operates, as well as the performance outcome of the 
developed opportunity. Finally, the fifth paper was comprised of the findings 
from the four previous papers, in an effort to examine organizational factors 
like the stock of experiential knowledge; the logic of decision-making; and 
the heterogeneity of the developed opportunities, in terms of novelty and 
value.  
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Concluding discussion 

The starting point of this thesis was the often overlooked view of internation-
alization of SMEs as an international opportunity development process 
(Mainela et al., 2014). Thus far, international opportunities were mainly the 
focus of Entrepreneurship literature, even though internationalization theories 
assumed opportunities to be driving the international expansion of firms 
(Vahlne and Johanson 2013). By using elements of Entrepreneurship theory 
in the research on internationalization of SMEs, I aimed to fill gaps in our 
existing knowledge on SMEs’ internationalization. In order to answer why 
some firms are more capable than others in developing opportunities, two re-
search questions were developed: How do internal and contextual factors in-
fluence the decision-making logic of SMEs for developing international op-
portunities? and How does the decision-making logic of SMEs for developing 
these opportunities affect the heterogeneity of the developed opportunities?  

Factors influencing the decision-making logic of SMEs 
toward opportunity development  
Prior research have indicated the importance of the stock of experiential 
knowledge as a prominent internal factor for firms, influencing their interna-
tionalization strategic choices (Eriksson et al., 1997). Experiences from pre-
vious international activities reduced the uncertainty about foreign markets, 
increased confidence in resource commitment abroad, justifying an influential 
factor for the internationalization of firms (Johanson and Vahlne 1977; 2009), 
and also one of the essential concepts of the IE theory (Sarasvathy 2001). Both 
theoretical perspectives of the Uppsala model and IE stressed the importance 
of experiential knowledge for the international growth. The prior experiences 
may dictate one’s future decisions, favoring a path dependency (Sydow et al., 
2011), but also give confidence for experimentation thinking outside-the-box, 
which affects decision-making logic in a mixed way, hinting for synergistic 
effects of both logics (Smolka et al., 2018).  
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Table 7. Antecedents promoting the decision-making logic of SMEs 

 

The first conclusion of this thesis is confirming the importance of experiential 
knowledge affecting both logics, systematic search, and planning and improv-
isation, without dissimilar effect to any distinct logic in a dichotomous way, 
as illustratively described in Table 7. To do this, the notion of dissimilar deci-
sion-making logics is brought from International Entrepreneurship literature 
to the Research of International Business, focusing on the experiential 
knowledge of SMEs. We need to understand the dissimilarity of the logic be-
hind strategic choices for the international activities of firms, to understand 
why someone would expect different amounts of experiential knowledge to 
promote dissimilar ways to develop international opportunities. The system-
atic search for opportunities and careful planning before making decisions, 
related to the SMEs’ international activities, are distinguished from taking ac-
tion without following any pre-defined plan in an improvisational manner. 
Despite the emphasis in IE literature on distinguishing between systematic and 
non-systematic decision-making logics, this thesis found no distinguishable 
effect from the variation of the stock of prior knowledge to the ways in which 
SMEs plan and search for how to develop international opportunities.      

This finding signifies an internationalization mechanism of SMEs, which 
does not directly favor one at the expense of the other decision-making logic 
in an antagonistic manner. Rather, the notion that both logics are complemen-
tary to each other and may act synergistically (Smolka et al., 2018) is a possi-
ble explanation to the findings of this thesis. More specifically, this thesis con-
firms the non-dichotomous nature of the decision-making logics’ distinctions 
named as systematic /non-systematic, rational/irrational, effectuation/causa-
tion, which thus, can be considered to be implemented by SMEs in an iterative, 
complementary, sequential, or simultaneous way, contradicting with previous 
assumptions about their alternative usage nature (Chandler et al., 2011). As a 
conceptual outcome, this finding depicts that SMEs are stimulated to conduct 
international activities regardless of the amount of their prior experiential 
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knowledge since the decision-making logic of their activities is not influenced 
toward a specific decision-making logic at the expense of the other. This con-
firms Reuber et al.’s (2017) finding when discussing the call for research on 
whether the same outcome is reached from the firm’s behavior by following 
different approaches. Thus, the organizational stock of experiential 
knowledge does not influence deterministically which logic the SME will use 
to characterize its decision to pursue and develop opportunities.  

Therefore, the findings of this thesis are in line with the notion that system-
atic and non-systematic logics, as parts of human reasoning, may be mani-
fested in parallel, sequential, overlapping, intertwining, and co-existing but 
not exclusive to each other (Sarasvathy 2011; Fisher 2012), and firms are ex-
pected to perform either sequentially, concurrently, or iteratively in various 
combinations of their search strategy (Dew et al., 2011). The promotion to 
both logics from prior knowledge is explained by the non-concurrent and non-
exclusive character of the two distinct logics. This thesis provides an explana-
tion for the controversial results of previous research regarding the role of ex-
periential knowledge in the internationalization of the firms (Chandra et al., 
2009; Schweizer et al., 2010; Ucbasaran et al., 2009). In line with these find-
ings, the stock of experiential knowledge was found to stimulate the pursuit 
of international opportunities. However, experiential knowledge does not fa-
vor either the systematic or the improvisational logic, thus, not supporting the 
initial assumption that inexperienced SMEs internationalize in a rather sys-
tematic way following pre-defined plans (Sarasvathy 2001). On the contrary, 
experiential knowledge was indicated to have synergistic effect on both logics 
working in a complementary way (Smolka et al., 2018). The synergies be-
tween both logics may happen in a sequential manner or operate with different 
logics at different moments of the development of the opportunity. Thus, firms 
need to be flexible and be able to operate under both logics during their inter-
nationalization. 

This thesis extends the discussion on the role of business network (Johan-
son and Vahlne 2011), and provides a deeper understanding of the internation-
alization of firms. Firms manage their business network relationships and pre-
pare for acting in a way that is not necessarily known or planned beforehand. 
However, strategic flexibility is the condition that allows for strengthening the 
network position toward insidership establishment by the indirect effects ex-
amined in this thesis. The findings of this thesis show that the decision to com-
mit to the business network was indirectly related to the unpredictable context. 
By employing a flexible and adaptable strategy, firms are able to strengthen 
their network position under unpredictable market environments. This is ex-
plained by the fact that when the degree of unpredictability is increased in a 
market, a source of balancing stability stems from the stronger relationships 
of the network in which the firm operates. When everything seems to be tur-
bulent in the market, firms look for predictability in their partners.  
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The relatively close network structure is characterized by knowledge over-
laps and a high level of knowledge redundancy. The same information is re-
ceived from different parts of the network, which confirms the information 
reliability, but does not add to the stock of knowledge of the firm (Ahuja 
2000). This thesis confirms that within closed business networks, the prefera-
ble logic from SMEs is the rather systematic search and planning. In a network 
where all the ‘cards are open for everyone,’ the rationality and pre-defined 
reasoning will favor the more efficient exploitation of opportunities, thus re-
sulting in better performance. However, operating in turbulent and unpredict-
able markets favors the improvisational logic, confirming the assumptions of 
IE theory for SMEs.  

The complex issues that firms face during their internationalization exceed 
the calculative capacity of decision-makers, making it hard to make decisions 
based on systematic processes and well-measured circumstances. Entrepre-
neurship has shown that under highly unpredictable circumstances without 
sufficient time and resources to conduct systematic evaluation, firms rely on 
contingencies, creativity, and improvisation to solve problems (Sarasvathy 
2008). This may result in a systematic search and planning or improvisational 
decision-making in sequences, or in parallel for different types of problems, 
or in a back and forth interplay between the different decision-making logics 
(Smolka et al., 2018). Acting under unpredictable environments is considered 
as hindering the international expansion of firms. This was also confirmed in 
this thesis from the negative effect of the unpredictable environment on the 
market performance. Nonetheless, the findings of this thesis show that the 
negative effects of market turbulence are counteracted if firms choose to be 
flexible, adapt to their business network spontaneously, and as a whole em-
brace improvisational strategies. Thus, the market unpredictability becomes a 
conditional internationalization hindering mechanism, depending on the strat-
egy each firm implements. When firms operate in an unpredictable environ-
ment, the improvisational logic is favorable for SMEs confirming the propo-
sitions presented by Hmieleski and Corbett (2006; 2008).  

From Table 7, it is apparent that under unpredictable circumstances, SMEs 
tend to rely on improvisational logic. This finding confirms the role of the 
external environment, which affects the characteristics of developed opportu-
nities (Young et al., 2018). Internationalizing SMEs operate under high un-
predictability; thus, in order to deal with it, they leverage contingencies and 
favor improvisation to solve the problems on the spot (Covielo et al., 2017). 
This is a contribution to internationalization research, stemming from the IE 
perspective, justifying the benefit from examining internationalization as an 
opportunity driven process.   

Taking into consideration the overall findings concerning the factors influ-
encing the logic of the decision-making of SMEs, it is apparent that the un-
predictability of the markets and the network structure, within which each 
SME operates, are influencing the choice of decision-making logic. These 
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findings show that the prior experiences do not play a deterministic role to-
ward the development of opportunities abroad, and prior studies overestimate 
the effect of experiential knowledge in favor of a specific decision-making 
logic. Instead, this thesis highlights the network structure and the unpredicta-
bility of the markets as prominent factors that formulate the way SMEs decide 
how to search and develop opportunities abroad.  

The decision-making logic carving the heterogeneity of 
the opportunity development 
The second research question of this thesis focused on the consequences of 
the distinct logic of the firms’ decision-making, to the heterogeneous attrib-
utes of the developed opportunities. The aim of this research question was to 
examine whether SMEs acting with different logics develop opportunities 
with variation to their essential attributes, namely the degree of serendipity, 
novelty, and value. Opportunities can be developed in a linear manner in se-
quences, resembling a linear internationalization process, as described in the 
Uppsala Model (Johanson and Vahlne 1977), but also breaking the historical 
path and improvising with new ideas as the IE research proposes (Evers and 
O’ Gorman 2011; Sarasvathy 2001; 2009). This thesis indicated empirically 
the duality of the decision-making logic followed by the firm between impro-
visational and systematic logic. Under various circumstances, firms have the 
possibility to act in either way, defined by the context in which they operate 
each time, and develop opportunities with different attributes (Young et al., 
2018). Firms adapt their decision-making logic, depending on the context and 
the given circumstances in which they operate and choose which strategy to 
follow accordingly. This thesis confirmed that firms would favor improvisa-
tional/ effectuation logic when handling unpredictable or network outsid-
ership situations (Johanson and Vahlne 2011; Evers and O’ Gorman 2011; 
Sarasvathy 2001).  
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Table 8. International Opportunity Attributes in relation to SMEs’ decision-making 
logic. 

 

The consequences of the decision-making logic of the SME on the attributes 
of the developed opportunity, as summarized in Table 8, respond to the mul-
tiple calls for research about the role of opportunity in the internationalization 
of firms, which is emphasized but widely overlooked so far in International 
Business compared to IE literature (Vahlne and Johanson 2017; Reuber et al., 
2017; 2018; Mainela et al., 2014; Young et al., 2018). This thesis provides a 
deeper understanding of opportunities, which are seen as a subset of 
knowledge for the firm (Johanson and Vahlne 2009), not equal but heteroge-
neous, and their differences matter to the progress of a firm’s internationali-
zation. To do so, this thesis brought the notion of distinguishable opportunity 
characteristics of international entrepreneurial opportunities to the Interna-
tional Business discussion. The variation of the opportunity attributes was 
found to be related to the variation of the decision-making logic of firms. This 
finding completes a missing element of the Uppsala model (Johanson and 
Vahlne 2009), giving us a more complete view about the logic of the commit-
ment decision, which shapes the developed opportunity with heterogeneous 
characteristics. 

Furthermore, the findings confirmed a connection between how a firm 
plans and searches for opportunities and the attribute of novelty that the de-
veloped opportunity brings to the firm. From the way a firms solves problems 
that arise on a daily basis, to ways of searching for new opportunities, it pro-
motes different levels of novel knowledge that is embedded in the developed 
opportunity. These findings justify the importance of treating opportunities as 
heterogeneous entities, wherein heterogeneity is shaped by the logic followed 
by the SME. This is one explanation for firms expanding into new markets in 
an exponential rate compared to others entering new markets gradually. Rely-
ing heavily on knowledge from the past creates the risk of evaluating future 
prospects with outdated assumptions. Experimenting with new ideas opens up 
the possibilities to novel approaches, which, in turn, allows for flexibility in 
the decision-making processes. This may result in opportunities which deviate 

Opportunity Serendipity Novelty Value

Systematic Search & 
Planning LOW LOW

Improvisation HIGH HIGH
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from past experiences, and if decisions were based solely on them, opportuni-
ties of high novelty would be largely overlooked. In dynamic and unpredicta-
ble environments, an improvisational approach is more relevant (Young et al., 
2018; Hmieleski and Corbett 2006), and complements the Uppsala model in 
opportunity development of international opportunities (Johanson and Vahlne 
2009). By developing novel opportunities, SMEs gain knowledge which al-
lows them to use it later for the development of unfamiliar opportunities. In a 
way, the SMEs expand their toolbox for further international opportunity de-
velopment when they formulate their decisions on-the-spot, without depend-
ing on plans and strategic decisions formulated by the existing knowledge. 
This finding provides an explanation of path breaking internationalization 
from SMEs, without being accidental (Hennart 2014) or an anomaly deviating 
from the standard. This thesis provides an explanation as to why the seemingly 
internationalization anomaly (Oviatt and McDougall 1994) can be the new 
standard for SMEs. From this viewpoint, internationalization is not only an 
interplay between uncertainty and knowledge accumulation but also a process 
of developing heterogeneous opportunities in an uneven way, because of the 
heterogeneity of opportunity attributes, justifying path-breaking instances. 
Thus, improvising is an efficient way for the resource restricted SME to gain 
access to novel knowledge.  

A contribution is made to the internationalization theory by distinguishing 
between opportunities which add more novel knowledge with those carrying 
less novel knowledge to the firm and resembles what is already known from 
before. The findings provided an explanation of the mixed results reported by 
previous studies. While a stream of research related experiential knowledge 
with positive effects on novel knowledge acquisition (Maitland and Sammar-
tino 2014) another stream of research reported negative relationship between 
the concepts (Levinthal and March 1993). The findings of this thesis propose 
a possible explanation for the mixed reported results of the past. The findings 
suggest that experiential knowledge itself does not necessarily lead to oppor-
tunities with relatively higher knowledge novelty, but when firms engage an 
improvisational decision-making logic, by deviating from plans, it allows 
them to gain novel knowledge by developing novel opportunities.  The indi-
rect effect of prior experiences to higher novelty of the developed opportuni-
ties suggest that firms with expertise have to think out-of-the box to renew 
knowledge, and develop path-breaking opportunities. This is a possible expla-
nation for the variation of internationalization patterns among SMEs. Firms 
developing novel opportunities gain higher degrees of knowledge than from 
other opportunities from which knowledge already exists from prior experi-
ences. Gaining a higher amount of experiential knowledge could enable firms 
to lower their skepticism for further expansion, which would result in faster 
internationalization. If the internationalization process could be resembled to 
climbing stairs, either shorter or longer, each new step would resemble the 
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previous one. However, embracing the variation in characteristics of opportu-
nities is like acknowledging that there is also an elevator, a trampoline, and 
pitfalls around the stairs. Utilizing knowledge from past experiences leads to 
a gradual internationalization progress. Nonetheless, opportunities beyond 
what was known or expected before, with high novelty and serendipity, can 
break the historical path, explaining a non-linear internationalization process. 
Confirming the differences between attributes of opportunities and including 
serendipitous opportunities within the internationalization horizon of the firm 
provide one explanation for non-linear internationalization. 

By using the IE perspective, it is possible to conceptualize theoretically 
what can otherwise be exclaimed as an accident, coincidence, or anomaly 
from the standard (Ellis 2000; Meyer and Skak 2002; Hennart 2014). Deci-
sion-making in an improvisational logic, without pre-defined goals, but an-
chored on the available means of the firm, was found to increase the amount 
of serendipitous opportunities developed, expanding the discussion of un-
deliberate decision-making (Evers and O’ Gorman). This clear difference be-
tween firms that used their plans and pre-defined goals rather than spontane-
ous action to develop the international opportunity indicated a connection to 
their ability or inability to develop serendipitous opportunities. This can be 
explained as the path dependency effect from previously formulated plans and 
beliefs on how to act and decide on potential opportunities. SMEs searching 
and planning in a systematic way overlooked opportunities that did not fall 
within their planned horizon. On the contrary, SMEs that deviated from plans 
or did not rely on systematic search to reach pre-defined goals were capable 
of developing opportunities which developed in an unexpected way. This is 
an explanation as to why some firms are able to develop more opportunities 
than others, from expanding the possibility of developing unexpected oppor-
tunities. This contribution toward the integration of the theoretical views from 
both Internationalization and International Entrepreneurship provides an op-
portunity for further integration of models, which is tested under overlapping 
levels of analysis and concepts. 

Another contribution of this thesis is the connection between the logic of 
the decisions that firms make, with the level of value the developed outcome 
bears. Firms have the ability to develop opportunities of relatively higher 
value when engaging improvisational routines, confirming equivalent results 
from improvisation research on the entrepreneur’s level of analysis 
(Hmieleski et al., 2013). As seen in Table 8, when improvising, firms identify 
and exploit opportunities with higher profit and market share potentials com-
pared to following pre-defined plans. This finding justifies the importance of 
distinguishing and relating different decision-making logics to the research of 
international SMEs. How you look for opportunities matters and also affects 
how profitable the outcome may be. By behaving spontaneously, SMEs de-
velop growth-producing opportunities, explaining one source of the variation 
among different internationalization paths. When firms have no strict plans to 
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follow, they avoid plan-derived limitations and expectations that may hinder 
more creative inception and more efficient exploitation of the opportunity. 
Another reason why deviating from systematic searching and planning has a 
beneficial outcome to the developed opportunity is the avoidance of imitative 
behavior leading to innovative routines. Therefore, innovative routines may 
create advantages for the developed opportunity (first-mover advantage, etc.,), 
explaining high value of the opportunity, and the growth potentials for future 
opportunities.  

Even though the direct and indirect benefits from experiential knowledge 
were confirmed, applying the IE lens allowed us to reveal the indirect negative 
effect of international experiential knowledge in the development of serendip-
itous opportunities, which are likely to have been overlooked from previous 
relevant studies, creating a distortion of the benefits of prior knowledge to the 
internationalization of firms. This thesis revealed that because not all oppor-
tunities are the same, not all opportunities produce the same effect, in terms 
of new knowledge and unexpected spontaneous discoveries. Expanding pre-
vious IE research (Evers and O’ Gorman 2011), this thesis found that interna-
tional experiential knowledge contributes to both the systematic and improvi-
sational strategy of the firms; nevertheless, it is only by behaving with adapt-
ability that the firm can acquire more novel knowledge, and widen the scope 
of the types of international opportunities developed.  

An additional contribution is the broadening of the applicability of IE the-
ory. While initially, variation in the internationalization pattern was confined 
to INVs or Born Globals, which were firms with very distinct characteristics 
(Oviatt and McDougall 1994), this thesis empirically shows that the assump-
tions, context, and elements of the IE theory are applicable and can help us to 
better understand the opportunity development mechanisms for SMEs regard-
less of whether they fit under the INV or Born Global categorization. Addi-
tionally, this thesis contributes by dealing with a potential case selection bias 
of prior research. Traditionally, the firms’ internationalization was examined 
within sampling criteria, which excluded cases that were analyzed as excep-
tions, accidents, or outliers (Hennart 2014). This thesis managed to grasp the 
development of serendipitous opportunities, a type of opportunity not usually 
examined in internationalization, probably by their exclusion from the sample. 
In line with Denrell (2005), this thesis argues that researchers should not un-
derestimate, exclude, and ignore improvisational actions from the empirical 
world, because this would lead to superficial knowledge, a distorted sample, 
and in turn might lead to incorrect conclusions (Brown 2005). The measure-
ments which were generated for the analysis of serendipitous opportunities 
may be further used to ensure that reality is validly depicted to the theoretical 
models.  

Overall, the role of opportunities is central to the internationalization of 
firms. When looking from a simplistic perspective, without looking at the dif-
ferences among strategies applied and characteristics of the opportunities, one 
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may get a distracted view of the internationalization phenomenon and thus be 
unable to explain the empirical world from a wider perspective. When taking 
a closer look, it is revealed that the internal and external environment of the 
firm defines how a firm acts, which, in turn, defines the types of opportunities 
developed. All in all, opportunities are not the same as a creation of history 
and decision-making logic.  

Managerial implications 
The findings of this thesis have practical implications for SMEs involved in 
international business. First, this thesis demonstrates the alternative choices 
for managers and entrepreneurs between following structured plans for the 
course of action to achieve their goals, and flexibility in their strategic deci-
sions. By following a pre-defined plan, using their experiences from the past, 
and establishing a strong position in an international business network, SMEs 
would develop international opportunities and gain access to new markets. 
However, they should be aware that the opportunities they would find in this 
way would be less in number, and probably similar to their current business. 
This is justified because the plans are based on knowledge from the past, 
which sometimes is outdated and mismatches the current customer needs, and 
market characteristics. If the market they intend to access is characterized by 
instability, then managers should use routines allowing flexibility, and spon-
taneous reactions to counteract swift changes, and unpredictability with quick 
responses and adaptability. Another positive outcome from deviating from 
plans would be the opportunity to get surprised by opportunities that they did 
not expect, beyond what plans would forecast, which this thesis found to be 
producing more value and knowledge for the firm. Of course, every coin has 
two sides, and no positive outcome comes without a cost. Acting in an impro-
visational manner would also mean an increase of risk and less control of their 
activities. Resource restricted SMEs should consider both risks and potentials 
of each logic to choose the one most appropriate, given the circumstances in 
which they operate. 

Another insight for practitioners, stemming from the findings of this thesis, 
concerns the industry in which the firms operates. SMEs acting in relatively 
stable industries, with successful long-term forecasts about customer needs 
and predictable market moves, should base their decisions on their stock of 
knowledge they have from the past and focus on their current activities. On 
the other hand, acting in niche or rather fast-moving markets, as the hi-tech 
industry, reproducing existing practices would hamper the innovativeness of 
the firm. Novelty should be treated by practitioners as a proxy to wealth cre-
ating potential; as this thesis showed, it promotes the development of oppor-
tunities with higher value compared to the opposite. From the findings here, 
it is prominent that more novel knowledge is gained by taking advantage of 
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the contingencies arising from unpredictable business environments. The 
knowledge intensity of the industry wherein the firms operate, thus, is an in-
dicator that dictates the appropriateness of the logic that the strategic decisions 
should have.  

Another aspect to consider is the negative attitude among policy makers 
and institutions for those deviating from the planned behavior. As government 
and institutional routines are based on the idea of control, by procedures struc-
tured with checkpoints, timely processes, calculated thresholds and limits, the 
idea of deviation from plans is not welcomed. Nevertheless, under turbulence, 
market fluctuations or external shocks, planning may seem to be a waste of 
time and resources. This thesis has shown that when the circumstances are not 
stable and predictable, it is more efficient and profitable to react in a sponta-
neous way. Given the fact that knowledge renewal is facilitated by experienc-
ing unknown circumstances and experimentation beyond the well-established 
boundaries, the overarching norms should be reconsidered to allow for impro-
visational decision-making logic. This is also relevant for the university edu-
cation value system, by giving more opportunities to students to experiment 
with real life problems, without setting up deterministic routines and out-
comes, allowing for surprises and ability to adapt to unpredictable circum-
stances.  

Limitations and suggestions for further research 
As it happens in every study, this thesis also has a number of limitations. The 
first limitation of this thesis comes from the concepts chosen for analysis. Be-
cause of the resource restrictions that accompany such a study, only a selected 
amount of concepts could be analyzed. A much bigger number of concepts 
could not be included in this thesis, which could give a more holistic view of 
the theories of Internationalization and International Entrepreneurship. Future 
studies would benefit from testing more internal and external factors, which 
may interact with the decision-making logic applied for the opportunity de-
velopment. The same would be applicable to the outcome concepts included 
to examine the outcomes of the different decision-making logics for develop-
ing opportunities. Future studies may benefit from considering more attributes 
of the developed opportunity, inspired by Entrepreneurship research. Addi-
tionally, further research could be done around other outcomes that the duality 
of the decision-making logic could bring.  

Another limitation of this thesis is a result of the research design testing a 
conceptual model, which incorporated elements of Entrepreneurship to inter-
nationalization models. While entrepreneurship is often inspired by the indi-
vidual traits of the entrepreneur to explain entrepreneurial activities, this is 
scarcely overlapping with the organizational level of analysis of the Uppsala 
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model (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). The opportunity concept in Entrepreneur-
ship literature traditionally follows different market assumptions. This, in 
turn, is often the reason for a difference in the level of analysis for the same 
phenomenon. Future studies on IE should test the different decision-making 
logics under both the organizational and individual entrepreneur level of anal-
ysis to examine differences between the individual and the aggregated effects 
of larger organizations in a mixed method research design.  

The criteria set for framing the sample helped with addressing the research 
question in focus in a reliable way but posed a limitation for the general ap-
plicability of the conclusions. The firm size was limited to the SME profile, 
which is a limitation for this thesis. Future studies should include larger firms 
to their sample to confirm the findings of this thesis to the larger groups of 
firms, and thus covering international firms to a wider extent.  

Another limitation stems from the geographical variation of the sample. 
Even though Sweden is a typical exporting country member of the European 
Union, being the single country as the geographical origin of the sample is 
another limitation of this thesis. The limitation of the host country for the firm 
was also a reason delimiting this study, from including host country effects to 
the tested conceptual model. Future studies could benefit from including sam-
ples from multiple geographical locations from markets with a variety of tra-
ditions, and an industrial phase which would provide richer conclusions.  

Lastly, the time dimension is another limitation of this thesis. First of all, 
many of the concepts conceptualized in this thesis have a time dimension as 
parts of a process happening in time. Internationalization of SMEs does not 
happen instantly, and the problems that SMEs face differ during the process. 
For this thesis, it was decided to omit the time dimension from the research 
questions and focus on the relationships of the theoretical model tested. The 
time period, during which the data for both the qualitative and the quantitative 
designs of this thesis were gathered, was between 2012 and 2013, marking an 
era before the COVID-19 pandemic during 2019–2020. This sample-derived 
limitation is acknowledged, and the results of this thesis address the business 
environment before the COVID-19 period. Potential effects and changes in 
the international business environment, because of the restrictions imposed 
during the COVID-19 period, were not included in this thesis and can be stud-
ied in the future. 
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Appendix A  

Semi-structured questionnaire 
 
General Questions 
How long are you in this position? 
When was your company founded? 
What is your business involving? 
What are the most important cornerstones of your company’s history? 
Why? 
Who are your customers in Sweden? 
Who are your international customers? 
Which are your primary competitors? 
Which are your most important suppliers? 
How much do you export in relation to your total sales volume? 
How internationalized is the industry in which you are operating? 
On which export markets are you present and active? 
 
International experience 
What have you learned from your international operations so far? 
What is your experience on supplying foreign customers? 
What is your experience in adapting products for foreign markets? 
What is your experience in marketing your products in foreign markets? 
 
International opportunity questions 
Which is the country you entered during the last 7 years? 
When did you start exporting to these markets? 
What do you export in this market? 
How is your export share (in percent) between the different export mar-
kets? 
How did you approach these markets? 
How did you become aware of the opportunities to export to these mar-
kets? 
How did you find the first customer to start exporting to these markets? 
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Where and how did you learn about these opportunities? What were the 
sources of information? 
How did you search for information for these markets? 
How do you usually learn for new markets? 
How did you get information about the export markets? 
What is your strategic plan to search for information for a new market? 
How similar was this customer compared with the others from your ex-
perience? 
How unique do you think this customer is for you? 
How much knowledge did you have about this customer before starting 
business in the market? 
 
Business network 
What kind of contacts did you establish to learn about the export mar-
kets? 
Did you get any kind of help or assistance in establishing those con-
tacts? 
Did you get any kind of help in finding out about the export markets? 
With whom did you establish contact on the export market? 
How easily do you get information about the market? 
How much information do you have concerning your suppliers/ cus-
tomers in the foreign markets? 
How does your relationships with your customers usually work? 
How do your relationship with your suppliers’ work? 
Did you get any kind of help or assistance in developing new business 
relationships? 
Maintaining the new business relationship 
How often are you in contact with the customers/suppliers from the 
markets? How? Where? 
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Appendix B  

Structured questionnaire 
 

General information 
Interviewer               

  

Date         
          

Place         
          

Firm name        
          

Respondent:       
          

Respondent position in firm   
          

Respondent experience (years) in the firm: 
        

What year was the company 
formed?    

          
What year did you start selling goods and services abroad (for 
the first time)?   

Turnover (SEK) 2012?       
          

Number of employees 2012?     
          

Number of export markets 
2012?     

          
Share of turnover sold outside Sweden in 
2012?           
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Share of Employees employed outside Sweden in 
2012?         

Share of total assets located abroad in 2012?  
          

 

INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE 
  1=Completely disagree, 7=Completely agree 

We have well-developed 
experience of … 

…supplying foreign customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
… adapting our products and services to meet the 
needs and wants of foreign customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

… adapting our organization to meet the needs and 
wants of foreign customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

… marketing and sales of our products and services 
abroad. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Network Knowledge Redundancy 
In our market, competitors often know each other 
quite well. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

We often receive the same news from more than one 
firm in our industry. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Information flows easily between companies in our 
industry. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In our market, everyone knows each other. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Planning 
In order to expand internationally… 

…our market-engaging actions are a result of a formal 
business planning process. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

…our decisions and actions are anchored in written anal-
yses and reports. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Systematic Search  
  1=Completely disagree, 7=Completely agree             
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In our firm … 
…we dedicate significant time and resources to finding 
new international business ideas.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7

…we always keep an eye open for new international 
business ideas when looking for new information. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

…we actively search for new foreign customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 

Serendipity 
1=Completely disagree, 7=Completely agree 

We ask you to consider the following suggestions regarding your entry 
in X … 

… we did not have any knowledge about that we would 
find this customer. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

… an incident which can be characterized as a surprise 
to our firm.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7

… finding this customer could be characterized as an ac-
cident or series of accidents. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

… we changed how we use resources in the markets. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 

Business unpredictability 
In X market it is hard to predict market changes.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7

It is difficult to predict how the relationships between 
companies in the market will develop. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

We perceive great uncertainty regarding our customers' 
in X future behavior.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Business network commitment 
We had to modify our organization in order to fit into the changes of our 
suppliers and customers in the X market… 
 
Production process.  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Technology. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Organization.  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Novelty 
Entering in X market can be characterized as pioneering for 
us.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Finding this customer could be characterized as unique for us.  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Value   
This is a profitable customer. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

We are pleased with how the profitability of our busi-
ness in X has developed over the last five years. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

We have managed to build a leading position in our in-
dustry in X. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Improvisation 
In order to find this customer, we had to go out of the 
box. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

In order to find this customer, we improvised solutions 
to problems. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

For the X market we did a lot of thinking on the mo-
ment. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Network adaptations 
We had to modify our organization in order to fit with our suppliers and 
customers in the X market: 
Production process. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Technology. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Organization. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Market Entry Performance 
Entering the X-market has been of great importance to 
our firm. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

We are pleased with how the profitability of our busi-
ness in the X-market has developed over the last five 
years. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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