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A B S T R A C T   

Combining internalisation theory and internationalisation networking literature we study how international 
entrepreneurial ventures use social media to internationalise. Our qualitative study reveals the governance 
mechanisms and learning that are part of a dynamic process. We explain how firms leverage their own social- 
media capabilities and bundle them with the capabilities of foreign partners, which they leverage to create 
new social-media capabilities to grow internationally. Firms leverage social-media capabilities to become 
embedded within emerging and strategic networks, a position that is central for firms to mitigate threats of 
opportunism and bounded reliability and to overcome liabilities connected to smallness, newness, and 
foreignness.   

1. INTRODUCTION 

Social media is becoming an important foundation of the commu-
nication and marketing tools used by businesses operating nationally 
and internationally. Firms exploit the opportunities of global connec-
tivity and wide reach offered by social media to promote themselves 
internationally, to target diverse stakeholders, to increase social inter-
action, and to achieve growth (Godes, 2011; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; 
Andzulis et al., 2012; Andersson & Wikström, 2017; Drummond et al., 
2018). These points of strength have important implications for inter-
national business research, and especially for young and small entre-
preneurial ventures led by international entrepreneurs. When 
internationalising, these firms face opportunism associated with work-
ing in international markets (Verbeke et al., 2019). That vulnerability is 
exacerbated by liabilities associated with a lack of resources related to 
smallness (Hannan & Freeman, 1984; Morris, 2001) which in turn re-
stricts the ability to grow reputation and legitimacy in international 
markets. Additional liabilities that attract opportunism for new in-
ternationalists are those of newness (Stinchombe, 1965) and foreign-
ness, which reflects how the absence of knowledge of the foreign 
business environment can hinder development (Zaheer, 1995, 2002). 
Moreover, the opportunism mentioned above that young entrepre-
neurial ventures are exposed to when they are inexperienced and have 
not secured an insider position in the networks of the host country 

(Verbeke et al., 2019) is exacerbated by the liability of outsidership 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Previous litera-
ture has shown that firms can tackle the opportunism stemming from 
these liabilities mainly via internalising activities (for more on inter-
nalisation theory see, Williamson, 1985; Rugman, 2002; Verbeke & 
Greidanus, 2009; Chi, 2015; Narula & Verbeke, 2015; Buckley, 2016) or 
by coordinating with international network partners (for more network 
literature, see, Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren, 2016). However, 
extant research has scarcely examined these points, which it might have 
by looking at the use of social media in international entrepreneurial 
ventures. 

An exception is the work of Sigfusson and Chetty (2013) who have 
shown how online communication using social media enables entre-
preneurs to recognise business opportunities in international markets, 
assists them to become embedded in relevant foreign networks and thus 
helps them to overcome the liability of outsidership (Johanson & 
Vahlne, 2009). Nevertheless, there is a lack of theoretical knowledge 
and empirical evidence on the mechanisms underpinning social media 
use by entrepreneurial ventures that facilitates entry into foreign net-
works and can help mitigate threats of opportunism and the associated 
liabilities of foreign market expansion. 

This study integrates internalisation theory and literature related to 
international entrepreneurial ventures (Verbeke et al., 2014) to explain 
how entrepreneurial ventures establish network insidership (Johanson 
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& Vahlne, 2009) as a mechanism to mitigate the threats of failed human 
commitment carried by opportunism in international markets (D’Cruz & 
Rugman, 1994; Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Verbeke et al., 2019) 
throughout their internationalisation process, as well as to successfully 
overcome liabilities of smallness, newness and foreignness (Knight & 
Cavusgil, 2004). This paper focuses on explaining how entrepreneurial 
ventures overcome opportunism and associated liabilities, by coordi-
nating their social media activities with those of foreign network part-
ners by utilising mutual trust and commitment. The study assumes a 
firm’s ability to use social media during its internationalisation efforts is 
an entrepreneurial capability and Verbeke et al. (2014) point out that 
internalisation theory views entrepreneurial capability as a firm specific 
advantage (FSA). Therefore, we analyse the governance design of social 
media use in international entrepreneurial ventures in terms of a firm’s 
reliance on its own FSAs, or those of its foreign partners, and the firm’s 
ability to effectively bundle FSAs of different origin (Hennart, 2009). 
The empirical observations presented below offer thoretical insights and 
help develop a conceptual framework that clarifies the mechanisms of 
how social media FSAs help entrepreneurial ventures reaching network 
embeddedness. 

Through this approach and by focusing on a contemporary issue 
affecting international firms, we respond to previous calls for 
phenomenon-based research on international business (Doh, 2015). The 
study focuses on three firms from small and open economies (SMO-
PECs), namely: Finland, New Zealand, and Sweden. The limited internal 
market in these countries means internationalisation is essential for 
growth (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006). We chose three gin pro-
ducing firms who target their products at end consumers, but whose first 
buyers are other businesses, such as distributors and retailers. This 
structure is common among industrial firms, which need to reach out to 
their customer’s customers (Homburg et al., 2014). 

Overall, our study contributes to the growing body of research 
considering the use of social media for international business purposes, 
and where more research has been called for (e.g. Fischer & Reuber, 
2011, and 2014; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013). We integrate internalisation 
theory (Rugman, 2002; Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Chi, 2015; Narula 
& Verbeke, 2015; Buckley, 2016) and network literature (Johanson & 
Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren, 2016) by conceptualising the entrepreneurial 
social media capability to reveal the mechanisms that international 
entrepreneurial ventures use to mitigate opportunism. 

With regard to FSAs in the context of international entrepreneurship 
(IE), we reveal how these firms bundle and leverage their own and their 
partners’ resources during internationalisation to create location-bound 
social media FSAs. In doing so, we shed light on the mechanisms used by 
international entrepreneurs to coordinate their own and their network 
partners’ social media FSAs to attain the insidership position within 
emerging and strategic networks that is fundamental to mitigate threats 
of opportunism (Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Verbeke et al., 2019) faced 
during the internationalisation process and to extract learning about 
foreign markets. Specifically, we contribute to internationalisation 
networking literature (e.g. Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) by shedding light 
on how international entrepreneurial ventures can leverage their social 
media capability to overcome the liability of outsidership and attain a 
position of network embeddedness (Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013). There-
fore, we extend the understanding of how international entrepreneurial 
ventures are able to overcome liabilities associated with newness, 
foreignness, and smallness and to expand in international markets. 

We use our findings to develop a conceptual framework that con-
tributes to the IE stream of research by integrating internalisation and 
networking to understand how social media technologies are used in 
internationalisation. The expansion and extension of studies applying 
and merging the internalisation and IE streams of thought is a relatively 
unexplored area of study, and one where further theoretical contribu-
tion has been called for (see, Verbeke et al., 2014; Verbeke & Ciravegna, 
2018). 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

In the sections below, we first present the literature on network 
embeddedness in the context of IE. Then, after reviewing studies on the 
use of social media for business purposes, we highlight the lack of 
research on the use of these platforms to advance the internationalisa-
tion of the firm. Finally, we combine these ideas and review internal-
isation theory that helps to explain how international entrepreneurs 
coordinate their social media capabilities with those of their foreign 
partners to achieve network embeddedness in international markets. 

2.1. International entrepreneurship and network embeddedness 

International entrepreneurship is defined by Oviatt and McDougall 
(2005, p. 540) as ‘the discovery, enactment, evaluation, and exploitation 
of opportunities–across national borders–to create future goods and 
services’. In order to be able to achieve the growth that is the basis for 
entrepreneurial action (see, Shane & Venkatraman, 2000), international 
entrepreneurs actively pursue opportunities for early internationalisa-
tion and sustained business performance in foreign markets, based on 
their earlier experiences, beliefs (De Cock, Andries, & Clarysse, 2020 in 
press), and origin (Aparicio, Audretsch, & Urbano, 2020 in press; 
Scuotto et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020). However, in doing so they often 
face limitations (see, Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Knight & Liesch, 2016). 
These are connected to their lack of resources (e.g. financial, techno-
logical, physical and intangible) owing to their smallness (see, Hannan 
& Freeman, 1984; Morris, 2001), their lack of reputation and legitimacy 
owing to their newness (Stinchcombe, 1965), and their lack of knowl-
edge about the business environment of the target market owing to their 
foreignness (Zaheer, 1995, and 2002). Prior literature indicates that 
networks offer a way for international entrepreneurs to overcome such 
liabilities (Coviello, 2006; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005), to grow in in-
ternational markets (Coviello & Munro, 1997; Yli-Renko et al., 2002; 
Gleason & Wiggenhorn, 2007; Gerschewski et al., 2015; Ojala et al., 
2018), and to mitigate threats of opportunism arising in host countries 
(D’Cruz & Rugman, 1994; Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Verbeke et al., 
2019). 

Networks have been defined as a set of relationships between a firm 
and its external partners, such as customers, suppliers, agents, and 
similar social connections (Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Chetty & Agndal, 
2007; Zhou et al., 2007). Prior research applied the concept of 
embeddedness to refer to the degree to which individuals are involved in 
a network; and scholars have also emphasised the importance of busi-
ness relationships among the actors within that network (e.g. Gran-
ovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997; Gulati 1998; Rowley et al., 2000). Zukin and 
Di Maggio (1990) classify embeddedness with regard to the social 
constructs underlying the phenomenon per se, and the degree to which 
social relations are embedded in the territory, which they refer to as 
structural embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997). Structural 
embeddedness is particularly relevant for internationalising firms, as it 
is key to accessing pertinent knowledge, opportunities, and linkages in 
the foreign market (Uzzi, 1997), and it also boosts knowledge transfer 
and learning (Larson, 1992). 

Network embeddedness is therefore seen as a resource that can be 
leveraged to gather knowledge about foreign markets, and to identify 
and develop opportunities at the national and international level 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren et al., 2015; Forsgren, 2016). Being 
embedded into one or more relevant networks makes the firm an insider 
in the context of that set of relationships (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), 
while companies not located in such networks are seen as outsiders 
(ibid.). Johanson and Vahlne (2009) theorise that when a company at-
tempts to enter a foreign market where it does not have a ‘relevant 
network position, it will suffer from the “liability of outsidership” and 
foreignness, and foreignness presumably complicates the process of 
becoming an insider’ (2009:1415). 

In a study on social media use in international entrepreneurial 

S. Fraccastoro et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                            



Journal of World Business 56 (2021) 101164

3

ventures, Sigfusson and Chetty (2013) find that LinkedIn can facilitate 
entrepreneurs becoming part of a wide online network, increase their 
network identity through enhanced communication, and establish an 
‘initial motive for trust’ with other members of the network (Sigfusson & 
Chetty, 2013: 268). Therefore, by connecting with potential partners via 
social media, entrepreneurs have the opportunity to build weak network 
ties and start developing insidership in foreign markets (Sigfusson & 
Chetty, 2013). In this way, international entrepreneurs can receive 
assistance to overcome the liability of outsidership and acquire relevant 
skills and resources to deploy when entering new markets (Sigfusson & 
Chetty, 2013). This study focuses on how firms identify new opportu-
nities and bridge relationship gaps with potential partners through so-
cial media. However, it is interesting to investigate how international 
entrepreneurial ventures use social media to build a position of insid-
ership within national and foreign networks throughout their inter-
nationalisation process, and how these online tools help them to 
overcome foreign-market development challenges. Specifically, we are 
interested in understanding how the use of social media facilitates the 
entrepreneur in overcoming threats of opportunism and becoming 
embedded in new and unknown foreign networks when approaching 
international markets that earlier literature refers to as emerging net-
works (see Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Möller, 2013). In addition to being 
new and unknown, emerging networks are also regarded as ‘non--
manageable’, in that the organisational roles are not yet agreed upon 
and tasks are not yet distributed (Möller, 2013, p. 331). We are inter-
ested in understanding how social media use helps reach and maintain a 
position of embeddedness in strategic networks, when that term refers to 
intentionally planned (Möller, 2013) foreign networks. 

2.2. Social media as a mechanism facilitating internationalisation 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p.61) define social media as ‘a group of 
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and techno-
logical foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and ex-
change of user-generated content’. Examples of popular social media 
channels currently used are Facebook, Flickr, Instagram, LinkedIn, 
Twitter, and YouTube. What makes social media different from tradi-
tional technologies is that they are based on mobile and web-based 
platforms, where the content is generated and co-created by users 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011; Huotari et al., 2015). This has several impli-
cations especially from the communication and marketing standpoints. 
Communicating via social media entails the creation and channelling of 
information being reciprocal, which is not the case with traditional 
communication and marketing (e.g. through radio, print, and televi-
sion). Social media communication is thus more participatory and 
democratic than traditional marketing communication as it offers con-
sumers the opportunity to actively interact, exchange opinions, review 
products and services, and modify content (Kietzmann et al., 2011). 
Extant research has shown that user-generated recommendations and 
feedback can boost positive word of mouth, through which companies 
can acquire referrals for future sales (Godes, 2011). Similarly, Fischer 
and Reuber (2014) find that entrepreneurial communication via social 
media can be used to reduce audience uncertainty about the firm and 
enhance its differentiation from competitors. Another effect is the pos-
sibility of reaching audiences both nationally and internationally. Social 
media can reach people of diverse ages and genders and can be localised 
in many parts of the world. Social media communications are easy to 
understand, often cost-free, and continuously available to a global 
audience. Social media users are engaged in virtual relationships and 
social interactions that Andzulis et al. (2012) define as non-intrusive and 
accessible by firms. In a study of B2B companies, Andersson and 
Wikström (2017) show why and how social media can provide 
communication tools to reach different groups of stakeholders, increase 
interaction with customers, support sales, and build firms’ brands. 
Alarcón-del-Amo et al. (2018) demonstrate how export-oriented com-
panies with a high level of managerial involvement in social media 

report high levels of firm performance. Moreover, Williams, Du, and 
Zhang (2020) have shown that different social networking sites have 
various effects on the international orientation of Chinese SMEs. 

Previous research has investigated how social media use helps firms 
with many of their functions and has also directed specific attention to 
its potential to assist firms with reducing costs related to marketing and 
sales (see also Rapp et al., 2013; Kumar et al., 2017). Nevertheless, there 
appears to be a paucity of studies on the implications of social media use 
for the internationalisation process of the firm. Specifically, the rela-
tionship between social media use and an entrepreneurial venture’s 
embedded status in foreign networks is yet to be investigated. This is 
particularly relevant in connection to the fact that networks have been 
seen as mechanisms that international firms can use to mitigate threats 
of opportunism found in international markets (D’Cruz & Rugman, 
1994; Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Verbeke et al., 2019). 

2.3. Internalisation theory 

Many studies in the context of international business rely particu-
larly on transaction cost economics (TCE) to outline and explain the 
challenges that firms face when internationalising (Buckley, 2016). TCE 
relies on the behavioural assumptions of bounded rationality (Simon, 
1955) and opportunism (Williamson, 1985). Opportunism is defined by 
Williamson (1985: 30) as a ‘self-interest seeking behavior with guile’. 
The centrality of the concept of opportunism in international business 
lays in the firms being exposed to failures of commitment from partners 
when internationalising. By offering a more compelling behavioural 
explanation of why economic actors fail to fulfil agreements, Verbeke 
and Greidanus (2009) introduce bounded reliability as an envelope 
concept including opportunism as intentional deceit and benevolent 
preference reversal that result from decisions made in good faith, but 
have negative consequences for firms. More recently, Verbeke et al. 
(2019) propose that young firms lacking previous international experi-
ence and an existing sizeable network in the host country are particu-
larly vulnerable to opportunism when approaching foreign markets. The 
authors moreover emphasise the importance for internationalising firms 
of building networks and acquiring managerial experience to mitigate 
threats of opportunism. These conditions seem to pertain to interna-
tional entrepreneurs who, when trying to enter foreign markets are 
affected by various resource constraints (stated to be newness, small-
ness, and foreignness in Knight & Cavusgil, 2004) and often lack an 
existing network of connections (described as outsidership in Johanson 
& Vahlne, 2009). Accordingly, it is crucial to acknowledge the threats 
carried by opportunistic behaviours and bounded reliability, as these 
may influence the various governance mechanisms put in place by the 
firm to mitigate threats of failed human commitment (Verbeke & Grei-
danus, 2009). 

If internalisation theory is used as a theoretical lens to study rapidly 
internationalising entrepreneurial ventures (Verbeke et al., 2014), and 
the firm is considered to be the unit of analysis, as in Rugman’s view 
(Narula & Verbeke, 2015), then internationalisation can be seen as a 
firm-specific phenomenon. That perspective would suggest each firm 
exploits its idiosyncratic FSAs, and moreover, relies on external markets 
to explore and trade those resources it lacks and requires, a source of 
which might be host country partners (Hennart, 2009). Therefore, the 
internationalisation process will be shaped by a firm’s ability to bundle 
its non-location-bound FSAs, with its external partners’ location-bound 
ones (Rugman & Verbeke, 1992), often resulting in a resource recom-
bination from which new location-bound FSAs are created (Rugman & 
Verbeke, 2001; Narula & Verbeke, 2015) in order to mitigate threats of 
opportunism and facilitate entering international markets through a 
networking approach. The underlying assumptions of the networking 
approach involve long lasting constructive relationships, mutual 
commitment, mutual satisfaction, and firms being considered social 
units (Johanson & Mattsson, 1987); furthermore, trust is the crucial 
element rather than opportunistic behaviour as in TCE (Achrol, 1996). 
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Verbeke et al. (2014) empirically demonstrate how the concept of 
FSAs, usually applied to large firms such as multinational corporations, 
can also be applied to smaller rapidly internationalising entrepreneurial 
ventures, and moreover, can explain their expansion into foreign mar-
kets. In this context, the founding entrepreneurs’ capabilities and 
characteristics can be regarded as FSAs, and in such firms the demar-
cation line between entrepreneur and firm is often not discernible or at 
best is a very fine one. 

We conceptualise the entrepreneurial ability to use social media by 
relying on the definition of organisational capability of Helfat and 
Peteraf (2003, p. 999), according to which ‘capability refers to the 
ability of an organisation to perform a coordinated set of tasks, utilising 
organisational resources, for the purpose of achieving a particular end 
result’ and therefore shape the concept of entrepreneurial social media 
capability. In this paper, we regard and conceptualise the entrepre-
neurial capability of using social media tools during internationalisation 
efforts as an FSA (see Verbeke et al., 2014), which is idiosyncratic 
because it entails the ability to create social media content that is 
firm-specific and because it entails calling on a network of social media 
connections that is personal and strictly related to the owner of the so-
cial media page. We are interested in understanding how international 
entrepreneurial ventures exploit their social media FSAs and combine 
them with the social media FSAs of their external partners when they 
first approach foreign markets and expand internationally. This analysis 
is particularly relevant for international entrepreneurial ventures given 
that due to their early arrival in foreign markets they might not have the 
time to build up location-bound FSAs and might therefore be reliant on 
foreign partners’ FSAs. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

To address our research question, we conducted an exploratory 
multiple-case-study analysis, which allowed us to use rich and detailed 
empirical evidence of a nascent and therefore overlooked phenomenon 
(Yin, 2009). Multiple-case-study analysis is known for its 
theory-building properties (Eisenhardt, 1989) and its ability to offer a 
holistic view of the phenomenon under analysis (Yin, 1989). Given our 
research aims and the limited extant research on the topic, we used an 
inductive research approach relying on diverse and rich data sources 
drawn from case studies to gather evidence about the phenomenon 
analysed and its context, and to develop new theoretical insights 
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Edmondson & McManus, 2007). 

We selected three firms from Finland, New Zealand, and Sweden 
respectively; three SMOPECs where internationalisation is essential for 
growth given the limited size of the internal market (see Luostarinen & 
Gabrielsson, 2006; Chetty et al., 2015). The three entrepreneurial ven-
tures were chosen because each intends to expand internationally. 
Consistent with Fischer and Reuber (2014), we selected firms that were 
entrepreneurial in nature, but also given their ongoing pursuit of in-
ternational business opportunities, aiming for growth. The criteria are 
consistent with the definition of entrepreneurship by Shane and Ven-
kataraman (2000), and that of international entrepreneurship by Oviatt 
and McDougall (2005). Moreover, all the entrepreneurs involved with 
the investigated firms have been actively involved in the business, and 
own shares in their firms. When we selected our firms, we ensured that 
they were actively using social media. An aspect that makes the firms 
comparable is the product commercialised, in that all three firms are gin 
distilleries that, as is typical of many B2B firms, use distributors as an 
important channel to expand their market reach. By focusing on a single 
manufacturing context, we control for industry effects and offer a 
detailed understanding of the phenomena. Focusing on these firms 
connects our study to previous research in the field, but we extend the 
scope to encompass manufacturing firms, whereas previous studies have 
generally focused on firms commercialising services and intangible 
goods (Coviello, 2006; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013; Chetty et al., 2015). 

Moreover, we also wanted to ensure there was some variation in the 

characteristics of the firms in order to observe if the results arising from 
the data would be similar if the firms’ situations varied somewhat. An 
interesting difference among these entrepreneurial firms was the legis-
lation in their home country relating to the sale and consumption of 
alcohol, which we surmised could have influenced their social media 
behaviour. 

Table 1 provides a short description of the entrepreneurial firms 
investigated, and an overview of their social media use. For reasons of 
confidentiality, we refer to the firms by fictitious names representing 
their main product and country of origin. 

3.1. Data collection and analysis 

To understand and explore the use of social media to support the 
internationalisation of entrepreneurial ventures, we collected empirical 
information covering the entire history of the firms under analysis. We 
collected primary data through face-to-face interviews with the CEOs of 
the firms, who were in each case also the founding entrepreneurs; since 
it was possible, we also interviewed the marketing manager of the 
Finnish firm. We chose these primary informants to access the people 
with the most knowledge on the use of social media to assist in entering 
international networks and to overcome challenges related to the firms’ 
internationalisation. We conducted two rounds of semi-structured in-
terviews, which lasted 110 minutes on average. The two rounds were 
separated by a period of three months. To ensure validity and credibility 
(Yin, 2009), we used multiple data sources, therefore primary data were 
supported by content analysis of extensive secondary data harvested 
from the companies’ social media pages, websites, and promotional 
material. When, in one case, it was not possible to conduct a second 
interview, we gathered extensive secondary information through an 
exchange of emails with the CEO of the firm. The interview protocol 
followed broad questions that included topics such as: entrepreneurs’ 
backgrounds, the history of the firm, product characteristics, details of 
the internationalisation process and learning, distribution characteris-
tics and relationships with channel partners, introduction of social 
media channels during the firm’s history, preferences for social media 
channels, typologies of activities undertaken in social media channels, 
reliance on, and combination of, social media channels belonging to 
different partners. 

To ensure reliability, we obtained the permission of the informants to 
audio record, transcribe verbatim and to store the interviews in a 
database shared by the authors. 

When gathering secondary sources of information, in order to reduce 
the amount of textual data, we collected empirical evidence from firm- 
generated textual communication on the two social media platforms 
most frequently used by the firms1 : Facebook and Instagram. We 
collected and stored all the posts publicly available on the Facebook and 
Instagram profile pages of the three firms in a database shared by the 
authors. The secondary data collection yielded a total of 3908 social 
media posts, resulting in 229 single-spaced pages of secondary data, 
which helped understand the use of these platforms over time and 
therefore improved our study’s reliability (Yin, 2009). This allowed us to 
gather retrospective and longitudinal data reflecting the dynamism of 
the internationalisation process and the firms’ increasing involvement in 
international markets. 

We decided to focus our analysis of secondary data on the Facebook 
and Instagram social media sites, on the grounds that they are very 
popular social media platforms both for the development of business 
relationships, and for communication among firms and consumers. 
Research shows Facebook to be one of the social media platforms most 
used by small businesses (He et al., 2015) to develop business re-
lationships, and identify business partners (Shih, 2010). However, since 

1 See Table 1 for the frequency of Social Media posts published by the firms in 
Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Twitter. 
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the communication efforts of the entrepreneurial firms investigated 
targeted not only business entities but also consumers, we thought it 
would be prudent to analyse the content of posts shared on Instagram – a 
social media platform where businesses and consumers share photos and 
video content (Coelho et al., 2016). Instagram is particularly appealing 
for manufacturing firms, given its rich symbolic communication features 
that enable the easy communication of tangible and visible value of-
ferings. Prior research has rarely used Instagram as a data source, as 
studies have more often focused on harvesting information from Link-
edIn and Twitter (Fischer & Reuber, 2011, 2014, Sigfusson & Chetty, 
2013). Moreover, from the initial content analysis of the posts on all the 
social media platforms used by the firms, it appeared that LinkedIn and 
Twitter were used sporadically, therefore providing a limited amount of 
content for analysis and preventing a cross-comparison among the case 
firms. Table 2 provides an outline of the data collection phase and our 
main sources of information. 

We adopted a qualitative content analysis approach to analysing the 
data. This involved being alert to differences such as geographical 
context and entrepreneurial characteristics. Therefore, we moved back 
and forth between theory and data to look for theoretical explanations 
for any uniqueness. The data analysis was conducted in three main steps, 
following the advice of Miles and Huberman (1994): (i) data reduction, 
(ii) data displays, and (iii) conclusion-drawing/verification. First, we 
carried out data reduction by combining and synthesising the data 
drawn from primary and secondary sources of information in order to 
identify key themes and constructs (Miles et al., 2013). We then fol-
lowed Pettigrew (1990) and arranged the data chronologically in three 
separate files describing the history of each case firm, and by high-
lighting key moments in their internationalisation. We then used open 
thematic content analysis to code the interview data (Corbin & Strauss, 

2014). We began by analysing each firms’ internationalisation process, 
and continued by systematically coding the data, which depicted the 
firms’ foreign-market entry, use of social media, and incremental 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the case firms and their social media use.   

FI Gin NZ Gin SE Gin 

Origin Finland New Zealand Sweden 
Business Sector Gin Manufacturer Gin Manufacturer Gin Manufacturer 
Age; Start of 

internationalisation 
Established in 2012; immediately when the product 
was ready: 2014 

Established in 2015; first foreign customers 
from UK in 2016 

Established in 2011; 3 months after the 
product was ready: 2012 

No. of countries served 28 countries UK, Australia, Japan 25 countries 
No. of employees 26 2 8 
Headquarters Helsinki, Isokyrö Martinborough Härnösand 
Active Facebook account Yes Yes Yes 
Facebook account start 

date 
September 2014 May 2016 December 2011 

No. of ‘likes’ on page 54323 b 823 11525 b 

Post frequency a More than weekly Weekly More than weekly 
Active Instagram 

Account 
Yes Yes Yes 

Instagram account start 
date 

August 2014 July 2015 March 2013 

No. of ‘followers’ on page 19600 b 1285b 14300 b 

Post frequency More than weekly Weekly More than weekly 
Active Twitter account Yes Yes Yes 
Twitter Account start 

date 
September 2013 December 2015 December 2012 

No. of ‘followers’ on page 3708 159 4517 
Post frequency Monthly Less than monthly Weekly 
Active LinkedIn account Yes Yes Yes 
LinkedIn account start 

date 
Info not available Info not available Info not available 

No. of ‘followers’ on page 2470b 4048b 780b 

Post Frequency Less than monthly Less than monthly Monthly 
Actors Involved in Social 

Media networks 
Brand ambassadors, distributors, retailers, 
bartenders, bars, and consumers with their own 
social media accounts through which they discuss 
and promote the product 

Distributors, retailers, bartenders, bars, and 
consumers with their own social media 
accounts in which they discuss and promote 
the product 

Distributors, retailers, bartenders, bars, and 
consumers with their own social media 
accounts through which they discuss and 
promote the product 

Other Web Presence Website Website Website 
Online selling (via own 

website) 
No Yes No  

a Post Frequency (described as either): daily, more than weekly, weekly, monthly, less than monthly. 
b Checked on 20.02.2019. 

Table 2 
Data collection and further sources of information.  

Case 
Firm 

Interviewed 
person(s) 

Time period 
covered in: 
1st 
interview (i) 
2nd 
interview 
(ii) 

Duration of 
the 
interview 
1st 
interview 
(i) 
2nd 
interview 
(ii) 

Secondary sources of 
Information for data 
triangulation 

FI 
Gin 

Founder and 
CEO; marketing 
manager 

(i) 
2011–2017 
(ii) 
2017–2017  

(i) 1 h 44’  
(ii) 1 h 50’ 

Facebook: 898 posts 
Instagram: 603posts 
Other sources: firm’s 
website, online press 
articles, online brand 
book, advertising 
material 

NZ 
Gin 

Founder and 
CEO 

(i) 
2015–2018 
(ii) 2018  

(i) 57’ 
37’’  

(ii) 1 h 12’ 

Facebook: 282 posts 
Instagram: 263 posts 
Other sources: firm’s 
website 

SE 
Gin 

Founder and 
CEO 

(i)2011- 
2018  

(i) 1 h 50’ Facebook: 833 posts 
Instagram: 1029 posts 
Other sources: firm’s 
website, online press 
articles, firm’s power 
point presentation, 
advertising material  
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involvement with partners in international markets. When deciding 
upon the codes, we went back and forth between the literature and data 
when selecting key terms. Accordingly, to mention an example, the 
constructs drawn from previous literature on emerging and strategic 
networks (Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Möller, 2013) were particularly 
useful to identify emerging themes from the data. The method made it 
possible to organise the internationalisation process of the firms and link 
various foreign-market entry events to the use of social media tools. The 
coding process yielded a framework outlining a variety of social media 

behaviour when entrepreneurs tried to build a position of insidership 
within emerging and strategic networks. Accordingly, for example, 
when an interviewee from the Finnish firm explained: ‘In order for the 
model to be scalable… you need to have that local presence, so we now 
have eight other countries that have local ambassadors’, the use of local 
brand ambassadors was coded as the mechanism used to increase 
embeddedness in a foreign market already entered and therefore create 
new location-bound FSAs. Similarly, when the CEO of the Swedish firm 
explained his relationship with the distributor in UK as follows: ‘I believe 

Table 3 
Illustrative examples of how the international entrepreneurial ventures used social media to enter emerging and strategic networks.   

Emerging Networks Strategic Network 

FI Gin This is quite something: FI Gin is on the shortlist of Mixology Bar Awards as the best 
bar product of Europe! And we’re already the only gin in the list! Firm’s post on 
Facebook, September 2016 
Nice, our first coverage in Japan by Yukari Sakamoto! http://***.com/2015 
/03/03/2015-foodex/ 
Firm’s post on Facebook, March 2015 
Congratulations Japan! The very first shipment left the building. Firm’s post 
on Facebook, March 2017 
In Rye We Trust. Our single malt rye new make *** won gold in Whisky category at 
International Spirit Awards. This bears great promise for our single malt rye whisky 
of which the first bottles will be released next year! IWS is one of the toughest spirit 
competitions and the publishing house behind the competition is founded in 1903. 
Firm’s post on Instagram, May 2015 
First customer to buy #***gin from #*** in London Bridge! #latergram #gt #FI 
Gin 
Firm’s post on Instagram, September 2015 

It’s only Mid January, and we’ve been lucky to host already so many great guests, from 
Lapland, Germany, and UK. Meet the *** crew who looks after our distribution in UK! 
Seems that they have just the ryeght, humorous mindset to be part of the FI Gin Family. 
Firm’s post on Facebook, January 2019 
Work&Fun II, bartenders from Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Netherlands, and Finland. 
Hard work, extreme fun & lots of memories made in these days! 
#inryewetrust #ryerye #FI GIN experience Firm’s post on Facebook, May 2017 
Early morning photo session at Perttilä bridge with our brand ambassadors from UK, Japan, 
Hong Kong, Singapore, and Germany! @***_in_the_sky @*** 
Firm’s post on Instagram, January 2017 
Singapore will be all rye’d next week! 
#Repost @*** 
・・・ 
So, this is happening next week! Lots of cool events which will culminate with the Gin Lane 
Party on December 2nd. #FiGin has partnered with 3 amazing bars and bartenders! Try all 
the drinks and remember to vote by tagging them. The celebration starts on November 27th 
all the way till December 3rd #inryewetrust #singapore #ginjubilee2017 #eastimperial 
Firm’s post on Instagram re-posting the text originally posted by the firm’s brand 
ambassador in Singapore, November 2017 

NZ Gin From @*** 
Beautiful NZ Gin from New Zealand in our collection now  

Barrel aged gin  
3 native NZ botanicals  
Kawakawa&Manuka&Horopiro  
3 months in Pinot noir Barrels  

#NZ Gin #NewZealand#madeinNewZealand #Gin #craftgin 
#barrelagedgin #pinotnoirbarrels #Bar#BarCopain #Copain #internationalbar 
#locabar #ikebukuro #japan #tokyo#gooddinerinncopain #cocktails 
#ginstagram #ginlovers #herbs #botanical#fresh 
Firm’s post on Facebook re-posting the text originally posted from a bar in 
Japan, December 2018 
We are now available through @***. New shipment off to the UK next week. 
Firm’s post on Facebook, August 2017 
NZ Gin is very pleased to be announced as a finalist in the Wellington Gold Awards 
2018. 
Firm’s post on Instagram May, 2018 
Today we are labelling our native gin for our friends in Japan. Firm’s post on 
Facebook, October, 2018 

Strategic networks not yet reached. 

SE Gin ‘Hong Kong. We are now launching SE Gin on the coast towards the South China 
Sea and at the mouth of the Pearl River. In Hong Kong! Firm’s post on Facebook, 
August 2015 
‘Congratulations Norway, on 17th of May, and that SEGin is on its way into 
Norwegian market! #norway #hernogin #17may’ Firm’s post on Instagram, 
May 2015 
Wow! Nominated as Product of the Year by the Swedish Bartenders via 
@bartenderschoiceawards #SE Gin #bartenderchoiceawards. Firm’s post on 
Instagram, November 2016 
Gin Producer of the Year makes Jon crazy of happiness #SE Gin 
#gindistilleryoftheyear #worldsbestgin #craftgin #ginstagram #högakusten 
#visitsweden #härnösand Firm’s post on Instagram, November 2016 

NEW PARTNERSHIP STRENGTHENS SE Gin: SE Gin and ***, leading Nordic alcoholic 
beverage brand company operating in the wines and spirits markets in the Nordic countries, 
Estonia and Latvia, have entered a Nordic- and Baltic-wide partnership. *** will become the 
exclusive representative of SE Gin in Sweden, Finland, Norway, Estonia, and Latvia, as well 
as in travel retail, as of 3 September 2018. The cooperation encompasses both retail and 
HoReCa sales. Firm’s post on Facebook, August 2018 
Honoured to be noticed for our colab with our friends at *** by The Australian Financial 
Review, an authority on business, finance, and investment news in Australia. Firm’s post on 
Facebook, November 2018 
CELEBRATING DOUBLE GOLD TO ***!!! Today we got the results of one of the most 
prestigious spirit awards, San Francisco World Spirits Competition. We are happy to 
announce that SE GIN*** and *** Gin is rewarded with gold. 
The jury states that products awarded with gold is exceptional and sets the standard for 
similar products. We are honoured. Firm’s post on Facebook, May 2018 
YIPPIE! SE Gin awarded best gin in ASIA! Today Cathay Pacific Hong Kong International 
Wine & Spirit Competition is announcing that SE Gin is the best gin in the Asian market 
2018. SE Gin’s *** Gin is receiving the Trophy Best Gin and several of SE Gins products are 
crowned winners in different categories. #craftgin #ginstagram #bestgininasia @*** 
@hkiwsc #hewfoods’ Firm’s post on Instagram, November 2018 
Limited release. SE Gin *** # 1.1 Box Sherry. Will be launched on Friday in Sweden at 
@*** Festival. A few bottles also sent to @*** in Denmar, to the UK @*** and Hong Kong 
@*** #SEGIN #sippinggin #caskaged #gin #craftgin #ginstagram Firm’s post on 
Instagram, June, 2017 

Posts’ legend: *** are used to cover firms’, products’, and individuals’ names. 
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a lot in the company we’re working with. I will say I believe in the 
people running the company… I believe they offer the possibility to 
increase our sales rapidly, and to reach out to our channels a lot faster 
than we would have done ourselves, or with the previous partner’, we 
coded that relationship as being strategic. We undertook similar actions 
for the firm-generated textual communication we harvested from the 
firms’ Facebook and Instagram pages. This provided a great deal of 
secondary data that helped clarify unclear events and triangulate the 
information gathered during the interviews. Table 3 offers empirical 
evidence showing relevant examples of how the firms used social media 
to enter emerging and strategic networks during their internationalisa-
tion. For instance, when first entering foreign markets, all the firms used 
social media to announce agreements signed with the local distributors. 
By deploying the global reach offered by social media, firms tried to 
connect with potential buyers (e.g. bars, retailers, and consumers) and 
communicate the availability of the product to foreign markets. 
Accordingly, we treated these events as enabling the firms to enter 
emerging networks. On the other hand, when important partnerships 
were announced, we treated them as events signalling embeddedness in 
strategic networks. 

By adopting this process for all the material at our disposal, we were 
able to link the list of codes to the empirical evidence gathered. We then 
arranged the data in separate tables showing the main contribution/ 
non-contribution of the deployment of the social media FSAs of both 
the case firms and their partners to entering emerging and strategic 
networks, and which highlighted common patterns of use (see step ii). 
Following the guidelines on data display, we combined the findings 
drawn from these separate tables in a final table enabling a chronolog-
ical examination of the use of social media FSAs to facilitate entering 
emerging and strategic networks (Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Möller, 
2013). Finally, to carry out conclusion-drawing/verification (step iii), 
we used the empirical findings drawn from the coding process and dis-
played in the table (Miles et al., 2013) to link our operationalisation to 
our conceptualisation. The whole process led to the formulation of a 
conceptual framework and theoretical propositions that are outlined in 
the discussion part of this paper. 

4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

The following section examines the role of social media FSAs in 
helping three IE ventures to enter relevant foreign networks and to 
address the challenges to growth in foreign markets during the inter-
nationalisation process. We used the findings to develop Fig. 3, which is 
a conceptual framework based on combining data and theory to extend 
the extant literature on the topic. While we used an inductive method, 
we organised the following section by mirroring Fig. 3, so as to clarify 
how we used the findings to develop the conceptual framework. We 
conducted a cross-case analysis based on the firms’ ability to deploy 
their own social media FSAs, and bundle them with those of their 
partners to facilitate entering emerging and strategic networks 
(Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Möller, 2013). The analysis revealed that the 
internationalisation process of all the firms went beyond those initial 
and occasional orders and all the firms had signed deals with distributors 
to represent them in foreign markets; however when comparing the firm 
from New Zealand with the Finnish and Swedish ones, it was evident 
that the New Zealand firm had not yet developed its strategic network 
across the foreign markets it had already entered. In fact, whereas the 
firms we call FI Gin and SE Gin were already building a strong market 
presence in a number of foreign markets through activities aiming to 
penetrate deeply into the market to stir higher levels of sales, and 
putting in place specific market-focused strategies within strategic net-
works (e.g. by hiring brand ambassadors and purposefully selecting 
distributors), the firm we call NZ Gin had just started to increase the 
attention paid to its distribution channels. 

4.1. Emerging networks: firms’ own FSAs 

In line with studies of the rapid internationalisation of IE ventures 
from SMOPECs (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006), all three distilleries 
analysed internationalised mainly because of the limitations of their 
domestic market, which one of the founding entrepreneurs of FI Gin 
described as ‘crazily small and difficult’. Internationalisation was 
particularly necessary in the case of the Finnish and Swedish firms, 
where the national markets are controlled by an alcohol monopoly, in 
which a state-owned firm (Alko in Finland and System Bolaget in Sweden) 
oversees the manufacture and/or commercialisation of most alcoholic 
beverages (Ysa et al., 2014). The unique quality of the Finnish and 
Swedish products has however been recognised in various competitions 
seeking to identify the world’s best gins, and the products of the New 
Zealand producer have also received national awards for their quality. 
These events had a huge impact on the reputation of the firms and their 
development of new business opportunities through interest from con-
sumers and contracts signed with various distributors in foreign markets 
leading to international sales. The CEO of FI Gin comments on this aspect 
as follows: 

In July 2015, we won the competition…That escalates the whole 
thing into a situation where we started getting those inbound connec-
tions and we opened up new markets. We opened a market a month from 
July 2015 to the end of 2016. 

Being newly established, start-up firms are often vulnerable to a 
shortage of financial resources and a lack of an established network of 
relationships around the world, which exposed our case firms to threats 
of opportunistic behaviour associated with unknown foreign markets. 
The situation pushed all the firms into investing in their own social 
media capabilities and using social media platforms to share information 
about the awards won in national and international competitions, and 
therefore to market themselves internationally. This was particularly 
important for the Finnish and Swedish firms, who in addition to the li-
ability of smallness had to circumvent the issues posed by their internal 
market using a monopoly to control the sales of alcoholic beverages. The 
marketing manager of FI Gin stressed the use of social media as a 
communication channel: 

It has kind of been born out of necessity, and then we’ve really tried 
to combine the social media use also with any kind of earned media. You 
play with what you have. And then for example, when we’ve had big 
breakthroughs in media due to the awards that we’ve won, or major 
events that we’ve attended or anything like that, that has gotten 
coverage then we make sure to always kind of feed them through our 
own channels as well. And I think that’s really been key in sort of 
spreading the audience that we have, and sort of playing the algorithm 
that’s there. And then at the moment it’s very focused on the Facebook 
channel that we use, that’s by far our biggest channel, but then we also 
have Instagram, Twitter, and there’s a few different accounts. 

Taking control of their own social media channels to reach interna-
tional markets by themselves offered some protection against threats of 
opportunism usually found when first approaching international mar-
kets and was also resource efficient. In the case of NZ Gin, being young 
and not having participated in international competitions, social media 
channels were used to share reviews and articles about the product 
written by gin connoisseurs and journalists. The CEO commented on the 
possible global reach available through using social media: 

Most of our communication with our customers or our potential end 
customers is done through social media. And that’s basically the only 
way we can actually get our missions across. It’s the strongest way we 
can do it without paying hundreds of thousands of dollars in market-
ing…and it works internationally. You know, in the UK, there’s not 
much point in us doing traditional media. 

All the firms stressed that social media is central to their communi-
cation. Social media channels seem to offer means for interested buyers 
and stakeholders to contact the firms. Moreover, through social media 
marketing campaigns, and by using particular hashtags, the firms are 
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able to target specific groups of consumers who enquire at local bars or 
retailers about the product. This use therefore enables the firms to 
attract attention to their products, by building connections with inter-
national potential buyers and consumers and to obtain financing, as the 
CEO of SE Gin explains: 

If we want to sell a limited edition, or whatever, if we write it on 
Facebook, or Instagram, we sell out. It doesn’t matter if it costs 80 euros 
or 90 euros, we’ll sell out because those channels are very important for 
the real followers, the true followers, the ones that are very interested 
[in the product]. 

The analysis revealed that all the firms actively used several social 
media channels such as Facebook, Instagram, and to a lesser extent 
Twitter and LinkedIn to connect with end consumers and to undertake 
marketing activities. Not only did the firms use social media to post 
content created by themselves, but they often re-shared posts initially 
published by consumers (such as those of them drinking the firm’s 
product and tagging the company over social media). In this way, the 
firms benefitted from the networking effects deriving from the visibility 
of the post initially shared by the consumers with their network of 
connections in the international markets; moreover, they increased 
control of the market by directing communication at the end-consumer 
level. Nevertheless, despite the great potential for global connectivity 
offered by social media, all the firms acknowledged the limitations of 
conducting their marketing over social media alone. The marketing 
manager of FI Gin explains this issue as follows: 

I think the illusion sometimes is that social media is maybe cost- 
effective, but it is super fragmented, and it’s very competitive…Social 
media is a really important channel for a small company but it’s not 
necessarily the ideal channel, because it’s still very difficult to get the 
visibility. 

It is therefore evident that social media tools are best leveraged when 
integrated with other means of communication. The founder of NZ Gin 
explained his firm’s use of social media and the effectiveness of those 
tools as follows: 

We do Twitter, but not really…because, we’ve got hardly any fol-
lowers on Twitter. So basically, Facebook and Instagram would be our 
biggest social media uses. I like the fact that when we target our mar-
keting then I can do it for both at the same time and tag the groups that I 
want to. I think certainly with brand awareness, just seeing things from 
events and getting people to know what is happening. It’s pretty critical 
and there’s really no other way we could give that sort of traditional 
media. However, traditional media gives you credit, it reinforces the fact 
that you’re there. You know, if someone sees you in a magazine article, 
they’re more impressed than something that’s on social media. So, if you 
can actually use something that has been on traditional media and then 
show it on social media it has a profound affect. Yeah, that’s sort of how 
we use it. 

4.2. Emerging networks: partners’ FSAs 

It should be noted that all the entrepreneurial ventures used social 
media to generate demand and thus to successfully develop initial entry 
and market presence in national and in international domains. Never-
theless, all the case firms stressed the importance of building strong 
cooperative relationships with local distributors. 

In the cases of FI Gin and SE Gin, these connections were initiated 
directly by the importers who, having noticed the companies’ success at 
international fairs and their connected social media marketing activities, 
offered to represent them in specific foreign markets. In these cases, 
social media had a role in generating leads and connected potential 
partners in foreign markets. The firms learned about them and then 
selected the candidate who seemed most appropriate at that time, when 
the firms’ knowledge of foreign markets was limited, and they were 
uncertain how feasible it would be to commercialise the products. The 
CEO of SE Gin commented on this time in the national and foreign 
markets as follows: 

In Sweden, since we’re not allowed to market alcohol, we can tell 
people about our awards, which is allowed. We can brag about our 
awards and we can tell people about reviews, if we have had gin writers 
[giving positive reviews], that’s the main thing we can actually do. And 
those things are self-selling… [With markets abroad] we have importers 
contacting us instead, they want to buy our products, which means we 
can actually pick and choose. 

The local partners with whom the distribution agreements are 
signed, leverage their own social media to attract local consumers. 
Therefore, we can conclude that the use of social media is particularly 
helpful in generating demand among consumers and has an impact on 
the firm embedding itself in emerging networks. Trying to seek a posi-
tion of insidership within emerging networks, meant the firms attemp-
ted to build trust and mutual commitment with foreign partners, central 
for shielding against opportunistic behaviour, and a useful way to learn 
about the foreign markets when they were new to them, and to develop 
their own social media capabilities. The marketing manager of FI Gin 
commented on this aspect: 

I think from a distributor perspective, we don’t do any direct tar-
geting on social media… we got a lot of inbound initially…but now 
we’ve tried to really kind of use other industry channels to get the in-
telligence, to get the best information about the right fit and the right 
distributor. And we’ve put a lot of focus on physically being present, like 
some of us will go to Germany and we will spend time with the 
distributor and make sure that they really understand the brand [to 
communicate it through social media] and that is the relationship that 
we need to manage and it is super, super important. 

In the case of NZ Gin, the founding entrepreneur commented on the 
use of social media in the foreign markets the firm entered by stressing 
how until that moment, the firm relied on its own social media efforts in 
New Zealand and Australia. In fact, the founding entrepreneurs live in 
these markets and have already developed social media capabilities that 
suit those countries. However, in unfamiliar markets such as Japan and 
the UK, the firm relied on foreign distributors to conduct social media 
marketing campaigns because the founders had not yet learned how to 
use these platforms locally well enough to reach a position of insidership 
within strategic networks. The NZ Gin founder stated: 

For those [social media] posts, I only target New Zealand and 
Australia. Because we’ve got someone on the ground, we can implement 
things a bit better than we can in say the UK or Japan, where we just 
basically go to a distributor and say do what you want… I’m pretty new 
to it [social media in a foreign-market context]. So, basically, I’ve just 
applied the same rules that I do domestically to Australia because the 
market is very similar. I think the UK would definitely be the next one to 
try and target. Japan, I think would be a bit difficult linguistically. 

In Fig. 1, we illustrate the functioning mechanisms of social media 
use applied to enter emerging networks in international markets. 

4.3. Strategic networks: firms’ own FSAs 

The cross-case analysis made it apparent that not all the firms had 
attained a position of insidership within strategic networks. Although 
the New Zealand firm was involved in the foreign market in the 
emerging network phase, it had not yet started to intentionally plan its 
strategic networks. Regarding the Finnish and the Swedish distilleries, it 
was apparent that in both cases the entrepreneurs had targeted inter-
national growth and the scale benefits flowing from strategic networks. 
Accordingly, they opted to learn from the partners and focus their efforts 
on the foreign markets already entered. 

In the case of FI Gin, to align activities across markets and derive 
benefit from synergies, the firm replicated the successful model initially 
followed in Denmark and Germany (top-tier markets for its products, 
where internationalisation was most successful in terms of volumes of 
sales), and tried to transfer knowledge and share good practice. Finally, 
to increase the level of sales internationally, the firm leveraged the 
learning obtained via its foreign partners. It did so by diversifying the 
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focus of social media channels by creating different directly managed 
social media accounts and started to present content in specific foreign 
languages. The marketing manager commented on this aspect as fol-
lows: ‘We’re very carefully shifting the kind of language focus to make 
sure that we get a wider audience on social media’. 

SE Gin undertook similar actions. The founding entrepreneur 
stressed the importance of having a person solely responsible for mar-
keting and ensuring resources were funnelled in that direction. He 
commented on this issue as follows: ‘We have a few countries that we 
prioritise. We know we have good partners and great potential. In these 
countries, we have larger marketing budgets and we conduct more 
activities.’ 

The learning acquired from foreign partners and consumers enabled 
the firms to develop new social media capabilities, such as having 
multiple social media accounts in different languages led by the firm 
itself (FI Gin) or funnelling more resources into social media marketing 
(SE Gin) in the most promising markets in terms of sales. Internalising 
these type of activities serves as a way for the firms to diminish the risks 
connected to bounded reliability, such as having distributors that are not 
fully-committed and consequently might renege on agreements gov-
erning representation in foreign markets. 

4.4. Strategic networks: partners’ FSAs 

To overcome threats connected to bounded reliability, increase the 
level of trust and mutual commitment with foreign partners and ulti-
mately the level of knowledge, we found the Finnish and Swedish case 
firms sought improved distribution agreements (FI Gin and SE Gin) and 
hired brand ambassadors (FI Gin) in foreign markets, with the ultimate 
aim of establishing a position of insidership in strategic networks in 
foreign markets. 

Specifically, to enter strategic networks, FI Gin integrated social 
media marketing campaigns with search engine optimisation and hired 
local brand ambassadors in countries the management viewed as of-
fering the best sales potential. The job of the brand ambassadors is to act 
locally and focus on the on-trade business (bars, restaurants, etc.) by 
training bar staff and creating interest around the firm. It is noteworthy 
that the firm stressed the importance of leveraging the social media 
presence of the brand ambassadors they hired. This presence is often 
local, as in the case of the Hong Kong brand ambassador, who uses local 
social media tools and particular communication styles (e.g. colloquial 
language). Besides speaking the local language, brand ambassadors have 
experience in the spirits industry and an established network of contacts 
(both physical and on the social media platforms). Through them, the 

firm obtains access to relevant local networks, such as those of bar-
tenders and consumers, who are the people ordering and consuming the 
products. In this way, FI Gin has a better chance of becoming an insider 
within a target strategic network in a foreign market. The marketing 
manager explains: 

The bartender network that we now have is also down to the brand 
ambassadors that we’ve hired, because they obviously bring their own 
network in. Some of them have a significant social media presence. And 
that’s something that we really encourage for them, to be active and to 
shamelessly self-promote because it’s also important that they’re the 
person behind the product and if it’s in a market where we can’t phys-
ically be all the time, we want the ambassador to really embody FI Gin. 

By hiring local representatives in foreign markets to organise tastings 
and local events to attract ever more consumers, the firm can gather 
important local knowledge about the target market and learn how to 
extend their market presence. The marketing manager stresses this 
point: 

We get a lot of valuable input from the brand ambassadors. They’re 
kind of my eyes and ears in the market because I don’t have that con-
sumer insight. I don’t know. And we don’t have the money to buy the 
research, we just don’t, so a lot of them have worked in the industry 
before as well, so there’s a lot of this sort of inbuilt knowledge of how 
people behave, what’s trendy, you know, what kind of concerns bar-
tenders have. 

Moreover, having established a market presence in international 
markets through agreements with local partners, the entrepreneurs’ 
awareness of foreign-market conditions and the potential of bounded 
reliability was much improved by greater embeddedness in local net-
works and experiential knowledge, both FI Gin and SE Gin opted to 
change their distributor agreements. The CEO of SE Gin explains: 

First of all, it is very important to find the right partner, and the right 
importer that had the most ability to do things. For instance, in the UK 
we just changed distributor. We had the same importer from, almost 
since the start, before. They did not have full coverage in the UK…so we 
changed to another company which I believe in a lot more. So far, we 
have tripled our turnover in the UK only in four months, five months, so 
it’s been a good change. So first of all, it’s to find the right partner, it is 
the most important thing…We need to have a partner that has the cor-
rect channels and knows how to promote the product. That’s the thing. 
This is what happened in the UK for instance, where we found a partner 
who could cover the entire country not just part of Manchester, who had 
a sales team, who has tentacles in the bar industry, with the main con-
sumers, and the wholesalers, and everything. It’s all about cooperating 
with a partner that actually knows what they’re doing, and they have the 

Fig. 1. Social media use to enter emerging networks in foreign markets.  
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reach. So, we will never be experts in other markets, they will be. 
When approaching bigger players with a stronger market presence, 

the firms also used social media as a validation tool to highlight the 
attractiveness of the product to consumers and the potential of the firm’s 
value offerings. The marketing manager FI Gin explained this aspect as 
follows: 

Social media can act as part of your proof of concept. So, maybe you 
first have a small distributor, but maybe then you’re looking for bigger 
distributor or you’re expanding… I think that through social media… 
because you get statistics, you can really show that I have this many 
people in Germany, I have this many people in Denmark…so, from that 
perspective, it’s really great to just measure the impact that your brand 
has. 

The above example illustrates the ways in which social media can 
support firms in reaching strategic networks in a large number of foreign 
markets, by offering evidence of the company’s attractiveness. That 
potential can be especially useful when the firm is unknown to the other 
party. 

The empirical evidence drawn from the secondary data (see Table 3) 
offers examples of how the firms leveraged social media to reach stra-
tegic networks. It is evident that the social media channels of the firms 
support the activities of the local brand ambassadors and distributors 
and are used to highlight important partnerships in certain countries. If 
compared to when embedding in emerging networks, the firms sought 
high levels of coordination between their own and their partners’ social 
media presence. The social media posts, in fact, display great commit-
ment to the external partners. Their content specifically aims to leverage 
the existing network of the foreign partners through the addition of tags 
(mentioning the partner in the posts) and/or by frequently re-posting 
the content initially published by the foreign partners. Through these 
mechanisms, the firms leverage the local presence of the foreign part-
ners (e.g. distributors, brand ambassador, and bartenders), increases the 
commitment to the partner by providing them with visibility through 
their social media channels and ultimately increases global visibility 
reached through the online networking effects provided by the social 
media platforms. 

It should be noted that using social media to enhance the commu-
nication with different network members (e.g. consumers, bartenders, 
brand ambassadors, and distributors) enables the entrepreneurs to track 
the product locally at the end-consumer level. With the help of local 
distributors with whom organisational roles and tasks are agreed, they 
can monitor whether the sales funnel works efficiently, and if the 
customer (represented by outlets rather than by individual customers) is 
satisfied with the product. The CEO of SE Gin explains this issue: 

If we get tagged on social media by a UK bar which buys our gin, I 
send a screen print to our UK distributor, saying: They have our gin, do 
you know them? Which means the distributor contacts them every time 
there is a hit at a foreign bar. We send the lead to our importers, so they 
can follow up. If they know about them, if they need training, if they are 
happy, and so on, just to follow up. It is getting more and more popular. 
We use it more and more in the UK and Australia; they are the most 
common ones. 

Our analysis of entrepreneurs making broader use of social media 
throughout the whole internationalisation process indicates social 
media tools are used particularly to support local foreign marketing and 
sales activities through enhanced communication, to align business 
practices in different foreign markets, and as a means to establish a proof 
of content to reach partners with more-established networks. 

Therefore, we can conclude that by enabling learning from local 
partners, and by providing knowledge creation for the company relating 
to what happens in global locations where the product is being sold, 
social media can play an active role in helping entrepreneurs obtain a 
real-time grasp of what happens at the consumer level and monitor the 
attractiveness of the product internationally. The knowledge flow 
generated from social media platforms can then be followed-up and 
improved upon through physical activities implemented locally by 

foreign partners. We noted that when embedded in strategic networks, 
the firms continue their firms’ expansion in foreign markets. However, 
the firm move beyond relying primarily on their own social media ca-
pabilities to a stance of relying on bundling them with the social media 
capabilities of foreign channel partners (such as distributors, retailers, 
bartenders and bars) to facilitate the firms’ entry into strategic networks. 

The founder of SE Gin explains the importance of supporting the 
activities conducted on social media with the presence of local distrib-
utors, and bartenders as follows: 

In Sweden social media is very important. Otherwise…we have 
expos and fairs, and we have our own cocktail competitions where… 
we take all the bartenders from all our countries and we bring them 
to our region and we have them pick botanicals themselves, and 
make cocktails…this is a way to market ourselves to the industry, the 
bartenders, and towards our importers, and to the consumers. This 
year [a bartender] from Hong Kong won the competition. He had 
never been to Sweden before…and he had never seen juniper in real 
life…So now the experience is for life, and they’re ambassadors for 
life… They [bartenders] will sell so much gin and they will talk about 
the trip. It works very well. It’s a way for us also to show where we 
work is for real, the nature is real. It’s not just pictures, it’s just 
authentic. 

This event is for the bartenders but at the same time we try to bring as 
many distributors, as well, because this is a way for the distributors 
from different countries to meet each other and to learn from each 
other how they work. This is our way to support the distributor in 
what we’re doing. Same thing when we travel to Australia, we try to 
promote and educate the bartenders, so they buy more from the 
distributors, and at the end of the day the consumers buy more. 

This quote is an example of how two of our case firms (the Finnish 
distillery follows the same practice) integrate activity commenced on 
social media platforms with physical initiatives undertaken with 
important network partners such as bartenders and distributors. By 
inviting network partners and organising physical events at the distill-
ery’s premises, the firms create a sense of community among their 
network partners that generate commitment and trust. Moreover, these 
events are closely documented through the use of social media posts and 
live-streams shared through the social media accounts of different 
partners. The physical events therefore have an impact that engages not 
only the people present at the time of the happening, but also all the 
social media friends and followers of those physically present at the 
event and sharing the live happenings over social media. In Fig. 2, we 
illustrate the functioning mechanisms of social media used to enter 
strategic networks in international markets. 

5. DISCUSSION AND PROPOSITION DEVELOPMENT 

The empirical analysis revealed the critical relevance of social media 
capabilities to today’s businesses and the underlying mechanisms that 
enable firms to enter relevant networks, used to mitigate threats of 
opportunism and advance their expansion in national and foreign 
markets. To demonstrate how social media FSAs sustain IE ventures’ 
expansion into foreign markets, we use the concepts of emerging and 
strategic networks (Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Möller, 2013) that are 
related to structural embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997). 
Extant research argues that those concepts are key to helping firms ac-
cess apposite knowledge to support entry into foreign markets (Uzzi, 
1997), and boost learning (Larson, 1992). Furthermore, to understand 
the governance mechanism guiding the implementation of social media 
FSAs, we use internalisation as a theoretical lens and distinguish be-
tween the firms’ own social media FSAs and those of their foreign 
partners. We are then able to identify how firms exploit their idiosyn-
cratic and non-location-bound FSAs, and bundle them with 
location-bound FSAs owned by foreign partners (Rugman & Verbeke, 
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1992; Hennart, 2009) to create the new location-bound FSAs necessary 
to establish and strengthen their foreign-market presence during inter-
nationalisation (Rugman & Verbeke, 2001; Verbeke et al., 2014; Narula 
& Verbeke, 2015). 

Fig. 3 incorporates our findings to present a conceptual framework 
illustrating how internalisation and networking can be used as theo-
retical lenses to understand the dynamic use of firms’ social media ca-
pabilities as FSAs (see Verbeke et al., 2014) to facilitate entering 
emerging and strategic networks in foreign markets through learning. 
Our context of analysis is international entrepreneurial ventures, which 
often have difficulty in establishing insidership within foreign networks 
and are vulnerable to threats of opportunism (Verbeke & Greidanus, 
2009; Verbeke et al., 2019) and liabilities such as foreignness, newness, 
and smallness (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). 

5.1. The use of social media FSAs to enter emerging networks 

The case analysis revealed that newly established ventures are 
vulnerable to a dearth of resources, but especially to a lack of business 
relationships. This was particularly because in all the case firms ana-
lysed, the venture represented the first entrepreneurial business expe-
rience in a field they had only recently entered. As Forsgren (2016) 
suggested, this translates to an initial starting disadvantage for the firm 
where the lack of pre-existing and dispersed network connections is 
reflected in an unmet condition of insidership within national and 

foreign networks. Moreover, because of their youth, the lack of mana-
gerial experience and networks, the firms were exposed to challenges 
presented by inherently opportunistic behaviour, typical of first entering 
foreign markets (Verbeke et al., 2019). In this critical moment in time, 
social media tools were employed to communicate the firms’ unique 
value offerings that had already been recognised in national and inter-
national competitions. Consistent with previous research, the charac-
teristics of global reach enabled by social media (Godes, 2011; Andzulis 
et al., 2012) were leveraged by the firms to reach interested national and 
international stakeholders (Andersson & Wikström, 2017), communi-
cate the uniqueness of their product characteristics, and market them-
selves internationally in an affordable way without jeopardising their 
already limited financial resources. More specifically, social media 
allowed the firms to connect with interested consumers and business 
buyers, such as distributors, whose interest in the product led them to 
approach the entrepreneurs and forward unsolicited requests to the 
firms about product characteristics and availability, and to establish 
initial foreign sales. This enabled the firms to overcome their lack of 
reputation and legitimacy in foreign markets (newness). At that point in 
the internationalisation process, we found the entrepreneurs relied upon 
their own social media capabilities to arouse interest among consumers 
and potential business partners. In this way, the firms tried to seek out 
and embed themselves in what prior literature defines as emerging 
networks (see Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Möller, 2013) which are char-
acterised as being new, unknown, and difficult to manage. Therefore, 

Fig. 2. Social media use to enter strategic networks in foreign markets. 
Note: Learning occurs through network partners. 

Fig. 3. Conceptual framework developed from the qualitative data.  
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and consistent with previous literature, the case firms were able to use 
social media capabilities to foster trust and commitment among their 
partners to a degree sufficient to create initial network embeddedness 
(Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013) and as an attempt to mitigate threats of 
opportunism found when entering international markets (Verbeke et al., 
2019). If we look at such capability through an internalisation theory 
lens, it can be regarded as an idiosyncratic FSA (cf. Verbeke et al., 2014). 
However, it should be noted that given the early entry of entrepreneurial 
ventures into foreign markets, the social media FSA at this stage of the 
internationalisation process has to be considered non-location-bound 
(Rugman & Verbeke, 1992). 

Relying on their own social media FSAs, meant opting not to coor-
dinate with external partners’ FSAs. This can be explained by the need to 
mitigate threats of opportunism that might have arisen from the first 
foreign-market entry (Reuber & Fisher, 1997; Verbeke et al., 2019) and 
by a lack of a network of connections during that initial phase (Johanson 
& Vahlne, 2009). When they are appropriately leveraged, 
non-location-bound FSAs trigger firm-specific internationalisation pat-
terns (Verbeke & Ciravegna, 2018). In fact, despite the case firms all 
coming from SMOPEC countries and commercialising the same type of 
niche product with unique characteristics, those firms expanded into 
different countries and at different points in their development. Our 
analysis therefore indicates that the use of social media helped the case 
firms to overcome the initial shortages of financial and intangible re-
sources and the disadvantage of being newcomers in unexplored mar-
kets, that they all suffered from, and which prior literature has referred 
to as the liabilities of smallness (see Hannan & Freeman, 1984; Morris, 
2001) and newness (Stinchombe, 1965). Therefore, we develop the 
following proposition: 

Proposition 1. Leveraging their own non-location-bound social media 
FSAs enables entrepreneurial ventures to enter emerging networks and to 
overcome opportunistic behaviour and the liabilities of smallness and newness 
when approaching foreign markets. 

By utilising social media’s ability to enhance communications, the 
entrepreneurs were able to differentiate their value offerings from those 
of their competitors (Fischer & Reuber, 2014). The contacts initially 
established through social media subsequently led to foreign business 
opportunities that materialised in the form of deals signed with local 
distributors and retailers. 

At these stages of internationalisation, we found the firms were 
coordinating their own social media capabilities with those of the 
foreign partners. In fact, to commercialise their products in the foreign 
markets they entered, the entrepreneurial ventures relied upon the 
location-bound social media FSAs of local partners (Rugman & Verbeke, 
1992). Doing so meant they could reduce the costs and the risks con-
nected to the internationalisation of business transactions in markets 
where their knowledge of the foreign business environment was weak 
(as in the liability of foreignness); thus, despite social media having a 
potential global reach, the actual use of these platforms was local, as, for 
instance, when organised by the firms’ partners in foreign markets. 
Those FSAs included the partners’ capability to effectively communicate 
through social media in the local language, and indirectly access existing 
networks of connections. The ability of the entrepreneurial ventures to 
leverage their non-location-bound social media FSAs, and effectively 
bundle them with their partners’ location-bound FSAs was apparent in 
the opportunity that arose to create new location-bound social media 
FSAs (see Rugman & Verbeke, 2001; Narula & Verbeke, 2015). The new 
resources helped the entrepreneurs to understand the business envi-
ronment in the target market, which assisted in overcoming the liability 
of foreignness (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Zaheer, 1995, and 2002). 
Therefore, we offer the following proposition: 

Proposition 2. The learning and trust acquired via a specific foreign 
partner enables the entrepreneurial venture to overcome opportunistic 
behaviour and the liability of foreignness through leveraging location-bound 

social media FSAs within the partner’s networks. 

5.2. The use of social media FSAs to enter strategic networks 

Our study showed that after the initial deals signed with foreign 
distributors, which resulted in the rapid growth of the firms (Oviatt & 
McDougall, 2005), the entrepreneurs sought to further grow in foreign 
markets. At this point, we found the behaviour of entrepreneurs shifted 
from creating emerging networks to intentionally leveraging the 
learning acquired from the foreign partners to become embedded in 
strategic networks (Granovetter, 1985; Larson, 1992; Lazerson, 1995; 
Uzzi, 1997; Gulati, 1998; Rowley et al., 2000; Håkansson & Ford, 2002; 
Möller & Svahn, 2006; Möller, 2013; Quinton & Wilson, 2016). In these 
networks, the relationships are intentionally planned, and the network 
partners’ organisational roles and tasks are agreed upon and distributed 
(Möller, 2013). 

During this stage of their internationalisation, the firms’ had accu-
mulated managerial experience that enabled them to attenuate liabil-
ities connected to smallness, newness, and foreignness and attain a 
position of insidership within emerging networks (Johanson & Vahlne, 
2009); nevertheless, it was important to protect against various forms of 
opportunism, as illustrated in the umbrella concept of bounded reli-
ability (Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009). In fact, rather than strong forms of 
self-interest such as intentional deceit, during that period the firms had 
to be especially vigilant against benevolent preference reversal in terms 
of local reprioritisation or scaling back on overcommitment that might 
have arisen on the part of distributors and retailers. These threats might 
for instance be posed by a distributor that is not entirely committed to 
the business relationship or does not represent the firm as expected. To 
mitigate threats of bounded reliability, the firms relied upon the new 
location-bound social media FSAs that they leveraged by having idio-
syncratic social media campaigns in the foreign markets that had the 
greatest potential to increase the firms’ sales (e.g. campaigns were often 
run in the local language or through the creation of dedicated social 
media pages in the local language). These newly acquired capabilities 
allowed the case firms to take control over the foreign markets and 
yielded improved deals with more-established distributors that could 
guarantee a stronger market presence. Therefore, we advance the 
following proposition: 

Proposition 3. As the firm learns from its partners’ networks, it develops 
new location-bound social media FSAs to reduce bounded reliability when 
engaging with their strategic networks. 

Those firms that saw further business potential in their target foreign 
markets tried to build stronger relationships with their network partners 
by intensifying local business activities. Accordingly, they hired local 
brand ambassadors and partnered with distributors that had extensive 
market knowledge and a strong local social media presence. By 
exploring the location-bound social media FSAs brought by these new 
network partners and represented by the capability to use social media 
sites in the local foreign language (as in the case of the Hong Kong or 
Germany brand ambassadors) and by leveraging their established net-
works of connections, the firms gathered further information on the 
foreign market. By exploring these resources and bundling them with 
their existing and enhanced social media FSAs, the entrepreneurial 
ventures created new location-bound social media FSAs that allowed 
them to grow further into the markets entered. Therefore, during this 
time, it appears that the firms increased the coordination between their 
own social media capabilities and those of their network partners. The 
higher level of commitment extracted from a position of insidership 
within strategic networks entails an increase in governance costs related 
to managing and coordinating the activities among the network partners 
(e.g. through enhanced communication and more frequent meetings in 
person). Nevertheless, such costs are bearable if compared to the 
governance costs related to opportunism (see also, D’Cruz & Rugman, 
1994), and those of bounded reliability more broadly speaking, which 
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are moreover counter-balanced by gains in trust stemming from the 
relationships with strategic network partners (cf. Ring & Van de Ven, 
1992; D’Cruz & Rugman, 1994; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013). Therefore, 
we suggest the following proposition: 

Proposition 4. The learning and commitment extracted from a strategic 
foreign partner enable the entrepreneurial venture to bundle new location- 
bound social media FSAs with its own FSAs, to overcome bounded reli-
ability and the liability of outsidership. 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

By analysing the role of social media during the internationalisation 
process of entrepreneurial ventures, this multiple-case study offers new 
insights into the increasingly relevant phenomenon of using social 
media for international business purposes (Fischer & Reuber, 2011, 
2014; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013; Alarcón-del-Amo et al., 2018). There-
fore, this research combines internalisation theory and network litera-
ture (e.g. Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) to contribute to international 
entrepreneurship research (Verbeke & Ciravegna, 2018) in several ways. 
Our analysis focuses on how entrepreneurial firms coordinate their own 
social media capabilities and those of their partners to facilitate 
embeddedness in emerging and strategic networks and mitigate threats 
of opportunism and bounded reliability found in international markets 
(Williamson, 1985; Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Verbeke et al., 2019). 

We focus on the concept of entrepreneurial social media capability 
by relying on idiosyncratic FSAs, a concept borrowed from internal-
isation theory (Verbeke et al., 2014). Specifically, we apply the concept 
of a firm having a non-location-bound social media capability and its 
foreign partners having location-bound social media capability (Rug-
man & Verbeke, 1992; 2001) to examine the entrepreneurial ventures’ 
capability to bundle and recombine both forms into new location-bound 
social media FSAs. By using a capabilities perspective, we add to the 
growing stream of research on the role of different capabilities for the 
internationalisation process of entrepreneurial ventures (Freixanet and 
Renart, 2020; Tolstoy et al., 2020 in press). 

In addition, the research contributes to international entrepreneur-
ship literature by revealing the governance mechanisms and learning 
that constitute a dynamic process (see Fig. 3) through which entrepre-
neurs can use social media to overcome the liabilities associated with 
outsidership (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013), 
newness (Stinchcombe, 1965), smallness (see Hannan & Freeman, 1984; 
Morris, 2001), and foreignness (Zaheer, 1995, and 2002), which hinder 
the firms’ chances of overcoming threats of opportunism and bounded 
reliability typically encountered when approaching foreign markets 
(Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009; Verbeke et al., 2019). 

Despite providing in-depth knowledge on the analysed phenomenon, 
given its qualitative nature, the current study is limited in terms of the 
statistical generalisability of its results to the type of firm investigated. 
However, to the extent that the starting conditions are similar in other 
business endeavours and industries, the findings may be diffused to 
other contexts. This opens avenues for future studies in the area, where 
the use of entrepreneurial social media capabilities during the interna-
tional growth of firms operating in various industries and commercial-
ising diverse products might be analysed. 

By introducing concepts such as non-location-bound and location- 
bound social media FSAs, our study suggests the dichotomous nature 
of social media platforms. In fact, whereas these means of communica-
tion entail a potential for the firms to reach international audiences, in 
reality we found their use was often local. We believe this leaves some 
open questions for future research that could consider whether these 
platforms should truly be perceived as global, especially when consid-
ering the firms’ marketing and communication efforts directed towards 
geographically dispersed consumers. 

Moreover, our results are drawn from a multiple-case study of firms 
from SMOPECs – Finland, New Zealand, and Sweden. Future research 

based on firms from large economies and facing different challenges 
would be welcome in order to extend and validate the suggested 
framework and propositions. Diverse methodological approaches could 
also be implemented to examine the topic further. Specifically, future 
research might attempt to quantitatively identify, measure, and assess 
the effect of firms’ social media capabilities on the internationalisation 
process. The current research advances theory on an under-researched 
phenomenon (Yin, 2009) where previous research has been called for 
(Fisher & Reuber, 2011, 2014; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013). Therefore, our 
recommendation for future research would be to continue to scrutinise 
the integration of internalisation theory and international networking 
literature. 

6.1. Managerial and policy implications 

From a managerial standpoint, our findings illustrate that it is 
important for international entrepreneurs to leverage social media 
throughout their internationalisation process. In order to deal with the 
opportunism found in international markets, firms must recognise their 
own social media capabilities, and see the potential in those of their 
partners. Accordingly, they need to strategise by making decisions based 
on internalising these activities or effectively recombining them with 
those of network partners, when expanding in foreign markets. In this 
process, it is important that the entrepreneurs learn from their foreign 
partners so as to extend their own social media capabilities and establish 
an insidership position by progressing from emerging to strategic net-
works. Firms should use social media selectively in foreign markets, as 
the approach could be more fruitful in some markets than others. We 
encourage international entrepreneurs to consider the potential global 
reach of social media in tandem with its effectiveness – that often relies 
on a local approach such as marketing campaigns in foreign languages or 
cooperation with foreign partners with a strong presence on local social 
media. An implication for policy-makers is that they should train en-
trepreneurs on how to use social media effectively, as it is less costly, 
time-consuming, and more sustainable than alternative channels. 
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Chetty, S., Ojala, A., & Leppäaho, T. (2015). Effectuation and foreign market entry of 
entrepreneurial firms. European Journal of Marketing, 49(9/10), 1436–1459. 

Chi, T. (2015). Commentary: Internalization theory and its relation to RBV and TCE. 
Journal of World Business, 50(4), 634–636. 

S. Fraccastoro et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1090-9516(20)30092-4/sbref0045


Journal of World Business 56 (2021) 101164

14

Coelho, R. L. F., Oliveira, D. S. D., & Almeida, M. I. S. D. (2016). Does social media matter 
for post typology? Impact of post content on Facebook and Instagram metrics. Online 
Information Review, 40(4), 458–471. 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures 
for developing grounded theory. Sage publications.  

Coviello, N. E. (2006). The network dynamics of international new ventures. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 37(5), 713–731. 

Coviello, N., & Munro, H. (1997). Network relationships and the internationalisation 
process of small software firms. International Business Review, 6(4), 361–386. 

De Cock R., Andries P., Clarysse B. How founder characteristics imprint ventures’ 
internationalization processes: the role of international experience and cognitive 
beliefs. Journal of World Business. Article in Press. 

Doh, J. P. (2015). From the Editor: Why we need phenomenon-based research in 
international business. Journal of World Business, 4(50), 609–611. 

Drummond, C., McGrath, H., & O’Toole, T. (2018). The impact of social media on 
resource mobilisation in entrepreneurial firms. Industrial Marketing Management, 70, 
68–89. 

D’Cruz, J. R., & Rugman, A. M. (1994). Business network theory and the Canadian 
telecommunications industry. International Business Review, 3(3), 275–288. 

Edmondson, A. C., & McManus, S. E. (2007). Methodological fit in management field 
research. Academy of Management Review, 32(4), 1246–1264. 

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Making fast strategic decisions in high-velocity environments. 
Academy of Management Journal, 32(3), 543–576. 

Fischer, E., & Reuber, A. R. (2011). Social interaction via new social media: (How) can 
interactions on Twitter affect effectual thinking and behavior? Journal of Business 
Venturing, 26(1), 1–18. 

Fischer, E., & Reuber, A. R. (2014). Online entrepreneurial communication: Mitigating 
uncertainty and increasing differentiation via Twitter. Journal of Business Venturing, 
29(4), 565–583. 

Forsgren, M. (2016). A note on the revisited Uppsala internationalization process 
model–the implications of business networks and entrepreneurship. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 47(9), 1135–1144. 

Forsgren, M., Holm, U., & Johanson, J. (2015). Knowledge, Networks and Power—The 
Uppsala School of International Business. Knowledge, Networks and Power (pp. 3–38). 
UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Freixanet, J., & Renart, G. (2020). A capabilities perspective on the joint effects of 
internationalization time, speed, geographic scope and managers’ competencies on 
SME survival. Journal of World Business, 55(6), Article 101110. 

Gleason, K. C., & Wiggenhorn, J. (2007). Born globals, the choice of globalization 
strategy, and the market’s perception of performance. Journal of World Business, 42 
(3), 322–335. 

Gerschewski, S., Rose, E. L., & Lindsay, V. J. (2015). Understanding the drivers of 
international performance for born global firms: An integrated perspective. Journal 
of World Business, 50(3), 558–575. 

Godes, D. (2011). Commentary—Invited Comment on “Opinion Leadership and Social 
Contagion in New Product Diffusion”. Marketing Science, 30(2), 224–229. 

Granovetter, M. (1985). Economic action and social structure: The problem of 
embeddedness. American Journal of Sociology, 91(3), 481–510. 

Gulati, R. (1998). Alliances and networks. Strategic Management Journal, 19(4), 293–317. 
Hannan, M. T., & Freeman, J. (1984). Structural inertia and organizational change. 

American Sociological Review, 49, 149–164. 
Helfat, C. E., & Peteraf, M. A. (2003). The dynamic resource-based view: Capability 

lifecycles. Strategic Management Journal, 24(10), 997–1010. 
Hennart, J. F. (2009). Down with MNE-centric theories! Market entry and expansion as 

the bundling of MNE and local assets.  Journal of International Business Studies, 40(9), 
1432–1454. 

Hite, J. M., & Hesterly, W. S. (2001). The evolution of firm networks: From emergence to 
early growth of the firm. Strategic Management Journal, 22(3), 275–286. 

Homburg, C., Wilczek, H., & Hahn, A. (2014). Looking beyond the horizon: how to 
approach the customers’ customers in business-to-business markets. Journal of 
Marketing, 78(5), 58–77. 

Huotari, L., Ulkuniemi, P., Saraniemi, S., & Mäläskä, M. (2015). Analysis of content 
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