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Prologue  

In Beijing in 2011, the Vice President of Volvo PV prepared himself one last 
time before stepping into the room. He was about to present to the Chinese 
press how Volvo PV planned to increase its investment in China by building 
a new factory in Daqing (SvD 20131). To the press, the decision seemed like 
a natural consequence of Volvo’s desire to grow in China. 

But the Vice President had not told the media about the many challenges 
that had preceded the decision, many of which were related to the relation-
ships between the managers within the firm. The process behind the invest-
ment decision had not been straightforward, but rather diversified, contro-
versial and difficult to manage.  

Managers in Sweden for example had tried to formulate a China strategy. 
These managers however had found it hard to learn about the rapidly chang-
ing Chinese market. It had been difficult for them to get adequate infor-
mation from their Chinese colleagues, and according to rumors, retailers had 
been manipulating information to their own benefit.  

At the same time, people seemed to engage in political struggles. Journal-
ists have described the internal power conflicts that underlaid the investment 
decision, clashes that arose because managers had different views on how to 
invest in China (SvD 20132). “...[D]ifferent power-centers existed that all 
were yanking and pulling in Volvo PV” (SvD 2013, p. 43).  

The political struggles were related to yet another side of the process, 
namely how to adapt long-standing routines to the Chinese market. Swedish 
managers wanted to cultivate Volvo’s heritage and keep the routines of de-
veloping safe cars with a clean design. This goal would be achieved by keep-
ing production and R&D in Sweden. But the Chairman, the board, the new 
Chinese owner, and the Chinese government pushed for changing the rou-
tines. Among other things, they wanted to localize production and R&D. The 
owner also wanted to develop Volvo PV towards a more luxurious concept. 
Martin Sköld, a researcher from Stockholm School of Economics, describes 
the clash between the firm’s history and the new initiatives like this: “The 
main owner has not understood Volvo PV´s heritage. Security and Scandi-
navian design are two main pillars” (SvD 2013, p. 44).  

1 Froberg & Almgren 

2 Froberg & Almgren 

3 Maktkampen sanker Volvo 

4 Maktkampen sanker Volvo 

 

                               



The example above reminds us that internationalization processes can be 
of two types: those that are straightforward, and those that are more com-
plex. While managers in some entries can have good information about the 
market and are supported by both established routines and agreement about 
resource allocation, other processes are less straightforward. In the Volvo 
example, it was not until after managers had changed the internal dynamics 
of the people involved that the investment decision could be made. Those 
actions resolved some of the tensions within the firm. But the outcome, the 
investment decision, was a long time in coming and was never a certainty. 

Internal activities matter for how MNCs commit to 
markets 
The example recounted above illustrates how the internationalization of a 
multi-national corporation (MNC) can pose special managerial challenges 
that, to a large degree, can be related to the internal organization. For one 
thing, it can be hard for managers at headquarters to plan a strategy, because 
headquarters may be physically distant from the market. It can therefore be 
hard for managers to access their colleagues’ market knowledge. For another 
thing, some decisions may be controversial, which can make managers en-
gage in power struggles. Power struggles can make further decision making 
even more unpredictable. Another example is that some may argue for rou-
tine changes while others will want to draw on historic ways of doing things. 
How managers relate to their routines can be important for how internation-
alization processes develop.   

Despite intra-organizational behaviours having a strong influence on a 
decision to increase commitments in the market, the literature does not pro-
vide us with much information about how these internal activities underlie a 
firm’s internationalization. Instead, the analysis is usually aggregated to the 
firm level. It is the firm’s behaviour that is being studied.  

As a contribution to internationalization process literature, this thesis will 
investigate the intra-organizational behaviours that lie behind large interna-
tional commitments in complex organizations. In particular, this thesis will 
re-assess received assumptions, delineate a model that can capture deeply 
embedded and varied intra-organizational behaviours, and start to construct a 
new way of looking at the internationalization process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 



Chapter 1: Background  

Among the currently observed behaviours in global markets, two things 
stand out. First, many internationalization processes are carried out by mul-
ti-national corporations (MNCs). We can expect these processes to be 
complex, because MNCs are associated with a rising number of coordinat-
ed intra-organizational activities. Second, many MNCs attempt to grow by 
entering into new markets, often into quickly growing markets in emerging 
economies. These markets are associated with rapidly changing conditions 
and uncertainty.   

We know very little about how the firm commits to, and enters into, 
new markets under complex conditions. The thesis takes on the question 
about how complex internationalization processes unfold by studying Atlas 
Copco’s market entry into a new and dynamic market in China. In an at-
tempt to consider organizational complexity, the study is made from an 
intra-organizational perspective. 

Chapter 1 will introduce this thesis by illustrating the existence of MNC 
internationalization processes and new dynamic markets. This chapter will 
further show that research about this topic is largely absent from the litera-
ture.   

1.1 The multi-national corporation 
When talking about an MNC, I refer to the large and complex international 
firm. An MNC does not merely conduct business in a few international 
countries; it runs operations in most countries in the world. Often it has 
successively been growing internationally over a longer period of time, and 
it can be called an internationally mature firm. Volvo, Sandvik and Atlas 
Copco are three examples (Johanson & Wiedersheim Paul 1975).  

There are also smaller firms operating in the global setting, but these 
firms are different from the large MNC. One important distinction between 
larger MNCs and smaller firms is that in an MNC, resources are often 
sought out within the firm, since an MNC manager often depends on ac-
tivities carried out in the internal setting. In contrast, managers in smaller 
firms tend to search for resources outside the firm (Meredith 1987; Noori 
1988, in Langley & Truax 1994).  

 17 



A large, sometimes complex and often internationally mature firm faces 
the following problem: how can it grow? Existing markets often offer lim-
ited possibilities for growth, especially if the company already has been 
acting there for many years and enjoys a dominant position, or if markets 
are saturated. It’s already an international company, so where can it find 
room to expand? The answer is that it has to find new types of markets to 
expand into. 

1.2 What is MNC internationalization?  
While MNCs do not necessarily enter into new countries, they still do enter 
into new markets. Any MNC can of course also internationalize by expand-
ing within an existing market, but market entry is especially intriguing to 
investigate because it represents a starting point for a new internationaliza-
tion process, and a new situation for the firm. An MNC’s market entry can 
be compared to a small firm that internationalizes by entering into a new 
country, developing business relationships, and learning about markets 
(Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Even though the MNC does not enter into a 
new country, it is still discovering new business opportunities that require 
the firm to develop novel business relationships and learn about markets. 
When the firm has developed business relationships strong enough to con-
duct long term business, and the business has become profitable, we can 
talk about a new market entry (see Blankenburg 1995).  

We find many examples of MNCs entering into new markets. Nokia for 
example was once a large and experienced player in the rubber boot and 
tire market, but in the 1990s the company entered the market of telecom-
munication and had international success with mobile phones. Google re-
cently aimed at entering the automotive industry by developing a driverless 
car (Mahan 2014). Multi-nationals like Hewlett Packard, Intel, and Whirl-
pool have recently entered into the 3D printing business (Eckelman 2015). 
We can also see that many MNCs have recently made attempts to grow in 
dynamic economies such as in China and Brazil. Ericsson for example 
developed 4G telecommunication in Brazil as the country’s economy 
boosted around 20105, and Sandvik and Atlas Copco have been helping 
countries like China to excavate iron, a raw material frequently requested 
in construction projects.  

We can observe indications of these global shifts in which MNCs in-
crease their commitments in world markets, and especially in Asia (World 
Investment Report 2014)6. World Investment Report tracks how MNCs 

5 Eriksson levererar 4G till Brasilien, 2012; Eriksson bygger natverk I Brasilien, 2012 
6 Foreign direct investment (FDI) in developed economies are now are at a historically low 
share of total global FDI flows, while FDI to developing countries are historically high. The 
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have changed their focus from the West to growing markets, especially 
Asia, and it shows that a lot of Western resources have especially been 
transferred to China. A report from Roland Berger strategy consultancy 
firm predicts that production of capital equipment will continue to shift 
from developed to developing countries so that China will become the 
leader in making capital equipment in 2015, taking over the top position 
from the US (Eisenhut, Lässig, & Liedl 2011). In Sweden, industry giants 
such as Atlas Copco, Ericsson, SKF, and Volvo have invested heavily into 
China over the last five to ten years (see also Fjälström’s documentary 
from 2010). A report from Teknikföretagen (the Swedish employer’s asso-
ciation for industrial firms that export), in its review of 32 Swedish indus-
trial MNCs7, shows that between 2006 and 2013, 47,000 new industrial 
jobs were created in China, while the corresponding number in Sweden 
decreased by almost 16,000 (Teknikföretagen 2014). 

1.3 Activities within complex markets  
MNCs internationalize into different types of markets: some markets are 
less complex, meaning that its actors are few, visible, and concentrated, 
and the rate of market change is low8. But managers sometimes also have 
to deal with more complex markets, because these markets present special 
opportunities for growth. We can see that especially Western MNCs have 
found traditional upscale markets saturated, and as a consequence, they 
have looked for new types of markets in growing economies (Prahalad & 
Bhattacharyya 2011). One of the most interesting and complex new market 
in growing economies is the mid-market.  

As part of a global shift in focus, the mid-markets in Asia have pro-
voked much interest for many MNCs (Gebauer, Fischer, & Fleisch 2009). 
The mid-market is a concept sometimes used to explain how people who 
previously suffered poor standards have been able upgrade due to rapid and 
extensive economic growth. These upgrades have allowed industry actors 
to improve their technologies, and private consumers to improve their liv-
ing standards. These improvements are made by manufacturers finding a 

report especially point out China that has recorded its largest ever inflows and maintained 
its position as the second largest recipient of FDI in the world (World Investment Report 
2014).  
7 Some of the companies are Alfa Laval AB, Assa Abloy AB, Atlas Copco, Electrolux, 
Elekta AB, Ericsson, Getinge AB, Gunnebo, Husqvarna AB, Saab AB, Sandvik AB, Scania, 
SKF, Trelleborg AB, AB Volvo, and Volvo PV. 
8 Complexity has been defined as the number of nodes in a network, the number of links 
between the nodes, and the degree of variety between the links (Waldrop, M. 1992. 
Complexity: The emerging science at the edge of order and chaos. New York.). In this thesis 
it is relevant to talk about the number of actors, the links among actors, and the types of 
behaviours. 
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quality level that is better than low quality, but at the same time is below 
the more sophisticated standards of advanced products and procedures.  
Tata Nano is one example of a mid-end product. The small, simple car was 
first developed for the Indian mid-market. The price is a remarkable 1600€, 
which allows many households and companies in India to buy a car despite 
the lack of monetary resources (Hagvall 2012). A new upgraded version 
costing 8000€ is on its way. The upgraded version provides a product ac-
cording to a principle that sometimes is used to describe the mid-market: a 
good enough quality for a good enough price (the mid-market will be dis-
cussed in further detail in Chapter 5). To take a much smaller, less durable 
example, Coca-Cola also recently entered the Chinese mid-market with a 
beverage that is supposed to attract mid-market customers. The beverage, 
cold tea, is sold for under half a euro.   

The mid-market is a large market that still is growing. It has been esti-
mated that, only in China, more than one hundred million people entered 
the mid-market segment at the end of the 1990s, and it is estimated that 
two-thirds of the world’s growing middle class will be found in Asia in the 
future9 (Chen, Matzinger, & Woetzel 2013). As one example, General Mo-
tors (GM) entered the mid-market successfully by creating a ‘good enough’ 
set of autos for China’s burgeoning middle class. In 2007, mid-market 
sales accounted for more than fifty percent of GM’s total sales in China 
(Gadiesh & Leung 2007).  

While new mid-markets present growth opportunities, these markets are 
especially challenging for market entry because they are new and therefore 
complex, rapidly growing and rapidly changing. Furthermore, Western 
MNCs often lack experience in these new markets (Prahalad & 
Bhattacharyya 2011). Despite these challenges, MNCs sometimes enter 
mid-markets anyway, either because the perceived opportunity is so attrac-
tive, or because the perceived risk of not entering is too great.  

As an example of how risky it can be to ignore the mid-market, when 
Nokia and Motorola entered China, they initially neglected China’s mid-
market, and as a result, they lost their dominant position in mobile telepho-
ny. For Motorola, the market share dropped sharply between 2003 and 
2005 from 60% to 35% (Gebauer, et al. 2009), which benefitted local firms 
like Kejian, Panda, Ningbo and TCL.  

Firms that do decide to enter dynamic new markets like the mid-market 
also have to deal with the complexity of the new business environment. 
Motorola’s adjustment to its new market was rapid, but it must also have 
been difficult and perhaps even controversial. In a short time, it had to 
localize its R&D services, conduct cost reductions, expand market cover-

9 It is estimated that Asia’s middle class will grow from 1,8 billion in 2009 to 4,9 billion in 
twenty years.  
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age, and streamline distribution channels before it could re-gain its market 
share.  

1.4 Activities within complex MNCs 
Besides dealing with complex markets, MNC managers also have to deal 
with complexities that are more related to the intra-organizational envi-
ronment (rather than to the market per se). An MNC’s manager often has to 
integrate globally dispersed activities, which can mean that knowledge and 
products may have to travel around the globe several times before the 
products can be sold in a local market (Dicken 2011; Rivoli 2006). It has 
been pointed out that the number of an MNC's geographically dispersed 
actors, and the degree of integration of those actors’ activities, steadily 
increases over time (Björkman & Forsgren 1997; Dicken 2011).  

While an MNC’s intra-organizational environment can be intricate, we 
can expect that a large number of its internationalization activities are car-
ried out within the firm's borders. It has been found that the degree of ac-
tivities within an MNC can even exceed its external activities (World In-
vestment Report 2013). The World Investment Report (2013) estimates 
that about 80% of the activities in global business are managed within 
MNCs, either in terms of trade, or in terms of other activities in global 
networks that are controlled by the MNC’s managers (this trend has been 
called the "Global Factory phenomenon", (Buckley 2009).  

1.5 Complexity in internationalization matters  
We can expect that the complexity of a market, and that of the intra-
organizational environment, has an impact on managers’ abilities to learn 
about the market, to generate necessary resources, and to formulate a strat-
egy for the market entry. The previous example of Motorola illustrates that 
difficult it can be for managers to know how to commit when markets are 
new and dynamic. Fredrickson (1986) and Srivastava and Grant (1985) 
found that complex intra-organizational contexts greatly influence the deci-
sion making process in larger organizations, and that the decision making 
process in MNCs looks different than the same process in smaller firms, as 
a consequence of this complexity (cited in Langley & Truax 1994).  

The importance of intra-organizational behaviour has been supported by 
empirical research. Zander (1991) for example found that we need to iden-
tify specific intra-organizational processes within a particular MNC, and 
that we cannot aggregate analyses of the MNC internationalization process 
to the firm level. Steen and Liesch further argue that “Not only is firm de-
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velopment a process of learning about markets but, also, it is a process of 
learning about the firm’s own internal resources” (2002, p. 197).  

1.6 Literature review  
1.6.1 Process research that considers the complexity of MNC 
internationalization  
In internationalization process research, the various complexities that man-
agers may face are rarely considered. MNCs are seldom given special at-
tention, and literature about MNC internationalization processes is scarce 
and scattered. We however find some few examples of research that con-
sider the intra-organizational environment of the MNC and the complexity 
of markets.  

A rare example of research on internal complexity and internationaliza-
tion is Tsang (1999), who ‘opens up’ the MNC in a one-year longitudinal 
case study on the internationalization process for 19 large Singapore com-
panies. His investigation focused on problems driving internationalization 
processes in complex, already internationally experienced MNCs, and the 
findings showed that the old routines did not always help drivers absorb 
new knowledge.  

In another example, Autio, Sapienza and Almeida (2000) did a quantita-
tive study on the effects of age, knowledge, and imitability on entry. Like 
Tsang, they found that as firms get older, they develop learning impedi-
ments that hamper their ability to successfully grow in new environments. 
Despite an MNC having international experience,  MNC managers may 
lack the right set of routines to explore new opportunities (Autio, et al. 
2000). Older internationalized firms can therefore be hampered during the 
internationalization process. 

Three more studies also corroborate these findings. Benito, Larimo, 
Narula, and Pedersen (2002) studied internalization patterns for MNCs 
from small economies by studying annual reports from ten years (1990–
1999). They found that strong internal forces of retention hindered new 
establishments, especially for companies that had developed strong busi-
ness relationships in their home countries. Vermulen and Barkema (2002) 
used panel data and annual reports to measure the effects of pace and scope 
on profitability. They also found that the internationalization processes of 
MNCs are complex and not always profitable. Similar results were found 
by Barkema and Drogendijk’s quantitative study on Dutch MNCs (2007). 
While their research did not open up the MNC for studying its interior 
relationships per se, it interestingly pointed out that the MNC is limited in 
its ability to learn from new and complex environments. Nielsen (2010) 
pointed to the need to investigate MNC internationalization at the intra-
organizational level in her study on the effect of top management teams on 
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performance. Her quantitative study, based on data from 165 Swiss listed 
companies collected over three years, shows that a top management team’s 
previous internationalization experiences played an important role for any 
future internationalization.  

Taken together, these studies all suggest that MNCs, when confronting 
intra-organizational complexity of the firm or the complexity of markets, 
may face special challenges in learning.  

1.6.2 Most process research has not considered the complexity 
of MNC internationalization  
Despite the few examples given above, very little research if any has ex-
plicitly investigated the MNC internationalization process while taking into 
account how MNC managers may face simultaneous internal and external 
complexities. To the contrary, much empirical research has often studied 
internationalization at the firm level, thus treating the MNC as a single 
actor without regarding its extensive intra-organizational activities.  

The firm level approach seems to be prevalent even if data is collected 
from an MNC. Most research simply refers to the MNC as the firm without 
discriminating the MNC from other types of objects. Usually the reader is 
left to search through the methods or an appendix for the information about 
whether the empirical object is an MNC or another type of firm.  

The habit of using firm level analysis to analyze MNC internationaliza-
tion seems to go hand in hand with the frequent use of the Uppsala model 
(Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The Uppsala model describes internationaliza-
tion at the firm level, but without discriminating between objects or types 
of firms (the problems with using a firm level model will be further dis-
cussed in the next chapter).   

We can see several examples of internationalization process research 
that collects data from the MNC, but that analyzes the process from a firm 
level view by using the Uppsala model. Kwon and Hu (2004) for example 
investigated the accumulative expansion pattern of the Uppsala model, 
versus behaviours in which firms jump stages, by sending out to question-
ers to 112 multi-nationals. Their result supported a slow accumulative pat-
tern, but they do not conceptualize an MNC´s intra-organizational envi-
ronment. Similarly, Davidson and William (1983) investigated the expan-
sion pattern of the Uppsala model for 954 products in 57 MNCs (Davidson 
1983).  Clark and Pugh’s (2001) exploratory and longitudinal study on the 
firm (19 British MNCs) verified the validity of the Uppsala model by test-
ing a priority index on the expansion pattern across countries. They found 
that market potential and geographic distance are more important than cul-
tural aspects for explaining the expansion pattern. Similarly, Óladòttir 
(2009) in her longitudinal study (two years) collected data from home pag-
es and databases from 21 Icelandic MNCs, and investigated the interna-
tionalization pattern for firms originating from a small domestic base. She 
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found that firms often jumped the establishment chain, which is why she 
concluded that the Uppsala model only applied to some medium sized 
firms in her study.  

It should be mentioned that some of this research is partially critical to 
the explanatory power of the model, and those findings are not always 
completely in line with the Uppsala model. However, those findings have 
only a limited ability to help us understand the motors behind MNC inter-
nationalization, for three reasons. First, the research does not consider the 
intra-organizational complexity of the MNC. Second, the findings are con-
trasted against the establishment chain rather than the mechanism of the 
model itself (the next chapter will futher discuss the mechanism of the 
Uppsala model). Third, no alternative process theory that can deal better 
with the MNC is used. In short, we lack contemporary established alterna-
tives for studying the MNC internationalization process.  

1.6.3.The absence of MNCs in internationalization process 
research  
Most research has not dealt with MNC internationalization processes at all. 
The majority of internationalization process research has focused on early 
stages and less experienced firms (Bello & Barksdale 1986; Bilkey 1978; 
Bilkey & Tesar 1977; Bonaccorsi 1992; Campbell 1996; Cavusgil 1990; 
Cavusgil & Nevin 1981; Davidson 1983; Dichtl, Leibold, Koeglmayr, & 
Mueller 1984; Eriksson, Johanson, Majkgård, & Sharma 2000; Ford & Tan 
1987; Gripsrud 1990; Johanson & Vahlne 1990; Johanson & Wiedersheim 
Paul 1975; Luostarinen 1979; Papadopoulos & Martín Martín 2010; 
Petersen & Pedersen 1997; Welch & Welch 1996; Welch & Luostarinen 
1988). In particular, small and medium sized firms (SMEs) figure as ex-
plicit research objects (Chetty & Blankenburg Holm 2000; Coviello & 
Munro 1997; Gankema, Snuif, & Zwart 2000; Hohenthal 2001; Newbould, 
Buckley, & Thurwell 1978; Zain & Ng 2006). How rapidly expanding 
innovative organizations internationalize from interception has garnered 
special attention (Freeman, Hutchings, Lazaris, & Zyngier 2009; 
Hutzschenreuter, Guenther, & Oehring 2005; Mathews & Zander 2007; 
Oviatt & McDougall 1994).  

Apart from early stages and small firms, we also find that different 
kinds of markets have garnered attention, such as the internationalization 
process of service markets (Alexander & Myers 2000; Blomstermo, 
Sharma, & Sallis 2006; Erramilli 1991; Goerzen & Makino 2007; Jack, As-
Saber, Edwards, & Buckley 2008; Majkgård & Sharma 1998) or turbulent 
and emerging markets (Elg, Ghauri, & Tarnovskaya 2008; Johanson & 
Johanson 2006; Reiner, Demeter, Poiger, & Jenei 2008; Santangelo & 
Meyer 2011; Young, Huang, & McDermott 1996). Strategic choices (Lam 
& White 1999; Reid 1983) have been yet another focus, such as choices 
between investment strategies and strategic priorities (Cuervo-Cazurra 
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2011; Prange & Verdier 2011), and choices between entry modes (Chang 
& Rosenzweig 2001).  

1.6.4 The absence of internationalization processes in MNC 
research  
The majority of dominant MNC research has studied the inner life of the 
MNC, but without an internationalization process focus. MNC research has 
for example focused on organizational and structural issues (Bartlett & 
Ghoshal 1998; Hedlund 1986) and localization, coordination and configu-
ration of different value-creating activities (Porter 1990). Other research 
has focused on relationships between headquarters (HQ) and subsidiaries, 
and the use of power (Andersson, Forsgren, & Holm 2007; Forsgren, 
Holm, & Johanson 1992). The creation of competence centers (Forsgren, 
Johanson, & Sharma 2000) and the path of knowledge flows between units 
(Argote & Ingram 2000; Egelhoff 1982; Galbraith 1990; Szulanski 1995) 
have also attracted interest. Other research has looked at the role of 
knowledge and how it can be combined, re-configured, and absorbed 
(Cohen & Levinthal 1990; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen 1997; Winter 2003), 
which has increased our understanding of different aspects of competitive-
ness, and how to draw on advantages connected to the MNC, such as how 
to combine knowledge with other resources, and how to differentiate be-
tween different strategic choices.  
All the foregoing research is valuable for understanding the internal life of 
the MNC, but these studies lack processual aspects, which makes them less 
useful for studying intra-organizational complexity of the MNC in relation 
to the internationalization process.  

In an attempt to address the shortcomings to the study of the complex 
MNC internationalization processes addressed in this chapter, this thesis 
will apply an in-depth exploratory approach. Different from the dominant 
way of tackling internationalization processes, this thesis will take on an 
intra-organizational perspective to study the case of a specific, complex 
contemporary internationalization (Atlas Copco´s entry into the mid-
market in China). This issue will be approached with the following ques-
tion: 
 
How should we understand the process behind new market commitments in 
the internationalization of the large MNC? 
 
The next chapter will further discuss the dominant way of looking at inter-
nationalization, which this chapter has shown is equivalent to the Uppsala 
model (Johanson & Vahlne 1977), to them clarify in what way the domi-
nant view is problematic for explaining contemporary complex internation-
alization processes.  
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Chapter 2: Contemporary challenges to 
received theory  

This chapter will show how the underlying assumptions of the Uppsala 
model, which in this thesis represents received theory, are inadequate to 
explain, let alone predict, contemporary MNC internationalization process-
es. First, the underlying assumptions of the Uppsala model will be outlined. 
The subsequent discussion will pinpoint how the assumptions underlying 
the Uppsala model can be problematic regarding the MNCs entry into a 
dynamic market.  

2.1 The Uppsala model: a dominant view on the 
internationalization process 
The Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne 1977) has been widely used since 
it was developed, and it is still used today. The original article has been 
cited more than 8000 times, and it is the most cited in JIBS10 (Journal of 
International Business Studies), one of the leading international business 
journals. As previously mentioned, the Uppsala model does not discrimi-
nate between the MNC and the smaller firm, but the model instead deals 
with the internationalization of the firm. Perhaps this is the reason why the 
Uppsala model almost has enjoyed the status as a universal model with a 
universal fit. Andersen writes: “The internationalization process of export-
ing firms […] seems to benefit from a general acceptance in the literature” 
(Andersen 1993, p. 209). Due to its large impact, it is fair to call the Upp-
sala model dominant or received theory. We for example saw in the previ-
ous chapter how the Uppsala model even sometimes still is used to explain 
MNC internationalization.  

The dominance of the model in internationalization process research al-
so provides us a reason to look closer at it.  

More than 1800 citations; can be compared to fewer than half the number of citations of the 
third-ranked paper in JIBS. 

 26 

                            



2.1.1  Background to the model  
The Uppsala model was launched as a reaction against contemporary theo-
ries on internationalization and foreign direct investment (see for example 
Hymer 1960). Some researchers in Uppsala found that earlier models did 
not explain the dynamic aspects of internationalization very well (see 
Bilkey 1978). At that time, research mainly explained the reasons behind 
internationalization decisions, such as firm-specific advantages (Hymer 
1976), localization advantages (Dunning 1981) or internalization ad-
vantages of certain activities (Buckley & Casson 1976), without consider-
ing internationalization as a process of activities that can change over time.  

In contrast, the then newly-proposed Uppsala model described interna-
tionalization as a change process that unfolded through number of stages 
(see also Bilkey 1978). The firm thus gradually increased its foreign com-
mitment (see also Bello & Barksdale 1986). Psychological factors or “soft-
er” elements (see also Lee & Brasch 1978) such as experience, explained 
the internationalization behaviours of firms better than strategic aspects, 
rational choices, or calculative expected return  (Davidson 1980; Davidson 
1983; Dichtl, et al. 1984). 

When Johanson, Widersheim-Paul, and Vahlne conducted their re-
search, they looked at organizational literature and Penrose’s (1959) ideas 
on the firm as a bundle of resources, rather than at existing internationali-
zation theories. The researchers also were inspired by the questions of how 
experience accumulates within the firm, and how experiences are used as 
resources in future entrepreneurial actions.  

The authors also looked at Cyert and March’s (1963) research on the 
behavioural theory of the firm, and other aspects more connected to cogni-
tive psychology than rational economic theories. Pfeffer’s (1972) ideas on 
resource exchange and interdependence between the firm and external ac-
tors had an impact on these scholars, especially on their ideas of relation-
ships as central to business. In addition, they were influenced by Aharoni’s 
(1966) perspective on how international investments were the result of 
path-dependent decision making processes taken under uncertainty.  

The Uppsala scholars were also influenced by Carlson’s (1974) ideas 
about how knowledge was highly intertwined into the character of a busi-
ness, and that this knowledge was highly context and time specific. In line 
with Polanyi (Polanyi 1967), Carlson brought forth the role of tacit experi-
ential knowledge and highlighted its importance in future establishments. 

…[Knowledge] relates to present and future demand and supply, to compe-
tition, and to channels for distribution, to payment conditions and the trans-
ferability of money, and those things vary from country to country and time 
to time. (Carlson 1974, cited in Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 27) 

 
In an empirical study conducted in 1975 by Johanson and Wiedersheim-
Paul the researchers found that four firms followed a similar investment 
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pattern: the firms started to internationalize by conducting export activities, 
then they gradually increased their commitment up until they established 
wholly owned sales subsidiaries. Johanson and Vahlne (1977) later found 
that experiential learning played a crucial role in how firms increased these 
commitments. From this insight, the authors developed a model that de-
scribes how internationalization emerges from a relationship between state 
and change. 

2.1.2 The Uppsala model and the mechanism of 
internationalization  
In the Uppsala model, the relationship between state and change describes 
how a firm changes over time as it internationalizes. The relationship be-
tween state and change is described as a cyclic connection, or mechanism, 
between commitment decisions and experiential knowledge (Figure 2.1). 
“There is a direct relation between market knowledge and market commit-
ment” (Johanson & Vahnle, 1977, p. 28). 

 
Figure 2.1. The mechanism of internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne 1990), 
a.k.a. the internationalization process of the firm  

 
 State aspects Change aspects  

  

 
 

The more knowledge the firm possesses about markets, the more managers 
can reduce their perceived risks and the more managers can become in-
clined to commit. Commitment decisions allow managers to develop fur-
ther relationships in the market. “The better the knowledge about a market, 
the more valuable are the resources and the stronger is the commitment to 
the market” (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 28) (see also Figueira-de-Lemos, 
2010).  

In this model, market commitment consists of two factors: the amount 
of resources committed to a market, and the degree of commitment that is 
equivalent to the difficulty of using the resources elsewhere (Johanson & 
Vahlne 1977).  
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Also, in this model, the concept of knowledge is divided into two cate-
gories, objective and experiential. Both types are valuable, but experiential 
knowledge is the most important for explaining commitments to the mar-
ket. While objective knowledge can be taught and transferred over interna-
tional contexts, experiential knowledge can only be learned through per-
sonal experience.  

2.1.3 Assumptions behind the Uppsala model  
The model makes a number of assumptions that delineate the conditions 
under which the model holds. The assumptions are directly related to the 
firm-level approach of the model and the fact that the firm is treated as a 
single actor.  

First, managers with the authority to decide over how to distribute re-
sources base their commitment decisions on the firm’s accumulated 
knowledge from previous market activities. Hence, there is a direct and 
straight-forward relationship between commitment decisions and learning. 
As the firm is treated as a single actor, decision-makers have access to 
experiences and the power to control necessary resources. This assumption 
implies that a subsidiary that learns about the market can attract or control 
resources necessary, or that headquarters can gain necessary knowledge 
from the market. 

Second, the model assumes that firms accumulate knowledge as they 
act in markets. It is further assumed that previously accumulated learning 
about foreign markets can be used in future establishments. Johanson and 
Vahlne wrote “We believe […] that all the decisions that, taken together, 
constitute the internationalization process […] have some common charac-
teristics which are also very important to the subsequent internationaliza-
tion” (Johanson, Vahnle 1977 p. 23). This assumption presupposes that 
environments are fairly stable so that managers can predict how to behave 
in the future based on their experiences, at least to a certain degree. 

Third, managers are assumed to act in line with the knowledge the firm 
possesses about a business opportunity. In a rather rational way, managers 
are first and foremost assumed to take the best decision for the opportunity 
given the market knowledge they possess. “We assume that decisions are 
made in response to perceived problems and/or opportunities on the mar-
ket.” (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 29) Perceived hindrances and opportu-
nities are primarily linked to market experiences possessed by the firm: 
“Problems and opportunities […] are assumed to be dependent on experi-
ence” (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 29). The authors point out that they 
did not deal with resource allocation conflicts that may have emerged 
when managers had to choose between multiple internationalization pro-
cesses, nor did they address more intricate issues like values and how such 
intangibles are important for the way that commitments are carried out.   
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2.2 A need to separate the Uppsala model from MNC 
research 

Researchers have made attempts to point out how the model is limited in 
its ability to explain MNC internationalization and other complex interna-
tionalization processes (Axinn & Matthyssens 2002; Forsgren 2002; 
Johanson & Vahlne 1990; Melin 1992; Petersen & Pedersen 1997; Steen & 
Liesch 2007). This thesis addresses these problems, but it should be noted 
that the thesis does not challenge received theory in any way. Instead, in 
line with these other critical voices, this thesis simply argues that the inter-
nationalization of MNCs is not easily explained by the Uppsala model.  

If we look at the empirical study underlying the Uppsala model, we see 
that it describes the change of four smaller inexperienced firms as they 
became large and experienced (Johanson & Wiedersheim Paul 1975). That 
original study explained how those firms behaved as they expanded to 
countries in which they had not yet established business. In other words, 
the empirical study simply did not address the conditions of a large already 
internationally established firm. 

In contrast, an MNC is by definition a large multiple businesses unit 
(Blankenburg, et al. 2009) that has already reached a point where it is con-
ducting some kind of business in most countries. That is, new internation-
alization to an MNC usually means establishing itself in a market in a 
country where the firm is already conducting other business. As Blanken-
burg et al. argue, the multi-experience, multi-business structure of the 
NMC can have consequences for how establishments are made. 

MNCs are […] multiexperience corporations and this complicates the pro-
cesses of international expansion, but the received literature evolving from 
the original Uppsala model does not take this into account when studying 
internationalization processes. (Blankenburg, et al. 2009, p. 12) 

 
Another major factor motivating a new study is that the analysis of the 
Uppsala model is made at the firm level. In line with a firm-level analysis, 
the model mainly looks at how the firm generates resources and drives 
internationalization processes though external relationships, in line with 
much other research in the area (see also Cavusgil 1990, Eriksson, Johan-
son, Majkgard, & Sharma 1997, Welch & Luostarinen 1988, Johanson & 
Vahlne, 1990, Bilkey & Tesar 1977, Dichtl, Leibold, Koeglmayr, Mueller 
1984, Ford 1987, Gripsrud 1990, Bonaccorsi 1992, Campbell 1996, Covi-
ello & Munro 1997, Chetty  &  Blankenburg Holm, 2000). Key concepts of 
the model, such as accumulated knowledge, commitment decisions, and 
changes over time, all are understood at the firm level.  

Johanson and Vahlne (1990) themselves, and other Uppsala scholars 
like Forsgren (2002), have pointed out that the Uppsala model seems to 
better explain internationalization for smaller and less internationally expe-
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rienced firms, but that it is more problematic for explaining MNC interna-
tionalization. The internal organization of the smaller firm is often less 
diversified. It is thus easier to treat the smaller firm as a homogenous single 
actor, as opposed to the MNC.  

Finally and most importantly, as a consequence of the firm-level ap-
proach, the Uppsala model does not consider intra-organizational behav-
iours. These intra-organizational behaviours may however be crucial to 
MNC internationalization. Melin (1992) has supported this claim by point-
ing out that in the study of MNC internationalization, we need to consider 
intra-organizational behaviours and especially how existing routines and 
political behaviours influence commitments and strategy. Likewise, Axinn 
and Matthyssens (2002) stress how the Uppsala model lacks explanatory 
power to explain contemporary complex internationalization processes, and 
Forsgren (2002) highlights the separation between learning and commit-
ment in loosely coupled organizations. What all those authors have in 
common is that they call for a more nuanced description of the MNC inter-
nationalization process.  

The following section will show how the firm-level approach of the 
Uppsala model makes it difficult to use to explain MNC internationaliza-
tion.  

2.3 Three limitations of the Uppsala model to explain 
complex market establishments  
This section will outline three situations that will show how MNC interna-
tionalization can be complex. This section will also show that, in these 
three situations, received theory has a limited explanatory power.  

First, in the intra-organizational MNC environment, resources, control 
and learning are separated among corporate units. This separation compli-
cates the relationship between local learning and commitment decisions. 
But the Uppsala model treats the organizational environment at an aggre-
gated level: the firm acts as a single player that learns and takes decisions 
and potential separations between learning and commitment is not regard-
ed.  

Second, MNCs enter into new highly dynamic markets, among other 
things. These markets can change so rapidly that previously accumulated 
experiences can be obsolete. The Uppsala model however, at least implicit-
ly, assumes that markets are reasonably stable and that previous experienc-
es can be used in future market establishments.  

Third, the dispersed and competitive MNC environment often fosters 
goal divergence and triggers political behaviours (Ghoshal & Bartlett 
1990). According to the Uppsala model, managers are assumed to have the 
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abilities to distribute resources and commit in line with what they learn in 
the local market.   

These three differences between the MNC and the expectations of the 
Uppsala model will now be discussed in further detail. 

2.3.1 Intra-organizational complexity and increasing foreign 
market commitments   
There is a direct relationship between learning and commitment decisions 
in the Uppsala model meaning that one single actor – the firm – both learns 
and takes the decisions about how to commit to the market.  

How and whether locally generated knowledge reaches decision makers 
is not dealt with.  

The authors indeed discuss, in an abstract way, the problems of retain-
ing knowledge, and highlight how experience that is connected to an indi-
vidual is hard to transfer. Drawing on Penrose’s (1966) ideas of experience 
as closely connected to the individual, Johanson and Vahlne believe that 
experience not easily can be transferred. “[…] experience itself can never 
be transmitted, it produces a change - frequently a subtle change - in indi-
viduals and cannot be separated from them” (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 
28). Knowledge is partly stored in the minds of individuals, which is why it 
can be hard for decision makers to have access to necessary knowledge.  

Another constraint on the problem solution is the lack of, and difficulty of 
obtaining market knowledge in international operations. […] By market 
knowledge we mean information about markets, and operations in those 
markets, which is somehow stored and reasonably retrievable-in the mind 
of individuals, in computer memories, and in written reports. (Johanson & 
Vahlne 1977, p. 28)  

 
Importantly, however, the problems decision makers have in obtaining 
market knowledge are not considered in the model. The authors instead 
make a deliberate choice to deal with the kind of knowledge that is inte-
grated into systems of the firm, rather than the knowledge of the individual 
decision maker. “In our model we consider knowledge to be vested in the 
decision-making system: we do not deal explicitly with the individual deci-
sion-maker” (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 26). In other words, the model 
does not deal with potential intra-organizational diversification of 
knowledge, nor does it consider the potential separation between actors 
possessing market knowledge and actors making commitment decisions: 
the relationship between market knowledge and commitment decisions  
remains a ‘black box’ (as pointed out by Forsgren 2002).  
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In smaller firms, it is not necessarily problematic to assume a direct re-
lationship between market knowledge and commitment decisions11. But, 
since the MNC is more extensive than the smaller organization, some ac-
tors in the MNC may learn about the market while other actors take the 
commitment decisions or influence the decisions made. The relationship 
between the actors within the firm who are involved in the process can 
therefore decide whether a business opportunity is acted upon or not.  

The lack of understanding about how inner conditions influence interna-
tional MNC establishments mainly raises two questions: a) How should we 
understand the relationship between learning and commitment decisions, 
which is of central importance for the Uppsala model?, and b) How do 
potential problems with learning and supervision of the process affect 
managers’ abilities to identify and direct resources? 

Separation between local learning and commitment decisions  
The first complication pertains to the fundamental mechanism of the mod-
el, which is the cyclic relationship between market experience and com-
mitment decisions. According to the Uppsala model, managers in the intra-
organizational environment are assumed to access experiential knowledge. 
This assumption is starting to be problematic already when more than a 
single actor inside a firm learns and takes decisions. This “problem” has 
been highlighted previously:  

An assumption in the Uppsala model is that the locus of learning is at the 
business “frontline”. In the MNC, this becomes challenging since hierar-
chical levels to some extent separate centralized resources and strategic de-
cisions from business experience of units at the operational level. (Blank-
enburg et al. 2009, p. 15)  
 

In the MNC we can expect that the locus of decision making and learning 
are separated so that market experiences reside in one unit, but that another 
unit is in control of resources. Thus, managers who learn about a market 
opportunity do not necessarily control the resources that are required for 
taking on a new market entry. To the contrary, managers who control re-
sources do not necessarily possess knowledge about a specific business 
opportunity.  

In the MNC, experiences and power can also be separated and diffused. 
More than one actor can hold knowledge about the market and have the 
power to influence commitment decisions, and the type and degree of ex-
perience and power may vary between the actors. The internationalization 
process can therefore result from a complicated network in which manag-
ers combine experiences and power. Araujo and Rezende (2003) have for 

11 See for example Forsgren’s (2002) discussion about the one-man firm, or Johanson and 
Vahlne’s (1990) discussion of smaller versus larger firms. 
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example shown that different internationalizing MNC units can hold cer-
tain resources but lack others. Forsgren, Holm, and Johanson (2005), and 
Williams and Lee (2011) have shown that the ability to draw on experienc-
es in lateral relationships can be important for pursuing international op-
portunities. It has been shown that managers of specific units can draw on 
experiences from the previous establishment of other units (Bartlett & 
Ghoshal 1998; Nohria & Ghoshal 1994), and thereby compensate for their 
own unit’s shortages of experiences (Kwon & Hu 2009). By drawing on 
other units’ experiences, MNC managers can increase the tolerance for risk 
(Forsgren 2002).  

If its managers can draw on diffuse experiences, an MNC can advance 
in the stages of establishments (Barkema & Drogendijk 2007), disrupt the 
incremental nature of internationalization (Cuervo-Cazurra 2011), and 
commit despite the fact that they have poor market knowledge.   

Research has however also shown how the diffusion of experiences and 
control can complicate the process. Certain subsidiaries can control re-
sources so that those subsidiaries pursue opportunities and make commit-
ments against a sanctioned strategy outlined by headquarters (Andersson, 
et al. 2007). 

Moreover, it can be hard to draw on diffuse experiences, because it can 
be difficult to understand the lived market experience of others. It can for 
example be hard for headquarters to understand opportunities and chal-
lenges in the market, as highlighted by Tse, Jullens and Russo (2012 p. 3) 
in their study on western MNCs in emerging markets: “To a global organi-
zation headquartered in the U.S. or Europe, the emerging mid-market com-
petitors are barely visible.” The diffusion of experiences and power may in 
other words have an effect on how firms commit in international markets. 

Problems in overseeing the internationalization processes  
The second problem is about the difficulties that MNC managers can en-
counter when trying to monitor the internationalization process. The Upp-
sala model does not problematize managers’ abilities to monitor the pro-
cess, but in reality managers in the MNC may suffer from complexities that 
lead to difficulties in identifying important actors, in monitoring their be-
haviours, and in accessing direct resources. These difficulties mean that 
while some managers may generate important knowledge about the market, 
other managers may be ignorant about local knowledge, local needs, and 
local opportunities. These difficulties therefore can affect the way that 
managers commit. 

As Penrose points out, the ability to coordinate resources decreases with 
firm size (Penrose 1995). This issue seems to be more relevant today than 
when the Uppsala model was developed. The MNC manager today may 
encounter more difficulties with overseeing internationalization processes 
than before, as activities within the firm have become increasingly dis-
persed. Many activities are today carried out though large global internal 
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networks (Dicken 2011; Forsgren, et al. 2005; Ghoshal & Bartlett 1990). In 
these networks, knowledge flows in many directions and activities need to 
be integrated over large distances (Axinn & Matthyssens 2002; Björkman 
& Forsgren 1997). KPMG forecasts that the MNC manager’s ability to 
monitor processes and predict outcomes in the next ten years will become 
even harder than it has during the past twenty years (KPMG 2012).  

Managers can build experiences about managing complexity in the in-
ternationalization process (Cuervo-Cazurra 2011) and in that way over-
come liabilities of being large. But it is far from clear how this is done, and 
far from all MNCs succeeds to manage the complexity.  

It is not certain that individual units can act in line with their experienc-
es at all. Macdonald for example shows in his case study on a large firm 
that information was used only selectively in decision making (Macdonald 
1996, in Steen and Liesch 2007). It can also be hard to control the process 
and to identify needs for resources. Actors may even be invisible to each 
other (Andersson, et al. 2007). It can therefore be hard or even impossible 
for a single actor to oversee the internationalization process (Forsgren 
1997). Since it is hard to oversee complex processes, decision makers in 
complex organizations are often guided by other’s experiences. However, 
since the organization is complex it is hard for managers to evaluate the 
information they receive. Mohr writes: 

In large organizations where managers cannot possibly confirm even a frac-
tion of the claims made to them, it is not surprising that credibility is a 
highly valued and jealously guarded asset. (Mohr 1982, p. 133) 

 
Since managers in complex organizations can find it hard to learn about 
other actors’ situations, they often have fragmented and contrasting ac-
counts of an episode, and the information they receive can be poor or even 
false (Buchanan & Dawson 2007). When it is hard to overview the process 
we can expect two scenarios: either managers commit carefully, if at all, or 
managers make larger commitments despite the complexity. Credibility 
(Mohr 1982), and large pools of resources (Forsgren 2002; Johanson & 
Vahlne 1990) are for example two factors that can increase a manager’s 
tolerance for risks, and thereby trigger investments even if the process is 
complex and it is hard to oversee progress. Managers can also be ignorant 
about what they do not know, and they may believe they have greater over-
sight and more control than they actually have (Forsgren & Holm 2010), 
and they might thereby invest despite problems in monitoring. Managers 
can even take decisions in spite of being aware of their limited ability to 
monitor, and problems in controlling outcomes12 (Townley 2008). In any 
case, it can be difficult to assume that managers in the MNC know what is 
needed in order to act on the business opportunity in the market. 

12 In line with the idea of contextual rationality. 
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2.3.2 New dynamic markets and increasing foreign market 
commitments   
The Uppsala model treats the market as the locus of knowledge rather than 
the locus of change. But the model does not take into account the rapid 
development that characterizes some markets today.  

The Uppsala model indeed builds on the idea that markets are partly 
unknown, and that managers face uncertainties when entering into these 
markets. Johanson and Vahlne for example write that “We see it […] as the 
consequence of a process of incremental adjustments to changing condi-
tions of the firm and its environment” (1977, p. 26). They also write that 
“Changes in the firm and its environment expose new problems and oppor-
tunities. Lacking routines for the solution of such sporadic problems, they 
concern management “searches in the area of the problem” (Cyert & 
March 1963, in Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 26). These quotes illustrate 
that when markets change, managers are there to learn how to adjust their 
routines accordingly.  

However, the model states that change and uncertainty can be managed 
with the help of previously accumulated knowledge. The market in the 
Uppsala model primarily is a place where new experiences are generated 
and used.  While markets are partly unknown, the model assumes that mar-
kets are stable enough to use previously accumulated knowledge. To put it 
another way, the model assumes that markets are not changing so rapidly 
that old experiences become obsolete. It is also assumed that when envi-
ronments change, managers learn about the change and incorporate it into 
the organization.  

To clarify, this assumption has (at least) two implications. First, exist-
ing routines/knowledge-structures fit the environment so that knowledge 
from the market can be incorporated into the organization. Second, previ-
ously accumulated experiences help managers deal with new market entry 
situations by helping them decrease uncertainties, predict future behav-
iours, and decrease the perceived risk. 

These assumptions work well under relatively stable conditions. When 
markets are stable it is likely that experiences and previous routines will 
well-serve future commitment decisions, as the Uppsala model postulates. 
By selecting certain experiences from previous success (Leonard-Barton 
2003) and using them repeatedly (Cantwell & Piscitello 1999), managers 
can turn them into routines (Nelson & Winter 1982) that reduce complexity 
(Barkema & Drogendijk 2007), enable knowledge diffusion, and facilitate 
new knowledge accumulation (Autio, et al. 2000; Tsang 1999). While 
managers in the smaller firm can more easily interact with others and thus 
gain access to experiences stored in other peoples’ minds, routines can 
enable MNC managers to access dispersed experiences (Langley and Truax 
1994). The accumulation of experience enables the firm to make larger 
commitments and provides managers with an increased number of invest-
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ment choices (Cuervo-Cazurra 2011; Hedlund & Kverneland 1985; 
Johanson & Vahlne 1977).   

The assumptions (that knowledge can accumulate and experiences can 
be utilized) are however more problematic when the MNC enters into a 
new and dynamic market. In markets that are complex, unpredictable, and 
rapidly changing, conditions can transform quickly so that previously ac-
cumulated experiences and routines are obsolete.  

Research has shown that highly dynamic markets can be problematic 
for the development of routines. It can be especially problematic for MNCs 
to adapt routines for rapidly changing market conditions. Collinson and 
Wilson (2006) for example show how large and old firms are risk-averse 
and inflexible, so they fail to adjust their routines to suit the market (see 
also Autio, et al. 2000; Denis, Langley, & Rouleau 2007). We can draw 
two conclusions that seem to conflict with assumptions of received theo-
ries, which are presented below.  

Knowledge accumulation challenges  
It can be problematic to accumulate knowledge from the new dynamic 
markets because the firm lacks routines that fit with the situation. The firm 
can even lack routines to detect the problems, so that it continues to operate 
without accumulating knowledge into the organization.  

In other words, despite physical presence in the market, knowledge is 
not necessarily accumulated into the organization. Tsang (1999) for exam-
ple shows how MNCs expanding in the quickly changing Chinese market 
can lack routines to incorporate new knowledge.  

Problems utilizing old experiences  
It can be problematic to use old routines during the entry into new dynamic 
markets. We can expect three scenarios: either managers can detect the 
problems and seek to create completely new knowledge structures, or man-
agers do not see the problems, or managers do not want to change previ-
ously developed routines. We can expect that old knowledge structures can 
be problematic when markets are rapidly changing, but it is also reasonable 
to assume that when markets are new, complex, and therefore largely un-
familiar, the problems in utilizing old experiences increase. 

For example, many Western MNCs lack experiences from dynamic 
mid-markets. Old experiences and routines are based on conditions from 
stable markets where laws, regulations, customer preferences, competition 
and so forth do not change rapidly (Denis, et al. 2007). Actions based on 
these old conditions may be problematic in mid-markets (Gebauer, et al. 
2009).  

Firms may for example prefer to wait to invest until they have accumu-
lated enough market knowledge. But dynamic mid-markets often require 
quick action. Firms can also make predictions according to long-term logic, 
but dynamic markets require flexible solutions. At the same time it can be 
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hard to motivate managers to change routines that have served the compa-
ny well in the past, especially if those routines are still useful in some pro-
jects (Leonard-Barton 2003). The problems with entrenched routines may 
perhaps especially be found within MNCs, since the MNC has developed 
routines over a long time and these routines are deeply embedded into the 
specialization of operations (Aldrich 2007).  

Due to the ambiguous role that experience may have in MNC interna-
tionalization, it is not clear whether the MNC can draw on established 
structures of knowledge or if units instead are forced to create new struc-
tures (Blankenburg, Drogendijk, Hohenthal, Holm, Johanson, & Zander 
2009). Routines may be a highly valued asset in market establishments, but 
without the right sets of routines, accumulation of experiences may be 
problematic for managers at the frontline, and old experiences can be unus-
able, or even harmful, for new market entry.  

2.3.3 Political behaviours and increasing foreign market 
commitments   
While the Uppsala model seems to assume that managers are able to act in 
line with their interests in a market entry situation, people operating in 
large MNCs may find it hard to do so, due to conflicts of interest and polit-
ical behaviours.  

The authors of the Uppsala model indeed point out that they do not see 
internationalization as a rational process of planning and execution. “We 
do not believe that it is the result of a strategy for optimum allocation of 
resources to different countries where alternative ways of exploiting for-
eign markets are compared and evaluated” (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 
26). 

At the same time, contradictory interests are not dealt with. The interna-
tionalization process as put forth by the Uppsala model is investigated in 
isolation from alternative resource allocations and alternative processes. 

Each new discontinuity is regarded as an essentially unprecedented and un-
paralleled case; the problems and opportunities presented are handled in 
their contexts. Thus commitments to other markets are not explicitly taken 
into consideration; resource allocations do not compete with each other. 
(Johanson & Vahlne 1977, p. 26) 

 
Instead, it is assumed that when managers discover opportunities in a local 
context, they can act in line with what they have learned. In other words, 
managers learn, take decisions, and implement those decisions without 
notable interruptions. Since the process is not disturbed by conflicting in-
terests, it is rather easy to predict. The process is rather straightforward and 
seems to have elements of a more rational nature.  
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Rational processes like this are likely to form some part of MNC inter-
nationalization, but they are also unlikely to be the only type of process. 
As a consequence of shifting interests and power structures, some actors 
may be more likely to act in line with their own experiences and interests 
(Forsgren, 2002), as this quote illustrates: 

[…] an MNC may consist of several units with different experiences and 
capabilities that seek to internationalize. This complicates the making of 
commitment decisions at different levels in the MNC: several units at dif-
ferent levels will all hold experiences regarding certain product and market 
combinations that are not necessarily consistent, but some units are more 
able to act in line with their experience due to stronger control over neces-
sary resources than others. (Blankenburg et al. 2009, p. 16) 

 
For example, what if commitments are controversial? Often, larger chang-
es tend to be so, and often they provoke political behaviours (March & 
Olsen 1976). Recall from the Introduction that Motorola for example had 
to localize R&D activities, conduct costs reductions, expand of market 
coverage, and streamline distribution channels, in order to be successful in 
the mid-market. We can expect that not all managers agreed with these 
resource demanding changes. Gebauer, Fischer and Fleisch (2009) argue 
that mid-market entries often require both a new managerial logic and 
large initial investments.  

Because MNC managers often are specialized and separated from each 
other, they often have different sets of experiences, which leads to diver-
gent goals and rationales that may conflict with others (Araujo & Rezende 
2003). Local logics in the firm can be more closely connected to logics in 
the local context than to headquarters strategy (Townley 2008). As self-
interest, conflict, and political behaviours commonly occur in the MNC 
(Aldrich 1999), the process can be unpredictable, and strategic directions 
can change at any time (Levitt & March 1988). 

Due to political behaviours, we can expect the MNC internationaliza-
tion process to be more multifaceted than what the Uppsala process can 
explain (Forsgren 2002), as following quote illustrates: 

A loose-coupling perspective in fact produces a much broader spectrum of 
possible internationalization routes than predicted by the model. Different 
groups will argue for different strategic moves based on their market 
knowledge and market commitments. Thus, there is much more occasions 
for interruption or change in the internationalization behaviour, depending 
on the changes in interpretations and power structures within the firm. 
(Forsgren 2002 p.269) 

 
Much literature has highlighted the importance of political processes for 
MNC behaviours (Ambos & Schlegelmilch 2007; Andersson, Forsgren, & 
Holm 2007; Birkinshaw, Hood, & Young 2005; Birkinshaw & 
Riddlerstrale 1999; Bouquet & Birkinshaw 2008; Forsgren & Holm 2010; 
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Williams & Lee 2011). Langley and Truax for example found that diver-
gent views and internal competition over resources heavily influenced the 
process of technological development (Langley & Truax 1994). Williams 
and Lee similarly argue that managers inevitably have to deal with influ-
ence and power when they try to pursue new ideas in an MNC (Williams 
& Lee 2011). Kwon and Hu (2009) also highlight the high frequency of 
political behaviours in MNC internationalization processes due to the high 
degree of resource dependence. Forsgren, Holm, and Johanson (1992) also 
show that actors can build up and hold different important resources, and 
as a consequence, they can get the power to influence how resources are 
distributed in an internationalization process. It has similarly been found 
that subsidiaries that acquire knowledge and skills can build important 
positions in an internal network (Birkinshaw & Hood 1998) that allow 
them to influence how resources are distributed. Subsidiaries can even be 
powerful enough to drive a process against the will of HQ (Andersson, et 
al. 2007), especially when HQ finds it hard to acquire knowledge else-
where (Holm, Johanson, & Thilenius 1995). 

Powerful local units can drive not only local processes (Buchanan & 
Dawson 2007), they can also influence other processes that are important 
for the firm as a whole, by for example neglecting to engage (Cohen and 
March 1974, Denis, et al. 2001, Jarzabkowski 2005, Weick 1976). Manag-
ers and groups can choose to not share knowledge and other valuable re-
sources (Forsgren & Holm 2010). Due to these uncooperative behaviours, 
decision makers may not get adequate information about the market, de-
spite the knowledge residing in the organization (Forsgren & Holm 2010).  

As a consequence of power struggles, only a few MNC managers will 
control necessary resources and therefore be able to act in line with their 
experiences (Blankenburg, et al. 2009). Some business opportunities are as 
a consequence not acted upon, while other establishments may be hindered. 
Establishments can therefore be costly (Forsgren 1997; Penrose, Penrose, 
& Pitelis 2009; Sethi & Judge 2009; Tsui 2007).  

Moreover, when power is diluted and many actors are involved, it can 
be hard to say who is in charge of the process. One cannot take for granted 
that HQ is in control. It is perhaps even better to assume that as long as 
power is diffuse, no single unit fully controls the internationalization pro-
cess. This lack of control can mean that, not only does HQ have to subdue 
power structures, but that the subsidiary can also find it problematic to act 
on opportunities and threats. In line with this argument, Blankenburg et al. 
(2009) suggest that: 

The internationalization of the subsidiary is based on experience, resources 
and initiatives controlled and taken by other units than the subsidiary. […] 
This associates to the role of resource interdependencies and cooperation in 
the intra corporate network and political processes in the MNC. (Blanken-
burg et al. 2009, p. 15) 

 40 



2.4 Summing up the three limitations of received 
theory  
To sum up, the three limitations described above highlight the tension be-
tween the Uppsala model and the MNC internationalization process. While 
the Uppsala model suggests a more straightforward process that is based on 
the relationship between the market and the firm, or local learning and 
commitment decisions, the MNC manager simultaneously has to deal with 
external and intra-organizational complexity that can heavily influence 
how the firm commits to the market. The three gaps are summarized below 
in table 2.1. 
  
Table 2.1: Gaps in received theory  

Gaps in received 
theory 

Uppsala model / received theory  Internationalization 
process under 
complexity 

Gap 1: Intra-
organizational 
complexity and  
increasing 
foreign market 
commitments   

- Circular relationship between 
commitment decision and local learning 
- Commitment decision and local learning 
resides within same unit 

 

 
? 

Gap 2: New 
dynamic 
markets and 
increasing 
foreign market 
commitments   

- Managers learn from the market as they 
act there, and experiences are accumulated 
inside the firm  
- Previously accumulated experiences 
underlie change, triggers commitments, and 
facilitate further learning  
 

 
? 

Gap 3: Political 
behaviours and 
increasing 
foreign market 
commitments   

Managers act in line with their knowledge 
on the business opportunity 

 
? 

 
The knowledge gaps in received theory show that we have limited tools to 
explain the processes that underlie many market entries that firms make 
today. Thus, the limitations above clearly demonstrate the need to advance 
our knowledge about MNC internationalization processes. 

This thesis aims to diminish the knowledge gaps about internationaliza-
tion processes carried out under complexity by launching a study on Atlas 
Copco’s entry into a new and dynamic Chinese market for drill-rigs, as the 
next chapter will show.  
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Chapter 3: Research question and design  

3.1 Research question 
We can expect that many contemporary internationalization processes are 
complex. Commitments can be heavily influenced by behaviours and rela-
tionships inside large and dispersed firms that are subject to intra-
organizational complexity. Commitments can also be influenced by chal-
lenges in foreseeing how to behave, and in how to direct resources in com-
plex and rapidly changing markets. However, as outlined in the previous 
chapter, internationalization process research that takes intra-organizational 
complexity into account is scarce and scattered. Received theory, which in 
this thesis is represented by the Uppsala model, together with most other 
research within the field, instead deals with firm internationalization at the 
firm level. Naturally, received theory therefore does not deal with the ways 
that intra-organizational together with and external complexity may influ-
ence commitments.  

The previous chapter identified three specific ways in which the Uppsa-
la model has a limited ability to explain MNC internationalization. To 
briefly review, the first limitation come from the fact that the Uppsala 
model conducts analysis at the firm level and thus treats the firm as a single 
actor. The second limitation concerns the fact that the model treats markets 
as stable, partly known, and slowly changing. The third limitation is that 
the Uppsala model assumes that managers can act in line with their inter-
ests. As these limitations all concern the motor of internationalization, we 
can say that we have limited knowledge about how MNC internationaliza-
tion processes are driven. 

These knowledge gaps can be identified by asking some simple ques-
tions. For example, what can we find if we consider activities in the intra-
organizational environment? In the MNC we can expect that actors are to a 
certain degree dispersed, and experiences and power to commit are also 
separate and diffuse. What implications does a scattered environment have 
for managers' abilities to learn and increase commitments? The mature 
MNC has accumulated knowledge for many years and is considered to be 
internationally experienced, but can we really assume physical presence in 
the market and local activity to be synonymous with knowledge accumula-
tion? Is the knowledge accessible to others?  

Moreover, some markets are so complex that it can be hard to learn 
from them. They can also be rapidly changing. Are previous structures of 

 42 



knowledge used in the same way in new and dynamic markets as in stable 
markets, or are actors instead forced to break from old knowledge struc-
tures and instead build new ones?  

Furthermore, since power may be dispersed among actors in MNCs 
many different actors can use their power to drive a cause if a conflict 
would arise. But will these political struggles matter for people’s abilities 
to commit in line with what they have learned about the market, and will 
these struggles matter for taking commitment decisions?  

These knowledge gaps lead us to suspect that we need a more nuanced 
investigation of the internationalization process regarding the MNC. The 
assumptions of the Uppsala model are the groundwork for the view that 
local learning is a motor that drives firm internationalization. However, if 
we a priori cannot assume that local learning drives MNC internationaliza-
tion in the same uncomplicated way, then the question becomes, how do 
we understand the forces driving increased commitment as managers in the 
MNC attempt to enter a new market? Or put differently, from an intra-
organizational view… 
 
How should we understand the process behind new market commitments in 
the internationalization of the large MNC? 

3.2 The purpose of this study 
The purpose of this study is to increase our knowledge about contemporary 
internationalization processes in where MNCs are undergoing change in a 
modern international multifaceted and complex setting.  

In line with the researchers behind the Uppsala school, I aim to carry on 
the tradition of studying internationalization as a dynamic process. I also 
attempt to heed Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki (2014) who call for the 
process to be put (back) into research on internationalization by going deep 
into the issue of what it means that a process is complex, dynamic, and 
driven in a multifaceted environment. By doing so I wish to advance and 
nuance the dominant received theory that has studied internationalization 
mainly at the firm-level and under relatively stable conditions.  

I especially aim to provide new insights into internationalization pro-
cesses by regarding how inter- and intra-organizational contexts influence 
market entries.  

Firstly, the thesis aims to investigate the motor behind contemporary 
complex internationalization processes. Specifically, the relationship be-
tween local learning and commitment decisions (as put forth by the domi-
nant Uppsala model) will be evaluated in the light of the literature. This 
thesis does not a priori suggest that local learning does not drive increased 
commitments. However, we have reasons to investigate the relationship 
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from an intra-organizational view, where knowledge and other resources 
are scattered among dispersed actors. We thus seek to understand how 
managers behave if they only have fragmented understandings of the inter-
nationalization process. We can expect that the worst cases can lead man-
agers to misdirect resources and make bad decisions, although managers 
may also succeed in managing intricate situations and conducting market 
entries. But how do they do that?  

Secondly, the thesis aims to shed light on how previous structures of 
knowledge are used when markets are new and highly dynamic. We can 
expect that when markets are relatively stable and slowly changing, old 
experiences can serve future commitments well, as the Uppsala model 
proposes. However, under quickly changing conditions, old routines can 
create learning impediments, or even make managers behave in ways un-
suitable for the new conditions.  

We can expect that MNCs that have previously acted in stable and part-
ly familiar markets can face specific challenges when they enter into new 
and dynamic markets. The firm has likely built routines that fit old condi-
tions, while dynamic markets can present new logics and shorter windows 
of opportunities than what the firm is used to. This situation presents a 
dichotomy: on one hand the MNC often relies on old routines for dispens-
ing knowledge over different contexts, but on the other hand, the MNC can 
face special problems if it relies on existing routines. Inertia and conserva-
tive forces may keep the organization from updating knowledge and mak-
ing necessary adjustments. These possibilities raise questions about an 
MNC's ability to accumulate experiences. The possibilities also raise ques-
tions about the value of using old experiences in new entry processes.  

Thirdly, the thesis aims to increase our knowledge about how political 
behaviours matter for the MNC internationalization process. In an MNC 
we can expect that managers have different logics on how to commit. 
Managers may use power to act in their own interests, sometimes even 
against sanctioned strategy. It has been suggested that we can expect be-
haviours to confirm with local rationalities rather than to a firm logic when 
contexts are scattered (Aldrich 1999). The Uppsala model mentions that we 
can expect intra-organizational behaviours of various kinds, but it does not 
explicitly deal with the issue of how these behaviours matter to the interna-
tionalization processes.  

3.3 Research design  
To reach my aims and get answers to the queries stressed above I launched 
an intra-organizational investigation on the market entry of Atlas Copco 
(hereafter referred to as Atlas) into the new and dynamic Chinese mid-
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market in mining. The case follows the market entry of a drill rig belonging 
to the Underground Rock Excavation division. 

The investigation is a deep single case study. Longitudinally and in real 
time I investigated how Atlas increased commitments up to the point that it 
had established business. The entry was defined with the help of Blanken-
burg's definition (1995): Atlas had become a known player among the ac-
tors in the market, the company had at least reached break-even in profit, 
and it had started to conduct recurrent business so that it could be expected 
to continue to do business in the future.  

Atlas is a mature MNC, with hundred years of international experienc-
es, more than 33,000 employees, and world-wide spread (according to its 
2012 annual report). These qualities made it possible to study the MNC 
internationalization process.  

Since Atlas is large and internationally scattered I could investigate the 
first knowledge gap, namely, how learning and management works in a 
scattered intra-organizational context.  

Moreover, as the case was about the entry into a new dynamic market in 
the emerging mid-market in China, I could investigate the second 
knowledge gap, namely, how previous experiences are used in new dynam-
ic markets. 

Furthermore, as Atlas is a western multinational that enjoyed much of 
its previous success in high quality markets, but was now attempting entry 
into the mid-market, the process had the potential to be controversial (VP 
Atlas, Sweden 2008; Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011). Therefore, in this 
case, I could perhaps observe intra-organizational conflicting interests, 
which is the third knowledge gap.  

In my study, I conducted interviews with people involved in the interna-
tionalization process. I also made observations. Data was collected in retro-
spect between 2005 and 2008 and in real time between 2009 and 2012. 

I conducted ninety interviews with respondents from Corporate HQ in 
Nacka, Sweden, and Divisional HQ, Production, R&D, Purchase, and 
Marketing in Örebro, Sweden, and sales in Beijing, Production in Nanjing, 
and sales in Shanghai, China. I also talked to distributors in Hefei and cus-
tomers in Taiyuan and in the rural area in the Sanxi province, in China.  

I also spent two hundred hours making observations. While interviews 
better capture development over time, the observations instead helped me 
to better capture actions in real-time, and to find either support for, or refu-
tations of, the information gleaned from the interviews. The observations 
made in China and Europe provided insight into routines, everyday prob-
lems, internal and external relationships, and things hard to capture in an 
interview, such as attitudes, values, and informal behaviours.  

With my real-time approach I could get closer to the actual events as 
they occurred. My choice was motivated by the fact that retrospect ac-
counts risk missing sensitive information, while secondary data often rep-
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resent official stories (Langley & Truax 1994) which are not so nuanced 
and which may only partly reflect reality.  

The longitudinal approach was grounded in the desire to capture the dy-
namic character of the process and thus to identify whether certain actors 
were involved, as well as whether drivers and hinders of the process 
changed over time.  

The research design is resource intensive: it required repeated traveling 
between globally dispersed units; it required time spent on site, and it re-
quired a good deal of access. I felt that such an extensive approach was 
however necessary in order to understand, identify and capture important 
aspects of the complex process. One such aspect is informal behaviours. It 
has been pointed out that these types of factors that cannot be directly ac-
cessed through formal documents can be hard to identify, hard to access, 
and difficult to make sense of (Langley & Truax 1994). Due to the im-
portance of capturing hidden behaviours, the longitudinal and real-time 
approach has been suggested as the best approach to investigate the MNC 
internationalization process. Van de Ven and Poole (1995), Langley and 
Truax (1994), Dennis and Langley (2007), and Pettigrew, Woodman and 
Cameron (2001), as well as Blankenburg et al. (2009) all argue for the 
benefits of a real time approach when the researcher wants to capture less 
formal behaviours.  

There has been a call for more deep qualitative process research on 
change in internationalization, by for example Piekkari and Welch (2011), 
and Welch, et al. (2011) who argue that by adopting a rational view on 
process, research often fails to capture more complex aspects. In line with 
this claim, Tsui (2007) calls for more “pluralistic intellectual perspectives” 
in internationalization process research, urging international scholars to 
engage in deep contextualization, novel questioning, and innovative theo-
rizing.  

To fill the critical gap in global management knowledge, we must avert the 
homogenizing tendency and foster the development of pluralistic intellectu-
al perspectives or “pluralistic scholarship” by members of the global man-
agement research community. (Tsui 2007, p. 1353)  

 
Following Dyer and Wilkins (1991) and Pettigrew (1997) I put my case 
into three different contexts. The researchers point out that far too many 
processes are studied in isolation, which may make the researchers miss 
out on important explanations. Inspired by Piekkari and Welch's urge to 
embed the case in a context as well as their categorization (2004) I name 
the contexts regarded in my analysis the organizational, the external mar-
ket, and the timely context.  

I put the process under investigation in an organizational context by 
seeking to understand a project running simultaneously with the mid-
market China entry. Therefore, during the first year, I also followed anoth-
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er internationalization process, namely URE's initiative to launch and ex-
pand with the latest drilling technology in Europe. The parallel investiga-
tion helped me to understand the contemporary situations in headquarters 
that managers were facing and to better understand the resource allocation 
dilemma. The investigation of the expansion process in Europe to a large 
extent built on the standard routines that the division had always used when 
internationalizing. The Europe case thus increased my insights into how 
much the mid-market entry process eventually deviated from standard rou-
tines. During this investigation I did twenty interviews, on two separate 
occasions, with managers and customers from key markets in Europe, in-
cluding in Norway Spain, Germany, Switzerland, and Portugal. The first 
series of interviews were conducted in Sweden, while the second series 
was conducted in each interviewee's home county.  

In addition, I investigated the characteristics of the external market con-
text, namely the Chinese mid-market. The description of the mid-market 
increases the knowledge about what opportunities and challenges managers 
faced when they entered into the new mid-market.  

I also put the process in a timely or historical context by making a his-
torical description of the internationalization history of the firm and the 
division.  To do this I used documents and interviews. The historical out-
look helped me to trace present behaviours, routines, experiences, and val-
ues. 

3.4 Focus and limitations 
The result from this study will reflect one single firm, and one single inter-
nationalization process. Moreover, there is a risk with studying a case in 
real time: you do not know in advance if the case will develop in an inter-
esting or uninteresting way. My choice to initially follow two processes 
was not merely motivated by the attempt to put the mid-market process in a 
context; it was also a way to reduce the risk of selecting an uninteresting 
case. After a year I could choose the China case since it seemed most inter-
esting.  

It is sometimes believed that a single case study has a limited ability to 
generalize. Some researchers even argue that multiple case studies are bet-
ter than single case studies because the former can produce possibilities to 
compare, and find support for, certain observations (Eisenhardt 1991; Yin 
2009). A single case study can however allow the researcher to go deep 
into a phenomenon, and this is especially valuable when the phenomenon 
is complex.  In line with Dyer and Wilkins, I believe that a multiple design 
instead would have limited my ability to find deeper, less obvious patterns 
(Dyer & Wilkins 1991). A deep single case study can further provide theo-
retical insights that can be of value for further generalizations. 
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The case further presents special boundary conditions that are unique to 
it, and that may have an impact on how managers behave. As Atlas Copco 
is a Swedish company, it has developed drilling technology especially suit-
able for the Nordic hard rocks, which has shaped product development 
towards highly sophisticated, high-end markets. Moreover, since Sweden 
cannot offer a large home market for drill rigs, the company was forced to 
go international early on. These two conditions have had an impact on the 
company's organizational structure. Much technical competence concern-
ing product development still resides in Sweden, but due to the internation-
al structure, much knowledge regarding customers and markets is dis-
persed.  

Besides limiting the study, these conditions also create a focus that has 
allowed me to study an internationally experienced firm that to some extent 
depends coordination of dispersed competences. Moreover, even if some 
things on an empirical level may be more case-specific (the history and 
structure of the firm, industry, business-to-business relationships, and man-
agement styles, to name a few), other things are more generic. The high 
degree of internal activities, the large and scattered international structure, 
and interdependencies that exist in Atlas are typical traits for MNCs 
(Aldrich 2007).  

Furthermore, this way of targeting a specific internationalization pro-
cess has been described as the best way of investigating MNC internation-
alization, because it creates focus in a firm with a multi-business structure 
(Zander 1991). With this argument in mind, I chose to limit my investiga-
tion to the market entry process of a specific product, the drill rig, in a spe-
cific division, the Underground Rock Excavation (URE).  

Another focus is the new market entry under investigation. The need to 
build new business relationships defines a new market entry in this thesis 
(see Blankenburg 1995). Due to the fact that the company had activities in 
China prior to the drill rig entry, managers could potentially reduce some 
cultural uncertainties, but Altlas Copco had to create new business rela-
tionships in order to conduct business there. 

The fact that the mid-market entry seemed challenging motivated the 
case selection. It has been suggested that when processes are challenging 
they may make visible behaviours that are important for how processes are 
driven, but that normally are hard to detect. As Pettigrew argues, processes 
that deviate from the firm’s normal routines are valuable research objects, 
since they can provoke people’s behaviours and thereby make them visible 
(Pettigrew 1997). If we believe that patterns in MNC processes can be both 
more directly visible and more hidden (see for example (Aldrich 2007; 
Langley 2009; Levitt & March 1988; Van de Ven 1992), then a controver-
sial case with high propensity to expose informal patterns seems like a 
good choice. It has been argued that mid-market may pose special chal-
lenges for how managers in western MNCs should allocate resources to the 
market (Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011). “International capital and con-
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sumer goods manufacturers seeking success in the mid-market are also 
confronted with conflicting challenges in their financial and management 
resource allocation” (Gebauer, et al. 2009 p.36). Due to the special chal-
lenges associated with the mid-market (Gebauer, et al. 2009), the entry 
process could even be more complicated than an entry into a new country 
but to a familiar market. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that, even if this case only characterizes 
Atlas' specific process, challenging market entries like this one are almost 
certainly not uncommon for MNCs in general. Indeed, we can see that 
many western MNCs dedicate large resources to new dynamic markets in 
emerging economies.  

3.5 Thesis disposition  
In Chapter 1, I showed the relevance of studying the internationalization 
process which takes place under complexity, and I have taken the MNC as 
a research object with which to investigate this issue.  

In Chapter 2, I identified three gaps in dominant theory (the Uppsala 
model) which demonstrate the need to investigate this matter. The gaps 
further show that the complex MNC internationalization process is best 
studied at the intra-organizational level.  

In this chapter, Chapter 3, I have specified the research question. I have 
also shown the purpose of the study and the research design. Lastly, I have 
outlined this study's focus and limitations.   

In the next chapter, Chapter 4, I show the method I used to study the 
complex MNC processes. I made a deep process study in which I longitu-
dinally and in real time followed Atlas Copco's entry into a new mining 
market in China, the so-called mid-market.  

In Chapter 5, I outline a case introduction and present three contexts in 
which the internationalization process is embedded. I present the historical 
development of Atlas' internationalization activities, and especially for the 
division under focus. Additionally, I present the development of the mid-
market. Furthermore, I present what situation the division was in at the 
time when the entry process started.  

In Chapter 6, I present the case of Atlas and the URE division's interna-
tionalization process into the mid-market. The case is divided into seven 
main episodes which describe the main important events of the process.  

The case is followed up by Chapter 7, which discusses insights from the 
case. In particular, this chapter describes the problems found with writing 
up complex MNC processes as a single story. Based on empirical findings 
I instead found that Atlas' internationalization consisted of three different 
processes. I end the chapter by showing how I identified the three process-
es in my material. 
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In Chapters 8, 9, and 10, I will empirically present the three different 
processes which all are a part of Atlas internationalization. Each story pro-
vides additional insight into the case presented in Chapter 6.  

In Chapter 11, I analyze the three processes separately and in relation to 
each other.  

In Chapter 12, I connect my results to the three knowledge gaps in dom-
inant theory, which were described in Chapter 2. I further summarize my 
findings in a model which describes MNC internationalization as a product 
of three interrelated motors. 

In Chapter 13, I provide a supplementary view on the internationaliza-
tion process. The findings from this thesis add to our knowledge of the 
internationalization process in an increasingly complex international busi-
ness setting, and especially highlight the need to distinguish between the 
sequential strategy process – more in line with received theory – and the 
other processes, in order to get a more full-fledged picture of what interna-
tionalization in large MNCs is all about.  
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Chapter 4: Data collection   

This chapter describes how I collected and analyzed data concerning MNC 
internationalization. In particular, the chapter shows that it could be chal-
lenging to collect data from diversified and scattered environments. I how-
ever also show how I tackled the challenges by complementing interviews 
with observations, by collecting data longitudinally in real-time, by adapt-
ing method to the context, and by allowing multi-vocal and sometimes 
contrasting stories in the analysis.  

4.1 A phenomenological perspective on data collection  
I study the internationalization process from a phenomenological perspec-
tive. This mainly means two things. First, it means that the internationaliza-
tion process is the phenomenon under investigation, and therefore also the 
unit of analysis. As Mohr (1982) says, in process studies the process should 
be in focus, as the process is itself the outcome. Second, it means that I 
tried to get close to the internationalization process phenomenon through 
the experience of others (Heidegger 2004). The phenomenological perspec-
tive is closely connected to the idea that things, or phenomena, are revealed 
to us through the experiences of others and of ourselves (Starks & Trinidad 
2007). In other words, persons involved in this study have both experi-
enced the internationalization process, and understand and describe this 
phenomenon based on their experiences. Their information is filtered 
through their frames of knowledge before it is presented to me. Similarly, I 
filter the information I receive though my own experiences.  

I have this approach to information because I was exposed to phenome-
nology early when, as a philosophy student under Professor Hans Ruin, I 
read some of the works by Heidegger (1963) and Gadamer (2008). Because 
I was trained by this philosophy to question things that are presented to me 
(including things that seem obvious), I have the experience of questioning 
and deeply scrutinizing generally accepted notions. I also realize that, by 
reflecting on my own experiences, I can better understand how I as a sub-
ject influence the manner in which I conduct research. This knowledge 
allows me to minimize the risk of mixing my own experience with that of 
the respondents.  
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For the reasons above, in the following chapter I describe my own expe-
riences that I think are relevant to the way I carried out my data collection.  

4.2 Step 1: Preparing for data collection 
The scarcity of research investigating complex MNC internationalization 
processes inspired me to conduct a deep exploratory case study, in line 
with Piekkari and Welch’s (2011) and other international business re-
searchers’ suggestions (Axinn & Matthyssens 2002; Blankenburg, et al. 
2009; Welch & Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2014). To go deep I decided to 
make a single case study. The single case study is a good choice when a 
researcher wants to investigate an unexplored phenomenon that is not easy 
can be explained by received theory, to follow Ghauri’s (2004) argument.  

The single case has clear limitations in terms of its restricted potential 
to generalize to other cases (Eisenhardt 1991), and it is not possible to 
search for commonalities between multiple cases (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 
2009). In line with Eisenhardt’s proposal, I could alternatively have made a 
number of more brief series of interviews, and formulated and tested hy-
pothesis. A multiple case approach could however reduce my chances to 
capture some of the more deeply embedded and partly informal structures.  

A deep single case study can generate profound insights that are be dif-
ficult to achieve with a multiple case studies, as pointed out by Dyer and 
Wilkins (1991). 

Moreover, instead of generalization, my single case approach is hoped 
to lead to deep understanding, which can in turn generate theory driven 
variance. Theory driven variance, or theoretical sampling, can help the 
researcher develop new theoretical frameworks (Pauwels & Matthyssens 
2004). We have good reasons to do a study re-assessing the key concepts in 
MNC internationalization process research, rather than simply building a 
study on pre-defined concepts.  

This argument can be connected to Piekkari and Welch (2006), Piekka-
ri, Welch, and Paavilainen (2011), and Welch, and Paavilainen (2014), 
who argue that the large body of quantitative “positivism” that dominates 
internationalization business studies limits our ability to explore new 
grounds in the field; particularly for complex and pluralistic research sites 
as the MNC (see also Dyer and Wilkins’ (1991) and Langley’s (2009) dis-
cussions on the importance of, but also the lack of, deep case studies in 
social science in general). 

4.2.1 Case selection  
To select my case, I searched in annual reports, articles from media, and 
press releases. I searched according to certain criteria that would address 
the knowledge gaps described in the previous chapter: the firm had to have 
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many employees, many international operations, and internationally activi-
ties that were currently expanding. Since I wanted to study a market entry, 
I looked for a firm that seemed innovative.  

Of the ten Swedish multinational companies I looked at, Atlas Copco 
caught my attention the most. The company is active in most countries in 
the world; it has 33,000 employees (Annual Report 2009); it innovates and 
sells both products and services; it was at the time seeking to expand inter-
nationally (Annual Report 2010). Moreover, Atlas’ technologically ad-
vanced products require economies of scale, integration of specialized op-
erations, and analysis on global demand which means that the firm has to 
integrate geographically dispersed activities in what can be a complex pro-
cess.  

After discussing my research topic with the Corporate Vice President 
(VP), the President of the Underground Rock Excavation (URE) division, 
and a couple of managers in marketing, three cases were presented to me. 
Of the three suggestions I chose two: the mid-market entry in China, and 
the establishment of a new technology in Europe.  

The reason that I initially chose two cases was because I wanted to in-
crease my chances to select a good case. A risk associated with a single 
case study, and especially with exploratory real-time studies (Langley 2009 
1515), is that the researcher does not know beforehand if the case will de-
velop in an interesting way.  

To increase the chances of selecting a good case, I first made a pre-
study by conducting ten interviews within each case. I also searched in 
literature about the two cases: the mid-market entry (e.g. Gebauer, et al. 
2009; Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011) and the new technology,  High 
Precision Tunneling (HPT). Preliminary knowledge about a case can help 
to design data collection (George & Bennett, 2008), because this 
knowledge gives the researcher a chance to investigate the quality of the 
case, its suitability for the research question, and the probability that the 
case will develop in an interesting way (Ghauri 2004).  

At first, I considered the possibility of following both cases to make 
comparisons between the processes. I however found three reasons to 
choose to focus on the China case. My pre-studies and pilot study showed 
that it was more intriguing and complex, and I felt I needed to devote sub-
stantial amounts of time to it. Moreover, as the Corporate VP previously 
had expressed that this market entry was controversial, it increased my 
chases to expose intricate behaviours and structures that otherwise would 
be hard to identify. Finally, as pointed out by Pettigrew (1997; 1990), such 
an atypical, extreme case can make the process more visible, or “transpar-
ently observable”, for the researcher. 
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4.2.2 About the case  
The case reflects Atlas’ entry into the new and growing Chinese mid-level 
mining market. The Chinese mid-market is a dynamic one characterized by 
an increasing numbers of private excavators that entered the market after 
the government allowed private ownership at the end of the 1990s. The 
increased demand for especially iron created plenty of incentives for min-
ers to enter the market.  

Around 2005, the Chinese government took initiatives to make private 
miners upgrade their quality standards, increase safety, reduce energy con-
sumption, and increase production. The government simultaneously 
launched a number of larger infra-structure projects in an attempt to mod-
ernize the country, which triggered demand for iron. In order to upgrade 
the excavation standards, the miners needed new machines and new rou-
tines for excavation. The machines would be mechanized, which would be 
more advanced than the low-end hand-held tools they were using at the 
time, but simpler and cheaper than the advanced high-tech automatized 
machines found among state owned companies in the high-end market.  

As Atlas found most of its existing high-end markets hard to grow in, 
the Underground Rock Excavation (URE) division in 2005 decided to enter 
the growing mid-market with its most simple version of a drill rig. As the 
division previously had most experience in high-end markets, it now faced 
what has been described as a contemporary challenge (Abramson & Ai 
1999; Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011). It has been found that MNCs with 
most of their experiences in high-end markets follow historical expansion 
patterns rather than adjusting to the conditions of the mid-market (Gebauer, 
et al. 2009).  

4.3 Step 2: Collecting the data 
First of all I chose to make a longitudinal, real time study. The real-time 
approach provides understandings of complex relations in a process over 
time (George & Bennett 2005). The single case can help the researcher to 
identify variables driving a process under complex conditions, or the con-
ditions activating the drivers. This approach has therefore been described 
as an especially suitable method for studying complex organizations 
(George & Bennett 2005). Moreover, since complex social processes are 
often characterized by subjective, tacit information that only is accessed 
through deep real time penetration of the object (Langley & Truax 1994), 
the real-time approach was valuable for getting data on values and feelings 
before they were transformed by (or got lost in) the official story about 
what happened (Dubois & Gadde 2002; Welch & Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 
2014). In other words, the real-time approach offered the possibility of 
tracking down respondents and talking to them while they had details from 
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events fresh in their minds. At the same time, the longitudinal design well 
capture dynamic aspects of the process (see also Blankenburg, et al. 2009).  

Over time I collected material from multiple data sources, in line with 
my exploratory approach and inspired by grounded theory (Glaser & 
Strauss 1967). The method corresponds to the belief that the complex or-
ganization requires “a broader analysis of multiple data sources in pursuit 
of a more comprehensive understanding”, as Buchnan and Dawson (2007, 
p. 682) put it. I thus collected much data from a diversity of sources, which 
I found was required for understanding the MNC internationalization pro-
cess using the approach I had chosen.  

I mainly collected data by interviewing managers. Interviews have been 
pointed to as a particularly beneficial method for investigating the under-
researched and complex areas (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Starks & Trinidad 
2007). The fact that interviews allow the researcher to let respondents 
speak freely, helps the researcher to explore new grounds.  

My second most important method for data collection was observations. 
In line with Czarniawska (2014), I felt that observations added something 
to the research that secondary or retrospect collection not could provide; 
namely a firsthand account on the process. The momentary approach al-
lowed me to get close to things that are not often documented, such as con-
trasting behaviours and certain other problems.  

I also used secondary sources such as journal material, strategy docu-
ments, TV programs, press releases and previous studies. My most valua-
ble secondary source was probably the access that Par Fjällström gave me 
to four hours of uncut interviews from his documentary for Swedish Tele-
vision. The documentary stressed the contemporary shift in which larger 
Swedish industrial firms moved many of their activities to China (Fjäll-
ström 2010). Among other things the material included interviews with 
Atlas’ managers about their increased involvement in mining in China.  

4.3.1 Conducting interviews  
I conducted ninety interviews between August 2009 and the summer of 
2013, covering the period of 2005 to 2013. The years between 2005 and 
2009 were investigated in retrospect. 2005 was defined by interviewees as 
the starting point of the process13. I stopped interviewing when I found that 
the company had reached a market entry situation (see Blankenburg 1995).  

I did interviews in Sweden on three different occasions (2009/2010, 
2011, 2012/2013). Interviews were made at HQs in Sickla, at the divisional 
headquarters in Örebro, and in Marketing, Production, R&D, and After 

13 When the VP marketing met with the General Manager (GM) of sales in China, and the 
GM presented a new mid-end market opportunity that he had identified earlier that year (VP 
Marketing, Sweden 2009; GM Sales, China 2010) 
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Sales and Service in Örebro. In Europe, twenty interviews were conducted 
with sales persons on two different occasions (2010, 2011).  

After the first round of interviews in Sweden in 2009/2010, I did inter-
views in Germany, Switzerland, Spain, and Portugal, countries where Atlas 
has its biggest European markets in 2010. These interviews were conduct-
ed over about a month. 

Thereafter I did interviews in China on four different occasions (2010, 
2011, 2012 (winter), 2012 (summer)/2013). Interviews were done with 
managers in Production in Nanjing, with managers in Sales in Beijing and 
Shanghai, with distributors in Hefei, and with customers in the Sanxi prov-
ince in Taiyuan and in the rural area (see Appendix 1 for a complete list of 
respondents and locations). The visits to China lasted for about one month 
each.  

Most interviews were made face to face, except for four phone inter-
views. The interviews lasted 1–2 hours. On four occasions (customers) the 
interviews were not conducted in English, but were translated by repre-
sentatives from Atlas. Information could have been lost in translation, nu-
ances and details may have been missed, and there could have been misun-
derstandings. However, the translator gave me the possibility to gain access 
to respondents and information that usually not is available for non-
Chinese speakers.  

Identifying respondents  
It was important to find respondents that could provide me with good in-
formation about the process, but this turned out to be a challenge. Many 
people involved in the process in China were not known by managers in 
Örebro. After my first rounds of interviews in Örebro I only got two names 
in China, which were the two General Managers. Despite this small num-
ber of respondents, I booked a one month’s stay in China to see if my two 
contacts could help me further.  

To identify important informants, I followed the snowball sampling 
principle. The snowball principle is useful when processes are complex and 
actors are not immediately visible (Miles & Huberman 1994). In line with 
the phenomenological perspective (Starks & Trinidad 2007) in which I get 
close to the internationalization process phenomenon through the experi-
ence of others (Heidegger 2004), I searched for people with experience 
from the internationalization process, rather than people from a specific 
hierarchical level or organizational domicile.  After talking to managers 
recommended by the GM, I then worked my way down in the hierarchy. 
Eventually I also reached external actors, such as retailers and customers. 

To identify my sample, I had to define my phenomenon of study and 
my unit of analysis. As  mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, in 
my study, the internationalization process is both the phenomenon under 
investigation and the unit of analysis, as supported by Mohr (1982) who 
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says that in process studies the process should be in focus, as the process is 
itself the outcome  

I thereafter sought a definition of the internationalization process that 
could help me to focus my research. Welsh and Luostarinen (1988) define 
it as increasing commitment across borders for the firm The definition is 
clear, if rather broad. To emphasize the micro-level, or intra-organizational 
level approach that I take on, I instead define the internationalization pro-
cess as events unfolding as dynamic change over time (Langley 2009; 
Pettigrew 1997) through a number of smaller activities and commitments 
(read behaviours) that underlie larger commitment decisions to an interna-
tional market14(Johanson & Vahlne 1977).  

As mentioned in the introduction, Blankenburg’s (1995) definition of 
market entry helped me to identify the market entry process. I understand a 
market entry as the establishment in a business network, in contrast to the 
view of entry as establishment in a new country. This definition means that 
the market entry situation is reached when actors have developed relation-
ships in the market that can generate economic results good enough to 
break even, that are stable enough to generate future business, and when 
the firm’s actors are known in the network (see also Johansson & Mattsson 
(1988) and Johanson & Vahlne (2009)).  

First round of interviews  
In line with the exploratory approach, questions were initially rather open, 
in hopes that an open approach could help me to learn about the process 
(Appendix 2) and to understand patterns in episodes, activities and choices 
over time (Langley 2009). The exploratory character of the questions is 
illustrated in Table 4.1 below15.  

Table 4.1: Extraction from questioner, early version, 2010 
- Where did you first hear about the business opportunity in the mid-end?  
- How did the process develop over time according to you?  
- In what way have you been involved? 
- Any challenge or episode triggering the process? 
- Something you think could have been done differently?  
-  

I frequently asked the respondent to follow up their answers by in detail 
stating who did what, what happened next, and so forth, to get more con-
text and deeper stories. Langley has called this approach a strong process 
view as it tries to understand the ongoing micro-processes (2009) (in con-
trast to what she calls a weaker process view, which looks at change at an 
aggregated organizational level).      

14 Johanson and Vahlne 1977, but also interview with Jan Johanson in April 2015. 
15 The battery of questions was at the same time rather vast as I wanted to prepare myself in 
case the interviewee gave short answers or perhaps no answer at all. 
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Subsequent rounds of interviews: adapting the interview guide to my 
process knowledge  
Because I did my study longitudinally and in real time, I had good oppor-
tunities to learn about particulars of the process that I could use to improve 
the quality of the interviews. By ‘particulars’, I mean such things as actors, 
roles, the nature of the business, and business networks.  

Among other things, I made notes on roles and functions. As the man-
agers were relatively specialized, I found it especially important to under-
stand their roles. The respondents seemed to have a deep but rather narrow 
knowledge about the process. If I not could understand their context I 
would risk getting a low quality of the answers.  

The respondents’ answers gave me ideas about what to ask other re-
spondents. For example, by studying the answers from technicians in Öre-
bro, I could formulate better questions to technicians in R&D in China. 
Moreover, as I repeatedly met with some of the key respondents, I could 
follow up on previous interviews and add new questions. In the end I had 
twenty-seven different versions of questionnaires.  

As I developed my questionnaire, I regularly went back to my topic to 
seek coherence between the research question and the questions, as such 
coherence was crucial for the rigor of the study, or of the validity as Yin 
puts it (2009). 

I also exercised self-criticism by making notes on what things that I felt 
worked well and what worked less well (see Appendix 4). I documented 
who provided good answers on what questions, and I also made notes on 
my own interview style. I considered and documented how to best present 
myself in order to gain trust from the respondent. I also took notes on how 
to ask follow up questions without risking interrupting the respondent, or 
what words to use in order to be understood.  

As time passed, I learned that the organization to a certain extent had its 
own vocabulary. Using phrases like “internationalization processes” 
worked less well, while using phrases like “localization projects” worked 
better, even though the two terms mean largely the same thing.  

Eventually I could start to tailor my questionnaire to each respondent 
(Appendix 3) (see also Eisenhardt 1989) and the battery of questions be-
came shorter. I had already covered the retrospective process and next only 
needed an update on what had happened since the last visit. I now also had 
enough knowledge about the process that I could, on the spur of the mo-
ment, decide what questions to ask (Appendix 5). The questions for the 
second series of interviews could look like this:  
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Table 4.2: Extraction from questionnaire sales unit China, 2011 
- What do you hope to achieve; to expand locally in the Sanxi province or 

to enter the mid-end in the whole China?   
- Why did you build the factory in China in 2005? 
- Why did you produce a new China specific machine?  
- Why did you develop a China specific strategy?  

 
There are some risks associated with the interviews, which I tried to mini-
mize with the help of my longitudinal approach. Interviews for example 
have the weaknesses that the information obtained can be influenced by 
moods. By meeting the respondents several times I tried to minimize these 
negative effects. Moreover, there is a risk that the relationship between the 
interviewer and respondent influence the interview in a negative way. The 
interviewer can for example unconsciously steer the interview in a direc-
tion that suits the researcher. This is something that is hard to be aware of. 
I tried to be aware of the effect I had on the respondent by trying to not 
push the questions in any direction, but instead I tried to nuance the an-
swers by for example questioning the replies with things like “is it really 
so?”   

Collecting high quality data – making the respondents open up 
Asking questions was easy, but obtaining high quality information was 
harder. At times I found it challenging to make the respondents open up. It 
was especially challenging to make the respondents talk about more sensi-
tive things like specific actors’ conflicting views and behaviours. My time 
as a personal assessor had made me aware of the importance of seeking 
rich information with high quality. 

To obtain high quality answers, I felt trust was important, if not crucial. 
Therefore, before the interview started, I took time with each respondent to 
inform him or her about the neutral role I had as a researcher. I found it 
especially important to point out my neutral role in China. Otherwise, 
managers could wrongly get the impression that I was sent out by the 
headquarters. It helped to spend a lot of time in the organization and to 
meet some of the respondents repeatedly. Due to the trust I had gained, I 
was invited to participate in strategic meetings; high level managers shared 
strategic information with me that not yet was official in the organization; 
other managers shared information about informal behaviours and atti-
tudes.   

I was reminded of the value of building trust when, after a rather sloppy 
introduction of myself, I did not got any substantial answers. The respond-
ent was working with technical issues at a middle management level in 
China. When I started to ask him about his daily routines I felt how he got 
uncomfortable. To re-build the trust I paused the interview and took him 
out for lunch. During the lunch, I told him about myself and the purpose of 
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the research. After the lunch we continued the interview and he now told 
me a rich and interesting story.   

To obtain high quality information I also used the experiences I had got 
from working with personal assessments during my time as a HR consult-
ant. In my role I was trained in techniques to conduct interviews. In my job 
I met people from both different cultures and hierarchical levels, and I de-
veloped different techniques for talking about difficult topics, to tackle 
reluctance against opening up, and to get people to tell their stories.  

Adapting the method to make people open up  
At higher hierarchical levels, I found that managers were trained in talking 
to external actors such as the media. Their stories were well structured and 
solution driven, but contained little information about internal problems 
and challenges. It almost it seemed like the respondent had a story already 
ready for me. The first hour I therefore let the manager tell his or her story.  

To make the respondent open up, instead of ending the interview after 
the manager had told his or her story, I started to repeat some questions, 
changing the formulation only slightly (I prepared the respondents by ini-
tially informing them about that some questions would be repeated) (see 
Appendix 5). This trick is sometimes used in personal assessment in order 
to assess how coherent the story is. If a story is not coherent, there may be 
a reason to dig deeper. I also tried to not take the answers for granted, but 
instead I made comments like “is it?” or “really?” In cases when infor-
mation deviated from the initial story, I listened without pointing it out, and 
encouraged him or her to continue by showing interest/empathy with the 
respondent. This strategy was perhaps not really a ‘strategy’, but more like 
paying genuine respect to the respondent’s situation.  

At lower hierarchical levels, I instead found it challenging to make re-
spondents believe I was not there to assess their work. In particular, ques-
tions concerning routines provoked reactions in China. To tackle the chal-
lenges and get good information, if possible, I spent time with the respond-
ents after the interviews. We could for example take a coffee or a lunch 
together. In that way we could talk under more relaxed circumstances.  I 
however tried to remind the respondent about my role as a researcher even 
during these occasions. I for example took notes or recorded parts of the 
conversation. However, sometimes I did not want to disturb the flow so I 
listened and took notes after the conversation. 

In the interviews with the customers, I instead found that the respond-
ents saw me as an Atlas representative more than a researcher. To get good 
information from customers and distributors, I found I had to follow the 
local rules about how to build business relationships. Before the interview, 
we first had a sit down dinner together with Atlas managers. When the 
customer decided, we started the interview.  

The knowledge and the trust I gained over the years provided me with 
what can be described as a free access in the company. This meant that I 
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could talk to anyone and move around in the organization as I liked. With 
this access I could spend more time around certain respondents, who 
seemed extra important, in order to make more observations.  

4.3.2 Making observations  
Observations were made during time spent with Atlas managers in China 
and Europe. I spent from a couple of days up to a week with a single man-
ager or a team. In total I made 200 hours of observations, of which roughly 
140 hours were spent in China. Among other things, I followed sales per-
sons to customer meetings. I also spent time with higher level managers 
and among other things participated in internal and external meetings. As I 
made my observations I made notes either while things were happening or 
immediately after.  

I have previous experiences from conducting observations. My experi-
ences may have influenced the choice to make observations and how I 
executed the observations.  

As a twenty-year-old, I did something that can be called a small ethno-
graphic study. I was curious about native populations that were largely un-
influenced by modern society. I flew to Borneo and traveled to the wild 
heart of the island. By a stroke of luck, I met the Vice chief of one of the 
local tribes who took me to his home in the jungle16. For some weeks I 
lived, hunted, and dined with the head hunters of the Imang tribe, I studied 
their behaviours and took field notes.17 The experience trained me in how 
to build trust so I could get close to research objects from a vastly different 
culture. The experience also trained me to conduct a field study in a radi-
cally different environment. Among other things, this experience may have 
made me less intimidated about travelling alone in China, and making ob-
servations in a unfamiliar environment.  

Getting deeper with observations  
Making observations allowed me to find information of a more intricate 
and informal nature. It also helped to reveal complex “evolving patterns of 
interaction and behaviour to unfold episodes as they happen”, as Langley 
puts it (2009, p. 5). In agreement with this argument, I found that I got a 
deeper understanding of some of the complex problems in the process 

16 I met an acquaintance of Bruno Manzer, a liberator and icon for the native population that 
mysteriously disappeared into the jungle sometimes in the 90s16. My new friend became the 
key into the world of the natives. For more information, see the documentary Tong Tana by 
Röed and Krusenstjerna from 1989. 
17 I found that, due to the rich supply of food, planning was not important. The tribe was 
however not un-organized and they, among other things, specialized in different functions 
as hunting, politics, etc. Moreover, storytelling and the belief in the supernatural was strong. 
This seemed to be connected to attempts to survive under extreme conditions. For example, 
in Borneo you find the highest and concentration and richest variety of species of which 
may are dangerous to humans..  
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when being there myself, instead of having it told to me. In fact, in contrast 
to my formal interviews, much interesting information was captured only 
after spending time with the respondents.  

Above all, observations made me see routines and problems with my 
own eyes as they took place. In a story provided in an interview, the events 
could risk getting minimized if the respondent only touched on them brief-
ly, or if the respondent used formulations that indicated that it was of minor 
importance. A respondent can also forget about a problem or not want to 
talk about it. When observing the event, I could make the judgement my-
self about how important it seemed.  

One example of a problem that I observed regarded communication be-
tween Sweden and China; another problem was about routines used in 
Örebro, which were perceived as slow in China. Two additional problems 
concerned customers’ perceived problems using Atlas’ technology, and 
Atlas’ difficulty in delivering spare parts to remote customers. All of these 
problems turned out to be very important for understanding how the inter-
nationalization process later developed.   

My own participation in the observations  
While I at times stayed in the background, at other times I interacted with 
people. Spradley and Baker write “Ethonographers do not merely make 
observations, they also participate” (p. 51). After observing a problem, I 
could ask people involved to reflect on that problem. In this way, I could 
get clarifications or more information about the matter. This information 
helped me to judge how to weigh the event. I was in other words not com-
pletely ‘invisible’; instead, the observations had a touch of both shadowing 
(Czarniawska-Joerges 2007) and participant observations (Spradley & 
Baker 1980).  

Just as Kaplan found, I discovered that by engaging I could get access 
to knowledge that others could not get (Kaplan 1998). Spradely and Baker 
(1980) similarly state that “participation allows you to experience activities 
directly, to get the feel for what the episodes are like, and to record your 
own perceptions” (1980 p. 51).  

Some of the quotes in the empirical chapters are in fact based on discus-
sions between myself and managers that took place while I was making 
observations. However, in other situations I observed other people’s inter-
actions without engaging. Some quotes in the empirical chapter stem from 
discussions between Atlas managers, distributors, or customers, which I 
observed but that I was not involved in.  

While much information obtained in the interviews concerned strategy, 
especially at headquarters in Örebro, the observations allowed me to identi-
fy problems that could be harder to capture in an interview. In that way, 
observations helped me to reveal complex “evolving patterns of interaction 
and behaviour to unfold episodes as they happen” (Langley 2009, p. 5), as 
I earlier clamed observations could do.  
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One example is when I observed strategic meetings, or everyday tasks 
like speaking on the phone, and saw how these occurrences fitted the mar-
ket. These behaviours are connected to routines rather than to strategy. 
Through these observations I for example saw for myself how long it could 
take to get parts to the machines sent over from Sweden to China, before 
China started to produce machines themselves. If there was something 
wrong with the shipment, the machine’s delivery to the customer could be 
delayed for up to several months. This type of information was later in-
cluded in the empirical Chapter 9. 

Another example of observed interactions that later became a part of my 
case, was when Atlas sales managers met with customers in China. Those 
meetings gave me insights into the problems that existing customers had 
with the Atlas organization and its routines. I observed that managers from 
one customer, the MingLi mine, expressed to Atlas managers that the Atlas 
organization was maladapted to the mid-market mines. The organization 
had problems reaching remote areas, which had the consequence that it 
took too long to deliver spare parts to the machines. This type of infor-
mation was also later included in the empirical Chapter 9.  
In contrast to the internal interactions, the conversations with customers or 
distributors were held in Chinese. In these cases, I had one Atlas sales 
manager sitting next to me, translating the conversation as it took place. I 
made similar observations in Switzerland, Portugal, and Spain. On these 
occasions I also had an Atlas manager translating the conversations be-
tween the customers and Atlas sales managers.  

Observations as a complement to interviews  
By combining interviews with observations I could draw on the strength of 
each method while minimizing its negative aspects. For example, the fact 
that observations are local and momentary can be a weakness. But by com-
bining the observations with interviews I could draw on the strength of 
observations – to get close to interpretations and feelings – while at the 
same time use the strength of interviews to link episodes across time.  

In particular, the observations helped me to get closer to the internation-
alization process than I could have gotten only through interviews. Sprade-
ly and Baker (1980) describe that the researcher, through observation, can 
come close to fundamental aspects of experience; what people do, what 
they know, and what resources they use. These aspects were observed as I 
followed managers in their daily routines, saw and followed their interac-
tions, and saw how they used resources available.  

The observations furthermore helped me to either verify or cast doubt 
on the stories I was told in the interviews. If observations made me ques-
tion a story, then I now had new material for developing new questions in 
my interview guide. By combining interviews and observations, I could 
obtain a reciprocal effect. 
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4.3.3 Collecting data from formal documents  
While interviews and observations provided me with more sensitive mate-
rial, documents gave me information about formal events. The documents 
also gave good indications of what things belonged to the formal strategy, 
and what did not. It was for example interesting to see that managers in the 
early phase of data collection talked more loosely about increasing com-
mitments to China. Later, we could read about how China was a strategic 
priority in official documents like the Annual report.  

A rather common data source in internationalization process studies are 
archives. Archival studies can provide the researcher with important infor-
mation on key episodes, as well as provide data described in chronologies. 
Archival studies also in an accessible way provide the researcher with data.  
Formal and documented aspects of the process are easier to capture than 
informal non-documented aspects. 

Potentially, an archival study could complement the existing data col-
lection. But if I had based my study only on archives, I likely would have 
overlooked complexities of the process. Information about intricate behav-
iours like conflict, and how they can underlie key episodes, is not usually 
something that is documented. Archival documents often reflect the official 
story presented as a truth and as Langley (2009) points out, archival studies 
often provide the researcher with records of justifications for the actions 
carried out. In contrast to smaller firms where formal versions provided by 
top level management may explain more (Langley & Truax 1994), infor-
mal behaviours seem to potentially be so important in the study of the “po-
litical” MNC (Pettigrew 1977), that the formal documents only served as a 
complement to my interviews and observations.   
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4.4 Step 3: Analyzing the case  
My interviews were recorded and later transcribed and systematized in N-
Vivo. After transcribing the material, I made something called a thick case 
description. The description helped me to look for initial patterns. This 
method has been described as an important initial step for analysis (Miles 
& Huberman 1994) that can help the researcher to make sense of the data 
at an early stage.  

I then sent the text to key persons in Sweden and China and they 
checked for potential misunderstandings or mistakes. The key persons also 
gave general feedback. Through this procedure, I could validate the trust-
worthiness of my information and increase the rigor of the study, as sug-
gested by Langley (Langley 2009). The follow-up interviews took place 
about a year after the first ones. The longitudinal design gave me the op-
portunity to test whether the previously collected information had been 
correctly understood. The method has been described as a strategy to in-
crease the transparency and the trustworthiness of the study (Langley 
2009).  

Immediately after I had made my first series of interviews, I created a 
broad case from my empirical material to then analyze my material. This 
technique is a good way of dealing with large amounts of data, as Eisen-
heardt proposes (1989).  

However, I followed Dyer and Wilkin’s (1991) recommendation to fol-
low an open and explorative design, rather than Eisenheardt’s more struc-
tured approach. According to Dyer and Wilkins, the researcher who a pri-
ori focuses on a few pre-determined constructs may be locked into frames, 
while the researcher who is open for new constructs may create good and 
rich stories. In order to pursue my exploratory approach, I did not use pre-
determined constructs or frames during my initial stage. Nor did I formu-
late any hypothesis after my first interviews, even if this method, applied 
by Eisenheardt, could have created focus (Dyer and Wilkins call this ap-
proach a too structured method). Instead I looked at my data to search for 
patterns of hindrances and drivers of the process.  

I protected the anonymity of all respondents by not stating their names 
but instead referring to their roles. Especially at lower levels, it felt that it 
was important that the individuals could speak freely. The respondents’ 
roles are visualized because they connect behaviours to different roles and 
locations. To further increase anonymity, the roles do not always follow 
the corporation’s official titles. At President, Vice President and General 
Manager levels it was harder to provide anonymity. However, these re-
spondents, before the interviews, said that anonymity not was important to 
them.  
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4.4.1 Creating a process  
I first made a summarized description of the internationalization process by 
dividing the material into sequences. The method is based on established 
tradition within the field, in which researchers follow a smaller unit’s 
change into a larger international commitment, by chronologically catego-
rizing the change into episodes (Johanson & Wiedersheim Paul 1975; 
Johanson & Johanson 2006; Luostarinen 1979). In the table below, each 
episode is described with a title that reflects the status of the commitment 
during the period.  

Table 4.3: Main episodes of Underground Rock-Excavation’s internationalization 
process   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
State/Comm
itment 
decision  

State/Comm
itment 
decision 

State/Comm
itment 
decision 

State/Comm
itment 
decision 

State/Comm
itment 
decision 

State/Comm
itment 
decision 

State/Comm
itment 
decision 

Year Year Year Year   Year Year Year 

 
I analyzed a process’ progress by categorizing a number of smaller events 
into larger episodes. I then linked the events in one episode to events in the 
next episode. In that way I could understand the connection between the 
events over time, as can be seen in the figure below18. This method is relat-
ed to my view of a process as something that consists of every day behav-
iours as well as larger commitment decisions. 
  
Figure 4.1: The creation of a process  

 
 
 
 
 
 

4.4.2 Evaluating information from diversified environments  
I used a number of principles for evaluating how to regard information in 
the stories that were presented to me. The fact that internationalization is 
presented to us through the experience of an individual manager that in the 
MNC may vary means that I wanted to be open for varieties in the stories. I 
did not seek to aggregate a number of voices (Starks & Trinidad 2007). I 

18 With thanks to Jan Johanson for generously sharing his views on process research. 

Episode 1 
 

Behaviour 1, 2 = Event 1 
Behaviour 3, 4 = Event 2 

Episode 2 
 

Behaviour 1, 2 = Event 1 
Behaviour 3, 4 = Event 2 
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was instead open for the fact that people could tell different stories about 
the same event.  

It has been argued that if we are open for episodes that are sometimes 
pluralistic and “subjective embodied perceptions” (Starks & Trinidad 
2007) rather than aggregated unfolded truths, we can understand complex 
processes better. It has namely been proposed that in these processes, vary-
ing experiences and conflicting understandings can explain an outcome 
(Starks & Trinidad 2007) better than coherent stories. Often coherent sto-
ries only represent one perspective on an event, not seldom in line with 
official top management accounts (Denis, et al. 2007; Whittle, Mueller, & 
Mangan 2009). However, when actors are dispersed and belong to different 
contexts, we can expect that people involved in a process have different 
perspectives on the events of the process. Therefore, I argue, a researcher 
should not necessarily exclude inconsistences in narratives about a process 
like internationalization, but should instead seek to understand how people 
with divergent views have influenced the process. This argument is in line 
with Buchanan and Dawson (2007), who suggest studying change over 
time by lifting up the polyvocal stories and displaying them through a se-
ries of sequences rather than seeking  a homogenous story.   

In adopting such an approach [polyvocal], change can be defined as an 
emergent process, shaped within a dynamic contextual setting, that is con-
ditioned by a web of jostling narratives, and is propelled by the creative au-
thoring of a sequence of interpretations and change interventions. 
(Buchanan & Dawson 2007) 

 
I had to adapt my principles for evaluating the trustworthiness of events 
and causalities to my desire to take peoples experiences seriously, even if 
they not always are in line with other respondents experiences of the event. 
For example, I used triangulating to evaluate the trustworthiness of parts of 
the stories, but I had to be perceptive to how I used it.  

Triangulation means that if more than one source confirms a story that 
someone else had told, the trustworthiness of the story increases. Prefera-
bly, the sources should be independent from each other, so they for exam-
ple pertain to different contexts. Although triangulation can be an im-
portant tool for validating the importance of events and the connections 
between the events, and for excluding inconsistencies in the material 
(Langley 2009; Miles & Huberman 1994; Yin 2009), some things are hard-
er to evaluate according to the triangulation principle.  

Subjective values are for example not easy to verify according to trian-
gulation principles. Sometimes several individuals expressed the same 
value. Perhaps we can talk about triangulation of the value that indicates a 
common culture or shared value for a group, and potentially a value shared 
by more people has a larger impact on the process than if only one individ-
ual would possess the value, but not necessarily. If I would have followed 
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strict triangulation principles, much of the information concerning disa-
greements and similarly sensitive things could have been triangulated out.  

Moreover, if the respondents expressed conflicting stories, and those 
accounts seemed to have had a bearing on the process, then those responses 
were still considered informative. It has in fact been argued that conflicting 
accounts can strengthen an analysis rather than weaken it (Denis, et al. 
2007). Contradictory stories can for example indicate that the knowledge 
about something is fragmented. The strict use of triangulation would have 
meant that I would have had to exclude such accounts. The most important 
thing was instead that the respondents described the process as they saw it. 

The trustworthiness of a source was another principle that helped me to 
verify the information. A trustworthy source can be a respondent with a 
good insight into what he or she talks about. Top level management for 
example has good insight into overall strategy, and sales persons have in-
sight into customer relationships, but usually not vice versa. Trustworthi-
ness increases if the respondent had been directly involved in the described 
event. If the information not could be seen as trustworthy, the information 
was not considered. 

Lastly, I consider the role of the researcher. Information is considered to 
be strong if it comes from direct observations made by the researcher him-
self. The subjective aspect of evaluating the quality of the information can 
never be neglected. I however consider that subjective aspects can 
strengthen the deep exploratory research, as the researcher can make sound 
evaluations of persons, information, and situations under intricate condi-
tions.  

4.4.3 Systematizing diverse stories  
Managers from the MNC contributed with different and often fragmented 
aspects of the process19. The General Manager for example presented more 
generic aspects of the process such as industry trends, while managers at 
lower levels gave insights into everyday problems in customer interactions. 
Just like with a puzzle, it was then my job to put these stories together. 

To systematize the data into a story, I especially took inspiration from 
processual researchers in management and organization, such as Langley 
and Truax (1994), Langley (2009), and Van de Ven and Poole (1995). 
Their research describes how to systematize the complex and pluralistic 
process (for more about this method, see Chapter 7).  

I also looked into research about narratives and story-telling, and espe-
cially research attempting to deal with complex organizations. I drew inspi-
ration from how narrative researchers plot actions in ways that allow them 
to make sense of change processes without compromising multi-vocal and 

19 Managers in the smaller firm may instead have more homogenous and compete under-
standings of the process 
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sometimes contrasting stories and overlapping events (Whittle, 
Suhomlinova, & Mueller 2010). It has been argued that, even if a research-
er may capture multiple experiences, they still need to build a systematic 
approach to study the phenomenon (Starks & Trinidad 2007). This system-
atization is perhaps extra important when processes are complex as the 
research otherwise risks being messy, and the message may be lost. 

Boje (2001) for example used narratives to “deal with the prevalence of 
fragmented and polyphonic storytelling in complex organizations […]”, 
and Whittle, Muller, and Mangan (2009) write “Stories, we suggest, are not 
reserved exclusively for the polished and rehearsed monologues produced 
by senior executives […] Nor are they always a coherent sequence that is 
(re)told with the purpose to entertain in mind.” Vaara and Tienari’s (2011) 
research on the narrative construction of multinational organizations is an 
interesting example of research within international business that captures 
micro-processes and divergent views underlying change in large complex 
organizations.  

However, I do not follow a special technique for narrative analysis, nor 
do I go so far as to use formal conversation analysis, like considering what 
is narrative and anti–narrative. Nor do I analyse discourses or enter into the 
interpretive paradigm (this would require a different approach to data col-
lection and analysis (see for example (Alvarsson & Sköldberg 1994; 
Romani 2008). Knowing about these issues, however, helped me to create 
the main case story that will be presented in the next chapter, and the sto-
ries presented in Chapters 8, 9 and 10.  

In Chapter 5, I will present an introduction to the case discussed in this 
chapter. The case itself will then be presented in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter 5: Case introduction and case context 

This chapter introduces the process of Atlas Copco and its URE division 
(Underground and Rock Excavation) as the company enters the Chinese 
mid-market with drill-rigs. This chapter further helps the reader understand 
the contexts in which the process was embedded at the time before the 
entry, which are important for understanding some of the behaviours later 
presented in subsequent empirical chapters. The chapter outlines the inter-
nationalization history of the firm and the URE division. It also describes 
the development and characteristics of the mid-market business environ-
ment in China. Lastly, the chapter describes the situation in the URE divi-
sion at the time of market entry.   

5.1 Case introduction  
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Atlas Copco found that many 
of its markets for underground excavation were saturated, making them 
hard to grow within  (the company will hereafter be referred to as Atlas). 
At the same time, many markets in emerging economies seemed to present 
new possibilities for growth. To systematically investigate new potential 
markets that the firm could enter, in 2005, the marketing department in 
Sweden made a market search. Of the three results – Kazakhstan, Kirgiz-
stan or China – China seemed most attractive (VP Marketing, Sweden 
2010). Economic growth and investments in infra-structure projects had 
increased the demand for iron, which had led to an increased need for iron 
excavation.  

Most of the mines in China were however small and private, and man-
aged with simple methods (hand-held equipment), so at the time they did 
not produce much. Many mines now looked for how to increase their pro-
duction. It was also in the government’s interest to increase domestic iron 
production. To stimulate production, the Chinese government tried to in-
troduce new standards by developing reforms that would force the small 
mines to consolidate and increase production, while at the same time in-
creasing safety and reducing energy consumption. The mines that did not 
manage the transition would disappear.  

This transition is referred to by Atlas managers as mechanization or 
mid-market entry. The market does not belong to the low-end, where min-
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ers use shuffles and spades, or to the high-end, where miners use automa-
tized machines and where the company already enjoys a dominant position, 
but to a market in-between. 

In 2005, Atlas managers decided to enter the new mid-level market. 
Early on, in 2006, the mid-market provoked modest interest in the organi-
zation, and the division simply transferred an existing driller to the market. 
In 2012, however, the company had made large technological changes, and 
had changed strategy formulation, organizational structures, and routines 
for the mid-market. It was now a top strategic priority for the company to 
continue to develop research, design, and production in China (Annual 
Report 2012).  

The attempt to enter the mid-market was however a challenge. Manag-
ers both in Örebro and China had struggled to learn about the market, and 
customers were hard to map, industry regulations changed often, and com-
petitors developed quickly. Many people in Örebro expressed doubts  
about whether Atlas should make commitments to the mid-market or not, 
and the organization talked for a long time about what investments to 
make, and what strategic direction to take.  

Despite a complicated process, by 2012 the mid-market has been en-
tered (see Chapter 4 and Blankenburg’s (1995) criteria for market entry). 
The business was seen as (modestly) profitable and Atlas was a known 
player among many customers and other actors in the market. We can also 
see that the effects of mechanization were positive for some early custom-
ers, so they could be expected to buy more machines in the future.  

However, by the end of the study, the uncertainty about future outcomes 
still seemed to be large. Despite the increasing commitment, in 2012 the 
local organization was not satisfied with the entry. Sales numbers could 
have been better, market cover larger, and customer ties stronger. Many 
customers, in comparison with the premium market, buy relatively infre-
quently and in small quantities, often only one machine at the time and 
without service contracts. There is still work to be done before URE has 
reached a comfortable market position with large sales volumes and stable 
relationships. The market entry is in other words still ongoing. 

5.2 A historical outlook on Atlas/URE’s 
internationalization  
Founded in 1873, Atlas is one of the older multi-national companies in the 
world. At the start, the company produced railway materials, but later 
steam engines and machine tools were added to the assortment. The first 
pneumatic rock drill was constructed in 1905 (Gårdlund 1973), and today 
the company is famous especially for its high quality drill rigs and com-
pressors. 
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Atlas has a long history of doing business in foreign countries. By 1880 
the company had already started to export goods to other countries. The 
company started to conduct international business with countries and mar-
kets where business practices, laws, regulations and so forth were similar 
to Swedish business practices. The company then successively expanded to  
less similar and distant markets (Johanson & Wiedersheim Paul 1975).  

The First World War brought an upswing for the company and around 
50 percent of the goods were exported. The great economic recession that 
followed on the war then forced the company through a reconstruction, and 
its remaining operations were moved from different locations in Sweden to 
Sickla in Stockholm, where headquarters still resides today (From Atlas 
Diesel to Atlas Copco, 2013).  

5.2.1 ‘The Swedish method’ paving the way to success  
At first, exports were concentrated on diesel engines, but in the 1930s, drill 
rigs entered production. These new lightweight, handheld drills for excava-
tion of hard rock were a technology that was completely new, and they 
turned out to be a large success that paved the way for Atlas and also 
Sandvik20, which still today dominates many international mining markets.  

The success got a boost when, during the war years, Atlas together with 
Sandviken’s Jernverk (Sandvik.com, 2013) developed a new method for 
excavation in hard rock. The technique, which got the name ‘The Swedish 
Method’, involved excavation with Atlas’ lightweight rock drilling equip-
ment combined with Sandvik’s rock drills. When Stockholm in 1945 built 
its first subway line, the method could for the first time be used on a large 
scale. The method was a success, and at the beginning of the 1950s, the 
company made substantial foreign sales of the pneumatic equipment for 
underground excavation. 

Thanks to the lighter and mobile equipment, drilling could be conducted by 
one man with one machine, which was considerably more effective than the 
previous method that required more labor. Hard-metal bits were another 
prerequisite for the new drilling method. (Atlas Copco conquers the world 
with the Swedish Method, 2013) 

 
The methods strongly influenced the company’s entire pneumatic program 
and were used world-wide. The combination of product, method, and sales 
strategy led to sales quickly increasing. During a four-year period (1947–

20 Sandvik is an engineering group in the metal, mining and construction industry. The two 
companies were at the time working closely together. Today, Sandvik is Atlas’ biggest 
competitor in mining tools. For more information about the development of the relationship 
between the two companies see Forsgren, M. & Johanson, J. 1992. Managing Networks in 
International Business. 
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1950), sales of pneumatic products nearly tripled, and engineers were sent 
out to nearly all parts of the world to demonstrate the method.  

Between 1948 and 1958, the number of subsidiaries of within drilling 
increased from five to twenty-nine. The ‘Swedish Method’ thus laid the 
foundation for the future success of the Underground and Rock Excavation 
division (From Atlas Diesel to Atlas Copco, 2013).  

5.2.2 Heavy drill rigs for high-end markets  
At the beginning of the 1960s, Atlas continued to drive technological de-
velopment within the field by making intensive efforts to produce a line of 
heavy rigs. By the end of the 1960s, the company had started to use hy-
draulics instead of compressed air, which dramatically increased the effi-
ciency.   

In the early 1970s, a new rock drill was developed, which is the prede-
cessor of many of today’s rock drills (Figure 5.1). The international expan-
sion really picked up speed in the 1970s under Tom Wachtmeister’s lead-
ership.  

 

 
Figure 5.1: The automatic three-armed Boomer W E3C  

During this period, the North American market was one of the markets that 
had a large impact on how the company would come to develop. In coming 
decades, in the 1980s and 1990s, most of the acquisitions were made to 
strengthen the company in the large North American market (International 
acquisitions and expansion, 2013). In 2004 the American company Inger-
soll-Rand Drilling solutions was acquired. The strategy was to expand in 
open-cut mining and to become the leading supplier in the US construction 
and mining market.  

5.2.3 Entering and expanding into the Chinese high-end market  
In the 1920s, Atlas had already started to deliver some products to China, 
but not to a great extent. In 1971 however the entrepreneur Thomas Kung 
helped the company build up a network of distributors in Hong Kong and 
Taiwan (VP Marketing, Sweden 2010; Sustainability in China, 2013). At 
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the beginning of the 1980s, China opened up to foreign investment and the 
company could sign its first license agreement with a compressor factory. 
License agreements followed for drilling equipment. Many foreign compa-
nies left the country after a turbulent period at the end of the 1980s, but 
Atlas had already established operations in China, which practically gave 
Atlas a monopoly in the market for mining and construction.  

In the 1990s, Atlas expanded with drilling equipment through a Joint 
Venture together with a Chinese firm. In the early 1990s, Chinese markets 
opened up further. This process resulted in Atlas being able to buy out their 
Joint Venture partners in 2005, and to act as an independent firm.  

It was also in 2005 the mid-market business opportunity was identified 
in China. The next section will illustrate the situation that the organization 
was in when the business opportunity was identified.  

5.3 The organizational context at the time for the entry  
After buying out its Joint Venture partner in 2005, Atlas expanded in the 
high-end customer segment, holding seminars and collaborating with de-
sign institutes to develop the products for advanced users. In 2005, China 
was for Örebro only one of the global markets that the division served with 
drill rigs from its existing assortment of products developed and produced 
in Örebro.  

The organization in Örebro was focused on keeping its global position 
in high-end markets. Innovation of drilling technique therefore had high 
priority. One example of a new innovation is the High Precision Tunneling 
(HPT), which is a combination of sophisticated applications for quick and 
precise underground rock excavation. The concept was first used in pres-
tige projects such as the construction of the world’s longest tunnel in Swit-
zerland (Global BLM, Örebro, 2010).  

It was at this point that the mid-end business opportunity was identified. 
The organization working with the mid-market can be divided into two 
categorizations: first, Atlas in Sweden, with the concentration of the Mar-
keting, R&D, Production, After-sales Service, and Purchasing functions in 
Örebro; and second, Atlas in China, with a more scattered sales organiza-
tion headquartered in Beijing, and a Production company in Nanjing. 

5.3.1 Örebro’s situation at the time of entry 
For many years, production facilities for rock tools were located in Nacka 
Stockholm, next to where the corporate headquarters is located today. In 
the 1990s, production and R&D moved to Örebro, and today, five rock 
divisions have their headquarters located in Örebro, where they also pro-
duce their machines in what can be seen as a competence cluster.  
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Among other things, the drill bit, so vital for excavation, is both devel-
oped and produced in Örebro see figure 5.2). While loaders and other 
equipment could be relatively easily copied, the development of the drill 
bit and drill rigs is much more advanced, providing the company with an 
important competitive advantage.   
 

You can make loaders in China, but they can easily be copied. A drill rig is 
more complex. It can be difficult copying the products. It is one thing how 
they look, another things with the strains on all electronics and the extreme 
conditions under which it operates. (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010)  
 

 
Figure 5.2: Atlas’ drill bit 

Much of the drilling technology for URE is developed in close collabora-
tion with high-end customers. Nordic countries like Norway and Finland 
have for example been described as incubators and test markets for global 
supply.  

It is good to introduce the product in Sweden and Norway and test and 
measure – is this something that sells?! You start on a small scale with five 
countries, and if it is a success you expand further. (BLM Sales, Norway, 
2010)  

 
The technological development is seen as an important reason behind the 
company’s success. Without innovations, managers feel they could risk 
losing their global position. “In Sweden high technology is the thing, so 
you don´t want to wait five years while competitors use high-tech, you want 
to be there at once” (BLM Sales, Norway, 2010). Expectations from the 
perspective of Atlas managers and customers that Atlas will stay in the 
forefront of development are therefore high. Since Atlas’ customers often 
operate on a global scale, their choice of machine can influence Atlas’ 
sales in other areas.   

The strategy for LNS [customer] is that the Nordic way to excavate is the 
best in the world. […] The idea is that they [customers] will travel around 
the world and show how efficiently they can excavate. If they use Atlas 
Copco it is extremely valuable for us, if they use some other supplier it can 
be devastating for Atlas Copco. (BLM Sales, Norway, 2010) 
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5.3.2 China’s situation at the time for the entry    
The customers in China at the start of the internationalization process were 
large state-owned mines. Among these customers, the technological exper-
tise was relatively high. Routines and an existing business concept of the 
firm could therefore largely be maintained. The sales organization consist-
ed of a number of Key Account Managers (KAM) that were responsible for 
these large state-owned customers.  

The structure was similar to how business was organized in other high-
end markets in the world. The sales force worked closely with the custom-
ers to ensure that the technically advanced products would deliver and that 
the relationships with the customers lasted for a long time.  

We also have product specialists in the sales companies – they are not sell-
ing vacuum cleaners, they have knowledge about the applications of the 
customers… You don’t want to discuss a few percentage of discount, you 
want long term commitment. (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2009) 
 

The sales force was highly technically specialized. Sales managers found it 
important to both be specialized and to directly meet the customers, so that 
Atlas managers could provide customers with technical solutions. Sales 
managers in other words not only had the role to sell products, they also 
provided technical support to the customers.  

In this division we sell everything through our own sales companies, so-
called customer centers. […] Our products are specialized, it is hard to get 
the training and engagement through a distributor. They represent different 
companies and easily lose focus, one day our flag is up when we come to 
visit, the next day someone else’s. (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010) 

 
Due to the close relationship between Atlas and the customers, customers 
often depended on Atlas expertise as much as Atlas depending on them.  
Often, the sales processes took time and engaged people at the highest 
level in the customer’s companies.  

The customers get very dependent on us. It is nice to see how the customer 
board engages in another way, as in for example Compressor Technique [a 
second business unit]. There you seldom get to meet an owner. Drill rigs 
engage on the highest level. (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010) 
 

It was this highly specialized organization that, after 2005, was sup-
posed to attempt to start doing business with mid-market customers. 
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5.4 The Chinese mid-market for mining  
The rise of China’s mid-market for mining was rooted in the country’s 
economic growth (Gebauer, et al. 2009). Customers that previously had 
been at the low-end of the quality scale now started to upgrade their stand-
ards, although they did not go not directly to the higher end of the scale. 
Instead they created a new market space in-between simple and cheap, and 
pricy and sophisticated.  
 

China and the rest of Asia used to position themselves in the low-end seg-
ment; but increasing demand in developing countries for high-technical 
quality… means the mid-cost segment is now growing fast. (Roland-
berger.com21) 

In particular, the mid-market is rooted in the reforms that support the nec-
essary development of the country’s infrastructure. David Michael, the 
Senior VP at Boston Consulting Group’s Beijing office, highlighted the 
impotence of a good infrastructure.  “In essence, China’s big infrastructure 
networks are platforms upon which new industries are layered, greatly 
multiplying the economic value of the projects themselves.” (Michael, 
201222)  

Twenty years ago China’s infrastructure was still under-developed, and 
the quality of roads and railways were low, but infrastructure now devel-
oped in a rapid pace. At the time of my first interview in China in 2010, the 
country had one high speed railway line, running about 300 kilometers 
from Shanghai in the west to inland Nanjing. By the end of 2012, China 
had the world’s longest railway line, running 2,298 kilometers from the 
country's capital in the north to Guangzhou in the south (Xinhuanet, 2012), 
as well as the world’s largest high-speed railway network, with about 9,300 
kilometers of routes in service (Fisher, 2012). These trains, which can 
speed up to 430km per hour, have reduced the traveling time substantially.  

As seen in Figure 5.3, the high speed train railways requires substantial 
amounts of raw material as they are built on high pillars of concrete. As 
prices on domestic raw material went down compared to international pric-
es (China Daily, 2012) the mining industry in China boomed.  

21 Swedish and European industry face new global demand, Press release found 2015-01-15 
at http://www.rolandberger.se/press/releases/Svensk_och_europeisk_industri_en.html 
22 Bloomberg Businessweek, 2011-02-09, found 2011-12-01 at 
http://www.businessweek.com 
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Figure 5.3: Much concrete is needed in the construction of the high speed railways. 
In the picture, one of the first high-speed railways running between Shanghai-
Beijing 

As the demand for iron and other raw material increased, new smaller pri-
vate mining companies could enter a scene that had previously been domi-
nated by large state owned mines.  

Chinese leaders at the same time developed new policies to increase 
safety and to reduce energy consumption (Juan, 2012). Small iron mines 
were therefore now also looking for ways to be better protected from fall-
ing rocks. Machines would provide that safety.  

The growth of smaller mines led to the transformation of the Chinese 
mining industry. Chinese mining markets can historically be divided into 
two tiers (Eisenhut, et al. 2011). The high-end is a small premium segment 
dominated by international companies that often enjoy a good margin. The 
low-end is made of local companies offering low-quality products. The 
mid-market has on the other hand been described as a kind of good-enough 
segment, with good-enough products to a good-enough price (Mid-market 
Sales, Shanghai, 2013), squeezed in between the high and low-end as Fig-
ure 5.4 illustrates. 

 
Figure 5.4: The high-end, mid-market, and low-end market 
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Mid-markets can grow so quickly that in a short time they can become 
larger than both the high-end and low-end segments combined. Such a 
market can be described as having the shape of a cut diamond (Gadiesh, 
Leung, 2010; Gebauer et al., 2009). While western MNCs often try to ap-
proach the mid end from the high end, local competitors instead try to ap-
proach the segment from the low-end, as the arrows on Figure 5.5 point 
out23.   
 
Figure 5.5: The growing mid-market 

 
 Western MNCs 

 
 Domestic firms 

 
To cope with the change, many mines had to consolidate, or disappear, 
meaning that the low-end market would shrink. “Industry experts say a 
wide restructuring of the entire steel industry will be inevitable. […] The 
true solution to this matter, we will have to make obsolete some factories 
with low competence. […] But this could actually present itself as an op-
portunity for big industry players.” (China Daily, 2012)  

The transformation of the industry has presented possibilities for com-
panies to enter into new markets, and the mid-market has even been fore-
casted to be the next important thing for many MNCs.  

[…] the major growth opportunities in the world market are in the demand 
for products in the mid-market segment instead [of the high-end]. (Roland-
berger.com24) 

5.4 1 The mid-market: challenging to enter for western firms  

In this mid-market segment, products are more price-sensitive and demands 
lower, changing the demands on and challenges to Swedish [and western] 
manufacturing industry. (Rolandberger.com25) 

 

23 Figure 5.5 is inspired by George Yip’s presentation at SMS special China conference, 
Guangzhou 2013. 
24 Swedish and European industry face new global demand, Press release found 2015-01-15 
25 Ibid 
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The large and rapid transformations described above not only created busi-
ness opportunities, they also created a business landscape that is complex 
and unpredictable. The mid-market has even been described as a contem-
porary challenge (Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011).  

As Figure 5.6 illustrates, many Western firms transfer existing strategy 
when they enter into the Chinese market, no matter whether the market is 
high, mid, or low-end.  

Due to strategy transfer, Western MNCs face particular challenges 
(Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011). Many western MNCs act in line with 
conventional marketing wisdom and target customers with strong purchas-
ing power that can adopt advanced technology early. Many ‘high-end’ 
firms have therefore transferred existing strategy to the Chinese mid-
market.  But firms that transfer existing strategy to the Chinese mid-market 
often have problems meeting the special requirements of the mid-market, 
and adjusting routines and strategy (Prahalad & Bhattacharyya 2011).  

 
Figure 5.6: The traditional way to enter a Chinese market is to transfer existing 
high-end strategy 26  

 

 
What high-end companies may fail to realize it that the mid-market is char-
acterized by smaller customers with less technical know-how and purchas-
ing power, in contrast to the high-end customers (Gebauer, et al. 2009). 
The mid-market further seems to require relatively large investments early 
on, although return on those investments will be late (ibid). Old investment 
patterns based on low-risk strategies may be rendered obsolete, and MNC 
managers instead can be forced to think in new ways. “Clearly it is risky to 
direct resources towards business strategies in which initial sales will be 

26 Model inspired by Gebauer, et al. 2009 
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relatively small, operating margins relatively low, and existing customers 
upset” (Gebauer, et al. 2009 p.36).  

Roland Berger, a strategy consultancy firm, describes the difficult situa-
tion that many MNCs face like this:  

 
The Swedish and Western European manufacturing industries have com-
peted mainly on well thought-out design and high levels of technology in 
their products. Now it’s about designing products that suit other needs and 
markets too. That’s a major challenge, as it’s generally hard… (Roland-
berger.com27) 

 
Another problem is that managers fail to update their knowledge about the 
market. Western MNCs that have previously had success in high-end mar-
kets often do not recognize the opportunities in the mid-market (Gebauer, 
et al. 2009). The international manufacture association (OEM), for exam-
ple, predicted that the mid-market segment in China would be a market for 
compact cars, and Ford subsequently introduced the Focus to China, a ma-
ture product that later encountered a number of problems in the Chinese 
market (ibid). Chinese customers tended to follow the principle of “no one 
sees my house but everyone sees my car” (Gebauer, et al. 2009, p. 32), and 
these customers wanted to use cars to make an impression. Large cars for a 
low price were highly requested, something that the domestic car manufac-
turers Geely understood.  

However, despite risks involved with the mid-market, it can be even 
more risky to not engage at all. Local competitors can be allowed to grow 
and even expand internationally, something that can have consequences on 
global sales (Gadiesh, Leung, 2010).  
 

For Swedish and European manufacturing companies, the main challenges 
are cutting their costs and adapting their product portfolios to new global 
demand. Otherwise, they will find it hard to compete in growth markets, but 
also, in the long term, in their home markets, too. (Rolandberger.com28) 
 

The mid-market in emerging countries has, as a result of pressures to meet 
growing competition, been forecasted to be the new battle field for multi-
nationals.  
 

Increasingly, analysts believe that long-term success in China largely de-
pends on winning in the huge mid-market. This mid-market is now the fast-
est growing segment with the highest sales potential. Companies that con-
quer the unique challenges of this segment will probably dominate the en-
tire Chinese market […] (Gebauer, et al. 2009, p. 31)  

 

27 Swedish and European industry face new global demand, Press release found 2015-01-15 
28 Ibid 
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It is under these circumstances that some Atlas managers, in 2005, started 
to explore the Chinese mid-level mining market. 
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Chapter 6: The case of URE’s entry into the 
Chinese mid-market  

In this chapter I present a case that describes Atlas and the URE division’s 
process from the time when they found a business opportunity in the mid-
market, up until the time when the market was entered. The case is divided 
into seven main episodes, which describe the most important events of the 
process.  

6.1. Looking for new business opportunities (2005) 
Setting up a new factory in China as a way to prepare for growth, and 
conducting focused searches with the hopes of finding new possibilities to 
grow   
 
In 2005 the Underground Rock Excavation division of Atlas Copco (URE) 
held a dominant position in many markets, including those in Europe, 
North America, Australia, and South Africa (VP Atlas, Sweden, 2009; 
President URE, Sweden, 2009; VP Marketing, Sweden, 2009). These mar-
kets were to a large extent saturated, offering few opportunities for growth.  

The Vice President (VP) of Marketing in 2005 made a study with the 
aim to identify new potential growth markets. The  study showed three 
interesting markets, namely Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan and China. The biggest 
business potential was found in China, and at the top of the company it was 
believed that China would be important in the future (VP Atlas, Sweden, 
2009). The VP of Atlas, who was also the VP of the business unit for the 
rock drilling divisions, assigned VP Marketing to go to China together with 
the VP Purchasing. In May 2005, these managers went to China to attend 
the opening of a new factory.  

At the opening of the factory, VP Marketing from URE was approached 
by the General Manager (GM) of the sales company, who showed the VP a 
marketing study that showed that the number of small private mines was 
growing in number and size. Increased demand for iron and new regula-
tions for increasing safety and efficiency were mentioned as the main rea-
sons behind this transition. The GM presented the opportunity to make new 
business with the small private mines.  
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The small mines were at the time excavating with handheld drill rigs. In 
order to grow, they would have to start using machines, that is, to mecha-
nize. Mechanized machines are more technically advanced than hand-held 
machines, but not as advanced as the sophisticated automatized machines 
that Atlas were supplying the Chinese high-end customers with. The GM 
made the prognosis that approximately half of the mines would either grow 
naturally or consolidate.  

As the mines moved up, they would become a part of a new market – 
the mining mid-market. The VP Marketing was surprised at the great po-
tential of this market. ”In 2008 we were producing … [some number of] 
rigs; that [some number of private mines] reveals a great potential” (GM 
sales, China 2010, privileged information has been removed). 

At the time of the factory opening, the VP Marketing felt the focus on 
China had to increase because production of loaders was slow. Earlier, 
URE had more or less let the Chinese run their operation without much 
involvement from the functions in Örebro, but now the VP Marketing un-
derstood that the two units had lacked communication and that Örebro had 
not grasped the difficulties that the unit in China were facing. This insight 
influenced Örebro’s increased attention to, and control of, its business in 
China.  

6.2 Acting on the China opportunity (2005 – 2009) 
Moving a drill-rig from one existing product line to another, and setting up 
a localization project  
 
After the managers from Marketing and Production came back, they felt 
the largest opportunities were found in the fast growing China. A decision 
was made in August 2005 to start entering the mid-market in China.  

The marketing organization had a lot of experience of international 
market entries, and routines on how to proceed. An appropriate rock drill 
would be moved to China to be assembled there. At the same time purchas-
ing would start a localization project to look for local manufacturers who 
could deliver the parts of the machine. In this way the organization could 
cut cost. R&D in Örebro would then make careful tests of the machines by 
first running them in a test plant, and then by a letting trusted customer run 
them as a ‘pilot’. After adjustments, the drilling machine could be released 
to the market and handled by the Chinese sales organization that already 
was active in the high-end market. “There is nothing strange about it, we 
just roll out the way we always do” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010).  

Management now needed to make some decisions about what actions 
they needed to do in order to carry out their plans. They decided to move 
over a machine from their existing product line to the Chinese mid-market. 
It was decided that their smallest one-armed rock drill, the Boomer 281 
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(B281), would be the most suitable product for the mid-market. The B281 
was today still used in some countries but it was on its way to be replaced 
by a newer version.  

 

 
Figure 6.1: The B281 excavating 900 meters below surface in a copper mine in 
Alentejo, Portugal 2010 

 
The management in Örebro also needed to build a new assembly plant in 
China, which they did the same year. “It is not a big investment to build an 
assembly plant, it’s just to set it up” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010). In 
addition, URE hired a new project manager and a new purchaser, both 
working from Sweden.  

Meanwhile, in China’s high-end market, Atlas’ products met the market 
well and sales volume was increasing. China was also growing in general, 
leading to an increased number of miners in the country. The need for iron 
for the infrastructure projects was large and the price for iron from domes-
tic mines was lower than the price of imported iron (GM Sales, China, 
2010). At the same time, the price for iron was rising, making it more prof-
itable to produce iron.   

At first, the Boomer 281 was sold to three state-owned customers in the 
high-end market. Sales to smaller private mines had previously been spo-
radic, so the local sales unit decided that the sales persons, the KAM, 
would now target the mid-market customers in a more focused way.  

A new GM for the Production Company was recruited in 2007, which 
resulted in things starting to move more quickly in the localization project. 
In 2008, the MingLi iron mine was about to become the first mine in China 
to successfully move from low-end hand-held drilling to mechanization in 
the mid-market.  
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For the sales organization, this was an important deal. Now they had 
concrete proof that the business opportunity existed and that mechanization 
could be profitable. The success of MingLi inspired the sales company to 
focus on iron mines in the same Sanxi province. To implement the strategy, 
Atlas sales managers arranged a promotional meeting in the Shanxi prov-
ince for forty people from different local mines. After this meeting, the 
Product Manager believed that the mid-market customers had a strong 
demand for less technically advanced machines.  

6.3 Long internal discussions while threats emerge in 
the market (2008 – 2010)   
No new commitment decisions 
 
The Business Line Manager (BLM) of the sales company discussed the 
need to develop a simpler machine for the mid-market with the General 
Manager of the sales organization. The GM then discussed the matter in 
the Product Portfolio and Business Review meeting, which (only) VPs 
from Örebro attended.  

The GM Sales felt that China lacked engineers who could help develop 
a mid-market machine. At the same time, the GM found that the production 
process could be sped up if the local organization could employ local engi-
neers. The GM also wanted to expand his sales organization. The GM of 
sales stressed these issues several times, and continually presented new 
information in the coming meetings that supported his requests.  

The GM of Production supported the idea to expand the production and 
sales organization. One of the reasons the GM of Production had been 
hired was to help the organization to grow, and now this GM (who had a 
marketing background) was presented with a good opportunity to do so.  

6.3.1 Slow progress 
To the dissatisfaction of the GM, the organization discussed the matter 
many times without anything happening. The GM persisted. He talked to, 
as he himself describes it, “everybody, actually the whole organization” 
(GM Sales, China 2010). In addition to talking with the VPs, he also raised 
the issue in strategic meetings about China. He also talked to the CEO of 
Atlas, the VP, and divisional URE management.  

The Swedish managers took the issue further down the organization on 
divisional level for discussions. A formal decision was made in 2008 that 
something should be done, but by 2009 the managers in Örebro had still 
not agreed on any concrete plan.  

The Chinese managers felt that it took a long time to get anywhere.   
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AC is a complex organization so it took a long discussion and also took 
some time for people in HQ and the division management to understand 
that this is a segment in which Atlas has potential. But we do not have a so-
lution yet so we must do something. (GM Sales, China 2010) 

 
The sales organization now felt that things were moving so slowly that they 
risked missing the business opportunity. Local sales in China felt a strong 
need to get resources, in order to become less dependent on Örebro, so that 
they could make faster progress.  Similarly, the GM of production felt the 
decision making processes was long and costly for the project, resulting in 
a relatively high price for the product that mid-market customers could find 
hard to afford. The GMs therefore asked Örebro for greater independence 
in decision-making. “The market is changing quickly so things have been 
moving to slow, we risk missing the growth, and the market may disap-
pear” (BLM Marketing, Sweden, 2010). The local BLM from sales also 
talked to his peers in Örebro to try to influence them. 

But the reaction that came in 2008 was not what they had hoped for. 
Örebro answered they were busy, that they had limited resources, and that 
they needed time to study the proposals. The managers in Sweden also had 
many concerns about the risks of moving faster. VP Marketing summa-
rized the discussions like this: 
 

We can’t ship out products with substandard quality, we have to have high-
er quality than our competitors, and better service that motivates a higher 
price; this has been affecting the relationship with Nanjing. (VP Marketing, 
Sweden, 2010) 

6.3.2 Prioritizing the high-end markets 
In 2008, the economic crisis hit the organization in Sweden, and the Busi-
ness Unit had to let go 270 people in Örebro. Managers in the business unit 
were now busy discussing how to distribute the reduction in staff among 
the divisions.  

The crisis led to increased skepticism in Sweden about giving more re-
sources to China. “It’s a fine balance there, the union may believe we are 
moving everything over to China” (VP Marketing, Örebro 2010). In 2009, 
URE also came out with a bigger machine for the high-end, the Boomer 
282. 

These actions in Sweden made top management in China feel that Öre-
bro had been prioritizing the high-end over the mid-market. Sales manag-
ers there had focused mostly on their high-end customers, holding seminars 
and collaborating with design institutes to try to develop their products for 
their advanced users. But not much was done on the mid-end market side.   
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6.3.3 Discussions continued over the years 
In 2009, even though the mid-market entry in China was frequently dis-
cussed in Örebro, managers there did not reach any real consensus. For 
example, the VP of Atlas felt things were moving too slowly, while the 
president of URE wanted to do things more carefully. ”... [VP Atlas] thinks 
things are moving too slow while our former president (URE division) ... 
wanted to do things carefully” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010). The man-
agers did not agree on the desired pace of progress, what resources China 
should get, how much priority they should get, or how much they should 
be involved in Örebro’s strategy discussions and product development. 
Discussions continued throughout the year but nothing happened.  
 

They [Sales Company and Product Company, China] have been applying 
for resources to get support to develop the products. They have wanted to 
start up projects there, but have not really got attention here [Örebro].  
(Global BLM Marketing, Sweden, 2010) 

6.3.4 Problems in the market 
The BLM manager in the local sales company now learned about problems 
in the Chinese sales force. Many customers were interested in mechaniza-
tion but had neither the resources nor the skills for operating the Boomer 
281. Instead, they wanted an even simpler and cheaper machine. “The 
price is too high” (Mining manager HongJian Iron mine, China, 2011).  

The sales manager felt that without a new machine the opportunity 
might be lost. “Some mining contractor […] doesn’t have so much money 
at hand; they needed some simple low cost machine, otherwise we couldn’t 
convert this potential customer to our customer” (BLM China, 2010). For 
example, between 2007 and 2010, one sales manager in KAM estimated 
that he had lost fifteen deals to local suppliers due to problems providing 
the customers with a suitable product.  

In one case, a sub-contractor in the TanYuan mine in the mining-intense 
Shanxi area decided to buy the Boomer 281. However, just like many other 
sub-contractors, he did not have large financial resources. KAM had to 
lower the price, but then Atlas’ margins almost disappeared. The sub-
contractor then booked one Boomer, but at the last second, he changed his 
mind and instead bought a drill rig from a cheaper local supplier. So the 
Business Line Manager saw that, for many of the customers in the mid-
market, the machine from Atlas was not a realistic option.  

The problem with the product was perceived as the largest problem at 
the time. It was even a more urgent problem than finding the customers. As 
the BLM puts it: “Even if we would have had the cover we did not have the 
products” (BLM, China 2010).  
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6.3.5 Competition developing fiercely  
At the same time, the local competition was developing fiercely. “Compe-
tition was at the time developing quickly” (BLM, China, 2010). The GM 
Sales was concerned that they weren’t growing faster and developing a 
machine that would fit the mid-market. The GM discussed the problem, 
and especially the need to lower the price, with the organization in Sweden 
and with the VP Marketing. But in Örebro, management did not think that 
competition was a problem yet. Those managers were used to having a 
dominant position in the Chinese market and they did not see how quickly 
the competition was developing. Up until now, competition in China had 
not been threatening. Some managers in Örebro even said they did not 
really see any competition in China in the mid-market.   

Several parts of the drill rig were now localized, so in theory the organi-
zation could now lower the price for the mid-market. However, because 
management in Örebro did not believe that the company faced local com-
petition, they did not see any reason to lower the price. “Many parts are 
already localized today, but what happened is that we didn’t really lower 
the price in the end because the product was not so exposed to competi-
tion” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010). Instead, managers in Örebro be-
lieved that, since Atlas still was the market leader, there was no need for 
radical changes.  

Many sales managers from the local organization also opposed a lower 
price. Those managers mostly had high-end customers in their portfolio, 
and they now expressed a fear that mid-end prices would cause a problem 
for the high-end market. If existing customers started requesting mid-
market products, it could threaten the existence of the high-end. A lower 
price could also offend old customers who had paid a higher price in the 
past. The prices were therefore kept high.  

To make Örebro and the local sales organization better understand the 
needs of the mid-market, in September 2010, the Chinese BLM arranged a 
meeting for the Product Manager in Örebro, Atlas sales managers, and 
Mining Consultant companies in China. 
 

They already meet present customers (high end). But the market changes so 
quickly so they need to meet face to face also with low-end (presumptive 
mid-market) customers to understand what is needed in five years. (BLM, 
China, 2010) 

 
In the meeting the challenges were discussed. Subsequently, the sales or-
ganization (GM and BLM) started to put up branch offices in China to 
increase accessibility. But to reach the customers, the local sales organiza-
tion wanted much larger cover. GM Sales (China, 2010) therefore proposed 
that they either expand the existing sales organization, or that they develop 
a completely new organization – a distribution network.  
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6.4 Developing the first mid-market product (2010) 
Developing a mid-market rig, setting up local R&D, and developing local 
production  
 
At the beginning of 2010, it was decided that Atlas China would get its 
own R&D organization so that the Chinese organization themselves could 
develop machines for the mid-market. The production company in Nanjing 
would now no longer only assemble the drill rigs, but the machine would 
be both designed and produced in China. This was the first R&D facility 
outside Örebro for URE. It was also the first machine to be developed for 
one particular market in one particular country, as opposed to trying to fit 
global demand.  

It was also decided that Nanjing would develop two machines for the 
mid-market: first they would make the K41, a simpler drill rig that would 
have a lower price, to be followed by an even smaller drill rig for the mid-
market. This meant that the production unit would have to be developed 
further so that it could handle local production. 

The product company in Nanjing was now growing fast. Two more di-
visions had established themselves in Nanjing, and the number of employ-
ees had grown from 50 to 200 in three years, while turnover had increased 
more than six times from 120 RMB to over 750 million RMB a year. The 
production facility was also moved to a new place in the Industrial zone 
and the new R&D plant was built in connection to it. A new R&D manager 
was installed that would work exclusively for URE, together with a larger 
R&D crew. The organization now hoped that the investments would pay 
off.  

6.5 Increased market activities, but still hard to enter 
the mid-market (2010) 
(See investments in previous episode, which concurs time-wise with this 
episode)  
 
When the sales company had a new product to offer in 2011, the customer 
base in the mid-market almost tripled. The sales company had already sold 
about as many of the new machine as they had sold the old Boomer 281, 
and many customers who previously could not afford a machine could now 
try mechanization.  

For example, the owner of HongJian iron mine had been interested but 
concerned about the initial costs. In 2011, a new owner paid 1,8 billion 
RMB for the mine and was interested in increasing productivity. It was 
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estimated that the owner could double productivity from 100 to 200 tons 
per year by mechanizing.  

The new owner had bought a lower-priced loader from a local competi-
tor, but the quality turned out to be insufficient. Atlas’ machines on the 
other hand were more flexible and could increase accuracy, which reduced 
the risk of having production interruptions. Atlas’ machines were also saf-
er, and reduced the risk of having to pay the penalty of 600 000 RMB per 
person in case of causalities. With the new mid-end drill-rig, Atlas manag-
ers could now make business with the HongJian mine.  

6.5.1 Problem in making the business profitable  
Despite the increasing number of customers, in 2011, profitability was still 
not very high and turnover stayed low compared to the high-end.  
 

Still now in URE we don’t have such a big customer base. The mid- and 
small-sized customer constitutes about 5% to 10% of the total customer 
base. But compared to last year the number increased. (BLM, China, 2010) 

 
While the high-end customers had developed close relationships with Atlas 
sales managers over the years, most of the customers from the mid-market 
had only been buying a low number of rigs, often only one or two. The 
sales managers also felt insecure about whether these customers would 
return in the future since many were focused on low price.  

The big-size mines normally buy 10–20 very big machines in a deal, the 
small or mid-sized customer maybe buys one or two, and also the machines 
themselves are very small. That means that the turnover value is very low. 
(BLM, China, 2010) 
 
– Some only buy one unit, only sometimes together with service, rock tools, 
and spare parts. If they would buy everything from us it would not be cost-
ly.  
– [Interviewer] So today it’s costly? 
– Today it may be costly (BLM, China, 2010) 

 
At the same time, local competition developed fiercely. The local sales 
management understood that something needed to be done, but the organi-
zation had only a vague understanding of the market, and especially about 
the customers. 

The General Manager therefore decided to try to collect more infor-
mation about the market. However, the company still had only been in 
contact with relatively few customers from the mid-market, and these cus-
tomers operated in the same area, the Sanxi area, so the rest of the market 
remained underexplored. 
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For the large customers, we know them and they know us, but for the small 
customers they are spread everywhere, we don’t know them, we need a 
very good coverage to find them. (GM Sales, China, 2010) 

 
A market study showed that competitors were growing in the mid-market, 
which confirmed the existence of the business potential. However, due to 
problems in developing customer relationships and learning about the mar-
ket, there was still a lot of uncertainty about the state of this market. The 
GM felt that market coverage needed to increase. To reach more custom-
ers, the sales force needed to develop. The GM had an in mind a network 
with distributors that could reach rural areas in the whole country.  

The GM also saw an attitude among the customers that Atlas produced 
machines that were too sophisticated and expensive. Many customers were 
reluctant to start a relationship with Atlas’ sales force. It was hoped that a 
distributor could serve as a middleman between Atlas and the small mines, 
and that having a distributor could ease some of the tensions between the 
private mines and Atlas sales managers. “Small customers think that Atlas 
is becoming expensive, they will not talk to us. So we said we will develop 
a very intensive coverage network” (GM Sales, China, 2010).  

At the end of 2010, the GM sent a proposal to the Mining and Rock 
board in Örebro about complementing the old organization with a new one. 
He stressed the new problems, including increased competition and all the 
difficulties in reaching out to customers.  “What we need from them is cov-
erage and customer relationships, so we don’t have to sit on the stock or 
service” (Mid-market Sales Manager, China, 2011). 

Three months of discussion followed between the Presidents and Vice 
Presidents of the divisions in Örebro in the China Strategic Meeting. At the 
beginning of 2011, it was decided to develop a new mid-market sales or-
ganization. The board together with the GM set new strategic goals for the 
organization: to increase market cover, to provide faster logistic service, 
and to provide financial service to customers who often lacked monetary 
resources. With less technologically advanced products the machines 
would also be easier to maintain and service, so the distributor’s service 
and maintenance capabilities would not be as complex as they were for 
traditional machines. The new mid-market sales organization got the name 
the ‘National Sales Team’.  
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6.6 Increasing coverage with a new sales organization 
(2011) 
Developing a new mid-market sales organization and a new mid-market 
drill-rig 
 
The mid-market sales organization was initiated at the start of 2011. A new 
National Sales Manager was found in the Surface Drilling division. His 
previous division that was selling surface drilling tools had been the fastest 
growing in China in the previous years. Now his new role would be to 
create rapid growth for the whole business unit in China and to make sure 
that the investments would pay off.  

The GM, the Marketing Manager, and the new mid-market sales man-
ager estimated that they would have to grow faster than they had been in 
the high-end. They divided China into 10 areas with the goal of having 300 
to 500 distributors that could represent Atlas in each province.  

Atlas now put resources into finding suppliers who could meet Atlas’ 
standards and who were ready to invest in the mid-market, and Atlas also 
invested in recruiting and training the new internal sales force. Training 
was considered crucial for success in the mid-market. As the Marketing 
Manager put it, “Only with more knowledge about the products and appli-
cations will they be able to sell or identify where they could sell” (Market-
ing manager, China, 2011). 

Because 2011 had been a year of preparations, there had not been much 
focus on increasing the customer base in the mid-market. However, at the 
beginning of 2012, the management of the sales unit felt they had better 
pre-conditions for reaching customers in remote areas, and to give them a 
product that would better meet their needs.  
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6.7 Market entered but still large amounts of 
uncertainty (2012)   
Continuing efforts to grow in the mid-market 
 
In 2012, the distribution network was in place and the distributors had their 
stock ready to supply their customers.  
 

 
Figure 6.2: Atlas Sales Manager and Distributor outside one of the first distribu-
tion shops in Hefei, China, 2012  

Activities in the market had increased significantly as had the number of 
mid-market customers. Mines like TienJien and JongXian were buying for 
the second time during the year. MingLi also continued to buy. Altogether 
these mines had now bought 23 units, of which 18 were the Boomer 281. 
The mines hoped to increase productivity from under two tons per year up 
to three, and their plan was to buy six more machines in hopes of improv-
ing productivity further, up to five and perhaps even seven tons per year. 
Business was now profitable and it was estimated that Atlas had reached a 
market entry situation.  

 However, the National Sales Team Manager was still not pleased with 
the speed of development. He believed that many distributors should push 
it harder to approach the mid-market.  

The sales managers also noticed that it was much more difficult to cre-
ate customer loyalty in the mid-market than it was in the high-end market. 
Just because the company did business with a certain customer, it did not 
mean that the customer would return in the future. Atlas’ sales managers 
saw that the resource scarcity of the customers made them constantly chase 
the best deal, to try to get the maximum quality at the minimal price. Work 
therefore still remained until URE had reached a comfortable position in 
the market and before the sales managers had developed stable relation-
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ships with customers on a broader scale. Despite the market entry, and 
despite the commitment of the company, the future was still uncertain. 
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Chapter 7: Building three process stories   

In previous chapters, I have presented the main case of Atlas and the URE 
division’s entry into the Chinese mid-market. The case was divided into 
seven episodes which describe the development of the market entry. In this 
chapter, I will show that I found it hard to analyze the case as a single pro-
cess story. I instead found that Atlas’ internationalization may comprise 
several processes, depending on the focus and the level of analysis of the 
study. I will further show how I created three separate process stories that 
each describes Atlas’ internationalization. 

7.1 Hard to describe Atlas’ internationalization as a 
single process  
 

[…] the internationalization process is more complex and pluralistic than 
can be captured by any single approach.”  (Wang and Suh, 2009, p. 448)  

 
After the first series of interviews, I followed what seems to be the conven-
tional way of studying processes in management research, including inter-
nationalization processes (Denis, et al. 2007; Langley 2009). I collected 
data from managers from corporate, divisional and local headquarters. The 
data described a retrospective story on the development from when the 
process started until the date of the interview. The data was then chrono-
logically categorized into phases, and drivers and hinders were analyzed 
for each phase. An attempt was thereafter made to put the pieces together 
into a single story (see for example Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; 
Luostarinen, 1979; Johanson & Johanson, 2005).  

This way of performing a process study has several similarities with 
conventional process analysis, or what can be called the sequential strategy 
perspective (Langley & Truax, 1994). It has been pointed out that the strat-
egy process often describes a sequential, homogenous, single process (Van 
de Ven & Poole, 1995, Langley & Truax, 1994). Often, analysis is based 
on retrospect accounts, and often the accounts represent the top manage-
ment’s perspective on the process, or the company’s official story. As the 
story lacks conflicting accounts, or conflicting accounts are sorted out to 
the favor of a homogenous story, the firm can be treated as a single actor. 
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Often the accounts explain what people learned in the interaction with the 
external environment, making it a rational and rather straightforward story 
about the firm versus the external environment.  

However, I found it problematic to write my story up as a single pro-
cess. I felt that, by sticking to the conventional approach, I would risk leav-
ing out what seemed to be important explanations about how the process 
evolved. This discovery echoes Hatch’s criticism of management research: 
 

[…] management´s stories [are] rooted in hierarchy, without enough re-
garding lower levels in the organization, the environment at large, and 
power related issues and its “uses and abuses.” (Hatch 2012, p. 9)   

 
Instead of showing on a large degree of homogeneity, my material was 
diversified. Some things were related to market strategic planning based on 
market knowledge or other formal behaviours, but other aspects of the 
process were more intricate. Those aspects showed that managers had di-
vergent experiences, divergent knowledge about the market, and divergent 
understandings of how to commit. These divergences led to conflicting 
accounts and even behaviours that influenced commitments. 

To be specific, I found it hard to write up the case as a single process 
for two main reasons.  

First, it was hard to write up the events as if they built on each other se-
quentially. Instead, processes could run simultaneously, partly at different 
levels, and in different contexts. Figure 7.1, which illustrates the chrono-
logical development of the main episodes, shows how five of the episodes 
partly overlap. My difficulties in writing up a complex story sequentially 
are corroborated by the experiences of other researchers who have noticed 
the same thing. For example, Anderson (1999), in his article on complexity 
theory and organization science, highlights that complex processes can be 
non-linear. Additionally, in the narrative tradition, Boje (2001) writes that 
some stories are too multi-vocal and fragmented to write up as a single 
linear story.  

 

Figure 7.1: Main episodes of URE/Atlas’ internationalization process summarized 
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Second, the process seemed to be a mix between formal and informal be-
haviours taking place at different levels in the organization. While some 
behaviours seemed purposeful, other behaviours seemed to be more uncon-
scious and to arise from a place deeply embedded in the firm’s history and 
organizational context. The process also seemed to be a mix of rational 
behaviours that followed on a common logic, and conflicting behaviours 
with conflicting logics. 

Instead of polishing my story into a neat sequence, I let it be more com-
plex. With some inspiration from the narrative and discourse tradition, I let 
the process be multi-vocal and partly overlapping. For example, I allowed 
different and conflicting views and accounts on the same event. Inspired by 
Buchanan and Dawson, I understood the conflicting views and accounts as 
products of managers’ diversified situations and contexts (Buchanan & 
Dawson 2007).  

As I worked with the data in this way, I found that ‘the process’ actually 
seemed to consist of three different processes.  

One process was rather formal and conscious and mainly concerned 
strategy making and resource allocation. 

The second process showed how routines changed in order to better fit 
the market. Different from the first process, this process was more diversi-
fied. It showed on contrasts between the ways that managers historically 
had done things, and forces that were pushing for these historic ways to 
change. This process seemed only partly conscious.  

A third process was instead definitely conscious but, in contrast to the 
first process, it concerned conflicting behaviours.   

By systematizing the data into the three processes, I hoped to create a 
richer story that could possibly better explain MNC internationalization 
than my single process approach had done. 

7.2 Identifying a sequential strategy process, an 
evolutionary process, and a political process in the data 
To look for more information about multiple processes, I turned to proces-
sual literature from organization and management. I was especially influ-
enced by Van de Ven and Poole’s (1995) processual categorization. Rooted 
in in organizational and economic literature from March, Pfeffer, Dean, 
Aldrich, Nelson and Winter, this perspective describes that we can look at 
change from different perspectives and depending on the perspective, one 
can find that change is driven by different kinds of behaviours. 

Van de Ven and Poole show the most common types of processes in 
management and organization: the life cycle process, which describes the 
sequential change of an entity; the teleological process, which describes the 
sequential process of decision making; the evolutionary process, which 
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shows that routines change; and the dialectic process, which shows how 
political behaviours drive change.  

Langley and Truax (1994) talk about the same process types as Van de 
Ven and Poole (1995). I however found Langley and Truax’s categoriza-
tion easier to grasp. Langley and Truax converge Van de Ven and Poole’s 
life cycle and teleological processes into the sequential strategy process. 
Langley and Truax further refer to Van de Ven and Poole’s dialectic pro-
cess as the political process, which I think is more self-explanatory29.  

The sequential strategy process is first and foremost a process about 
strategy making and change, often driven by learning and manifested 
through a number of sequential phases. Actors in the firm are working 
towards the same goal and inner discrepancies are typically not considered.  

The evolutionary process describes how a firm’s routines change in or-
der to fit its environment. The perspective looks at how variations from the 
normal lead to information discontinues in the organization that, if acted 
upon, can be selected into new routines. The perspective also expresses 
how experiences and procedures can survive over time and between con-
texts by being repeated. At the same time, these so-called retention mecha-
nisms can also ‘protect’ the firm from selecting new routines.  

The political process describes how people use power to act against 
sanctioned strategy in line with their own interests, and how people try to 
overthrow their opponents or relieve the tensions. As with the evolutionary 
perspective, the political perspective takes pluralistic behaviours into ac-
count. However, the political actor acts purposefully, as opposed to actors 
in the evolutionary process (where managers are embedded in hidden value 
systems, and are not always are conscious about why they behave in a cer-
tain way).  

As I looked deeper into the literature I found how previous research has 
described that multiple processes may prompt decision making in complex 
organizations. Specifically, evolutionary and political processes seem to be 
highly influential on outcomes in the MNC. Van de Ven and Poole and 
Langley and Truax for example argue that the evolutionary and political 
view often better capture the process running in complex organizations, 
and other researchers follow the same line of argument (Dean 1987; 
Pettigrew 1997; Pettigrew 1977). Evolutionary processes and political be-
haviours have even been described as natural features in decision making 
in the complex organization (Denis, et al. 2007; Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991 
in Denis et. al. 2007; Levitt & March 1988; Quinn 1988; Townley 2002). 

As the MNC intra-organizational environment is more diversified and 
often more complex than that in smaller organizations, the chance that new 
evolutionary processes are triggered is large. Managers in complex and 

29 I could also recognize the problem that Langley and Truax’s had in writing up their re-
sults as a single case, and their identification of the sequential strategy process, evolutionary 
process, and political process in their case on technological change. 
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diversified organizations are exposed to a larger degree of variations than 
those that managers in a smaller firm are exposed to.  

We can also expect that, in the MNC, forces within the organization that 
promote new routines can be counteracted by retention forces that seek to 
preserve existing routines. Many MNCs have a long history, and the tradi-
tion of making things in a specific way can be strong. These routines in the 
MNC can be important tools for diffusing experiences and values over 
dispersed intra-organizational contexts, which is why managers may espe-
cially protect those routines. Moreover, in an MNC, people are often spe-
cialists in their function, which can lead to these managers wanting to pro-
tect the routines within their specialization.  

Furthermore, we can expect to find political behaviours in the diversi-
fied and complex MNC. As MNC managers sometimes operate in a diver-
sified environment, managers develop different rationales about how re-
sources should be distributed. Moreover, in the MNC, people may compete 
for resources which can also trigger political behaviours. Furthermore, 
specialization can trigger political processes, in the same way that speciali-
zation can trigger retention mechanisms, namely, that managers oppose 
changes that concern their profession.  

In other words, it seems that evolutionary and political processes are 
important to consider in the analysis on MNC internationalization. The 
next section will discuss this conclusion further.  

7.2.1 Support for a multi-process approach to study MNC 
internationalization 
As I looked deeper into the literature I found how IB scholars have sug-
gested in particular a focus on routines/structures, and political aspects 
alongside strategic, in the study of the MNC internationalization process  
(Blankenburg, et al. 2009; Melin 1992; Steen & Liesch 2007). It is argued 
that while the strategy perspective largely circulates around decision mak-
ing at the top of the hierarchy, the two other perspectives can better capture 
other things are going on at other levels of the organization, and that these 
things are relevant for the MNC process (Langley & Truax 1994).   

The idea to study MNC internationalization from a focused and system-
atized process approach is in line with Welch and Paavilainen-
Mäntymäki’s (2014) argument for putting the focus on the process back in 
internationalization studies. There are however different ways of putting 
the process back. I took on an intra-organizational level of analysis. I fur-
ther differentiated between how managers within the firm who were in-
volved in the same internationalization process in fact were involved in 
different process types. I thereby found that Alas internationalization pro-
cess consisted of three underlying processes.  
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By analyzing Atlas’ internationalization as a multiple process, I realized 
that I would create a broader approach than I would have with my single 
case approach. At the same time, I would create a focused approach, be-
cause I would specify what type of processes I analyzed, and I would theo-
retically and empirically delineate them from other process types. 

Several process researchers support this idea by arguing that in the 
analysis of the MNC, we should search for holism rather than linearity 
(Dyer & Wilkins 1991; Langley 2009; Pettigrew 1997) and regard lower 
levels in the organization as well as higher levels (Hatch). It has further 
been argued that if we do not take a broad approach to the study of a com-
plex process, we can get narrow and misleading results (Dyer & Wilkins 
1991; Pettigrew & Whipp 1993). Similarly, the International Business 
scholar Melin argues that:  
 

Internationalization processes are characterized by a high degree of com-
plexity, variability and heterogeneity, which taken together require holistic 
research and truly longitudinal approaches. (Melin 1992, p. 115) 

 
Convinced about the relevance of describing Atlas’ internationalization as 
a sequential strategy process, an evolutionary process, and a political pro-
cess, I needed to find a tool which could help me to verify, or falsify, that I 
had identified these processes in my data.   

In order to identify the existence of the three processes, it is important 
to scrutinize their main attributes and their inner logics. In the multi-
process study, it is important to clarify the conceptualization and each pro-
cess’ unique characteristics if the processes are to be treated as theories 
used for analysis (Van de Ven 1992). 

In the following sections I will describe the attributes and logics of each 
process perspective. The description of each perspective will then serve as 
a foundation for the analysis that will follow. In that analysis, I will use the 
main attributes of each perspective to verify the existence of each process 
respectively, thereby identifying three separate process stories from my 
data. The three processes that I will create will help me to analyze the main 
episodes from the main case presented in Chapter 6 (for a summary, see 
Figure 7.1).  

7.3 The sequential strategy process 
The sequential strategy process describes planning and decision making 
processes about how to commit and allocate resources. Chandler, a pioneer 
in strategy research, defined the strategy process as determination of long-
term goals, adoption of courses of action, and allocation of resources nec-
essary for carrying out these goals (Chandler 1969). Much later, work on 
the strategy process has been influenced by Chandler, like for instance 
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Pettigrew, who describes the strategy process as a “[…] direct, linear se-
quence of goal setting and resource allocation” (Pettigrew & Whipp 1993, 
p.29). Van de Ven also talks about a process of goal setting and resource 
allocation, unfolding as a strategy over time (Van de Ven 1992). Minzberg 
describes strategy as something that involves planning, but also as some-
thing that emerges as the process is running (see for example Mintzberg, 
Raisinghani, & Theoret 1976).  

7.3.1 A rational view on change  
The process is conscious, rational, and focuses on formal decisions. Even if 
managers may have different information, they share goals that are in line 
with the official strategy. The objective is to make ‘optimal’ decisions for 
the goal. If the decisions not are optimal, it is because managers do not 
have good information. The absence of information is a risk factor. Man-
agers try to make the best decisions they can, considering the information 
they have. Bounded rationality is a term often used in this context (Simon 
1991; 1972) to describe how managers make the best decisions they can, 
based on the information they have at hand (Langley & Truax 1994).  

The perspective describes the progress of a single unit. In the unit, peo-
ple share the same goal and behave in the same way. Alternatively, it de-
scribes different attitudes that eventually converge, so that the actors in the 
end behave like a single unit (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995).  

For the strategy process, the single unit is often the firm. As the process 
unfolds, the firm goes through a sequential progression of stages in which 
the firm changes at each stage (see for example the product life cycle mod-
el of (Vernon 1966).  

As Figure 7.2 illustrates, progress is linear, so that one thing has to hap-
pen before the next thing can happen. In other words, future development 
is built on previous episodes, and things happen in a certain order (Langley 
& Truax 1994).  
 
Figure 7.2 The sequential strategy process  

 
 
 
Since decision making often takes place at higher hierarchical levels, head-
quarters or other central units are often the actors who drive the process. 
Top managers’ learning about a certain situation is often the main driver of 
the process. Learning is thus an underlying mechanism of the process as it 
helps managers to plan, to take decisions, and to allocate resources 
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(Hendry 2002; Langley & Truax 1994; Van de Ven 1992; Van de Ven & 
Poole 1995)30.  This means that even if the entity changes, the logic driving 
the change is not dynamic (Van de Ven & Poole 1995). If a process hap-
pens to be interrupted, it is moderated by the logic so that the mechanism 
takes the firm to the next stage, despite the interruption. The development 
by which the strategy is realized has therefore been described as accumula-
tive and deterministic. (Van de Ven 1992) Elements from earlier episodes 
are added to later episodes, such as accumulated learning, The strategy 
process can therefore also be described a as process in where managers 
increase their learning, or with other words as a cognitive managerial 
change. 

The pattern of the process has been described as deterministic (Hendry 
2002), linear, and partly predictable. A typical example of a deterministic 
pattern is when the firm is going from being pre-mature to being more 
mature, as suggested in Vernon’s life cycle model. This change comes 
about as the firm commits resources in each stage (Hendry 2002), and as it 
accumulates experiences (Van de Ven 1992).  

Another example is Mintzberg, Raisinghani, and Theoret’s (1976) deci-
sion making process that includes phases like opportunity or problem, de-
cision, diagnosis, development, search selection, screen, and evaluation.  

7.4 The evolutionary process 
The term ‘evolution’ refers to the development and survival of biological 
species. The perspective is inspired by evolutionary biology (Nelson & 
Winter 1982) and it shows how existing routines fit their environments, 
how routines change, and why certain routines are adapted, while others 
are preserved or rejected.  

The evolutionary concept has been applied to a number of areas, and 
even within organizational studies, it can be used in a number of perspec-
tives, such as institutional, transaction cost, and so forth (Aldrich 1979).  

As has earlier been stressed, this thesis explicitly takes an organization-
al learning perspective on evolution in order to create a focus for under-
standing forces underlying change, very much in line with Levitt and 
March (1988), and other organizational researchers. The term evolutionary 
process describes how managers receive and interpret the information they 
get (Aldrich 1999).  

The evolutionary learning perspective focuses on how organizations and 
groups change routines as a response to internal or external changes and 

30 Focus on the relationships between dependent and independent variables and interpreta-
tive approaches also exist in the literature, but are not as common as the focus on strategic 
planning and learning. For more, see respectively Van de Ven, 1992 and Hendry, J. 2002. 
Strategic Decision Mking, Discourse, And Strategy As Social Practice. Journal of 
Management Studies, 37(7): 955-78.  
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pressures (Levitt & March 1988) with the purpose of fitting the environ-
ment. Example of routines are short term standard operations (Nelson & 
Winter 1982) such the use of telephones in order to communicate (Costello 
1996), but also larger investment behaviours (Nelson & Winter 1982) such 
as the implementation of a new technology (Costello 1996).  

7.4.1 Variation, selection, retention 
The evolutionary process looks at how routines changes through the pro-
cess of selection, retention, and variation within an organization.  

Variation, the first step of the process (Nelson & Winter 1982), is some 
kind of deviation from the normal. Variations can come from changes in 
the firm’s external environment, or from the intra-organizational environ-
ment (Aldrich 1999; Dosi & Nelson 1994). Variations in the external envi-
ronment can occur when competition increases, for example. An example 
of variation within the organization is when increasing internal complexity 
creates control problems (Aldrich 2007). It has been pointed out that varia-
tions are especially hard to avoid in complex systems like the MNC 
(Aldrich 2007). The MNC environment is diversified and managers can 
find it hard to control behaviours in the MCN which often lead to varia-
tions.  

Variations are perceived by managers as information discontinuities, 
and they can be problems, possibilities, or solutions. Variations can come 
from conscious behaviours such as when managers seek solutions to prob-
lems. Variations can however also come from un-conscious and un-
controlled behaviours, such as random deviations from standard practices, 
the turnover of personnel, error, chance, or luck (Aldrich 2007).  

Selection occurs when certain variations are selected, or incorporated 
into the organization’s procedures (Nelson & Winter 1982). The selection 
can either be internally or externally induced (Aldrich 1999). New infor-
mation that reaches managers is filtered through those managers’ experi-
ences and though knowledge structures within the organization. Through 
the filtering process, managers can increase their understanding of the in-
ner and outer environment (Aldrich 2007). Managers can compare their 
knowledge and relate it to the scarce resources of the firm (Hannan & 
Freeman, 1977), and select variations that they think will be successful.  

By the selection process, new routines are selected and knowledge from 
previous successful forms is institutionalized into the system of cultural 
beliefs and values of the firm (Aldrich 2007). The selection is thus subject 
to the conformability between new information and old knowledge. This 
means that variations can be understood differently, depending on the 
knowledge structures and value systems between different groups in the 
firm. Not all variations that are filtered through the organization may lead 
to the selection of new routines.  
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Retention occurs when selected variations are preserved (Nelson & 
Winter 1982). When selected routines are repeated they become reinforced 
and established. With the help of for example documentation, values, and 
cultures, routines are preserved within organizations (Aldrich, 1999). New 
routines can in this way be used on future occasions (Aldrich 2007) and 
can also be diffused between organizational units. As Figure 7.3 below 
illustrates, routines that are preserved are then subject to new variations 
from the external or intra-organizational environment, and so the evolu-
tionary process continues. 

 
Figure 7.3: The evolutionary process 

 External environment  
 

 
 
 
 

Intra-organizational environment 

The process is however not sequential or circular, in the sense that varia-
tion and selection necessarily come after retention. While some argue for 
new ways of doing things, others do their best to preserve existing routines, 
values, and norms by deliberately suppressing variation. These ‘preservers’ 
of traditional ways can get help by the bureaucratic structure of the MNC. 
Through specializing in certain tasks, and through standardized procedures, 
managers can maintain certain standards and ‘protect’ the organization 
against unwanted variation. Managers can also create structures and intro-
duce interpretive principles and thereby shape people’s perceptions of what 
is necessary or possible (Aldrich, 1999). Whether a firm repeats existing 
routines, or if it instead selects new routines, depends on the outcomes 
when forces of selection and retention meet each other. 

As the text above indicates, there is no pre-described condition that de-
mands that new selection processes to be triggered, or that there be a motor 
that precedes evolution. The process is merely specifying that if certain 
conditions are met, and if forces of variation, selection, and retention can 
be identified within the organization, evolution will occur.  

Since the environment always is changing, the firm is always subject to 
external variations. Leonard-Barton (2003) describes that a changing envi-
ronment always makes the current fit between existing routines and the 
environment obsolete, and the firm is always a step behind (compared to 
the strategy process, in which plans are set prior to their execution in an 
attempt to control the future). Current structures therefore always have to 

Variation Selection Retention 
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be challenged, she argues (Leonard-Barton 2003), and decisions are still to 
be learned (Dosi & Nelson 1994).  

7.4.2 Rationality, non-rationality, and multiple rationalities 
According to the evolutionary perspective, behaviours are not always de-
liberate and managers are not always aware of the reasons behind their 
actions. Behaviours are instead deeply embedded into existing structures, 
experiences, understandings, and historical development. The perspective 
contains rational elements, but it contains non-rational elements too. Reten-
tion behaviours can for example in some situations lead to inertia (Van de 
Ven & Poole 1995) that can make managers incapable of adapting to new 
opportunities, and there is there is nothing that says that learning leads to 
change, or change to success. 

Ironically, entrenched routines are often associated with a successful 
past (Leonard-Barton 2003). Successful capabilities may historically have 
been suitable for old business contexts, but are not necessarily suitable for 
new ones (Leonard-Barton 2003). Generally accepted values and socially 
constructed ways of doing things it can thus keep the firm from developing 
(Aldrich 2007), so that even if the firm is subject to variations, retention 
mechanisms can keep the firm unsuccessful for a long period of time 
(Winter 2003).  

However, as opposed to the strategic perspective, the evolutionary pro-
cess does not judge whether selection is positive or negative for the firm, or 
suggest an official strategy. Instead, this perspective only notes that what 
may be good for some may be bad for others (Dosi & Nelson 1994). While 
one behaviour may be locally optimal, there may be other behavioural pat-
terns that would also be locally optimal (Dosi & Nelson 1994). What is 
considered optimal can also change over time. The perspective merely 
argues that organizations that succeed in selecting routines that fit the envi-
ronment will prevail (Nelson & Winter 1982). 

7.4.3 The study of evolutionary change is the study of 
behaviours and attitudes 
The evolution perspective has been described as more ambiguous than the 
other two (Langley & Truax 1994), and it can therefore seem hard to ana-
lyze. Diffuse elements like values, experiences, and psychological under-
standings play a role in analysis. Both the internal and external environ-
ment is also parts of the analysis, and behaviours are often understood in 
the light of historical paths.  

Due to the broad and ambiguous nature of the process, in the analysis, it 
is important to keep the focus on change of routines. It is also important to 
keep in mind that the analysis of routines is the same thing as the analysis 
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of people. Routines are connected to behaviours, relationships, and to 
chains of events that create stories about routine development over time. 
Aldrich writes that a routine is manifested in behaviours (Aldrich, 2007, p. 
19) and Pettigrew suggests that routines are best studied by putting behav-
iours, or as he calls it, “drama”, in the forefront.  
 

As the point about mechanisms of transformations implies, dramas [behav-
iours] provide consequence and meaning in relation to routines. […] In this 
sense the routines provide the contextual backdrop for the foreground dra-
ma, and the researcher becomes interested in the interactive effect between 
context and foreground and the mechanisms and processes of transfor-
mation from routine to drama and new routine and further drama. Examin-
ing the dramas affords the opportunity to study continuous process. 
(Pettigrew 1990, p. 275) 

 
In the making of the evolutionary process story, the attitudes towards exist-
ing routines and suggested change are also analyzed. The researcher for 
example assesses managers’ attitudes towards interpretations of the envi-
ronment, or how managers understand previous routines as appropriate or 
inappropriate (Costello 1996). These attitudes can of course vary between 
managers and groups. The assessment of pluralistic perspectives has been 
described as an essential part of the process (Costello, 1996), and Dosi and 
Nelson (1994) write that, by connecting routines to value systems, preju-
dices, generally accepted practices, wider cultures, and pre-existing 
knowledge, we can understand how the evolutionary process develops.  

Things like values and opinions can seem hard to capture, but by ana-
lyzing expressed values and opinions the researcher can get an indication 
of the culture of groups.  

Of course, individuals do not always explicitly express their opinions, 
even (or maybe especially) in interviews. They may not even themselves 
be aware of how they confirm or disregard structures. By observing how 
individuals engage, the researcher can get around this problem. Their be-
haviour can show how they legitimize, or do not legitimize, structures and 
routines (Costello 1996) (see for example Langley and Truax’s analysis 
(1994) on how managers commit to new technologies).  

7.5 The political process  
The political perspective develops the idea of change as a consequence of 
conflict in views, competition over resources, and power usage to control 
outcomes. Researchers such as Emmerson, Pfeffer and Salanick (1978) and 
Pfeffer (1981; 1992) have been especially influential in this area.  

The political process exists because different actors have different 
views on how to distribute resources (Pettigrew 1992), how to change ex-
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isting conditions, and how to control outcomes (Mayes & Allen 1977; Van 
de Ven 1992).  

The political process can have a big influence on outcomes, and even 
change the strategic direction of whole firms (March 1962). It has been 
pointed out that for some processes, the political analysis is the most im-
portant one to make, and that it sometimes is best at explaining processual 
outcomes (March 1962). 

The process builds on un-authorized actions that conflict with formal 
decisions about resource distribution and has been described as “actions 
that make claim against the organization´s resource sharing system.” 
(Mayes & Allen 1977 p.673) But actions that are sanctioned and reside 
within the boundaries of normal working tasks are not political. It is there-
fore a “…dynamic process of influence that produces organizationally 
relevant outcomes beyond the simple performance of work tasks.” (Mayes 
& Allen 1977 p. 675)  

The political process is common in any complex organization where we 
can expect more than one single logic (March & Olsen 1976). The political 
process is also common when resource competition is intense and situa-
tions change rapidly (Hall & Tolbert 1977). Or as Harvey puts it, “… any 
adaptive change will produce conflict through its effect on the distribution 
of scarce resources among organizational units.” (Harvey & Mills 1970 in 
Mayes and Allen 1977, p. 673) Pluralistic and loosely coupled companies 
like an MNC are therefore often mentioned as organizations in which we 
can expect such behaviour (Aldrich 2007).  

7.5.1 A dialectic process 
The process only exists when actors not only hold different opinions, but 
actively engage in a conflict struggle. At least one actor has to take action 
to change the situation, and at least two actors have to engage in the con-
flict (Van de Ven & Poole 1995). The process has therefore been described 
as dialectic31 rather than linear (Van de Ven 1992).  

Van de Ven and Poole (1995) describe the political process as the result 
of some current situation (thesis) and an opposing part (antithesis). These 
two pools meet to create an outcome, or synthesis (see Figure 7.4). The 
synthesis can be a compromise, or a defeat for one of the actors. 

 
  

31 The word dialectic, which originates with Plato, roughly means the art of conversation 
between opposing parties in which one part tries to win for the sake of the matter, rather 
than for simply winning the discussion. See Lübcke, P., Grøn, A., Bengtsson, J., Hartman, 
J., Pagin, P., & Prawitz, D. 1988. Filosofilexikonet: en uppslagsbok: filosofer och 
filosofiska begrepp från A till Ö.  

 108 

                            



Figure 7.4: The political process   

Future actions are built on the synthesis. Similarly, current decisions rely 
on a prior synthesis (Denis, et al. 2007; Van de Ven & Poole 1995). Since 
current political actions are built on dissatisfaction with previous outcomes, 
the process can also be portrayed as circular (Figure 7.5).  
 

Figure 7.5: The political process as a circle   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

7.5.2 Power as a tool in the political process 
To overcome conflicting interests, actors can use power to enforce or hin-
der a certain situation (Langley & Truax 1994). By using power, one per-
son can make a second do what that person normally would not do (Hall & 
Tolbert 1977) and influence how others use their resources (Emerson 
1962). 

Formal authority is probably the most obvious and explicit source of 
power. Often the manager at the top of the hierarchy possesses knowledge 
that others do not, which can also give more power. He or she can also 
have the ability to distribute resources to others (Astley & Sachdeva 1984). 
But power can also be held by actors at lower organizational levels (Astley 
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& Zajac 1990). Knowledge, position and function can for example be im-
portant sources of power at lower levels (Emerson & Cook 1978). The 
actor may for example control knowledge or other resources that are im-
portant for others and hard to get elsewhere (Andersson, et al. 2007; 
Emerson 1962; Pfeffer & Salancik 1978). Possibilities for others to absorb 
or develop the resource also influence possibilities to power (Medcof 2001; 
Pfeffer & Salancik 1978). But power can be equally distributed (not neu-
tralized) (Emerson, 1962), so that actors can exercise control over each 
other. 

To confront a powerful actor, managers can form coalitions. Managers 
at lower levels can for example build lateral relationships in an attempt to  
confront higher hierarchical levels (Mohr, 1982). This coalition building 
has been described as “[…] the necessity of securing support […] among 
organizational actors who are neither proponents nor decision makers” 
(Mohr, 1982, p. 134).  

Another thing that managers can do it is to aim directly at a resisting 
party. They can for example increase socialization, or use other valuable 
goods such as status, friendship, or information (Casciaro & Piskorski 
2005; Emerson 1962). Information can be used in different ways, but in 
order to oppose a situation, managers can also deliberately keep important 
information from others (Forsgren & Holm 2010).  

The political process is dynamic in the sense that power and relation-
ships change over time. Actors create new relationships or lose old ones, 
and their ability to influence can increase or decrease (Pfeffer & Salancik 
1978).  

7.5.3 An intricate and non-rational, but deliberate process  
Since political processes do not follow any given underlying logic, political 
behaviours are often unpredictable and can be hard to keep track of. Be-
cause behaviours often are informal and not part of any formal plan or 
official story (Mohr 1982; Van de Ven & Poole 1995), the political process 
can be hard to capture in the analysis and it requires the researcher to have 
access beyond formal stories.  

To capture the political process, the focus is therefore on interpersonal 
relationships. After all, conflicts take place between individuals and 
groups. These personal relationships can both be inter-organizational (Van 
de Ven & Poole 1995) and intra-organizational, both hierarchically and 
laterally (Andersson, et al. 2007).  

The behaviours in the political process have been described as deliber-
ate. The political process has in fact been described as a process of decision 
making (Pettigrew, 1992), but the decision making is not rational and 
structured like the sequential strategy process. Instead, it is a dynamic pro-
cess where it is not the decisions themselves that are the main focus, but 
the actions of gaining and using power (Pfeffer 1992).  
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The political perspective has moreover been described as narrow. For 
example, only some decisions on resource distribution can be associated 
with the political process (Mayes & Allen 1977), and the process does not 
focus on the formal decisions themselves but on the behaviours in-between 
(Pfeffer 1992). 

7.6 The attributes of the three process summarized  
In Table 7.1, on the next page, the attributes of each process are summa-
rized. The table specifies each underlying logic or generative mechanism 
that produces the temporal pattern (in Langley 2009) which will help to 
identify each process from data. Moreover, Figure 7.6 was made to help 
other researchers replicate my analysis, something that Ghauri argues is 
important for the rigor of the analysis (Ghauri 2004).  

As can be seen on the next page, according to the different perspectives, 
a process can be driven by different motors. A study that encompasses all 
three different motors is partly ontological and epistemological flexible32. It 
has been argued that a flexible approach is valuable, and sometimes even 
necessary, if the researcher is to capture what can drive a process the study 
of the diversified MNC (Aldrich 1999). 

 
 

 
 
  

32 For example, in the strategy process, managers are assumed to seek the same goal, while 
managers’ logics in the political process instead by definition are different. 
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Table 7.1: The attributes of the strategic, evolutionary, and political processes 

Category Strategy process Evolutionary  
process 

Political process 

Key words  Strategy, decision 
making, rationality, 
homogeneity, external 
focus 

Routines, past experienc-
es, value systems, plural-
ism and variation  

Conflict, resistance, 
self-interest, power  

Attribute Direct, linear se-
quence of goal setting 
and resource alloca-
tion  

Process of variation, 
selection and retention of 
routines  

Dialectic process in 
which people compete 
over resources and 
use power to control 
outcomes 

Underlying 
assumption 

Firms formulate 
strategic plans and 
goals to enhance 
competitive advantage 

Firms respond to changes 
by evaluating existing 
ways of working and 
selecting new routines 

People act politically 
and to attract scares 
resources 

Perspective 
on mana-
gerial 
behaviours  

Purposeful, formal. 
Managers seek opti-
mality in line with 
dominating perspec-
tive. One rationality, 
one goal.  

Purposeful or non- pur-
poseful, suboptimal. What 
is good for some can be 
bad for others. Multiple 
logics may exist.. Formal/ 
informal  

Purposeful, self-
interests, conflicting 
logics. Formal / in-
formal. 

Focus of 
analysis  

Strategic decision 
making, market 
knowledge, resource 
allocation 

Routine changes, behav-
iours and attitudes to-
wards the routines  

The fit between the rou-
tine and the business 
environment  

Political behaviours 
and the use of power 
in social relationships  

Level of 
analysis 

Firm versus market. 
Firm is a single entity, 
or groups are in con-
sensus 

Intra-organizational (but 
routines understood in 
relation to environment 
and to firm history) 

Intra-organizational 

Process 
typically 
evident 
in… 

... smaller, hierar-
chical, and non-
complex firms  

… complex organizations 
in which actors are dis-
persed  

… complex organiza-
tions in which actors 
are dispersed and 
competition for re-
sources is large  
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7.7 Coding data into three process stories  
In this section, I will show how I created three separate processual stories 
from the same data.  

To identify the processes in my material, I started an iterative process 
going back and forth between theory and data. I read the interviews several 
times and matched the data with theoretical descriptions of the different 
perspectives. 

First, inspired by the idea of inductive coding, I started to code the data. 
At first I used N-Vivo for the coding, because I had earlier used it for tran-
scriptions and the categorizations, which had prompted the identification of 
the three processes in my data. I now created my own categories by giving 
my own names to the data (this process had certain similarities to the way 
Vaara (2011) used antenarrative to categorize roles from understandings of 
behaviours, and in that way, to better understand a complex organization 
undergoing change).  

I then looked for patterns and links between the empirical text, my own 
categories, and the three theoretical perspectives. By illustrating my coding 
process I increase the transparency of the study and thereby also the trust-
worthiness. I show the analytical link between the empirics and the theory. 
I also show my closeness to the research site (following Langley’s (2009) 
suggestion). This process is illustrated below in table 7.2. 

In the left column I show examples of the empirical text that I used to 
create my stories.  The middle column represents my own understanding of 
the text (my own categories). In the right column, I show the fit between 
my own understanding of the text and the theoretical perspectives.  

The examples below all refer to the same period (episode 3 of the main 
case, ‘Long internal discussions while competition develops fast in the 
market’).  
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Table 7.2: Coding of the three processes 
1. Selected empirical text for the  
sequential strategy process   

Own categoriza-
tion 

Fit to strategy 
perspective  

A lot of decisions are needed to be taken 
to capture the opportunity. (GM Produc-
tion, China 2010) 

But you don’t have knowledge about it 
[Örebro  regarding the lack of infor-
mation about the mid-market] (Global 
BLM, Sweden, 2009) 

The tricky thing to know in China right 
now is what is the right thing… So we 
need to have the involvement, not only 
from Product Company managers (except 
marketing) but also of R&D, Engineering, 
and Quality need to think about impact. 
(Regional manager East Asia, Sweden, 
2010) 

Complex decision 
making 
 
Hard for managers 
in Sweden to know 
how to act on the 
opportunity  - high 
uncertainty  
 
Many functions 
involved  

Strategic decision 
making  
 
Complex process of 
resource distribution 
 
Low opportunity 
knowledge in Swe-
den  
 
High perceived risk  

2. Selected empirical text for the  
evolutionary process  

Own categoriza-
tion 

Fit to evolutionary 
perspective 

I believe we are a very engineering fo-
cused company; what is fun is to take on 
difficult challenges that you have to 
solve, the technical part, not to reduce 
cost with twenty percent [to adjust to 
mid-market]. (Global BLM, Sweden 
2010) 

HQ in Sweden only thinks they have to 
make the best design. (KAM, China 
2011) 

We should provide what customers 
need, and not what AC is good at. (KAM, 
China 2011) 

Low commitment to 
mid-market, high to 
high-end  
 
Problems in Sweden 
to understand local 
needs  

 
Following historical 
patterns - behav-
iours building on 
previous success  

Clash between old 
values and  routines, 
and new values and  
perceived need to 
change routines   
 
Separation of units 
impose variations, 
but also preserva-
tion mechanisms  

3. Selected empirical text for the  
political process 

Own categoriza-
tion 

Fit to political 
perspective 

We tried to get Sweden onboard so Chi-
nese could be in place [in Sweden] […] 
But very strong forces within the engi-
neering organization made sure […] not 
to do it [...] They succeeded, something 
that many regret today.” (OM Production, 
China 2010) 

They were there to break, “what is this? 
(Global BLM, Sweden 2010)   

The local unit felt […] they not were 
prioritized, or got the resources they 
needed. (BLM, China 2010) 

China […] got questioned on the quali-
ty, and ’what are you doing’, and ’is this 
working, you cannot do like this!’ (Global 
BLM, Sweden 2010)   

Mid-market not 
getting  resources 
Resistance from 
influential technical 
managers in Örebro 
Not involving Chi-
nese managers in 
process  
Slowing down 
process. Using roles 
as technical experts, 
questioning Chinese 
projects  

Resistance in Swe-
den to the mid-
market, to the offi-
cial strategic focus 
(cannot be seen 
here) 
Use of informal 
power (technical 
knowledge, perhaps 
also central position 
in network) 
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7.7.1 Controlling the rigor of the coding  
To ensure that the coding process was trustworthy, I let external persons 
code the material using the same guidelines that I used. The method aims at 
checking the degree of agreement among raters (Armstrong, Gosling, 
Weinman, & Marteau 1997). (In statistics this method is usually referred to 
as inter-rater reliability, inter-rater agreement, or concordance.) By letting 
others code my material I could check the correspondence between my 
own coding and the externally executed coding. By validating the agree-
ment among coders I could get an indication of the consistency and thus 
also the trustworthiness of my coding.  

I had 18 master students from the Business and Administration program 
at Uppsala University code parts of my material, in groups of three33. The 
students categorized the data using my three process perspectives. The 
students were first given a one hour lecture on the three processual per-
spectives. They were thereafter provided with the same tools that I used, 
namely, the summary of the three processes (Figure 7.6). The students 
were thereafter provided with a document 8 pages long, consisting of a 
one-page case summary and 13 paragraphs of empirical material, mainly 
quotes. I then let the students code the material while I stayed in the room. 
I then compared the students’ coding with my own.  

The students coding showed on a 90% correspondence with my original 
coding (students’ average result 11.7/13)34. I do not have any index to com-
pare the result against, but 90% correspondence felt like an indication that 
my subjectivity in the coding process was limited and that the coding 
would be done by others with more or less similar results.  

7.7.2 Challenges and solutions in identifying three processes 
As I coded the data I found that the difficulties in identifying the processes 
differed. 

I found the strategy process the most easy to identify. The strategy pro-
cess represents a homogenous and formal view and the data concerned 
rather explicit things such as what the managers knew about the market or 
what resources they planned to allocate to the market.  

The political process was slightly more difficult to identify. The process 
regarded more intricate behaviours such as conflicting perspectives and 
informal behaviours, and can be found at any organizational level. Some 
responses from the interviews did not directly point at political behaviours. 
It instead became clear that the issue concerned political behaviours after 
several follow-up questions. However, the political process can probably 
be even harder to detect. Many respondents were generous with their ex-

33 May 2015 
34 One paragraph was left un-coded and two paragraphs were coded into dual perspectives.   
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planations to the process development and many times political behaviours 
could explicitly be found in the data.  

The evolutionary process was trickier to identify as the evolutionary 
process is broader than the other two. The perspective can also be deliber-
ate, but not necessarily. People are sometimes not aware about why they 
behave or think in certain ways, but these things can have to do with tradi-
tions and cultures. Moreover, behaviours that somehow relate to routine 
change can be both formal or informal, they can be found anywhere in the 
organization, and the evolutionary analysis necessitate an understanding 
for the firm’s historical development as well as the environmental context.  

To facilitate the identification of the evolutionary process I focused ex-
plicitly on the change of routines, which creates an emphasis in the broad 
perspective (see Costello 1996). To study routine change, the researcher 
looks at managers’ behaviours. This means that people are the focus of the 
analysis. As Aldricht points out “…interpersonal interactions are the life-
blood of organizational routine…” (Aldrich, 2007, p. 19). As the studies 
are about human behaviour, the time frame is also limited to within a gen-
eration (Levitt & March, 1988; Boyd & Richerson, 1985; Burgleman, 
1991), in contrast to over generations (see Hannan & Freeman 1977) which 
further creates an focus. By studying change within a generation, the re-
searcher can take analysis down to an organizational level and reduce 
complexity.   

Furthermore, in line with Costello (1996), Levitt and March (1988) and 
Van de Ven and Poole (1995), the evolutionary process is understood from 
an organizational learning view which further create focus in the analysis. 
This means that the process is driven by learning. Variation is a form of 
new information that managers have to deal with, selection means that 
managers select new routines based on the information, and retention of 
routines build on managers earlier learning which today has developed into 
an organizational culture (Aldrich 1999). The choice to take on an organi-
zational learning perspective has certain positive implications for the pos-
sibilities to identify the evolutionary process. For example, if this thesis 
had instead applied a resource dependence perspective, the steps of this 
process would had been understood from power, coalitions, dependence 
and bargaining (Aldrich 1999), which are traits that in this thesis belong to 
the political process.  

7.7.3 Finalizing the three process stories  
After categorization, I consolidated the text into one document, one for 
each perspective. At this point I started to get a sense of each process’ sto-
ry. By pinning down the process patterns, I could organize the processes 
and reduce and focus the amount of data. I could thereby further show a 
relationship between my data, theory, and analysis. This, according to  

 116 



processual researchers, further increases the trustworthiness of the study 
(Langley 2009; Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers 2002).  

I then searched for patterns, categories, and common themes in each 
document; they later became each process’ steps.  

The steps of the process are structured through a number of thematic 
headlines. The thematic headlines change for each process, and the head-
lines follow the logic of each perspective. When the work of creating the 
three processes was done, I had three different explanations for Atlas inter-
nationalization. I also had three different explanations for each of the epi-
sodes of the main case, as illustrated by Figure 7.6. 

Figure 7.6: Case episode 3, ‘Long internal discussions…’ is explained by three 
process perspectives  

Case episodes 
Episode 1 Episode 2 Episode 3 Episode 4 Episode 5 Episode 6 Episode 7 
Looking for 
new busi-
ness oppor-
tunities  

Acting on 
the China 
opportunity 

Long 
internal 
discussions 
while threats 
emerge in 
the market   

Developing 
the first mid-
market 
product 

Increased 
market 
activities, 
but still hard 
to enter the 
mid-market 

Increasing 
coverage 
with a new 
sales 
organization  

Market 
entered but 
still a large 
amount of 
uncertainty  

2005 2005-2009 2008-2010 2010 2010 2011 2012 

 
 
 

 
Three process stories   

Step 3 of the  
Strategy process 
: 

“Low recourse distribu-
tion to the mid-market: 
learning and complexity 
challenges” 
 

Step 3 of the  
Evolutionary process 
 

“Protecting existing rou-
tines from change”   

Step 3 of the  
Political process 
 

“Resistance in Örebro 
against resource alloca-
tion to the mid-market” 
 

 
 
Figure 7.6 illustrates the episodes of the main case. The figure also shows 
how the third episode of the main case, which is shaded in gray, is ex-
plained by the strategy, evolutionary, and political process respectively.  

Here, we see that episode 3, in which managers in Örebro have many 
discussions but not so many activities directed towards the mid-market, is, 
according to the strategy process, explained by learning and complexity 
challenges. The evolutionary process instead explains the low degree of 
activities by showing that managers protected existing routines from 
changing. The political process shows how the low degree of activities is 

 117 



the result of resistance in Örebro against increased resource allocation to 
the mid-market.  

In the next figure, Figure 7.7 below, I present the complete picture of 
how the steps of the strategy, evolutionary, and political process explain 
the episodes of the main case. Figure 7.7 illustrates how each of the three 
processes relates to the case, and it can serve as an overview of the upcom-
ing three chapters.  

It should be noted that the political process do not follow a strict se-
quential pattern. To see more about the criteria I used to choose the events 
and relations among the events, see Chapter 4. 

The following three chapters show the final product resulting from the 
coding process. These chapters explain Atlas and the URE division’s inter-
nationalization first as a sequential strategy process, then as an evolution-
ary process, and finally as a political process. 
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Chapter 8: The sequential strategy process of 
Atlas/URE’s internationalization 

This chapter describes the underlying strategy process beneath resource 
allocation to the mid-market. Here, two short tables are provided that 
summarize the current process perspective (Table 8.1) and show the steps 
that are attributable to the sequential strategy process (Table 8.2). (The 
subsequent two chapters will also follow this convention.) The steps of the 
sequential strategy process will be described in the subsequent sections of 
this chapter.   
 

Table 8.1: Summary of the sequential strategy process  
Category Strategy process  
Attribute Direct, linear sequence of goal setting and resource allocation  

Focus of analysis  Strategic decision making, market knowledge, resource allocation 

Perspective/level 
of analysis 

Purposeful, formal, one rationality, one goal  
 

Table 8.2: The episodes of the main case and the sequential strategy process  

 

Strategy 
process

6. Increasing 
coverage with a 
new sales 
organization 
(2011) 

7. Market entered 
but still a large 
amount of 
uncertainty  
(2012)

Episodes 
of the 
main case 

1. Looking for 
new business 
opportunities 
(2005) 

2. Acting on the 
China 
opportunity 
(2005-2009)

3. Long internal 
discussions while 
threats emerge in 
the market (2008-
2010)

4.Developing the 
first mid-end 
products  (2010)

5. Increased 
market activities, 
but still hard to 
enter the mid-
market (2010)

1. 
Deciding to 

grow: 
doing a 
market 

study and 
building a 

local 
factory 

2. 
Deciding 

to act: 
initiating a 
localization 

project  

3. 
Low 

resource 
distribution 
to the mid-

market: 
learning 

and 
complexity 
challenges 

4. 
Deciding to change: 
prioritizing China 

strategically, building local 
R&D and mid-market 

production 

5. 
Increasing resource allocation 
to the mid-market: building a 
mid-market sales organization
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8.1 Deciding to grow: making a market study and 
building a local factory  
In 2005, when the URE division was looking for opportunities to grow, the 
Vice President of Marketing initiated an active strategic search project to 
look for new markets. The results of the search showed an increasing im-
portance of markets in China: “China will play an important role in the 
future…” (VP Atlas, Sweden, 2009). At the same time, the General Man-
ager in Atlas China made a strategic search to study trends in the mining 
industry in China. He had gotten some sporadic reports from his sales 
managers that many small private mines that previously had only used 
hand-held equipment would soon start to mechanize. 

When the Vice President of marketing went to China to visit a new fac-
tory, the General Manager of Atlas China took the opportunity to present 
the potential for growth in mining. A factory had been built as a strategic 
move so as to be ready to increase the capacity in China. “In 2005 a new 
factory was being opened, then they needed to fill it with something” (VP 
Marketing, Sweden, 2009). The proposal to grow in the growing mid-
market mining market therefore came at a good time. 

8.2 Deciding to act: initiating a localization project   
In Atlas Sweden, the Vice President of Marketing talked to the top man-
agement in Örebro, which consisted of the VPs of the different functions of 
the business unit, the divisional president, and the president of the business 
unit. Together the managers decided to initiate a project to get a product 
out to the market that would suit the small growing mines. It was decided 
that the Boomer B281, a one-armed drill rig and the simplest rig of the 
fleet, would be suitable.  

Resources were now allocated to initiate a localization project that was 
managed by Purchasing in Örebro. The organization started to look for 
local suppliers for some of the components of the machine.  The advanced 
drill bit plus some other components would be shipped over from Sweden 
to be assembled in the local factory.  

8.3 Low recourse distribution to the mid-market: 
learning and complexity challenges  
The lack of commitment to the mid-market characterized this period. The 
organization slowly continued on the path they already had chosen, to 
move over and localize the B281, but it did not initiate any other new pro-
jects. One manager described how this development was the result of the 
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absence of a China strategy rather than a conscious choice. “I don’t think 
we had any special strategy for the mid-market at the time” (Global BLM, 
Sweden, 2010). China was instead still understood by many managers as a 
market among many others that did not need any special strategy. In 2008, 
the GM of Sales reported from China to Örebro about the first successful 
example of mechanization in the market with the Atlas Boomer 281. The 
customer had also been ordering several more machines from Atlas.  

8.3.1 Challenges in learning about the market and uncertainty 
about how to proceed 
Apart from the successful case of mechanization, the managers in Örebro 
at the same time received information from the GM in China that the Atlas 
rig was too expensive and complicated for several other customers. While 
managers from Atlas China wanted more resources to develop a new ma-
chine, many managers in Örebro felt they lacked information about the 
market. Managers in Örebro therefore did not know how to proceed with 
the market entry. 
 

It is hard to get a grip on China, partly because it is a young market, be-
cause it is changing, and because it has not previously been a part of the in-
ternational community like Boliden or LKAB [large Swedish mining com-
panies]… We have not had much information exchange with Chinese 
mines. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2009) 

 
Atlas China had only been in contact with relatively few customers, and 
they were dispersed and often hidden, compared to the high-end market 
where the customers were visible and known by Atlas. The result was that 
not even the local organization had accumulated much knowledge about 
the mid-market.  
 

For the large customers, we know them and they know us, but for the small 
customers they are spread everywhere, we don’t know them. We need a 
very good coverage to find them. (GM Sales, China, 2010) 

 
How can we at all know what is being sold to the mines, there are [large 
number] of them. (Marketing manager, China, 2010) [privileged infor-
mation withheld] 
 
This is a strategically critical period; one thing for me is how to interpret 
the China market mid-market, on the demand side. (GM Sales, China, 
2010) 

 
The size of the market, the customer demand, and the business potential, 
all felt like black holes for Atlas managers. “Wow, this is a difficult ques-
tion. How big the market is we really don’t know, we need to dig them out, 
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dig the potential out. The hidden market is dominated by the low-end sup-
ply” (Marketing manager, China, 2010).  

It was also hard to develop deep relationships with the customers that 
Atlas’ managers actually had found, since many customers not yet had 
tried mechanization. The organization had contact with some customers 
that were interested, but it was hard to learn about the market from these 
relationships. “Now they [customers] start to ask, how are we dealing with 
this? When they do, we get some information on what’s going on, but it is 
not enough” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2009). 

It was also difficult to learn about the market from customers who actu-
ally had bought Atlas machines. These customers usually bought only one 
or two machines, and often without a service contract, which Atlas was 
used to using to maintain a business relationship for many years within the 
high-end market. “Some only buy one unit, only sometimes together with 
service, rock tools, and spare parts” (BLM, China, 2010).  

8.3.2 Competition develops fiercely 
In 2009, the organization received information that other companies had 
also begun to see an opportunity in the mid-market, and Atlas’ managers 
started to get worried about the situation.  

More and more players are entering the field so we are facing challenges to 
keep our position against local producers.  (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010)   

They [competitors] are already on their way. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 

There are a large number of potential competitors […] so we have to keep 
an eye on China, both its potential, but also its threats. (Global BLM, Swe-
den, 2009) 

 
In the shift between 2009 and 2010, local companies started to develop 
their organizations fiercely to get into the mid-market. Some companies 
went from nothing, or from other products entirely, to starting to develop 
drill rigs in only some months. Sany, for example, had focused only on 
construction and surface equipment, but it now started to produce drill 
aggregates for underground drilling. Many local competitors still had prob-
lems with their quality, but ”... if they would get their quality right they will 
definitely become a big threat in the future” (VP Marketing, Sweden 
2010).  

Local companies also had other advantages. Compared to Atlas, these 
companies had much cheaper expenses and poorer working conditions, 
which gave them a cost-advantage. The sales company also saw that Atlas 
drill rigs were being copied and sold at a much lower price.  
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In late 2009, a new local competitor, Haotai, came out with a product 
similar to Atlas’ B281. Haotai’s drill rig was simpler and cost about half as 
much as the B281.  

Atlas’ managers saw a big risk in letting local producers expand in the 
Chinese mid-market. Some companies that had been ‘allowed’ to grow in 
the mid-market had already grown large enough to expand internationally 
and to start competing on a global scale.  

For example, in 2009 the Chinese company Ancisis (selling under the 
brand Sinomia) started to expand in the mid-market through a distributor 
network that allowed them to spread out over the country. By the begin-
ning of 2010, Sinomia started to compete with Atlas on a global scale, as it 
established businesses in Peru, Chile and Canada.  

 
The threat is that… well not the threat, the reality is that China is expand-
ing; you find them [Chinese competitors] everywhere. They will take the 
low cost products out of China. (BLM East Asia, Sweden, 2010)  

8.3.3 Many strategic discussions  
The situation in the mid-market triggered many discussions in Örebro 
about what would be the best thing to do, strategically. “A lot of decisions 
are needed to be made to capture opportunity. We already have a good 
foundation, and we still need to be risk aware of everything” (Mid-market 
manager, 2010). 

The managers mainly discussed whether they should develop a new 
drill rig for the mid-market, and if so, whether that rig would improve the 
situation. “Right now we are considering what possibilities we have there, 
and how we can use them in the best way possible” (Global BLM, Sweden, 
2010).  

The discussions were complex and included many people from many 
different functions in Örebro. Managers from Marketing, R&D, Purchas-
ing, Quality, Production, Parts and Service, After Sales, and Human Re-
sources were involved in the discussions. A new rig could make some 
things better, but it would also mean a new strategic direction for the or-
ganization. It would be the first mid-market rig, and it would be the first 
product to be developed for a single country market. A new mid-market rig 
could also upset existing high-end customers in China. Everyone had to 
have their saying in the matter.  

 
So we need to have the involvement of, not only from Product Company 
managers [except Marketing] but also from R&D, Engineering, and Quality 
need to think about impact: if they  [the new drill rigs] get to flooded out on 
the market, what will be the effect on Atlas? (BLM East Asia, Sweden, 
2010) 
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A cheaper product could moreover outcompete Atlas’ existing high-end 
product range in China, or at worst, all high-end customers globally.  

 
We don´t want a situation in which we release a new product 
here…[which] competes with our old model; that will destroy the 
introduction completely. This is where we have a problem. (BLM East 
Asia, Sweden, 2010) 
 
We can lower cost through localization so that profitability improves, but if 
we lower the price I think we will have a problem on our hands. (BLM East 
Asia, Sweden, 2010) 
 
Outside China, how global situation and local China will develop; there are 
big opportunities but there can also be a lot of challenging situations if 
something drastic happens. (Mid-market manager, China, 2010) 
 
Strategy has to be considered, is it only for China or should it be global? 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2009) 

 
In particular, marketing considered how big the potential really was, and 
whether local competition would develop. R&D discussed whether a local 
R&D could be developed there, and how that would affect the lack of con-
trol, such as leakage of intellectual property rights and other critical 
knowledge. “I’ve always had the fear that another company will copy our 
products” (BLM East Asia, Sweden, 2010). Production discussed whether 
production should be moved or not, and especially what would be the cost-
effects of moving production to a country with an increasing rate of wages. 
The effect that local production and R&D would have on quality was also 
discussed.  
 

Quality out of China is always known to be fairly low […] I have 
customers in India, in Phillipines: they do not accept any products from 
China […] Our quality standards are important, that has to continue. (BLM 
East Asia, Sweden, 2010) 

 
Many managers hesitated to invest more resources in the mid-market.  

I have ambivalent feelings for China (PM Marketing, Örebro Sweden) 
 
– The tricky thing in China right now is to know what is the right thing; it 
can be right now, but five years down the line it makes no sense 
whatsoever. 
– [Interviewer] Because things change or because you had the wrong 
impression from the begining?  
– Wrong impression from the beginning, and this is where we cannot make 
rash decisions… but really understand what the needs are. (BLM East Asia, 
Sweden, 2010) 

No new larger commitments were made during these years.  
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8.4 Deciding to change: prioritizing China 
strategically, building local R&D and mid-market 
production  
In 2010 the company had to deal with the situation in which both the mar-
ket and the competition were growing, but they themselves were not grow-
ing quickly.  

To find a solution, managers looked for inspiration from their sister di-
visions in China. The Business Line Manager (BLM) of the sales organiza-
tion turned to Surface Drilling Equipment (SDE). Surface drilling was the 
first company to enter China, and it had experienced similar problems 
some years back when, despite a growing market, it had lost market shares 
to local manufacturers. Despite that setback, by 2010, the SDE division had 
recovered and enjoyed the most rapid growth in Atlas’ rock drilling divi-
sions. 

The sales manager talked to his peer in SDE about how to analyze the 
market. From the conversations he realized that, in a relatively short time, 
SDE had been able to develop a local product that turned out to be a great 
success: no other competitor had it and the market wanted it. The BLM 
also talked to SDE’s customers.  

The BLM felt it was possible to achieve the same growth in his own di-
vision, URE, with a similar mid-end product. The BLM estimated that 
sales could be doubled, or even tripled, with a smaller Boomer.  

Managers in China now became convinced that they needed a mid-
market drill-rig, and managers from Örebro felt they had to meet the com-
petition by responding faster to the market.  

The corporate VP first made the mid-market a strategic priority to grow 
in China. “It has now become clear China is a prioritized market for the 
Business Area Managers” (OM Production, China 2010). To grow faster in 
China, in 2009 the corporate VP for Atlas talked to the URE President and 
the VPs of the functions about the need for faster progress. “The VP was 
clearly pushing for further expansion in China, giving the Presidents for 
the divisions and the GM’s a clear mission to move fast” (OM Production, 
China, 2010).  

As a part of the strategic focus on China, the management group from 
Atlas Sweden went to China two times in 2009 to continue the strategic 
discussions at a more local level.  

The management groups saw that China could play a new strategic role 
in the organization. The organization needed more capacity for global pro-
duction, and a product facility in China could fill shortcoming in produc-
tion capacity. “We can’t keep up with the pace here so now we are making 
products in China that also are meant for other markets; made in Sweden, 
assembled in China” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010). The plan was to pro-
duce some machines in China instead of having a what is called ‘complete-
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knock-down’, meaning that the machines were manufactured in Örebro and 
then shipped over in boxes to China. China would thus become a part of a 
global strategy. “There is also a potential to expand globally with the 
Boomer 281” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010). 

The trip to China resulted in the management group deciding to increase 
the resource allocation to China. “We decided to give more resources to 
Nanjing; we discussed the great potential and the competition” (VP Mar-
keting, Sweden, 2010) 

In the beginning of 2010, things started to move fast. Right after the 
new divisional president took over a decision was made to move produc-
tion of the Boomer 281 to China. The organization simultaneously started 
to plan for the development of a new product that better would fit the mid-
market.  

Moreover, the board, consisting of the VPs for their respective func-
tions, the URE president, and the VP Atlas took the historic decision to 
build the first R&D center, not in Örebro, but in China. This became the 
first R&D center to serve a market within a single country rather than 
global production. It was also decided to develop the production in China 
so that there would be greater capacity and more flexibility, and so that 
more could be done than to only assemble parts manufactured in Örebro.  

8.5 Increasing resource allocation to the mid-market: 
building a mid-market sales organization 
Despite the investments made in 2010, direct contact with the customers 
was still relatively limited and managers in Atlas China in 2011 still felt 
they had difficulties in learning about the mid-market. It was therefore 
decided in Örebro that Atlas China would get more resources so that they 
could make more studies about the market.  

The marketing department in China, which was now becoming the larg-
est marketing department outside Örebro, got the mission to initiate a study 
on the competitors. By understanding how much competitors had grown, 
Atlas could estimate the potential for the market. The results confirmed the 
business potential. “From competitors we know that the market is already 
there” (Mid-market Manager, China 2011). The study on competitors con-
firmed that the mid-market was growing. “What we see is that competitors 
at the low level increase their revenue quite fast, so we know that there is a 
great potential there” (Mid-market Manager, China, 2011) 

The GM of Sales in Atlas China had experienced how another product 
line, Load, Hole and Dump, had lost market shares despite a growing mar-
ket. The reason behind the loss was partly due to the difficulties in reaching 
customers. The GM now suspected that the market for the drill-rig also was 
out of reach for the mid-market sales force. The GM therefore sent a pro-
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posal to the Mining and Rock board about complementing the old sales 
organization with a new distribution organization that would have a wider 
reach. The proposal contained request for resources to employ and train 
new sales persons who would focus exclusively on the mid-market, instead 
of having the high-end sales force also handle mid-market sales. The GM 
also applied for resources to attract and train distributors. At the beginning 
of 2011 a decision was made in Örebro to give resources to Atlas China so 
it could develop a new mid-market sales organization.  

The decision to develop a new sales organization was unique, in line 
with the decision made in the previous year to develop R&D in China. The 
new sales force would be created for a single market instead of following a 
global structure consisting of a technically specialized and geographically 
concentrated sales force.  

The organization had made huge investments in 2012. They had two 
new products for the mid-market and the market coverage had increased.  

Managers however now felt that with the investments the organization 
also had raised their expectations. The situation was not satisfying enough, 
and the mid-market was still hard to get a grip on. The following voice 
illustrates the hopes for the future; this quote summarizes and concludes 
the sequential strategy process: 
 

How much Atlas has invested, the sales team is just the minimum, the R&D 
centre, the branch office, the service teams: huge investments. I, we, cannot 
say no to Sales to jeopardize all that Atlas has invested in China. (Mid-
market manager, China, 2012) 
 

On the question as to why it took so long for the organization to commit to 
the mid-market, I got two answers. The first answer is partly explained by 
this process, but the answer also points to other things that influenced the 
investment pattern.  
 

– [Interviewer] Why did not they [the management board in Swe-
den] approve this [investments] five years ago? 
– I guess first of all it takes time for people to learn about another country, 
what is going on. On the other hand, China was not as important five years 
ago, and the focus was not here [in China]. (Mid-market manager, China, 
2012) 
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Chapter 9: The evolutionary process of 
Atlas/URE’s internationalization  

This chapter describes how managers changed routines in order to adapt to 
the mid-market. Two short tables summarizes the evolutionary process 
perspective (Table 9.1) and the steps attributable to the evolutionary pro-
cess perspective (Table 9.2). The steps of the evolutionary process will be 
described in the subsequent sections of this chapter.   
 
Table 9.1: Summary of the evolutionary process  
Category Evolutionary process 

Attribute Process of variation, selection and retention of routines  

Focus of analysis  How the routines change. Behaviours and attitudes towards the rou-
tines  
 

Perspective/level 
of analysis 

Purposeful or non- purposeful. Suboptimal. Multiple logics. Formal/ 
informal. Intra-organizational  

Table 9.2: The episodes of the main case and the evolutionary process 

 
 
 

Evolution
ary 
process 

Episodes 
of the 
main case 

1. Looking for 
new business 
opportunities 
(2005) 

2. Acting on the 
China 
opportunity 
(2005-2009)

3. Long internal 
discussions while 
threats emerge in 
the market (2008-
2010)

4.Developing the 
first mid-end 
products  (2010)

5. Increased 
market activities, 
but still hard to 
enter the mid-
market (2010)

6. Increasing 
coverage with a 
new sales 
organization 
(2011) 

7. Market entered 
but still a large 
amount of 
uncertainty  
(2012)

1. 
Changes in 

the 
business 

environme
nt leading 

to 
variations 

2. 
Following 
old ways 

of 
thinking 

in Orebro 

3. 
Protecting 

existing 
routines  

from 
change  

5. 
Customers 
protecting 
existing 

routines and 
Atlas  China 

finding a 
need to 
change 

6. 
Selecting 

new 
routines 

for making 
sales 

7. 
Protecting 

existing 
routines 

from 
change

4.
Selecting 

new 
routines 

in
Orebro 
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9.1 Changes in the business environment lead to 
variations  
In 2005, changes in the business environment in China led to information 
first reached the local organization in China, and then Örebro. The infor-
mation introduced a variation of information discontinuity in the organiza-
tion.   

The Chinese business environment for mining in 2005, was changing 
rapidly. As could be seen in the case introduction, China was moving to-
wards a more open economic climate, a change that had started with Deng 
Xiaoping back in the 1980s. Economic growth had released economic re-
sources that enabled the state to invest in infrastructure projects. At the 
same time, iron mining could now be a private business, free from state 
control as in previous years.  

As can be seen, these variations were picked up by the local sales per-
sons operating the market in China, and by the GM who studied the devel-
opment of trends in mining in China.  

As a consequence of the variations, the General Manager of sales 
launched the idea to the Vice Presidents of the business unit in Örebro that 
Atlas could start approaching these new smaller private mines.  

9.2. Following old ways of thinking in Örebro  
The information about the business opportunity in China was spread main-
ly to the top management (e.g. Presidents, VPs) in Örebro. A steering 
committee was put together consisting of the business unit´s top manage-
ment to decide how to approach the small mines. 

The managers acted according to the standard procedure in the organi-
zation. “We don´t do differently than colleagues that have been doing this 
many times before, we follow their way of thinking” (Global BLM, Swe-
den, 2009). 

The organization had structured stepwise procedures for how to enter 
new markets. “The process can be divided into these steps: to move opera-
tions; training; localization; development of the product; and adjustment 
to the market” (President URE, Sweden, 2009).   

According to existing practices, the entry started with the transfer of a 
product from the existing assortment to the new market. In this case, it was 
the Boomer 281 from the high-end assortment that was moved over to Chi-
na. The B281 was becoming unmodern for the high-end markets but could 
according to managers in Örebro be suitable for the mid-market in China. 
“When they are closed down in Örebro because they are too unmodern for 
Örebro we simply move them over to China” (Global BLM, Sweden, 
2010).  
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This process was very cost efficient. “Most investments with products 
when you expand are not costly; you simply readjust the production and 
bring over some Chinese. Most is automatized” (President URE, Sweden, 
2009).   

9.2.1 Difficult for customers to adapt to Atlas’ routines  
Most small private mines in the market found it difficult to adapt their rou-
tines to mechanization. The GM of Sales in China saw that the transition 
required customers to make large commitments and changes in existing 
practices, which was more than many customers could manage. “If they 
accept to buy our equipment they also accept application change, to adjust 
their organization, adjust work flow, adjust practices” (GM Sales, China, 
2011)  

The small mines had over the years developed procedures suitable for 
small scale production. The routines in small scale production were differ-
ent from the routines in large scale production. The customers in the high-
end had large resources. They normally bought large quantities in order to 
keep a stock of equipment. They also could show a good credit history. 
Atlas therefore often provided financial support to these customers.  

The small mines however lacked financial capacity and could not afford 
to keep equipment in stock.  
 

The KA [high-end ] customers have a lot of money and they can keep the 
stock themselves, but the low-end [customers] all try their best to pay for 
the machine themselves and it is really… [hard for] them to afford to stock 
parts and consumables. (Mid-market Manager, China, 2012) 

 
Moreover, while the big state-owned mines employed teams to carry out 
the excavations, the smaller mines instead contracted teams to excavate 
only a certain amount of iron.  

Since the contracts sometimes only applied for a shorter period, neither 
the teams nor the owner, nor Atlas itself, wanted to take the cost of training 
the excavators in mechanization. Many owners also found it too risky to 
keep the old excavators. The owners were afraid it would be too difficult to 
train them in the new methods. If the operators not were trained properly 
they could damage the expensive equipment and stop production, and pro-
duction stoppages were costly.  

At the same time, the excavation teams had often developed close rela-
tionships with the management of the mines, and it was difficult for the 
owners to find new skilled operators. The situation was therefore compli-
cated. For example, the owner of one customer, HongJian Iron Mine, 
wanted to mechanize and had, just one week prior to the interview, bought 
a Boomer 281, but found the adjustment problematic.  
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The management also saw the employment of new staff as challenging. 
“The key success for the transition will be to have qualified operators to 
handle the machine… We plan for six more machines, but it would require 
12 skilled workers” (Mining Manager, HongJian, 2011)  

Customers from the mid-market complained to Atlas’ sales managers 
that their rig, the B281, was too advanced and too expensive. Sales manag-
ers from Atlas China felt that the problems largely came from Örebro’s 
existing routines which were built on interactions with high-end markets 
and which mainly supported sophisticated technological development.  

Atlas sales managers also felt that existing routines made the entry too 
slow in relation to how fast the market was changing. All in all, Atlas’ 
sales managers found it challenging to enter the mid-market with the exist-
ing technologies. The problems with existing routines and technologies led 
to the GM of Sales in 2007 asking the management in Örebro to develop a 
smaller and simpler rig.  

9.2.2 The successful case of mechanization – an exception 
The success with the MingLi mine, in contrast, showed that it was possible 
for small private mines to grow and mechanize with Atlas’ Boomer 281. 
But the success with MingLi seemed to have been achieved due to special 
circumstances. The mine changed owner in 2007, and although it was the 
previous owner who had decided to mechanize with Atlas Boomer, the new 
owner had both more access to capital and had special connections in the 
industry and in the government.  

The new owner was an important and wealthy businessman, running 
companies in several industries. He could afford the relatively pricy ma-
chines. The new owner also had developed relationships with operators 
from his time in the military. The operators could relatively easily learn 
how to operate the machines. “It is not exactly the same thing as mining, 
but at least they knew about drill and blast” (Mining Manager MingLi, 
China, 2011). The new excavators only needed one week of education by 
Atlas technicians, which was standard also for high-end customers. “The 
key to success for the transition was to have qualified operators to handle 
the machine” (Mining Manager, MingLi, China, 2011). 

The mine could relatively easily select new routines for mechanization 
that conformed to Atlas’ practices. Since the owner had access to a skilled 
workforce, the owner could also fire almost all of the old excavators and 
re-employ new skilled operators. 

9.3 Protecting existing routines from change  
While Atlas China experienced problems with existing routines, the atti-
tude with regard to the routines in Örebro was different. Managers in Öre-
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bro felt their procedures were unproblematic. “There is nothing strange 
about it, we just roll out the way we always do” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 
2010). China was seen as being like any other new market.  
 

My experience is that the customers [in China] are not unlike any other cus-
tomer; they want the machines to produce [excavate]. So no, no special 
challenges for China. (VP Service, Sweden, 2010)  

 
When Örebro received information from Atlas China that they needed to 
change technology and routines in order to better fit customers’ demands 
and resource constraints, many managers in Örebro had concerns, especial-
ly those managers in the more technically driven departments. Managers in 
marketing were also skeptical.  

Managers in Örebro thought that their existing routines and especially 
their advanced rigs were what had led the organization to success. The 
managers therefore did not see any need to change their routines. Chinese 
managers expressed that Atlas’ historical heritage in having close coopera-
tion with high-end customers in especially Europe and North America, had 
induced retention forces to maintain existing routines, attitudes, and their 
business culture.  
 

We have been in a mature market for many years, and still today when we 
look at business, a big portion is coming from the European and North 
American perspective. (GM Sales, China, 2010) 

 
One Chinese manager said that Atlas China’s request to develop a mid-
market drill rig was interpreted by managers at Atlas Sweden as if Atlas 
Sweden were being asked to go backwards in development.  
 

People have completely different ways of thinking [in Örebro]. In the min-
ing industry it’s typical that this type of mining was found in Europe 40-50 
years ago, so we were asking Europe to go back 40-50 years. It took time 
for people to understand it is needed.  (GM Sales, China, 2010) 

9.3 1 Atlas China finds existing routines suitable for high-end 
markets but less suitable for the mid-market  
Chinese managers found the desire to preserve the old routines problemat-
ic. Chinese managers felt Örebro’s previous experiences in high-end mar-
kets was now hindering their development.  

Several managers at lower levels in Atlas China expressed frustration. 
They felt that managers in Örebro followed old paths of behaviours and 
lacked understanding about the need to change routines. “Headquarters 
has never understood the situation in the market in China” (KAM, China, 
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2011). The Chinese managers stressed how different the mid-market in 
China was from other global high-end markets.  
 

Looking at mature markets, a lot of players and competition is different. 
You have very established players. In China you have a lot of new players 
coming in every year. Competition is totally different, this is aiding the 
complexity in deciding things, in how we can have a proper… this is the 
challenge, still today. (GM Production, China, 2010) 
 

Chinese managers also felt that Örebro lacked experience of the local mid-
market and that this made it hard for Örebro to understand the need for a 
simpler machine. According to Atlas China, managers in Örebro acted 
from the notion that Atlas was a market leader, like they were in many 
high-end markets. 
 

If they don’t know the situation and they believe that Atlas is the leader in 
the market, why should we develop something less than best?! (GM Sales, 
China, 2010) 
 

This quote from the main case illustrates the notion that in 2010 some 
managers in Örebro still believed that Atlas was not exposed to rapidly 
growing competition in China.   

 
Many parts are already localized today, but what happened is that we didn’t 
really lower the price in the end because the product was not so exposed to 
competition. (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2010) 
 

Sales managers from China felt the history of doing business with large, 
advanced customers had made Örebro too focused on high-end practices 
and technical aspects, and less focused on the market and the customers. 
One manager expressed a need to change both the routines but also the 
mental mindset towards the Chinese mid-market customers.  
 

We should provide what customers need and not what Atlas is good at. 
(KAM, China, 2011) 

 
 HQ in Sweden only thinks they have to make the best design but it does 
not care about sales people. (KAM, China, 2011) 

 
Moreover, according to the Chinese managers, Atlas Sweden calculated the 
market potential in a way that did not comply with the market conditions. 
While Sweden calculated how much the mines could excavate with the 
machines, they did not take the special mid-market customer needs into 
consideration, or the complexity of the market. “They do not calculate the 
potential right” (KAM, China, 2011).  
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Moreover, according to managers in Atlas China, Sweden’s routines 
about how to develop strategy was high-end focused. For instance, Örebro 
asked Atlas China for a strategy for the next two years. This long-term 
planning was typical in stable mature western high-end markets, but in the 
mid-market, things changed fast and the local managers felt they could 
only plan for the coming two or three months.  

9.3.2 Protection of existing high-end routines  
The high-end focus led to China not being prioritized in the daily menu of 
working tasks among managers in Örebro. Many managers in Örebro were 
so-called shared resources managers, meaning they were supposed to share 
their time between the high-end and the mid-market in China. 

However, in 2010, much of middle management still did not incorpo-
rate the variations in their daily works. Instead, they followed old paths of 
prioritizing high-end projects.  
 

What do you start with, to lower costs (mid-market) or to resolve a problem 
with the angle that you wish to reach with this new drill [high-end market]. 
In the end, they wait with China and dedicate only the last ten percentages 
on that. As long as you share the people, they will be pulled in this direction 
and not in the other. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 
 
– [Interviewer] That which is getting prioritized is the development of the 
new [advanced] product?  
– That is how I see it.  
– [Interviewer] And why is that? Does it have to do with business culture?  
– That is easy to say, and it is probably partly the truth. I believe we are a 
very engineering focused company; what is fun is to take on difficult chal-
lenges that you have to solve, the technical part, not to reduce cost by twen-
ty percent. It has to be translated into a technical challenge before you take 
it on whole-hearted. I see that really clearly in some instances. (Global 
BLM, Sweden, 2010) 

 
The dedication towards the high-end was especially apparent among man-
agers in the technical functions. “I think … [VP Marketing, Sweden] was 
most positive in the beginning, and Production and R&D were more hesi-
tant” (GM Sales, China 2010), and this attitude permeated the whole or-
ganization in Örebro.  

One manager described that behaviours protecting high-end practices 
were reinforced when some of the top managers gave signals to keep the 
focus on high-end projects.  
 

It is a management issue. How important is it for he who is responsible for 
the resources, how important is China?! […] some things they find more in-
teresting than other things. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 
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You are sitting there as a design engineer and you get as a task to support 
China. But you also get the task to be included in that other project as well. 
Then you notice that your boss is very interested in that other project. 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 

 
The signals are subtle and not necessarily deliberate, even if they can be, 
and they are only signals rather than part of an outspoken formal strategy.  

It is not that he [manager in charge] has to tell you that “now you should 
focus on this!” He can tell you that now you work fifty percent with China 
and fifty percent with the Swedish project.  Then the manager is talking 
warmly about all the possibilities with the Swedish project. Then you go 
back to your room to start figuring something out. Well, then you’ll start 
with the Swedish project [….] Then you never arrive to the Chinese project 
because this [Swedish project] feels urgent.  “My manager has been talking 
a lot about this!” That is what I mean, that this is a management issue. 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 

9.4 Selecting new routines in Örebro  
Some of the higher level managers in Atlas Sweden (the corporate VP, VP 
Marketing, and VP Purchasing, among others) now imposed some changes 
with the aim to select new routines and increase the mid-market focus in 
the organization. The managers wanted to make managers in Örebro more 
aware of the situation in China. They hoped to change the attitudes and 
increase the commitment to the mid-market. “We tried to create a better 
focus and to make Sweden aware of the importance of China” (VP Market-
ing, Sweden, 2009). The corporate VP felt that China was important and 
that China required the organization to make some changes. “To stay in 
China you are forced to develop in a certain direction” (VP Atlas, Swe-
den, 2009) 

The product manager reduced the amount of shared resources, and in-
stead made the middle management responsible over all of China by mak-
ing them so-called dedicated resources. “If you put all of the China job on 
a guy he must find solutions to the problems if he wants to continue to work 
in this function, otherwise he will not” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010)  

The managers also established direct links between the lower-level 
managers in Sweden and in China. The links were intended to initiate new 
routines in which middle-managers from China and Sweden could have 
direct phone communication.  

A decision was also made to place an expat permanently in Nanjing 
China. In this position, they put the previous purchaser for the localization 
project, who now became a Project Leader and, later, Operations Manager 
with oversight of production.  
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The managers also started to organize Atlas China so that it would re-
flect the organization in Örebro by using the same hierarchical system, 
titles, and roles as in Sweden. This was done in order to create recognition 
and thus also interaction between the organizations. The managers in that 
way hoped to increase knowledge in Örebro about the local operations. The 
aim was also to make it easier for Örebro to overview and control the oper-
ation in China.  

Efforts were also made in 2010 to modernize Atlas China’s product 
company, by making it grow substantially. To help with the modernization, 
a new General Manager was recruited in 2007, who had a background in 
marketing, as opposed to the previous manager, who was an engineer. The 
product company was a holdover from earlier days when the organization 
was focused on the high-end mature market with state-owned players, and 
when it had been engaged as a Joint Venture with a state-owned company. 
At that time, Atlas China was not attempting to grow in the same way, and 
the product company was made for keeping business rather than for grow-
ing it. The corporate VP now gave the new GM the goal to grow. 

VP Marketing moreover moved decision making down in the hierarchy, 
closer to the market. He set up a new local committee in Nanjing for the 
product company. The committee involved lower-level managers from 
both China and Örebro and VP Marketing was the head. A new business 
board was also set up for Sales and Service.  

Also, a new divisional president was recruited in 2010. It has been de-
scribed that he brought in a new positive attitude towards growth in China. 
The new President further re-arranged the organization.  
 

– When [divisional president] came in he changed some of the divisional 
management, and things started to move faster. 
– [Interviewer] So [the new divisional president] came in 2010, who did he 
appoint? 
– New marketing manager, new design and development manager.  
– [Interviewer] So after 2010 different persons were involved in the discus-
sion [about China]? 
– Yes. 
– [Interviewer] And a new attitude? 
– Yes. (GM Sales, China, 2012) 
 

The managers who introduced the new internal routines wanted the chang-
es to lead to an increased focus and enthusiasm towards China in Örebro. 
The management group travelled to Nanjing in 2010 to increase interaction 
further. Marketing and Production now initiated a rotation program, and 
managers in Örebro started to receive technicians from Atlas China.  

Later the same year, the board of the newly-modernized product com-
pany decided to start producing a smaller Boomer exclusively for a lower 
market segment. “We designed a product portfolio to fit the mid-market 

 137 



and we have our own China product portfolio brand up to 2014 to mainly 
focus on this range of products” (GM Sales, China, 2012).  

In retrospect, one manager from China reflected on why the change 
came so late. The challenge in changing old ways of thinking was pointed 
out as one reason, and the challenge to make Örebro aware of the situation 
in China as another. 
 

– [Interviewer]…why didn’t they [Örebro]) approve this five years ago? 
– People have a routine way of thinking and it’s quite a challenge to accept 
another idea before really seeing the necessity. (Mid-market manager, Chi-
na, 2012) 
 

The development of the Product Company of Atlas China and the new 
local R&D illustrate how managers perceived a need to break free from 
existing structures of experiences residing in Örebro. Managers found that 
previous experience with international expansion was now, to a large ex-
tent, obsolete. The managers instead needed to build new experiences on 
how to deal with the mid-market establishment, separate from the in-
volvement of old knowledge structures and behavioural paths.   
 

That’s how I feel, that China is a complete unique case, because there arte a 
lot of things... for me it’s starting from scratch basically.  (BLM East Asia, 
Sweden, 2010) 
 
– [Interviewer] Do you think people have been able to use their previous 
experience from international expansions when establishing business in the 
mid-market  China, or have people been trying to build new [experiences] 
onsite?  
– It feels for me like you [the organization] have started from zero and are 
trying to build onsite. (R&D Manager, Sweden, 2010) 

9.5 Customers protecting existing routines and Atlas 
China finding a need to change  
At the same time that managers in Örebro struggled with adapting the rou-
tines to the market, the sales managers in Atlas China faced a similar prob-
lem from market actors who also wanted to preserve existing procedures. 
By the end of 2010, one smaller mid-level drill-rig was out in the market, 
and another simpler Boomer was under development. However, despite the 
changes, the sales organization did not feel that the mid-market was profit-
able enough and the market entry seemed to go slow. 

Among other things, Atlas found it hard to introduce new methods of 
excavation to the owners. “The people are stable and they are used to the 
[old] way of doing business” (Marketing manager, China, 2011). The in-
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dustry was described as conservative and the market was also characterized 
by stability: mining often required long-term planning and the same per-
sons often stayed in their positions for a long time. Many mine owners and 
other mining staff therefore had a certain way of thinking, which protected 
old methods and that seemed hard to change. “The mind is difficult to 
change for many owners” (Technical manager, China, 2011).  

Often, a steady production was more appreciated than novel methods, 
and many miners in the low-end preferred to continue to work as had al-
ways been doing, with hand-held equipment. “Some customers simply 
don’t want to expand their production but are satisfied” (BLM, China, 
2010)  

The introduction of the new methods was therefore challenging. “It is a 
process to get them to use the machines and it takes time to change” 
(KAM, China, 2011). To understand the benefits of mechanization the 
miners would have to change their ways of thinking. “So today we do a lot 
of work to try to make them think in more long term” (GM Sales, China, 
2010). 

As the machines required larger initial investments than the hand-held 
equipment, the benefits had to be calculated in a different way, namely in a 
longer run. However, since the miners lacked experience from mechaniza-
tion it could be challenging to evaluate its potential benefits with mechani-
zation. “They didn’t do the calculation, day after day we spend time talking 
to them” (BLM, China, 2011). Atlas’ managers therefore often met the 
attitude that mechanization would be a too risky. “With changed methods 
you take a risk things will not work as well as before” (KAM, China, 
2011).   
 

[The miners] that are changing from relatively primitive [methods] may not 
be able to accept the state of our technology. They still have some specula-
tion that ‘this does not fit me. I don’t have that knowledge, so...’ (GM 
Sales, China, 2010)  

9.5 1 Why such complicated routines? 
Many of Atlas’ existing routines on how to do business were problematic 
for the small mines. Their work was organized for small scale production, 
but Atlas’ routines were developed for large mines.  

The large investments required to purchase the machines were only one 
problem. Another problem was how to organize the work. The construction 
teams were only contracted for limited periods of time and could therefore 
jump from one mine to the other, or even work in between the mines.  

On the other hand, the teams did not want to pay for training to use the 
machines since their next job could require hand-held drilling instead. “It’s 
understandable, if the sub-contractor has a contract that is very short and 
they don’t know what will happen afterwards its risky...” (GM Sales, Chi-
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na, 2010). The excavation teams therefore often had a short-term perspec-
tive on the mining process.  
 

It is much more difficult to change the minds of the construction teams that 
often want to continue to work […] the way they always have been working 
– with hand-held.  (KAM, China, 2011) 

 
Many customers also perceived that the purchase process was problematic. 
Atlas’ organization mirrored high-end customers, with departments of spe-
cialized functions.  
 

This structure we say is our global structure, but we believe it is only good 
for our large customers. They have different departments, even different 
companies… totally different people handling different steps. (GM Sales, 
China, 2010) 

 
Managers from Atlas had contact with people from the same hierarchical 
level and function in the customer’s organization, and all functions were 
involved in a purchase. “For the big key customer, they have equipment 
purchasing, part purchasing, R&D purchasing, maybe service operations 
department as well, so different faces is ok, they can accept” (Marketing 
manager, China, 2011). 

However, for the mid-market customer, the selling process was long 
and complicated. The mid-market customer’s organization was small. In-
stead of being responsible for a single function, one person was often re-
sponsible for all functions in the purchasing process. “The middle and 
small sized customers have very simple organizations, only one boss and 
only one mining manager takes care of everything. With so many faces it is 
not so good” (Marketing manager, China, 2011).  

But the mid-market customer would need to talk to up to five different 
persons from the seller, for five functions, even if they only wanted to buy 
a single machine.  
 

If they want service they go to the service department, if they want rock 
tools they will go to the rock tool division. And the customer thinks why 
does only one unit have to be so complicated. (Marketing manager, China, 
2011)  
 

The complicated sales process made the customer frustrated. “[…] the 
small persons will ask AC to go to hell; they need a one-stop shop” (Mid-
market manager, China, 2012).  

Moreover, sometimes the delivery time to the customer was long. It 
could take long time to get machine parts sent over from Sweden to China. 
Especially, if there was something wrong with the shipment, the machine 
could be delayed up to several months to the customer. 
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9.5 2 Hard to reach the customers  
Yet another problem was that Atlas’ existing routines were based on an 
outdated geographical organization. As the large state-owned mines were 
few and concentrated, Atlas’ organization was also geographically concen-
trated in the areas in where the high-end customers operated. Most sales 
activities were arranged in these areas.   

In 2010 many sales activities were for example organized in the Sanxi 
province, the same province where the successful MingLi mine operated. 
At the time of the interview with Atlas sales managers, two mines had been 
approached in the Sanxi province a couple of days earlier, namely YenJi, 
and TieXang, and due to the success with MingLi, a larger gathering was 
planned with potential customers from the area.  

However, there were many more mid-market customers than high-end 
customers, and these mid-market customers were spread out all over China, 
often in remote areas. Atlas’ organization was too small to cover the mid-
market mines. As it was now it could take days for a sales person to reach a 
mine. It was therefore problematic to quickly get spare parts and service to 
the customers. “China is a country with such vast areas, like Europe in 
size, so it’s not possible to copy the approach in other markets” (Mid-
market manager, China 2012). The customers found the distance costly.  
 

I believe it is taking too long to get spare parts delivered. Today it takes 
three days. This means less production during the days the machine is 
standing still. We would appreciate a spare parts warehouse in the area and 
access to technicians so problems can be solved immediately.  (MingLi 
Mining Manager, China, 2010) 
 

 
Figure 9.1: The mid-market mines are often located in remote areas. On the 
way to a mid-market mine, China 2012 
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Since it required many resources from Atlas to identify and reach the mid-
market customer and since the customer often bought quite small quanti-
ties, the business was sometimes costly. 
 

– Some only buy one unit, only sometimes together with service [...] If they 
would buy everything from us it’s not costly.  
– [Interviewer] So today it’s costly? 
– Today it may be costly. ((BLM, China, 2010)) 
 
We have observed a lot of construction companies in the past, they sell di-
rect. But the direct sales, we couldn’t afford to have sales in every corner of 
China. (Marketing Manager, China, 2012) 

 
The General Manager felt something needed to be done. “[…] we think 
that for the last 5 years we are quite good for big customers, but for the 
small and mid-range, our cover and service is not enough” (Marketing 
manager, China, 2011)  

To resolve the problem, the General Manager in 2010 proposed to make 
a re-organization so that the sales company could create new routines on 
how to reach and serve customers. The GM proposed a separate mid-
market sales force to exist alongside the old one, which would be a more 
absolute high-end organization.  

We maintain and let them [old sales organization] even more focus on large 
customers. Then we create a new department, we call area sales, so these 
people are responsible for geographical areas… for all MR [Mining and 
Rock] products. (GM Sales, China, 2010) 

 
Another problem that was hoped to be resolved by a new sales organization 
was the lack of knowledge about the mid-market. Despite a business intel-
ligence function that previously been developed in Atlas China (see the 
section on the strategy process), it had turned out to be hard to understand 
the scattered and complex mid-market.  

Due to scarce resources, much work in the business intelligence func-
tion was ad-hoc and not very strategic. Little information had so far been 
gathered. “Most studies have so far been ad-hoc studies because we have 
been lacking resources to provide a particular business line with systemat-
ic detailed studies” (Marketing manager, China, 2011)   

When the organization got more resources, the Marketing Manager in 
Atlas China found that it was still complicated to study customer behav-
iours in the complex and scattered market. It was too hard to identify the 
customers. The Marketing Manager therefore contracted an external Indian 
research company to help. However, despite a whole team working on it, 
six months later the external consultants had still not succeeded in complet-
ing the study. The result so far was that “[t]he marketing function still has 
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very limited knowledge regarding the handheld [low-end]” (Marketing 
manager, China, 2011)  

9.6 Selecting new routines for making sales  
In 2011 when China got its first own Design and Development unit, the 
organization could increase the routine adaptation and technological fit to 
the market.  

Development of the new local organization also changed the routines 
between Sweden and China. The local R&D made the Chinese organiza-
tion more autonomous and able to act on variations from the market and to 
select new routines without involvement from Örebro. The change was 
seen as a break with historical paths.  

 
Historically they [Örebro] have looked at the global demand because they 
have to […] make the investment to pay off. But nowadays there is more 
focus on the China market, so there is a possibility to produce some China 
specific product. (Marketing manager, China, 2011) 
 

A new sales organization was developed alongside the old, as an attempt to 
improve the routines with the customers. While the old high-end organiza-
tion would be more geographically concentrated, the new mid-market or-
ganization had a wider geographical spread thanks to a new distribution 
network.  

With this distribution network, Atlas would get a physical presence in 
each of China’s 31 provinces. The sales organization hoped that the new 
network would increase the reach to mid-market customers, and that the 
new business procedures would fit the mid-market better.   

 
For the China market we want to have fast growth, distribution is a must. 
(Marketing manager, China, 2012) 
 
The hope is that, with small market reach, the customers will automatically 
come to us asking for equipment.  (Mid-market manager, China, 2012) 
 

Atlas managers hoped that the business would be more profitable. 
 

If we have a dealer [distributor] who has four mines close by and that only 
is buying one unit, we still can make money. (BLM, China, 2011) 

 
Moreover, while the high-end organization had more technically special-
ized managers involved in the sales process, the new mid-market organiza-
tion would be less complex.  

In order to separate the two sales organizations, the managers looked at 
the organizational complexity of the customers’ organizations. If a custom-

 143 



er’s organization was large and complex, it belonged to the high-end, oth-
erwise to the mid-market.   
 

If the customers have a complex organization and different functions, and 
have activities over different regions, then they are [belong to] Key Ac-
count Managers [old organization]. So it has to do with their organizational 
structure, not with sales. (GM sales, China, 2012) 

 
While the old Key Account managers would maintain relationships exclu-
sively with high-end customers, the new distribution network would focus 
on reach and growth.  

A first tier of distributors would have a more fully fledged assortment 
of spare parts, and a second tier would reached out to more remote areas, 
focusing only on sales. All distributors would also have to dedicate them-
selves to Atlas and could not sell any products from competitors.  

 

 
Figure 9.2: In the distributor's shop all interior is standardized ac-
cording to Atlas principles and the distributors are dedicated to Atlas 
only. Inside a distributors shop in Hefei, 2011 

 
This was a completely new way of doing business for the division. “I am 
the pioneer of Atlas, […] we cannot say no to the future” (Mid-market 
manager, China, 2012)  

The change would give Atlas sales managers the new roles of support-
ing and supplying the distributors instead of the mines.  

 
They will appear more like a consultant in the future. That’s in my mind. 
(Marketing manager, China, 2011)  
 
If some customers have some questions the sales team will come together 
with distributors to answer those questions. To have them solve problems. 
(Marketing manager, China, 2011) 
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The sales persons also had a new commission-based incentive system that 
encouraged the sales managers to make faster sales.  
  

The business line [old sales] has a fixed salary that accounts for a big part 
of the salary, but the NST [mid-market sales organization] […] has low 
based salary but no limit for the commission. So they have the whole moti-
vation to sell more. (Mid-market manager, China, 2012) 

9.7 Protecting existing routines in Atlas China from 
change  
Despite the routine changes, in 2012 the market entry was still going slow-
ly. Several of the managers from the old sales organization did not appreci-
ate the new routines of the new mid-market sales organization. The manag-
ers in the new organization had a lower degree of specialization and tech-
nical competence. “The Business Line is much more professional than the 
National Sales Team [mid-market sales organization]” (Sales engineer, 
China, 2011). 

Managers from the old organization felt that the new market did not 
symbolize what Atlas historically had been standing for: sophisticated 
products and a high technical competence.  “At the very beginning people 
have a lot of doubt if it is the way to go” (Mid-market manager, China, 
2012).  

The old sales managers feared that the new organization would fail to 
provide advanced solutions to its customers and to other market actors such 
as people in government organizations.  
 

Right now the company is just recruiting people without thinking about 
their skills. People that sell machines, they have to be skilled enough to be 
able to approach high level people in society. (Sales engineer, China, 2011) 
 
The managers should be more professional […] They should know the 
applications and have good industry knowlede, they should know the 
customer demand. (Sales engineer, China, 2011) 
 

The old organization also believed it took too much effort to train the new 
organization. 
 

According to my experience, to teach a new salesman it takes at least one 
and a half years, but in the Business Line we have expereinced salesmen; 
we can teach the new salesmen quickly and the new ones will become good 
quickly. (Technical engineer, China, 2011) 
 

The old organization continued to work according to its old routines, which 
led to old sales managers still considering both the mid-market and high-
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end as their market, just as in the old days. “It was quite a challenge in the 
beginning. People are used to working like we did in the past” (Mid-
market manager, China, 2012). This led to some confusion among custom-
ers and within Atlas China.  

Except for this confusion, by 2012 the market entry had  come far due 
to all the routine changes the organization had gone though.  In 2012 the 
corporate VP had also been living in Shanghai for about one year as a way 
to learn more about the market. The move was also as an important state-
ment to the organization that China was important.  

The entry had proceeded successfully, albeit slowly. However, despite 
all changes the organization had gone though, in 2012 it was still hard to 
say anything with certainty about the future development of the entry in the 
quickly changing and complex mid-market.   
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Chapter 10: The political process of 
Atlas/URE’s internationalization  

This chapter describes how managers act politically in order to control 
commitment and resource allocation to the mid-market. Two short tables 
summarizes the political process perspective (Table 10.1) and show the 
steps that are attributable to the political process perspective (Table 10.2). 
The steps of the political process will be described in the subsequent sec-
tions of this chapter.  
  
Table 10.1: Summary of the political process  

Category Political process   

Attribute Dialectic process in which people compete over resources and use 
power to control outcomes 
 

Focus of analysis  Political behaviours and the use of power in social relationships 

Perspective/level 
of analysis 
 

Purposeful, self-interests, conflicting logics. Formal / informal.  

Table 10.2: The episodes of the main case and the political process 

 
 

Political 
process 

5. Increased 
market activities, 
but still hard to 
enter the mid-
market (2010)

6. Increasing 
coverage with a 
new sales 
organization 
(2011) 

7. Market entered 
but still a large 
amount of 
uncertainty  
(2012)

Episodes 
of the 
main case 

1. Looking for 
new business 
opportunities 
(2005) 

2. Acting on the 
China 
opportunity 
(2005-2009)

3. Long internal 
discussions while 
threats emerge in 
the market (2008-
2010)

4.Developing the 
first mid-end 
products  (2010)

1. 
The coercive power is 

found in Orebro 

2. 
Resistance 
in Orebro 

against 
resource 
allocation 
to the mid-

market

3. 
Resolving
political 
tensions 

in Orebro

4. 
Resistance 

in the 
market 
against 

mechaniza
tion

5. 
Resistance 

in Atlas 
China  

about new 
sales 

routines 

6. 
Conflict 
spreading 

to the 
market/ 

resolving 
the tensions 
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10.1 The cohesive power is found in Örebro  
In 2005, when the VP of Marketing came back from China to present the 
business opportunity in the mid-market, not many persons were protesting 
against dedicating some resources to the project. For some years, Atlas 
proceeded as usual with a focus on high-end global markets, and a smaller 
dedication to the new project of entering the mid-market.  

10.1.1 Growing resistance in Örebro to the mid-market 
The localization project started in 2007, and at the same time, a request 
came from Atlas China that they wanted a new drill rig especially for their 
market. China started to come up more frequently under the board meet-
ings at Atlas Sweden (VPs and Presidents).  

The management group in Atlas Sweden did however not agree on how 
to proceed with the project. Production and R&D together with the divi-
sional President wanted to put the development of a China rig on hold, and 
instead proceed carefully, while managers from marketing were more posi-
tive to the idea of dedicating more resources to the mid-market.  

The economic crisis hit the organization in 2008, and Örebro was forced 
to lay off 280 people. This period was a sensitive one for managers in Öre-
bro who intensely discussed how many people should be let go from each 
function.  

One manager has described this period as emotional. It provoked people 
that resources had been allocated to China and that a new factory recently 
had been built in Nanjing, at the same time that jobs were lost in Sweden. 
People felt that China in the future could be a threat to even more jobs in 
Sweden.  
 

It [the mid-market] is very exciting and relevant, [but] people feel it is a 
threat. In Sweden people are scared that they would need to quit their jobs 
if things are moved over to China. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 
 
They believe that Nanjing will take their jobs. (Global BLM, Sweden, 
2010) 

10.1.2 Decision making power concentrated at a high level  
At the same time, managers in Atlas China felt they did not get enough 
resources. The Chinese managers regretted they could not develop their 
own products. They felt restrained in acting in the mid-market due to their 
lack of decision-making power.  

The formal power to decide on commitments instead seemed at the time 
to have been found high up in the hierarchy in Örebro (“[…] the cohesive 
power is found in Örebro (OM, China, 2010)”), even though  higher level 
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managers in the interviews often assert that the organization was de-
centralized. “The company is decentralized and dispersed, but the sales 
companies cannot themselves try to develop some product” (President 
URE, Sweden, 2009). Decisions concerning investments to the mid-market 
were for example taken by the VPs and the president of the division. Atlas 
China depended on VPs to get its decisions sanctioned.  
 

The company is actually centralized in the way that the local decision-
making power is found at the divisional level, in other words, at a pretty 
high level. (President URE, Sweden, 2009) 
 

Chinese managers also seemed to depend on managers at lower levels in 
the functions in Örebro to coordinate activities and to carry out different 
tasks.  
 

We don’t have subsidiaries that can develop their own products, it would 
not be profitable. To develop many of the products you need resources that 
are so large that it wouldn’t be sustainable if everyone develops in different 
places, but we need coordination. (President URE, Sweden, 2009) 

10.1.3 Large amounts of informal power in Örebro  
Several interviewees described how managers at lower levels in Örebro 
possessed much informal power, especially among the technical and 
knowledge-intense functions like R&D, Production, and After Market. 
Interviewees describing that these “strong forces” had quite a lot of say in 
decision-making (as will be shown later in the chapter).  

Many of the managers in Örebro had also stayed in the company for a 
long time and had over time gained much influence in the decision making 
process. One manager who had good insight into both Atlas Sweden and 
Atlas China indicated the influence of the lower level management by ex-
pressing the how important it was to get these managers onboard on a deci-
sion. These managers could hinder a decision, even against the will of 
some higher-level management.  
 

It’s not only about getting top management onboard, but also important 
persons in the organization, because if someone is obstructive it is not pos-
sible. (OM, China, 2010) 
 

Certain managers who had previously been skeptical about the mid-market 
now openly stated that they did not want further resources to be dedicated. 
These managers presented an argument that it was not possible to develop 
a new machine at that time.  
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10.2 Resistance in Örebro to resource allocation to the 
mid-market 
In the third episode, competitors were starting to pop up and the Chinese 
managers were afraid that the window of opportunity would close.  

10.2.1 Pushing for the mid-market  
The GM sales tried to push harder for developing a new mid-market rig. 
The GM asked for resources from Örebro to drive this project, and for 
more personnel to work on the entry. “The Chinese are very optimistic and 
happy, we have to invest” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

The period between 2008 and 2010 was characterized by increased po-
larization between actors, especially in Örebro and between managers in 
Örebro and Atlas China. As the resistance to China became more explicit, 
managers from Atlas China started to push more for the mid-market. It has 
been described that, during the period, people pushed and pulled in differ-
ent directions to get what they want. ”It is a very hot project where every-
one is there to push and pull: ‘I want this because it is good for 
me’.”(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

During this time it became clearer who was for or against the mid-
market. People from purchasing and marketing, especially some at higher 
levels, were among the earliest ones dedicated to the mid-market. They 
were traveling to China, and they had frequent contact with their Chinese 
colleagues. 
 

Purchasing has invested; they have realized that this is a giant opportunity. 
They were there and made even sure that one of their persons was put in 
China because they saw that “we can learn something from this”. And mar-
keting was even there before the factory was there. (Global BLM, Sweden, 
2010)   

 
People from marketing in 2009 tried to take action to try to find solutions 
to the resistance to the mid-market. “We in marketing are like the spider in 
this web that will try to find the best solutions and roll it out in this mess” 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). Together with purchasing, they tried to in-
volve their Chinese colleagues more in Örebro’s strategic discussions.  

To increase the China focus, in 2009 the Vice President of Atlas told 
the Vice Presidents of the business and the divisional president in Atlas 
Sweden that they had to make China a part of an official strategic long 
term plan. He also asked for higher immediate commitment to the mid-
market.  

In 2010 the VP launched a new official strategy in which growth in 
China was a high strategic priority. As Atlas China grew it was also sup-
posed to be increasingly integrated into Örebro’s operations. “Now, when 
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an organization is starting to be created there [China], it was obvious that 
they would be a part of our organization” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).   

10.2.2 Resistance to the new mid-market strategy  
Despite the mid-market now supposedly being a part of a prioritized offi-
cial strategy, the resistance to the mid-market had instead increased. It now 
became clearer who was against allocating to the mid-market and who was 
not.  

Resistance could be found in all hierarchical levels, but several inter-
viewees have described that especially Production, Research and Devel-
opment, and After Market acted obstructively.   
 

– [Interviewer] What managerial level do we find these problems at?  
– It is probably divided. It is Aftermarket, Construction, that not have taken 
responsibility or felt responsible for that business […] In After Market the 
interest is almost nonexistent. In Technical it is under protest; you do it be-
cause you’ve been told to. But you have not taken on the task with a ‘wow, 
this we will do something about!’ (BLM, Sweden, 2010)   
 

But even within marketing some people were skeptical, especially at lower 
levels.   
 

Earlier we had persons within [Global BLM’s] organization [i.e. Market-
ing] that were opposing this. ‘We don’t deal with these things, we always 
do better machines, not simpler, it is for reactionaries.’ (OM Production, 
China, 2010)  

 
The reasons for the resistance also became more visible. The low commit-
ment to China did not only come from lack of trust or interest in develop-
ing simple products, nor did it come only from the fear about losing jobs, 
as earlier had been stated. One additional perceived problem was that the 
managers doubted Nanjing’s capabilities to develop high quality products. 
Another fear was that they would lose technical know-how to competitors 
if they developed a local R&D. Still others expressed a general kind of 
skepticism, as the quote illustrates. 
 

Let us say like this; today there is a lot of talk about it [the mid-market], 
what will come. We have not seen that yet, there are no huge changes yet. 
So far it is probably mainly plans. (VP Service, Sweden, 2010) 
  

This resistance has also been described as driven by control. “Their behav-
iour was driven by a need to control more than to manage” (Global BLM, 
Sweden, 2010). This need has been confirmed by the critics themselves, 
who felt that rigorous control was good for the development. “Yes, it is 
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both [careful investments and control]. I would say that we have let go of 
the control in extremely small steps to China” (VP Service, Sweden, 
2010).  

10.2.3 “Slowly, slowly, but safe”  
In Atlas Sweden, the resistance was manifested in different ways. At high 
levels in Örebro, managers gave informal signals to their organizations that 
China was not important.  
 

On Vice President level, it is all about what signals you give. It is not what 
you say but how you act. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010)  
 
If you take on a project with enthusiasm, but in another you don’t dedicate 
more time than officially announcing it as a part of our plans, the result will 
be thereafter everyone feels that this project is not so good. (Global BLM, 
Sweden, 2010)    
 

Moreover, managers did not take initiatives to support cooperation. “From 
our side, we have not sent anyone” (VP Service, Sweden, 2010). 
 

If the manager is not signaling that this is also important, if the manager is 
not traveling there and is not present and does not get involved, it [mid-
market China] becomes marginalized. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 

 
Managers also pushed for a slow investment strategy. In particular, manag-
ers from Production, Research and Development, and After Market felt it 
was right to progress slowly despite quick development in China.      
 

– We have taken very small careful steps. 
– [Interviewer] But you moved over production?! 
– Yes, but in very small steps. That has been deliberately not to go to a 
dead-end, but to take one step at the time.  Slowly, slowly, but safe, that is 
the way I’d like to describe the strategy. […]  (VP Service, Sweden, 2010) 
 
– [Interviewer] How small steps can you take? China is fast growing, rela-
tively speaking! 
 – Yes (laughter), it depends on how fast you want to grow […] I think it 
has worked well with the small steps we have taken. I don’t know how 
small steps you can take, as small as you like I suppose. (VP Service, Swe-
den, 2010) 

At lower levels resistance was instead manifested by the lack of hands-on 
time. “[…] far down in the managerial level, [it is about] how you dele-
gate or organize your work” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). Technical 
experts at lower levels also used their roles as experts to show the disad-
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vantages of the mid-market, and thereby could control resource distribution 
to the market.  

Attempts to increase the coordination between Atlas Sweden and China 
were blocked, such as a rotation program that the VP Marketing together 
with the global product manager tried to initiate in 2009. Chinese and 
Swedish managers could learn more about each other’s operations, but 
managers from Örebro made sure it was put on hold.  
 

We tried to get Sweden onboard so Chinese could be in place (in Swe-
den)… But very strong forces within the technical organization made sure 
that you took advantage of time-to-market as a reason not to do it, how 
quickly we could develop the machine. (Manager Production, China, 2010) 
 
The cost was not important ‘We don’t have time with Chinese in the project 
who don´t know anything!’ They succeeded, something that many today 
regret. (Manager Production, China, 2010) 

10.2.4 Using technical expertise as a tool for political 
behaviours 
The proposals from China about more resources to new and existing pro-
jects were often turned down.  
 

The local unit felt they needed resources for R&D training, and local inde-
pendence in decision-making, so they sent requests to Sweden, but felt they 
were not prioritized nor got the resources they needed. (BLM Sales, China, 
2010)  

In Örebro managers referred to poorly written proposals as an argument for 
not acting on the proposals. In light of that, proponents in Örebro worked 
on improving the proposals so that arguments could be avoided. For exam-
ple, after the expat came in 2008, he helped his Chinese colleagues in Pro-
duction to write good proposals. “They have been applying for resources to 
develop products, but only the last one and a half to two years ago with 
[OM, Production] in place” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). The VP of 
Marketing also helped the GM production with communication. The organ-
ization could as a result increase the rate and quality of proposals. 

Then, instead, people from Örebro started to argue that quality aspects 
were problematic, using their roles as technical experts to hinder the pro-
ject.   
 

I think they had ambitions locally in China, they wanted to launch things. 
So they initiated things, and then you got questioned on the quality and 
‘what are you doing?’ And is this working? ‘You cannot do like this!’ 
(Global BLM, Sweden 2010)  
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The mid-market proponents felt the skepticism was used as a strategy to 
block the Chinese. “They were there to break, ‘what is this?!’ [Swedish 
managers tell Chinese colleagues]” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). “They 
had been pretty hard on the Chinese, they didn’t accept anything” (Global 
BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

The highly technical functions in Örebro especially did not approve of 
the technical aspects of the proposals. “I would say that they questioned 
material on quality and design, it is close at hand that technique and con-
struction questioned whether or not they did right. It was very high de-
mands” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

Some respondents have described how the demands on the technical 
quality of the Chinese products were higher than for products developed 
elsewhere. “You wouldn’t go about in China if it wasn’t top notch, for the 
reputation, et cetera” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). Extra quality checks 
were made, and controls were conducted.  

But the expat in China testified to the high quality of the things being 
developed in China, and he felt that extra controls were not at all neces-
sary. This notion was supported by some managers in Örebro. “They im-
proved significantly and achieved quality levels that were better than Öre-
bro. There was no reason to question the quality and have extra controls” 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

It has also been described that the criticism and rejections of the Chinese 
projects often came late, at a stage when the Chinese already had reached 
far in their project. “It did not come right away but after a while through 
quality controls” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

People also tried to discourage the Chinese by not providing them with 
solutions to the problems, or with running support.  
 

They did not on the other hand say, ‘we think you should do like this’ and 
‘why is this not proceeding?’ And a month later ‘how is it going now? Are 
you up and running?’ (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010)     

10.2 5 Everything goes slower, everything becomes 
complicated  
Despite the new official strategy to further integrate the Chinese in the 
operations in Örebro, the organizations were in reality far from being as-
similated.  
 

On the paper they are supposed to be an integrated part of our organization. 
They are supposed to be well integrated into our projects in Örebro, but it is 
going slow and does not always work. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010)  
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If you look at construction, they are an organization of their own, they are 
not an obvious part of the construction we have here. (Global BLM, Swe-
den, 2010)     
 

The Chinese managers saw their proposals get turned down, and saw 
many replies from Atlas Sweden come late. People have also witnessed 
that resources never reached Atlas China, in contrast to the formal deci-
sions to put more resources into China. One example is the product com-
pany that felt it did not get the resources it had been promised for the local-
ization project. “If you ask [OM Production] they have not gotten re-
sources from construction, from technique, to drive their projects forward” 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

The resistance made it difficult for managers to drive the projects for-
ward. It was hard to act on problems, to dedicate resources, and to develop 
technology necessary for the market. This made the process run slowly. 
 

– [Interviewer] How has that [the lack of responsibility] affected you?  
– Well, everything goes slower, everything takes time, becomes complicat-
ed. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010)  

10.3 Resolving political tensions in Örebro   
In Örebro, managers who believed in the mid-market business opportunity 
saw that attempts to act were being blocked, for both Atlas Sweden and 
Atlas China. In China managers felt they were not prioritized, contrary to 
official strategy. “When you are at the top list you naturally get a lot of 
attention… But we are not at the top of any list” (GM Production, China, 
2010).  

10.3 1 Seeking attention  
Management in Atlas China was starting to get frustrated that they could 
not act on the mid-market opportunity. “The local Chinese unit felt frustra-
tion because they saw signals from the low-end market that there was a 
possibility to help the mines to grow” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

Chinese managers now started to behave pro-actively to get more atten-
tion. Some respondents witnessed the Chinese managers from production 
and sales starting to synchronize their reports to make the mid-market look 
more appealing, instead of providing one independent report on estimated 
market potential, and one on estimated production capacity.  

In 2010, the GM of Sales increased the activities to collect more market 
information from market intelligence so that he would have more material 
that could provoke attention from Örebro. The management in China now 

 155 



felt they had been collecting good arguments for getting necessary re-
sources to make the desired changes. “So we think we have strong argu-
ments to support that” (Marketing manager, China, 2011).  

10.3.2 Using informal links to reach the top of the corporation  
The expat in China, who knew both the organization in Örebro and China 
quite well by now, started to target persons in Örebro that he knew could 
support Chinas cause, instead of reporting through formal channels. He 
also targeted persons who were in direct contact with managers at the high-
est levels in Atlas. Among other things, the manager reported about prob-
lems in getting resources. According to several respondents, this action has 
been described as important for how the process later developed.  

Persons that have been working here many years have a lot of power. It is 
therefore important that we have people from Sweden that sit here, so you 
know who to talk to, talk informally. (OM Production, China, 2010) 

 
In this way the expat could go around skeptics who had the power to block 
the project, and he could instead reach levels as high as the Corporate Vice 
President of the corporation with the division’s problem. “Well, in the end, 
… [corporate VP] also hears that they [China] does not get attention” 
(Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

The corporate VP had earlier proclaimed that China was a high priority, 
and he had even developed a China strategy, so when he heard about the 
systematic and ongoing obstructive behaviours, his reaction was strong. “It 
was probably in March, April of this year [2010] when they [top corporate 
management] started to feel they’d had enough” (Global BLM, Sweden, 
2010).  

The Corporate VP now talked to all of the functional Vice Presidents in 
Örebro. In the conversation he sharpened his tone substantially and several 
respondents have described it as if the corporate VP’s instructions now 
carried disguised threats. 

[VP Atlas] made clear to everyone that things had to move much faster. I 
don’t think anyone dared to oppose. (OM Production, China, 2010) 

 
– [Interviewer] Have the President and [corporate VP] acted in any special 
way to make it go faster?  
– Yes I think so, they [top corporate management] almost sometimes gave 
disguised threats. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010) 
 
I don’t think anyone has now missed that China is a priority. (OM Produc-
tion, China, 2010)  
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10.3.3 Strengthening Atlas China’s position in the organization   
The VP of Atlas now started to recruit people who from the start would 
work for the cause to support China. For example, when the new divisional 
President for URE was employed in 2010, he was given the mission to 
expand in China from the very beginning.  

The corporate VP also gave the Chinese organization the status of a sis-
ter organization, on the same hierarchical level as Örebro.  

People now had more contact with their Chinese colleagues, and Örebro 
employees got more responsibility to make sure China was growing. These 
things made it harder to block resources.  

In the next management meeting, both the decision to develop a special 
mid-market product, and to develop a largely independent R&D and pro-
duction unit, were accepted. 

The corporate VP and mid-market proponents in Örebro now also de-
cided to give increased autonomy to the Chinese organization. If Atlas 
China could make decisions itself and not have to go through Örebro, it 
would have much more flexibility and the entry could proceed faster. The 
proponents therefore pushed for a solution in which China would get its 
own independent R&D and production function. 

I think it is more serious that what people like to think, let them free […],  
let the Product Company do what they have to without the involvement of 
Örebro […] It does not have to be anchored with Örebro, it does not have to 
be controlled and managed by Örebro. (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010 

10.4 Resistance in the market to mechanization 

10.4.1 Resistance in customer’s organizations 
Sales activities in the mid-level market intensified at the end of 2010, and 
Atlas China was now better equipped with a rig appropriate for the mid-
market rig. At this time, a new type of resistance was both triggered and 
exposed. This resistance was especially found at lower hierarchical levels 
within the mines.  

Despite many mine owners being interested in mechanization, many 
owners did not want to make the investments required, but instead wanted 
the independent excavating teams to purchase the new machines. “Today 
the situation is that some mine owners don't like to buy the equipment for 
the sub-contractor; that is a problem” (BLM, China, 2010).  

However, the construction teams were not interested in mechanization. 
The excavation teams usually operated one mine for only a couple of years, 
and then they started to operate in a new mine under a new employer. The 
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excavation teams could not know if Atlas’ machines were necessary, or 
even possible to use, in future operations.  

For the excavators to mechanize, they would have to drastically reduce 
of the number of excavators. With excavation machines, two persons could 
do the job of twenty hand-held drillers. Mechanization was therefore a 
threat to the excavators’ jobs.  

10.4.2 Excavation teams executing political resistance  
When an owner started to push for mechanization, the construction teams 
often opposed the idea. “You often have conflict between these two groups 
[mine owner and construction team], especially when it comes to changing 
methods for working” (Sales engineer, China, 2011). 

The mine owner however often depended on the excavation teams. The 
owners were good business persons, but their technical knowledge was 
limited, which is why they depended on the knowledge of the excavators. 
“Often they don’t even bother to visit the mines, and some owners have 
never been down in their mines, so they have to listen a lot to the team 
leaders” (Sales engineer, China, 2011).  

The excavation teams kept production running, and a stop in production 
would be costly. It was therefore important for the owner to keep a good 
relationship with the excavators. The owners often did not have any other 
choice than to listen to the construction team’s advices, and the advice the 
contractors gave was to not mechanize.  

Atlas’ managers have described that the contractors often used their role 
as technical experts to argue that there were problematic technical aspects 
and a loss of value. “If they say the machines not are working well, the 
owner will consider that in his buying decisions” (Sales engineer, China, 
2011).  

Due to the owner’s dependence on the teams, Atlas’ attempts to per-
suade the mine owners to mechanize were often overthrown. In certain 
situations the mine owner believed the teams, but in other situations the 
owners, against their will, felt forced to decline Atlas’ offers. For example, 
the management in one potential customer, Hong Jian mine, in an inter-
view seemed positive to mechanization, but at the same time the manage-
ment feared unemployment. “We want to use machines but it is a problem 
with unemployment” (Chief Engineer HongJian, Chian, 2011). 

10.4.3 Involving local and central government in the political 
process  
Some owners tried to overcome obstacles caused by the excavators by 
trying to break the contracts and by firing the teams. But the team leaders 
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contacted their local government to seek support for their cause, and to 
hinder mechanization.  

Central government’s official policy was to support mechanization (see 
Chapter 5). However, the relationship between the excavation teams and 
local governments was often good, since the teams brought jobs into the 
region. The officials were told that mechanization would lead to large un-
employment in their region, something that for local government was trou-
blesome.  

Despite central government’s official policy to push for mechanization, 
local governments did not take much action according to the official regu-
lations. “Regulations are always the same, but how the local government 
implements the regulations differ” (GM Sales, China, 2011). Instead, local 
governments resisted central government’s attempt to mechanize. “The 
trend for the Chinese government [is] pushing for mechanization, but 
resistance is there” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012). 

10.4.4 Central government trying to overcome local 
government resistance   
Atlas sales managers talked to the central government, which now noticed 
that local governments resisted mechanization. To push further, in 2011 the 
central government  implemented a new policy stating that if nine or more 
miners should die in an accident, they would have to report the incident to 
the highest authorities in Beijing. Doing so would be bad for reputation of 
the mine, as well as for the local authority.  

But sources have testified that, as a consequence of the new regulations, 
the mines stopped reporting casualties and did not get punished by local 
governments, due to their relationships with those local governments. (It 
should be noted that this information was given under informal conditions; 
it has not been recorded and has not been triangulated with other independ-
ent actors.) The policies were less effective than the central government 
had hoped for. “The local government did not to do that [follow the central 
government’s instructions] so fast” (GM Sales, China, 2011). 

To increase support for the mid-market, government officials at the cen-
tral government now instead tried to include mechanization in their five-
year strategic plans. If mechanization were included in these plans the local 
governments would have to try to reach this goal.  

The local governments however resisted the proposal to the degree that 
the plan had to be postponed. Instead the central government had to settle 
on only introducing new guidelines.  

Central government then changed its strategy to increase support for the 
mid-market, by turning directly to the mines instead. Central government 
developed special conditions that the mines had to meet if they wanted to 
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operate. New licenses were granted only if the safety standards were high, 
and to meet the standards, the mines needed machines. “They say: you 
should buy this equipment to do mining, otherwise we won’t give you the 
license!” (GM Sales, China, 2012).  

However, many owners of the iron mines had good relationships with 
the government, so that they could relatively easily get their licenses grant-
ed. These relationships helped the mines to grow into the mid-market, in 
comparison to for example the coal mines where many owners lacked good 
government relationships.  

The coal mines have a potential but many small mines have closed, they 
won’t make it to mid-range… The reason for this is that they lack a good 
relationship with the government. (Marketing manager, China, 2011)  

 

10.4.5 Mine owners with good central government 
relationships could more easily implement mechanization  
The successful mid-market MingLi mine could mechanize thanks to the 
owner’s power. Before 2008, the mine had a construction team that op-
posed mechanization and the sales manager did not get anywhere in the 
discussions with the owner. But in 2008, when the mine changed owners, 
the mine also got a person with power enough to push for mechanization. 

The first thing that enabled mechanization was that the owner made the 
investment himself. By not involving the construction teams in the pur-
chase process, he could overcome the first obstacle.  

Some owners are thinking […] even if I spend some money for the contrac-
tor and buy the equipment and I provide this equipment to use it free of 
charge, I still can make money due to productivity and safety (KAM, Chi-
na, 2011) 

 
But the construction teams were not happy with the decision. They said 
they would refuse the mechanization. 

The construction teams did not back up the decision, to the contrary they 
emphasized all negativities with the machines, for example that there was 
not enough electricity for using machines, although, that could be changed. 
(KAM, China, 2011) 

 
The owner was powerful enough to counter this resistance. One important 
reason was his good relationships within the government, both on the local 
level but also on the central levels as high up as to the central government 
in Beijing. The owner was a successful businessman and his ten enterprises 
were good for more than one billion euro (according to interviews, but the 
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number is not confirmed): some say he even is one of the richest persons in 
China.  The owner was therefore an important person for the government. 
The owner had also been working in the military, which was why he was 
connected to the government. When the construction team refused to 
mechanize, the owner simply fired the excavators without the interference 
from the local government.  

10.4.6 Atlas counteracting the resistance    
Atlas’ sales managers now also decided to try to resolve the resistance 
(which had grown quite strong) by trying to develop strategies for the 
cause. The mid-market manager now saw the task to overthrow the politi-
cal resistance as one of his highest priorities.   

This is a mission for the area sales team to know where is this resisting 
customer that is not willing to be upgraded […] So, the resistance is there 
and that is one of my missions... (Mid-market manager, China, 2012) 
 

Instead of trying to convince the mine owner who often was under the in-
fluence of the excavators, Atlas managers now instead approached lower 
levels of the organization, or more specifically the top management in the 
excavating teams, such as the team manager and its chief engineer. 

By talking to the excavation teams, Atlas managers hoped to learn more 
about the resistance, such as who was resisting mechanization, in what way 
were they acting obstructively, and how the resistance could be counteract-
ed.  

In some cases the resistance was so strong that Atlas managers felt it 
was not a good idea to directly approach the excavators. Atlas’ managers 
then again tried to talk to the mine owner to discuss ways of overcoming 
the resistance.  

When you meet too much resistance there is no use to try to persuade and 
go deeper into the contact, but it is better when the possibility arrives to get 
a new contact persons within the organization. (KAM, China, 2011) 

 
Many owners lacked good governmental relationships like the owner of the 
MingLi mine enjoyed. To help them mechanize, at the end of 2011, Atlas 
managers organized a meeting with the central government.  

Atlas’ sales engineers tried to convince the authorities to put even more 
pressure on the local governments, and to influence them with stricter poli-
cies. The discussions involved persons from the highest positions in the 
government and in Atlas China. “If the sales team finds it difficult and they 
need that, the Chinese always match [the] positions [by having managers 
from the highest hierarchical level] sitting together” (GM Sales, China, 
2011).  
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However, since the resistance was often found at lower levels in the cus-
tomer organization, the General Manager encouraged more activities be-
tween the sales managers and local government officials. “We felt we had 
to approach more the local government officials” (KAM, China, 2011). 

If you talk about government officials I think it has much to do with central 
government, but we need to do more on area, provincial or even county 
government, and local, to tell them about safety. (GM Sales, China, 2011) 

 
The meetings had an effect. Government at both central and local levels 
became more aware of how Atlas could help them in their goal to increase 
safety.  

After the meetings, at the end of 2011, government officials talked to 
some smaller private mines and asked them to contact Atlas. Atlas’ manag-
ers therefore got invited to meet several new local mines that wanted to 
mechanize. It seemed like the development in 2011 was on the right track 
for resolving the tensions against mechanization in the market.  

10.5 Resistance in Atlas China to new sales routines  
The end of 2010 has been described as the period when China could get 
almost anything it wanted from Örebro. It was also a time when a new 
sales organization for the mid-market started to take form.  

However, the increased resource allocation to the mid-market, which 
had allowed changes in the sales organization, triggered yet another politi-
cal process.  

The project would be the most resource demanding so far, including 
training a whole new sales force. The GM prepared the organization for the 
change to come. The GM gathered top managers from his main functions, 
namely from the Business Line Managers, HR, Logistics, Finance, and 
Administration, in order to prepare them for the change.  

10.5 1 Seeking support from the experienced high-end 
organization  
The first thing the GM did was to ask the old sales organization to support 
the new mid-market organization. By sharing experiences, the organization 
could get economies of scope and reap benefits from earlier accumulated 
experiences. “The Business Line [high-end organization] has the responsi-
bility to train the new organization, and they have to do it well because it is 
a new organization” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

Before the sales force was divided, sales managers had almost exclu-
sively handled state-owned customers from the high-end market. Recently, 
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these managers had started to approach the mid-market. The managers 
therefore mainly possessed knowledge about the high-end, but also some 
about the mid-market, which now could be of help to the novice and unex-
perienced mid-market organization.  

The old sales managers could also provide the new organization with 
references on previous successful cases. “If it is a mid-sized customer that 
belongs to the key account [high-end organization] is a good reference, 
why can area sales [mid-market organization] not use it?!” (Mid-market 
manager, China, 2012).  

But above all, the old sales managers had experience from the products 
and applications and they were all technical experts. In contrast, the new 
organization had little knowledge about many products, and could have 
used the technical expertise of the old group.  

In MR [business unit] we have a variety of products. It’s difficult for him 
[mid-market sales manager] to know and master all products very well. 
Even for me, I only know now… And they have to learn in a very short 
time (Mid-market manager, China, 2012) 

  
The old organization also had knowledge on who to turn to when problems 
arose, and how to access necessary resources in the sales or Product Com-
pany to solve the problems. “The new sales organization can teach the new 
salesmen quickly. And the new [people] will become well quickly” (Tech-
nical manager, China, 2011).  

10.5 2 Smoldering dissatisfaction in the high-end organization 
Some concerns were now raised during these discussions. The old sales 
managers doubted that the new organization would add value to the com-
pany and they seemed to fear the change. The General Manager tried to 
talk to the team “…to let them know they have different goals, a different 
customer segment, different customer purchase behaviour, but one com-
mon goal, growth of MR China” (Mid-market manager, China, 2011). 

To meet the skepticism, the GM traveled around in China to attend as 
many of the local annual sales meetings as possible.  

There are some worries about that change [...] some different voices from 
the beginning; we talked for almost one year, [we had] communication. So 
I have been at almost every meeting of this department selling this idea. 
(GM Sales, China, 2011)  

 
The old sales managers opposed the idea of engaging in a market with 
simpler features, similar to how Örebro managers previously resisted the 
new technology.  
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Moreover, the old sales organization no longer had a monopoly on the 
market, but was constrained to dealing only with high-end, large, state-
owned customers, which upset the old managers.  

Furthermore, the mid-market required resources that the old managers 
thought could be used to strengthen the existing organization. “According 
to my opinion I don't think it is good [mid-market]. We should strengthen 
the buseinss lines” (Technical support, China, 2011).  

Sales managers also argued that the new organization could risk diluting 
the technical expertise of the organization.  
 

The Business Line is much more professional than the National Sales Team 
[…] I don’t think they know the demand today because they do not have a 
good background in Mining and Rock Excavation […] The managers 
should be more professional. They should have the knowledge on rock ex-
cavation, the BLM. They should know the applications and have good in-
dustry knowledge, they should know the customer demand. (Technical sup-
port, China, 2011)  

The old managers argued that the re-organization had resulted in a loss of 
business.  

10.5 3 Seeking to resolve the tensions, but conflict instead 
intensified 
In order to decrease the tensions, the GM created a customer list that speci-
fied where the limit was between the high and low-end. In this way, he 
hoped the high-end would feel pleased with their territory and not feel 
threatened. “We know who the key customers are so we have a list; KAM 
[high-end organization] will only focus on that list. And the rest, if they are 
new customers they will belong to the new organization” (GM Sales, Chi-
na, 2010).  

But managers from the old sales organization would have to give up 
customers to the new mid-market organization. Because customers could 
be transferred between the groups if they changed, sales persons could lose 
customers in the future.  
 

– Of course customers can change, that is why we will do a yearly adjust-
ment. 
– [Interviewer] So that means that you can have a small customer that 
grows large, and then the customer will be transferred from one organiza-
tion to the other? 
– And vice versa. (GM Sales, China, 2010) 
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10.5.4 The list however seemed to intensify the conflict. 

It is interesting we have two systems. Why two teams? I think we should 
have one system. It seems our leaders are hesitating; they have not made up 
their minds to reform from BL [high-end organization] to the NST [mid-
market organization]. (Technical support, China, 2011)  

 
The fact that the new organization had an incentive system based on com-
mission, while the old organization had a fixed salary, made the new or-
ganization more aggressive. The old organization felt its territory was be-
ing intruded upon. 

Most of them, they have already started with their aggressive sales, and 
some of the sales have been identified by the Business Line [high-end or-
ganization] as a cross-boundary example. (Marketing manager, China, 
2011) 

If the NST focuses on small customers it´s ok, but if they focus on the big 
ones it is a problem. They are not more competitive than our competitors. 
(Technical support, China, 2011)  

 
The old organization also felt that the job of attracting new customers was 
taken away from them. Now they would only maintain existing high-end 
customers. “Nowadays the BL are limited to the large customers, what can 
you do. It’s all about the listed customers” (Technical manager, Sales Chi-
na, 2011).  

The old managers also feared the new sales organization would fail to 
attract new customers because its technical knowledge was lower, and 
growth would be stopped. 

No new customer will be allowed to be followed up by the Business Line 
[old organization], that is a very big problem because the Business Line 
Managers are very professional. It is much easier for them to get new or-
ders from customers, but it is very difficult for the National Sales Team 
[new organization], because they are not professional. (Technical support, 
China, 2011)  

The problem is that the development of the MR comes from the orders from 
the new customers. If we don’t get the new orders from the new customers 
the competitors will, we should be more competitive. (Technical support, 
China, 2011)  

 
The mid-market managers however understood the reluctance as a fear of 
being outperformed. “If the Key Account will be reluctant to run, they will 
fall behind, and that will make them feel embarrassed” (Mid-market man-
ager, China 2011). The new structure would threaten the old organization. 
“So you can imagine that some, not all, but some feel threatened by the old 
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structure, because they are competing” (Mid-market manager, China, 
2012).  

10.5.5 Accelerating conflict  
At the end of 2011, the conflict intensified. 

We are nearly haited. [When you] occupy other peoples interests, that will 
allways be sensitive. ‘Me, I was invaded by others, me and my sales men. 
We have this territory, we have this industry and these customers, this 
segment, this is mine. Why should I give that out to other people?  
Especially to a team where someone´s fresh, someone knows nothing. 
Why? Just because? No! (Mid-market manager, China, 2012) 

 
The mid-market team now felt that the Key Account team started to down-
play them. Some managers directly confronted the new sales team, while 
others used more subtle techniques such as spreading gossip.  “Someone 
strongly oppose, someone oppose quietly, someone was sending rumors, 
huuuuuu, huuuu” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012). The behaviour 
negatively influenced the new manager´s confidence. ”Those rumors really 
hit. For someone who is really new, they listen to everything, they have a 
lack of confidence” (National Sales Manager, China, 2011).  

Managers from the old organization further refused to support the mid-
market team, even in opposition to the GM’s official strategy. The experi-
enced sales managers did not provide technical advice, nor did they share 
knowledge about the market. A technical support from the Key Account 
group put it like this:  
 

– The Business Line Manager [high-end organization] would not like to tell 
anything to the sales team from the NST [mid-market organization], they 
[high-end organization] keep customer relationships, knowledge and infor-
mation for themselves.  
– [Interviewer] What information can that be? 
– Customer relationships and information about customer demand, 
knowledge about products and applications [...] Who is the decision maker. 
Who is in charge of the project. What products would they like to buy. 
(Technical support, China, 2011) 
 

Key Accounts also kept information on prospects. “If this customer would 
like to buy B281, I don’t like to tell it to anyone except our Business Line” 
(Technical Support, China, 2011).  

Key Account’s reluctance to cooperate, and its actions to weaken the 
new organization, led to the mid-market team reacting. “It’s a conflict. 
Nowadays the salesmen in BL [high-end organization] and NST [mid-
market organization] cannot work very well together” (Technical support, 
China, 2011).  
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10.5.6 Separating the teams  
The mid-market manager felt he needed to overcome the obstruction of the 
old organization.  

The mid-market manager first tried to develop a program that could 
bring the two organizations closer together. The aim was to increase com-
munication between the old team and the new organization, including the 
new external distribution network.  

I designed some kind of communication pathway. First we listen, and let 
them share their knowledge. Then we raised the question we had, and got 
answers. Then we go to the job site to see how it works to ask questions 
again. (Mid-market manager, China, 2012) 

 
The National Sales Team manager felt the program had a positive effect on 
the sales teams. The teams got to know each other, and managers could 
more easily target persons with certain knowledge or resources when in 
need.  
  

It seems like the result is quite positive to the team. People that joined said 
it was rather effective because people asked questions, got answers and lis-
tened. And more importantly, they know each other, so when they encoun-
ter questions they can call the Product Manager. This structure helps train-
ing be more efficient. (National Sales Manager, China, 2012) 

10.6 Conflict spreading to the market / resolving the 
tensions   

10.6.1 The real competitor is inside the company 
The actions to resolve the conflict seem not to have been sufficient. In-
stead, in 2012, the conflict spread to the market. Despite the list dividing 
the market between the two organizations, the mid-market customers were 
approached by the Key Accounts in, as the mid-market manager (China, 
2012) expresses it, “some cross-function invasion.” 

This “invasion” made the new organization feel that its biggest threat 
came from inside. “The area distributors feel that their real competator 
does not come from outside the company, but from inside the company” 
(Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

The mid-market managers felt that the old organization was making an 
already difficult situation worse. ”The violence was there inside URE [di-
visional] team. ‘Why should we give customers to area sales [mid-market 
organization]?’ The same violence you found also in other area sales 

 167 



buiness teams” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012). The new team felt 
they were being attacked by a powerful organization that already had many 
resources and much experience. ”Someone was invading each other. [But] 
Key Account are supposed to be the richer sales team in terms of customer 
resources” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

The cross-market activities also made the new distributors nervous. The 
distributors had recently signed up for dedicating themselves to Atlas and 
many dealers had invested large amounts of money in the collaboration. 
They now wanted returns on their investments.  

However, some of the old sales managers contacted the distributor’s 
customers and offered a lower price than the distributors did. “Our 
distributors they are asked to invest so much money; it will be a big 
negative inpact on you if you find that your investment is jeopardized by 
the invasion from the Key Account sales, invading other sales teams 
instead of the competitors” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

These cross-market activities created confusion among the customers 
and led to frustration in the new sales organization, which now had a hard-
er time reaching its targets. “If the KAM have a lower price for the same 
product and service with one percent less, who do you think the customers 
will choose? Still Atlas’ product and service, but different sales team” 
(Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

10.6.2 Stopping the political resistance   
The General Manager and his closest team, including the national Business 
Line Manager and the mid-market Sales Manager, felt it would be difficult 
for the new organization to overcome resistance from the more experienced 
Key Accounts. Resistance to the mid-market team had made it weak.  

They [new organization] were supposed to be strong, but actually they are 
not that strong, because they are new, fresh, junior, easy to influence. Key 
Account [old organization] are bold, we cannot […] stop  them from doing 
this. (National Sales Manager, China, 2012) 

 
Their earlier attempt to bring the organizations closer together had not 
worked. Talking to the team did not have any effect. “[GM] and I and the 
whole management team have been keeping on calling people to tell them 
not to do that. But they keep on doing that” (Mid-market manager, China, 
2012).  

The management team felt they had enough now. “A company cannot 
allow you to expand your voice, your concerns and distress to other peo-
ple” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

The patience of the GM had run out. He was tired of having his own 
crew working against his strategy. He now used his authority to impose a 
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solution. “Finally [GM] was angry and announced a very strict punish-
ment rule to be implied on the process. No one can invade; focus on your 
own buiness” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

A new policy was developed by the General Manager. “That policy is a 
company contract; we have to obey the policy! This is the company rule” 
(Mid-market manager, China, 2012). The policy, launched in July 2012, 
meant that initiatives to invade forbidden territory would be punished. 
“The new policy was strictly punishing anyone that conducted sales on the 
other team’s territory” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012). It was espe-
cially developed to protect the distributors. Atlas would have to pay a fee 
to the distributors as a compensation for sales loss. “We just put the punish 
role [...] to let them stay in their own customer segment, high-end , mid-
market, and low-end” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

The threat of penalty was effective. “We said it’s the company request; 
you have to obey. Consequently the salesmen from URE stopped and 
compromise.” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012). The “cross-function 
invasion” decreased successively. “So now things are improving and I can 
see that the invading has stopped. People can focus on their own business, 
because that punishment is extremely important, no one can afford it” 
(Mid-market manager, China, 2012). 

The mid-market manager also tried to find a way to get around the old 
team so that his organization would not depend so much on them. Among 
other things, the mid-market manager wanted to find substitutes for the 
training program so that he could teach the new organization how to oper-
ate without interference from the old organization.  

We need to get this team independent to have the right way, the right meth-
odology to train them, to coach them and improve them. So consequently 
we will have more adequate mature salesmen and distributors. (Mid-market 
manager, China, 2011) 
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Chapter 11: Analyzing Atlas’ three processes 
of internationalization  

This chapter will analyze the previous three chapters; the sequential strate-
gy process, the evolutionary process, and the political process. The analysis 
will especially focus on the problems and solutions of each process. I will 
then show how the three processes improve our understanding of Atlas 
internationalization, separated and in interrelation to each other.  

11.1 Atlas’ three processes and their underlying sub-
processes  
The processes of internationalization are multi-faceted and complex and 
difficult to describe in a sequential manner. To help analyze these process-
es, I drew inspiration from Langley and Truax’s (1994) research on techno-
logical development, specifically the way they categorized their empirical 
material into sub-processes. I therefore started the analysis by categorizing 
the diverse and complex evolutionary and political processes into sub-
processes (the simpler strategy process did not need subdividing). Figure 
11.1 on the next page illustrates these sub-processes and also helps explain 
how different sub-processes relate to each other in time and space.  

Figure 11.1 in a number of ways complements Figure 7.6, which de-
scribes all events of each process and is therefore more complex. Figure 
11.1 provides a simpler illustration for the internationalization process. 
More importantly, this visualization of the sub-processes helped me to 
create order in the rich process material. 
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Figure 11.1: The sub-processes of Atlas’ internationalization 

 
 
The strategy process is the first shown in Figure 11.1. As the strategy pro-
cess deal with one single topic (top management’s strategizing, strategy 
execution, and the increasing resource allocation to China), it is rather ho-
mogenous and can be easily described as a single process. The strategy 
process is described as ‘Strategic planning and resources allocation to the 
mid-market’. This process encompasses all five steps of the strategy pro-
cess (see Figure 7.6 for the steps).  

The evolutionary process consists of two sub-processes. Sub-process 1 
regards routine change and technological development in Örebro. Sub-
process 1 encompasses the first five steps of the evolutionary process (see 
Figure 7.6) and it describes the routine change in Örebro to fit the techno-
logical constraints of the customers. Sub-process 2, which encompasses the 
last two steps of the evolutionary process, describes how the local organi-
zation adapted its routines to the market in order to fit the conditions and 
the sales practices of the customers. 

The political process is slightly more complex and it comprises three 
sub-processes. Sub-process 1 considers the disagreement in Örebro about 
how to allocate resources to the mid-market, and it encompasses steps one 
through four of the political process. Sub-process 2 is about market re-
sistance to mechanization, and consists of the fifth step of the political 
process. Political sub-process 2 is different from the other sub-processes: it 
runs in parallel with political sub-processes 1 and 3, and it is external. Sub-
process 3 concerns the conflict in the sales organization about how to 
commit to the mid-market, and consists of step six and seven of the politi-
cal process. 

Next pages will analyse the three processes, starting with the Sequential 
strategy process. In the end of each process, a table will summarize the 
process’ hinders and drivers.   

Strategy process

Evolutionary 
process

Political process

5. Increased 
market activities, 
but  still hard to 
enter the mid-
market (2010)

6. Increasing 
coverage with a 
new sales 
organization 
(2011) 

7. Market 
entered, 
but still large 
amounts of 
uncertainty (2012)

Episodes of the 
main case 

1. Looking for 
new business 
opportunities 
(2005) 

2. Acting on the 
China 
opportunity 
(2005-09)

3. Long internal 
discussions while 
threats emerge in 
the market 
(2008-10)

4.Developing the 
first mid-market 
product  
(2010)

Strategic planning and resource allocation to the mid-market  

Sub-p.1:Routine change in technological development Sub-p.2: Routine change 
in the market 

Sub-p.1: Conflict  in Örebro about mid-market commitment 

Sub-p.2: Conflict within the market 

Sub-p.3: Conflict within 
the sales organization
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11.2 The sequential strategy process   
The analysis of the sequential strategy process shows hinders and drivers to 
the process of strategic planning and resource allocation to the mid-market. 
The process especially shows how strategy underlies the pattern of larger 
commitment decisions concerning investments from inception (2005) to 
the market entry situation (2012), as illustrated by Table 11.1 below. 
 
Table 11.1: Investment pattern of Atlas/URE 

 
 

   

 
 
The analysis shows that managers had to face great complexity, which 
complicated learning about the business opportunity and about the market. 
Problems with learning about the market had an effect on how the firm 
committed to the market. 

The investment pattern shows that managers changed both the way they 
dealt with complexity and the way they committed. Resources were allo-
cated to the market slowly and gradually in early stages, following from 
risk-averse behaviour of managers. At times it can be questionable whether 
we can talk about increasing commitment at all. For local managers it was 
hard to learn from the market, but it was mainly the difficulties that Örebro 
managers had in learning about the market that was underlying the slow 
investment behaviour.  

At later stages, Atlas instead invested heavily in the mid-market, as can 
be seen above in Figure 11.1. “How much AC have invested, the sales team 
is just the minimum, R&D centre, the branch office, the service teams: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Episodes 
of the main 
case  

Looking for new 
business 
opportunities

Acting on the 
China 
opportunity

Long internal 
discussions while 
threats emerge 
in the market  

Developing the 
first  mid-
market product

Increased market 
activities, but 
still hard to enter 
the mid-market

Increasing 
coverage with a 
new sales 
organization 

Market entered 
but still large 
amounts of 
uncertainty 

2005 2005-2009 2008-2010 2010 2010 2011 2012
Investment 
pattern 

Preparing for 
growth by 
setting up a 
new factory in 
China and 
conducting 
market studies 
in Orebro 

Moving over 
a drill-rig 
from existing 
product line, 
setting up 
localization 
project  

No new 
commitment 
decisions

Developing a 
mid-market 
rig, setting 
up local 
R&D, and 
developing 
local 
production  

Developing 
market 
intelligence in 
China 

Developing a 
new mid-market 
sales 
organization 
and  
distribution 
network. 
Developing a  
mid-end drill-rig

Continuing 
the  efforts 
to grow in 
the mid-
market

2005-2010: Slow 
increase of resource 
allocation 

2010-2012: Radical 
increase of resource 
allocation 
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huge investments” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012). This investment 
was done despite the organization not having learned more about the mar-
ket to any large degree.  

Decision making regarding resource allocation now instead followed a 
new logic about how to manage risk. The new logic emphasized the risk 
with not investing rather than emphasizing the risk with investing. The new 
logic was built on a perceived need to overcome the problems to with in-
creased investments. Managers also felt the market was changing so rapid-
ly that they did not have time to wait any longer. The early and late periods 
will be stressed further below.  

The process started with the GM’s chance to present the business oppor-
tunity to the VP of production and marketing when the two managers had 
traveled to China with the purpose of solving a problem with another prod-
uct line. In Atlas’ complex organization in which decision makers have to 
deal with information from a number of local units, the chance to discuss 
the business opportunity seems to have been important for the first com-
mitment decision taken in Örebro later that year.  

On this occasion, the managers from Örebro seem to have been open for 
suggestions about new business opportunities in China. They had in fact 
themselves just looked for growth opportunities through a market study 
and the results pointed to China. The business unit had also just built a new 
factory in Nanjing that could support future growth and “they now had to 
fill [it] with something” (VP Marketing, Sweden, 2009).    

Problem/hinder: Market knowledge and slow progress of increased 
commitments  
The managers in Örebro seem to have had few chances to learn about the 
business opportunity, as this quote from an Örebro manager illustrates: 
“We have not had much information exchange with Chinese mines” (Glob-
al BLM, Sweden, 2009). Instead, they had to rely on the information they 
got from managers in the market. 

The difficulties with learning about the market are illustrated by this 
quote: “It is hard to get a grip on China, partly because it is a young mar-
ket, because it is changing, and because it has not previously been a part of 
the international community […]” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2009). 

At the same time, the complexity of the market made it hard for local 
managers to learn about the business opportunity. “For the large custom-
ers, we know them and they know us, but for the small customers they are 
spread everywhere, we don’t know them” (GM Sales, China, 2010). 

The lack of market knowledge led to managers in Örebro perceiving a 
high risk associated with resource allocation to the mid-market (for exam-
ple, technological development and local R&D development). The market 
was also changing at such a quick pace that managers doubted if the busi-
ness opportunity would remain once investments were made.  
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The high perceived risk led to long strategic discussions about how to 
allocate resources to the market.  

Solution/driver: Radically increasing commitments 
In 2010, the slow degree of commitment started to be seen as problematic 
by some managers. As local producers started to pop up, the managers 
found that the absence of investment was a risk in itself. The organization 
therefore, despite the lack of market knowledge, made a number of invest-
ments that year (product development, localizing R&D, developing local 
production).  

With the increased resource allocation to the market, the organization 
hoped to increase learning about the market. The implementation of the 
new sales organization in 2011 was perhaps the best example of this.  

It had turned out to be difficult to learn from the complex market. Be-
cause it was hard to locate customers and build customer relationships, the 
organization had not learned much about the market from the customers. 
To increase learning, the local marketing managers did market studies. 
When the studies did not help, marketing contracted an external market 
intelligence company. But even that result was unsatisfactory. Local man-
agers also talked to their sister organizations about opportunities and prob-
lems with the Chinese mid-market, and managers used their experience 
from other product lines (like Load, Haul, and Dump) within the same 
business unit. 

The increased resource allocation to the mid-market meant that those 
managers could increase their customer relationships, partly to get better 
market knowledge, and to perceive a smaller risk associated with the mid-
market. Still, in 2012, managers experienced uncertainties regarding future 
development in the market.   

We can make a number of observations from this analysis. Perhaps the 
most important regards the role of learning, which often is seen as an un-
derlying driver in the strategic perspective (see Van de Ven & Poole (1995) 
and Langley & Truax (1995), or Vernon’s (1966) life cycle model).  

We can see how other sources of learning became important when it 
was hard to learn about the business opportunity through the customers. 
We can also see how the lack of learning triggered the organization to in-
crease its resource allocation. In other words, the complexity of the internal 
organization and the market required extraordinary measures. As a conse-
quence, the logic around learning and risk changed over time.  

However, again, due to complexity, managers found it hard to predict 
future outcomes despite large commitment from the organization. 
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The analysis of the strategy process is summarized in table 11.2 below.  

Table 11.2: The strategy process  
What? Strategic planning and resource allocation to the mid-

market 

Why? To act on the mid-market business opportunity  

Where? Among top management in central and local organization   

Problem/hinder Hard for HQ managers to learn about the market, hard for local 
managers to learn about market due to large organizational and 
market complexity 

Solution/driver  Overcome problems with learning from market by  
- using multiple sources of knowledge  
- increasing commitments  

Outcome   Radical resource allocation, increased customer relationships, 
partly better market knowledge and less perceived risk, but 
uncertainty still high  

11.3 The evolutionary process  
The evolutionary process demonstrates how adaptation of routines to the 
mid-market explained how the market was entered. The process of varia-
tion, selection and retention (Nelson & Winter 1982) shows how and why 
commitments at times were low and at other times high in the organization.   

Variations in information (Aldrich 1999; Costello 1996) introduced a 
perceived need for routine change. Retention forces and old knowledge 
structures however kept the level of routine change low. Selection forces 
eventually found solutions that made the organization radically develop 
new routines.  

The differing forces of selection and retention mirror how contextual 
dispersion triggers special types of heterogeneous processes, as the sub-
processes below highlight. These forces are fostered in spaces between old 
and new rather than in geographically separated spaces.  

11.3.1 Sub-process 1: Routine change in technological 
development (2005–2010) 
The first sub-process concerns the technological change that came about as 
a consequence of a poor fit between existing technology and the market. 
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Problem/hinder: Entrenched routines built on high-end market 
experiences 
The analysis shows that existing routines initially seemed helpful because 
they allowed the company to efficiently initiate and execute attempts to 
enter the market. The organization efficiently rolled out the entry project 
according to established procedures for entering a new market. Among 
other things, an outgoing model was transferred to China. By falling back 
on previously successful routines, the organization managed the uncertain-
ty related to the new market entry. The routines seemed deeply rooted in 
the organization, and managers did not question why they did things the 
way they did, or look for alternative procedures. The routines were associ-
ated with successful behaviours in the past; the perception to do things the 
way things had always been done seemed deeply rooted in Örebro’s organ-
ization.  

The organization in Örebro thus repeated existing routines. The organi-
zation also diffused routines to the local (Chinese) organization by intro-
ducing technologies that were usually used for high-end markets. This 
behaviour to repeat and disperse routines has been described as a retention 
mechanism that can help organizations to draw on previously successful 
experiences (Aldrich 2007).  

The same retention mechanism however later turned out to be problem-
atic for the entry. The routines were built on experience from often rela-
tively stable high-end markets. For example, careful processes that in the 
past assured high-quality products now led to slow responsiveness towards 
the market35. Moreover, managers in Örebro dispersed routines on strategic 
planning to the local organization. The planning was built on long-term 
forecasts, but the mid-market was highly dynamic and unpredictable.  

Entrenched routines also made information flow primarily from the 
headquarters to the subsidiary, but not the reverse. The routines in commu-
nication were similar to the routines used in other global markets. Inter-
views with European sales managers for example show that Örebro’s role 
was to provide technological support and to introduce new technologies. 
However, Chinese managers experienced problems reaching out with their 
knowledge about their needs. Consequently, the entrenched routines seem 
to have hampered the opportunities for Örebro managers to access and 
accumulate local learning. Local managers also found it difficult to present 
problems and thereby get to access to experiences in Örebro.  

In the market, the entrenched routines led to a poor fit between technol-
ogy and customer’s resource constraints. Moreover, the sales organization 
had problems reaching out to customers in the countryside. Instead manag-

35 It should be noted that this is a complicated issue. As the unit under analysis in this thesis 
is the mid-market entry process, survival confirms to the process and not to the firm. The 
survival of alternative internationalization processes is not considered.  
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ers targeted mid-market customers in a few concentrated areas where the 
high-end customers operated. As a consequence, local managers found it 
hard to learn about the market.  

Solution/driver: Multiple sources of knowledge and increasing 
commitments 
Some managers eventually discovered problems with the existing routines. 
Managers from marketing and production traveled to China rather often 
and production had even put an ex-pat there. These managers also looked 
for solutions to the retention mechanism. The identification of the prob-
lems led to new information discontinuities and thereby a variation regard-
ing the need to change.  

It can be noted that the initial attempts to implement larger changes in 
routines was unsuccessful, such as attempts that aimed at technological 
development. The entrenched routines were deeply connected to value 
systems about how business ‘should’ be done.  

Since the same managers who traditionally worked with high-end pro-
jects shared their time between the high and mid-market, it was hard to 
break out from existing structures and to focus more on the mid-market. 
Managers in the division also wanted to nurture their deep business rela-
tionships with high-end market actors. Managers were deeply involved 
with customers (KAM Norway, 2010: VP Marketing 2010), universities 
(BLM Spain, 2010; KAM Spain 2010), and design institutes (GM sales, 
China 2010). The relationships reinforced high-end practices, replicated 
values in Örebro, and perhaps also put pressure on Örebro to continue on 
old paths. As one European manager puts it: “The strategy for LNS [cus-
tomer] is that the Nordic way to excavate is the best in the world...” (KAM 
Norway, 2010). If Atlas not could provide this value, it could be devastat-
ing for the global business. “The idea is that [customers] will travel 
around the world and show how efficiently they can excavate. If [custom-
ers] use Atlas Copco it is extremely valuable for us, if they use some other 
supplier it can be devastating for Atlas Copco” (BLM Sales, Norway, 
2010).  

The protection of old routines can explain why the rate of change was 
kept at low levels. Instead, existing value and knowledge structures pro-
moted high-end practices.  

To break old structures, managers introduced a numbers of smaller rou-
tine changes, such as building new routines around information flows. Di-
rect links between Chinese and Swedish managers were set up. Managers 
were also given full responsibility over the mid-market, instead of working 
part time with high-end projects. They also built local committees, put an 
ex-pat in China, and initiated a rotation program. The result was increased 
communication flow in the organization.  
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The solutions resulted in a break in existing structures and increased 
knowledge about the mid-market. Finally, managers could implement new 
larger routine changes regarding technological development, localization of 
R&D, and the development of local production.  

When the R&D was developed in China, managers in China could start 
to build new routines around technological development. Chinese manag-
ers now suffered less from misfit experiences and retention mechanisms in 
Örebro. Local managers could now more easily adapt technologies to the 
mid-market. With technology better suited for mid-market conditions, local 
managers could now approach more mid-market customers, develop more 
business relationship, and thereby learn more about the market.  

The analysis of the evolutionary sub-process 1 is summarized in table 
11.3 below.  

Table 11.3: Evolutionary sub-process 1  
What? Routine change in technological development  

Why?  To increase fit between technological development and the 
market 

Where? Mainly in Örebro  

Problem/hinder  - Entrenched routines building on high-end experiences turned 
out to be problematic for the mid-market entry 
- Hard to accumulate new experiences in the organization  

Solution/driver - Through first small and then larger routine changes 
- Separation of old and new knowledge structures  

Outcome  - Routine changes leading to better technological fit  
- Increased accumulation of market knowledge  
- Increased  knowledge flow in the organization  

 

11.3.2 Sub-process 2: Routine change in the market (2011–
2012) 
Evolutionary sub-process 2 follows from sub-process 1 and concerns the 
change of routine in the market. As the technology changed, customers’ 
excavation practices also changed, and so did the interaction with the cus-
tomers. Sub-process 2 shows how the routines for Atlas’ customer interac-
tions changed. Sub-process 2 also shows how customers’ routines changed 
as they started to use Atlas technologies. 
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Problem/hinder: Sales practices built on high-end principles and 
retention mechanisms against mechanization  
The routine change came about as managers with the new technology in-
creased activities in the market but later found that existing sales practices 
were too complex for the mid-market mines. As in sub-process 1, the rou-
tines suited high-end customers well but were more problematic for the 
mid-market.  

For example, it was not clear who was supposed to invest in the ma-
chines and training, since the owners and excavators in the mid-market 
belonged to different organizations, rather than to the same organizations 
as they did in the high-end market. 

Moreover, sales practices were built on high-end principles. Sales man-
agers were concentrated in few areas. Atlas’ sales persons had problems 
reaching customers so that they could do business and deliver spare parts. 
The sales process was also long and complex: many specialized managers 
from Atlas were involved. These problematic structures hampered oppor-
tunities for developing business relationships and therefore also held back 
chances to learn from the market. 

As in sub-process 1, retention mechanisms challenged a change to rou-
tines. Many customers were unwilling to adapt the new routines that came 
with the new technology, especially among the excavators. These con-
servative attitudes seemed deeply rooted in the industry. 

Solution/driver: Incrementally increasing routine changes and 
separating old and new knowledge structures  
To solve the problems stressed above, a new sales organization was devel-
oped. With the new organization, customer outreach improved and remote 
mid-market customers could quickly be served with spare parts. The sales 
process now also became less complicated. 

However, the new mid-market sales organization experienced problems 
drawing on internal knowledge systems, even from within the same sales 
organization. As in sub-process 1, managers promoted high-end customers 
rather than meet the needs of low-end customers. Managers especially 
reacted against the fact that technical specialization in the new mid-market 
organization would be more diluted. Mid-market sales managers would be 
generalists who offered the whole product range to the customers. Old 
sales managers reinforced and reproduced existing high-end values and 
behaviours rather than to help facilitate the adaption of routines to mid-
market conditions.  

As in sub-process 1, the separation of old and new knowledge structures 
was the solution. Now, there were dedicated (not shared) responsibilities 
for the mid-market. The different sales organizations also had less to do 
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with each other. By doing this, the GM of sales hoped to break old reten-
tion structures and instead build new routines.  

Atlas managers now had more activities with the customers. Learning 
about the market consequently increased.  However, the fact that the dis-
tributors now handled the main contacts with customers led to a growing 
distance between Atlas’ sales persons and the customers. 

The analysis of the evolutionary sub-process 2 is summarized in table 
11.4 below.  

Table 11.4: Evolutionary sub-process 2  
What? Routine change in the market   

Why? To increase fit between organizational routines and the market  

Where? In local sales/customer organizations   

Problem/hinder  - Sales practices built on high-end principles 
- Retention mechanism against mechanization in market  
- Retention mechanism in sales organization  

Solution/driver 

 

- New mid-market sales organization  
- Separation of old and new knowledge structures   

Outcome - Better adapted routines to customers 
- Increased customer interaction and increased learning about 
the market 

11.4 The political process  
The political process shows that managers in Atlas and in the market did 
not agree on the resource distribution system directed towards the mid-
market. By using power, managers kept commitments low, in conflict with 
official strategy. The political process also demonstrates that managers 
gained and used power to regulate the commitments. The counter-actions 
released the tensions and facilitated resource allocation to the mid-market.  

11.4.1 Sub-process 1: Conflict in Örebro about mid-market 
commitment (2005–2010) 
Sub-process 1 concerns a conflict between different logics inside headquar-
ters and within/between functions in Örebro. The process further shows 
how counter-actions successfully resolved conflicts, and dramatically in-
creased commitments. 
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Problem/hinder: Managers using power to keep commitments low  
In the early phase, Chinese managers depended heavily on Örebro to act on 
the business opportunity, since they lacked the power and resources to act 
on the mid-market themselves. China was however not really on the agen-
da in Örebro yet, and as a consequence the Chinese managers were left 
without the resources they felt they needed.  

The political process became more visible when the corporate top man-
agement declared that China needed more attention. At the same time, the 
western world faced a recession and Örebro had to lay people off while 
China boomed economically. China was becoming a more controversial 
issue. People started to show how their self-interest (see Mohr, 1982) led to 
resistance against the initiatives to increase resources to China (in line with 
definition of when the political process is triggered, as given by Mayes & 
Allen, 1977; and Van de Ven & Poole, 1995) ”It is a very hot project 
where everyone is there to push and pull: ‘I want this because it is good for 
me’.” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). 

Power was distributed throughout the organization. This means that 
managers at lower hierarchical levels could also influence how resources 
were distributed, as this quote illustrates: “It’s not only about getting top 
management onboard but also important persons in the organization, be-
cause if someone is obstructive it is not possible” (OM, China, 2010). 

Managers used both formal and informal power to deliberately resist 
corporate strategy, as pointed out by many people in both Örebro and Chi-
na (Global BLM Örebro, 2010, 2012; OM Production, China 2010; GM 
Production, China 2010. 2011; and the R&D manager, China 2010). Ac-
cording to the respondents, managers used power they gained from their 
roles as technical experts, their roles as centrally localized support, their 
unique knowledge and perspective, and their abilities to distribute re-
sources.  

Respondents have also indicated that managers in Örebro delayed an-
swers, did not search for solutions, did not help Chinese managers im-
prove, and declined to approve projects in China. As one manager de-
scribes it, “strong forces” (OM Production, China, 2010) in Örebro also 
explicitly argued against increased interactions between China and Örebro 
and among other things stopped the rotation program.  

Managers also resisted in a more informal and hidden way. They for ex-
ample did not dedicate time to the mid-market, or travel to China them-
selves. Some higher level managers also indicated to their organization that 
China not was important (see more about informal actions in the political 
process in for example Mohr, 1982).  

The drive behind these politically motivated actions seemed strong. It 
has even been argued that it appeared to be more important for some man-
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agers to hinder increased commitment to China than to reach the formal 
goals of the organization, namely to reduce cost. 

Solution/driver: Formal authority and socialization, plus decreasing 
the local organization’s dependence on Örebro   
The level of commitment in Örebro was however diversified: managers 
from marketing and production for example committed, made attempts to 
learn more about the business opportunity, and developed intense interac-
tions with China, as this quote illustrates: “Purchasing has invested […]. 
They were there and made sure that one of their persons was put in China, 
because they saw that ‘we can learn something from this’. And marketing 
was even there before the factory was there” (Global BLM, Sweden, 
2010).  

Managers hoped that increased integration between Örebro and China 
would increase information flow and learning between the organizations. If 
managers could establish relationships with each other the resistance could 
decrease and commitments increase. “If the Chinese know the face of the 
managers here in Örebro, it will be easier to contact them for help, it will 
feel less like Örebro is a black hole. Managers in Örebro can also become 
less suspicious towards the Chinese” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010).  

Managers from Örebro also supported Chinese managers so they would 
have a better position against Örebro. The VP of Marketing for example 
helped the GM of production to formulate proposals to increase chances to 
get resources.  

Perhaps managers overestimated the potential for socialization to in-
crease commitments, because the resistance did not stop. On the other 
hand, the increased socialization can have been a first important step to-
wards the resolution of the conflict that later would come.  

It seems like the action of informing the highest level of the company 
would be a game changer. At first, information about the resistance did not 
reach the top level of the corporation. However, an ex-pat had insight in 
both organizations and could informally target and communicate the prob-
lems to the ‘right people’ in Örebro. In this way information soon reached 
all the way up to the VP of Atlas.  

The use of formal authority seems to have been an important counter-
weight to the resistance. The VP of Atlas first formulated a China strategy. 
When he did not achieve increased commitments, he instead assigned the 
organizations in China the same status as Örebro. He also stated that China 
would be an integrated part of the organization. In addition to these formal 
actions, corporate management gave disguised threats. “[VP Atlas] made 
clear to everyone that things had to move much faster. I don’t think anyone 
dared to oppose” (OM Production, China, 2010). “[…] [T]hey almost 
sometimes gave disguised threats” (Global BLM, Sweden, 2010). 
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As a final measure to ensure the progress in China would not be hin-
dered by managers in Örebro, the two organizations were separated. In 
order to decrease the local organization’s dependence on Örebro resources 
were distributed to China so they could develop their own R&D and pro-
duction.  

The analysis of the political sub-process 1 is summarized in table 11.5 
below.  

Table 11.5: Political sub-process 1 
What Conflict in Örebro about mid-market commitment  

Why  Different logics in Örebro about resource allocation to the 
mid-market 

Where 

 

Process involved people from all hierarchical levels and func-
tions in Örebro, from Corporate HQ, and from top manage-
ment in China   

Problem/hinder  Managers using power to keep commitments low in Örebro 
conflict with official strategy 

Solution/driver  - Use of formal power to influence behaviours  
- Socialization to release tensions  
- Making sure information about commitment problem 
reached key decision makers  
- Decreasing the local organization’s dependence on Örebro 
by allocating resources and giving local org. formal status 

Outcome   - Increased commitment and increased resource allocation to 
the mid-market opportunity   

11.4.2 Sub-process 2: Conflict within the market (2005–2012) 
While market activities increased as a consequence of sub-process 1, a new 
political sub-process (2) was triggered. Sub-process 2 was fuelled by Atlas’ 
attempts to implement mechanization in the market.  

In line with sub-process 1, sub-process 2 was characterized by intra-
organizational political behaviours. However, in contrast to the previous 
sub-process that took place within Atlas, this sub-process took place within 
organizations in the market. As a consequence of political behaviours in 
the market, Atlas’ potential to increase commitment though external busi-
ness relationships was compromised.  
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Problem/hinder: Resistance to mechanization 
The process especially demonstrates how the excavation teams opposed 
mechanization. Their reluctance mainly came from the risk of losing their 
jobs.  

It is hard to determine exactly when resistance in the market started. 
What we can see is that as commitments increased to the market from the 
organization, Atlas’ managers started to intensify their market activities 
(which happened around 2010). When market activities intensified, the 
resistance from the excavators became more visible.  

We can identify a number of sources of the power that the excavators 
used to resist mechanization. The excavation teams lacked formal power, 
but a mine owner depended on the team’s technical knowledge. He also 
depended on the excavation teams’ performance to keep production run-
ning. The excavation teams therefore had a big influence on the owner’s 
investment decisions and his relationship with machine suppliers, such as 
Atlas. The excavators also tried to increase their influence by seeking sup-
port in local government (see more about coalition building in Mohr, 
1982). 

Sub-process 2 shows that excavators used their power to oppose mec-
canization. At first, the excavating teams used their technically specialized 
knowledge to persuade the owners to not invest in Atlas’ machines. Some 
excavation teams also explicitly resisted mechanization in contrast to what 
the owner wanted, as the observation from the sales meeting with the own-
er of Hong Jia Iron mine (China 2011) showed. The Owner depended on 
the team’s performance and therefore sometimes complied with the team’s 
wishes.  

By seeking to build a coalition with local government, the team could 
become stronger. Local government did not want unemployment in their 
regions. The local government therefore started to oppose central govern-
ment’s strategy to mechanize, as the quote illustrates. “The trend for the 
Chinese government [is] pushing for mechanization, but resistance is 
there” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

The local government now started to oppose central government’s ini-
tiatives to speed up mechanization. Local government for example did not 
carry out central government’s policy as they were supposed to. “The local 
government did not do that [follow the central government’s instructions] 
so fast” (GM Sales, China, 2011). Furthermore, the local government did 
not facilitate interactions between Atlas and the mines as they were sup-
posed to have done, nor did they impose penalties on the mines that did not 
meet the safety standards. Local government also voted against central 
government’s suggestion to include mechanization as a goal in its strategic 
five year plan. 
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The resistance had an effect on Atlas’ attempts to enter the market and 
hampered the ability to develop customer relationships. Since Atlas experi-
enced increased problems in developing relationships, it became harder to 
learn about the market. 

Solution/driver: Knowledge about the resistance and seeking to 
influence powerful actors  
Atlas managers’ official strategy for meeting the resistance shows how 
explicit this political process was. “This is a mission for the area sales 
team, to find out where is this resisting customer that is not willing to be 
upgraded” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

Atlas seems to mainly have used socialization strategies (Casciaro & 
Piskorski 2005; Emerson 1962) to learn about the nature of the resistance, 
where it resided in the hierarchy, and how to deal with it. By learning about 
the customer’s organization, Atlas managers could directly confront the 
resistance by trying to establish relationships with opposing excavators. 
Atlas’ sales managers also looked for alternative sources of power by tar-
geting influential persons within the mines to seek support.  

When Atlas’ managers felt they lacked the power to directly control the 
behaviours in the mines, they instead looked for support among central 
government. Central government then started to push for mechanization 
though imposing stricter policies for safety.  

It was also found that owners with valuable personal contacts could in-
crease their power and decrease the dependence on the teams. The owner 
of MingLi for example had business contacts in the private sector, in the 
military, and in local and central government. Thanks to his contacts in the 
military he had access to a skilled work force and could easily contract new 
skilled machine operators that otherwise were hard to find. He could also 
fire the resisting excavation team without meeting resistance from the local 
government.  

Atlas’ and some owners’ counter-actions at least released some of the 
tensions, even if resistance did not disappear completely. The resolution 
made it eeasier for Atlas’ managers to initiate and develop business rela-
tionships, and thereby to learn about the market.  

The analysis of the political sub-process 2 is summarized in table 11.6 
below.  
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Table 11.6: Political sub-process 2 
What  Conflict within the market  

Why  - Unwillingness to change excavation methods  
- Mechanization lead to unemployment   

Where In market, between Atlas/central government/owners, and 
construction teams/local government  

Problem/hinder  Resistance to mechanization in the market   

Solution/driver  Learning about the resistance in the market and seeking to 
influence powerful actors  

Outcome   Easier to do business, increased commitments with 
customers,  more knowledge about the market  

11.4.3. Sub-process 3: Conflict within the sales organization 
(2011–2012) 
The third sub-process was perhaps more directly triggered by sub-process 1 
and the increased resource commitment that followed on the resolution in 
Örebro. As the GM got increased access to resources, he built a new mid-
market sales organization that would specifically target the mid-market. 
The old sales team now started to resist the new sales routines. 

Problem/hinder: Managers from the old sales organization resisting 
the mid-market organization  
The old sales organization did not appreciate the new generalist roles that 
came with the new organization. Instead, the old organization wanted the 
organization to stay specialized. Neither did old sales managers appreciate 
the fact that they no longer controlled the mid-market.  

The third sub-process especially demonstrates that conflicting logics in 
the local sales organization hampered managers’ abilities to draw from 
previously accumulated experience and from other local resource pools. 
The old organization would officially support the new organization through 
a training program. Old sales managers did not however engage in the 
training program. Old sales managers also tried to keep their mid-market 
customers instead of giving them away to the new organization.  

As the following exchange illustrates, it was hard for new mid-market 
managers to access technical knowledge and knowledge about the mid-
market from the old organization. 
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– The Business Line Manager [old org] would not like to tell anything to 
the sales team [new org], they [old org] keep customer relationships, 
knowledge and information for themselves. 
– [Interviewer] What information can that be? 
– Customer relationships and information on customer demand, knowledge 
about products and applications [...] Who is the decision maker. Who is in 
charge of the project. What products would they like to buy. 
(Technical support, China, 2011) 

 
We can see from sub-process 3 that managers from the old organization 
used their position and status to discourage the new organization. The old 
and experienced organization had an obvious upper hand vis-à-vis the new 
inexperienced mid-market managers. “They [new sales org] were supposed 
to be strong, but actually they are not that strong, because they are new, 
fresh, junior, easy to influence” (Mid-market manager, China, 2012).  

New managers were directly approached; others used more subtle tech-
niques such as spreading rumors. “Someone strongly oppose, someone 
opposed quietly, someone was sending rumors, huuuuuu, huuuu” (Mid-
market manager, China, 2012). Furthermore, managers did not share their 
knowledge about customer relationships, customer demand, who is the 
decision maker, customer needs or their knowledge about products and 
applications. The old sales organization moreover ‘invaded’ the mid-
market, offering lower prices than new distribution sales did.  

Solution/driver: Socialization, authority, and separation of the two 
sales organizations  
As in previous sub-processes, socialization was used at first as a technique 
to release the tensions. The GM tried to integrate the two organizations by 
for example holding joint seminars.  

Similar to the first sub-process, increased interactions between the op-
posing groups did not have enough effect. When the conflict instead inten-
sified and even spread to the market (“invasions” on the mid-market, as the 
Mid-market manager put it (2011)), the GM instead used his authority to 
implement penalties that would stop the “invasions”. 

The GM felt the power inequality between the two organizations would 
make it hard for the new sales managers to manage the situation them-
selves. “Key Account [old organization] are bald. We cannot […] stop 
them from doing this” (National Sales Manager, China, 2012).  

As in sub-process 1, the organizations were finally separated so that the 
mid-market team would depend less on the old organization. The actions 
did not increase the potential to draw on experiences, but instead created 
the potential for the mid-market organization to generate their own experi-
ences and handle sales independently from the old organization.   

The analysis of the political sub-process 3 is summarized in the table be-
low.  
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The political sub-process 3 is illustrated in table 11.7 below. 

Table 11.7: Political sub-process 3 
What  Conflict in sales organization about mid-market 

commitment 

Why The new mid-market sales practices are separated from 
high-end practices, and are executed though a new sales 
organization 

Where In local sales organization and external distribution network 

Problem/hinder  Managers from the old sales organization resisting the mid-
market organization  

Solution/driver  Socialization, authority, and later separation of  the two sales 
organizations by making the new organization less dependent 
on the old 

Outcome   Less interference in the other organization’s customer 
relationships but still hard to draw on the sales organization’s 
existing resources  

11.5 Summing up the analysis 
The analysis in the previous sections showed that Atlas internationalization 
process not was particularly straight forward. Instead, as the analysis 
showed, the process was dynamic, and it got increasingly complex over 
time.  

At an initial stage, however, the internationalization process seemed ra-
ther straight-forward and not particularly complex, in the sense that few 
actors were involved and power was rather centralized. Headquarters more 
or less decided the pace of the process by allocating resources to China in 
small steps. The contact between the Chinese market and the organization 
in Örebro was between the GM of Sales and Production and Vice Presi-
dents or Presidents over functions and divisions in Örebro. Örebro was 
regularly fed with information from the GMs, and their role was to accept 
or decline project proposals sent from China. The locus of learning and 
decision making was in other words rather static. 

But over time, more people got involved, managers had to start seeking 
commitments from other actors, and divergences and tensions increased. 
The different actors involve perceived the process differently, and novel 
situations made managers engage in new ways. When some problems were 
resolved, the involvement of certain managers decreased, but new actors 
instead engaged in the process.  
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As a consequence, the process got more intricate over time, and was not 
particularly straight-forward. Neither the subsidiary, nor the divisional HQ, 
nor any other actor for that matter, could pursue the opportunity alone. This 
intricate actor-structure complicated the relationship between the identifi-
cation of an opportunity, and when and how managers committed to that 
opportunity.  

It was hard to learn about the actors involved in the firm and the market, 
and it was hard for decision makers at central HQ to get access to the 
knowledge accumulated in the local organization. A poorly fitting 
knowledge structure and political behaviours further challenged the abili-
ties to learn and commit.  

Due to complexity and learning challenges, we cannot really say that it 
was the knowledge generated in the market that was underlying the largest 
organizational changes. We also cannot say that commitments built on 
accumulated knowledge, in the same way knowledge accumulates and 
leads to for example technological refinement in the high-end projects. The 
largest organizational changes were rather the result of a separation be-
tween the internationalization process and old accumulated experiences. 
This separation allowed for the generation and accumulation of new expe-
riences in the process, which facilitated the market entry.   

11.6 Three processes explaining Atlas’ 
internationalization 
The analysis shows how we can get a richer and more complete picture of 
MNC internationalization if we study the processes together, rather than if 
we stick only to the dominant strategy process perspective.  

If we had looked at the internationalization process only from the strate-
gy perspective, we would find that increased commitments were hindered 
and triggered by learning problems that, first and foremost, had to do with 
the complexity of the market. The strategy process shows that problems to 
learn about the market led to the initial low commitments. As competition 
intensified, the firm committed more. Therefore, the conclusion would be 
that when markets are complex and hard to learn about the internationaliza-
tion process runs slow, but that the dynamic character of the market force 
the firm to make large investments despite the lack of market knowledge.  

Albeit partly correct, this conclusion would not tell the whole story. If 
we had limited our investigation to the top-centred strategy process, we 
would have learned less about how many, for the process, important behav-
iours influence commitments.  

The other two processes, the evolutionary and political, contribute addi-
tional understanding.  
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The evolutionary process explained the commitment to the mid-market 
with intra-organizational behaviours that related to routines and in organi-
zational structures. Entrenched routines made it hard for managers to learn 
from each other, and to learn about the market. Moreover, retention mech-
anisms then made it hard for necessary changes to be executed, but rou-
tines also changed and these changes are closely connected to the market 
entry.  

The political process explained how divergent interests and the use of 
power hindered managers from making larger commitments. The political 
perspective in particular shows how managers exercised a low degree of 
commitment despite formal decisions to increase them. In other words it 
was hard for managers to allocate resources to the mid-market due to actors 
resisting by using their power. But the process also shows how the relax of 
political tensions had a positive effect for the market entry 
The evolutionary and political processes thereby complement the strategy 
perspective by providing additional explanations to the low respectively 
high commitment to the market.  

The conclusion we would draw from the strategy perspective would be 
partly misleading, or at least it would miss important nuances of the pro-
cess. 

The relationship between the firm and actors in the market is indeed 
important for the development of the process, but the relationships within 
the firm likewise influenced the process’ developments.  

11.7 Inter-relations among the three processes  
The previous section showed how each separate perspective provided in-
sights into the behaviours behind increased commitments in the market 
entry. However, the processes are also to some extent inter-related. Certain 
events in one process had an effect on the other two processes36.  

This section will analyze how the three processes are related to each 
other, and it will pinpoint the events that seem to have had a direct effect 
on the other two processes37. The inter-relations are a strong indicator of 
when an event is perhaps best understood by another process. In the cases 
where no links are drawn, either no relations were detected, or a process 
itself seems to best explain the event. In total, ten inter-relations were iden-
tified38 (Figure 11.2). 

36 The three processes are always indirectly connected to each other since they belong to the 
same internationalization process, but some events seem to have had a more direct effect on 
the other processes. 
37 The choices of the inter-relations shown are built on specific criteria (see Chapter 4). 
38 The decision about when to stop adding inter-relations can be discussed; possibly more 
arrows could have been drawn, but with the risk of making too complex a figure.  
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Figure 11.2 shows that the decision to act on the mid-market opportunity 
activated existing routines on how to make a market entry (1). Existing 
routines were closely associated with retention forces, old values, and suc-
cessful behaviours in the past, which seems to have triggered political re-
sistance to mid-market commitment (2). Entrenched routines further ex-
plain problems in learning about the business opportunity and the initial 
low degree of commitments (3). The political resistance to the mid-market 
opportunity can likewise explain the low degree of commitments in Öre-
bro, which also led to problems in learning about the market (4)39. 

Moreover, the political conflict in Örebro seems to have triggered man-
agers in favor of the mid-market to select new routines regarding commu-
nication between Örebro and China (5). When the initiatives to change 
routines in Örebro did not resolved the political tensions, a decision was 
made to give more resources to China so that they could increase their 
independence from Örebro (6). 

Once political tensions were resolved, resources could more easily be 
distributed to the mid-market (7). The strategic decision to increase re-
source allocation to China in turn led to increased sales activities (8). The 
intensified sales activities triggered political resistance in the market 
against mechanization. The increased resource allocation also enabled the 
development of a new sales organization and the implementation of new 
sales routines (9). The new sales routines however triggered new political 
resistance in the local sales organization (10). 

11.7.1 Three process events with a large impact upon the other 
processes  
Three events seem to have had an especially large inter-relational impact.  

Firstly, the retention of old routines in Örebro (Following old ways of 
thinking in Örebro) seems to explain the low degree of resource distribu-
tion to the mid-market and the learning problems in the strategy process 
(arrow 2). The retention of old routines in Örebro also seems to trigger 
resistance in Örebro against resource allocation to the mid-market China 
(arrow 3).  

Secondly, the political conflict in Örebro (Resistance in Örebro against 
resource allocation to the mid-market) seems to have triggered both the 
selection of new routines in Örebro (arrow 5), and the strategic decision to 
allocate more resources to the mid-market China by developing local R&D 
and production (arrow 6).  

39 Arrow 4 could probably also be linked to the evolutionary process as the large uncertainty 
can have led to managers using existing routines as a way to reduce uncertainty. Arrow 4 
could also possibly be reversed, as problems in learning about the market could have led to 
a reluctance against committing and therefore also to political resistance. 
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Thirdly, the strategic decision to make China a prioritized market (De-
ciding to change) led to the selection of new routines in the sales organiza-
tion (arrow 9). However, the selection of new routines for sales later trig-
gered another political process in the sales organization, and a conflict in 
the market about mechanization (arrow 8).  

This finding shows that we can identify a number of key events that 
have a large bearing on the development of all three processual categories. 
In this case, one main event was identified from each of the three process-
es. This finding highlights the importance of including all three processual 
perspectives in the analysis, instead of merely sticking to one perspective. 
The finding also indicates that the three processes not should be read sepa-
rately but together. 

11.8 Three motors underlying Atlas’ 
internationalization process  
The interplay between the three processes underscores the diversified and 
dynamic character of the drivers underlying MNC internationalization. The 
analysis especially nuances our view on the motors of internationalization 
as put forth by received theory, and shows on a more diversified and dy-
namic driver behind complex internationalization processes. 

First, the motor according to received theory: The analysis showed how 
the locus of the two main concepts in the mechanism of internationaliza-
tion according to received theory was diffused, namely market knowledge 
and commitment decisions. Knowledge about the business opportunity in 
the mid-market varied between China and Örebro (this is perhaps not so 
surprising). The knowledge about the market however also varied among 
actors in Örebro. Moreover, managers at different hierarchical levels had 
an influence on how commitment decisions were carried out in the process. 
With other words, managers with varying knowledge about the mid-market 
influenced how commitment decisions were carried out in the process.  

The locus of learning and commitment also changed over time. Initially, 
Chinese managers had the most knowledge about the mid-market business 
opportunity, plus a few persons in Örebro. Later, however, managers in 
Örebro learned more about the business opportunity as they intensified 
their interactions with Chinese managers. Similarly, at an initial stage, 
much more power resided among top management and technical experts in 
Örebro. Later, more power regarding the mid-market resided in the local 
organization. 

Second, the motors identified in this analysis: Instead of showing on a 
mechanism between local learning and commitment decisions, the analysis 
nuances our view of the motor of internationalization by showing a diversi-

 193 



fication of drivers and hinders. Hinders and drivers were indeed related to 
strategy making based on learning about the market. However, when the 
complexities of the organization and its target market aggravated manag-
ers’ possibilities to learn about the market, managers instead increased 
their commitments to the market in the hope that they would learn in the 
future. Moreover, problems in figuring out new routines also hindered and 
drove the process, as did political resistance and attempts to relieve politi-
cal tensions.  

The analysis moreover shows that hinders and drivers of the process 
changed over time. What was a solution at one point in time could later 
turn out to be a hindrance. The reverse was also true: what at first seemed 
like a hindrance provoked actions that later increased commitments to the 
mid-market. For example, in the strategy process, while the absence of 
knowledge at one point kept commitment low, absence of knowledge later 
triggered commitments. In the evolutionary process, experiences and rou-
tines initially created an efficient process, but in the long run, this process 
showed itself to be problematic, as it kept people stuck in old high-end 
knowledge structures. In the political process, resistance initially kept the 
process slow, but resistance on the other hand triggered certain solutions 
that later resulted in larger commitments.  

As we can see in the discussion above, when we include the evolution-
ary and political process in the analysis, we change focus from seeking 
explanations behind the motors of internationalization in the relationship 
between the firm and the market, to seeking explanations in intra-
organizational activities. As we do this we also change the focus on the 
main driver of internationalization, which according to received theory is 
learning. From being generated in external relationships, analysis instead 
shows that learning generated within intra-organizational relationships 
matters for how Atlas committed the mid-market.   

The evolutionary process for example elucidates the importance of 
learning about how managers relate to the routines in the firm. A manager 
with knowledge about how managers relate to routines they can seek to 
adjust the routines appropriately, overcome retention forces, and increase 
commitment behaviours.  

The political process on the other hand shows that managers knowing 
about political resistance was important. Managers learned who was resist-
ing, how they were resisting, and who could support actions to resolve 
tensions. This knowledge helped managers to confront the resistance with 
appropriate actions, for example by using formal power, seeking alliances, 
using socialization techniques and decreasing interdependencies. It was 
also important for managers to learn about political activities within exter-
nal organizations, such as organizations of customers and governmental 
agencies. This knowledge influenced the abilities of Atlas managers to 
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resolve the tensions, which allowed Atlas to make business, and to start 
developing business relationships with the customers. 

11.9 Chapter conclusion 
This analysis shows that we get a richer explanation of behaviours behind 
large commitment decisions when we complement the strategy perspective 
with the evolutionary and political perspectives. This finding therefore also 
underscores the importance of considering all processes together rather 
than selectively and separately.  

The analysis of the three processes showed that different types of behav-
iours were underlying internationalization. Behaviours could both be ho-
mogenous, or diversified and even conflicting.   

The connections among the three processes explain how behaviours of 
one process can trigger behaviours in another process. The connections 
also show that the three processes combined underlie larger commitment 
decisions. In other words, rational and formal elements in the strategy pro-
cess co-exist with less formal things like value structures and unconscious 
behaviours that we find in the evolutionary process, and self-interest identi-
fied as being part of the political process.  

The fact that the internationalization process seems to comprise three 
different processes makes it seemingly hard to argue for a single process 
perspective. This analysis in other words problematizes the more singular 
and static view provided by the strategy process, mainly by demonstrating 
an internationalization process where hindrances and drivers were more 
diversified and dynamic.  

In order to detect the dynamic nature of hinders and drivers, the real-
time longitudinal design of this study was important. If the process were 
only studied over, say, a year, then we would understand hindrances and 
drivers differently. Furthermore, if the process were studied in retrospect 
instead of in real-time, we would probably also miss out on important in-
formation about hinders and drivers of (especially) the evolutionary and 
political processes.  

In the next chapter, the outcomes from the analysis will be contrasted 
against received theory, or more precisely, against the Uppsala model’s 
view about how internationalization processes are driven. 
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Chapter 12: Towards a theoretical 
understanding of complex internationalization  

In previous chapter, I analyzed the three internationalization processes 
from each process’ underlying theoretical perspective. I then analyzed the 
motors of internationalization from each process separately and in inter-
connection to the other processes. In this chapter, I will connect the results 
from the previous chapter with the three knowledge gaps of received theo-
ry (outlined in Chapter 2). Based on this connection, a model is outlined 
which show on how three motors and disruptions shape complex internali-
zation processes.  

12.1 Assumptions of received theory  
The Uppsala model rests on an understanding that internationalization is 
driven by external relationships and by the learning that results. The com-
mitment of the firm builds on the knowledge generated in the market. 
Commitments, on the other hand, help managers to accumulate further 
market knowledge. The model is in other words driven by a circular rela-
tionship between learning from local activities, and the decision making to 
increase commitments that lead to further activity.  
 
Figure 12.1: received theory’s mechanism of internationalization (a simplified 
model) 

 
 

Despite the fact that we have reasons to look at activities taking place with-
in the firm, the model rests on assumptions built on an aggregated firm-
level view.  

In Chapter 2, I identified three assumptions of received theory that may 
be questioned when many activities are executed inside the firm, and when 
both the firm and the market are complex. These assumptions were as fol-

Commitment 
decisions   

Local 
learning  
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lows. Firstly, there is a direct relationship between locally generated 
knowledge and decision making. Knowledge accumulated from local activ-
ities is the main driver behind increased commitment to the market. Rela-
tionships between decisions and local learning belong to a higher order 
mechanism that moderates potential disruptions. Locally generated 
knowledge can, if necessary, be diffused throughout the organization, so 
that decision makers can base their decisions on this knowledge, or, that 
the same person who learns about the market also controls the resources 
necessary for decision making. Secondly, when managers act in the local 
market they generate experiences that are accumulated into the organiza-
tion. These experiences are then used for future decision making. Thirdly, 
managers who have generated experiences can act according to their inter-
ests: they can access or influence necessary resources.  

Chapter 2 further stressed that we in fact do not know much about these 
issues in MNC internationalization since we lack research that studies these 
assumptions from an intra-organizational view. This study however pro-
vides new knowledge on the matter.  

12.2 Results contrasted against the knowledge gaps in 
received theory 
12.2.1 Intra-organizational complexity and increasing foreign 
market commitments   
In the analysis, all three processes showed that we can expect serious inter-
ruptions in the relationship between local learning and commitment deci-
sions.  

Firstly, the strategy process shows that managers in the firm found it 
hard learn about the business opportunity, both in the frontline due to mar-
ket complexity, and in the firm due to intra-organizational complexity.  

It was for example hard to identify actors and build relationships. The 
analysis also shows that knowledge about the market varied between man-
agers and over contexts. Managers at the front line had more market 
knowledge, while people deciding on commitments in Örebro were less 
informed, and perhaps partly as a consequence, they perceived a higher 
risk with the opportunity (in line with Johanson and Vahlne’s (1977) ar-
gument on tacit knowledge). The knowledge however also varied in Öre-
bro among the actors involved.  

The strategy process further shows that strategic market studies and in-
ternal local business networks became important alternative sources of 
learning when managers found that complexity prevented them from learn-
ing from the market. One example is that managers talked to sister organi-
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zations and drew from experiences in other internationalization processes 
from other product lines. 

The strategy process also shows that the risk of not investing was per-
ceived as larger than the risk of investing, despite the poor knowledge 
about the market. The organization also hoped that increasing commit-
ments would lead to increased market knowledge. The perspective finally 
showed that, despite efforts to increase commitments, managers felt that 
they still lacked sufficient market knowledge.  

The analysis of the evolutionary process shows that complexity could 
make it hard to connect learning to commitment decisions as managers’ 
knowledge about the business opportunity differed. Some managers knew 
more about the market and the process due to a larger interest and more 
established local contacts. Consequently, they were exposed to more varia-
tions that made them want to commit more by developing some new rou-
tines. Other managers had less contact with China. They did not seek to 
change routines. The diversification of knowledge may have reinforced the 
contrast between selection and retention which increased the unpredictabil-
ity whether managers could commit based on the knowledge they had.  

The political process shows that intra-organizational complexity in-
creased as managers both had different interests and could use their power 
to act politically to influence how information was spread in the process. 
Some managers who did not engage much in the mid-market project did 
not engage in information sharing either. Managers also used their 
knowledge as a power tool to argue against the mid-market process. Politi-
cal behaviours thus influenced how well learning could lead to commit-
ments, or how well commitments could lead to new learning.  

In line with previous processes, the political process shows that hard it 
is to assume a direct link between commitment decisions and local learn-
ing: managers may act politically to either increase or decrease commit-
ments at any point in time. Due to political behaviours, commitments can 
increase despite poor learning, or decrease despite good frontline 
knowledge. We can summarize these findings under two titles.  

Separation between local learning and commitment decisions  
The results demonstrate that the relationship between knowledge and 
commitment decisions is dependent on the ability to spread important 
knowledge, and the will to act on this knowledge. Accumulated local 
knowledge may trigger increased commitments in the internationalization 
processes, but due to intra-organizational complexity we cannot a priori 
assume that it will. We cannot assume a direct relationship between local 
knowledge and commitment decision in the complex MNC internationali-
zation process. Rather, we can expect the relationship to be moderated by 
different kinds of disturbances. Sometimes it is easier to act in line with 
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local learning, sometimes harder, depending on how knowledge is spread 
and received in the organization. 

Problems in overseeing the internationalization processes  
The results demonstrate that it can be hard to monitor events and actors in 
the process. It can be especially difficult to identify where important 
knowledge and other resources reside, as well as where the power to influ-
ence commitment decisions resides. The shifting knowledge and power 
structures further complicate the possibility to overview these structures.  

Moreover, the understanding of the process seems to a large degree to 
depend on a manager’s local business network, rather than the more com-
plex network connected to the process. Local networks can decide what 
knowledge the person could draw from or not. Since managers can be 
drawing on local contexts rather than from the firm’s knowledge, some 
resource pools may not be utilized.  

Managers’ possibilities to monitor can vary depending on what relation-
ships the managers have developed. The information exchange and possi-
bilities to draw from resource pools within the organization improved with 
time as new routines were established and political resistance was elimi-
nated. However, with time more people got involved in the process, so the 
complexity simultaneously increased.  

In the late period, the Chinese organization became more independent as 
local R&D and production was developed alongside a new sales organiza-
tion. It is possible that a continuous investigation would show that, with 
time, the fragmented understandings decreased, or that separations led to a 
more concentrated and easily managed process.  

In conclusion, due to problems to monitor the process, we cannot as-
sume that resources are directed in line with certain individual’s learning 
about the opportunity. 

12.2.2 New dynamic markets and increasing foreign market 
commitments   
The analysis illustrated how managers at times had big problems accumu-
lating and drawing on existing structures when entering the mid-market. 
The evolutionary process in particular advanced the view that accumulated 
internal established structures of knowledge matter for the internationaliza-
tion process.    

Knowledge accumulation challenges  
Results show that the organization used existing structures of knowledge, 
accumulated from previous internationalization processes, to enter the 
market; especially in the early period. It seemed hard, however, to accumu-
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late new knowledge from the new mid-market, both in Örebro and in the 
market. 

The organization had well-defined stepwise routines on how to progress 
in the entry and the process seemed efficient, but existing routines also led 
to information mainly flowing from Örebro to China but not from China to 
Örebro.  

Explanations behind knowledge accumulation problems can be found in 
the firm history. Interviews and observations on the ‘traditional’ process in 
Europe showed that Örebro’s main role was to train subsidiaries. However, 
in contrast to China, managers in Europe already had a solid knowledge 
base to build on, and the organizations had well-developed routines on how 
to communicate. Among other things, managers from key markets in Eu-
rope met once a year in Örebro to exchange knowledge and get the latest 
updates. Information therefore mainly streamed from Örebro to the Euro-
pean subsidiaries. The organization however did not have such well-
established routines with China, and the organizations knew less about 
each other’s situations, such as the need for support, and what resources 
managers possessed. Instead, existing routines seem rather to have hin-
dered managers from getting information in Örebro about needs in the 
local process.  

The same was true for the local organization that for a long time was 
drawing on routines from internationalization processes into high-end mar-
kets. Customers were spread out, but the Atlas sales force was concentrat-
ed; sales processes were complex, but customers’ organizations were sim-
ple; technology was complex and expensive, but customers lacked the 
know-how and money to take advantage it. This caused problems in ac-
cessing customers, and in developing business relationships with them.  

The organization at first had problems developing new routines that 
would better enable knowledge to be accumulated. These problems were 
due to retention mechanisms in the local organization and in the market. 
However, some individuals in Örebro took initiatives to change routines so 
that more information would reach Örebro and the local organization.   

In conclusion, we cannot assume that local organizational presence au-
tomatically leads to knowledge about a business opportunity accumulating 
in the organization. Old poorly fitting routines can keep the local organiza-
tion from learning about the market, and the rest of the organization can 
have problems accumulating knowledge derived from the market due to 
lack of routines that can permit intra-organizational information flows.  

Problems utilizing old experiences  
Results show that previously accumulated experiences not only leveraged 
the market entry, but partly also hampered it. The routines used had mainly 
been developed from activities in stable high-end markets, and were there-
fore also most suitable for these markets. The old experiences made Atlas 
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offer advanced technology, conduct complex sales processes, and restrict 
activities to a few geographical areas. Decision making processes were 
running relatively slow (for instance, managers made long quality checks 
and long-term strategic forecasts).  

It was not until the organization broke with old knowledge structures 
that it could build new ones more in line with the mid-market. The new 
structures also facilitated learning and, as the local organization got more 
resources and decision making power, the distance between commitments 
and learning decreased and everything progressed faster.  

In conclusion, we cannot assume that past experience is an unproblem-
atic motor for increased commitment and deeper market relationships. The 
evolutionary analysis reveals problems in using previously accumulated 
knowledge that may hamper learning in a new entry process, that may keep 
commitments at a low level, and that may hinder initiatives for change. Old 
experiences may in the short term decrease risk perception regardless of 
how well they fit the market, but from a long term perspective, old experi-
ence may also keep risk perception at a high level, since they hamper new 
opportunties to learn. 

12.2.3 Political behaviours and increasing foreign market 
commitments   
The political process gave insights into how goal divergences impacted 
internationalization. The entry was complicated by the process’ depend-
ence on the large number of dispersed actors with different incentives to 
commit. People gained and used power to drive their cause.  

This political process was rather intricate. Three political sub-processes 
stretched over different time periods, involved different persons, and re-
garded different issues.   

The results show that political motives and informal power structures 
both inside Atlas and other firms influenced commitments. Specialized 
managers for example used technical knowledge to resist commitments in 
Örebro, in the local organization, and in the market. The influence derived 
from authoritarian roles was also used in order to influence subordinates to 
focus on high-end projects rather than on the mid-market. 

The analysis therefore shows that self-interest and local rationalities 
could keep commitments at a low level despite managers learning about a 
business opportunity. The analysis also shows how commitments were low 
despite the official outspoken strategy to increase them.  

Initiatives to release tensions and overcome resistance lead to specific 
changes that had a positive impact on the process. As managers faced re-
sistance, they could learn about and free resources, and thereby enable 
larger commitments. Increased communication flows facilitated future 
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commitments. Managers could act on an opportunity in line with local 
knowledge and strategic will.  

Managers could both increase commitments to resolve conflicts, and re-
solved conflicts could increase commitments.  

In conclusion, political behaviours seem to influence the degree of 
commitments. We therefore cannot assume that managers always are able 
to act in line with their knowledge about a particular business opportunity. 
People may instead act in line with local rationales that do not necessarily 
belong to the organization as a whole. These rationales can exist at any 
internal or external organizational level. Table 12.1 below summarizes the 
findings. 
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Table 12.1: Advancing the knowledge about the three gaps in received theory  
Gaps in received theory Uppsala model / 

received theory  
Internationalization process 
under complexity  

Gap 1: Intra-
organizational 
complexity and  
increasing foreign 
market commitments   

- Circular relationship 
between commitment 
decision and local 
learning 
- Commitment decision 
and local learning resides 
within same unit 

 

- Separation between 
commitment decision and 
learning  
- Varying degree of learning 
and commitments  
- Locus of learning and locus 
of commitment decision are 
dynamic 
- Circular relationship 
between comm. dec. and local 
learning disrupted by 
knowledge diffusion 
problems 

Gap 2: New dynamic 
markets and increasing 
foreign market 
commitments   

- Managers learn from the 
market as they act there, 
and experiences are 
accumulated inside the 
firm  
- Previously accumulated 
experiences underlie 
change, triggers 
commitments, and 
facilitate further learning  

 

- Misfit of routines may 
complicate market learning 
and experience accumulation  
- Previously accumulated 
experiences may keep 
commitments at a low level, 
hamper learning, and hinder 
possibilities for change  
- We may or may not assume 
that past experience trigger 
commitments and deeper 
market relationships  

Gap 3: Political 
behaviours and 
increasing foreign 
market commitments   

 

Managers act in line with 
their knowledge on the 
business opportunity 

- Managers may not be able to 
act in line with their 
knowledge on a particular 
business opportunity due to 
conflicting interests and 
political behaviours 
- Political behaviours may 
either hamper or prompt  an 
increase of the degree of 
commitment to the market  
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12.3 The motors and disruptions of MNC 
internationalization 
The analysis points out that learning has a more complex role than what 
received theory posits. Learning and especially learning generated in the 
market through business relationships, is according to received theory be-
lieved to be the motor driving commitment, and commitment in turn en-
hance learning. However, when we open up the firm, it becomes increas-
ingly problematic to talk about accumulated experiences of the firm as the 
driver behind internationalization without nuancing the role of learning and 
experiences further.  

To understand how complex internationalization processes are driven, 
we need a more complete understanding of the drivers and hinders. In an 
attempt to present a more complete understanding of the drivers and hin-
ders of the process, the results of how this investigation have advanced our 
understandings about the knowledge gaps of received theory are summa-
rized (Figure 12.2).  

Figure 12.2: The motors of MNC internationalization  
 

 
 

 

  

 

Commitment
Business 

opportunity 
learning 

CommimentRoutine 
variation

CommitmentPolitical
behavior

Disruption of commitment due 
to complex knowledge flow 

Disruption of commitment due 
to restricted routine change 

Disruption of commitment due 
to opposing political behaviors  
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The model shows that MNC internationalization can be driven by three 
different motors. The three circular relationships represent the motors of 
the strategic, evolutionary, and political process respectively. Each motor 
can however be disrupted by aspects related to the complexity, so we can-
not take any circular relationship for granted.  

The model also shows that the three motors are interrelated, either to the 
MNC or the market, and that they are influenced by the other motors. We 
can therefore say that the model is a combination and conclusion of Figure 
7.7 in the analysis that show all three processes separately, and Figure 11.1 
from previous chapter which shows the interrelations of the processes.  

The model shows how learning about the market can drive commit-
ments in the strategy process. Learning can however also be disrupted by 
intra- or inter-organizational complexity. In other words, we may expect 
problems in learning and in overseeing the process when many actors are 
involved, when the actors involved change over time, and when the actors 
are separated.  

The model further shows how the evolutionary process may drive inter-
nationalization. The circular relationship between variation and commit-
ments reflect how information discontinuities can impose a need for 
changes to routines, which that can lead to increased commitment and fa-
cilitate the market entry. This relationship can however be disrupted by 
retention mechanisms.  

The model also shows how political behaviours and the use of power 
can prompt increased commitments. Commitments can similarly be hin-
dered by power and political behaviours.  

Finally, the model shows how the processes are interrelated. The motor 
of the strategy process can be influenced by the evolutionary process or the 
political process. This means that learning, or the interruption of learning, 
can be influenced by the selection or retention of routines, or the use of 
power. 

The same goes for the other two processes: change to routines can be 
facilitated or disrupted by learning/learning problems and by political be-
haviours. Political behaviours can be facilitated or disrupted by learn-
ing/learning problems, or by the selection or retention of routines. 

12.3.1 Diversified and dynamic motors behind MNC 
internationalization  
The model above underscores the dynamic character of the motors of MNC 
internationalization. Each process perspective is connected to commitment, 
but each perspective also holds factors that can disrupt comment. Interna-
tionalization is thus the result of a complex relationship between drivers 
and disruptions within the different processes.  
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The internationalization process is with other words the result of a com-
plex co-existence between its underlying dimensions. Or, to put it differ-
ently, the internationalization process is the result of the development with-
in each underlying process, but also the indirect effect that one process can 
have on the other processes. As internationalization process is the result of 
a co-existence between its underlying dimensions, the possibilities to ex-
plain one underlying process is dependent on the possibilities to identify 
the other underlying processes, and the possibilities to identify how the 
underlying processes influence each other.  

Moreover, the analysis showed that hinders and drivers changed over 
time for each of the processes, and how something that at one point hinders 
the process can later be a solution, and vice versa. Political resistance for 
example at first kept the process slow, but at the same time, resistance also 
triggered manager to seek creative solutions that later led to larger com-
mitments. On the contrary, experiences and routines initially created an 
efficient process, but in the long run the routines were found problematic 
for the entry.  

The dynamic character of hinders and drivers primarily concerns the 
dynamic involvement of managers over time. Since the involvement of 
managers changed, the locus of learning and commitment also changed 
over time. At one point, one actor controlled resources and influenced how 
the organization committed, at another point in time, the locus of power 
had changed. Whose market knowledge or experience that mattered thus 
also changed over time.  

This insight is an important one, since it means that the strength of the 
relationship between learning and commitment was dynamic. The relation-
ship depended on who was involved in the process at the time, what power 
they had to influence the situation, and what the managers had for 
knowledge about, and attitudes towards, the business opportunity.  

In the light of these results, it seems like we need a model that can re-
gard the diversified and dynamic character of MNC internationalization. A 
mechanism that describes how learning underlies internationalization 
seems to be both too aggregated to capture the diversified nature of MNC 
internationalization, and too static to capture the dynamic aspects of the 
process.  

12.3.2 Commitment and learning in MNC internationalization   
Results from the intra-organizational analysis provide us with an important 
insight regarding the main concepts in the mechanism of internationaliza-
tion, as put forth by received theory: commitment and learning.  
 

 206 



Commitment in MNC internationalization  
Commitment is here, as it is in received theory (Johanson & Vahlne 1990), 
a central concept. As the concept of commitment has previously in litera-
ture been treated at the firm level, we can see two main implications. First, 
despite the Uppsala model indeed showing a distinction between commit-
ments and commitment decisions, it can be difficult to distinguish between 
the concepts and much more research has focused on the commitment de-
cisions taken by the firm, or the pattern of internationalisation, than has 
focused on the actual commitment behaviours inside the firm. Second, 
commitment behaviours have, as a consequence, mainly been associated 
with the market.  

Results from the intra-organizational analysis provide us with an im-
portant insight regarding commitment.  

First, the results indicate that in order to understand how foreign mar-
kets are entered, it is not enough to look at commitment decisions. Instead, 
it is important to understand how managers in the firm actually behave 
when they commit. These two concepts are not necessarily synonymous. 
The fact that managers make commitment decision to increase resource 
allocation to the market does not necessarily mean that managers in the 
organization commits to this process and de facto increase resource alloca-
tion. The evolutionary and political processes in particular show how man-
agers made commitment decision without managers actually committing to 
the process, or increasing resource allocation by dedicating time to the 
process, or by not engaging in cooperative work and not sharing infor-
mation with others. 

Second, instead of looking at commitments as something that primarily 
is manifested in customer relationships, the results show that managers 
commit to the process itself by engaging in intra-organizational relation-
ships that may or may not be directed towards the market. There is in other 
words a difference between what it means to commit to the market and to 
commit to the process. If we talk about commitments to the process instead 
of to the market, that may capture more of the important behaviours in the 
market entry, because the commitments to the process includes commit-
ments to the market and also to actors inside the firm.  

Learning in MNC internationalisation  
The results from the intra-organizational analysis provide us with an im-
portant insight regarding commitment.  

Learning is still a central concept in received theory. Results however 
provide us with an important insight regarding learning. In line with the 
arguments in the previous section, it seems like managers learning about 
the process of the intra-organizational environment was as important as the 
learning generated in the market, at least in regard to how the process un-
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folded. But as the process depended on the activities of a number of scat-
tered actors, learning was also scattered, and this had implications for how 
the managers committed.  

Atlas managers to a certain extent did learn about the market through 
customer relationships. This learning led to important knowledge about the 
need for change in order to adapt to the market. But due to organizational 
and market complexity, local learning seem to have had a limited impact 
on increased commitments due to (at least) three main reasons.  

First, local managers experienced problems with learning though cus-
tomer relationships. The relationships between Atlas managers and cus-
tomers were few, and not particularly powerful. Instead, it seems like the 
relationships with high-end customers were more powerful. Managers 
wanted to protect these relationships, which negatively influenced the abil-
ity to adapt to the mid-market. High-end relationships moreover seemed to 
heavily influence the resource priorities in the organization, and many 
managers wanted to put resources on technological development for the 
high-end markets in order to meet the pressures and expectations from 
those markets.   

Second, market learning was mainly concerned with the local organiza-
tion, but the decisions makers were located in Örebro. Local learning thus 
had a limited impact on the commitment decisions. Local managers had 
problems transferring information, and lthey lacked the power to generate 
necessary resources (except for the last year). People with strong resource 
control could overrule attempts to act on the local learning. In other words, 
managers were not always able to act on their knowledge about the market. 

Due to the scattered internal and external environment, we can make a 
number of observations regarding learning that contrast the notion that 
learning generated through business relationships drive internationaliza-
tion.   

First, when it was hard to learn about the market, people looked else-
where for knowledge. Managers especially seemed to search for 
knowledge from their local networks with inter- and intra-organizational 
relationships. For example, managers in Örebro partly learned about the 
market though market studies, but had little, if any, own relationship with 
actors in the market. Manager in Örebro also seemed to draw much from 
their previous experiences when it was hard to learn about the market. Lo-
cal managers instead looked for knowledge in their intra-organizational 
lateral relationships when they found it hard to learn from the market.  

Second, the way managers looked for learning in different ways can re-
flect that the organization had not yet had efficient routines in place that 
could allow learning to be generated through customer relationships, or to 
be diffused to the rest of the organization.   

Third, it is however important to note that, despite that learning was 
scattered and the market knowledge seemed to play a limited role in the 

 208 



process, people in favour of a quicker process could with the help of strong 
resource control overrule attempts to keep the process slow, and they could 
drive the internationalization process forward. 

In the next chapter, I will make some conclusions regarding the process 
underlying new market commitments in the internationalization of the 
MNC. 
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Chapter 13: Conclusions  

In this thesis, I have attempted to unfold the internationalization process by 
investigating the behaviours that underlie larger commitment decisions 
when MNCs attempt to enter into new markets. The impetus for the study 
is that many MNCs today internationalize by entering into new markets in 
what we can expect to be complex processes. 

The idea to research the complex internationalization process is rooted 
in the notion that these entries present special challenges and call for spe-
cial managerial solutions. These challenges are perhaps especially related 
to problems in learning, in cooperating over dispersed contexts, and in 
generating resources. Both these problems, and the solutions to these prob-
lems, are related to the complexity of the intra-organizational environment 
of the focal firm, and of the market.  

At present, these challenges have not properly been addressed in re-
search. Instead, most research in the field looks at internationalization at 
the firm-level (the dominant Uppsala model). The limitations of received 
theory led to the identification of three knowledge gaps.  

The question initially asked was this: 
How should we understand the process behind new market commitments 

in the internationalization of the large MNC? 
To research the complex internationalization process I launched a study 

of Atlas Copco’s entry into the Chinese mid-market. I conducted ninety 
interviews and spent two hundred hours observing. Data was collected in 
retrospect between 2005 and 2008 and in real time between 2009 and 2012.  

This study had a strong process focus. I especially wanted to go deep in-
to the issue of what it means for internationalization that a process is com-
plex, dynamic, and driven in multifaceted and dynamic intra-and external 
environments. I both empirically studied the process longitudinally and in 
real time, and I draw on process literature for analyzing the data. In the 
analysis I outlined three different processes within the larger internationali-
zation process. 

The research has attempted to consider the conditions, in which the pro-
cess is running, and the contexts in which the process is embedded, rather 
than studying the process as an isolated phenomenon. The contexts consid-
ered were the historical background of the firm/division, the business envi-
ronment, and the organizational context. To understand the organizational 
context I, for one year, studied the other main internationalization process 
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that was running at the same time, namely the launching of a new technol-
ogy in the European market.   

In the analysis I found that the internationalization process consisted of 
three different processes, one sequential strategy process, one evolutionary 
process, and one political process. I analyzed how the three processes re-
lated to each other and I connected the results to the knowledge gaps in 
received theory. I also visualized the results in a model that showed three 
interconnected motors, a strategy, evolutionary, and political motor. From 
this model I could draw a number of main conclusions concerning the 
MNC internationalization process.  

13.1 Implications for theory  
Results from this research show that we need to look at the MNC interna-
tionalization process differently from the way that received theory sees the 
process. MNC internationalization can be hard to plan: it is not certain that 
managers can learn about the market, or that local experiences can drive 
investments, or that previously accumulated experiences can leverage the 
process.  

The large number of actors involved in the process makes it hard to 
monitor the process, especially if actors reside in distant contexts from 
each other. It is especially hard to predict how people will react to an op-
portunity or how they will, or can, engage in the process.  

The strong process focus in combination with the in-depth data collec-
tion has led to a view of the process as multifaceted and dynamic. This 
means that the conditions on which decisions are taken can change over 
time. People involved in the process, their knowledge about the market, 
and experiences and attitudes towards the business opportunity have all 
varied across time.  

At the same time that there is a certain unpredictability connected to the 
actions, there is also an unpredictability connected to the external environ-
ment. It is hard to predict how actors in a new and dynamic market will 
behave, which is why it can be hard to predict what types of problems 
managers will face. 

13.1.1 Managing the complex process up to market entry 
The case showed how managers found a number of solutions to the prob-
lems that arose. The analysis showed that the process up to market entry 
progressed under high complexity. Affected by a dynamic and complex 
market, and by the dispersion of experiences and conflicting interests, the 
process was characterized by uncertainty in the strategic planning, by rou-
tine changes, and by political behaviours.  
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As we not did find the conditions of received theory to apply in this 
study, the question then becomes, how was the internationalization process 
driven? The answer is found in the three processes identified in this study.  

The strategy process shows that managers re-formulated strategies to 
meet the new conditions. These re-formulations built on a logic implying 
that large increased investments decreased the risk of missing a business 
opportunity (and thereby letting competitors grow strong). Increased in-
vestments could also leverage learning and thus reduce uncertainly.  

The evolutionary process shows two things. First, because many exist-
ing routines were obsolete for the mid-market, the organization changed 
routines to increase integration among all actors. Later, managers built an 
ever-more refined mid-market organization and separated old experiences 
from the new organization. Managers then tried to build new experiences 
and routines from the beginning. In order to reach the market entry, man-
agers had to deal with entrenched routines and retention mechanism. Prob-
lems with integrating old and new knowledge structures may have led to 
this separation, but the increased integration also seem to have enabled 
such a split, as integration led to larger access to resources.   

The political process shows that managers could use power to drive 
changes and act on the mid-market entry, despite the existence of other 
logics. Some people in Örebro for example felt that the uncertainty was too 
great. As the uncertainty built on problems in learning from the market, the 
logic is more in line with the Uppsala model. Other managers in Örebro, 
and managers in China, simply wanted to distribute resources to other in-
ternationalization processes, especially to those in high-end markets, rather 
than to the mid-market. People were mainly acting against the transition to 
the mid-market and fighting against their own potential unemployment. It 
became crucial for the market entry that managers with proper authority 
got the correct information about political behaviour, and could seek solu-
tions to it. Again, both integration and separation of actors seem to have 
led to resolutions in different situations. We can thus conclude that manag-
ers can act in line with the logic on which the Uppsala model is built, but 
that this logic may co-exist with other logics. And which logic will prevail 
can largely be a matter of who has the power to drive their cause.  

If we conclude the impressions from the three processes, it seems that 
relationships in the intra-organizational environment were important for 
managers’ abilities to increase commitments, which supports the im-
portance of making intra-organizational studies of complex internationali-
zation processes.  

Over time, people inside the firm developed more relationships which 
are why managers’ commitments to the process increased. As managers’ 
engagements increased, their ability to increase resource allocation to the 
market, and to make necessary routine changes, also increased.  
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However, the complexity and diversification of behaviours also in-
creased. Some problems connected to the diversification could never be 
completely resolved.  

The separation of actors seems to have been important for managers’ 
abilities to find solutions and to get closer to a market entry. The separation 
could be achieved due to commitments increasing in the previous period. 
The separation led to the possibility to change routines and technologies, 
and to create conditions for developing customer relationships and thereby 
increase commitments to the market. Moreover, even if the separation led 
to fewer possibilities for drawing on old experiences, it led to new possibil-
ities for developing and incorporating new experiences.  

13.1.2 A note on experience  
The results show that experiences accumulated from previous internation-
alization processes, whether distant or related, can hinder market entry in a 
number of ways, rather than leverage it. Distant internationalization pro-
cesses can be, for instance, that headquarters was previously involved in 
high-end markets in other countries, and those experiences ultimately hin-
dered mid-market entry. Related internationalization processes can be, for 
instance, similar processes carried out in the same country or even in the 
same industry. An example from the study case is that local managers ac-
cumulated experiences from high-end mining markets in China that turned 
out to complicate mid-market entry.  

The results showed that previously accumulated experiences can pro-
duce routines that do not fit, that for example can make it hard to develop 
new business relationships in the market. Old experiences are also closely 
connected to retention mechanisms that can keep the organization from 
generating new experiences, and from selecting new routines.  

However, we cannot completely disregard the value of old experiences. 
Even if some old routines may have had a bad fit to the market, they still 
were important for the entry from a long-term perspective. The results 
demonstrate that the use of old routines activated managers in a way that 
exposed them to variations. Through the variations, the managers could 
later generate knowledge about how routines were problematic for the 
market and how they needed to be changed.  

These results thus suggest to us to revise the assumption that previous 
experiences only have a positive effect on internationalization, either in 
terms of possibilities to increase commitments (Johanson & Vahlne 1977; 
Johanson & Vahlne 1990) or in terms of possibilities to manage the market 
entry situation in another way (Figueira-de-Lemos, Johanson, & Vahlne 
2010). With other words, the results suggest that previous experience not 
only serves as a mechanism that drives the process: it may also hamper the 
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possibilities to increase commitments or to manage the process in any other 
way.  

The question is then, what importance does previous experience have in 
MNC internationalization? The answer is three-fold.  

First, previous experiences may have a positive impact on the process if 
people influencing commitment in the process can access that experience, 
and if experience is in line with the conditions in the market.  

Alternatively, experiences may have a negative impact and lead to man-
agers using practices that are not compatible with the market. Previously 
accumulated experiences may for example slow down the process and lead 
to problems in learning about the process.  

The third alternative is that previously accumulated experiences could 
have no impact on the process at all because, although they were accumu-
lated within some structures, managers from other contexts cannot access 
them. Or, managers can access these experiences but choose not to act on 
them.  

The results show that some managers tend to stick to certain routines 
despite the poor fit of those routines to the market. The choice to stick to 
existing routines can also be grounded in the fact that routines create a 
sense of predictability in a situation when many things seem complex and 
uncertain. Perhaps managers have not have noticed the need to adjust the 
routines.  

These results problematize the role of experience in entry processes car-
ried out by firms that have accumulated experiences for a long time. These 
experiences are frequently used to leverage possibilities to cooperate over 
dispersed contexts, but different experiences accumulate in different con-
texts.   

13.2 Reflection  
I have in this thesis investigated one single internationalization process, but 
I found that it was so rich and diversified that it seemed more right to say 
that it rather consisted of three different processes. These three processes 
were perspectives, or dimensions of the main process. (These processes 
were in themselves so rich and diversified that it seemed valid to treat them 
as if they consisted of a number of sub-processes.) As the three dimensions 
were theoretically generated, they contained certain logic and attributes as 
provide different explanations to the internationalization process.  

The three different dimensions of the internationalization processes 
made it possible to identify important factors that explained how the inter-
nationalization advanced. Some of these factors which are of a more in-
formal and intricate kind could be hard to detect without the dimensions, or 

 214 



at least it would be hard to understand how they have influenced the main 
process.  

The possibilities to explain internationalization with other words in-
creases if we understand the complex relationship between drivers and 
disruptions within the different processes.  

Similarly, the possibilities to explain one process are dependent on the 
possibilities to identify the other processes, and to identify the processes’ 
influence on each other.  

The internationalization process is with other words the result of a com-
plex co-existence between its underlying dimensions.  

Or, to put it differently, the internationalization process is the result of 
the development within each underlying process, but also the indirect ef-
fect that one process can have on the other processes.  
It is therefore argued that many internationalization processes can be better 
understood if we can identify their different dimensions and describe them 
as multiple interrelated processes. In this way, the aggregation of the un-
derlying dimensions will thus explain the main overall features of a firm’s 
internationalization over time.  

We can also expect that, depending on the circumstances, we can identi-
fy different combinations of the processes and we can expect that different 
processes will dominate. The question is then, under which conditions can 
we expect a certain type of process to influence resource commitments to 
the market? 

We can speculate that the sequential strategic planning process would 
dominate entry into stable and familiar markets. Many of the firm’s exiting 
routines and experiences may fit the market so that they facilitate the ac-
quisition, accumulation, and diffusion of market knowledge, and guide 
managers’ decision making behaviours. Such entry is perhaps rather 
straight forward, and not so controversial. We could expect to find a lesser 
need to change existing routines, fewer retention mechanisms and less 
political behaviour.  

We could however expect that the evolutionary and political processes 
are more dominant when MNCs enter into new and rapidly growing mar-
kets. When MNCs enter into new territories, we can expect processes to be 
more complex and controversial, especially if they require large resource 
allocations and routine changes. Novel market entry situations may force 
decision makers to re-think their conventional frameworks; managers may 
seek to change routines, and may challenge old knowledge structures.  

When markets are growing quickly, market organizations can be as ex-
posed to substantial change as the focal firm. We can therefore expect to 
find evolutionary and political processes within market organizations. This 
off course increases complexity, but as managers from market organiza-
tions supposedly are involved in the internationalization process, their be-
haviours can be important to cover.  

 215 



As the market entry process grows more complex and diversified, we 
expect the three processes to consist of a number of sub-processes that 
concern different issues, that run in different places, and that run in differ-
ent points of time. The evolutionary and political processes can comprise a 
number of sub-processes. 

13.3 Implications for method 
This exploratory thesis outlines a suggestion for how to research the com-
plex internationalization process. A valuable task for future research is to 
continue to develop methods for studying the complex internationalization 
process. 

The identification of the three important processes (strategy, evolution-
ary, and political) indicates that, to capture complex internationalization 
processes, we need to go beyond formal accounts and headquarters’ strate-
gy oriented story. The real-time approach can be necessary for unravelling 
the evolutionary and political processes, as these processes contain intricate 
aspects that can be more problematic to capture in retrospect.  

The creation of the three underlying processes is a way to systematize 
and create a focus in an otherwise complex main process. Because the 
three processes rest upon a theoretical ground, they are able to be defined 
and delineated. It is suggested that each process is analysed separately and 
in relation to each other, so that the researcher both can understand their 
value for understanding internationalization separately and in relation to 
each other. The process inter-relations further provide indirect explanations 
for the progress of the main internationalization process, which may be as 
important as the direct explanations given by each process separately.  

A longitudinal design is necessary for capturing the dynamic nature of 
process hinders and drivers. It is hard to say how long the study should be 
carried out. Sometimes we see that studies are carried out longitudinally for 
a year, but that is probably not enough. It takes time to capture the im-
portant events in these processes, and for decisions to be implemented and 
for us to see the effects of behaviours.  

If a market entry is studied, the entry situation itself is a natural end 
point to the study. Some processes never get to that point, but those ‘fail-
ures’ would also be interesting to investigate. Why were they failures? 
What effects, if any, do they have on future internationalization processes? 

13.3.1 Limitations to consider in future research  
Along the way as I made this investigation, I encountered a number of 
challenges that future research can take into consideration. In addition to 
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the challenges of identifying respondents and getting high-quality infor-
mation (see Chapter 4), the analysis of the data was not always easy.  

It was especially hard to define and separate the three processes. It could 
for example be challenging to know when we were seeing indications of a 
strategy process. Decision making and planning are important aspects of 
the strategy perspective, but at times it can be questioned whether how 
much planning was involved. In the early stage, most things seemed rou-
tine. Managers at times stated that they did not have a strategy for China. 
Much of the strategy process was instead emerging as people learned more 
about the mid-market. However, a strategy process can be ongoing without 
managers controlling the process. Managers had strategic discussions about 
the uncertainty they felt about the external environment. In other words, 
the strategic discussions high up in the hierarchy still mattered for the pro-
cess, even without explicit planning.  

The evolutionary process could also be hard to identify and delineate. 
Some aspects of the process were intricate. Value systems and routines for 
example were deeply embedded into the organization. Managers might not 
even themselves have been aware of the reason for their behaviours. An-
other challenge is the fact that the evolutionary perspective is broader than 
the other two. It could even be argued that the evolutionary view encom-
passes the other two perspectives. In order to delimit the process, I focused 
on routines and the unconscious aspect of behaviour to separate this per-
spective from the more conscious strategic and political processes. The 
analytical approach further limited the process by placing a stronger em-
phasis on understanding the routines from organizational, historical and 
environmental contexts (see Chapter 6).  

It could be a challenge to know when behaviours were politically moti-
vated or not. Some behaviours can have been politically motivated, but 
also motivated by other things too. I tried to create a quite focused process 
by choosing data that most obviously had to do with conflict and re-
sistance, which came to be the foundation of my view of the process. I then 
evaluated whether the more ambiguous chunks of data fit that story by 
either being the result of obvious political behaviours, or by explaining 
future political behaviours. 

I also want to point out that, as this thesis focuses on one particular pro-
cess, managers’ behaviors are analyzed with regard to the specific process 
only. Consequently, I acknowledge that behaviors that seem to slow down 
the process, or in any other way have an negative effect on the process, can 
in fact seem to speed up other processes or can have other positive effects 
on the company as a whole. However, this is not regarded in this study. 
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13.4 Implications for future research  
This thesis highlights the fact that there is still much to discover about the 
internationalization process. This thesis especially encourages future re-
search on MNC and complex internationalization processes. We need to 
continue investigating intra-organizational and micro-processes, since 
these aspects orient us to how entry processes are triggered or hindered by 
intra-organizational activities.  

We especially need to further our understanding about how internation-
alization processes are driven in diversified environments. Within this terri-
tory, we need to understand behaviours as embedded in complex systems 
of divergent knowledge structures, value systems, and logics.  

It is proposed that future studies adapt an analytical framework that can 
capture complex and controversial processes. As the results showed that 
the sequential strategy process was found to be limited in its ability to ex-
plain MNC internationalization, we have reasons to believe that today we 
miss out on many important aspects that could help explain complex inter-
nationalization processes. Although we can expect to identify elements of 
the sequential strategy process in MNC internationalization, we can also 
expect to find elements of the evolutionary and political processes. 

It is suggested that future studies continue to explore different process 
types presented in organization and management studies. In this thesis I 
observed a strategic dimension, an organizational evolutionary dimension, 
and a political dimension, all of which manifested themselves as a part of 
internationalization. Research can take inspiration from this multi-process 
analytical framework of this study, in order to seek knowledge about how 
complex and divergent structures impact commitments in MNC interna-
tionalization. However, there may be other processes to explore, and other 
factors and ways to describe these processes. I call upon future researchers 
to continue to explore this important (but until today, in many aspects un-
known) field of multiple dimensions in complex internationalization. 

The multi-process design is a way to systematically analyse a complex 
process. By studying the three processes, the researcher automatically con-
siders the context in which the internationalization process is embedded to 
be important. The evolutionary process for example searches for explana-
tions of routine fit and variation in the environment of the organization, not 
only within the organization itself. To understand how managers relate to 
the variation, the firm’s history is taken in consideration. The political pro-
cess partly explains the internationalization of MNCs from resistance and 
other political actions not only within the organization, but also in its envi-
ronment. In these ways, context becomes an important part of the under-
standing of internationalization. In conjunction with the analysis on pro-
cesses interrelations, we can, with the help of multiple-process analysis, 
create a more complete understanding of MNC internationalization.  
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It would be interesting to continue the investigation beyond the market 
entry situation to see if the challenges that managers face, and the solutions 
they find, differ over time, or if the same types of problems repeat them-
selves over time and contexts. Some things in this thesis indicate this no-
tion. When strategy making was mainly a matter for Örebro, a political 
process was triggered in the organization. However, when strategy making 
instead moved closer to the local organization and the local organization 
got more resources, a political process was instead triggered in the local 
context.  

Another aspect is to see if complexity increases over time as more peo-
ple get involved in the process, or if complexity decreases as managers find 
and establish new routines. We find indications of both in the results; at 
first the complexity of the process increased, but then organizations were 
separated and complexity seemed to decrease. It would also be interesting 
to see whether managers solve problems with complexity by increasing 
integration and cooperation, or by separating organizations and knowledge 
structures. Again we find indications of both: at first managers tried to 
increase the integration, but later organizations were separated both in the 
international and in the local context.   

It would also be interesting to continue to investigate the role of experi-
ence in complex internationalization processes. We can expect that abilities 
to accumulate and use experiences change with complexity. Under greater 
complexity, it could be harder to acquire, accumulate, and diffuse 
knowledge. Perhaps we would find this problem early in the process, when 
routines may not yet be in place.  

Finally, it we may seek to understand the role of the sequential strategic, 
evolutionary, and political processes after market entry. This proposal is an 
attempt to respond the call of IB/management-process scholars for richer 
stories that diverge from the conventional tradition of building process 
studies only from top management’s accounts (HQ interviews, official 
documents, and so forth) (Piekkari & Welch 2011; Welch & Paavilainen-
Mäntymäki 2014; Welch, et al. 2011), by making multiple but shallow case 
studies, and by building isolated and non-contextual process stories (Dyer 
& Wilkins 1991). 

13.5 To practitioners  
This thesis will end with some remarks which especially are addressed to 
managers in complex organizations who are involved in new market en-
tries. Even if the challenges outlined in the discussion below are not easily 
solved, this thesis can help managers to become aware of the challenges, 
and to create a motivation to observe and manage them.  
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I also want to highlight that this discussion should be taken with caution 
as these remarks are based on the results from this single case and therefore 
should serve more to inspire discussion rather than as a blueprint for ac-
tion.  

The focus in this thesis is on a multinational corporation that has accu-
mulated experiences from a long and successful history of conducting in-
ternational business in mainly one type of market. This firm now faces 
challenges when trying to enter into another type of market, which is un-
known to some extent even though the company already operates in the 
same country and within the same industry. The case analysis shows that 
this market entry brought considerable learning challenges, changes in 
organizational routines, the development of new technologies, and so forth, 
all of which created a number of obstacles on the way to the entry.    

As the case in this thesis illustrates, the progress of the market entry was 
very slow at first, although the organization identified a new business op-
portunity. Later, managers outlined a formal strategy, but things were still 
going slow. Managers even allocated resources to the business opportunity, 
but the market was still not entered.  

Learning about the mechanisms obstructing the progress can help man-
agers to overcome some problems and speed up the market entry process, 
as managers eventually also did in the case.  

First, as shown in the analysis, the process of a firm’s entry into a new 
type of market can be hard to plan and managers can feel reluctant to act 
due to the difficulties of getting a grip of the process and the market.  

In this case, Atlas created local boards and by involving local manage-
ment in decision making, it became easier to identify problems, to dedicate 
necessary resources, and to change maladapted routines.  

Second, existing experiences often facilitate an entry, but as this thesis 
shows, old experiences also can hinder the entry into a new type of market. 
This can for example concern how managers plan the entry, how they dis-
tribute resources, and other routines.  

In the present case, Atlas re-allocated power so that local actors could 
work more independently from the managers who had built their behav-
iours on previous experiences. As the organization generated new experi-
ences, managers could also learn about new requirements from the market 
and begin to accumulate the new knowledge into the organization.  

Third, we can expect that when the firm enters into a new market that 
requires changes, political processes may be activated. Managers can start 
using power to control resources and outcomes.  

The case showed that it was especially important to learn about key ac-
tors who can help to drive the process and overcome resistance. A key 
actor is someone who enjoys large formal or informal power and who can 
influence commitments and information flows in the process.  
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This thesis thus supports the notion that complexity in internationaliza-
tion does not necessarily have to hinder the process. Instead, managers who 
engage in these intricate processes can learn about the challenges so that 
they can find solutions, and perhaps be prepared for similar challenges if 
the firm enters similar markets in the future.  

Another notion is that despite the challenges to strategically plan the en-
try into the new market, this planning was still important. Strategy making 
in the case made managers identify problems and thereby make important 
deviations from original strategy. In the deviations, managers engaged in 
evolutionary, political or other processes that positively influenced the 
entry. Moreover, as the case shows, planning and resource allocation can 
be necessary, despite the problems of learning about the market. Although 
the risk of investing under uncertainty cannot be neglected, the risk of not 
investing can be even larger. As local competition can grow fast in the new 
mid-market and later on also internationally, pro-active investments may 
protect the firm in the current market and beyond.   

Similarly, although some routines may not fit the new market, the re-
sults indicate that the use of existing routines at an initial stage can be fruit-
ful. By using existing routines managers can learn about problems and 
needs for change, and introduce other important processes.  

In the same way, while resistance in political processes may harm the 
entry process in the short run, it may also stimulate managers to make 
changes that have a positive effect on the entry. Political processes may for 
example lead to new knowledge and changed routines, and increased over-
all commitment in the organization. The case for example shows that polit-
ical resistance led to increased socialization and the creation of new links 
among actors, which made resources visible for managers over dispersed 
contexts. 
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Figure 13.1: The researcher at a construction site in Baixo Sabor, Portugal  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 
List of respondents  
 
 
Title  Function, Unit  Location  

for inter-
view 

Date  

Vice President 
(VP)  
Atlas  

Corporate HQ / Construc-
tion and Mining Tech-
nique (CMT) Business 
Unit  

Sweden, 
Nacka  
 
Sweden, 
Nacka  

Oct- 09 
 
 
Nov- 09 

Business Control-
ler  

Industrial Tools Business 
Unit  

Sweden, 
Nacka  
 
Sweden, 
Nacka   

Nov-09 
 
 
Aug-09  

President  Underground and Rock 
Excavation  
Division (URE) 

Sweden, 
Örebro 

Nov-09 

VP After sales and service,  
CMT business unit  

Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

VP   Design and Development  
underground drilling, 
CMT business  
unit 
 

Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 
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VP Marketing, URE Sweden, 
Örebro 
 
Sweden, 
Örebro 

Nov-11 
 
 
Sep-10 

VP Dynapack  Road construction, CMT 
business  
unit 

Sweden, 
Corporate 
HQ  
Nacka 
  

Dec-09 

Technical Service 
Manager  

Technique, CMT Business 
unit 

Sweden, 
Örebro 

Mar-10 

Product Line 
Manager  
(PLM) 

Load Hole and Dump, 
CMT  
Business unit 

Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

Global Product 
Line  
Manager (PLM) 
 

Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

Regional Manager 
Europe  

Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

Regional Manager 
East  
Asia  

Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

Product Manager 
Boomer  

Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

Global Business 
Manager  

Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 

Apr-10 

BLM Rental Ser-
vice  

CMT Business unit Sweden, 
Örebro 

Dec-10 
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Product Manager  Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 

Jan-13 

Global PLM  Marketing, URE Division  Sweden, 
Örebro 
 
Sweden, 
Örebro  
 
Sweden, 
Örebro 
 
Sweden, 
Örebro 
 
Sweden, 
Örebro 
 

Jan-10 
 
 
May-10 
(phone) 
 
Dec-10 
 
 
Sep -11  
 
 
Jan-13 
 

BLM  Sales Company Norway  Sweden, 
Örebro 

May-10 

BLM  Sales Company Germany Sweden, 
Örebro 
 
Germany, 
Essen 
 

May-10 
 
 
Mar-11 
 

Sales Manager  Sales Company Germany Germany, 
Essen 

Mar-11 

Key Account 
Manager  
(KAM)  

Sales Company Germany Germany, 
Essen 

Mar-11 

BLM Sales Company Alpine 
(Switzerland,  
Austria, Slovenia) 

Sweden, 
Örebro 
 
Switzer-
land, Stu-
den 

May-10 
 
 
Mar-11 

Sales Manager Sales Company Alpine 
(Switzerland,  
Austria, Slovenia) 

Switzer-
land, Chur 

Mar-11 
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Parts and Service  
Manager 

Sales Company Alpine 
(Switzerland,  
Austria, Slovenia) 

Switzer-
land, Stu-
den  

Mar-11 

General Manager 
(GM)  

Sales Company Alpine 
(Switzerland, Austria, 
Slovenia) 

Switzer-
land, Stu-
den  

Mar-11 

Site responsible, 
Tunnel  
Construction   

Customer Strabag Switzer-
land, Chur 

Mar-11 

BLM  Sales Company Spain Stockholm, 
Sweden 
 
Spain, 
Madrid 
 
Spain, 
Madrid 
 

May-10 
 
 
 
 
Mar-11 
 
 
Apr-11 

After Sales Man-
ager 

Sales Company Spain Stockholm,  
Sweden 
 

May-10 

Technical expert   Sales Company Spain Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Service Manager Sales Company Spain Spain, 
Madrid 

Apr-11 

KAM  Sales Company Spain Spain, 
Madrid 
 
Spain, 
Madrid 
 

Mar-11 
 
 
Apr-11 

GM  Sales Company Spain,  
CMT Business unit 
 

Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 
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Site Manager  Customer Dragados Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Machinery Man-
ager  

Customer Ovras Sot-
toterranias 

Spain, 
Madrid 

Apr-11 

Quality and Re-
search  
Manager 

Customer Ovras Sot-
toterranias 

Spain, 
Madrid 

Apr-11 

Machinery Man-
ager 

Customer Ferrovial Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Machinery Assis-
tant 

Customer Ferrovial Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Machinery Man-
ager and Assis-
tant,  

Customer Ovras Sot-
toterranias 

Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Machinery Man-
ager and Assistant 

Customer Acciona Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Machinery Man-
ager and  
Assistant  

Cavosa  Spain, 
Madrid 

Mar-11 

Sales Manager  Sales Company Portugal Portugal, 
Lisbon 

Apr-11 

KAM   Sales Company Portugal Portugal, 
Lisbon 

Apr-11 

BLM  Sales Company Portugal Portugal, 
Lisbon 

Apr-11 
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Site manager 1 Customer Baixo Sabor  Portugal, 
Vila Nova 
de  
Foz Coa 
 

Apr-11 

Site manager 2 Customer Baixo Sabor  Portugal, 
Vila Nova 
de  
Foz Coa 
 

Apr-11 

Mining manager  Customer Sao Domingos 
copper mine  

Portugal, 
Alentejo  

Apr-11 

KAM  Sales Company Portugal Portugal 
Alentejo  

Apr-11 

Sales Manager  Sales Company  China Bei-
jing  

Sep-10 
(phone)  
 

KAM  Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing  

Sep-10 

General Manager 
(GM)  

Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing 
 
China Bei-
jing   
 

Sep-09 
 
 
Jan-12 
 

BLM  Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing  

Sep-10 

Marketing Man-
ager 

Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing  

Nov-11 

BLM/Product 
Development 
Manager  
 
 

Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing  

Nov-11 
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Mid-market Man-
ager 

Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing  
 
China 
Shanghai 
 
China 
Shanghai 
 

Jan-12 
 
 
Jul-12 
 
 
Jul-13 

KAM/Technical 
engineer 

Sales Company China  China Bei-
jing  

Nov-11 

Sales Engineer  Sales Company China  China Tai-
yuan  

Nov-11 

KAM   Sales Company China  China Tai-
yuan  

Nov-11 

Distributor  Distributor  China He-
fei 

Aug-12 

Mining Owner  Customer Hong Jian Iron 
Mine 

China Tai-
yuan  

Nov-11 

Mining Manager   Customer  MingLi  China Tai-
yuan  

Nov-11 

Product Manager Product Company  China Nan-
jing  

Sep-10 
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Operations Man-
ager  
(OM) 

Product Company  China Nan-
jing  
 
China Nan-
jing 
 
China Nan-
jing 
 
China Nan-
jing 
 
China Nan-
jing 

Apr-10 
(phone) 
 
Aug-10 
 
 
Sep-10 
 
 
Sep-12 
(phone) 
 
Nov-11 

GM  Product Company  China Nan-
jing  
 
China Nan-
jing 

Sep-10 
 
 
Nov-11 

Design and De-
velopment (DnD) 
Manager  
 

Product Company  Sweden 
Stockholm  
 
China Nan-
jing  

Mar-10 
 
 
 
Sep-10 

Sourcing Manager  Product Company  China Nan-
jing 

Nov-11 

Project manager  Product Company  China Nan-
jing 

Nov-11 

Product Manager  Product Company  China Nan-
jing 

Nov-11 

OM  Product Company  China Nan-
jing 

Nov-11 
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DnD Manager  Product Company  China Nan-
jing 

Nov-11 

OM  Product Company (Sister 
division DLS) 

China Nan-
jing  

Sep-10 
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Appendix 2 
Questionnaire, pre study 2010 
 

Introduction 
 Treat interviews confidentially and at request anonymously   
 Possibility to rephrase and/or make clarifications 
 We will not give out information that might hurt you or the company  
 Study expansion process of the Boomer in China and High Precision Tunnel-

ing in Europe.  

Background information 
 Can you tell me a bit about yourself, what is your role?  
 How is your unit organized?  
 Unit turnover? 
 Main function of your unit?  
 Who do you report to? Who reports to you? 

Process  
 Where did you first hear about the business opportunity in the mid-market?  
 How would you describe the history of the expansion up to today?  
 In what way have you been involved? 
 Where did the need for this product come from (ie customer request or R&D 

dev) What customer? Why? Where did the signals come from? Who identified 
the opportunity?  

 Who would you say are the main competitors? What would you say where 
their role in your expansion with this product?  

 Who would you say took the initiative to the entry/expansion? 

Drivers 
 What actors have according to you been pushing for the expansion? (custom-

ers and/or suppliers, competitors) 
 How do you perceive customers/suppliers/competitors role in the expansion?   
 What would you say are the most important functions/units in the initial stage 

of the expansion? In this stage of the expansion?  Why? What actors did you 
receive help from in the expansion (if any)? 

 What are your personal experiences in international expansion processes? 
Would you say you are using earlier experiences for this new expansion?  
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Hinders 
 Major setbacks/ challenges in the expansion so far? What are the biggest chal-

lenges?  
 What do think could threat the future expansion? Biggest risks/threats con-

nected to expansion? External threats? Internal threats (weaknesses)? 
 (To local unit) Any difference in request from market (suppli-

ers/customers/other earlier describes partners/actors) and internal organization 
(HQ/other units) differ?  How? How do you act then?  

 Something you think could have been done differently?  

Coordinating activities 
 (To local unit) How would you describe your freedom to act in the expansion 

process?  
 In what situations are you free to take own decisions, in what situations way 

do you need to communicate with HQ/other units?   
 How would you describe your freedom to act on business opportunities? 
 How would you describe the relationship to HQ/local unit?  
 What other units in the company have you had most contact with in the ex-

pansion process.  What units are most important for you? How? 

Market, Market entry and Business relationships 
 What would you say the market is (product)? Countries / Main Customers? 

What geographical regions have you been expanding to? Why? 
 What is the annual sales volume of the product in the market? (break even?) 
 Entry mode? 
 How long have you had existing main customers (for product)? Have you had 

any other business together? What, for how long?  
 Did you had any previous business relation with existing customers or are 

they new customers?   
 Is it running business? Can you annually expect a certain sales volume? Or is 

it still uncertain how much they will buy next year? Do you have a satisfacto-
ry sales volume today?   

 Who would you say are the most important business partners in your expan-
sion? Important how? Why? Important relationships with other partners?  

 Would you say you are established on the market? Why? Why not? 
 How would you describe your goal in terms customer relations and market 

position in a 3 year perspective?  
 What are future challenges to reach there?   
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Appendix 3 
Questionnaire 2, pre study, 2010 
 

Business opportunity 
 Exactly what is the busines opportunity in the low-end? From hand-held till 

mechanized, but what business do you hope to make of it? Is it to flag part of 
the ironmines, coal, or all underground excavation?  

 Are you expanding locally in the Sanshin-province or in whole China? Do you 
have any sales forecasts? Had you hoped on sales in an earlier stage? Any lost 
business?  

 What does the customer want? Is there any resistance to having to learn some-
thing new? What is your take on that? Who stands for the education or train-
ing? 

 When did you find out about the potential in the low-end? How? Who did? (-
05?) 

 What other projects did you work with when you found out? How did it affect 
the division of resources and the focus on China?  

 Why did you build a new factory in 2005? Was there market research behind 
that? Did you identify grow markets? Did corporate management say some-
thing about China? 

 How did you look upon risks of establishing in China? Why did you not go 
for machines in the low-end earlier? Was it risky, given that you had not yet 
learned about your situation, that you did not understand China yet? Or was it 
risky in comparison to other projects in China?   

 Did your observations on the activities in Kan lead to the increased contacts 
and observations or to letting go control and decentralize? 

 Why did you go for the 282 instead of for a simpler machine in 2009?  
 What were the problems with localizing? Suppliers?  
 What is it that makes you hurry? Why? Are you afraid to loose market shares 

that cannot be retaken? 
 

Communication and needs  
 How often did X travel to China, who did he meet? Customers, suppliers? 

How did these visits affect business?  
 Initially, what did you sell in the low-end? Sporadically? Did HQ hear about 

that?  
 What was behind the decision to start producing a simpler and smaller ma-

chine?  
 How did one look upon the interests of the product and sales organization? 

Which opportunities have been communicated? For reasons of inadequacies 
or needs? How did their needs change? How has your vision on their needs 
changed?  
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 When Nanjing communicated the need for a simpler machine (-07), how did 
HQ react?  

 Were they allowed to go for the machine and for China in general? 
 Did communication between Örebro and China increase? How? Why? In what 

way?  
 Why was it necessary to improve communication? What was it that did not 

function well before? How did one look upon that? Why had people not seen 
that before? What did it lead to?  

 
Strategy 

 Did one say that one should go for China? Who did so and why?  
 How did one look upon the strategy five years ago? And two years ago? To-

day? The strategic doscument, why was this strategy developed?  
 Has the China project at some point in time/period caught speed, linked to 

someting special in the China project (expansion, sales, division of resources, 
decentralisation etc)? did the expansion accelerate?  

 Have you been able to use previous experience for acting on the opportunity 
and solving problems in China?  

 has the success in the high/middle end affected how you acted in the low-end? 
Positively – visibility of China, or negatively, taken focus from the low-end 
(also for salespeople).  

 
Attitude 

 How has the focus on China been met internally? Who have been in favor? 
Who was against? How has that affected the decision to go for the develop-
ment of new machines, decentralization of decsisions (e.g. R&D), and com-
munication?  

 Has the attitude changed? What has caused this?  
 have you been able to lower your prices of the Boomer 281 because of the 

localization? How are you thinking about that considering the price sensistivi-
ty of customers in the low-end?   

 
Organizing 

 What did people want to solve /achieve with the establishment of all the local 
boards? 

 Local project leaders reported directly to the management (the VPs) (-07), 
why? 

 Today, China has more autonomy (development of projects etc), when did 
they get that? Why? Was it related to your relation or to the sales of the 
Boomer in the high-end or low-end? How was that before the problem was 
discovered in -05. Did they have to solve much themselves (but apply to you 
for resources like personnel and hours?) when the problems were discovered 
(that it took a lot of time to get the loader), what did you do? Increase con-
trole?  
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 Why did you place Carin in Nanjing.  
 What was the effect of the previous project manager leaving before Carin 

started? Should he have moved to China? 
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Appendix 4 
Reflections and refinement of interviews, 2010  
 

Interview, technical manager Orebro   
Take into account the person’s position and his/her environment.  

 
A technician:  

 has as assignment to adapt the machine to the need of the market  
 and to support the sales organization  
 is in Sweden and works with other products than the one central to this study  
 if has been there a long time, could find that the expansion to China has start-

ed 30 years ago  
 

Ask:  
 what does he think about HPT, about the adaptation of products for China, 

and about the moving there of services and, R&D etc.  
 Hhow does he look upon the developments in China and Europe for drills and 

machines.  
 if he has had requests for adaptations of his products from China, resp. Europe 

(from whom, when, how, what was the reaction?) 
 how it has gone with the adaptations of the products for China, what, why was 

it a good thing, what, why was it not a good thing? When did s/he understand 
that? What was done about that?  

 what did the sales organization in China ask for, when? What was done?  
 what are the challenges of China compared to Europe?  

 
Other 

 Short, consistent questions, avoid academic terminology like network, prepare 
questions in advance – also how they should be asked.  

 Avoid to put words in someone’s mouth, to say what I think.  
 More focused questions, should be about the process, directly or indirectly.  

 
VP after sales and service 

 Who does he work with most near, what kind of fora does he go around in? 
Board meetings? Who report to him? GM locally?  

 Has more general responsibility, does not know the process for specific prod-
ucts.  

 
Proposal for a start of the interview:  

 How long have you been in your current position?  What did the after sales 
and service activities look like at the time of the start of the process (sales, 
customer base, market demand?)?  How have these developed since, and what 
do they look like today?  
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 What has this development depended on?  
 What is the potential today for him? Do you see potential in a hand held 

mechanized model? What is needed so after sales and service can support cus-
tomers in this sector?  

 What are the challenges for being able to get a strong presence in this sector?  
 When did you hear about it first time? Who told you, where? Was there any-

one particular who drove the question? What kind of reactions did it receive?  
 

HPT – same questions, The product is advanced – how does that affect the re-
lation with your customer? What is needed so the technician can provide ser-
vice and back up sold products and get the customer to understand the value?  

 What is needed for the Board to reach that aim? 
 What have been the active questions for you the last years (with regard to 

drills – In China and Europe). 
 
Other: 

 Ask questions, give or indicate no answers like: 
 Is one trying to sharpen the presence in the market today to be ready in case 

there will be mechanization, or will you take that when it comes? 
 More follow-up questions of the kind: how have you taken small steps? what 

kind of steps have they been? 
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Appendix 5 
Questionnaire tailored to the mid-market sales manager, 2012 
 
 If some questions may sound repetitive, that’s on purpose to capture nuances. 

However, if there not is more to add, just say so 
  
 Why did you develop a china specific strategy? 
 What do you hope to achieve; to expand locally in the Sanxi province or to 

enter the mid-market in the whole China?   
 Why did you build the factory in China in 2005? 
 Why did you produce a new China specific machine?  
 Distributors, how have they been able to adapt to the new situation?  
 To identify and to learn about new customer needs?’ 
 Are they covering all regions today? 
 How is their business? Some doing better, some worse – why? 
 How is the relationship between the Atlas  sales persons and distributors?  
 Have you met the targets?  
 How much more do you intend to sell with the new organization compared to 

the old?  
 Have business increased in low-end? Why, why not?  
 What do you see as the main challenge with the low-end?  
 Is there something with how AC have been acted that you think could have 

been handled in another way?  
 Some other actor?  
 Is government relations important for the development in low-end? Why? 

Local, central? 
 What is the role of HQ Sweden at this point for the development in the low-

end? What have they been doing that is important? What should they be do-
ing?  

 What do you see as the main hinders and challenges in the market for your 
expansion in the low-end segment?   

 What has been most difficult so far in the expansion?  
 What did you do to overcome that?  
 How is your relationship with the BL? Have you met additional resistance 

either from them or anyone else? 
 What are the products today for the low-end?  
 How have customers been reacting? Resistance from customers?  
 What is the government doing to increase mechanization in these mines? 
 Are government favoring local manufacturers? 
 How is competition developing? How is that affecting your behaviour?  
 How have the new distribution network have been affecting your learning 

about the market?  
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Appendix 6  
Questionnaire late version, 2012, 
 
 Notes:  
 Map position, job descriptions, assignments related with getting products to 

the customers who have just started mechanized rigs (B 104, B 201, B 202) 
 what fora does this person go around in? 
 Proposal for start: When did you get current position, has it developed since 

then? Potential of simple products for the low-end?  
 
 Production  
 Product development since one year back, why?  
 Products to offer low-end segment 
 Localization of Boomer, who supplier? 
 What have you needed from organization to succeed (quality, price, time)? 

What did supplier need to do?  
 What has been the biggest setbacks? When? What happened? What were the 

consequences?  
 Changes in organization?  
 More resources, bigger URE organization, who has been employed – why?  
 When did you start to feel the need? What did you do, how communicated 

this? 
 How did you go about to get the resources? 
 Less shared resources? How did it happen? Who decided? 
 Routines form reporting and presentations? 

 
 Sales 
 Development? ?  
 Potential?  
 New business?  
 What drill rigs are relevant for low-end (customers that just have started use 

mechanized products).  
 What customers are they (size, turnover, drilling what?) 
 Service as own division?  
 What is the role of after sales for  low-end? What is hindering low-end to start 

buying (B 104, B 201, B 202)? Is there lacking in education, knowledge?  
 Do you have a sales force that is targeting low-end?  
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Appendix 7 
Coding three processual stories to explain episode 3 in main case  
(Long internal discussions while threats emerge in the market: no new commit-
ment decisions (2008-2010))  

Sequential strategy process  

Selected empirical text  Own categori-
zation 

Fit to strat-
egy process  

 

“A lot of decisions are needed to be taken to 
capture the opportunity. Another thing is how 
we already have a good foundation here and we 
still need to be risk aware or everything here..” 
(General Manager Production 2010) 

”So we need to have the involvement of not 
only from Product Compnay managers (except 
marketing) but also of R&D, Engineerign, and 
Quality need to think about impact -  if they get 
to flood out (mid-market drill rigs) on the 
market what will be the effect for AC”? (BLM 
East Asia, Sweden 2010) 

“We don´t want a situation in where we release 
a new product here…(that) compete with our 
old model; that will destroy the introduction 
completely. This is where we have problem...” 
(BLM East Asia, Sweden 2010) 

“Quality out of china is always known to be 
fairly low.” “I have customers in India, in 
Phillipines; they do not accept any products 
from china.”“Our quality standards are 
important, that has to continue...” (BLM East 
Asia, Sweden 2010) 

“But you don’t have knowledge about it [Öre-
bro on China regarding the lack of information 
on mid-market]. Then we get more people, no 
problems, let´s go.” They can drive right into 
the wall, how are you supposed to handle that?” 
((Global BLM, Sweden 2009)) 

”The tricky thing to know in china right now is 
what is the right thing, it can be right now but 
five years down the line it makes no sence what 
so ever” (BLM East Asia, Sweden 2010) 

 
Complex deci-
sion making 
 
Hard for man-
agers in   
Sweden to know 
how to act on 
the opportunity  
-high uncertain-
ty  
 
Many functions 
involved  
 
Strategic discus-
sions about mid-
market´s impact 
on existing 
business  
 
China wants 
faster progress, 
but hard for 
managers in 
Örebro to decide 
how to progress  
 
Large uncertain-
ty in Örebro  

 
Strategic 
decision 
making  
 
Complex 
process of 
resource 
distribution 
 
Low oppor-
tunity 
knowledge 
in Sweden  
 
High per-
ceived risk  
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Evolutionary process  

Selected empirical text  Own categori-
zation 

Fit to ev. 
process  

 

“What do you start with, to lower costs (mid-
market) or to resolve a problem with the angle 
that you wish to reach with this new drill (high-
end market) In the end they wait with China 
and dedicate only the last ten percentages on 
that. As long as you share the people, they will 
be pulled in this direction and not in the other.” 
(Global BLM , Sweden 2010) 

“If they don't know the situation and they be-
lieve that Atlas  is the leader in the market, why 
should we develop something less than best?” 
(GM Sales, China 2010) 

“It is a management issue. How important is it 
for he who is responsible for the resources, how 
important is China?! … some things they find 
more interesting than other things. They are no 
robots. You are sitting there as a constructor 
and get as a task to support China, and then you 
also get the task to be included in that other 
project as well, then you notice that your boss is 
very interested about that other project.” (Glob-
al BLM, Sweden 2010) 

“It is not that he (the manager) has to tell you 
that now you should focus on this: he can tell 
you that now you work fifty percent with China 
and fifty percent with the Swedish project.  
Then the manager is talking warmly about all 
the possibilities with all the possibilities with 
the Swedish project. Then you go back to your 
room to start figure something out, well then 
you’ll start with the Swedish project….Then 
you never arrive to the Chinese project - be-
cause this (Swedish project) feels urgent. - My 
manager has been talking a lot about this. That 
is what I mean with that this is a management 
issue.” (Global BLM, Sweden 2010) 

“If the manager not is signaling that this is also 
important, if the manager not is traveling there 
and is present… and gets involved, it (mid-
market China) becomes marginalized.” (Global 
BLM, Sweden 2010).   

 

Low commit-
ment to mid-
market, but 
higher to high-
end in Sweden  

Problems in 
Sweden to un-
derstand needs 
in China   

Following his-
torical patterns - 
behaviours 
building on 
previous success 
[what AC is 
good at] 

Separation of 
functions - hard 
to understand 
needs in other 
contexts  

Old values in 
technical de-
partments in 
Örebro  

Sticking to old 
routines  

Focusing on 
advanced solu-
tions like in past  

China mid-
market low 
priority, contin-
uing using old 
routines  
 
 
 

 

Clash be-
tween old 
values and  
routines, and 
new values 
and  per-
ceived need 
to change 
routines   

Separation 
of units 
impose vari-
ations, but 
also preser-
vation 
mechanisms  
 
   
  

 242 



Political process 

Selected empirical text  Own categoriza-
tion 

Fit to pol. 
process  

 

“When you are at the top list you naturally get a 
lot of attention….But we not at the top of any 
list.” (GM Production, China 2010) 

“The local Chinese unit felt frustration because 
they saw signals from the low-end market that 
there was a possibility to help the mines to 
grow. The local unit felt they needed resources 
for R&D training, and local independence in 
decision-making, so they send requests to Swe-
den, but felt they not were prioritized or got the 
resources they needed.” (BLM, China 2010) 

“We tried to get Sweden onboard so Chinese 
could be in place (Sweden)…But very strong 
forces within the technique organization made 
sure that you took advantage of time-to-market 
as a reason not to do it, how quickly we could 
develop the machine (delay product develop-
ment). The cost was not importat”We don’t 
have time with Chinese in the project that don´t 
know anything”. They succeeded, something 
that many regret today.” (OM Production, Chi-
na 2010) 

“On the paper they are supposed to be an inte-
grated part of our organization… but it is going 
slow and does not always work.” (Global BLM, 
Sweden 2010)  

“it was obvious that they would be a part of our 
organization. But if you look at construction, 
they are an organization of their own…” (Glob-
al BLM, Sweden 2010)     

“They were there to break, “what is this?!”” 
(Global BLM, Sweden 2010)     

“I think they had ambitions locally in Kina, that 
they wanted to initiate (things… and then you 
got questioned on the quality and “what are you 
doing?” And is this working?” ”You cannot do 
like this!”” (Global BLM, Sweden 2010)    

“It did not come right away but after a while 
through quality controls.” (Global BLM, Swe-
den 2010)     

Mid-market not 
getting  resources 

Resistance from 
influential tech-
nical managers in 
Örebro 

Not involving 
Chinese manag-
ers in process  

Slowing down 
process. Using 
roles as technical 
experts, ques-
tioning Chinese 
projects   

Seeking control 
over local unit  

Political 
action to 
slow down 
the process 
to enter 
mid-market  

Resistance 
in Sweden 
against 
mid-market, 
against 
official 
strategic 
focus (can 
not be seen 
here) 

Informal 
power 
(technical 
knowledge, 
perhaps 
also central 
position in 
network) 

Low com-
mitment. 
Not engag-
ing in  
knowledge 
sharing 

Attempt to 
control 
local unit  
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“They had been pretty hard on the Chinese, 
they didn’t accept anything.” (Global BLM, 
Sweden 2010)     

“Their behaviour was driven by a need to con-
trol more than to manage” (Global BLM, Swe-
den 2010)     
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journalistic material  

Atlas conquers the world with the Swedish Method, found 2013-02-14 at 
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Daxue Consulting 2014-01-30, found 2014-06-20 at 
http://daxueconsulting.com/market-research-on-coca-cola-in-china/ 
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Larger Entry into Market. 3dprint.com 2015-06-09, Found 2015-10-11 at 
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From Atlas Diesel to Atlas , found 2013-02-14 at 
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2013-04-20 

Gadiesh, O. Leung, P. China's Middle Market (2007), found 2015-03-25 at 
http://www.forbes.com/2007/10/22/china-congress-bain-oped-
cx_ogpl_1022bain.html 

International acquisitions and expansion found 2013-02-14 at 
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aspx 
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Maktkampen sänker Volvo, SvD Näringsliv, 2013-04-19, (Interview with Martin 
Sköld, associated professor at Stockholm School of Economics) 

Mahan, S., Self-Driving Car Test: Google, found 2014-06-30 at 
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mahan.html 
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htm 
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Swedish and European industry face new global demand, Press release found 

2015-01-15 at 
http://www.rolandberger.se/press/releases/Svensk_och_europeisk_industri_en.
html 
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http://www.atlas.com/history/evolution/aroundtheworld/china/index.aspx 
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