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Abstract 

The purpose of this master’s thesis is to gain a richer understanding of the competitive 

landscape of INVs and in particular how they compete with well-established MNCs. The 

existing literature depicts the existence of an untapped potential for extending and enriching 

the field of international entrepreneurship research heretofore. This exploratory study with its 

abductive approach applies twelve personal interviews of qualitative nature as the method to 

collect the data. The ten companies from the multiple-case study are from the biotechnology 

and pharmaceutical industries. The findings show that although MNCs have a potential to be 

threats due to their extensive resources, INVs perceive them more as opportunities. 

Moreover, the study discovers key elements of competition (especially against MNCs), the 

main common challenges for INVs accordingly, and capabilities that relate to and help 

accomplish these challenges. These findings do not only have the potential to act as a starting 

point for further research, but they also contribute to the managerial world by acting as a 

possible competition guideline for INVs. 

 

Keywords 

International New Venture; Early Internationalization; International Entrepreneurship; 

Multinational Corporation; Competition; Capabilities 

 



 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits | Department of Business Studies | Uppsala University 

Spring Semester of 2016 | Date of Submission: 2016-05-27 | ENT/MIB Aydin & Schönfelder I 

Table of Contents 

 

Table of Contents ....................................................................................................................... I 

List of Abbreviations ............................................................................................................... III 

List of Figures and Tables........................................................................................................ III 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

2. Theoretical Background - INVs and Competition in the Global Context ............................. 4 

2.1 International New Ventures ............................................................................................. 4 

2.2 Competitive Interaction – the SRS Framework ............................................................... 6 

2.2.1 Structure-based (SRS) Perspective ........................................................................... 7 

2.2.2 Resource-based (SRS) Perspective ........................................................................... 8 

2.2.3 Strategy-based (SRS) Perspective............................................................................. 9 

2.3 Summary ........................................................................................................................ 11 

3. Method ................................................................................................................................. 13 

3.1 Research Design............................................................................................................. 13 

3.1.1 Approach and Methodological Choice ................................................................... 13 

3.1.2 Multiple-Case Study as Strategy ............................................................................. 14 

3.1.3 Industry Selection ................................................................................................... 14 

3.1.4 Choice of Sample .................................................................................................... 15 

3.2 Data Collection .............................................................................................................. 16 

3.3 Validity and Reliability .................................................................................................. 18 

3.4 Data Analysis ................................................................................................................. 19 

 

 

 

 



 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits | Department of Business Studies | Uppsala University 

Spring Semester of 2016 | Date of Submission: 2016-05-27 | ENT/MIB Aydin & Schönfelder II 

4. Findings................................................................................................................................ 21 

4.1 General Insights on Competition ................................................................................... 21 

4.1.1 Competitive Landscape and Key Elements of Competition ................................... 21 

4.1.2 Challenges for INVs ............................................................................................... 23 

4.1.3 Strengths of INVs ................................................................................................... 24 

4.2 Critical Capabilities for Competition ............................................................................. 25 

4.2.1 Structure-based Capabilities ................................................................................... 25 

4.2.2 Resource-based Capabilities ................................................................................... 27 

4.2.3 Strategy-based Capabilities ..................................................................................... 30 

5. Discussion ............................................................................................................................ 34 

5.1 Company Stage Categories ............................................................................................ 34 

5.2 General Insights on Competition ................................................................................... 35 

5.3 Critical Capabilities for Competition ............................................................................. 37 

5.3.1 Structure-based Capabilities ................................................................................... 37 

5.3.2 Resource-based Capabilities ................................................................................... 38 

5.3.3 Strategy-based Capabilities ..................................................................................... 40 

5.4 Summary ........................................................................................................................ 42 

6. Summary and Conclusion .................................................................................................... 45 

6.1 Summary and Theory Contribution ............................................................................... 45 

6.2 Managerial Implications ................................................................................................ 46 

6.3 Limitations ..................................................................................................................... 48 

6.4 Future Research ............................................................................................................. 48 

References ................................................................................................................................ IV 

Appendix A: Tabular Overview of Interviewed INVs ............................................................. X 

Appendix B: Interview Guide .................................................................................................. XI 

  



 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits | Department of Business Studies | Uppsala University 

Spring Semester of 2016 | Date of Submission: 2016-05-27 | ENT/MIB Aydin & Schönfelder III 

List of Abbreviations 

BG  Born Global 

CEO  Chief Executive Officer 

CRO  Contract Research Organization 

IB  International Business 

IE  International Entrepreneurship 

INV  International New Venture 

MNC  Multinational Corporation 

SEA  Senior Executive Advisor 

SRS   Structure, Resource, Strategy 

 

List of Figures and Tables 

Figure 1:    Conceptual Framework of INVs’ Competitive Interaction….………..……12 

Figure 2:    Conceptual Model of INVs’ Competitive Interaction with MNCs..…....….44 

Table 1:     Company Stage Categories for Investigated INVs………..………….….....34 

Appendix A:    Tabular Overview of Interviewed INVs………….……………..………......X 

 



 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits | Department of Business Studies | Uppsala University 

Spring Semester of 2016 | Date of Submission: 2016-05-27 | ENT/MIB Aydin & Schönfelder 1 

1. Introduction 

This thesis is about the competitive landscape of International New Ventures (INVs) and how 

they compete with well-established Multinational Companies (MNCs). The concept of INV is 

a recent phenomenon within International Entrepreneurship (IE) that emerged in the late 

1980s. Due to technological improvements in communication and transportation, the number 

of INVs has reached a remarkable level (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). For a good number of 

years the literature on INVs and well-established MNCs has proceeded along separate paths. 

The main argument among scholars has been that because INVs differ from traditional 

MNCs, they must be analyzed and understood differently. Following the Uppsala Model by 

Johanson and Vahlne (1977), MNCs develop in incremental steps from a domestic company 

to a company that is doing business in multiple countries. Furthermore, the model belongs to 

the behavioral approaches of internationalization theories and is categorized as a non-

systematic approach (Andersen & Buvik, 2002). This basically means that it is an uncertainty 

avoidance behavior shaped in a non-formalized process where the international market 

selection is constrained by psychic distance and experiential learning. In short, the MNC’s 

internationalization process starts with export and is followed by the incremental 

establishment of own production facilities on-site. In strong contrast to this gradual 

establishment process, INVs “start out with a proactive international strategy - even though it 

starts with only one or a few employees/entrepreneurs” (Madsen & Servais, 1997, p. 563). 

Naturally, the traditional stage model is not applicable for INVs who by definition are present 

on a global stage from inception or within the early stages of establishment. 

Although the emphasis on differences has been fruitful and infused new steam into the field 

of International Business (IB), it has come at the expense of studies that address the 

connection between INVs and well-established MNCs. While some have addressed the 

relationship between INVs and well-established MNCs, it has typically been from the 

perspective of complementary skills and mutual benefits (e.g., Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 

Extant research has touched upon the relationship between INVs and MNCs in terms of 

hybrid partnership (Williamson, 1991). These partnerships are claimed to bring 

complementary value, especially for INVs due to their potential lack of assets. However, it 

has been observed that some of these partnerships also carry the risk for INVs to be predated 

by MNCs (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Teece, 1987). The question of how INVs compete 

with well-established MNCs, on the other hand, has only received marginal attention so far. 
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The review of the existing literature depicts the existence of an untapped potential for 

extending and enriching the field of IE research heretofore. To elaborate, existing studies 

have not placed substantial focus on competitive terrain for INVs and their competitive 

interaction with well-established MNCs. The course of events along the competition and 

shaping of the rivalry between these two parties have not been considered thoroughly. The 

strategies that INVs follow regarding the competition with MNCs and whether or not these 

strategies create a threat to MNCs have also not been investigated. This is unfortunate, 

because INVs are increasingly emerging on the competitive landscape of international 

markets (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Therefore, this thesis makes a contribution with its 

abductive approach by addressing and finding answers to specific questions such as: To what 

extent do INVs and their strategies pose a competitive threat to well-established MNCs? 

What characterizes the competitive interaction between INVs and MNCs? How does the 

rivalry between INVs and well-established MNCs unfold over time? 

To analyze these questions and by that make a contribution, the empirical approach seeks to 

identify a number of companies that have internationalized from early on. Based on semi-

structured interviews, it further intends to explore INVs’ competitive relationship with well-

established MNCs. This qualitative analysis aims at explaining the phenomenon of INV and 

MNC competition and obtaining a rich understanding of the theoretically grounded research 

question. The literature review breaks down the concept of competition into several elements. 

These elements are defined with regard to their significance in terms of the outcomes and 

thus serve as a conceptual framework for the rest of the thesis. The conceptual framework is 

aiming for an analysis of the competitive capabilities by observing INVs through three main 

perspectives: Structure-, Resource- and Strategy-based (SRS). The companies are then 

investigated through this framework to achieve an enhanced knowledge of their competitive 

strategies. According to the observations made, the life sciences sector, especially companies 

from the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries, have come across as an insightful 

object to investigate in more detail. In that sense, a useful starting point has been to 

investigate those kinds of start-ups that ordinated from Uppsala University in Sweden. On a 

more fine-grained level, the purpose of this exploratory study is to gain a richer 

understanding of INVs and competition. This leads to the following research question: 

What competitive landscape do INVs encounter and 

how do they compete with well-established MNCs? 
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The authors depict this in a conceptual model as a result of an in-depth analysis of the 

findings from the empirical study. Conclusively, this is how light is shed on the largely 

unexplored and historically ignored topic of the competitive interaction between those two 

different kinds of internationalized companies in the field of IB. 

The main findings and conclusions are that although MNCs have a potential to be a threat due 

to their extensive resources, INVs perceive them more as opportunities than threats. 

Therefore, INVs usually try to avoid getting into direct competition, and rather differentiate 

into untouched markets or seek cooperation with MNCs. Although the common assumption 

suggests that small size and limited resources hinder INVs along the competition, the data 

shows that having a small size also gives them the advantage of being agile and taking 

advantage of niche markets by differentiation. During the investigation, some of the 

capabilities, within the conceptual SRS framework, were observed to be necessities for 

survival rather than enhancements for competitive performance. Evaluating the findings of 

the investigation, the study discovers key elements of competition (especially against MNCs), 

the main common challenges for INVs accordingly, the capabilities that relate to and help 

accomplish these challenges, and finally the sub-elements for the selected capabilities. To 

provide a simpler comprehension, these elements are assembled together and illustrated in 

form of a relationship model. 

The remaining part of the thesis is structured as follows. In the next section, a theoretical 

background is presented where the authors also clarify various concepts and definitions. This 

is followed by a description of the research method that describes how the authors used 

qualitative interviews as a technique to collect empirical data. The results are delivered and 

extensively analyzed in the discussion. The thesis ends with a summary and conclusion 

section that depicts the theory contribution. Furthermore, this section also includes 

managerial implications as well as thoughts on various limitations of this academic work and 

future research suggestions. 
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2. Theoretical Background - INVs and Competition in the Global Context 

2.1 International New Ventures 

INVs have started to appear in the popular IB literature since the late 1980s; they are 

described as start-ups that have business models covering several countries or even continents 

and are often in advanced technology industries. Although INVs were encountered, they have 

not been considered frequently since the focus of the respective scholars was on the 

dominance of well-established MNCs, mostly due to the MNCs’ size and establishment. 

Possessing large resources, experience and know-how made it convenient to internationalize 

for traditional MNCs, whereas these factors stood as hindering challenges for INVs (Oviatt & 

McDougall, 1994). Due to progress in politics, technology, and transportation, the 

international business environment has started to reshape and make it more possible for new 

ventures to internationalize at early stages. Transaction costs for multinational interchanges 

have significantly reduced due to progress in the banking industry (Porter, 1990). As a 

consequence of globalization, homogeneity in markets in distant countries has increased, 

which made it easier to enter new markets (Hedlund & Kverneland, 1985). The increase in 

dependence of unique assets and innovation gave advantage to intellectual property owners to 

achieve an internationally sustainable advantage (Hamel & Prahalad, 1990). Finally, 

improvements in global communication and transportation have substantially raised the 

possibility of conducting business in multiple locations together with more mobility of human 

resources (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). The emergence of these factors and the convenience 

they provided for INVs to survive has resulted in a significant increase in the number of INVs 

in recent years (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Therefore, INVs have become a relevant and 

important phenomenon in the research fields of both IB and IE. Zander, McDougall-Covin 

and Rose (2015, p. 28) underline the shift of interest in these research fields from well-

established MNCs towards “younger, more resource constrained firms that are driven by a 

logic of proof, creation, and resourcefulness.” This shifting landscape is also well described 

in Cavusgil’s (1994, p. 4) aphoristic claim: “gradual, incremental internationalization is 

obsolete”. 

Existing research on INVs covers a range of different perspectives, terms and definitions. 

Most of these studies are included in the research field and the phenomenon of IE, which is 

the “discovery, enactment, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities – across national 

borders – to create future goods and services” (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005, p. 540). In their 
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study, Oviatt and McDougall (1994, p. 31) define an INV as “a business organization that, 

from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources 

and the sale of outputs in multiple countries.” Another commonly used term in related 

literature is ‘Born Global’ (BG). Since McKinsey & Company (1993) firstly introduced this 

term in a business report about early internationalizing companies in Australia (Knight & 

Cavusgil, 2015), BGs have been a heated topic in the research field of early internationalizing 

companies. Knight and Cavusgil (2004, p. 124) define BGs as firms “that, from or near their 

founding, seek superior international business performance from the application of 

knowledge-based resources to the sale of outputs in multiple countries.” 

Going through the literature on companies with rapid internationalization, there is an 

ambiguity of terms and definitions. Although the most encountered terms used by the existing 

research are ‘International New Venture’ and ‘Born Global’, it is hard to define a solid line 

between their definitions. Some of the scholars use the terms INV and BG interchangeably in 

the related literature (Acedo & Jones, 2007; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Oviatt & McDougall, 

1994). This leads to the implication that the two terms are synonyms. However, some authors 

disagree with the interchangeability and underline the distinction between the two definitions 

(Coviello, 2015; Jones, Coviello & Tang, 2011; Knight & Cavusgil, 2015). Throughout the 

literature where the terms are used either interchangeably, distinctively or only one of the 

terms is mentioned, one encounters many different definitions. These definitions vary 

depending on the company’s features, as for example: the focus on and income share from 

import and export activities, the year of internationalization (or internationalization from 

inception), and receipt of foreign direct investment (Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, 

Solberg & Zucchella, 2008; Hashai & Almor, 2004; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996). Another 

distinction that can be derived from the theoretical background is that INVs are new ventures 

by definition, while there is no such requirement of size or maturity for BGs. However, due 

to the recent emergence of rapid internationalization, most of the BGs observed are at 

relatively early stages. Since most of the companies are relatively small due to the newness of 

the concept, this study, with a focus on rapid internationalization, does not take the size of the 

company into major consideration. 

Since the study regards the interaction between INVs and MNCs, there is more relevance to 

the maturity stage and rapid internationalization. Therefore, this study will only use the term 

‘INV’ and espouse the following definition for the rest of the study: 
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A young company that shows activity and seeks competitive advantage in more 

than a single country from inception or within the early stages of establishment. 

 

2.2 Competitive Interaction – the SRS Framework 

In the pursuit of exploiting new business opportunities, an entrepreneur needs to handle 

competition whether to attack on incumbent companies or responding to imitator followers. 

Although there are generic strategies for such competitive interaction, the international 

environment and emergence of new species of multinationals (e.g., INVs) bring a new 

perspective for the competitive interaction with different strategies (Mathews & Zander, 

2007). Most of the analyses for the competitive interaction between multinational parties 

benefit from other study fields, as for example: the institutional theory, competition dynamics 

and organizational theory. The research field of IB also brings in valuable findings to the 

existing theories (Roth & Kostova, 2003). In their study about the international performance 

of entrepreneurial firms, Lu, Zhou, Bruton and Li (2010) mention the crucial importance of 

enhancing capabilities. Studying the essence of firm performance in terms of attaining 

competitive advantage, Peteraf (1993) takes the ‘Resource Based View’ as her starting point. 

The interpretation of this view suggests that the competitors should be recognized by the 

commonalities among their resources and capabilities instead of their products (Peteraf & 

Bergen, 2003). It is also suggested by Amit and Schoemaker (1993) that resources and 

capabilities are the source of competitive advantage. The authors of this thesis agree with 

these suggestions for understanding the capabilities in order to evaluate the competition 

(Helfat & Peteraf, 2009). Regarding the existing theoretical perspectives over the interactive 

competition, this study will observe the competitive interaction between INVs and MNCs. 

This is done by using a hybrid conceptual framework that consists of the elements of 

competitive capabilities. 

The conceptual framework (cf. Figure 1, p.12) is aiming for an analysis of these competitive 

capabilities by observing INVs through three main perspectives: Structure-, Resource- and 

Strategy-based (SRS). The elements and sub-elements of the three perspectives are 

considered critical for the competitiveness of INVs so that the conceptual framework shows 

the INVs’ core capabilities for competition. There are myriads of competitive capabilities that 

relate to competitive interaction. However, this study focuses specifically on the competitive 

interaction between INVs and MNCs. Therefore, only the elements, which the authors 
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considered relevant for this specific constellation according to the literature review, are 

included in the conceptual framework. Elements of the framework are claimed to have 

brought positive influence over new ventures’ performance, survival rates and competitive 

effectiveness. However, the landscape is more ambiguous when it comes to the competition 

between INVs and MNCs. Questions of how these capabilities help or hinder INVs to create 

a threat to MNCs are not clearly answered. This also applies to the effectiveness of these 

elements on shaping the competition and their influence on the aftermath of rivalry between 

these two parties. Some of the elements relate to more than one of the perspectives, but the 

categorization of these elements is made with the aim of minimizing confusion and 

enhancing the understanding of competitiveness of INVs to the fullest. 

 

2.2.1 Structure-based (SRS) Perspective 

The Structure-based Perspective involves the INVs’ capabilities that are mostly specific to 

the structuring of the company and involves three elements: Adaptability, Organizational 

Structure, and Transparency. Adaptability relates to the company’s Flexibility and 

Responsiveness (cf. sub-elements in Figure 1, p. 12). Due to changes in technology and 

convenience in international business, the dynamism of the current business landscape 

requires adaptive capability as a major source of survival and success. Although the 

definitions for these two terms are described as overlapping in some of the literature, this 

thesis handles flexibility and responsiveness separately under the roof of adaptability. 

Flexibility is the aptness of a company to make changes in their structure, strategy, 

technology and attitude due to the changes in the environment, in which they are competing. 

Similar but slightly different, responsiveness is used to relate to a company’s aptness to give 

tailored, rather than standard, responses to the other parties that they are competing with 

(Autio, Sapienza & Almeida, 2000; Bettis & Hitt, 1995; Danik & Kowalik, 2015; Lu et al., 

2010; Mathews & Zander, 2007). Usually, the adaptive capability of a company is highly 

related to the Organizational Structure, which describes the chain of command in an 

organization. Traditional vertical structures that impose strong hierarchy within the 

organization make executions and decision-making processes more rigid and slower (Halal, 

1994). To achieve the flexibility and responsiveness that are required by today’s dynamic 

competitive landscape, the organizational structure is advised to shift from vertical to 

horizontal, which enhances adaptive capabilities together with creativity (Bettis & Hitt, 
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1995). Another capability that is said to be critical for the international competitive 

interaction is the company’s imitability. It regards the structural features in terms of its 

proneness to be imitated by other players in the market. Imitability is one of the most 

significant elements for the competitive interaction and it lies in the intersection area of all 

three perspectives. The structure-based perspective, however, analyzes imitability from the 

aspect of Transparency; in other words: the company’s openness in terms of giving out 

information (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 

 

2.2.2 Resource-based (SRS) Perspective 

The second perspective, the Resource-based Perspective, focuses on the capabilities that 

stem from the company’s possessions such as tangible and intangible assets, human and 

financial capital, history, and support (e.g., governmental capital). The elements that are 

described to be critical for the competitive interaction between INVs and MNCs are: 

Experience, Information Acquisition, Network, and Resource Uniqueness. According to Lu et 

al. (2010), international entrepreneurial firms face two major challenges that are liability of 

newness, due to their lack of experience and history; and liability of foreignness, due to their 

lack of knowledge about the local market. The main traditional cause of these challenges is 

discussed to be the necessity of Experience, which breaks into two branches, namely: 

International Experience and Managerial Experience (Crick, 2009; Danik & Kowalik, 2015; 

Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006; Mudambi & Zahra, 2007). Experience is suggested to be a 

crucial capability for achieving success in international competition due to the knowledge it 

provides (Freeman, Hutchings & Chetty, 2012). According to some studies, managers of 

INVs usually are claimed to have more international experience and foreign market 

knowledge than managers at average traditional MNCs (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004; 

Madsen & Servais, 1997). That underlines the importance of knowledge (Belich & Dubinsky, 

1995; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994), which is conceptualized in the 

framework as the Information Acquisition capability. It is the company’s skill of gathering 

information about the needs of the customer and opportunities in the market (Lu et al., 2010). 

Besides having great influence over international performance, some scholars claim that 

experience and knowledge generate overwhelming challenges for INVs. Therefore, these 

capabilities are also stated as the source of competitive advantage for MNCs against INVs 

(Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). The lack of knowledge and experience can be compensated to 
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some extent by the third critical capability of the resource-based perspective of the 

framework: Network. It is an undeniable fact that networks are fundamental types of resource 

for all INVs (Crick, 2009; Danik & Kowalik, 2015; Mathews & Zander, 2007). Consisting of 

the sub-elements Managerial Ties, Inter-firm Network, International Network, the network 

capability brings in a great value for INVs by providing substantial information about the 

markets, technology as well as business know-how. Managerial ties stand for the social and 

business network of the managers. The inter-firm network includes the relationships with 

other companies and stakeholders, and international network is the network of foreign 

markets that the business is taking place in (Ferreira, Santos & Serra, 2010; Lu et al., 2010; 

Mudambi & Zahra, 2007; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Zander et al., 2015). Besides 

information related capabilities, another element that may usually present a great asset 

regarding the competitive interaction between INVs and MNCs is Resource Uniqueness. 

Having unique resources is claimed to be a major element of firm-specific competitive 

advantage (Barney, 1991), and often is secured from dissemination by means of protection 

such as patents, trademarks and licensing (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). However, Bettis and 

Hitt (1995) claim that patents and similar means of protection are losing their effectiveness. 

Due to the change and evolution of the new technology, imitation is relatively easy to achieve 

in most of the industries, except in chemical and pharmaceutical industries (Levin, 1986). 

 

2.2.3 Strategy-based (SRS) Perspective 

The third and last building block of the conceptual framework is the Strategy-based 

Perspective. This category includes capabilities that are mostly related to strategic factors 

and actions of the company. They present a critical role over the INVs’ competitive 

interaction with MNCs. Three major capabilities constitute the strategy-based perspective of 

the conceptual framework: Cooperation, Managerial Mindset, Managerial Competitiveness 

and Actions. The importance of network for INVs is not only due to its role as an information 

source. INVs are relatively small and less well-established organizations, compared to 

MNCs, yet they seek competitive advantage in global markets. Considering the struggle of 

INVs competing against their large competitors, the literature highlights the importance of 

collaboration. Such Cooperation comes in form of strategic alliances, partnerships with 

external organizations, and geographic clustering. Staying and working together, new 

ventures including INVs compensate for their smaller size, lack of competence in specific 
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areas and functions that they are missing. Sharing functions and competencies enables these 

companies to be resourceful and sustainable. Doing business with each other brings in 

economic value to both sides of the transaction. Staying together as geographic clusters 

makes it easier to attract customers, investors, and key personnel as well as to facilitate 

business connections to large MNCs, which can sometimes be partners of great value too (Lu 

et al., 2010; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Zander et al., 2015). 

Knowledge spillovers created around the world for technological start-ups, which go by the 

name of ‘silicon valleys’, are a good example for the convenience and popularity of 

geographic clustering and cooperation. Furthermore, the competition journey of INVs puts 

lots of responsibility on managers’ shoulders, which highlights the importance of a 

Managerial Mindset. On their study of describing “The new competitive landscape”, Bettis 

and Hitt (1995) underline the increasing dynamism vulnerability of static companies. In order 

to survive in the markets and show successful performance, companies must achieve 

Dynamic Efficiency (Ghemawat & Ricart i Costa, 1993). Keystone of dynamic efficiency is 

innovation to catch up with the dynamism of the era and retain competitiveness (Autio et al., 

2000; Banbury & Mitchell, 1995; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Zander et al., 2015). An 

innovative approach mostly comes from entrepreneurial mindsets, which are receptive to 

gaps and opportunities to exploit. This mindset should also have the ability to let go of 

traditional methods, and instead be open for new methods and technologies by being 

learning-oriented. Although it improves the business performance, having a Learning-

oriented Mindset is also argued to limit flexibility if it is carried away. Therefore, the 

suggested mindset is supposed to “entail continuous and simultaneous unlearning and 

learning” (Bettis & Hitt, 1995, p. 14). Beside these features, it is also claimed to be valuable 

for managers of INVs to have an International-oriented Mindset (Oviatt & McDougall, 

1994). Besides that, another crucial capability to analyze while observing INVs’ competitive 

interaction with MNCs is Managerial Competitiveness and Actions. Managers of INVs are 

like captains of small ships in the ocean. Their competence and strategies are what decide on 

their survival and how they keep up with big ships. Due to the challenging position they have 

against MNCs, INVs might sometimes need to come up with unique and strategically creative 

actions. However, there are always useful generic strategies and actions to pay attention to. 

Some of these strategies are: Cost Management, Achieving Market Share, Imitation, and 

Differentiation (Danik & Kowalik, 2010; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Mathews & Zander, 

2007; Mudambi & Zahra, 2007; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 
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2.3 Summary 

In summary, this section contains a critical and comprehensive review of relevant academic 

literature in this specific field of IB and IE. A clear conclusion of the literature review is 

presented in form of a conceptual framework as a result. The conceptual framework is aiming 

for an analysis of the competitive capabilities by observing INVs through three main 

perspectives: Structure-, Resource- and Strategy-based (SRS). The elements and sub-

elements of the three perspectives are considered critical for the competitiveness of INVs so 

that the conceptual framework shows the INVs’ core capabilities for competition. Thus, the 

conceptual framework is the operationalization of the existing theory and will be the basis for 

the following empirical investigation. The aim is to develop knowledge according to the 

research question in terms of the competitive landscape for INVs and how they compete with 

well-established MNCs through these three perspectives. In the end, qualitatively 

investigating this competitive interaction in the life sciences sector, with a focus on the 

biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries, is a contribution to the existing literature in 

many different ways as explained above. 
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3. Method 

3.1 Research Design 

3.1.1 Approach and Methodological Choice 

The question of how INVs compete with well-established MNCs has only received marginal 

attention so far. The aim of the study is to develop knowledge according to this research 

question by conducting an extensive analysis based on the three perspectives that result from 

the literature review. Therefore, this study has an abductive approach, which includes both 

deductive and inductive features: reasoning from theory to data (for developing the 

conceptual framework through the review of the existing literature) and reasoning from data 

to theory (analysis of collected data through the conceptual framework) respectively 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012; Suddaby, 2006). Again, the knowledge in this field is 

lacking and incomplete meaning there is little theoretical work on this topic. Conclusively, 

the purpose lies more in an exploration that focuses on gaining an understanding and with 

that constructs theory (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010; Siggelkow, 

2007). Moreover, the problem is rather unstructured due to its exploratory outline (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010). 

The theoretical background documented an interesting phenomenon that is still not fully 

explored; neither conceptually, theoretically, nor empirically. Due to the significant increase 

in the number of INVs in recent years (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994), it is important to get a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon. Generally, a qualitative approach has a focus on 

the understanding from the respondents’ point of view, and while being close to the data the 

investigators can gain an insider view (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). At this point of research, 

details are needed to make a contribution. This is why a qualitative approach is the 

appropriate choice since there is a research gap, which has been highlighted in the extensive 

literature review. Moreover, the answers to the research questions are also hard to measure 

with quantitative data due to the vagueness and dynamism of the interaction between INVs 

and MNCs. As a consequence of their challenging position against well-established MNCs, 

INVs’ strategies can vary in flexible and creative ways (Mathews & Zander, 2007). 

Therefore, observing and analyzing such a flexible and adaptive interaction is expected to be 

more precise and fruitful by conducting a qualitative study. In this line of reasoning, a 

qualitative approach can contribute most at this stage (Myers, 2013). 
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3.1.2 Multiple-Case Study as Strategy 

Eisenhardt (1989) suggests that case studies are highly appropriate for investigating new 

topic areas. Moreover, “stories are often more persuasive and memorable than statistical 

demonstrations of ideas and claims” (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991, p. 617). After consideration of 

conducting a single-case scenario in the first place, the authors declined this idea since there 

is the risk that this might be uninteresting (Langley, 2009) and the search for commonalities 

between different cases would simply not be possible (Yin, 2009). This leads to another risk 

that lies in the restricted possibility to generalize about the population of interest (Eisenhardt, 

1991). Moreover, even though a single-case study may offer an in-depth understanding of 

one particular context (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991), the risk of having a biased picture or an 

extreme case is omnipresent (Eisenhardt, 1989). Consequently, the authors chose a multiple-

case scenario embedded in the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries for this study. 

 

3.1.3 Industry Selection 

To get an insightful analysis, it is important to select a suitable industry. Industrial 

characteristics, such as industry growth and penetration by foreign competitors (Driffield & 

Munday, Mudambi & Zahra, 2007; 1997; Porter, 1980), have an influential role over the 

survival and success rate of INVs. In their research about “The survival of international new 

ventures”, Mudambi and Zahra (2007) conclude that industrial growth positively influences 

the chance of survival, whereas high level of foreign penetration reduces the chance of 

survival because of its increasing effect on competition intensity. Due to the strong influence 

of industry, the research has aimed to select an industry that meets these requirements. Again, 

this thesis focuses on the competition of companies that rapidly internationalize. However, it 

would not give fulfilling results if the observations were made in an industry where any 

company could easily make an entry. Any software application that is published on global 

platforms can now be considered as an international product/service, but observing such 

companies would not bring in valuable information regarding the competitive interaction of 

INVs. Therefore, the authors wanted to investigate an industry where the entry barriers 

(Porter, 1980) are relatively high so that a company’s entry stands as a proof of certain 

previous accomplishments. However, the authors also wanted to avoid a mature industry 

(Barringer & Ireland, 2012), where there is no increase in demand and a high rate of entry by 

foreign competitors (Porter, 1980). Together with a considerable industry growth, these 
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industry characteristics are expected to form the ideal circumstances to incubate a fruitful 

international competitive environment to observe. To attain fertile observations in terms of 

capabilities such as information acquisition and innovation, the authors preferred a 

knowledge-based industry. Being a knowledge-based industry affects the rate of survival of 

companies due to its consequential characteristics (Audretsch, 1995), and holds innovation as 

a major source of competitive advantage, together with requiring a special focus on research 

and development (Autio et al., 2000; Mudambi & Zahra, 2007). Bettis and Hitt (1995) state 

that the increase in knowledge intensity within an industry also increases the importance and 

dependence on positive feedback intensity. Thus, this factor also creates a potential for 

enriching the analysis in the sense of adaptability and information acquisition. 

As described before, a vague and fuzzy competitive landscape is apparent. Considering 

industry constraints, the authors decided to conduct their research on the life sciences sector, 

with a focus on the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries, since it fulfills the desired 

requirements from many aspects. These two industries not only fit in the industry constraints, 

but also intersect with each other, which makes it hard to draw a line in between. Due to 

encumbering processes and high costs for initial designs, development and certifications, 

making an entry is relatively more challenging in these two industries compared to many 

other industries. However, the environment is considerably international as a matter of 

inventions and innovations worldwide. In addition, it is highly knowledge-based and holds 

innovation as a core competence. Due its closeness and relatedness to the pharmaceutical 

industry (Levin, 1986), the biotechnology industry also promises fertile grounds for the 

discussion on the criticalness of inimitability and resource uniqueness, which are both 

mentioned in the theory section (cf. 2.2.1 and 2.2.2 respectively). 

 

3.1.4 Choice of Sample 

After defining the term INV for this study, the authors contacted UU Innovation and Uppsala 

Innovation Centre for assistance with identifying suitable companies. Eventually, the authors 

reached out to a total of forty-seven companies that seemed to match the definition. That 

means those INVs fulfill the criteria of company age and stage of internationalization. 

Overall, the choice of sample was determined by the choice for a multiple-case scenario as 

well as the choice of the respective industries (cf. 3.1.2 and 3.1.3). The chosen technique of 

homogenous purposive sampling enabled an in-depth focus on the analysis of this INV 
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subgroup that shows similar characteristics and merely minor differences of the selected 

companies (Saunders et al., 2012). There was a theoretical reason for avoiding a random 

sample within INVs. Thus, the deliberate choice of ten INVs in the life sciences sector 

provided a solid basis for a fruitful analysis including comparisons among INVs that are akin 

in terms of company profile and industry affiliation. A closer look at the research objects 

depicts that although there are commonalities, the INVs are slightly different in terms of their 

establishment. The investigation has covered a range of companies from very early to 

established stages. However, observing companies from different stages has contributed to 

the quality of the study by providing different perspectives. It also enriched the understanding 

by enabling a comparable and retrospective analysis. 

 

3.2 Data Collection  

It is essential to choose a particular research method in order to investigate a problem or 

phenomenon (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). A critical assessment of the advantages and 

disadvantages preceded the authors’ deliberate choice. As a result, the data was collected 

using personal interviews with representatives of the company in question. The authors 

conducted semi-structured interviews of qualitative nature, which is in accordance with 

Saunders et al.’s (2012) statement that this is appropriate given an exploratory outline. This 

data collection instrument allows the authors to focus on a structured interview guide while 

being flexible by having follow-up questions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The used interview 

guide (cf. Appendix B, p. XI) is divided into two parts. The first part includes an introductory 

part that presents the aim of the study and cautiously addresses confidentiality concerns. 

Moreover, the interviewee is asked to delineate the experiences of the competitive 

environment and also specifically elaborate on the competition with MNCs. The second part 

of the interview guide includes a list of themes according to the SRS Perspectives of the 

theoretical framework. As mentioned above, the order of the key questions of the interview 

guide might vary from interview to interview and is complemented by follow-up questions 

that emerge during the conversation (Saunders et al., 2012). 

When reaching out to the companies, the first contact was an introductory email explaining 

the aim of the study and the scope of intended collaboration. The email was directed to the 

chief executive officer (CEO) and/or founder of the INV. If feedback was pending, the 

recipients have been contacted via phone for a follow-up talk (Saunders et al., 2012). It was 



 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits | Department of Business Studies | Uppsala University 

Spring Semester of 2016 | Date of Submission: 2016-05-27 | ENT/MIB Aydin & Schönfelder 17 

clear that the factors of time restraints and confidentiality are of utmost concern for start-ups 

in the industries under investigation. This is perfectly outlined in the following two quotes 

from companies that declined any kind of collaboration for this study: 

“Unfortunately, we are extremely busy right now and also in a very business sensitive 

period and therefore I kindly but firmly have to decline.” 

"I would love to help you and give you some insight and perspective how it is to work 

for a virtual company. However, this is the “Gordian” knot. We are a small 

organization doing what larger pharmaceutical companies have ten or a hundred 

times more people on, which in essence means that we do not have an hour to spend 

on something that is not business critical. Furthermore, as I explained to you, we are 

in a business sensitive period that demands close to extreme confidentiality - so the 

fewer people we actually let into the company the easier that is." 

However, the authors conducted a total of twelve personal interviews in ten different 

companies (cf. Appendix A, p. X)
1
. In two cases, the resources of the company allowed 

bringing in an additional perspective by interviewing another representative of the company. 

Two thirds of the companies are founded very recently within the last two to four years, 

whereas three companies are founded about a decade ago. The young age of the enterprises is 

also reflected in the number of employees that, in the vast majority of cases, varies between 

one and ten including the founder(s) and a CEO. The number of employees for companies 

founded a decade ago is logically exceeding this. As explained before, sometimes it is 

difficult to draw a line between the two industries under study due to overlappings. In this 

multiple-case study, four companies belong to the biotechnology and three to the 

pharmaceutical industry. Three companies, however, represent a mixture of both industries 

since they are conducting business within the field of the pharmaceutical biotechnology as 

so-called contract research organizations (CROs). 

Having a total of twelve interviewees sharing insights on their INV and the competition that 

they are involved in, provided a fruitful platform for this study. This is in line with Guest, 

Bunce and Johnson (2006, p. 76), who argue: “If the goal is to describe a shared perception, 

belief, or behavior among a relatively homogeneous group, then a sample of twelve will 

                                                 
1
 When interviews are referred to in the findings section, the authors indicate the position and the respective 

company name for each interviewee only the first time cited in the text. Following citations by the same 

interviewee are only depicted with the person’s name. 
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likely be sufficient.” This amount of interviews is considered sufficient by the authors given 

time and scope restrictions, and the occurrence of data saturation (Saunders et al., 2012). The 

more interviews have been conducted, the fewer new insights in form of new information or 

themes were identified. It became obvious that any additional data collected would be 

incommensurate with the efforts and would consequently not significantly contribute to the 

aim of this study. The interviews have mostly been conducted face-to-face whereas in four 

cases the authors talked to the interviewee on the telephone and not in person. The interview 

length varied between sixty and ninety minutes. 

The authors have handled confidentiality very carefully. Some internal insights and 

information were asked by the interviewees to be not included in the study. For example, one 

company is treated anonymously at their request. This is in accordance with Saunders et al. 

(2012), who state that it is vital to ensure confidentiality of data and also maintenance of 

anonymity of the organization if that is requested and agreed on. This includes not only the 

processing but also the storage of the data. After explicit consent, the interviews have been 

audio-recorded and during the interview, one author did most of the interaction with the 

interviewee, while the other author took notes. 

Lastly, research ethics are crucial to each scientific investigation (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010; 

Saunders et al., 2012). It was extremely important in this project that the nature of participant 

consent (as described in the paragraph above) was an informed consent (Saunders et al., 

2009). That means that after providing full information about the participation rights and the 

use of the data generated in the interviews, the consent was given freely and well-considered. 

 

3.3 Validity and Reliability 

During the semi-structured interviews, the authors tried to increase validity by clarifying the 

questions in the first place and then by exploring the responses on an in-depth level (Saunders 

et al., 2012). Even though the findings varied reflecting, for example, different company 

stages, there was none deviant case. In addition to that, the authors specifically want to 

emphasize again that they have conducted the interviews with for the research question 

relevant respondents. This is a critical procedure in validating research (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). Validity can further be verified and established by triangulation meaning the use of 

two independent sources of data (Saunders et al., 2012). Therefore, analyzing the research 

question from multiple perspectives from within the same organization increased the validity. 

http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/incommensurate.html
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When talking about generalizability of findings from qualitative research interviews, the 

aspect of external validity needs some attention. Generally speaking, the more applicable the 

findings of the research study are to other settings, the higher is the generalizability. The 

study’s sample consists of twelve interviews with representatives of ten different companies 

and the empirical material allows in-depth insights into the industries. However, the authors 

want to emphasize that the reader should not understand this investigation as a general 

illustration of how Swedish INVs compete in the two chosen industries. At this point of 

research in this context, this study can only offer restricted generalizations from the sample 

and not about conditions of Swedish INVs or the industries per se. Conclusively, the depicted 

conceptual model from the discussion section, for example, tries to stand the test of being a 

generally applicable framework in this specific context. Further generalizations have to be 

handled with care due to the specifications of the data. This fact is further touched upon in the 

sections of limitations and future research. 

When it comes to semi-structured interviews, one can argue that the lack of standardization 

may reduce reliability. Moreover, subjectivity when it comes to the interpretation of the data 

may have the same effect. However, the authors tried to counterbalance this by providing 

transparency of the process and plausibility of their interpretations of the data. Furthermore, 

the authors are aware of the fact that there might be an alternative explanation to the findings 

that differs from their subjective reasoning. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

The elements und sub-elements, which are categorized under the SRS Perspectives and 

explained in the previous section, form the conceptual framework of competitive capabilities. 

While investigating the company, each of the capabilities, which are mentioned along the 

theoretical background, is contemplated. It is questioned how INVs perceive the capability 

and how they evaluate it. For example: What importance does it hold, both in general and 

considering their competitive relationship with MNCs? What advantages or drawbacks do 

INVs experience related to the capabilities? If INVs are facing challenges in such sense, how 

do they compensate for it? The answers to these questions are then analyzed to formulate an 

enhanced understanding of how INVs compete with MNCs. It is worth mentioning that 

although the focus of the study was on INVs’ competition with well-established MNCs, it 

was inevitable to regard the competition with other INVs due to its relevance. 
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The competitive framework is so to speak the filter, which is used to observe and analyze the 

INVs’ competitive interaction with MNCs. However, the generated data is analyzed in two 

parts, which is in accordance with the structure of the interview guide. The first part covers 

competition in general, whereas the second part relates to the influence on competition of the 

capabilities from the conceptual SRS framework (as elaborately explained in the previous 

paragraph). Thus, coding is applied considering these two parts. Basically, a code is a single 

word or a phrase that is representing the essence of a longer interview passage. In more 

detail, the large amount of audio-recorded data is summarized in notes, which later are 

categorized by using code structures. Categorization “can either be developed in advance by 

consulting the literature (concept-driven category) or from the data collected (data-driven 

category), or both” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 557). In this study, categorization includes both 

by considering the questions about the competition in general terms and the capabilities 

presented in the conceptual SRS framework, which is based on the literature review. This 

approach is in accordance with Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010), who see coding as an essential 

part of qualitative research by creating a new framework structured through categories. 

Additionally, the companies under study are also categorized with respect to their size and 

establishment. This labeling system subdivides the investigated companies into three 

categories: Stage 1, Stage 2, and Stage 3. The aim is to increase observation convenience and 

to achieve efficient data analysis. In sum, the data analysis is conducted considering the 

commonalities and differences among the coded data for each company stage category. 

Further reasoning behind this and the authors’ illation are presented in the discussion section. 
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4. Findings 

4.1 General Insights on Competition 

This section shows the results from the interviews conducted regarding INV’s general view 

on competition. A special focus is on the competition with MNCs. 

 

4.1.1 Competitive Landscape and Key Elements of Competition 

Most companies under study are active in international markets with a concentration in the 

United States of America, Asia (predominantly China and Japan) and Western Europe (with 

large and scientifically important markets in Germany and the UK). Some companies, while 

being founded and headquartered in Sweden, do not actually conduct business in their home 

market but have their consultants and the majority of, if not all, customers in their respective 

key markets. Given the knowledge-based industry characteristics, the stage of 

internationalization relates back to the status of patent application and permission processes 

that generally are very time-consuming and costly. Having a certified patent also allows some 

companies of the study to take advantage of out-licensing technologies, procedures, tools or 

products. The royalties from these agreements contribute to the INVs’ revenue streams. 

Looking at the competitive landscape, it is obvious that there is hardly a company in this 

study that is exclusively competing with other INVs or small and medium-sized enterprises. 

Thus, direct competitive interaction takes place between INVs and a mixture of companies of 

different sizes, including other INVs and well-established MNCs. In half of the cases, the 

latter is the predominant kind of competitor of the interviewed INVs. MNCs by their nature 

are conducting business in many different fields and are therefore able to take more risks than 

an INV can. There is also the danger that if the INV is too dependent on an MNC and the 

promising collaboration, the MNC might waste the project by losing interest in the 

engagement in the long run. The widely diversified portfolio of the MNC might account for 

that. In general, those polled acknowledge that MNCs often have a natural advantage due to 

their size and stage of maturity: 

“They [MNCs] have the muscle when it comes, for example, to marketing. Their 

marketing tools can reach out to a large number of current and potential customers to 

create and maintain awareness.” (Sofia Magnusson, Production Manager of cSens 

AB) 
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“The MNC that we will collaborate with should not be too large either. After all, a 

partner of a great size might drown our business if they lose interest and abandon the 

project in the long term.” (Susanne Bredenberg, CEO & Co-Founder of Emplicure 

AB). 

“MNCs have the muscle and power due to their reputation, which they have built up 

over the years, and due to their extensive and established distribution channels.” 

(Karin Hartman, Production & Logistics Manager of ExScale Biospecimen Solutions 

AB) 

As speaking of distribution channels, some INVs emphasize that their strongest MNC 

competitors are at the same time their distributors. By predating their subcontractors, MNCs 

might also be a threat to INVs: 

“Companies like us need to be aware of the risk that MNCs, which hire small CROs 

as subcontractors, might eventually learn and internalize the technology. This way, 

they would not need our service any more.” (Michael Dabrowski, CEO & Founder of 

Pelago Bioscience AB) 

In addition, MNCs with a similar technology can be a serious threat. Thus, some INVs try to 

avoid competing with MNCs. However, the main finding when it comes to INVs competing 

with MNCs is that MNCs are more seen as opportunities than threats in several aspects. 

MNCs can accelerate the business as well as acquire the INV (as in the case of OnTarget 

Chemistry AB that has already been acquired by an MNC): 

“The ultimate goal for almost all INVs is usually to be acquired by an MNC in the 

end.” (Karsten Fjärstedt, CEO of Denator AB) 

The common view of the INVs, on the one hand, is that MNCs have the potential to be a 

threat in the sense of creating resistance and predation. On the other hand, MNCs do not use 

this potential since they are not concerned about INVs. This is due to the fact that INVs are 

too small to be considered as a threat to well-established MNCs. In a few cases, however, this 

fact is seen as a motivation to actually get into direct competition with MNCs: 

“Given our technology and product, we are not afraid of facing the direct competition 

with MNCs. Furthermore, if you can prove your superiority, it is better to get smaller 

bites from bigger companies instead of differentiating.” (Karsten Fjärstedt) 
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Generally, time efficiency, availability, a high quality on product/service level as well as an 

appropriate price point have been identified as critical key elements in competition. There is a 

vital need for INVs to achieve product superiority: 

“You need to build superiority. It could be in terms of a lower price, time efficiency, 

better precision etc. To achieve success, you need to be at least twenty percent better 

in any or a combination of these factors compared to your competitors.” (Karsten 

Fjärstedt) 

Besides that, company reputation and marketing, meaning to create awareness for the 

beneficial value proposition, as well as a smooth product development and the knowledge 

about any product regulations have been mentioned as key competition elements: 

“Our biggest challenge is to create awareness. We have a better product, but we need 

to make our customers aware of the existence of such product.” (Michael Dabrowski) 

Lastly, mutual reliance between INVs and customer is also a relevant element in the light of 

confidentiality issues of these specific industries. 

 

4.1.2 Challenges for INVs 

Some of the investigated companies face challenges in terms of keeping their products and 

business secrets confidential as long as patents are pending. However, for others the main 

challenge is to drag attention from the targeted market on their business. Other challenges 

that occur are the time-intense and costly product development itself including clinical test 

and permissions procedures, and product regulations that are tightly controlled by the 

regulatory authorities: 

“Our customer base is the most conservative in the universe. To begin with, drug 

discovery is highly regulated. Further, it fails almost every time and it costs a billion 

US dollars to develop a drug. So, the drug discovery investment proposal is: here is a 

great idea, it will take fifteen years, it will cost a lot and we have less than one percent 

chance of success, but the return can be immense.” (Michael Dabrowski) 

Due to those strict regulations lots of companies in these industries test on animals first. The 

aim, however, is usually to upgrade to the biggest possible market, which for pharmaceutical 

companies are human pharmaceuticals. Therefore, those companies see it as a challenge to 
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move to the more profit promising market as soon as the regulations and the development 

process allow it. INVs are also confronted with the relentless struggle for grants that often 

generate the only revenue before the product/service itself pays off. This can take up a lot of 

time, which also holds true for the commercialization of a patent by the step of out-licensing. 

The demanding search for new revenue sources is mostly accompanied with the need for 

investors. Most companies are open for this kind of external financing, however, they feel 

challenged by the concerns of confidentiality and the possibly weakened right to say and 

decide. In order to survive long-term, those polled emphasize their goal to grow the customer 

base. However, that is, according to the interviewed INVs, easier said than done due to the 

frequent customers’ prevalent ignorance towards the partly innovative products and solutions. 

Besides those challenges from customer side, INVs also face the challenges of finding 

suitable partners, which to a not inconsiderable extent are MNCs, to collaborate with and 

build fruitful networks and business relationships: 

“Product development is a very complex procedure in the pharmaceutical industry. It 

is, therefore, extremely necessary to find the right partners.” (Anonymous manager, 

CEO & Founder) 

 Lastly, the surveyed INVs indicate that they are challenged on a daily basis by the natural 

striving for growing their business with additional human and financial capital. 

 

4.1.3 Strengths of INVs 

The interviewees mention several strengths that reside in their organization and its business 

model that help them to stand up to those challenges. As mentioned before, efficiency has 

been identified as a critical key element of competition in this context. In this line of 

reasoning, those polled state that it is definitely a strength that they are more time and cost 

efficient than their direct competitors. In addition, their problem solution generally or 

product/service more specifically are often characterized by uniqueness on the market, which 

leads to an advantageous stand-alone position on the market with untapped potential for 

exploitation. Usually products/services are meant to target a very specific tailored usage and 

the INV finds itself in a favorable situation in such niche markets, may they be exclusively 

exploited or not: 
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“Differentiating into niche markets has not only provided us a competitive advantage 

but also enabled us to partner with MNCs. This collaboration has accelerated our 

business and created a win-win solution.” (Marianne Hansson, CEO & Co-Founder 

of Atlas Antibodies AB) 

On top of that, technological and qualitative superiority that resides in the individual or on 

product/service level are strengths of an INV. This is often supported by a strong strategic 

network. Those companies having a patent in place note that this is a huge asset in terms of 

competition. It enables the chance of generating revenue from royalties resulting from the 

out-licensing agreement to counterbalance the high cost of acquiring and maintaining a 

patent. 

 

4.2 Critical Capabilities for Competition 

This section shows the results from the conducted interviews according to the SRS 

Perspectives in detail. This includes the elements and sub-elements of the framework. 

 

4.2.1 Structure-based Capabilities 

The results show that the interviewees give different importance to the sub-elements for the 

Adaptability capability. Flexibility is reported to be extremely important whereas 

Responsiveness is not attached as much value to. In more detail, the small company size 

allows the INVs to be flexible to changes in the environment. This leads to being able to 

make quick changes, to be agile, creative and innovative. Further, it was reported that MNCs 

consider the INVs flexibility their most valuable asset. Generating quick adaptive strategies 

facilitates the special care and relationship with new customers: 

“I strongly believe that having flexibility gives us a great competitive advantage 

against MNCs in many aspects. It is not only my opinion, I have also heard it several 

times from my contacts, who work at MNCs.” (Karl Sköld, Head of Research & Co-

Founder of Denator AB) 

“Being flexible is very important and gives us substantial advantage in terms of 

agility. It is the main reason for why we stay very small at the moment.” (Anonymous 

manager) 
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“Our biggest competitive advantage is that we provide tailored solutions and show 

specific care towards our customers.” (Anders Dahlstrand, CEO & Founder of 

Offspring Bioscience AB) 

“Forming special relationships with our customers substantially helped us to grow 

fast and gain establishment. Such care and relationships cannot be accomplished by 

MNCs.” (Karin Hartman) 

In contrast, being responsive is considered less critical than being flexible by the 

interviewees. It is mentioned that this finds its explanation in the fact that the industry is not 

very dynamic. However, some of the INVs still state that it is important to look at the 

competitors. Being aware of the competitor’s progress is helpful to not waste any effort as 

regards both time and cost: 

“We are following what the competitors do. However, we mostly look at how these 

competitors adapt the industry trends in terms of receiving grants. This can turn out 

very beneficial if one is the first mover.” (Karsten Fjärstedt) 

In addition to that, it is emphasized by the interviewees that it is important to look at each 

competitor differently and do a considerable competitor analysis if the company has the 

resources to do so. 

The Organizational Structure of the interviewed INVs is rather flat or even very flat. It was 

reported that this is natural after inception since the company consists mostly exclusively of 

the founder(s) and in some cases very few key personnel. However, remaining a flat structure 

in the organization in some of the INVs is said to be beneficial to enforce the adaptive 

capability of flexibility and responsiveness. Speaking of the rather established companies, 

which have been interviewed, it is mentioned that more functional groups have to be formed 

in time as the company grows. 

The INVs have been questioned about Transparency in terms of sharing information about 

the business model and strategies. Few of the INVs state that external transparency has to be 

handled cautiously: 

“I think it is important to keep your business strategies private. Exposing the ongoing 

discussions and business relationships with other companies might damage the 

bargaining power against alternative possible partners.” (Anonymous manager) 
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However, it is not observed to be a major concern for the rest. Any technological information 

is basically important to secure. Those polled explain this with the developed legal safety net 

of patents and established networks of partners and distributors. In addition, the demand by 

investors and stakeholders for information has to be satisfied in an appropriate manner. 

Internally, however, it is argued to be best to be as open as possible from inception: 

“It is very important to be as open as possible within the company. It enhances the 

creativity, which is very necessary for the business in many ways.” (Karl Sköld) 

Interviewees also lay emphasis on the fact that privacy is very important to some customers 

in the respective industries. Generally, this issue, in combination with the rather limited 

external transparency, causes a dilemma when it comes to marketing activities. The data 

shows that each company is trading off their need for external transparency against 

confidentially concerns differently due to their establishment level: 

“Confidentiality is an immense concern for our customers. So their identities have to 

be kept confidential and can usually not be used as a reference for marketing 

purposes.” (Michael Dabrowski) 

 

4.2.2 Resource-based Capabilities 

The interviews show that possessing Experience is very important for those INVs to compete. 

The synergy of International Experience and Managerial Experience is a critical component 

for all participants. This synergy is often incorporated in form of management and board with 

experienced executives and a Scientific Advisory Board (e.g., Denator AB), respectively: 

“Nowadays, I benefit from my work experience in key markets as the USA and Japan 

as well as the insights from founding, building and in the end selling an own 

company.” (Pär Gellerfors, SEA & Co-Founder of BioArctic Neuroscience AB) 

“The business reached a new level after a partner with a business background joined 

the company. He sees things differently and better identifies the problems.” (Per 

Stålhandske, CEO & Founder of cSens AB) 

“In my previous job, I was in charge of buying these kinds of services. Now we are 

selling the service. My sales and customer knowledge bring crucial value for our 

current competitiveness.” (Michael Dabrowski) 
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The interviews unveil that external support in form of consultancy from academic, research 

or business institutions as well as organizations has been of great help. In addition, guidance 

from angel investors is mentioned several times in this regard, especially from younger INVs. 

International experience is stated as being indispensable given the international scope of 

products and services in those industries. For example, the interviewees highlight that drug 

discovery is always international by design. Understanding the international business know-

how, in terms of culture compatibility, social structures and concerns, are claimed by some 

interviewees to be the reasons for being preferred by clients. That implies winning customers, 

and satisfying stakeholders and any other partners to build long-lasting and fruitful 

international networks. In the same line of reasoning, managerial experience is necessary 

since the value proposition is usually closely bound to scientific achievements with path-

breaking character. Managerial know-how is called for to commercialize the business idea 

and often the founders are way better scientists and experts in their field than they are 

managers by education. 

The findings regarding Information Acquisition are straightforward. The interviews confirm 

that the company’s skill of gathering information about needs of their customers and 

opportunities in the market is limited to some extent. That reflects back to the previous 

capability of experience that is also limited in many cases. Those polled, however, emphasize 

that without proof of concept they would not have started realizing their business idea. Doing 

so often took up all their time and sometimes also involved a high personal financial risk. 

Generally, the interviewees see the knowledge of technology as core competence and 

customer feedback as crucially important. In addition, it is also reported that access to other 

research and development organizations is often an important source of information. 

The overarching finding is that all types of Networks are crucially important for the 

interviewed INVs: 

“It was the contacts from our previous jobs, which enabled us to find the initial 

customers and grow the business.” (Anders Dahlstrand) 

“Networks in any kind are crucial to the company. During the foundation phase, my 

business network and relationships with other companies have been extremely 

important. In fact, everything in the sense of revenue started with my personal 

network.” (Michael Dabrowski) 
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Those polled state that Managerial Ties often initiate a new Inter-firm Network and thus are 

more important at the initial stages: 

“Our personal contacts are important when it comes to finding the future inter-firm 

contacts.” (Susanne Bredenberg) 

This goes in line with the quote of the CEO of Denator AB, who has joined the company in 

2013, seven years after the company was founded:  

“My personal contacts are used less than I have supposed at this point of the 

business.” (Karsten Fjärstedt) 

It is further reported that an institutionalized inter-firm network can, for example, lead to 

promising referrals from other clients. In addition to that, it also allows for identifying the 

best suitable consultants and collaborators both with scientific as well as business 

backgrounds. The interviewees give weight to the fact that the International Network is 

indispensable because of the nature of the international scope of the sales market. 

Additional to the elements of the framework, having the office at science-related hubs, such 

as the Business or Science Park in Uppsala or comparable areas in Stockholm, is also stated 

as a strategically important factor by the interviewees. Besides proving fruitful networks, the 

location offers convenient access to labs and equipment, and also puts the INV in the 

spotlight of external investors: 

“We were the first to benefit from Biovation Park [in Södertälje, Stockholm] in terms 

of using the labs, offices, and the network. This was a huge advantage for the 

business, which actually was the real essence for starting the business and surviving 

throughout the competition.” (Anders Dahlstrand) 

It is also observed that being a spin-off from a parent company or a large research project 

gives great competitive advantage to INVs by providing network, consultancy and reputation: 

“The fact that our company was derived from a previous large research project is our 

most considerable resource, which provided great advantage along the competition 

and for achieving establishment.” (Marianne Hansson) 

When it comes to Resource Uniqueness, the interviewees’ answers have in common that they 

all consider patents very valuable in their industry. In some cases, the whole business model 

is based on the patent(s). Nowadays patents legally expire after twenty years, which gives the 

patent possessing INV an advantage in time towards MNCs, for example. The time-intense 
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process of applying for and especially maintaining a patent is very costly. It is reported in 

most of the cases though that it is worth the effort due to the firm-specific advantage it 

provides. However, for some companies it is not stated as crucial or worth the cost anymore: 

 “Although we believe that it brings value to the company, we do not have any patents 

at the moment. Our service is generic.” (Anders Dahlstrand) 

“We do not hold any patents but we have filed more than two hundred patent 

applications on behalf of our customers.” (Fredrik Lehmann, CEO & Co-Founder of 

OnTarget Chemistry AB) 

“We did not have any patents when the company was founded. We started having 

patents after we entered cancer diagnostics.” (Marianne Hansson) 

“I personally do not see much value in holding patents at this point, especially due to 

their extremely high costs.” (Karl Sköld) 

After scrutiny, the last cited company has therefore decided to let go of two patents since the 

benefits of keeping them have not been incommensurate with the costs involved; it was a 

finance-oriented calculation based on future strategic steps. The data depicts also that the 

patent, as a proof of concept, brings value to the INV in terms of a higher company valuation. 

In this line of reasoning, the interviews highlight that this might become advantageous during 

possible acquisition negotiations or for attracting and negotiating with investors in general. 

Further, the patent’s marketing impact also helps being taken into consideration for financial 

support by governmental institutions (e.g., Vinnova, which is a Swedish government 

innovation agency). In terms of commercializing the business model, the patent is the base 

for doing so by out-licensing the exclusive right of usage. This generates immense revenue 

due to stipulated royalties. Another finding is that patent regions are important for 

minimizing the market for competitors. What differs among the interviewed INVs is when 

they consider the patent to be best in place. Some argue that this should be done at inception 

while others argue for a later time in the company establishment progress. 

 

4.2.3 Strategy-based Capabilities 

The data sheds light on the cooperation between INVs and INVs as well as INVs and MNCs. 

One finding is that the Cooperation with other INVs is necessary for learning, developing 

new projects in collaboration and improving the business in general. All companies except 
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one are collaborating with other INVs at the moment. According to the interviewees, 

complementary skills and services can offer more complex solutions for customers based on, 

for example, a better cost efficiency and increased flexibility. Additionally, it is mentioned in 

the interviews that forming an alliance is an effective tool to compete with MNCs: 

“Cooperation with other companies can bring strong value in the competition with 

MNCs - along the lines of: two plus two equals more than four. However, it is difficult 

to cooperate because of tough negotiations, technological discussions and the costly 

demonstration of tests.” (Michael Dabrowski) 

“Collaborations with other similar companies [referring to INVS] make it possible to 

compete against well-established MNCs by offering alternatives with more cost 

efficiency and flexibility.” (Anders Dahlstrand) 

The data also reveals that cooperation with MNCs is worth aspiring to for the interviewed 

INVs. Some companies already have cooperation in existence; others desire it but realize that 

it is not possible at the moment: 

“We are very close to complete the negotiations with a large Germany company. Our 

expectations of this deal are very high and we hope that this strategic step will be an 

important milestone.” (Per Stålhandske) 

Furthermore, the cooperating MNCs in some cases are important production partners, reliable 

distributors, or a great source of research and know-how while still being considered a 

competitor: 

“Our biggest competitors are also our distributors. It is a win-win-situation despite 

the general competition. In fact, we would be a bigger threat [to those MNCs] if we 

would stop cooperating.” (Marianne Hansson) 

Lastly, one finding is that this kind of cooperation can have a disadvantage lying in the rather 

slow chain of command within an MNC: 

“Due to their size, large companies have longer procedures that get the decision-

making process slower than what we are used to. We recently experienced this while 

collaborating with an MNC.” (Karin Hartman) 

Cooperating with an MNC might also have the risk of predating the company, if it is a single 

project. 
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A Managerial Mindset that is innovative and entrepreneurial and with that achieves Dynamic 

Efficiency is described as very important by the interviewees. New revenue sources might be 

identified and business opportunities, which could even be bigger than the core business, 

might be exploited: 

“We have been using veterinary pharmaceuticals as a step to make an entry to the 

human pharmaceutical market. But seeing the opportunities in the market, we now 

strongly consider keeping veterinary pharmaceuticals as our core business.” (Per 

Stålhandske) 

Moreover, new revenue channels might be created for financing other projects; often the side 

business finances the development of the main project. The interviewees mention that this is 

generally more realistic for more established companies. A Learning-oriented Mindset is 

reported to be very or even extremely important for all companies. This includes, for 

example, learning how to guide the customer and how to identify new ways of business 

solutions: 

“It was very helpful for our competitive performance to learn how to handle our 

customers in time.” (Michael Dabrowski) 

“You have to have a learning-oriented mindset. It is the only possible way to keep 

improving and avoiding stagnation.” (Anonymous manager) 

“We have made mistakes in the past by getting stubborn about focusing on particular 

projects, which turned out frustrating and hindered our progress. We have now 

learned from those mistakes. We are now aware of the wisdom of letting go of certain 

arguments when needed.” (Karl Sköld) 

In the same line of reasoning, it is also critical to realize when to let go of uneconomical 

patents and less promising opportunities. Additionally, the interviewees emphasize that 

having an International-oriented Mindset is important. This is because of the international 

scope of the product/service that is characteristic for these two industries: 

“Thinking internationally is definitely crucial, it is not even a question: The Swedish 

sales market is just too small and there is global demand for our products and 

services.” (Marianne Hansson) 
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All interview partners eagerly touch upon the sub-elements of the Managerial 

Competitiveness and Actions capability. Cost Management is important to all interviewed 

INVs: 

“Every Swedish krona that you can save in expenses is worth three revenue kronor, so 

cost management is crucially important to our business.” (Anders Dahlstrand) 

However, it is emphasized that managing cost should not sacrifice the quality of the 

product/service since this is the key element of competition. In addition, it is reported that 

finding the right price point is difficult but crucial and that controlling the funding is relevant 

to show respect towards the investors. Achieving Market Share is not reported as a major 

concern for the polled INVs. It adds value to the company but there are more important key 

figures that the representatives look at. Generally, Imitation is described as a good way of 

learning from best practice. However, simply copying and pasting does not work since the 

industries are too complex and the customers have a very specific demand. Adjustments are 

needed and can be implemented with knowledge that resides in the employees who have 

experience, for example, from a previous job. The limitation is reported as the fact that 

knowledge, per se, is difficult to imitate. One interviewee states that seeing other companies 

copying their marketing strategies is some kind of proof of concept and flatters them. 

Differentiation by having a niche problem solution is considered an efficient strategic 

decision by most of the investigated INVs. Moreover, it often is seen as one of the major 

factors along the inception of the company and might grant a first-mover advantage. In 

contrast, it is also claimed by one company that if one has a superior product/service, it might 

be better to challenge the MNC directly instead of differentiate further (cf. quote in 4.1.1). 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Company Stage Categories 

The data collection through the interviews covers a various spectrum of companies in terms 

of establishment stages. Therefore, the authors developed a labeling system in order to group 

the investigated companies. This aims to increase observation convenience and to achieve an 

efficient data analysis. The companies are subdivided into three categories: Stage 1, Stage 2, 

and Stage 3 (cf. Table 1 at the bottom of the page). 

Stage 1 includes INVs that are at very early stages. Although they are doing virtual business, 

in terms of negotiations with and consultancy from global partners, the product/service is not 

on the market yet. Either product development is at research and development stage, or the 

company is waiting for results and approval from legislative authorities such as results from 

clinical tests or a permit from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for US-regulated 

territories. Stage 2 category covers INVs that have an actual product/service on the market 

and are already doing business internationally. These companies are at a growing stage and 

constantly seek for increasing the scope of the business in terms of human and financial 

capital. The final stage, Stage 3, refers to companies that are considered ‘established 

businesses’. Since the focus of the study regards INVs, these established companies are 

investigated with a retrospective approach. Hence, the interviews are done with one of the 

founders, who possess the knowledge about the developmental progress of the company from 

inception. Interviews with a company from this category concern the previous performance 

and activities from the time when the organization was a match for the INV definition. 

 

 

Table 1: Company stage categories for investigated INVs 
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Observing companies from different stages is an efficient strategy to get a full grasp of INVs’ 

competitive performance in the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries. Stage 1 

companies bring in concerns of INVs from the very early stages, whereas Stage 2 companies 

enrich the study with a snapshot of the competitive interactions of INVs. Furthermore, the 

knowledge gained from Stage 3 companies enables the study to get an overview of the 

competition that relies on proven final success. Overall, observing various stages provides the 

study with different perspectives over the competitive journey of INVs and enriches the 

understanding of the aftermath. 

 

5.2 General Insights on Competition 

The data suggests that the most common key elements of competition for INVs in the 

biotechnological and pharmaceutical industries are Price, Time and Cost Efficiency, 

Availability, Size and Resources, Awareness and Reliability. Entering markets that are 

dominated by substitute products provided from well-established MNCs is a frustrating 

burden for new ventures to carry. Therefore, achieving Product Superiority is essential for 

most INVs to survive and be able to compete in the market. According to the qualitative data 

acquired from the INVs, superiority can be achieved in terms of asking for a lower price, 

providing more time and cost efficient solutions, increasing precision and quality along with 

convenience of usage. Another common successful strategy for INVs to survive the 

competition is differentiating into niche markets by providing a unique product/service for 

specific customer use. This is in line with the theory (i.e., Danik & Kowalik, 2010; Knight & 

Cavusgil, 2004; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Mudambi & Zahra, 2007; Oviatt & McDougall, 

1994). 

Although developing a superior or niche product is vitally important for INVs to participate 

in the competition, it is not enough to achieve substantial competitive success. The 

competition permanently constitutes challenges in front of INVs, which form their main 

short-term business objectives. As the main objective for any start-up, the major concern of 

INVs is to grow in volume (i.e., human and financial capital) and achieve establishment. 

Moreover, INVs always seek to improve their technology and business volume. Due to their 

large resources and business know-how, the demand is observed to be more towards 

collaboration with MNCs than with other INVs. The analysis of the data shows that although 

the desire for collaborating partners is valid for all INVs, it is more vital for the 
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pharmaceutical industry because of the complexity of the product development process. To 

grow capital, INVs also constantly seek Grants and Investments as well as New Revenue 

Channels. 

Most common strategies for increasing the revenue are: Marketing, Upgrading to Larger 

Markets, and Increasing the Customer Base. Although the INVs claim to possess a superior 

product/service, the most complained struggle is to create awareness among the targeted 

customers. This underlines the crucial need of marketing for INVs in order to compete. Other 

common struggles among the majority of INVs are exploiting new business opportunities in 

terms of new revenue channels and upgrading to new markets for increasing the customer 

base. Due to the fact that the biotechnological and pharmaceutical industries are both 

knowledge-based, reliance and reputation carry crucial importance for acquiring customers. 

This is achieved by forming strategic collaborations, holding patents, increasing scientific 

publications in support of the technology behind the product/service, and by focusing on 

keeping the quality high, which leads to recommendation from clients. 

Overall, the analysis of the data concludes that INVs think of MNCs more as opportunities 

than threats. Especially for Stage 1 companies, MNCs are seen as essential collaborators to 

take off with the business. Therefore, they are highly dependent on MNCs’ interests and 

demands. Although they are not as vitally dependent on MNCs as Stage 1 companies are, 

firms in Stage 2 and Stage 3 categories are also highly under the influence of MNCs. INVs 

are very aware of the power and massive resources that MNCs possess. One common 

strategy among INVs is to avoid direct competition and stay away from MNCs’ way by 

differentiating to niche markets. The competition is less intense there because well-

established companies keep their focus on broader markets. Deriving to specific services that 

MNCs do not focus on, allows INVs to attain competitive advantage. Furthermore, it also 

empowers collaborations with MNCs, which can lead to a win-win situation. Adopting this 

strategy, INVs enable themselves to conquer fertile grounds, which are untouched by MNCs.  

However, this does not mean there is no competition between INVs and MNCs. Although the 

common effort is to stay away from direct competition, INVs’ unique products still act as 

substitutes for products of MNCs, which are already being used in those niche markets. 

Targeting the customers that currently use products of MNCs, INVs are dragging themselves 

into competition with MNCs. Along the competition, INVs manage and benefit from 

company capabilities to survive and gain competitive advantage in the market. 
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5.3 Critical Capabilities for Competition 

In this section, the data related to company capabilities will be analyzed and discussed to 

depict the influence of selected capabilities, through the SRS Perspective, over the 

competitive interactions of INVs from different stages. 

 

5.3.1 Structure-based Capabilities 

Due to the small size of INVs, the organizational structure is very flat. Although the slightly 

forming of functional groups and hierarchies is observed as the companies grow and become 

relatively more established, there is complete unanimity to preserve the Flat Organizational 

Structure within the organizations. Enabling everyone to share their opinion and suggestions 

freely increases creativity and innovativeness. These concepts carry vital importance for 

INVs, especially for Stage 1 and Stage 2 companies, to put their effort to following right 

trends in the beginning (Stage 1) as well as discovering new opportunities to exploit and 

create additional revenue sources for the venture (Stage 1 & Stage 2). 

Another structure-based sub-element, which also arises from being a small and flat-structured 

company, is the Flexibility. Being flexible is a need rather than an option, due to limited 

resources of INVs. It provides INVs with agility for changing their focus when needed. Being 

agile carries special importance for Stage 1 companies, since they need to channel their 

limited resources into the right fields to be able to take off with the business. Besides agility, 

flexibility also enables INVs to have solid control over the business and show special care to 

their customers. When it comes to Responsiveness of the companies, it is not found to present 

a major concern for Stage 2 INVs, although it is confirmed that it is good to observe costs 

and strategies of their competitors. However, for Stage 1 companies the consensus was the 

opposite, meaning that they do not face the competition with MNCs but rather with INVs at 

similar stage. Since these companies are competing for grants and MNCs’ attention, it is very 

important for them to observe their competitors’ progress and position themselves 

accordingly. 

Because both the biotechnological and pharmaceutical industries are knowledge-based, it is 

very important to secure the insights about the technology as also stated by Levin (1986). 

Furthermore, Mudambi and Zahra (2007) suggested that it is important for start-ups to secure 

their business insights and strategies. However, when it comes to Transparency in terms of 

openness about sharing business strategies, the study states that it is a major concern for INVs 
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to show effort at securing their business strategies. Furthermore, the findings confirm the 

importance of being transparent internally, in order to get full control over the business and 

not to hinder employees’ creativity and innovativeness. However, securing business insights 

and strategies is said to be more important for Stage 1 companies, considering their business 

relationships and initial negotiations. 

 

5.3.2 Resource-based Capabilities 

Unsurprisingly, having a relatively small size is the cause for most of the challenges for 

INVs. This forces them to use their resources very economically and focus on using their 

assets strategically. The findings prove that facilitation provided by the Swedish government 

and other research-focused institutions carry a vital role for initiating the business and 

remaining competitive. All of the INVs are located in science hubs, related to their area of 

research, and confirm the necessity of receiving the benefits of being involved in these 

particular campuses. Besides the investigated capabilities, residing in such hubs is also found 

to bring competitive advantage as in having a strategic location, which increases the 

convenience to reach potential customers. This resonates with Zander et al. (2015) who 

emphasize the advantages of co-locating in geometric clusters. Grants that are given by 

institutions and governmental agencies are also considered a major force for incubation for 

many of the INVs. 

When it comes to founding an INV, knowledge (i.e., Information Acquisition) is the biggest 

asset in terms of both business and technology. Since founders are usually the scientists, who 

invented or developed the technology, technical knowledge is their strong suit. However, the 

managerial know-how is called for to commercialize the technology. This is where the 

strategic use of resource-based capabilities comes into play. Experience and networks are the 

major sources of knowledge and considered crucial for INVs to be able to survive 

competition. As also mentioned in the existing literature (i.e., Crick, 2009; Danik & Kowalik, 

2015; Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006; Mudambi & Zahra, 2007), having previous 

Managerial Experience brings substantial benefits to the company, since it provides know-

how for management, marketing and sales. Besides managerial experience, previous start-up 

experience is specifically regarded as a critical value of the performance of INVs, especially 

during initial stages. An Educational Background in management sciences is also found to 

bring extra value to the company. For example, having an MBA degree provides business 
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knowledge and often builds a more reliable and competent picture in the eyes of the 

investors. The literature review is again confirmed regarding the importance of having 

International Experience for achieving competitiveness (i.e., Freeman et al., 2012). However, 

it is not always the case that founders possess the relevant business experience or the 

education. To compensate for the lack of experience, INVs seem to benefit highly from 

external Consultancy. The research shows that guidance from investors and board members 

play a crucial role for adopting the right business strategies with respect to the competition. 

Working with professional consultants and institutions, such as universities and incubators, 

helps INVs with both managerial success as well as competing in international markets 

against other INVs as well as MNCs. 

In addition, it is very crucial to find the right mentors and consultants for the business, as well 

as finding strategic collaborators, partners and customers. Due to this necessity, the Network 

possessed by the INVs holds extreme importance for their competitive performance as well 

as the survival and success rates. The conceptual framework (cf. Figure 1, p.12) illustrates the 

network of a company with three sub-elements. Among these three types of networks, the 

International Network is observed to fuse into the other two. This is due to the characteristics 

of the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries being highly international. Having 

international characteristic in its essence, any type of network within these industries already 

relates to and includes the international network. The analysis of the collected qualitative data 

shows that Managerial Ties play a significant role, especially at the beginning stages while 

taking the first steps into competition. Therefore, this capability is more important for Stage 1 

companies. The personal contacts that the founders possess help them find the collaborators 

and initial customers to get the business on a certain threshold to initiate a flow in the 

competition. The analysis of the generated data reveals the vital importance of managerial 

ties for the initial stages of the business. 

Carrying vital importance at the incubation stage, an Inter-firm Network becomes more 

important in later stages. It is said to be extremely important for Stage 2 companies in terms 

of reaching out to strategic collaborators, which create an impetus for achieving competitive 

advantage. It also includes the customer network, which is a valuable asset for the 

competition. Especially in knowledge-based industries, reliance and reputation are essential 

for growing the customer base. Therefore, one of the most effective marketing tools for INVs 

in these industries is the marketing by word of mouth. In form of being recommended by 
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customers to other potential clients, the customer network, therefore, carries high importance 

for achieving success in competition.  

Regarding Resource Uniqueness, it is previously stated that INVs usually seek for having a 

unique product to achieve differentiation or product superiority. The existing literature (i.e., 

Oviatt & McDougall, 1994) suggests that having patents in knowledge-based industries is 

very valuable, whereas Bettis and Hitt (1995) claim that patents and similar means of 

protection are losing their effectiveness. The study confirms that holding patents is beneficial 

for the company valuation in case of an acquisition. It also makes it easier to receive 

investments, since the reputation of holding a patent attracts the investors’ interest. However, 

in parallel with Levin’s (1986) claim for the great importance of patents for pharmaceutical 

and chemical industries only, the analysis of data concludes that holding patents is more 

crucial for INVs in the pharmaceutical than in the biotechnology industry. While securing the 

technology is indispensable for pharmaceutical companies to survive in the competition, it is 

not seen as a must for INVs in the biotechnology industry, unless the patent is the product 

itself. While all the investigated INVs in the pharmaceutical industry hold patents as a core 

competence of their business, the advantage of holding patents is rather questioned among 

INVs from the biotechnology industry. 

 

5.3.3 Strategy-based Capabilities 

Confirming the existing literature (i.e., Lu et al., 2010; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Oviatt & 

McDougall, 1994; Zander et al., 2015), the study concludes that Cooperation is one of the 

most effective strategies for INVs to compete. There was a consensus among INVs that by 

collaborating and complementing competences in shape of partners and alliances, INVs can 

form a considerable threat to MNCs. Looking at the different stages of the interviewed INVs, 

it can be reported that the more established the INV is, the more intense is the cooperation 

with other INVs. It is observed that cooperation does not only include sharing skills and 

resources but it also is a great way of learning from each other. Furthermore, cooperation 

creates an additional value due to the flexibility provided by each party. However, INVs also 

desire to collaborate with MNCs. The consensus confirms that collaborating with MNCs 

accelerates the business by providing extreme facilitation, knowledge and resources, thus 

creating a win-win situation. Such mutual relationships also cause MNCs to built dependence 

on INVs to some extent. Nevertheless, it is also very cumbersome for INVs to conduct 
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cooperation with MNCs, due to their size and resources that they can offer. Firstly, it is an 

immense challenge for INVs, especially Stage 1 companies, to get the attention of established 

MNCs. Secondly, MNCs can form a predation effect to their small sized collaborators by 

binding their resources to abortive projects. Such risks require INVs to be agile and aware at 

all times to protect their business. Finally, cooperating with MNCs might slow down the 

INVs’ decision-making processes and cause losing flexibility. 

Overall, the study concludes that, given the limited resources they possess, it is very essential 

for INVs to have Dynamic Efficiency in terms of being innovative and entrepreneurial. In line 

with the suggestion by Ghemawat and Ricart i Costa (1993), the investigation confirms that 

INVs are constantly looking for opportunities to be exploited, making the business more 

competitive as well as creating new revenue sources. It is usual among INVs to have side 

businesses that finance the core business or become the major source of revenue. Existing 

literature (i.e., Autio et al., 2000; Banbury & Mitchell, 1995; Bettis & Hitt, 1995; Knight & 

Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Zander et al., 2015) states that achieving 

dynamic efficiency requires adopting a special mindset. The whole start-up journey is a 

learning process. This study confirms that it is extremely important to have a Learning-

oriented Mindset by being constantly open to new and better ways of doing business. Having 

an International-oriented Mindset is an important capability that builds competitive 

advantage. Moreover, it has been considered a necessity to survive competition. 

Cost Management is also confirmed to be vital for surviving competition. This study explores 

that the importance increases as going from Stage 1 to Stage 3 companies. Although it is 

affirmed to bring value to the company, increasing the market share is not found as a major 

concern considering the competition. Attracting and binding strategic customers is considered 

more important especially during the first two stages. Those key opinion leaders can spread 

the word and increase market share in the long term. Imitation is seen as a more legit strategy 

than it was expected in the beginning of the study. INVs consider imitation as a good way of 

learning that helps them in the competition. Although Mudambi and Zahra (2007) as well as 

Oviatt and McDougall (1994) suggest that start-ups need to secure the business against 

imitation, the investigation discovers that INVs do not see being imitated as a significant 

threat. In line with the existing literature (i.e., Danik & Kowalik, 2010; Knight & Cavusgil, 

2004), Differentiation to niche markets is considered an efficient strategy due to the views 

and current actions of the investigated INVs. 
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Additional to investigating strategy-based capabilities, the study also explored, and by that 

extends the existing literature, that most of the INVs are struggling with creating awareness 

for their products and services. Thus, Marketing is very essential for INVs to compete. 

Another useful strategy for INVs in competition that comes out as an interesting conclusion 

of the study is selecting the right market. Choosing a market with a high potential for growth 

and convenience of practice provides significant competitive advantage to INVs. Finally, as 

contemplated about knowledge-based industries through the review of the study by Bettis and 

Hitt (1995), evaluation of customer feedback is confirmed as a crucial strategy for INVs. It 

helps improve the product/service convenience and increase customer satisfaction that will 

pay off as promotion via viva voce. 

 

5.4 Summary 

In summary, the competitive landscape is fiercely fought over. Half of the companies under 

study compete with companies covering not only other INVs but also MNCs. The other half 

is mainly facing MNCs exclusively as competitors. The overall analysis of the data enables 

the authors to define clearly the most crucial concerns for INVs within the competitive 

landscape for the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries. Although the focus of the 

study was on INVs’ competition with well-established MNCs, it is unavoidable to ignore the 

competition with other INVs due to its relevance. Some of the capabilities are rather observed 

as necessities for survival than enhancing competitive performance. However, the authors 

believe that ignoring capabilities that relate to survival would decrease the conduciveness of 

the study, since survival is a requirement for competing as well. 

The initial conceptual framework serves as a good skeleton for the analysis. Evaluation of the 

data has helps the study to conclude to a conceptual model (cf. Figure 2, p.44), which is 

updated and confronted with empirics. It aims to simply illustrate the key elements of the 

competitive landscape, the position of INVs, the challenges for INVs to compete against 

MNCs, and the capabilities that need to be considered and utilized for dealing with these 

challenges related to competition. As a reminder, theories as well as models are always 

simplifications (Siggelkow, 2007) and raise no claim to completeness for all eternity. 

Overall, the study suggests that the most common concerns are depicted as Price, Time and 

Cost Efficiency, Availability, Size and Resources, Awareness and Reliability. These key 

elements of competition, together with the aspects of newness and foreignness, create some 



 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits | Department of Business Studies | Uppsala University 

Spring Semester of 2016 | Date of Submission: 2016-05-27 | ENT/MIB Aydin & Schönfelder 43 

major challenges for INVs to participate well in the competition and grow. Overall, it is every 

INV’s main goal to increase the capital (i.e., financial & human), which is possible by either 

receiving investment or increasing revenue. To get a higher chance of benefiting from Grants 

and Investments, INVs need to follow the right trends and common interest of the potential 

funders. To accomplish these challenges, INVs have to closely observe their environment and 

have the agility for changing their focus when needed. This highlights the importance of 

Adaptability for INVs in terms of Flexibility and Responsiveness, which is only possible by 

having a Flat Organizational Structure. Achieving a better reputation and more reliability by 

possessing patents, especially in the pharmaceutical industry, and scientific publications also 

bring value to the company in terms of receiving investments. Increasing the revenue is 

possible by many ways: Product Superiority, Increasing the Customer Base, Upgrading to 

Larger Markets or creating New Revenue Channels. These challenges all require INVs to 

adopt Dynamic Efficiency and to have a Learning- and International-oriented Mindset. 

Differentiation to niche markets is found as an effective strategy for INVs to increase their 

customer base. In terms of creating awareness for their product/service and its superiority, 

Marketing is found as an extremely important capability for INVs to take into consideration. 

Throughout the whole competition journey, knowledge is one of the most crucial assets of an 

INV. Knowledge (i.e., Information Acquisition) can be obtained from: Educational 

Background, Network (Managerial Ties that enhance the eventual Inter-firm Network), 

Managerial and International Experience, and Consultancy. To compensate for their limited 

resources and business know-how, collaborating with other INVs is also found as a strategy 

of great importance for the competition against MNCs. Cooperating with each other, INVs 

have not only complemented to their weaknesses, but also created a cumulative value for all 

that usually provides a competitive advantage against MNCs. Considering their position 

within the competitive environment, INVs need to clearly define the right challenges they 

need to focus on. Channeling their resources to the strategic capabilities according to their 

challenges, INVs can increase their chances of achieving competitive advantage against 

MNCs. 
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6. Summary and Conclusion 

6.1 Summary and Theory Contribution 

The focus of this thesis study was on INVs and their competitive interaction with MNCs. 

Doing an empirical study on the phenomenon of INVs, the authors sought to get a better 

understanding of the competitive landscape of INVs, what role MNCs play in this picture and 

how INVs compete with MNCs. Firstly, the authors created a conceptual model by using 

secondary data from the literature review. This solid framework provides convenience for 

analysis and comprehension of the empirical study. The conceptual model acted as a 

guideline for the investigation and included company capabilities, which the authors 

considered relevant for competition according to the reviewed literature. According to their 

relevance and commonalities, these capabilities are grouped under three perspectives: 

Structure-, Resource- and Strategy-based (SRS). Secondly, the authors conducted the 

empirical investigation of INVs through the conceptual SRS framework. Based on interviews 

from a multiple-case study, the investigation questioned the influence of capabilities over the 

competitive performance of INVs, as well as their perception of the competitive landscape 

and MNCs. The investigation involved ten Swedish companies from the biotechnology and 

pharmaceutical industries. Although the focus of the study was on INVs’ competition with 

well-established MNCs, it was inevitable to regard the competition with other INVs due to its 

relevance. 

The findings of the empirical study has shown that although MNCs have a potential to be a 

threat due to their extensive resources, INVs perceive them more as opportunities than 

threats. Therefore, INVs usually try to avoid getting into direct competition, and rather 

differentiate into untouched markets or seek cooperation with MNCs. Although, the common 

assumption suggests that the small size and limited resources hinder INVs along the 

competition, the data showed that having a small size also gives them the advantage of being 

agile and taking advantage of niche markets by differentiation. During the investigation, 

some of the capabilities, within the conceptual SRS framework, were observed to be rather 

necessities for survival than enhancing competitive performance. However, the authors 

believed that ignoring capabilities that relate to survival would decrease the conduciveness of 

the study since survival is the initial requirement for competition. Evaluating the findings of 

the investigation, the study discovers key elements of competition (especially against MNCs), 

the main common challenges for INVs accordingly, the capabilities that relate to and help 
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accomplish these challenges, and finally the sub-elements for the selected capabilities. To 

summarize the discussion and provide a simpler comprehension, these elements are later 

assembled together and illustrated in form of a relationship model (cf. Figure 2, p.44). 

INV is a recent phenomenon that is in the interest of the study field of IE and offers fertile 

grounds for further research. The literature review suggests that the existing literature offers 

studies on INVs in terms of: the factors that influence the success and survival rates, their 

mutual relationships with well-established MNCs and the differences between INVs and the 

latter. However, the competition for INVs and the competitive relationship with MNCs have 

not received significant attention from research studies. This thesis study gathers the relevant 

knowledge from the existing literature and fuses them into a framework that helps investigate 

the phenomenon of INV and competition. It also enriches the comprehension of the topic by 

elaborating different stages of INVs during the investigation and analysis accordingly. The 

investigation of the collected primary data of qualitative nature through the framework 

contributes to the understanding of INVs’ competitive interactions as well as the key 

concerns and elements that hold significant influence thereof. Furthermore, the study 

concludes to a suggestive relationship model that provides strategic remarks on the 

competitive interaction with MNCs. These contributions do not only have the potential to act 

as a starting point for further research in the related field of study, but they also contribute to 

the managerial world by acting as a possible competition guideline for INVs in every stage. 

 

6.2 Managerial Implications 

The contribution of this study is relevant in regard to two aspects. Firstly, the extension of 

formerly limited theory is useful for other researchers. Secondly, it is beneficial for 

practitioners due to the practical knowledge that comes handy for founders and managers of 

INVs of different stages in these specific industries. 

It is critical for INV managers and founders to define clearly their position within the 

competitive landscape. Therefore, the decision makers need to be highly aware of their 

resources in terms of what they have and what they do not have. Having full awareness of 

their position, the manager can select the appropriate challenges to focus on in accordance 

with the respective stage of the new venture. Considering the selected challenge(s), the 

manager and founder can encourage the business to emphasize vital capabilities and channel 

resources accordingly. 
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As illustrated in the final relationship model (cf. Figure 2, p.44), the general suggested 

capabilities for INVs to focus on, regarding the competition are: Adaptability, Transparency, 

Information Acquisition, Resource Uniqueness, Cooperation, Managerial Mindset, and 

Managerial Competitiveness and Actions. Specifically, INV managers should be constantly 

conscious about retaining Flexibility and Responsiveness, which usually comes along with 

having a Flat Organizational Structure. They should consider and value each source of 

knowledge, which are: employee’s Educational Background, Inter-firm Network resulting 

from Managerial Ties, Managerial and International Experience, and Consultancy. It is 

suggested by the authors of this study that they always look for opportunities for 

Cooperation. In addition to that, it is very important for managers to preserve Dynamic 

Efficiency and a Learning-, and International-oriented Mindset. Finally, the study suggests 

strategic actions to INVs to put focus on to master the quest of competitive advantage. These 

actions are: Cost Management, Imitation, Differentiation and Marketing. 

 

Examples for a possible usage of the suggested model: 

The common major strategic challenges for Stage 1 companies are to receive the attention of 

possible MNC collaborators, to benefit from investments and grants, and to make the most of 

very limited resources. Therefore, the focus should be to retain agility and awareness to select 

the right market and catch specific interest areas of investors and MNCs. Being agile and 

aware of the environment comes from preserving flexibility, responsiveness, and a learning-

oriented mindset. Due to their limited resources mentioned above, cost management also is a 

vital strategy to prioritize. Managerial ties are also an important channel to focus on due to its 

potential to lead to external help, cooperation and further inter-firm contacts. 

Although they are creating revenue at the moment, Stage 2 companies have relatively limited 

resources and power compared to well-established MNCs. However, rather than focusing on 

the scarcities, managers should turn this into an advantage by promoting and exploiting 

flexibility. Moreover, instead of trying to keep up with MNCs on the market, it is suggested 

to differentiate into niche markets providing unique products and a sophisticated customer 

care. Such specification will not only help INVs to attain competitive advantage against 

MNCs, who cannot specify to that extent, but it will also catch the attention of MNCs, who 

might later want to collaborate with or acquire the company. It is also very important to keep 

up an entrepreneurial attitude to exploit possible further business opportunities, which would 

bring extra revenue and resources to the INV.  
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6.3 Limitations 

Of course, the authors acknowledge that this work is not without limitations. To begin with, 

the study evaluated competition with a focus on company capabilities, but there are certainly 

many perspectives that are insightful for observing competition. 

Moreover, the role of the authors as researchers reveals a limitation. Being an external 

researcher, who naturally is characterized by lack of organizational status, the authors faced 

confidentiality concerns from the companies (Saunders et al., 2012). Confidentiality is critical 

especially in the life sciences sector. However, the authors believe they could, to some extent, 

counterbalance the outsider role with demonstration of competence, integrity and a 

professional handling of confidentiality. Notwithstanding, it remains questionable in a sense 

though how open and free the interviewees have talked about their perception of the 

competitive environment. This is what Saunders et al. (2012) refer to when talking about 

interviewee bias and respondents, who, for example, hide some data. The authors eagerly 

tried to create a situation that reduces the risk of forcing the interviewee to be biased. The 

possibility of an interviewer bias is a limitation in this research as well. According to 

Saunders et al. (2012, p. 673), this is an “attempt by an interviewer to introduce bias during 

the conduct of an interview, or where the appearance or behavior of the interviewer has the 

effect of introducing bias in the interviewee’s response”. Obviously, it has been the authors’ 

aspiration to avoid any kind of interviewer bias. However, it has to be acknowledged that it is 

incumbent upon the interviewee to assess the observance of that. 

One limitation in regard to the qualitative nature of the data is the subjectivity of the 

interpretation by the authors. The room of interpretation is wider having words, phrases and 

text blocks compared to numbers. Thus, more freedom in interpretation might reduce the 

reliability of the data. 

On the one hand, focusing on two industries was very beneficial for an in-depth analysis. On 

the other hand, the industry factor is a limitation in terms of generalizability. In addition to 

that, since the investigated industries are knowledge-based, the success relied more on the 

company’s technology and less on the managerial skills that reside within the company. This, 

in fact, is a hindering reason for investigating competitive performance from the aspect of 

managerial capabilities. 

In addition, having only a cross-sectional time horizon applied during the data collection is a 

limitation. Besides the three more established INVs, the study investigated start-ups and their 
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success factors. However, it is uncertain if the latter will actually be successful in the future. 

It would take time to observe and to shed light on if the suggested capabilities really turn out 

as promising. 

Furthermore, this study investigates the competitive interaction of INVs and MNCs. 

However, it only takes the insights from INVs into account. This is a limitation that had been 

decided on by design and that is determined by the scope of the study, though. The same 

holds true for the decision of restricted triangulation of the data. Firstly, only one data 

collection method (personal interview) has been applied. Secondly, only in two cases could 

the authors make use of two independent sources of data from within the same organization. 

The polled companies are rather small. In the majority of cases, they have less than ten 

employees and those most likely do not have the insights about the competition as the CEO 

and founder(s) do. However, getting additional perspectives from another internal source of 

the company would have been conducive to the diversity of the data. Thus, the limitation lies 

in the single perspective on overall international activities and performance, as well as the 

perception of competitive environment for each individual company. Conclusively, one can 

argue that an extended triangulation would bring value in terms of a higher level of validity to 

the study and that the restricted execution can be seen as a limitation. 

In summary, this study has several limitations. The authors acknowledge these limitations, 

which to some extent have resulted from the authors’ deliberate choice due to time and scope 

restrictions. Future research should address those limitations appropriately as explained in the 

following section that tops this thesis off. 

 

6.4 Future Research 

Academic research is conducted for several different reasons. In this field of study, the driver 

often lies in the endeavor to not only understand relationships between parties better, but also 

and more importantly to finally predict the future to some extent (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

This study has several limitations that future research should address. This would further 

enrich the understanding of this phenomenon. 

One future research direction is to evaluate the competition through additional perspectives 

besides company capabilities. This could further contribute to the understanding of INVs and 

their competitive landscape. Since the research question is wide-ranging, the authors also 

argue for a continuing research with a larger set of in-depth interviews of qualitative nature. 
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Additionally, extending the research on different industries would generate a higher 

generalizability. Moreover, it might bring more fruitful results that lead research towards 

other industries where the usage of managerial tools is considered more intensely. 

Furthermore, future research should examine this phenomenon from a longitudinal time 

horizon. A study over an extended period of time would allow for a better understanding of 

how this competitive interaction unfolds over time. 

In future work, researchers should also include the MNCs’ perspective on the competition 

with INVs. It would be highly valuable to investigate if MNCs consider INVs as threats, if 

so, in what ways and if that has changed over time. Contrasting both viewpoints and drawing 

lessons from investigation would bring value to the scientific research and managers of both 

sides of the competition. 

In addition to this qualitative study, the authors further suggest subsequent quantitative 

research. Thus, for future research, it would be interesting to triangulate this phenomenon, 

meaning to use two independent data collection methods within one study. Following 

Saunders et al.’s (2012) reasoning, this would increase the validity of the study. 

In summary, the authors acknowledge and emphasize that the investigation of how INVs 

compete with well-established MNCs has just begun. Moving toward the end of the second 

decade of the new millennium, the authors hope that the presented ideas serve as a catalyst 

for more research. 
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Appendix A: Tabular Overview of Interviewed INVs 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 

 

PART A: INTRODUCTION 

- Background information about the authors 

- What is the thesis about? 

- Are confidentiality concerns overcome? 

- Did the interviewee consent to audio recording? 

 

PART B: GENERAL QUESTIONS 

Introductory 

- What do the authors know about the company? 

- Since when is the interviewee with the company? 

- Which position/responsibilities? 

- Which markets?  

 

How would you describe the competitive environment you are experiencing? 

- Whom do you perceive as competitors? 

- Why/why not? 

- In what dimensions do you compete? 

- What are your biggest challenges in terms of competition? 

- What do you think are your strengths and weaknesses in terms of competition? 

 

What about competition with MNCs? 

- How do you see MNCs as competitors? Which companies? 

- How do you think the rivalry/competition with MNCs has unfolded over time? 

- What do you think are the major elements/criteria in terms of competition? 

- In what terms are those MNCs a threat to you in terms of competition? 

- Do you think of your company as a threat to those MNCs? How and with which 

strategies?  
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PART C: QUESTIONS ACCORDING TO THE FRAMEWORK 

Structure-based Capabilities (SRS) 

Adaptability 

 Flexibility 

- What do you think about your company in terms of its flexibility (meaning 

making changes in your company structure, strategy, technology and attitude 

due to the changes in the environment)? 

- How do you think flexibility plays a role in terms of your competitive 

performance? How? 

 Responsiveness 

- What do you think about your company when it comes to its responsiveness (in 

terms of giving tailored, rather than standard responses, against the actions 

by your competitors)?  

- How do you think responsiveness plays a role in terms of your competitive 

performance? How? 

Organizational Structure 

- Would you say your company has a rather flat or hierarchical structure?  

- Has this structure changed over time? Why/why not? 

- Do you think the organizational structure of a company has an influence on the 

competitive performance? 

Transparency 

- What do you think about sharing information about your business strategies (not on 

product basis) both internally and externally?  

- How important is transparency in terms of competitive success? 
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Resource-based Capabilities (SRS) 

Experience 

 International Experience 

 Managerial Experience 

- What are the advantages you receive from experience? 

- How important is experience when it comes to competition with MNCs? 

- Do you hold international/managerial experience? 

- To what extent do you think your previous experiences benefit the company? 

- Do you think your personal experiences can counterbalance the INV’s lack of 

experience due to the young age of the company? To what extent? 

Information Acquisition (=knowledge) 

- Do you experience any challenges in terms of information acquisition due to the 

newness/foreignness of the company in both local and global markets? 

- What are your main sources of information?  

Network 

 Managerial Ties 

 Inter-firm Network 

 International Network 

- What advantages does a network provide to your company (regarding its newness and 

foreignness)? 

- Which type of network do you think provides more value for your company in terms of 

competitive success: your personal business network, inter-firm network, or 

international network? 

Resource Uniqueness 

- What do you think of your company in terms of its resource uniqueness? 

- Do you hold patents or do you out-license? 

- How important do you think it is to possess unique resources as patents and licenses 

in order to achieve/maintain competitive advantage? 

- Do you think the cost of retaining a patent is worth the company-specific advantage it 

provides? 
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Strategy-based Capabilities (SRS) 

Cooperation 

- Do you cooperate with MNCs/ other INVs? In what form (strategic alliances, 

partnerships with external organizations, geographic clustering) and to what extend?  

- Does cooperating with INVs give considerable advantage in competing with MNCs? 

- What do you think about cooperation between INVs and MNCs? Do you think it is 

highly beneficial for the INV? Do you think it can get destructive in the long run? 

Managerial Mindset 

 Dynamic efficiency 

- How important do you think it is to have an innovative and entrepreneurial 

mindset as an INV manager (also considering the competition with MNCs)? 

 Learning-oriented mindset 

 International-oriented mindset 

- What importance do you think it has to have learning-oriented and international-

oriented mindsets considering your company (and also the competition with MNCs)? 

Managerial Competitiveness and Actions 

 Cost Management 

- What do you think about cost management in your company? How important do 

you think it is for an INV (also considering the competition with MNCs)? 

 Market share 

- How important is it for an INV to achieve market share? 

- Do you think achieving more market share is a solid and effective strategy to 

focus on for an INV? 

 Imitation 

- Do you think it is an effective strategy for INVs to imitate the business models of 

MNCs/other INVs? 

- How possible do you think it is to imitate a business model given the 

characteristics of your industry? 

 Differentiation 

- Do you think differentiation is an efficient strategy for INVs to achieve an 

advantage in their competition (with MNCs)? 

- What role does a first-mover advantage play? 


