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Abstract 
Small and medium-sized companies have played and continue to play significant and strategic 

roles in international trade. In the last few decades, the topic of the Born Global firm has 

become fashionable as a field of international business research. Born Global firms are, in a 

central sense, those that internationalise early and rapidly. They are first found in developed 

economies with domestic markets limited in size and spending power. This type of firm 

typically enjoys advantages in technology, capacities for innovation and marketing that make 

them well-placed to offer products and services on international markets with a high degree of 

competitiveness vis-à-vis rivals. Scholars have, over time, traced the gradual emergence of 

other Born Global firms in traditional and service industries as well as in developing countries 

with large domestic markets. However, research on Born Global firms is still at an embryonic 

stage. The current literature focuses on Born Global firms in developed economies and the 

phenomenon remains relatively untheorised. This points to two gaps in current research: (1) 

new theories and frameworks are needed; and (2) research on Born Global firms in developing 

countries is lacking. 

 

Therefore, the first aim of this study is to explore the characteristics of Born Global firms in 

the largest developing country, China. This second aim of this study is to propose a new 

comprehensive framework by combining research findings of Chinese Born Global firms and 

knowledge in the current research literature. Correspondingly, the main research questions in 

this study are:  

1) Why do Chinese SMEs develop into Born Global firms? 

2) In what ways do Chinese Born Global firms embark on internationalisation? 

 

This study utilises a qualitative multiple-case research method to illustrate in detail the 

internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. To this end, twelve Chinese Born Global 

firms are sampled from different industries headquartered in five provinces of China. The main 

data sources are one round of semi-structured interviews and another round of structured 

interviews with entrepreneurs from the twelve case firms. In addition, secondary data, such as 

internal, media and industrial reports are also included in the analysis database. 
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With thematic analysis, this study identifies several new research topics. The experience of the 

founder is the core motivation driving the establishment of Chinese Born Global firms as it 

impacts most of the other motivations, such as global vision, client base and innovation 

capacity. Some external factors, such as macro-economic, industry conditions and Chinese 

“match” culture, also drives Chinese SMEs to become Born Global firms. Meanwhile, 

collaboration plays a crucial role in both R&D and market strategy during internationalisation. 

It helps case firms to improve their competitiveness and enhances their chances of survival, 

which are the two major themes in R&D and market strategy, respectively. De-

internationalisation is a common market strategy among Chinese Born Global firms. With 

matrix analysis, this study also demonstrates the differences between high-tech Born Global 

firms and Born Global firms from traditional industries. The industry life-cycle plays a vital 

role, which mainly affects different international operations between these two types of Born 

Global firms. Based on further discussion, a comprehensive framework of Born Global firms 

is put forward to draw out the linkages between the main factors uncovered in different research 

areas. Combining findings from Chinese Born Global firms, the Uppsala model and the stage 

model of Born Global firms from the research literature, this study proposes a new 

internationalisation stage model of Born Global firms. The model presents a repertoire of the 

various strategies adopted by Born Global firms in different phases of their development. It 

also suggests a new measurement to define the international success of Born Global firms. 

 

To sum up, this study contributes to the knowledge of Chinese Born Global firms in the areas 

of entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy. The new analysis framework of 

Born Global firms provides in-depth explanations of internationalisation. The new 

internationalisation stage model attempts to define the international success of Born Global 

firms. Last but not least, it is hoped that the findings of this study will be helpful to current 

managers of Born Global firms and potential entrepreneurs who might attempt to set up such 

a firm. The frameworks and the stage model, it is hoped, provide practical guidance to improve 

their performance and secure their survival in the international market.
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Study 
Developments in communications, transport and technology have contributed to the dramatic 

erosion of trade barriers around the world. The pace of globalisation has, at the same time, 

quickened and given rise to new concepts such as "global village" and "borderless world" 

(Ohmae, 1990; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). An increasing number of firms, under this 

environment, launched and involved themselves in international activities since the 1980s (IMF, 

2008). This type of firm follows a different path of internationalisation to the traditional 

gradualist models of internationalisation, such as the Uppsala Model (Johanson & Vahlne, 

1977, 1990), which has attracted a good deal of scholarly attention in the international business 

research (Rennie,1993; McDougall et al., 1994; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 

1997; McAuley,1999). These firms are variously styled "Born Global" (Rennie, 1993; Knight 

& Cavusgil, 1996), "High-tech Start-up" (Jolly et al., 1992) or "International New Venture" 

(Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). They undertake early and rapid internationalisation with hi-tech 

products from countries with small domestic markets (Hedlund& Kverneland, 1985; McKinsey, 

1993). This type of firms also has discovered in traditional industries and service industries 

(Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2004; Gabrielsson et al. 2008) and in countries with large 

domestic markets such as the US and China (Knight, Madsen & Servais, 2004; Zhang, 

Tansuhaj & McCullough, 2009; Tan & Mathews, 2015).  

 

Scholars highlighted many essential characteristics of Born Global firms since the 1980s. For 

instance, studies have demonstrated the importance of the founder's prior international 

experience to the early internationalisation (McDougall et al., 2003; Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 

2006). Numerous scholars have examined the role of network relationships in many aspects of 

the Born Global firm's internationalisation, such as international performance (Chetty & Holm, 

2000; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Mort & Weerawardena, 2006; Gassmann & Keupp, 2007; 

Zhou, Wu, & Luo, 2007) and learning capabilities (Coviello, 2006; Freeman et al., 2006; Zhou 

et al., 2007). Researchers have described the specific strategies and orientations adopted by 

Born Global firms in their international operations (Knight, Madsen, & Servais, 2004; Freeman 

et al., 2006; Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, & Servais, 2007; Weerawardena et al., 2007; Jantunen et 

al., 2008; Efrat & Shoham, 2012). In the research of Born Global firm's external environment, 

the growth of the niche market, the development and competitiveness of the global industries 
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all seem to drive the emergence of Born Global firms (McNaughton, 2003; Fan & Phan, 2007; 

Fernhaber, McDougall, & Oviatt, 2007; Efrat & Shoham, 2012). Public policy has considered 

examining the development of the Born Global firm (Bell et al., 2003; Zahra, 2014). 

 

Figure 1. 1 Total Chinese Export from 1960 to 2018 (Unit: million USD) 

 

Source: Data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China 

 

After more than thirty years of development, the research on the Born Global firm is still at its 

early phase (Knight & Liesch, 2016). Hitherto most research on these firms focuses on cases 

in well-developed economies (Moen & Servais, 2002; Spence & Crick, 2006; Aspelund et al., 

2007). There is a significant lack of research on these firms in developing countries (Fernhaber, 

McDougall & Oviatt, 2007; Laanti, Gabrielsson, & Gabrielsson, 2007; Yamakawa, Peng, & 

Deeds, 2008; Nowiński & Rialp, 2013; Knight, 2015). In the context of Chinese Born Global 

firms, only a few researches have influenced and contributed to the literature (Dzikowski, 

2018). Nevertheless, China is the largest exporting and developing country in the world. 

Chinese exports significantly increased since the economic reforms of 1979 (see figure 1.1). 

The Chinese economy is also one of the most important transition economies in the world. The 

previous study demonstrated that traditional firms in China achieve initial internationalisation 

mainly by exporting low-priced products to foreign markets (Brouthers & Xu, 2002). However, 

the export of high-tech products gradually dominates and supports Chinese exports since 2014. 

The non-state-owned enterprises have contributed more than 90% of total Chinese exports in 
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20191, which most Chinese Born Global firms belong to the non-state-owned enterprises (Liu, 

Xiao & Huang, 2008). Several studies have explored the Born Global firm phenomenon in 

China (Liu, Xiao & Huang, 2008; Naude & Rossouw, 2010; Lin, Mercier-Suissa & Salloum, 

2016). The knowledge about the business models and characteristics of Chinese Born Global 

firms is still very limited. To understand the reasons why Chinese firms develop into Born 

Global firms and the ways in which they operate in international markets is important not only 

for an understanding of Born Global firms in China but also for an understanding of Born 

Global firms in other emerging economies. 

 

 

1.2 Research Aims and Research Questions 
Born Global firms, as a relatively new phenomenon in the international business, have most 

discovered in developed countries with small-sized domestic markets in initials (Rennie, 1993; 

Madsen & Servais, 1997). These firms which start their internationalisation from or near their 

founding are typical with strong technology capabilities in high-tech industries (Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996; McDougall & Oviatt, 2000). The phenomenon is well explained with these 

features, as firms have the competitiveness to seek more business opportunities in the 

international markets. With the deepening of research, Born Global firms also have discovered 

in traditional industries and countries with big domestic markets (Knight, Madsen & Servais, 

2004; Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2004). More theories, such as the international 

entrepreneurship and network theory, have developed to explain the international behaviours 

of Born Global firms (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005; Zhou et al., 2007). Enterprises in emerging 

economies tend to be lack of international experience, are smaller in size and more recently 

internationalised than MNCs in developed markets (Contractor et al., 2007). The knowledge 

about how firms from emerging economies conquered the resource constrains and started early 

internationalisation is still limited (Yamakawa, Peng & Deeds, 2008; Knight & Liesch, 2016). 

The current research literature, as yet, does not document the life cycle of such firms in terms 

of motivation, performance and survival. The main purpose of this study is to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of Chinese Born Global firms through the analysis of multiple 

case studies from both high-tech and traditional industries, which may contribute new 

knowledge to fill the research gaps in the literature. 

 
1 Data is accessed from the website of the Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Public of China. 
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To conduct an exploration and explanation research, the two fundamental research questions 

posed by this study are: 

1. Why do Chinese SMEs develop into Born Global firms? 

2. In what ways do Chinese Born Global firms embark on internationalisation? 

More specific research questions will be developed in the research literature review chapter. 

 

 

1.3 Research Methodology 
The study adopts the qualitative method to conduct an original study of Chinese Born Global 

firms. A case study is the most appropriate methodology to answer "how" and "why" research 

questions (Yin, 2014). One round of semi-structured interviews and the second round of 

structured interviews are carried out with entrepreneurs of twelve Chinese Born Global case 

firms in different industries. By using thematic analysis of interview data, this study identifies 

the primary characteristics of Chinese Born Global case firms in four main research areas 

(entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy). The Likert scale is adopted in the 

second round of data collection to measure entrepreneurial attitudes as a second source of 

objective evaluation. The matrix analysis is developed to discover differences and similarities 

between high-tech case firms and traditional case firms during their internationalisation. The 

cross-case analysis and discussion explore the linkages between essential factors which impact 

international operations of Chinese Born Global case firms. Combined with findings from the 

literature, these linkages contribute to developing a comprehensive framework for the analysis 

of Born Global firms. The analysis framework that emerges from this study helps to answer 

research questions in the areas of entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy. 

Propositions raised from discussions also help further research of Chinese Born Global firms 

and firms from other emerging economies. 

 

 

1.4 The Significance of This Study 

1.4.1 Practical Significance 

Emerging economies make an important contribution to the world's economy and will 
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increasingly do so in the future (Kiss, Danis & Cavusgil, 2012). The rapid economic growth of 

the last four decades will make China the world's largest economy (on a purchasing power 

parity basis) and the world's largest exporting country. However, the lack of research on Born 

Global firms is obvious in the case of both China and other developing countries. According 

to the research literature surveyed in this study, one original qualitative study in the field of the 

Born Global firms always leads to new theoretical contributions to the research area. For 

instance, Knight and Cavusgil (2004) adopt qualitative interviews in their study and propose 

one of the earliest analysis frameworks for Born Global firms. Therefore, as one original 

qualitative study of Chinese Born Global firms, this study seeks to contribute new knowledge 

on Chinese Born Global firms and Born Global firms in other developing countries.  

 

Moreover, up-to-date and relevant knowledge of Chinese Born Global firms is a source of 

practical knowledge for managers of such firms. Knowledge abstracted from interviews of key 

personnel in case firms embedded in different industries provides a comprehensive view of 

operations during internationalisation for managers of Born Global firms in China or similar 

conditions of international development. This study seeks to provide practical guidance to 

managers of these entities on appropriate internationalisation strategies.  

 

1.4.2 Theoretical Challenge 

Research on Born Global firms is still at an embryonic stage (Knight, 2015). A comprehensive 

analytical framework is still lacking. The effects of variables related to each other have 

neglected. Moreover, current research on Born Global firms is overly focused on developed 

countries, high-tech industries and firms operating in small domestic markets. With that in 

mind, this study hopes to add to the stock of knowledge of Born Global firms from both high-

tech and traditional industries in developing countries, especially in China. Above and beyond 

that, by offering an analytical framework of Born Global firms in a specific market and 

geopolitical contexts, it is hoped that this study will usefully add to our theoretical knowledge.  

 

What is more, little is known of the characteristics of Born Global firms in later phases of 

development, the circumstances of and reasons for long-term survival and growth, and which 

definitions of international success can be meaningfully applied to them (Knight, 2015; 

Dzikowski, 2018). This study seeks, therefore, to plot at an appropriate level of detail, the 
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shifting characteristics of Born Global firms in the long-term. It also seeks to account for the 

survival of Born Global firms and to propose a model which not only measures the international 

success of Born Global firms but also guides managers of such entities. 

 

 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 
The thesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter one introduces the research backgrounds, main 

research objectives and contributions of this study. Chapter two presents an overview of Born 

Global firms in the extant literature, including their history, characteristics, in addition to 

reflections on the research methods deployed in their study. It also introduces the development 

of the Chinese economy and the specific contribution of SMEs to it. This sets down the 

conditions that enabled the emergence of Chinese Born Global firms. Based on the literature 

review, research gaps are identified, and research questions formulated. Chapter three sets out 

the design of a detailed research strategy and methodology and establishes the logical links 

between the evidence and research questions. It concludes with an exposition of the 

philosophical stance underpinning this study, and a justification for the use of qualitative case 

studies, and a detailed case study design. Followed thematic analysis, chapter four offers a 

within-case analysis to demonstrate primary characteristics of Chinese Born Global case firms. 

The cross-case analysis in chapter five identifies differences and similarities between Chinese 

high-tech case firms and traditional case firms. Chapter five compares the findings of Chinese 

Born Global case firms with the findings of the research literature in order to characterise 

Chinese Born Global firms. Linkages between each factor of entrepreneurship, R&D and 

market strategy are discussed and generated into a new framework to analysis Born Global 

firms. Chapter five also proposes an internationalisation stage model of Born Global firms to 

measure their international success and to provide guidance for managers who run Born Global 

firms. Chapter six draws out the conclusions of the study. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to present a comprehensive picture of current research on Born Global firms 

and identify research gaps in the extant literature with a view to formulating appropriate 

research questions. Section 2.2 first offers an overview of the background of Born Global firms. 

It then presents various definitions and the typical characteristics of Born Global firms. The 

discussion of validity and justification of the definition and existing theoretical frameworks are 

further illustrated in this section. Sections 2.3, 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6 provide major research topics 

under each mainstream research area (entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy) 

in Born Global firms. Section 2.7 summarises research in the interactions of the Born Global 

firm’s characteristics, which further illustrates the status of current research. Section 2.8 

reviews the development of Chinese SMEs in internationalisation and current research on 

Chinese Born Global firms. Section 2.9 identifies research gaps in the current literature and 

puts forward the principal research questions and objectives in this study. The chapter 

concludes with a substantial summary. 

 

 

2.2 Born Global firms 
The latest wave of globalisation boosted international business in the early 1980s (Amin, 1996; 

Cavusgil & Knight, 2009). The scholarship has offered a number of reasons for this. The 

development of manufacturing technology has allowed more firms to participate in the market. 

Micro-processing technology has made possible low-cost and small-scale manufacturing in 

many industries (Cavusgil & Knight, 2009). Technological developments in information, 

communications, and transportation have also made it possible for smaller-sized firms to 

internationalise. Additionally, improvements in transportation have improved the overall 

robustness and financial viability of international business (Madsen & Servais, 1997; Cavusgil 

& Knight, 2009). Moreover, barriers to trade have reduced dramatically: tariff rates have 

significantly declined the world over during the course of the last several decades (Baier & 

Bergstrand, 2001; IMF, 2008).  
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Figure 2. 1 World Export of Goods and Services (% of GDP) 

 

Source: World Bank Data.  

 

Because of these global changes and developments, a company has become cheaper than ever, 

which allows firms of any size to access the global market. There are a number of trends that 

accompany or enable this. The cost of international trading has declined by 15% from 1996 to 

2014 (WTO, 2018). In addition, there is a tendency for networks and partnerships among 

various types of companies to become increasingly critical in international business. Global 

sourcing activities have become popular in particular industries. The role of niche markets and 

demand for specialised products has also grown over recent decades (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996). 

These trends make it possible for new firms to regard the whole world as an integrated market 

(Madsen & Servais, 1997). Smaller firms, by leveraging their advantages of flexibility and 

location, have positioned themselves as a global factory benefiting from increased outsourcing 

by large MNEs and have grasped the opportunity to participate in the international market with 

niche market strategies (Buckley & Ghauri, 2004). 

 

2.2.1 Definition and Characteristics 

Over the last few decades, the nomenclature used by scholars to denote Born Global firms has 

varied, for example, International New Ventures (e.g., Oviatt & Mcdougall, 1994), Global 

Start-ups (e.g., Oviatt & Mcdougall, 1995), Instant Internationals (e.g., Fillis, 2001), 

International Ventures (Kuemmerle, 2002) and Borderless Firms (e.g., da Rocha et al., 2017). 

In this study, the term “Born Global firm” is adopted as it is the most widely used in 

international business research. 
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Table 2. 1 Definitions of the Born Global Firm 

Author(s) Definitions 

McKinsey & 

Co. (1993) 

“From or near its founding, seeks to derive a substantial proportion of its revenue from the 

sales of its products in international markets… [its] origins and fundamental orientation 

are strongly international…and [it treats] the world as a single, borderless marketplace”.  

Oviatt and 

McDougall 

(1994, 49) 

“a business organisation that, from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive 

advantage from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries.” 

Knight and 

Cavusgil 

(1996, 12) 

“…[A Born Global firm] is small size typically less than 500 employees and annual sales 

under $100 million-and [has a ] reliance on cutting edge technology in the development 

of relatively unique products or process innovations…[It is typically led by] 

entrepreneurial visionaries who view the world as a single, borderless marketplace from 

the time of the firm’s founding” 

McDougall 

and Oviatt 

(2000b, 903) 

“…[A Born Global firm is characterised by] a combination of innovative, proactive and 

risk-seeking behaviour that crosses national borders and is intended to create value in 

organisations” 

Andersson 

and Wictor 

(2003, 254) 

“A Born Global is a company that has achieved a foreign sales volume of at least 25% 

within 3 years of its inception and that seeks to derive significant competitive advantage 

from the use of resources and the sales of outputs in multiple countries.” 

European 

Commission 

(2003, 24) 

“Born globals are defined as companies that set up their activity targeting a market that is 

either global by nature or within a niche field that has a very limited potential on the 

domestic market. They often begin exports within the first five years of existence”. 

Knight and 

Cavusgil 

(2004, 124) 

“[Born globals] are business organisations 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.” 

Kuivalainen, 

Sundqvist 

and Servais 

(2007, 254) 

“[Born globals are] rapidly internationalised firms (within three years from the foundation) 

with a high share of foreign sales out of the total turnover (more than 25 percent)” 

Gabrielsson, 

Kirpalani, 

Dimitratos, 

Solberg and 

Zucchella 

(2008, 388) 

“[A Born Global firm is] one having products with global market potential…it can 

combine this potential with an entrepreneurial capability to seek methods of accelerated 

internationalisation…[it has] a global vision at inception…[carries] the risks of a small 

start-up company…the industries from which these firms emanate may be what are 

conventionally termed high-tech…[It is] flexible about the internationalisation time 

period…[and its operation] does not necessarily initially entail fast growing foreign sales.” 

Cavusgil, 

Knight and 

Riesenberger 

(2014, 96) 

“…born globals usually internationalise within three years of their founding and may 

export to twenty countries, generating over 25 percent of their sales from abroad”. 

Source: Compiled by the author from the research literature. 

 

Several studies define Born Global firms in qualitative and/or quantitative terms. Different 

criteria have been adopted to define Born Global firms based on research into a range of 
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international exemplars (Gabrielsson et al., 2008). These include first export timing (Jones & 

Coviello, 2005), export intensity and foreign market scope (Autio et al., 2000; Kuivalainen, 

Sundqvist, & Servais, 2007), market conditions (Gabrielsson et al., 2008) and speed of 

internationalisation (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005a). Table 2.1 illustrates some of the most 

widely cited definitions of Born Global firms. 

 

The phenomenon of Born Global firms first attracted scholarly attention in the 1980s. Hedlund 

and Kverneland (1985) documented the early and rapid internationalisation undertaken by 

some Swedish companies to gain entry into the Japanese market. Approximately half of the 

case firms examined in their study transitioned directly from import agents to producing in 

Japan by skipping the sales subsidiary step (Hedlund & Kverneland, 1985). This type of firm 

evolved into an area of keen interest in the 1990s. The term “Born Global” was first introduced 

to describe early internationalising firms in Australia (McKinsey, 1993; Rennie, 1993). The 

study of Born Global firms then expanded to encompass a much greater global scope, for 

instance: Taiwan (Chang & Grub, 1993), Australia (Rennie, 1993), Japan (Cho, 1995), North 

America (Simon, 1996), Europe (Madsen & Servais, 1997) and almost all major trading 

countries (OECD, 1997). Early research on Born Global firms focused on the following areas 

given in table 2.2.  

 

Definitions of a Born Global firm itemise most of its characteristics which are different from 

those given in traditional internationalisation stage models, such as the Uppsala model. The 

Uppsala model seeks to illustrate that the internationalisation of a firm follows a particular 

sequence: no export activities, export through an agent, sales subsidiary and foreign production 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).  
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Table 2. 2 Early Research on Born Global Firms 

Topic Area Representative Articles 

Early, exploratory 

research efforts  

Hedlund and Kverneland (1985), Ganitsky (1989), McDougall (1989), 

Rennie (1993), Oviatt and McDougall (1994), Knight and Cavusgil 

(1996) 

Early 

internationalisation 

McDougall, Oviatt, and Shrader (2003), Moen and Servais (2002), 

Bell, McNaughton, Young, and Crick (2003), Hashai (2011), 

McNaughton (2003), Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2004), Fernhaber, 

McDougall, and Oviatt (2007), Zhou (2007), Kudina, Yip, and 

Barkema (2008) 

General 

characteristics 

Crick (2009), Knight (2000), Etemad (2004), Rialp et al. (2005), 

Luostarinen and Gabrielsson (2006), Fan and Phan (2007), Acedo and 

Jones (2007), Freeman and Cavusgil (2007) 

Role of technology  Loane (2006), Servais, Madsen, and Rasmussen (2007) 

Role of strategy  Knight, Madsen, and Servais (2004), Knight and Cavusgil (2005), 

Freeman, Edwards, and Schroder (2006), Laanti, Gabrielsson, and 

Gabrielsson (2007), Mudambi and Zahra (2007), Kuivalainen et al. 

(2007), Aspelund et al. (2007), Michailova and Wilson (2008) 

Theoretical 

perspectives: 

resource-based and 

capabilities views 

Yeoh (2000), Rialp and Rialp (2006), Weerawardena et al. (2007), 

Karra, Phillips, and Tracey (2008), Di Gregorio, Musteen, and 

Thomas (2008), Knight and Cavusgil (2004), De Clercq, Sapienza, 

Yavuz, and Zhou (2012) 

Theoretical 

perspectives: 

network view 

Sharma and Blomstermo (2003), Mort and Weerawardena (2006), 

Coviello and Cox (2006), Coviello (2006), Yu et al. (2011), Zhou, Wu, 

and Luo (2007) 

Source: (Cavusgil & Knight, 2009, pp. 30-31). 

 

Born Global firms, however, not only skip some steps during their internationalisation but they 

are also highly active in international markets from or near their founding (Hedlund & 

Kverneland, 1985; Rennie, 1993). To qualify as a Born Global firm, a firm needs to export at 

least 25% of its sales (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Born Global firms should also export to 

multiple foreign markets (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Born Global firms must, in addition, be 

SMEs with limited tangible and financial resources (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996). Compared to 

their counterparts in other firms, Born Global entrepreneurs are usually more innovative, 

proactive and exhibit more risk-seeking behaviour (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000). Their global 

vision and strong international orientation are forged through their previous international 

experience (Rialp et al., 2005). Typically, Born Global firms are in high-tech industries 

producing unique products in their industries (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Gabrielsson et al., 
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2008). Moreover, these firms should have recourse to knowledge-based resources and cutting-

edge technologies in their day-to-day running (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; 2004). Born Global 

firms, finally, have a clear market strategy to maximise their competitive advantages in 

international markets (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 

 

Table 2. 3 Major Characteristics of Born Global Firms 

Speed of internationalisation Firms start their internationalisation from or near their 

founding. They may skip some stages in the traditional 

international stage model. 

Export intensity Firms export at least 25% of the sales within 3 years from 

inception. 

Foreign market scope Firms export to multiple countries. 

Firm scale SMEs with limited resources. 

Entrepreneurial orientation Entrepreneurs are innovative, proactive and exhibit more 

risk-seeking behaviour. 

International orientation Entrepreneurs have global mind sets and a strongly 

international orientation. 

Product feature Firms produce unique products in high-tech industries. 

Technology capability Advantages in technology and knowledge.  

Market strategy Strategy based on their advantages. 

Source: Compiled by the author from the research literature. 

 

2.2.2 Validity and Justification of the Definition 

Although researches on Born Global firms started since the 1980s, there is still a need for a 

consistent definition of what constitutes a born global firm (Andersson & Wictor, 2003; 

Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006; Fernhaber, McDougall & Oviatt, 2007; Gabrielsson et 

al., 2008). Based on empirical findings, scholars attempted to define the Born Global 

phenomenon majorly in the following three dimensions.  

 

Speed of Internationalisation 

Early internationalisation is one of the major features of Born Global firms. Therefore, the 

speed of internationalisation is adopted as one defining characteristic of a born global firm, 

which refers to the time lag from the inception of the firm until the beginning of its international 
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operations (Autio et al., 2000; Jones & Coviello, 2005). Early definitions, such as Oviatt and 

McDougall (1994) and Knight and Cavusgil (1996), utilise the term “inception” and “from or 

near its founding” respectively to describe the characteristic of speed internationalisation. Later, 

researchers in both International New Ventures and Born Global firms introduce the specific 

periods to clarify the time span concept in definitions. Difference between International New 

Ventures and Born Global firms starts to appearance in the time lag. The time gap between the 

inception of a firm and its first international business among Born Global firms is from two 

years (Rennie, 1993; Moen & Servais, 2002) to three years (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen, 

Rasmussen & Servais, 2000; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Knight, Madsen & Servais 2004; 

Kuivalainen, Sundqvist & Servais, 2007). However, scholars define International New 

Ventures with a relatively larger range of period with up to six years (Zahra et al., 2000; 

McDougall et al., 2003), even to eight years (McDougall et al., 1994; Chetty & Campbell-Hunt 

2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005a).  

  

Although the quantitative measure of inception helped to better clarify definitions, the 

inception itself is not clearly defined within the literature (Hewerdine & Welch 2013). 

Alternatives include the discovery of the opportunity, the first-time firm planning occurred, the 

founding of the firm, the launch of the product or the first sales of outputs. The adoption of 

inception from these various events can differ greatly in time. 

 

Scale of Internationalisation 

Another main characteristic of the Born Global phenomenon is the scale of internationalisation. 

The scale especially means the export ratio of a firm at this point. The widely accepted criterion 

in the research of Born Global firms is 25 per cent of the total turnover of a firm (Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen et al., 2000; Moen, 2002; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). However, the 

discussion about the export ratio has never stopped since the phenomenon showed up. Studies 

argue that the criterion brought by Knight and Cavusgil (1996) is based on the data from the 

US, which is a large country with a relatively low export ratio. Empirical studies from other 

economies with smaller domestic markets, especially in Europe (Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, & 

Servais, 2007), suggest higher cut-off points. More than 50% of small exporting Danish firms 

established after 1976 could be labelled as Born Global firms with an average of 69% of export 

ratio (Madsen et al., 2000). The average export intensity from the study among newly 
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established Norwegian is 65% (Moen, 2002). From another Scandinavian country, Finland, 

Luostarinen and Gabrielsson (2006) suggest defining a Born Global firm with more than 50% 

of foreign sales based on Finnish data. Rennie (1993) finds that Born Global firms in Australia 

are able to export as much as 75% of their sales. The study from Born Global firms in New 

Zealand, a similar export intensity is discovered as well (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004). 

Therefore, scholars put forward that the measure of export ratio in the definition of the Born 

Global firm should consider factors, such as the size of domestic and neighbouring markets, 

and industries (Gabrielsson et al., 2008).  

 

Scope of Internationalisation 

The scope refers to the number of international markets a firm entered. Early definitions of 

International New Ventures and Born Global firms (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996) both mention the sale of outputs in multiple countries or in the international 

markets. Born Global firms are generally regarded as international entrepreneurial firms which 

target worldwide markets. By introducing the concept “degree of born-globalness”, 

Kuivalainen, Sundqvist and Servais (2007) attempt to distinguish among different types of 

Born Global firms regarding their entrepreneurial orientation and export performance. To 

differentiate between International New Ventures and Born Global firms, Crick (2009) 

introduces a scope measure. However, few definitions indicate the number of foreign markets 

for a firm can be qualified as a Born Global firm. 

 

Relative to the number of specific exporting markets, most scholars focus on the geographical 

expansion of Born Global firms in their studies. The chosen target market is included in the 

concept of social and cultural distance in the previous researches on networks, which refers to 

the psychic distance (Hallen & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1979), or cultural distance (Kogut & Singh, 

1988), or market or country distance (Jones & Coviello, 2005). Chetty and Campbell-Hunt 

(2004) classify Born Global firms into “born regional” and “born international” due to firms’ 

market scope. Similarly, Kuivalainen, Sundqvist and Servais (2007) and Crick (2009) indicate 

different types of Born Global firms their distance of operating markets and regions.  

 

Another critical factor in the definitions of Born Global firms is the industry. From the early 

empirical studies, many researchers consider Born Global firms only in the high-tech industries 
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(Bonaccorsi 1992; Knight & Cavusgil 1996; Autio & Yli-Renko 1998; Jones 1999; Shrader, 

Oviatt & McDougall 2000; Moen & Servais 2002; Rialp et al., 2005), especially in the 

Information Communications Technology industries (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt 2004; Matlay 

& Westhead 2005; Sapienza et al. 2006). Firms in these industries are able to launch unique or 

specialised products and services rapidly to acquire competitive advantages in the global 

market (Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004). The feature of high-tech appears in early definitions 

of Born Global firms, such as the “reliance on cutting edge technology” (Knight & Cavusgil, 

1996) and “a combination of innovative” (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000). Later, research in Born 

Global firms gradually focuses on wider industries with more empirical studies discovered 

cases in other industries (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Rialp et 

al., 2005; Liesch et al., 2007; Gabrielsson et al., 2008). Hennart (2014) describes Born Global 

firms/International New Ventures as firms selling niche products and services to internationally 

dispersed customers by using low-cost information and delivery methods. Definitions of Born 

Global firms should be less industry-specific. 

 

Based on the aspects discussed above, a Born Global firm, firstly, should be an organisation 

with an entrepreneurial capability in any industries. However, it should not be a spin-off from 

a larger MNE or an academic institution. Otherwise, the work might have been in progress for 

a long time before the firm itself is founded (Gabrielsson et al., 2008). This study accounts the 

founding of a firm as the inception instead of others. Both the discovery of the opportunity and 

the first-time firm planning might occur a long time before the firm founded, it can be divided 

into the experience of an entrepreneur in the research of Born Global firms. As most Born 

Global firms started their first businesses outside of their domestic markets, using the launch 

of the product or the first sales of outputs as the inception is not quite pertinent. The founding 

of a firm is the time of formation of a legal entity and is often employed (Madsen 2013). The 

cut-off chosen for the number of years should represent, rapid internationalisation, one of the 

significant characters of Born Global firms. However, this number differs greatly based on the 

various context of the industry and country. Internationalisation within a 3-year time period 

after its inception is reasonable to measure a firm with a global vision and international 

experiences as most literature in Born Global firms adopted. Also, the adoption of a 3-year 

time period is helpful to distinguish Born Global firms out of other types of firms which have 

similar internationalisation behaviours, for instance, the “Born Again Globals” (Bell, 

McNaughton, & Young, 2001). 
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The ratio of exports is also influenced by the size of the domestic market, which the Born 

Global firm founded and the type of industry. The main argument on the criterion of 25% 

exports is empirical studies on Born Global firms from European countries and other 

economies which generally have much smaller domestic market size comparing to the US, 

which Knight and Cavusgil (1996) used the data in their research and put forward the criterion. 

Similar to the American market, China has a large domestic market in most industries. 

Exporting at least 25% of the sales within 3 years from inception is, additionally, a widely 

accepted quantitative measurement for a Born Global firm in International business (Dzikowski, 

2018). Therefore, more than 25% of foreign sales adopts as the criterion for the ratio of exports 

in this study. The scope of internationalisation is sometimes ignored in the previous definitions. 

Some scholars argue that the geographic distance should be concerned into the definition of 

the Born Global firm. Otherwise, a firm receives more than a quarter of its revenues from its 

neighbour markets in the first three years since its founding could meet the criteria of “25% 

within 3 years”, while it is not really Born “Global”, as it is easier to export to the markets with 

a similar culture to the home market other than a market with longer geographic distance. In 

this study, no geographic requests on the criteria of Born Global firms due to the industry 

factors. For some concentrated and niche industries, almost all the global production in these 

industries is from one area, in this case, which are neighbour economies of China. Also, the 

number of oversea markets is not necessarily a measure of globalisation, for instance, a firm 

exports to over ten markets which all located in the same geographic area. The global reach of 

A firm is not wider than B firm which export to 5 oversea markets in different continents. 

Therefore, the number of foreign markets for a Born Global firm adopts as at least two in this 

study. 

 

Consequently, the definition of a Born Global firm in this study is: 

A company which is not a spin-off from any MNEs with an entrepreneurial orientation in any 

industries in any countries has achieved a foreign sales volume of at least 25% within 3 years 

since its founding, and that seeks to derive significant competitive advantage and accelerated 

internationalisation from the use of resources and the sales of outputs in at least two foreign 

markets.  
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This definition combines both qualitative and quantitative perspectives to describe the features 

of this type of firm.  

 

2.2.3 Theoretical Frameworks of Born Global Firms 

Based on the definitions and features above, scholars have developed a range of frameworks 

for the analysis of Born Global firms. For instance, Knight and Cavusgil (2004) put forward a 

conceptual framework based on international entrepreneurial orientation and international 

marketing orientation to apply to four different business strategies (global technological 

competence, unique products development, quality focus and leveraging foreign distributor 

competencies) which influence a firm’s performance in international markets. In a model built 

to explain the speed of internationalisation, Oviatt and McDougall (2005c) divide factors in 

four forces: an enabling force (technology), a motivating force (competition), a mediating force 

(entrepreneurial actor perceptions), and a moderating force (knowledge and network 

relationships). Laanti, Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson (2007) put forward a resource-based 

framework including a number of factors (founders/management, network, finance and 

innovation) to examine the globalisation processes of Born Global firms. Combined a dynamic 

capabilities perspective with organisational learning theory, Weerawardena, Mort, Liesch and 

Knight (2007) list several factors (owner-manager profile, market-focused learning capability, 

internally focused learning capability, networking capability, marketing capability, 

knowledge-intensive products and accelerated internationalisation) in their conceptual 

framework to analyse and examine Born Global firms. To explain the development of new 

knowledge by Born Global firms in the international supply chain, Freeman, Hutchings, 

Lazaris and Zyngier (2010) present a model of rapid knowledge development building on 

networks, inter-firm partnerships, trust, tacit knowledge, and absorptive capacity.  

 

Nevertheless, most existing frameworks have not well-illustrated the development of Born 

Global firms in an overall view. For instance, the model of rapid knowledge development (see 

figure 2.2) in analysing of Born Global firms mainly concerns on networks building and 

knowledge development of the firm, which is not a comprehensive framework to analyse the 

internationalisation of Born Global firms.  
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Figure 2. 2 A Model of Rapid Knowledge Development: the Smaller Born-global Firm 

 

Source: Freeman, Hutchings, Lazaris & Zyngier, 2010, pp. 76. 

 

From the international entrepreneurship perspective, Zahra and George (2002) offer an 

integrative framework (see figure 2.3) which recognises the importance of variables in 

determining the value some firms derive from pursuing international entrepreneurship. It is a 

model more focused on the motivations of Born Global firms rather than their developments. 

 

Figure 2. 3 An Integrated Model of International Entrepreneurship 

 

Source: Zahra & George, 2002, pp. 277. 
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The model put forward by Weerawardena, Mort, Liesch and Knight (2007) focus more on the 

development of the firm’s different capabilities (see figure 2.4). 

 

Figure 2. 4 The Proposed Dynamic Capability Model of the Born Global Firm Accelerated 

Internationalisation 

 

Source: Weerawardena, Mort, Liesch & Knight, 2007, pp. 299. 

 

Other models are relatively more comprehensive than the frameworks above. The conceptual 

framework (see figure 2.5) published by Knight and Cavusgil (2004) includes the most crucial 

research areas in Born Global firms, such as international entrepreneurial orientation, product, 

marketing and performance. However, the model contains limited factors under each research 

area. It is the same issue for the model of forces influencing internationalisation speed (see 

figure 2.6).  
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Figure 2. 5 Conceptual Framework of Constructs and Linkages 

 

Source: Knight & Cavusgil, 2004, pp. 129. 

 

Figure 2. 6 The Model of Forces Influencing Internationalisation Speed 

 

Source: Oviatt & McDougall, 2005a, pp. 541. 

 

The conceptual framework introduced by Laanti, Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson (2007) covers 

relatively more factors than other models. The framework divides all factors into three 

categories, resources and capabilities, globalisation strategies and environment. Meanwhile, 

this model is the only one which illustrates sub-themes within resources and capabilities are 

two-way interactive impacts. However, this model has not involved any elements about the 

performance of Born Global firms. 
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Figure 2. 7 Conceptual Framework 

 

Source: Laanti, Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2007, pp. 1108. 

 

Another significant common issue among all previous models in research of Born Global firms 

is that models have barely outlined linkages among factors under each sub-theme. For instance, 

there is no direct linkage between the international experience under founders/management and 

any other factors under the innovation theme in the conceptual framework (figure 2.7). 

 

Based on the defining features and previous frameworks of Born Global firms from the 

research literature, the investigation of Chinese Born Global firms in this study is initially 

divided into four major areas: entrepreneurship, networking, R&D, and market strategy.  

 

 

2.3 Entrepreneurship in Born Global Firms 
Entrepreneurship is a critical topic in business management research, and it has several 

component aspects. Entrepreneurial orientation, for example, pertains to a firm’s strategic 

orientation and decision-making style, practices and methods, and can be viewed as a 

combination of proactiveness, innovativeness, and risk-taking (Covin & Slevin, 1989). 

Entrepreneurial orientation is an intangible organisational resource that cannot be purchased 
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(Lee, Lee & Pennings, 2001). Entrepreneurial activity is vital to stimulate general economic 

development and to gain competitive advantages for a firm (Covin & Slevin, 1991). Another 

essential quality of entrepreneurship, new entries, encompasses entering markets and launching 

new firms (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). Studies have proved that an entrepreneur is a prime factor 

determining a firm’s internationalisation (Andersson, 2000; Zahra & George, 2002). 

 

2.3.1 International Entrepreneurship 

A growing number of scholars view exporting as an entrepreneurial act (Ibeh & Young, 2001). 

With the emergence of Born Global firms, a new academic field, international entrepreneurship, 

is formed by combining research into entrepreneurship and Born Global firms (Giamartino, 

McDougall, & Bird, 1993; McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Zahra & George, 2002). McDougall 

and Oviatt (2000) define international entrepreneurship as a combination of innovative, 

proactive, and risk-seeking behaviour that crosses national borders and aims to create value in 

organisations (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000). Zahra and George (2002) argue that international 

entrepreneurship provides competitive advantages for firms in foreign markets through a 

process of creatively discovering and exploiting opportunities (Zahra & George, 2002). Oviatt 

and McDougall (2005b) revised the conceptualisation of international entrepreneurship and 

defined it as “the discovery, enactment, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities – across 

national borders – to create future goods and services” (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005a, pp. 540). 

Two principle research streams have been distinguished in this new field: (1) the growing 

international role played by Born Global firms; and (2) the international, entrepreneurial 

activities of more traditional, established companies. The emergence of international 

entrepreneurship accounts for the fact that new and small firms play a more critical role in 

international business which was previously dominated by large MNEs. These new firms have 

the capacity to aggregate resources from different countries to meet the demands of global 

markets (Cavusgil & Knight, 2009).  

 

2.3.2 Entrepreneurial Orientation 

One of the notable characteristics of Born Global firms is that these firms tend to have a strong 

entrepreneurial orientation in their international activities (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). 

International entrepreneurial orientation involves a proactive approach to identifying overseas 

markets and is linked to managers’ global vision and competitive posture (Covin & Miller, 

2014; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004).  
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Numerous studies seek to determine the various dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation that 

are particularly crucial to a firm’s success in international markets. Entrepreneurial behaviour 

plays a vital role in the success of Born Global firms (Kuivalainen et al., 2007). Born Global 

firms are typically founded by individuals who have substantial international experience, 

international managerial vision, a greater degree of connectedness within international business 

networks and strong market orientation. They also have specific knowledge and capacities to 

produce high-value goods (Rialp et al., 2005). The previous experiences of founders/executives 

are regarded as the main difference between the Born Globals firm and non-Born Global firms 

(Madsen & Servais, 1997; Harveston et al., 2000). Prior experience, mostly international, helps 

entrepreneurs to identify profit opportunities in international markets and to accelerate a firm’s 

internationalisation (Madsen & Servais, 1997; Crick & Jones, 2000; Andersson & Wictor, 2003; 

McDougall et al., 2003). Another crucial characteristic of entrepreneurs in Born Global firms 

is a global min dset. A global mind set combines an openness to and awareness of diversity 

across cultures and markets with a propensity and ability to see common patterns across 

countries and markets (Gupta, Govindarajan & Wang, 2008). Knight and Cavusgil (2004) 

indicate that a global mind set drives the Born Global internationalisation process. They usually 

seek competitive advantage from the very moment of their business’s foundation (Madsen, 

Servais, 1997). The scale of markets does not limit entrepreneurs with a global mind set. They 

regard the whole world as a single market and view cultural and geographic diversity as 

opportunities (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Gupta, Govindarajan & 

Wang, 2008).  

 

2.3.3 Entrepreneurship and Motivation 

In the report of the SME internationalisations, OECD (2009) concludes several vital motivating 

factors for SME internationalisation from dozens of empirical researches worldwide. These 

factors are categorised into growth motives, knowledge-related motive, network/social ties, 

and domestic/regional market factors. Knight (2015) points out that the Born Global firm is a 

subset of the SME. In the last two decades, scholars have explored drivers for Born Global 

firms from different prospects. Cavusgil and Knight (2009) conclude seven primary 

internationalisation triggers (export pull, export push, worldwide monopoly position, product-

market conditions necessitating international involvement, superior product offerings, global 

networking relationships, global niche markets) for Born Global firms based on previous 
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literature, which have been testified by empirical researches afterwards (Baronchelli & Cassia, 

2010; Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Gerschewski, Rose & Lindsay, 2015).  

 

Based on proactive and reactive behaviours of exporting, Albaum, Duerr and Strandskov (2005) 

categorise the motives of exporting into internal and external factors (table 2.4). On the 

proactive side, Madsen and Servais (1997) assert that more sophisticated capabilities, including 

the entrepreneur/founder attribute to the increasing number of Born Global firms. More 

external factors, such as the increasing scope of cultural homogeneity, social change and 

globalisation (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004), liberalised international 

trade agreements (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000), and Internet and other advanced information 

and communication technologies (Loane, 2006; Bell & Loane, 2010) are illustrated as the 

emergence of the Born Global firm phenomenon. Some economic factors, like exchange rate, 

adverse economic conditions in the domestic market and as new business opportunities in 

foreign markets, also push firms into international markets (Bell, McNaughton & Young, 2001). 

On the other side, reactive factors like the growing number of niche markets and the increasing 

division of production into separate stages emerge firms to internationalise rapidly (Rennie, 

1993; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Knight & Cavusgil, 2009). The risk diversification in the 

international market also gives Born Global firms which have innovative and risk-seeking mind 

set opportunities to bloom when large companies are reluctant to enter and serve some niche 

markets (Mort, Weerawardena & Liesch, 2012). Under this circumstance, small firms can sell 

their specific products and services to relatively homogeneous markets in the international 

markets with the easily obtained marketing information and knowledge from networking 

engagement (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 Literature Review 

25 
 

Table 2. 4 A Classification of Export Motives 

 Internal External 

Proactive • Managerial urge 

• Marketing advantages 

• Economies of scale 

• Unique product/technology 

competence 

• Foreign market opportunities 

• Change agents 

Reactive • Risk diversification 

• Extend sales of a seasonal 

product 

• Excess capacity of resources 

• Unsolicited orders 

• Small home market 

• The stagnant or declining 

home market 
Source: Albaum, Duerr & Strandskov (2005) International Marketing and Export Management. 

 

Among all drivers of the internationalisation, the motivation from entrepreneurs is the most 

significant one. Rialp et al. (2005) propose that organisational capabilities are one of the 

primary drivers of a firm’s early internationalisation. As the most intangible asset of an SME, 

the founder is a crucial driving force of the firm, especially for Born Global firms (Oviatt & 

McDougall, 1994; Bloodgood et al., 1996; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; 

McAuley, 1999). The classified human needs in a hierarchy running from basic survival needs 

to self-actualisation needs explains human motivation very well by Maslow’s theory (1943, 

1954), which based on two groupings: deficiency needs and growth needs. Within the 

deficiency needs, each lower need must be met before moving to the next higher level. Maslow 

later differentiated the growth need of self-actualisation, specifically naming two lower-level 

growth needs prior to the general level of self-actualisation (Maslow & Lowery, 1998) and one 

beyond that level (Maslow, 1971). Maslow points out some characteristics of self-actualised 

people: being problem-focused; incorporating an ongoing freshness of appreciation of life; a 

concern about personal growth; and the ability to have peak experiences, which have something 

in common with main attributes of an entrepreneur (innovation capability, internal locus of 

control, risk-taking propensity, and energy level) brought out by Schumpeter (1989). Therefore, 

the motivation for entrepreneurship is more belongs to growth needs, which has been found a 

positive relationship between achievement and entrepreneurship (McClelland 1961; Rauch & 

Frese 2007). As McDougall and Oviatt (2000) defined international entrepreneurship as a 

‘‘combination of innovative, proactive, and risk-seeking behaviour that crosses national 

borders and is intended to create value in organisations’’, many studies illustrate that founder 

or top managers of Born Global firms have a high risk-tolerance when comparing traditional 

firms (Harveston, Kedia & Davis, 2000; Eurofound, 2012).  
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Entrepreneurs are able to see international business opportunities in the successful combination 

of resources from previously developed competencies embedded in their network, knowledge, 

and background (McDougall et al., 1994). Later studies have supported the relationship 

between the experience of founders and the motivation to start international businesses 

(Bloodgood et al., 1996; Coviello & Munro, 1997; Crick et al., 2001; Kuemmerle, 2002; 

Andersson & Wictor, 2003; McDougall et al., 2003; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003, Bell et al., 

2004). An entrepreneur’s experience positively relates to a firm’s internationalisation (Preece 

et al., 1999; Ibeh & Young, 2001; Westhead et al., 2001; Kuemmerle, 2002). International 

experience, such as periods of work or residence abroad and knowledge of foreign languages, 

helps entrepreneurs to develop a strong international orientation, particularly in terms of export 

intensity (Cavusgil, 1984; Aaby & Slater, 1988; Athanassiou & Nigh, 2000; Ibeh, 2003). Top-

managers with international experience are better placed to internationalise a small firm more 

quickly than their counterparts in other firms which lack this competitive advantage (Reuber 

& Fischer, 1999). Madsen and Servais (1997) believe that founders’ backgrounds largely 

difference traditional exporters and Born Global firms. In traditional internationalisation theory, 

the previous experience of entrepreneurs is also seen as a crucial factor in internationalisation 

as it provides experiential knowledge and learning capabilities (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).  

 

 

2.4 Networking in Born Global Firms 
Networks are especially crucial for firms with resource constraints, as is the case with Born 

Global firms (Johanson & Mattsson, 1988; Coviello & Munro, 1995; Oviatt & McDougall, 

1995; Hohenthal, Johanson & Johanson, 2014). Born Global firms utilise networks to access 

privileged information, knowledge, and social capital (Yli-Renko et al., 2002; Harris & 

Wheeler, 2005). These resources are sometimes difficult or impossible to access specific 

networks (Autio & Yli-Renko, 1998). Networks offer Born Global firms collective learning 

capacities and access to extended networks (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Harris & Wheeler, 2005). 

Networks can also help Born Global firms to identify new market opportunities (Coviello & 

Munro, 1995; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Crick & Spence, 2005; Freeman et al., 2006). In this 

way, networks can enhance Born Global firms’ performance (Ellis, 2000; Sharma & 

Blomstermo, 2003) by helping them to gain competitive advantages (Dyer & Singh, 1998; 
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Moen, 2002; Yli-Renko et al., 2002; Autio, 2005), and to manage risk (Freeman et al., 2006; 

Oviatt, Shrader, & McDougall, 2004).  

 

2.4.1 Trust and Commitment 

According to the network theory of internationalisation, trust and commitment play vital roles 

in the building and maintaining of networks (Johanson & Mattsson, 1987). Trust is essential to 

all kinds of relationship, such as inter-firm co-operation (Macaulay, 1963; Young & Wilkinson, 

1989; Bidault & Jarillo, 1997), partnerships and alliances (Parkhe, 1998; Arino et al., 2001), 

and supplier relations (Sako, 1994, 1998). The relational element of trust is well understood as 

a fundamental issue in network linkages and inter-organisational settings (Hart & Saunders, 

1998; Zaheer, Mcevily, Perrone, & Barney, 1998; Al-Hakim et al., 2012). Oviatt and 

McDougal (2005c) point out that interpersonal networks are based on trust and referrals, which 

are essential elements of firms’ responsiveness to market demands. Trust is vital and needs to 

be properly nurtured in business partnerships across national borders where culture and 

language set potential barriers to mutual understanding (Davenport et al., 1998; Pett & Dibrell, 

2001). In the international context, the mechanisms of building trust may vary. Societal values 

and norms that guide behaviour and beliefs in different national cultures have an impact on an 

actor’s perception and expectation of trustworthy behaviour (Doney et al., 1998; Parkhe, 1998; 

Zaheer & Zaheer, 2006). In some cultures, such as Russia or China, personal relations of trust 

play a more important role than institutional trust in building long-term collaborative 

relationships. 

 

For Born Global firms entering the international market at a rapid pace and with numerous 

partners, building trust helps them in a number of ways: improving the efficiency of 

communication between partners; bridging social and economic distances; and lowering the 

transaction costs involved in searching, negotiating, contracting and monitoring in an uncertain 

and turbulent environment. This is particularly important for high-tech firms (Bigley & Pearce, 

1998; Beccera & Gupta, 1999; Blomqvist et al., 2002). Transaction costs are the expenses 

incurred in writing and enforcing contracts, bargaining over terms and contingent claims, 

deviating from optimal kinds of investments to increase dependence on a party or to stabilise a 

relationship, and administrating a transaction (Williamson, 1985; Kogut, 1988; Lai & Chang, 

2010). Sharing resources, costs, and risks is a partner-specific commitment (Williamson, 1985). 
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A firm’s incentive to make such a commitment is the partner's undertaking to share possible 

gains (Lui, Wong, & Liu, 2009). Also, timely and individual-based trust is a critical threshold 

condition for partnership formation (Blomqvist, 2005). Trust can provide one business party 

with an anticipated positive behaviour from another business party, which has the effect of 

safeguarding transaction-specific investments. Thus, trust is an essential element in collective 

decision making and relational exchanges between trading partners (Son et al., 2006). For this 

reason, scholars conclude that building a good relationship is more important than building 

sophisticated technologies alone (Beth, Burt, Copacino, & Gopal, 2003; Chae, Yen, & Sheu, 

2005). 

 

2.4.2 Informal Networks and Guanxi in China 

Social networks can be categorised as either formal or informal (Birley, 1985; Coviello & 

Munro, 1997). Enterprises are actors in markets linked through both informal and formal 

relationships, for instance: customers, suppliers, competitors, family and friends (Coviello & 

Munro, 1997). Both internal and external social capital are key resources that drive 

international growth and exchange (Ellis, 2000; Yli-Renko, Autio, & Tontti, 2002).  

 

Table 2. 5 Comparison between the Informal Network and Formal Networks 

 Forms Advantages Disadvantages 

Informal 

network 

E.g. friends, 

relatives 

Provides formal strategic networks. 

Affords access to new resources, 

transmitting personal and experiential 

information. 

Helps to identify new opportunities and 

overcomes the liability of newness. 

Inexpensive and flexible 

Provides a lower quality of 

information after firms’ 

growth. 

Constrains opportunities 

when there is over-

reliance on informal 

networks. 

Formal 

network 

E.g. alliances, 

customers, 

suppliers, 

competitors, 

governments 

Interests protected by contract. 

Reduces costs and risks. 

Access to new resources. 

Promotes long-term profit. 

Costly and other 

opportunities are 

foregone. 

Core business information 

sharing is risky.  

Source: Compiled by the author from the research literature. 
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Informal networks consist of more flexible relationships and connections where the purpose of 

any given interaction may not be solely work-related but could also be social or a combination 

of both (Ibarra, 1993). Informal networks include individuals such as family, friends, work 

colleagues, employers and business contacts (Birley, 1985; Das & Teng, 1997). In studies of 

internationalisation, informal networks, such as the social ties of an entrepreneur, are regarded 

as enablers and mediators (Zhou et al., 2007) and as substitutes for resources not accessible to 

entrepreneurs (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003; Chetty &Agndal, 2007). Informal networks are 

useful to firms at the initial stages of development as a means of marshalling resources and 

information (Birley, 1985). Informal networks can serve as bridging ties to a particular foreign 

market during internationalisation, which is critical in minimising information and knowledge 

barriers and improving the quality of exchanges for the purpose of exporting (Leonidou & 

Theodosiou, 2004). Born Global firms rely on close relationships and network partners to gain 

access to specific foreign markets through distribution channels (Madsen & Servais, 1997). 

Entrepreneurs’ informal networks, such as relationships with family and friends, are considered 

an essential source of information for SMEs because they are inexpensive to maintain, regular 

and flexible (Kingsley & Malecki, 2004). The advantages of informal networks are more 

powerful in developing economies: having the “right connection” helps firms to access industry 

resources and government influence (Tseng et al., 2008).  

 

Long-standing and deeply embedded social networks play a more critical role in the 

development and execution of business in Eastern cultures than they do in Western cultures 

(Williamson & Ouchi, 1981; Hamilton, 1996; Redding, 1996). The informal social network in 

Eastern cultures is adopted as a pre-emptive strategy to access information and deploy relevant 

resources. Historical examples include Guanxi in China, kankei in Japan, immak in Korea, and 

blat in Russia (Zhou, Wu & Luo, 2007). The origins of Guanxi can be traced back to over 2000 

years ago: Confucian texts such as the Lunyu (Confucian Analects) refer to lun (relations), and 

can be loosely linked to the notion of Guanxi (Guo et al., 2017). Confucian philosophy 

emphasises strong social relations that bind people to one another based on kith, kinship, and 

geography. Family or group obligations are emphasised in this collectivist outlook, and a 

distinct boundary exists between insiders and outsiders within and between groups, 

communities and organisations (Tsang, 1998; Wilson & Brennan, 2001). Building and 

maintaining informal social networks for exchange is widely recognised as the core idea of the 

Chinese term “Guanxi” (Lovett et al., 1999; Lin, 2001). It is regarded as a relationship of 
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exchange that reflects the basic idea of network capitalism – a system of reciprocity, trust, and 

interdependence that creates value through the effective use of social capital (Redding, 1990; 

Boisot & Child, 1996). Guanxi networks can provide unique access to information resources 

to those who are connected by exclusive or non-redundant personal ties, irrespective of whether 

the nature of the social relations is strong or weak (Burt, 1992, 1997). The referral trust and 

solidarity on which Guanxi is built binds individuals into ties of reciprocity and moral 

obligation and makes for transaction cost efficiency (Standifird & Marshall, 2000; Ramasamy 

et al., 2006), as the risk of reputational harm has a disciplinary effect (Peng, 2003a; Zhang & 

Zhang, 2006). Guanxi serves as a metaphor for doing business and understanding economic 

transactions in China (Redding, 1990; Luo, 2000). 

 

Guanxi can be generally categorised into three types (see table 2.6): (1) the obligatory type 

involves ties of obligation and loyalty to family members or relatives; (2) the reciprocal type 

involves relations of mutual assurance between friends, alumni and colleagues; and (3) the 

utilitarian type involves relations of understanding with acquaintances (Zhang & Zhang, 2006).  

 

Table 2. 6 Three Typologies of Guanxi 

The type of relationship The obligatory type The reciprocal type The utilitarian type 

Chinese term Qinqing Guanxi Renqing Guanxi Jiaoyi Guanxi 

The scope of the 

relationship 

Family members, 

clan members 

Fellow countrymen, 

classmates or alumni, 

and colleagues 

Mere acquaintances 

The nature of the 

relationship 

Psychological 

identification 

Favourable exchanges Rent exchanges 

The factors motivating 

the relationship 

Responsibility and 

obligation 

Reciprocity Utilitarianism 

The factors maintaining 

the relationship 

Full trust Trust and reputation Less trust 

The duration of the 

relationship 

Longest Longer Temporary 

How to enter into the 

relationship (or Guanxi 

base) 

Blood and marriage Common background or 

experience 

Common 

background, an 

intermediary 

Source: Zhang and Zhang (2006). 
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The obligatory type of Guanxi consists of relations between family members, including clan 

members and in-laws. Responsibility, obligation and loyalty are the core ethical characteristics 

of this type of Guanxi. This is the strongest and most fundamental type of Guanxi in Chinese 

society (Hwang, 1987; Yang, 1994), as the family is the basic unit of social organisation in 

China (Peng et al., 2001). The reciprocal type of Guanxi includes all kinds of relationships with 

neighbours, fellow Chinese, classmates, colleagues and other closer friends who share similar 

experiences or have a common background. The reciprocal type of Guanxi encompasses a 

broader set of relationships in China which might be regarded as the first level of the social 

association after the family (Hwang, 1987). The common background and experience shared 

by two members of the Guanxi provide an immediate ground of familiarity, which in turn 

makes for assurance and trust and, at the same time, creates a barrier for competitors and 

adversaries (Vanhonacker, 2004). The reciprocal exchange of favours among members is the 

key mechanism of reproducing social relations in this type of Guanxi (in Chinese terms, 

Renqing) (Lee & Dawes, 2005). The utilitarian Guanxi encompasses relations with general 

acquaintances and is the socially broadest type of Guanxi in China. Membership can be secured 

by a common identity introduction by an intermediary. It does not necessarily involve any 

exchange of favours, but repayment is necessary. Therefore, individuals are typically motivated 

by economic factors when joining utilitarian Guanxi. The three types of Guanxi involve 

different degrees of cognitive proximity (Boschma, 2005). Obligatory and reciprocal types, 

involving as they do close personal relations, are characterised by close cognitive proximity. 

Given the more casual nature utilitarian guanxi relations, the level of cognitive proximity is 

much lower. 

 

However, the benefits of informal networks are limited once firms grow beyond a certain size. 

Firms grow dissatisfied with informal networks because they provide less than optimal 

information about market opportunities (Lechner & Dowling, 2003). As a consequence, firms 

turn to more formal networks (Birley, 1985). Reliance on informal networks hinders efforts to 

internationalise: this process requires a much broader range of inputs than friends and relatives 

can provide (Welter & Kautonen, 2005; Masciarelli, Laursen & Principe, 2009). Guanxi 

networks are based on the exchange of favours between parties and, therefore, a guanxi 

network has to be built on ties interpersonal trust and reputation established over lengthy 



2 Literature Review 

32 
 

periods of time. The costs of building and maintaining guanxi networks in China is high; 

therefore, which will take its toll on firms’ profitability (Park & Luo, 2001).  

 

2.4.3 Formal Networks and Alliances 

Formal networks consist of a set of formally specified relationships among a group of 

differentiated individuals who must come together in order to achieve a specific objective 

(Ibarra, 1993). Such networks include relationships between organisations and individuals such 

as banks, lawyers, accountants, Chambers of Commerce, creditors, venture capitalists and trade 

associations (Birley, 1985; Das & Teng, 1997). Alliances have become popular since the late 

1970s (Mowery et al., 1996). As technologies become more sophisticated, and institutional 

change becomes increasingly profound, innovation by a firm innovation requires collaboration 

with others (Su, Tsang & Peng, 2008; Zhang & Li, 2008). In response, an array of strategic 

alliance types have been developed: the technology license, joint R&D, the sourcing agreement 

and the joint venture (Yasuda, 2005). 

 

Strategic alliances allow new firms to gain the information and resources required to 

internationalise and become active in foreign markets (Nohria & Garcia-Pont, 1991; Baum et 

al., 2000; Johannisson, 2000; Sarkar et al., 2001). Information exchanged through alliances is 

usually tacit in nature and reliable (Larson, 1991; Anand et al., 2002). This enables new firms 

to overcome the liabilities of foreignness as they expand internationally (Lu & Beamish, 2001) 

to maximise their chances of survival and growth. Alliance partners can also provide 

advantages such as economies of scale and scope and more abundant resource endowments to 

support a new firm’s international expansion (Keeble et al., 1998). As alliances can provide 

new resources and reduce costs and risks, establishing alliances with other firms is a practical 

way for smaller firms to acquire the necessary techniques and assistance despite the risks 

involved. Alliances or cooperative arrangements allow internationalising small firms to 

improve the potential for foreign market penetration by providing access to a network of 

additional relationships since networks are essential to smaller firms in overcoming export-

marketing problems. Gomes-Casseres (1994) demonstrates that alliances between SMEs help 

them achieve economies of scale and scope in R&D and to develop new technologies jointly. 

There are three main types of alliance (vertical upstream, horizontal downstream and vertical 
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downstream) which provide a variety of benefits (see table 2.6) for SMEs like Born Global 

firms depending on their technological capabilities (Deeds et al., 1999). 

 

Table 2. 7 Main Types of Alliance and Their Advantages 

Type of alliance Forms Advantages 

Vertical upstream alliance Upstream of the value chain 

(e.g. suppliers) 
• gain technological knowledge  

• reduce R&D costs 

Horizontal alliance The same level of the value 

chain (e.g. competitors) 
• reduce demand uncertainty 

• achieve strategic flexibility 

• explore growth opportunities 

Vertical downstream 

alliance 

Downstream of the value 

chain (e.g. distributions) 
• reduce marketing costs 

• enhance market positions 

• gain complementary 

capabilities 

Source: Compiled by the author from the research literature. 

 

Vertical upstream alliances are the most prevalent alliance type for newly established firms 

(George et al., 2001). The specialised, scientific, and technological knowledge gained from 

upstream alliances not only benefits their R&D (Deeds & Hill, 1996; Oliver & Liebeskind, 

1998; Zucker et al., 2002; Owen-Smith & Powell, 2004), but also reduce costs through the 

sharing of information, expertise, and personnel (Kogut, 1988; Geisler et al., 1990; Geisler, 

1995). A new firm can exploit more specialised technological capabilities and acquire 

knowledge more easily from an upstream alliance partner if the partner’s knowledge is related 

to the new firm’s knowledge domain (Lane & Lubatkin, 1998). Horizontal alliances bring 

together partners at the same level of the value chain of firms (Perry et al., 2004). They enable 

new firms to reduce demand uncertainty, achieve and retain strategic flexibility, give their 

customers a wider range of product choice, and explore growth opportunities (Burgers et al., 

1993; Smith & Barclay, 1997). Meanwhile, new firms develop new products by accessing their 

partners' knowledge of design, prototyping, testing, development, and commercialisation 

(George et al., 2001). However, horizontal alliances are highly unstable and more competitive 

than cooperative (Mowery et al., 1996; Park & Russo, 1996; Khanna et al., 1998; Gnyawali & 

Madhavan, 2001), as partners at the same level of the value chain are often rivals (Hamel et al., 
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1989; Gnyawali et al., 2006). Vertical downstream alliances unite a firm with one or more 

partners who operate downstream of its value chain. This can enhance a new firm’s reputation 

by signalling its ability to develop valuable products (Stuart et al., 1999) and reinforce its 

market positions by avoiding costly and hazardous competition with incumbents, such as legal 

and regulatory competence, manufacturing, distribution and marketing capabilities (Cullen & 

Dibner, 1993; Gans & Stern, 2003; Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004). Complementary capabilities 

gained from a vertical downstream alliance might include operational or non-technological 

knowledge of the downstream partner, which are generally costly to develop, especially for 

new firms. To benefit from downstream alliances, new firms need to effectively counteract the 

risk that downstream partners exploit their negotiating power at their expense (Haeussler, 

Patzelt & Zahra, 2012). 

 

2.4.4 Strength of Network Ties and Dynamic Process 

The ties that link firms to networks tend to be firm-specific and are difficult to imitate (Burt, 

1997). Granovetter (1973, 1985) sets out to specify the intensity and diversity of tie strength 

based on four criteria: (1) the frequency of contact, (2) the emotional intensity of the 

relationship, (3) the degree of intimacy, and (4) reciprocal commitments between the actors 

involved. Granovetter (1973) defines tie strength as a ‘‘combination of the amount of time, the 

emotional intensity, the intimacy and the reciprocal services that characterise the tie’’. Network 

size represents the number of direct links between a firm and others, which determines the 

amount of non-redundant information a firm can access (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973). The 

intensity of a tie is important insofar as it reveals the degree of interaction and trust between 

the actors participating in the relationship (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). The ideal 

entrepreneurial network includes a particular mix of both strong and weak ties (Uzzi, 1997). 

Studies in tie strength point out that both strong and weak ties are useful and contribute to the 

emergence and growth of firms and that the different tie strengths play different roles in firms’ 

development. Both types of ties are considered vital for successful performance (Adler & 

Kwon, 2002).  

 

Strong ties developed over a long period of time through repeated social interactions are 

characterised by referral trust, solidarity and emotional involvement (Granovetter, 1973; Burt, 

1992, 1997; Stuart et al., 1999). Strong ties make for high levels of resource exchange and 



2 Literature Review 

35 
 

innovation. The knowledge exchange arising from strong ties is more efficient and trustworthy 

(Granovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997). Strong ties also give rise to benefits accruing to solidarity. 

These reduce conflict and provide confidence in uncertain environments and are based on the 

pursuit of common goals, collective action, and trust-based cooperation (Krackhardt, 1992). 

Knowledge and resources transferred through such ties are the resources that Born Global 

devote most time and energy to securing in order to overcome their liabilities during the early 

stages of internationalisation (Zucchella et al., 2007). However, strong ties can hamper early 

internationalisation as the quality of information obtained from these resources may not be 

adequate to the discovery of new market opportunities (March, 1991; Uzzi, 1997; Johannisson, 

2000; Goerzen, 2007). Meanwhile, to maintain strong ties, smaller firms have to draw on a 

large body of resources (Hughes & Perrons, 2011).  

 

Weak ties are built with less frequent interactions and limited emotional involvement. These 

are vaguer relationships and, through their mediation, established networks are easier to join. 

These loose and non-affective relationships increase diversity and may provide access to new 

sources of information and offer opportunities to meet new market and social actors 

(Granovetter, 1973; Burt, 1992). Through weak ties, firms can access new information and 

diversify their pools of information sources (Granovetter, 1973, 1985; Hoang & Antoncic, 

2003). This can be beneficial to smaller firms (Granovetter, 1985). The mobilisation of 

resources across communal boundaries and the freedom to exploit new opportunities made 

available by links to external actors via weak ties enhance firms’ capacity to identify 

international opportunity and accelerates their internationalisation (Burt, 1992; McEvily & 

Zaheer, 1999; Koka & Prescott, 2002; Blyler & Coff, 2003; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005a). 

Moreover, the network size of weak ties can grow relatively quickly in comparison to strong 

ties as they require less investment to build and maintain (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005c;). 

 

Firms constantly seek better network resources to improve their network position (Johanson & 

Mattsson, 1992). Research reveals that a firm’s resource needs require some degree of 

dynamism if they are to be updated and renewed (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Coviello, 2006). 

Born Global firms’ networks are dynamic and are characterised by change (Coviello & Munro, 

1995; Coviello, 2006; Hohenthal, Johanson & Johanson, 2014). In order to retain first-mover 

advantages, a Born Global firm must adopt the ‘‘right’’ contacts at the right time to support its 
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early and rapid internationalisation (Freeman, Edwards, & Schroder, 2006; Gabrielsson et al., 

2008). These actors bound by strong ties are more motivated to help the founder than 

counterparts bound by weak ties. Moreover, access costs for founders are relatively low in the 

case of resources secured from strong ties; they can be far below market prices (Starr & 

MacMillan, 1990). Foreign market opportunities arising from strong ties are easier to establish 

and lead to better market performance than opportunities secured from weak ties (Ellis, 2000). 

The more intense the strength of network ties, the higher is the quality of knowledge and more 

efficient its transformation, which improves firms’ competitive advantages (Autio et al., 2000). 

Weak ties are less common during the initial stages because trust and reciprocity are already 

given in strong ties, and this proves instrumental for business activity (Hakansson & Snehota, 

1995; Ellis, 2000).  

 

Table 2. 8 Dynamic Change of Tie Strength in the Born Global Firm’s Development 

Tie strength Initial stage Later stage 

Strong tie Crucial for firms’ survival and early and 

rapid internationalisation. 

Easier to maintain. 

Might restrict access to new resources. 

More expensive to maintain. 

Weak tie Less important due to the lack of 

resources. 

Provides more potential opportunities. 

Grows at a faster rate. 

Source: Compiled by author from the research literature. 

 

Studies suggest that networks whose membership generates positive benefits during the early 

stages of the development of Born Global firms’ may not always exert such a positive influence 

as firms grow beyond a certain size. (Zhao & Aram, 1995; Lechner, Dowling, & Welpe, 2006; 

Goerzen, 2007). As Born Global firm grow, therefore, their evolving demands for different 

resources entail changes to their network structures. At a later stage, the focus of the network 

shifts with the development of the entrepreneur’s social network. New business networks are 

evolutionary (Garnsey, 1998) since more direct business links (e.g. with suppliers, customers, 

and capital providers) and professional links (with bankers, accountants, lawyers, suppliers, 

and government agencies) are established during the firm’s development. Formal relationships, 

such as those with alliance partners, require substantial focus as additional resources are 

exchanged as per the requirements of the formal contractual agreement (Fernhaber & Li, 2013). 
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Both informal and formal networks are merged to serve the immediate needs of new business 

(Butler & Hansen, 1991; Birley et al., 1991; Johannisson, 1996). Weak ties provide access to 

a diverse set of resources: market information, innovative knowledge and potential 

opportunities (Bloodgood et al., 1996). As a result, weak ties become increasingly important 

as Born Global firms grow (Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Jack, 2005). Increased resources derived 

from weak ties, in turn, provide Born Global firms with more opportunities of network choice 

with various tie strengths (Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010).   

 

 

2.5 R&D in Born Global Firms 
Scholars in the field of International Business see innovation as a new combination of existing 

knowledge (Schumpeter, 1934; Nelson & Winter, 1982; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Fleming, 2001; 

Cohen & Malerba, 2001). Both resource-based approaches (Barney, 2014) and knowledge-

based approaches (Kogut & Zander, 1992) to International Business research identify unique 

knowledge as the key contributory factor to innovation and performance on the part of firms 

(Gupta, Melewar, & Bourlakis, 2010). An increasing number of firms have devoted themselves 

to knowledge-seeking activities in recent years (Chesbrough, 2003; Faems et al., 2010). The 

more diverse the knowledge a firm acquires and absorbs, the more it innovates in the form of 

R&D, patent applications and breakthroughs (Garcia-Vega, 2006; Quintana-Garcia & 

Benavides-Velasco, 2008; Srivastava & Gnyawali, 2011). Firms who can draw on multiple 

sources of knowledge sources tend to innovate more, and their innovations are typical of high 

quality (Farms, de Visser, Andries & Van Looy, 2010). Both internal capabilities and external 

sources play crucial roles in the development of innovations (Dosi, 1982; Von Hippel, 1988; 

Laursen & Salter, 2006; Su, Tsang, & Peng, 2009). The use of external knowledge depends on 

the firms’ absorptive capacity, which is accumulated by internal activities such as R&D, 

reverse engineering and licensing (Fu, Diez & Schiller, 2013).  

 

2.5.1 Knowledge  

Knowledge provides particular advantages to firms seeking to enter foreign markets and run 

foreign operations (Kogut & Zander, 1993). Autio et al. (2000) define knowledge as a firm’s 

capacity to apprehend and use relationships among informational factors to achieve intended 

ends. Specialised knowledge, such as tacit knowledge, creates value for customers (Polanyi, 
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1966) which is embedded in individuals and cannot be expressed explicitly or codified in 

written form (Nonaka, 1994). The most crucial knowledge resources, therefore, are unique, 

inimitable, and immobile, reflecting the distinctive pathways of each firm (Dierickx & Cool, 

1989; Grant, 1996a).  

 

Knowledge acquisition is an essential stage of the knowledge transformation process (Huber, 

1991; Crossan et al., 1999; Zollo & Winter, 2002). Huber (1991) divides this into five sub-

processes which are widely accepted as a descriptive scheme of the kind of learning that takes 

place during internationalisation (De Clercq et al., 2012; Fletcher & Harris, 2012; Casillas, 

Barbero & Sapienza, 2015): 

(1) Congenital knowledge is knowledge available at an organisation’s foundation and is 

normally acquired by its founders.  

(2) Grafted knowledge is acquired from individuals or organisations in possession of 

knowledge required by an organisation, for example, managers hired in order to bring 

international experience from outside of the organisation.  

(3) Vicarious knowledge is acquired by observing other organisations in the field and is a 

relatively uncostly process. Vicarious learning is a hybrid process in that it involves both tacit 

and explicit dimensions. 

(4) Experiential knowledge is difficult to acquire ways other than direct activities which are 

dominated by tacit, unconscious processes that a firm undertakes in the process of doing 

business (Casillas, Barbero & Sapienza, 2015). Experiential learning provides immediate 

feedback and re-enforces lessons with tangible outcomes so that it helps firms to innovate, and 

to adapt to changes in the marketplace (Anderson, Covin, & Slevin, 2009).  

(5) Search is the process of seeking explicit information about the external environment, such 

as countries, markets, institutions and targeted areas. The search seeks to uncover ‘‘objective’’ 

knowledge from third parties. Search is the most conscious and explicit learning activities 

(Casillas, Barbero & Sapienza, 2015).  

 

The internationalisation process is based on a stock of knowledge, which in turn is based on 

the company’s specific experiences (Eriksson et al., 2000). Learning is path-dependent, and a 
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firm’s existing knowledge determines how and to what extent new knowledge is assimilated 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Huber, 1991; Zahra & George, 2002). Therefore, a miscellany of 

congenital and grafted knowledge on the part of the founder and managers influence a firm at 

the initial stages of internationalisation, normally exporting (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005b). 

Both congenital and grafted knowledge may help a firm reduce perceived uncertainty and 

identify opportunities as they bring greater knowledge of foreign markets and boost confidence 

in decision-making (Sapienza, Autio, George, & Zahra, 2006; Chandra et al., 2009; Bruneel et 

al., 2010; De Clercq et al., 2012). Congenital knowledge helps firms to become an early 

internationaliser, especially during their earliest stages of development (Oviatt & McDougall, 

1994; Reuber & Fischer, 1997; Chandra et al., 2009; Kocak & Abimbola, 2009; Fletcher & 

Harris, 2012). Grafted knowledge can improve a firm’s capacity to absorb external knowledge 

(Casillas, Barbero & Sapienza, 2015). Knowledge is the most vital factor in R&D, which 

determines the innovation capability and performance of a firm (Gupta, Melewar, & Bourlakis, 

2010). Therefore, firms in the international market seek more diverse knowledge sources to 

stimulate their innovation quality (Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2008; Srivastava & 

Gnyawali, 2011).  

 

2.5.2 Learning 

The learning capacities of a firm play a vital role in its internationalisation (Prieto & Revilla, 

2006). This is especially the case for SMEs; indeed, these capacities are a necessary condition 

of their survival (Chaston, Badger & Sadler-Smith, 2001). Kolb (1984) defines learning as a 

process that transforms the experience into knowledge. There are two levels of learning — 

individual and organisational — by which new knowledge is created within organisations 

(Argyris & Schön, 1978; Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Kim, 1993). For Cohen and Levinthal 

(1990), absorptive capacity is essential to a firm’s learning process: this is a firm’s capacity to 

recognize, on the basis of prior knowledge, the value of new external information, and to 

assimilate and apply it for commercial purposes. The transformation of individual learning into 

organisational learning occurs when a member of an organisation generates or acquires 

knowledge and shares it with others, giving that knowledge a common meaning (Huber, 1991; 

Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999).  
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International Business scholars discovered the connection between learning and 

internationalisation in the 1960s. Carlson (1966) argues that a lack of experience and 

knowledge increases the risk of a firm’s failure to internationalise. The Uppsala model also 

underscores the importance of a firm’s foreign market knowledge for internationalisation 

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

internationalisation knowledge and market-specific knowledge are identified by Johanson and 

Vahlne (1977) as two forms of knowledge required for internationalisation. The international 

new ventures model views knowledge as an enabling factor for early and rapid 

internationalisation (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Autio, Sapienza, & Almeida, 2000). Johanson 

and Vahlne (1977) believe market knowledge is more important as it involves knowledge about 

the particular characteristics of foreign markets and individual customers, which directly 

influences a firm’s foreign market commitment and success. Other studies argue that 

knowledge of foreign business practices and foreign institutions, acquired through entry into 

culturally diverse markets, can mediate the effects of internationalisation and mitigate the risk 

of its failure (Eriksson et al., 1997; Eriksson, Majkgard et al., 2000; Eriksson, Johanson et al., 

2000).  

 

Internationalisation, on the other way around, can also enhance firms’ capacity for innovation 

by diversifying its knowledge resources and maximising organisational learning opportunities 

(Kotabe, 1990; Hitt et al., 1997). Exporting increases the knowledge of firms enabling them to 

improve products and boost competitiveness in global markets (Helpman, Melitz, & Yeaple, 

2004; Girma, Kneller, & Pisu, 2005; Greenaway & Kneller, 2007). Exporting is, in fact, an 

effective method of organisational learning which affords firms opportunities to access 

knowledge from foreign markets to carry out both within-paradigm and paradigm 

improvements (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1998; Yeoh, 2004; Singh, 2009). Exporters are more 

innovative than non-exporters because of the marketing and technological knowledge they 

absorb through their exporting activities (Yeoh, 2004). The diversity of marketing knowledge 

gained through relationships with customers in different international markets helps exporters 

to fine-tune and customise their products and services (March, 1991; Clerides, Lach, & Tybout, 

1998). Exporting, furthermore, boosts the innovative capacity of firms by providing access to 

important channels of technology and learning, such as the professional and technical expertise 

of industry and trade associations, trading partners and B2B customers (Clerides et al., 1998; 
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Salomon & Shaver, 2005). There is a positive and significant link between internationalisation 

and firms’ capacity for innovation (Pla-Barber & Alegre, 2006).  

 

Emerging-market exporters have also benefited from exporting in terms of innovation 

performance (Amsden, 1989; Hobday, 1995). In latecomer countries, firms rely heavily on 

foreign customers to acquire advanced codified knowledge and to better absorb codified 

knowledge from foreign partners. However, learning from exporting activity poses different 

challenges in emerging markets as opposed to developed countries. Emerging-market exporters 

have relatively weak R&D resources and less developed domestic institutional environments 

(Piperopoulos, Wu & Wang, 2018). Emerging-market exporters find, therefore, that 

information advantage is hard to translate into an innovation advantage (Navas-Aleman, 2011). 

This kind of translation usually requires, on the part of exporters, technological capabilities, 

absorptive capacity, and close and direct relationships with technologically sophisticated 

customers (Ingram, 2002; Salomon, 2006; Li et al., 2010; Salomon & Jin, 2010; Alcacer & 

Oxley, 2014; Smith, 2014). Unfortunately, emerging-market exporters tend to be 

disadvantaged in all of these areas. They have to learn indirectly and develop innovations by 

observing, incorporating and sharing others’ experiences through their leaders, industry 

competitors, and other firms in their networks which operate in developed countries (Banerjee 

et al., 2015).  

 

2.5.3 Innovation 

Innovation is defined by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

as ‘‘the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good or service), or 

process, a new marketing method, or a new organisational method in business practices, 

workplace organisation or external relations’’ (OCDE, 2005). Innovation directly influences 

the competitiveness of organisations in the market (Damanpour, 1991). With the advent of 

globalisation in recent decades, innovative businesses have become more international at a 

faster rate than those that are not (Coviello & Jones, 2004; Rialp et al., 2005; Aspelund et al., 

2007). Early innovators in developing markets can generate advantages in terms of market 

share and achieve technological advantages over competitors (Lieberman & Montgomery, 

1988; Kerin, Varadarajan, & Peterson, 1992; Bowman & Gatignon, 1996; Robinson & Min, 

2002).  
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Most Born Global firms are typically SMEs which suffer resource constraints (Mort & 

Weerawardena, 2006; Martin, Javalgi & Cavusgil, 2017). A capacity for innovation capability 

is a vital prerequisite of SME success and survival (Rhee et al., 2010; Rosenbusch et al., 2011; 

Ren, Eisingerich & Tsai, 2015). Such a capacity is widely recognised as an important factor in 

the development of new products (Wind & Mahajan, 1997). Studies find SMEs to be successful 

innovators (Rosenbusch et al., 2011; Verhees & Meulenberg, 2004) and one of the most 

significant drivers of innovation globally, which produce more breakthrough or radically 

innovative products and services in comparison to their counterparts (Baumol, 2006). For 

exporting firms, innovation capacities enable them to obtain new technologies, increase 

productivity and develop new products and services (Hall & Mairesse, 1995; Kafouros, 

Buckley, Sharp, & Wang, 2008). Capacities for innovation capability also enables firms to 

respond quickly to rapid changes in highly competitive global markets and to act in a more 

timely fashion to the market offers timely than their competitors (Zahra & Covin, 1995; 

Gunday et al., 2011).  

 

2.5.4 Dynamic Capability and Innovation Strategies 

Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) define dynamic capabilities as “the organisational and strategic 

routines by which firms achieve new resource configurations as markets emerge, collide, split, 

evolve and die’’. Dynamic capabilities are the processes that the firm has learned from market 

sources, network relationships, and its own internal capacity for learning (Nelson & Winter, 

1982; Dosi, 1988; Teece et al., 1997). They are built through the creation, integration and 

configuration of knowledge. The performance of a firm is influenced by changes in resources, 

operational routines and competencies, which are linked to dynamic capabilities (Helfat & 

Raubitschek, 2000; Zollo & Winter, 2002). Market-focused learning capability, internally 

focused learning capability, networking capability, and marketing capability are the most 

critical elements in a Born Global firm’s internationalisation and international performance 

(Weerawardena et al., 2007). The early internationalisation and high-value-added products 

developed by Born Global firms are made possible by their dynamic capabilities combined 

with the founder’s qualities, such as international entrepreneurial orientation, a general learning 

orientation, and prior international experience. Learning and knowledge are generally key 

prerequisites and outcomes of early internationalisation (De Clercq, Sapienza, Yavuz, & Zhou, 

2012).  
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The R&D strategy of Born Global firms might switch due to their dynamic capability during 

their internationalisations. Innovation and imitation are both theoretically viable innovation 

strategies (Zhou, 2006). Scholars argue that innovation can increase firms’ market shares in the 

existing markets and seek to enter new markets (Gunday et al., 2011). Innovator of the market 

can achieve many robust competitive advantages (Lieberman & Montgomery, 1988, 1998), 

such as market-creating opportunity, consumer preferences shaper, and even change 

consumer’s basic behaviour (Pilzer, 1990; Szymanski et al., 1995). Scholars also argue that 

innovator eliminates performance gaps caused by uncertainties in the external environment 

(Damanpour & Evan, 1984). Radicalness and extensiveness are two important aspects to 

measure a firm’s innovation performance. Scholars find that radical innovations not only 

enhance a firm’s performance in sales, profitability and market share but also improve a firm’s 

competitive ability by offering novel functionalities and distinct customer benefits, fostering 

the growth and renewal of firms. Some radical innovations can create new market opportunities, 

or even create a new standard for a firm to dominate the market (Tellis, Prabhu, & Chandy, 

2009; Reinders et al., 2010; Bao et al., 2012; Sainio, Ritala, & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2012; 

Zhou & Li, 2012; O'Connor & Rice, 2013). The adoption of innovation extensiveness may 

enhance firms’ effectiveness and competitiveness (Damanpour & Gopalakrishnan, 1998).  

 

Imitation is a strategy which has been more widely adopted by firms worldwide (Kerin et al., 

1992; Golder & Tellis, 1993; Schnaars, 1994). Cavusgil and Knight (2015) find that imitation 

also creates new product development and new markets entry opportunities. In addition, 

imitation can lead to a better performance of a firm in the existing markets as a result of the 

need to reinvent different aspects of the firm’s operations. Scholars divide imitation into several 

different degrees, such as imitative innovation and pure clones (Schnaars, 1994; Shankar et al., 

1998). Firms with imitation strategy demonstrate some characteristics which suit for late-

comers with resource constraints in the international markets. For late-comers, imitation is a 

natural learning strategy to develop innovation capability (Hobday, 1995). Imitative innovation, 

however, is not recognised as imitation, which is generally incremental innovation (Garcia & 

Calantone, 2002). Imitative innovation is found absorbing new technology from overseas, 

especially for firms in developing countries to acquire and improve on technological 

capabilities from advanced industrial economies (Kim & Nelson, 2000). Unlike the simple 

replication in production, imitative innovation does produce novelty. Also, firms taking 

imitative innovation strategy can improve their technology capability during the process and 
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consequently improve their product quality (Yu, Yan & Assimakopoulos, 2015). Innovative 

imitation strategy is effective for late-comers in the market to grow faster than pioneers, reduce 

gaps with pioneers, and, consequently, overtake the pioneer (Shankar et al., 1998; Zhang & 

Markman, 1998). Comparing to pioneers which have to invest many resources on research, 

imitators can acquire information from existing products for their product development 

(Schnaars, 1994), which costs much lower for imitators in R&D of products and brings firms 

with imitation strategy better product performances (Bolton, 1993). From the market aspect, 

late-comers take fewer risks than pioneers (Lieberman & Montgomery, 1998). Imitators have 

the opportunity to identify a superior position and introduce improved products to better serve 

customers, as markets are usually not well-formed at initials and innovators may make mistakes 

on their market and product strategies (Shankar et al., 1998). 

 

2.5.5 Resource-based Views and Knowledge-based Views 

Resource-based approaches seek to explain firms with a culture of innovation develop and 

leverage knowledge and organisational capabilities (Penrose, 1959; Rumelt, 1984; Wernerfelt, 

1984; Teece & Pisano, 1994; Grant, 1996b). Organisational capabilities and performance are 

determined by different resource endowments (Barney, 1991; Teece and Pisano, 1994; Grant, 

1996b). The integration of the specialist knowledge of each individual is the foundation of 

organisational capabilities (Solow, 1957; Dierickx & Cool, 1989; Leonard-Barton, 1992; 

Conner & Prahalad, 1996; Grant, 1996b).  

 

A resource-based approach has been adopted to explain the growth of small firms and also to 

account for their internationalisation activities. A firm’s management team is vital in resource 

building in international markets as they control access to international networks (Wernerfelt, 

1984). These interpersonal links can be transferred by entrepreneurs with experience of work 

in rapidly internationalising firms to other firms to improve their international performance. In 

the resource-based view, this type of embedded social capital is hard to replicate since it is an 

inherent, firm-specific intangible resource (Peng & Luo, 2000; Mitchell et al., 2000). Among 

Born Global firms, studies show that both human and organisational capital resources have a 

significant impact on Born Global firms’ foreign success (Rialp & Rialp, 2006).  
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A knowledge-based approach emerged from the resource-based approach by focussing on 

intangible resources rather than on physical assets. In this perspective, knowledge is the most 

important resource, and heterogeneous knowledge bases across firms are the main determinants 

of differences in performance (Decarolis & Deeds, 1999). Johanson and Vahlne (2003) propose 

that a critical part of the strategic management of internationalisation comprises the 

development, integration, and transfer of knowledge. SMEs can transfer knowledge learned in 

foreign environments across foreign markets (Blomstermo, Eriksson, Lindstrand, & Sharma, 

2004). The international new ventures accumulate and transfer knowledge faster than other 

firms. Born Global firms are organisations that apply knowledge-based resources to sell their 

products and services to achieve high levels of performance in foreign markets from or near 

their founding. The specific knowledge base of Born Global firms enhances its organisational 

capabilities (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). The competitive advantage of Born Global consists 

mainly of a specific type of knowledge (Prashantham, 2005). Born Global firms can 

internationalise as large MNEs if they can derive competitive advantage from this knowledge 

base.  

 

 

2.6 Market Strategy in Born Global Firms 
Mintzberg (1994) defines a strategy as an organisational plan developed overtime on the basis 

of previous experience. The resources and capabilities from which a firm derives its 

competitive advantages need to be analysed to grasp a strategy in full. Although Born Global 

firms have attracted a lot of scholarly attention in international business research, studies of 

market strategy are still limited (Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, Saarenketo & McNaughton, 2012; 

Sui & Baum, 2014). 

 

2.6.1 Performance 

As the study of Born Global firms is relatively young, there is no sure-fire method to measure 

the performance of Born Global firms. Hult et al. (2008) observe that the performance measures 

for Born Global firms are an arbitrary mix of financial performance, operational performance, 

and overall effectiveness measures. Trudgen and Freeman (2014) also argue that no definitive 

set of characteristics and strategies should be used in the measures used to evaluate the 

performance of Born Global firms. Also, performance should be measured across a firm’s 
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development processes, for example, measures of an entrepreneur’s ambitions should be taken 

into account in the first phase of development; operational performance and overall 

effectiveness measures should be taken into account in the later phases, traditional financial 

measures are more relevant (Trudgen & Freeman, 2014). 

 

Indexes like sales growth, export growth, profitability survival, global market share, 

improvements in a strategic position and global competitiveness have all been adopted to 

measure the performance of Born Global firms (Zhou et al. 2007; Efrat & Shoham 2012). 

Internationalisation, for example, is usually measured by the ratio of foreign sales to total sales. 

Studies of SME internationalisation widely adopt it as exporting is a major mode of foreign 

market entry for SMEs (Majocchi et al., 2005). The ratio of foreign assets to total assets, 

overseas subsidiaries to total subsidiaries, and foreign employees to total employment are 

generally used to measure the structural attributes of internationalisation. The number of 

foreign markets is a traditional measure for the geographical scope of international business. 

In recent years, the “region” has gradually replaced “country” as a unit of spatial analysis in 

the world economy (Buckley & Ghauri, 2004). A region is constituted by similarities in culture, 

customer needs, regulatory environment, and level of social and economic development, a 

more relevant unit of analysis in international business research (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 

2003; Rugman & Verbeke, 2004). International orientation is usually measured by the level of 

international experiences, such as the number of managers with international working 

experience (Bloodgood, Sapienza, & Almeida, 1996) and the ratio of upper managers’ 

international experience to the total number of years of work experience, as international 

orientation positively correlates with upper management’s international experience (Sullivan, 

1994).  

 

2.6.2 Entry Mode and Market Channel 

Entry mode selection is a crucial decision in internationalisation strategies (Pinho, 2007; 

Francioni, Musso & Vardiabasis, 2013). Studies in small firm performance have found that 

performance is positively related to the choice of an appropriate entry mode (Lu & Beamish, 

2001; Brouthers & Nakos, 2004). Exporting is the most common entry mode for Born Global 

firms (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Fan & Phan, 2007). Exporting is an important method of 

entering a foreign market: it is highly flexible and enables firms to change systems and 
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approaches quickly and cost-effectively (Buckley & Casson, 1998). Born Global firms 

specialising in high-tech have also adopted licensing and joint ventures as entry modes (Burgel 

& Murray, 2000; Bell et al., 2003). The first foreign market it chooses to enter will have a 

significant influence on a Born Global firm’s performance (Moen, 2002; Moen & Servais, 2002; 

Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Efrat & Shoham, 2012). The psychic distance is a vital factor in the 

initial market selection of Born Global firms, which remains unclear. Some scholars argue that 

Born Global firms are mainly network-driven and focus on opportunity recognition 

exploitation behaviour. Therefore, the psychic distance of the initial market plays a little role 

in market selection (Freeman et al. 2006; Freeman & Cavusgil 2007). Other scholars, however, 

suggest that Born Global firms also control their international expansion to geographic regions 

(Lopez et al. 2008). Empirical study also illustrates that some Born Global firms initially select 

psychically proximate markets to reduce risks (Freeman et al., 2012a, b). 

 

Few studies discuss the entry channel adopted by Born Global firms during internationalisation. 

Gabrielsson and Kirpalani (2004) present three channels: MNE, networks and the Internet. 

MNEs can act as systems integrators for Born Global firms in international markets. 

Outsourcing by MNEs can help Born Global firms to leverage their expertise in design, 

operations, production and research (Prashantham & Birkinshaw, 2008). They build and 

leverage relationships with a primary customer to become partners. This type of collaboration 

is based on a common vision and set of objectives and the potential width and depth of the 

relationship across the business. Through cooperative association, Born Global firms can 

benefit from foreign distributors’ specific competencies and maximise the performance of 

downstream business activities abroad (Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004). 

 

The networking is recognised as an important resource in both process theory of 

internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) and INV model (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 

Pre-firm experience of entrepreneurs is regarded as a vital element relating to the networks 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1990; McDougall, Shane, & Oviatt, 1994). Among Chinese Born Global 

case firms, Zucchella, Palamara and Denicolai (2007) mention that the networking drives for 

the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. Networks, such as foreign distributors, 

built through entrepreneur’s pre-firm experience can help Born Global firms to overcome 

liabilities of foreignness and newness efficiently (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt 2003). These 
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networks also help Born Global firms to respond rapidly to evolving customer needs, 

competitor actions and shifting environmental contingencies. There is a positive relationship 

between the focus of international marketing and the importance of the foreign distribution 

channel (Mortanges & Vossen, 1999; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004).  

 

The Internet can mitigate the liabilities of foreignness and newness (Kotha, Rindova, & 

Rothaermel, 2001), which contributes to faster globalisation (Arenius, Sasi, & Gabrielsson, 

2005). The Internet not only supports the export activities of Born Global firms (Moen, 2002) 

but also facilitates rapid cash flows (Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004). The Internet can be used 

differently according to various marketing purposes in the internationalisation of Born Global 

firms (Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2011). The Internet can be used as the direct sales channel 

for both promotion and to generate customers and handle product fulfilment. Born global firms 

can sell to indirect channel partners through the Internet as well. Combining with indirect 

channels, the Internet can create multiple sales channels for Born Global firms. Born Global 

firms with a B2B business, however, are less suitable for Internet-based trade other than 

salesperson mode. The B2B business usually is with higher asset specificity. The number of 

customers is relatively smaller, and the size of the transaction is usually larger (Loane, 2006).  

 

2.6.3 Market Selection 

There are two types of generic internationalisation strategies, narrow geographic scope and 

broad geographic scope, are discussed in market scope literature. The Uppsala model suggests 

that firms follow a path of gradual internationalisation to reduce the uncertainty and risk caused 

by psychic distance (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Markets not characterised by long psychic 

distance could provide a familiar cultural and business environment for firms to leverage their 

home country competencies and survive in new markets with greater ease (Gomes & 

Ramaswamy, 1999). Most Born Global firms, however, have had no domestic operations prior 

to their first exports (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt 2003). Moreover, entrepreneurial Born Global 

firms are networks driven and focussed on opportunity recognition and exploitation behaviour. 

Psychically distant markets are often selected in early phases of development (Freeman et al. 

2006; Freeman & Cavusgil 2007). By contrast, other studies document instances where Born 

Global firms enter a particular region (Lopez et al. 2008) or select psychically proximate 

markets, only to relocate to psychically distant markets afterwards (Freeman et al. 2012). The 
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precise importance of the issue of psychic distance in the first market selection of Born Global 

firm is, therefore, unclear. 

 

In international business, there is a positive relationship between market growth and a firm’s 

international performance (Whitelock, 2002). However, the market growth of Born Global 

firms is an under-researched topic (Trudgen & Freeman, 2014). Small firms prefer to select 

lead markets and markets with high growth opportunities as their target markets (Jolly & 

Bechler, 1992; Crick & Jones, 2000). Many Born Global firms tend to seek entry into niche 

markets (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996), which are relatively small and less competitive (Porter, 

1980). Relatively strong competitive positioning in niche markets enables Born Global firms 

to achieve excellent post-entry performance (Jolly & Bechler, 1992). Born Global firms usually 

seek entry into other markets soon after the first market entry. Overcoming the liabilities of 

foreignness entailed by rapid consecutive entry may place a substantial strain on firms’ 

configuration, finances, resources and capabilities (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt 2003). 

 

2.6.4 De-internationalisation 

De-internationalisation is the phenomenon of disinvestment from an external market on the 

part of a firm and which remains relatively unstudied (Bell et al., 2001; Ellis & Pecotich, 2001; 

Welch & Welch, 2009; Javalgi et al., 2011; Vissak et al., 2012). De-internationalisation entails 

full withdrawal from foreign markets (Welch & Welch, 2009), or take the form of exiting from 

or reducing operations in one or more countries. Firms may also decrease their ownership of 

foreign subsidiaries or make some foreign staff redundant (Benito & Welch, 1997; Johanson 

& Vahlne, 2009).  

 

De-internationalisation may occur at any stage of a firm’s internationalisation. Most occur in 

the inception stage of internationalisation (Welch & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1980; Benito & Welch, 

1997). The phenomenon is attested among both slow internationalisers (Bell, McNaughton, 

Young, & Crick, 2003; Crick, 2004) and fast internationalisers (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995; 

Mudambi & Zahra, 2007). Nationalisation, expropriation or economic boycotts can force firms 

to de-internationalise (Benito & Welch, 1997; Fletcher, 2001). Most firms de-internationalise 

voluntarily, however. External factors such as decreased foreign and/or increased local demand 

(Welch & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1980), competition (Javalgi et al., 2011), resource costs 
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(Boddewyn, 1979), exchange rate variations (Crick, 2004; Welch & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1980) 

and thus, lost price competitiveness (Welch & Welch, 2009) can all cause de-

internationalisation. It can also be triggered by the following: when firms change their overall 

international commitment (Benito & Welch, 1994); when firms adjust their long-term goals 

(Akhter & Choudry, 1993); when firms become dissatisfied with their foreign activities 

(Javalgi et al., 2011); when there is a decline of overall performance (Swoboda et al., 2011); 

and when firms find themselves short of experience, competencies, resources, suitable 

governance structures and network relationships. (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995; Bell et al., 2003; 

Mudambi & Zahra, 2007). De-internationalisation is viewed as a strategic choice (Benito, 

2005).  

 

2.6.5 The Internationalisation Stage and Success of Born Global Firms 

The phenomenon of Born Global firm arose since the late 1980s illustrates a significant 

difference to the traditional stage modes of internationalisation (Welch & Luostarinen, 1988; 

Rennie, 1993; Madsen & Servais, 1997). However, several scholars propose that the 

internationalisation of Born Global also following with stages (Hashai & Almor, 2004; 

Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & Zucchella, 2008; Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 

2013). These studies have divided the internationalisation of Born Global firms into three 

similar stages, from initial idea generation and creation, through to maturity. For instance, 

Coviello (2006) applies three stages from the four-stage framework developed by Kazanjian 

(1988) to investigate International New Ventures from New Zealand. Mathews and Zander 

(2007) categorise the development as an entrepreneurial process with three phases: (1) the 

discovery of new opportunities, (2) the deployment of resources in the exploitation of these 

opportunities, and (3) engagement with competitors. The development of Born Global firms is 

described as growth and resource accumulation and break out three phrases (Gabrielsson et al. 

2008), or start-up, pre-internationalisation, and post-internationalisation (Rialp-Criado et al., 

2010). Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson (2013) introduce a more detailed model of International 

New Venture development with four phrases: creation, commercialisation and foreign entries, 

rapid growth and foreign expansion, and rationalisation and foreign maturity.  

 

There is still no clear definition of international success in the research of Born Global firms. 

Few studies attempt to measure the success of firms in overseas markets with some sets of 

performance, such as overseas market share, profitability and growth. For instance, Manolova 
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and Manev (2004) combine both internal and external determinants and some measures of 

performance. Studies suggest that the measurement of performance could be viewed from the 

national level to industry and firm levels (Buckley et al., 1988). Research in the literature barely 

adopts any stage or phase models to define oversea success. 

 

 

2.7 Interactions of the Characteristics of Born Global Firms 
A large number of published studies focus on describing, understanding and interpreting the 

reasons underlying the emergence of early and rapid internationalising firms in various 

industries from different economies. Many differentiating characteristics and external factors 

about Born Global firms have been revealed both at the firm level and at the macro level. 

Numerous scholars highlight causal relationships of topics under one research area of Born 

Global firms, such as prior international experience and entrepreneurial motivation in the 

research of entrepreneurship, knowledge and innovation capability in the firm’s R&D, and 

early strategic marketing and international performance. As the literature developed, scholars 

begin to dig into more interactions between characteristics to examine Born Global firms, 

especially the linkages of those factors under different research areas. These explorations 

provide more robust knowledge to build frameworks for the research of Born Global firms. 

 

The founder or the founding team contributes to almost every aspect of a Born Global firm 

during its internationalisation. Numerous studies examine the potential antecedent to early 

internationalisation of the entrepreneurial orientation (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Jones & 

Coviello, 2005; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Zhou, 2007). Entrepreneurship literature highlights 

that products or services established by entrepreneurs are highly related to their previous 

working places and industries. These experiences facilitate to build diversified social and 

professional cross-border network (Reuber & Fischer, 1997; Musteen, Datta, & Francis, 2014). 

An entrepreneur's network has the potential to identify, interpret and take advantage of foreign 

business opportunities (Johanson & Vahlne 2003). These established networks enable Born 

Global firms to access key foreign customers, suppliers and to seek partners (Freeman et al., 

2006; Weerawardena et al., 2007) so that they can prevail over cultural distance from foreign 

lead markets from inception (Autio et al., 2000; Bell et al., 2001; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). 

The learning orientation of the entrepreneurs provides specific learning capabilities to Born 

Global firms (Weerawardena et al., 2007). These entrepreneurs also normally view exporting 
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as a learning opportunity to accumulate new knowledge about internationalisation (Cohen & 

Levinthal, 1990; Burpitt & Rondineli, 1998). From an enterprise perspective, innovation is 

particularly the domain of entrepreneurs (Schumpeter, 1942). Entrepreneurial firms continually 

seek to create products and operating methods based on developing new technologies 

(Mintzberg, 1973; Miller & Friesen, 1984; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Zahra et al., 2000). 

Research has explored that innovation is a critical entrepreneurial process in competitive 

international markets (Miller & Friesen, 1984; Steensma et al., 2000; Zahra et al., 2000). 

Meanwhile, internationalisation itself is an innovative act (Schumpeter, 1939; Simmonds & 

Smith, 1968; Casson, 2000). 

 

Some studies examine the entrepreneurial marketing strategy among Born Global firms and 

International New Ventures (Mort, Weerawardena, & Liesch 2012; Hallback & Gabrielsson 

2013). Early international decisions, such as the market selection and entry strategy decisions, 

in early and rapid internationalising firms are mainly made by often highly educated 

entrepreneurs or dynamic entrepreneurial teams with previous international experience and 

industrial knowledge (Boter & Holmquist, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Keeble et al., 1998; 

Knight, 2000; Crick et al., 2001; Agndal & Axelsson, 2002). These knowledge enable 

entrepreneurs to recognise opportunities specific to the particular markets (McDougall, Oviatt, 

& Shrader, 2003; Johanson & Martín, 2015), and to devise marketing strategy appropriate for 

foreign markets (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Weerawardena et al., 2007). Therefore, a few 

studies examine that Born Global firms entry new foreign markets focusing strategically on the 

size of the market and its ability to be a lead market rather than psychic distance (Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996; Autio et al., 2000; Bell et al., 2004; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Entrepreneurs 

with prior experience, especially knowledge in related industries, make better market strategies 

(Westhead, Wright, & Ucbasaran, 2001; Sorensen & Madsen, 2012), which enhances oversea 

performance (Knight, 2000; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Jones & Coviello, 2005; Kuivalainen et 

al., 2007; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Weerawardena et al., 2007). Most recently, scholars 

propose a positive relationship between international entrepreneurial orientation and export 

performance (Jantunen et al., 2008; Knight & Kim, 2009; Zhang et al., 2009; Sorensen & 

Madsen, 2012; Racela & Thoumrungroje, 2014; Martin et al., 2018). 

 

Undertaking early and rapid internationalisations, firms typically acquire resources and 
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knowledge through networks (Johanson & Vahlne 2003; Mahmood et al., 2011), which is 

emphasised by the network view (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004; Jones & Coviello, 2005). 

Networks like alliances, distributors, suppliers, buyers, and sellers help new ventures to access 

international knowledge instead of accumulating the knowledge themselves (Knight & 

Cavusgil 1996; Fernhaber et al., 2009; Yu et al., 2011), to overcome constraints, such as lacking 

resources, poor access to economies of scale, and risk aversion (Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 

2006). These contacts can track from the earlier experience of the entrepreneur and the 

founding team (Laantia, Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2007; Freeman et al., 2010). 

Weerawardena et al. (2007) propose that the early internationalisation is a result of advanced 

internal and external learning and networking capabilities. There are three types of learning 

discovered through business networks (Hakansson & Johanson, 2001; Pahlberg, 2001; 

Johanson & Vahlne, 2003), learning specific activities from a partner in a customer-supplier 

relationship, learning skills from one partner and transferring and using them in other 

relationships, and learning how to coordinate activities in the relationship with partner firms. 

No matter what learning from initial customers or learning form developed channel partners, 

Born Global firms adopt networks of both formal and informal contacts to speed up the pace 

of learning and reduce risks (Gabrielsson et al., 2008). 

 

Therefore, networking plays a significant role in opportunity recognition and exploitation 

(Crick & Spence, 2005; Mort & Weerawardena, 2006; Zhou, Wu & Luo, 2007; Yu et al., 2011). 

Opportunities created through networks, both formal and informal, determine a Born Global 

firm’s foreign market selection and mode of entry (Coviello & Munro, 1997; Chetty & Wilson 

2003; Freeman & Cavusgil, 2007; Nordman & Melen, 2008). The impact of networks is 

essential for the Born Global firms at their initials, due to the normal resource inadequacy. 

Several studies find that the entrepreneur’s personal networks supply the market selection and 

choice of entry mode at the inception of the firm (Coviello & Munro, 1997; Keeble et al., 1998; 

Crick & Jones, 2000; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). Also, the network affects the quality of 

strategic decision of a firm in the international markets. Numerous scholars highlight that 

internationalising firms utilise the knowledge acquired from their networks to enhance the 

strategic planning process minimise inherent weaknesses, attain greater strategic flexibility, 

refine and implement marketing strategy (Welch & Welch, 1996; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; 

Crick & Spence 2005; Gilmore et al., 2006). The link existing between networking capabilities 

and international performance within a firm have been examined. Many scholars examine 
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networking capability as a crucial contributor to the international performance of a firm (Knight 

& Cavusgil, 2004; Jones & Coviello, 2005; Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006; Gilmore et 

al., 2006; Mort & Weerawardena, 2006; Zhou, Wu & Luo, 2007). More importantly, both pre-

existing contacts and further developed networks can directly determine the speed of the firm’s 

internationalisation (Autio et al., 2000; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005b; Zhou, Wu & Luo, 2007; 

Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). 

 

In international business, knowledge and resources provide particular advantages to the firm’s 

foreign activities (Kogut & Zander, 1993), which influences various capabilities and strategies 

of a firm (Crick & Jones, 2000; Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004). The fast pace of technological 

change leads to the expansion of growing niche markets in the world in the last several decades 

(Lawless & Anderson, 1996). Customers worldwide have learned to seek out customised 

products, which forms more niche markets and provides business opportunities for small firms 

with advantages in unique technologies and innovation (Rennie, 1993; Oviatt & McDougall 

1994; Coviello & Munro 1995; Rialp-Criado, Rialp-Criado, & Knight 2002; Knight & 

Cavusgil 2004). The niche market strategy also helps small firms to decrease potential risks 

(Jain, 1985; Dalgic & Leeuw, 1994; Knight & Cavusgil; 1996). Numerous studies identify that 

innovation is one of the major core strengths of Born Global firms to compete in global markets 

(Madsen & Servais, 1997; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Efrat, Gilboa & 

Yonatany, 2017). Based on knowledge-based competitive advantages, new ventures could 

launch innovative, unique products towards their target foreign markets, which helps Born 

Global firms to develop firm-specific business strategies (Rennie 1993; Aspelund & Moen 

2001; Almor & Hashai 2004; Hashai & Almor 2004). For Born Global firms in the fast-

growing high-tech industries, they adopt the differentiation strategy with the innovative and 

technology-leading products for particular international markets. (Rennie, 1993; Bloodgood et 

al., 1996; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Meanwhile, some scholars argue that the born global 

phenomenon can occur in low-tech sections (Moen, 2002; Rialp et al., 2005). Gaining 

competitive advantages through offering specialised and customised products, superior 

services and improving product quality, Born Global firms still apply the differentiation 

strategy to distinguish from their competitors in the international markets (Rennie, 1993; Bell, 

1995; McDougall et al., 2003; Knight, Madsen & Servais, 2004). 
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The benefits a firm brings to market performance through its advantages in recourse, 

knowledge, learning and innovation are obvious. Many studies exam the role of organisational 

resources and competencies to facilitate superior performance in Born Global firms (Moen & 

Servais, 2002; Zahra et al., 2003; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005c; Rialp & Rialp, 2006). Both 

internal and external resources provide sufficient knowledge to the firms. Knowledge-based 

competitive advantages enable Born Global firms to launch unique products which allow them 

to achieve a sort of monopolistic advantage in the international markets (Hymer, 1976), which 

could drive superior performance overseas (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Studies exam a positive 

relationship existing between the knowledge intensity of entrepreneurial firms and their growth 

in international sales (Autio et al., 2000; Zahra et al., 2000). Resources also promote various 

capabilities within the firm. Learning capabilities are positively associated with superior 

international performance in Born Global firms (Jantunen et al., 2008; Zhou, Barnes, & Lu, 

2010). Market-focused learning capability and internal learning capability are crucial to the 

development of knowledge-intensive products which significantly foster accelerated 

internationalisation (Weerawardena et al., 2007). As another essential driver for the 

development of unique products, the innovation capability of a small firm is particularly vital 

to its international success (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Rhee et al., 2010; Rosenbusch et al., 

2011; Ren, Eisingerich & Tsai, 2015) and correlates positively with a firm’s performance (Hult, 

Hurley, & Knight, 2004). Firms with strong innovation records tend to internationalise earlier 

and better than the firm that lacks this history (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015; Knight, 2015).  

 

 

2.8 Research into Chinese Born Global Firms 
Although Born Global firms have become a fashionable topic in International Business 

research over the last few decades, studies of Born Global firms from emerging economies are 

limited (Wood et al., 2011; Nowiński & Rialp, 2013; Knight & Liesch, 2016; Dzikowski, 2018). 

As the largest emerging economy in the world, China has been through a dramatic economic 

change in the last few decades. Scholars identify the phenomenon of Born Global firms from 

China only recently (Zhou, Wu & Luo, 2007; Chen, Zou & Wang, 2009; Zhang, Tansuhaj & 

McCullough, 2009; Naude & Rossouw, 2010; Zhou, Wu & Barnes, 2012; De Clercq, Sapienza 

& Zhou, 2014). According to the bibliometric analysis of Born Global firms research conducted 

by Dzikowski (2018), only 46 papers on Born Global firms in China were published between 
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1994 and 2016 and these have been cited 88 times. The average citation per document ranks 

12th amongst all research papers on Born Global firms.  

 

2.8.1 The Importance and Development of Chinese SMEs in Internationalisation 

As the most significant emerging economy in the world, the institutional environment in 

mainland China has changed dramatically in the last forty years with profound consequences 

for government policy and the intensity of market competition. The dramatic changes in the 

economy provide a business environment conducive to the growth of Chinese Born Global 

firms. However, some longer-standing characteristics of Chinese business culture may still 

influence the development of Chinese Born Global firms. Before 1978, there was almost no 

competition in the Chinese market (Jiang, Kim, Nofsinger & Zhu, 2015). Under a central-

planned economy, the government paid little or no attention to market structures and 

institutions. Property rights were not clear. Meanwhile, the government’s low-price policy 

directly forced open gaps between supply and demand as domestic demand outstripped market 

capacity to supply. In this phase, Chinese SOEs and collective enterprises completely 

dominated the commodity market. Private enterprises and foreign-backed firms barely existed 

due to the tight regulations imposed by the government that controlled market entry. The 

government also mainly controlled the country's economic output by setting production goals, 

determining prices, and allocating resources (Morrison, 2006).  

 

Figure 2. 8 The Route of Chinese Market Transition 

  B.C. Transition        Blur Transition        Blowout Transition          Structure Transition 

 

                       1978                              1992                              2012 

Source: based on Yang and Li (2008) and Peng’s (2003b). 

 

The 3rd Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party of 

1978 is a turning point in Chinese economic history. From that point on, the Chinese 

government launched several economic reforms aimed at developing a bottom-up, effective 

domestic market (Liu & White, 2001). The new system initiated a series of transitional shifts 

from a centrally-planned to a market economy, which provided fertile soil for various forms of 
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enterprises to grow (Jiang, Kim, Nofsinger & Zhu, 2015). The private economy initially 

emerged in urban areas. At the same time, the family contract responsibility system in rural 

areas had stimulated agricultural production. Township and private SMEs formed the vanguard 

of SME development. The number of township SMEs grew rapidly after 1984 and became a 

paradigmatic force in the development of this type of firm. Between 1985 and 1993, township 

enterprises were responsible for creating 54 million new jobs and, by 1993, their contribution 

to the total value of industrial sector output reached 44.5 per cent (Biggeri et al., 1999). In 1992, 

there were over 15 million small business owners in industry and commerce. The exports of 

township enterprises increased from US$ 8.02 billion (16.9 per cent of total national exports) 

in 1988 to US$ 38.1 billion (41.5 per cent of total national exports) in 1993. At the beginning 

of the 1980s, the export of light industrial products began to account for a higher percentage of 

total exports with SMEs making a large contribution of more than 20%. Based on the 

liberalisation of attitudes and towards foreign investment expressed by government policy, 

foreign-owned SMEs began to expand their activities in this period.  

 

The Chinese government took note of the important role SMEs played in the economy and 

instituted several laws and policies since 1992 to standardise regulations and incentives to 

accelerated SME development. A series of radical reforms of the ownership and governance 

structures were conducted among SMEs in all sectors. The private sector experienced rapid 

growth in China since 1992. At the same time, start-up businesses became popular under the 

prevailing macro-economic conditions. More than 10 million entrepreneurs either resigned or 

started their own businesses part-time in 1992 alone. In the late 1990s, large-scale losses 

occurred in SOEs due to the severe overcapacity. Coinciding with the impact of the Asian 

financial crisis in 1997, the development of SOEs became sluggish. The property rights of 

SOEs were liberalised, and their managers and technical stalwarts embarked on a take-over of 

business operations. By the late 1990s, the Internet loomed large in the rear window of the 

Chinese market. From 1994 – 2000, the first wave of e-commerce ventures consequently 

started to emerge. Up until the first half of 2009, the number of China’s software and 

information services enterprises expanded to 63 million. Some have grown from their SME 

status to a large enterprise, such as Alibaba. In 2012, Chinese SMEs made CNY 14,253,300 

million in tax contribution. With the new market structure in place, China sustains an 8% 

growth rate of real GDP for a period of years. China surpassed Japan and became the second-

largest economic entity in 2010.  
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Export, investment and consumption are major contributors to the GDP growth during this 

period. With continues economic reforms, China gradually established its export-oriented 

strategy, further opened its market to the world, and became exposed to global competition, 

especially after the accession to the WTO in 2001 (Cai & Liu, 2009). In 2009, China passed 

Germany and became the largest export country in the world. In this period, Chinese SMEs 

took steps to deepen their integration into the international economy, what is more, adopting 

new technology allowed many of China’s SMEs to engage in international business directly. 

SMEs made use of e-commerce as an effective means to access new marketing channels to 

expand the volume of foreign trade. After joining the WTO, SMEs in China faced pressures to 

adjust and restructure their trade regulations and labour standards to match international rules 

(Cunningham & Rowley, 2008). Competition within China intensified both among and 

between domestic and foreign enterprises as the barriers to new entrants were removed. In 

addition, the competition between SMEs in China was no longer based on prices, but based on 

innovative products. The deepening and acceleration of the market transition and pressure from 

both domestic and overseas competitors compel Chinese firms to develop R&D capacities, a 

precondition of the dramatic increase in the number of high-tech firms in China over the course 

of the last two decades (Guan, Yam, Tang & Lau, 2009).  

 

The watershed in the growth of the economic growth is 2012, at which point GDP growth rate 

slows down. In response, the Chinese government published new market guidance to increase 

economic quality and transform economic structures. Convinced that the promotion of 

technological development, industrial upgrades and improved efficiency in the use of 

productive factors can raise both the quantity and quality of supply, the state pushes forward 

appropriate economic reforms. The external environment of private enterprises has improved 

dramatically. The central and local governments launched various policies and rules to support 

SMEs in fiscal, taxation, investment, market access, credit policies. Property rights protection 

and other aspects of optimising and improving the business environment and encouraging the 

development of private enterprises were guaranteed. After the start of the financial crisis, 

manufacturing industries in developed countries, such as the US, European Union, and Japan, 

accelerated their transfer of technologies to developing countries to offset the adverse effects 

on their local economies (Zhao & Zhang, 2007). These global industrial transfers strengthened 

China’s manufacturing industry, which is already the world’s second-largest manufacturing 
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base, and consequently, SMEs in China will gain a greater share of international trade. Even 

though the vast supply of low-cost labour in the western provinces of China has kept many 

SMEs costs competitive, it is evident that labour costs have increased, especially in the coastal 

areas in recent years. In the face of rising costs and fierce competition from other lower-wage 

countries, SMEs in the south and east of China, such as the Yangzi and Pearl River Delta, are 

adjusting their international activity by shifting their manufacturing base or suppliers to 

cheaper locations in and out of China, including Far-East Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe. It 

is manifest that this shift of SME operations in China will have an important impact on the 

pattern of world economic development.  

 

After the 1979 economic reforms and the opening up of the Chinese economy to foreign 

investment, SMEs contributed positively to the development of the economy with their 

characteristic flexibility and determination to survive. The 2016 edition of the Chinese 

Statistical Yearbook gives a number of statistical indicators of the importance of SMEs to the 

health of the Chinese economy. More than 99% of enterprises were SMEs, and they provided 

over 75% of all employment. In a business environment supporting innovation, more than 5 

million new firms were founded in 2016, the majority of them SMEs. Moreover, Chinese SMEs 

contributed more than 60% to GDP and 50% to the state’s tax revenues. SMEs not only 

contributed to all sectors of the economy but also accounted for 65% of all patents and 75% of 

all new products. In the relatively new arena of online sales, SMEs accounted for the vast bulk 

of total sales of CNY 5.16 trillion. Finally, SMEs exported more than 9.3 trillion goods and 

services which accounts for almost 40% of total exports in China. With the Belt and Road 

Initiative, a growing number of SMEs start going outside of the Chinese market. More than 60% 

of SMEs in China are private enterprises. 

 

2.8.2 Current Research on Chinese Born Global Firms 

Research on Chinese Born Global firms starts relatively late than they are in other developed 

countries. Most scholars focus on this topic since the late 2000s. Some papers on Chinese Born 

Global firms have contributed significantly to the body of theory on Born Global firms. Zhou, 

Wu and Luo (2007), for example, enrich our understanding of the mediating role played by 

social networks in the development of Born Global firms with their analysis of a number of 

Chinese case studies. De Clercq, Sapienza and Zhou (2014) argue that an entrepreneurial 

strategic posture enhances international learning efforts through greater cognitive and political 
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flexibility. This study summarises 22 highly related pieces of research on Chinese Born Global 

firms and International New Ventures (see appendix A). 

 

Several scholars point out that early international entrepreneurship in China is significant 

(Naude & Rossouw, 2010) and the internationalisation behaviour of indigenous Chinese 

private-owned firms can be partially explained by the theory of international new ventures (Liu, 

Xiao & Huang, 2008). Comparing to Chinese traditional export firms, Chinese Born Global 

firms have advantages in learning capability, networking capability, and international 

experience (Zhang, Tansuhaj & McCullough, 2009; Zhang & Dai, 2013; Zhang, Cheng & 

Wang, 2016). Zou and Ghauri (2010), however, argue that the gradual internationalisation 

model can still provide high-tech firms from China internationalise with fast speed without 

following the process suggested by born global studies. From the entrepreneurship aspect, Lin, 

Mercier-Suissa and Salloum (2016) point out that the manager of Chinese Born Global firms 

is one of the key factors for their rapid internationalisation. Entrepreneurs or shareholders with 

international experience, such as transnational entrepreneurs and foreign shareholders, not only 

increase the probability of early internationalisation significantly (Naude & Rossouw, 2010), 

but also use their technological knowledge, international connections, and bicultural 

advantages to navigate and leverage institutional complexity (Liu, 2017). Several studies 

illustrate that the network plays a vital role in the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global 

firms (Zhou, Wu & Luo, 2007; Lin, Mercier-Suissa & Salloum, 2016; Zhang, Gao, Wheeler & 

Kwon, 2016; Zhang & Chen, 2016), especially the Guanxi network (Andersson, Danilovic & 

Huang, 2015). Vissak and Zhang (2016) suggest that Chinese Born Global firms should use 

Guanxi with caution due to its reciprocal nature.  

 

Based on findings from Chinese International New Ventures, partnership growth leads to both 

product diversity and innovation (Chen, Zou & Wang, 2009; Wu, Li & Wang, 2014). Both 

industrial and international knowledge is generally recognised as the motivations which 

provide competitiveness to a Born Global firm in the international markets. Vissak, Zhang and 

Ukrainski (2012), however, find that Born Global firms in China have less experiential 

knowledge and foreign market knowledge than slower internationalisers. Many studies focus 

on the issue of the internationalisation speed of Chinese Born Global firms. Influent factors 

like the mediating mechanism of foreign market knowledge (Zhou, 2007) and the interaction 
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between exploration and exploitation (Lin & Si, 2018) all have positive influences on the 

internationalisation speed of Chinese Born Global firms. The mediating mechanism of foreign 

market knowledge also relates to the performance of early internationalisation (Zhou, 2007). 

Early internationalisation strategies, such as collaborative entry mode with distributors (Liu, 

2017), enables Chinese Born Global firms’ high growth rapidly (Wood et al., 2011). 

Partnership growth and effective acquisition both lead to a better chance of survival of new 

ventures (Chen, Zou & Wang, 2009). Young ventures seem to have better marketing 

capabilities which lead to better international growth (Zhou, Wu & Barnes, 2012). New 

ventures can effectively implement their international strategic goals when they temporal fit 

with their most important international customers (Khavul, Perez-Nordtvedt & Wood, 2010). 

 

Most of the current research on Chinese Born Global firms uses quantitative methods to exam 

theories and propositions generated by studies of Born Global firms in developed economies, 

for example: Chen, Zou and Wang (2009) analyse 238 new high-tech ventures in China to 

examine the relationship between strategic choices and firms’ performance; De Clercq, 

Sapienza and Zhou (2014) investigate the influence of entrepreneurial strategic posture on 

learning effort in foreign markets in the case of 176 INVs in China; Naude and Rossouw (2010) 

aggregate data on 3948 Chinese firms to investigate early international entrepreneurship in 

China; Vissak, Zhang and Ukrainski (2012) document the different knowledge bases between 

Chinese Born Global firms and other types of firm through a database of 380 SMEs; Zhang, 

Tansuhaj and McCullough (2009) compile data from 148 manufacturing firms, both traditional 

exporters and Born Global firms, to examine the relationship between international 

entrepreneurial capability and global market performance; Zhou, Wu and Barnes (2012) 

examine the impact of early internationalisation on marketing capability development and 

performance in 159 young and small Chinese entrepreneurial firms. 

 

Few scholars adopt qualitative methods to explore the Born Global firm phenomenon in China. 

Case studies, moreover, typically sample only a small number of firms, for example: Liu (2017) 

studies four cases from solar industry in one province to investigate the role of transnational 

entrepreneurs in Chinese Born Global firms; Vissak and Zhang (2016) take a single case study 

to demonstrate the impact of guanxi in the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms; 

Zhang and Chen (2016) explore in a three-case study the network relationships that help 
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Chinese Born Global firms to acquire resources for internationalisation; another three-case 

study explores the entrepreneurial mechanism and development mode of Chinese Born Global 

firms (Zhang, Cheng & Wang, 2016); Zhang, Gao, Wheeler and Kwon (2016) investigate the 

role of Sun Tzu’s strategies in the relationship between the institutional environment and 

international performance of Chinese born global firms with a four-case study; Zou and Ghauri 

(2010) examine the internationalisation models of Chinese high-tech firms with a three-case 

study. Moreover, most case studies on Chinese Born Global firms concentrate on high-tech 

firms. 

 

In addition, a few studies sought to identify the specifically Chinese characteristics of Chinese 

Born Global firms. To this end, scholars have incorporated the concept of guanxi to analyse 

the role of networks in the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms (Zhou, Wu & Luo, 

2007; Lin, Mercier-Suissa & Salloum, 2016; Vissak & Zhang, 2016). Most current studies 

focused on entrepreneurship, speed of internationalisation, and networks and the development 

mode of Chinese Born Global firms. Research on R&D and long-term performance are very 

limited. It is hard to find research which might usefully give guidance and advice to 

entrepreneurs in Chinese Born Global firms on successful firm management. 

 

 

2.9 Research Gaps and Research Questions  
Although the phenomenon of the Born Global firm has existed for over two decades, research 

on it is still at an embryonic stage in many respects (Knight, 2015). First, theories and 

frameworks of Born Global firms still need to be developed (Jones et al., 2011; De Clercq et 

al., 2012). Most theories lack coherence, and little integration work has been attempted (Jones 

& Dimitratos, 2004; Keupp & Gassmann, 2009; Laufs & Schwens, 2014). The comprehensive 

framework of the determinants of the Born Global firm performance is still lacking; previous 

studies have tended to examine relatively specific aspects of international performance, such 

as marketing strategy (Gabrielsson, Gabrielsson, & Seppala, 2012; Knight, Madsen, & Servais, 

2004), rather than adopting a broader analysis that incorporates both internal and external 

influences. Moreover, both better formulated and integrated theoretical frameworks and 

improved conceptual and operational definitions are also required (Knight, 2015). Exploratory 

approaches using robust grounded theory are still needed. Second, explaining factors under 
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existing theories and frameworks which related to some organisational behaviours, such as 

early internationalisation, international performance, network and strategy adoption in the 

international markets, would provide a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon (Knight, 

2015). Third, some areas of Born Global firm activity and organisation are little known, for 

instance, the characteristics of Born Global firms in later phases of development, their long-

term survival and growth, and definitions of international success (Liesch et al. 2007; Efrat & 

Shoham 2012; Knight, 2015; Knight & Liesch, 2016; Dzikowski, 2018).   

 

Moreover, most empirical research on Born Global firms focuses on cases in well-developed 

economies (Moen & Servais, 2002; Spence & Crick, 2006; Aspelund et al., 2007). There is a 

significant shortage of research on Born Global firms in the context of emerging economies 

(Yamakawa, Peng, & Deeds, 2008; Khavul, Pérez-Nordtvedt, & Wood, 2010; Nowiński & 

Rialp, 2013; Glaister, Liu, Sahadev, & Gomes, 2014; Lamotte & Colovic, 2015). Previous 

research also focuses on high-tech industries and neglects other sectors (Fernhaber, McDougall 

& Oviatt, 2007; Laanti, Gabrielsson, & Gabrielsson, 2007; Paul & Gupta, 2014; Andersson, 

Evers, & Kuivalainen, 2014; Knight, 2015). 

 

Based on the discussion above, there are some obvious research gaps existed in the study of 

Born Global firms, especially the issue of Born Global firms within emerging countries such 

as China. On the basis of the literature reviews, research questions about Chinese Born Global 

firms are put forward in four major areas: 

Entrepreneurship 

1. What are the main factors that motivate Chinese Born Global firms to internationalise and 

to succeed in doing so? How do these factors influence the international development of 

Chinese Born Global firms?   

2. How does the global mind set of their founders influence the internationalisation of Chinese 

Born Global firms? 

Network 
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3. How do Chinese Born Global firms utilise their social capital to overcome their vulnerability 

arising from their foreignness? With whom does the business owner choose to connect? How 

are these ties built and maintained?  

4. Which stakeholder groups are the most important to Chinese Born Global firms during the 

different stages of the firm's life-cycle?   

R&D 

5. How can Chinese Born Global firms translate their specialist knowledge into better business 

performance? How do such businesses use knowledge to optimise their performance?  

Market strategy 

6. What unique strategies do Chinese Born Global firms employ when going international?  

7. What are the advantages of internationalisation at the early and the later stages of the life-

cycle of a firm?   

 

With the research questions proposed above, this thesis attempt to reveal the following main 

research objectives.   

 

First, looking inside the four main research areas in Born Global firms, this study designs 

exploration research to build a comprehensive framework with the explanation of links 

between factors under the framework. Through these efforts, this research hopes to provide a 

more holistic understanding of the Born Global phenomenon and to uncover more areas in the 

internationalisation process. Second, using the data of Chinese Born Global firms, this thesis 

attempts to illustrate some unique characteristics of Born Global firms from the largest 

developing economy in the world, which could fill both research gaps in Chinese Born Global 

firms and Born Global firms in emerging economies. Meanwhile, the data of Chinese Born 

Global firms try to include both high-tech and traditional firms. The firm comparisons from 

different industries suppose to provide more new knowledge to develop theoretical frameworks. 

Last but not least, this research attempts to select firms with longer history so that the 

characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms in later phases of development can be discovered. 

In this way, this study could demonstrate the long-term survival and growth of Born Global 

firms. It also helps to define the international success. 
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2.10 Chapter Summary 
The literature lacks a clear and definition of born-global firms. This chapter first evaluates the 

validity of some current major definitions. The discussion mainly focuses on three aspects: 

speed, scale and scope of internationalisation. The adoption of inception timing and criterion 

of export ratio in the definition are considered by the widely accepted criteria in the research 

of Born Global firms and practical measurements in the real business world. This study also 

takes the scope of internationalisation into account of definition, which is sometimes ignored 

in the previous definitions. Besides, the definition in this study includes the natures of a Born 

Global firm, which are not a spin-off from any MNEs in any industries and seeks to derive 

significant competitive advantage and accelerated internationalisation with an entrepreneurial 

capability. Finally, this study forms a definition which is suitable for the research of Chinese 

Born Global firms combining both qualitative and quantitative perspectives. 

 

Then, this chapter reviews the works of literature on Born Global firms in the main areas, 

interactions between the characteristics of Born Global firms and current research on Chinese 

Born Global firms. Under each area, the main aspects are illustrated in detail. Most 

internationalisation studies point out the critical role entrepreneurship plays in the development 

of Born Global firms. Entrepreneurship is the top driver for the founding of Born Global firms 

worldwide. Among all factors in the entrepreneurship, the experience is particularly important 

for entrepreneurs to form entrepreneurial orientation and global vision, which has direct 

impacts on networking capacities, innovation orientation and strategy selection. Networking is 

especially crucial to Born Global firms at their inceptions, due to their constrained resources 

like many SMEs in the international markets. Networking is the vital source which provides 

Born Global firms knowledge to develop new technologies and channels to learn innovative 

knowledge and to make market strategies. Numerous studies explain the differentiation 

strategy adopted by most Born Global firms is related to firms’ knowledge-based unique 

products and services targeted towards niche markets. The learning and innovation capability 

provide competitive advantages to Born Global firms in the global market. The adoption of 

market strategies is various due to the dynamic capability of the firm during its 

internationalisation. Current research on Chinese Born Global firms illustrates that research in 
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this area is still not detailed and comprehensive. Each of the characteristics of Chinese Born 

Global firms is currently considered solely in isolation. 

 

With the overview of research on Born Global firms, three significant gaps are identified in the 

current literature, theories and frameworks of Born Global firms, linkages between factors 

under theories and frameworks, and the characteristics of Born Global firms in later phases of 

development. Meanwhile, there is a relative lack of research on Born Global firms from 

emerging economies and non-high-tech industries. Based on these gaps, seven research 

questions in this study on Chinese Born Global firms are formulated in four areas. These 

questions help to identify three main research objectives in the study. 
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3 Research methodology 

3.1 Introduction 
Chapter 3 documents the research design of this study based on the research questions set down 

in chapter 2. Section 3.2 outlines the research process design followed by an account of the 

philosophical, theoretical-methodological underpinnings of this study. The research 

philosophies and theoretical perspectives adopted are introduced in section 3.3. Multiple 

philosophical orientations are adopted in this study in an attempt to tackle the major research 

questions about Chinese Born Global firms. Sections 3.4 and 3.5 give the rationale for the 

adoption of a qualitative approach and the case study as the primary research methods. Section 

3.6 describes data selection, collection and analysis. A developed thematic analysis, as the main 

research method in this study, is demonstrated in a step-by-step fashion. Analytical processes 

in both within-case and cross-case analysis present in detail. The last section concludes this 

chapter.   

 

 

3.2 Research Process Design 
The research process is crucial, and the following illustrates in detail the workflow of research 

logic informing the study. Crotty (1998) puts forward "four basic elements" of social research: 

research philosophy, theoretical perspective, methodology and methods. All four elements 

should be interrelated in a coherent fashion rather than being juxtaposed happenstance. The 

research process of this study is illustrated in Figure 3.1 below.  

 

Figure 3. 1 Four Elements of the Research Process in This Study 

 

Source: generalised based on Crotty (1998, pp. 4). 



3 Research methodology 

68 
 

 

The introduction of this study poses two fundamental research questions about Chinese Born 

Global firms: 

Research question one: 

Why do Chinese SMEs develop into Born Global firms? 

Research question two: 

In what ways do Chinese Born Global firms embark on internationalisation? 

 

The research question is the starting point at which the research method is selected (Flick, 

2018). In order to answer our research questions, this study will interrogate the motivations 

driving the foundation of Chinese Born Global firms. It will also try to identify the major 

factors behind the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms and the connections 

between these factors. 

 

In pursuit of the research aims, this study will take exploratory, descriptive and explanatory 

turns. The exploratory study is extremely useful to clarify the understanding of an issue, 

problem or phenomenon (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). One of the major purposes of 

this study is to lay bare the Born Global firm phenomenon in China and generate insights about 

it. This study will also seek to explain the relationships between the most important factors 

which drive the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. To build a clear picture of 

this phenomenon, it is necessary to extend exploration and explanitory research to the 

description (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). To this end, the research will attempt to draw 

a precise profile of the business activities of Chinese Born Global firms. For this reason, the 

enquiry will be both ontological and epistemological in its exploration of the reality and 

knowledge bases of Chinese Born Global firms. 

 

It follows from the above discussion that this study will need to take a step from empirical data 

analysis to theory (as an inductive approach) to explore the unique features of Chinese Born 

Global firms and contribute to the body of theory on Born Global firms. It will also need to 
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move in the opposite direction, from theory to data (as a deductive approach), to explain the 

characteristics of and relationships between the major factors driving the development of 

Chinese Born Global firms with the help of existing theories of international business. This 

study, therefore, is characterised by an abductive approach involving movement back and forth 

between theory and data, in effect combining inductive and deductive approaches (Suddaby, 

2006). A good deal of research on business and management uses this abductive approach 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). This approach to research makes for better research 

design and more sophisticated research strategies and methodological choices (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2012). The flexibility of the abductive approach makes it possible to accommodate 

different research philosophies. Moreover, a purely inductive or deductive approach is hard to 

achieve; most studies in business and management are to some degree abductive (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). The abductive approach in this study is mainly underpinned by 

pragmatism which combines both positivism and interpretivism. 

 

Having an explicit approach to research helps the research designer in a number of ways: 

identifying what kind of evidence is gathered and from which source; determining the ways in 

which data may provide appropriate answers to the initial research questions; and determining 

how to cater for constraints in the research design (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). There are a 

number of constraints in this study. First, the existing knowledge of Chinese Born Global firms, 

and especially their internationalisation process, is too limited to allow the research to start 

from a testable hypothesis. Second, quantitative data on Chinese Born Global firms is difficult 

to access. Scholars have itemised the difficulties in collecting primary data from firms in China, 

for example, low response rate, distrust, and managerial unwillingness to respond (Peng & Luo, 

2000; Brouthers & Xu, 2002). Before the research design, fieldwork was conducted in China. 

The author contacted the SME bureau in several Chinese provinces (Guangdong, Zhejiang and 

Chongqing). However, none of the bureau directors had heard the term "Born Global firm" 

before and therefore did not maintain a database specific to Born Global firms. Overall, 

responses from these institutions demonstrated that it would be difficult and time-consuming 

to collect quantitative data on which to base quantitative research. For this reason, qualitative 

research methods were chosen as most suitable for this study. Additionally, qualitative research 

methods are the most appropriate for answering "why" and "how" questions (Yin, 2014).  
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The case study, as both a methodology and a method, is the most appropriate research strategy 

to generate insights from a real-life context in order to develop theories (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Ridder et al., 2014). The case study design in this research is informed 

by a pragmatic perspective, which will be discussed in greater detail in section 3.5. Grounded 

theory is a widely used methodology to generate theory in qualitative research (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). It is influenced by symbolic interactionism, a sub-branch of interpretivism 

(Crotty, 1998). Similar to the ground theory, phenomenological research is a recent and 

fashionable methodology of qualitative research which focuses on exploring the participant's 

own experience. In this study, entrepreneurs within the case firms have offered a rich and 

detailed background to firms' international operations and first-person accounts of their own 

experiences. These are a rich source of information for understanding how and why these firms 

chose to participate in the international market immediately after set-up. Interviews and 

thematic analysis are the most common methods to collect and analyse qualitative data. The 

systematically flexible and inductive qualities of thematic analysis link it to grounded theory 

(Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012). Furthermore, both case study and thematic analysis 

approaches are similar to phenomenology, a sub-branch of interpretivism (Crotty, 1998). 

 

 

3.3 Research Philosophy 
The research philosophy is crucial to the research methodology, which determines the source, 

nature and development of knowledge across the whole study (Crotty, 1998; Creswell, 2008; 

Maxwell, 2012). The philosophical stance of a researcher refers to "certain assumptions about 

how they will learn and what they will learn during their inquiry" (Creswell, 2008). There are 

three major research philosophies in social research: ontology, epistemology and axiology. 

Ontology deals with the nature of reality. Epistemology concerns the various ways in which 

knowledge and understanding of the world may be attained. Axiology concerns the extent to 

which and the ways which a researcher's own values influence the research process. (Bryman, 

2016). There are many further sub-branches of ontology and epistemology, such as positivism, 

post-positivism, interpretivism, critical inquiry, feminism and postmodernism (Crotty, 1998; 

Creswell, 2008; Bryman, 2016). Positivism champions the application of the methods of the 

natural sciences to the study of social reality (Bryman & Bell, 2005). Positivists see 

organisations and other social entities as real in the same way that physical objects and natural 

phenomena are real (Crotty, 1998). Interpretivism emphasises understanding the meaning of 
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social actions within the context of the material conditions in which people live is essential in 

social research (Weber, 1919). Under the interpretivism, phenomenology is particularly 

appropriate when the rich detail of people's experiences of a phenomenon is to be explored, 

described, communicated and possibly interpreted (Grbich, 2009). Phenomenologists 

underscore that the central aim of any study is to investigate the experience of objects rather 

than the description of subjective experience (Crotty, 1998).  

 

The debates on the choice between ontology and epistemology in research have been on-going 

for a long time (Crotty, 1998; Bryman, 2016). Two philosophies have obvious differences in 

how they view the world. However, a growing number of researchers believe that the 

integration of elements from both philosophies should be adopted. For instance, realism, an 

ontological approach, is often taken to imply objectivism, which is an approach to knowledge 

(Crotty, 1998). Pragmatism, developed by Charles Pierce, William James and John Dewey in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries, stresses that the research question is the most crucial 

element of research philosophy. Pragmatists believe that it is possible to combine both 

positivist and interpretive approaches in a single study in order to deal with both facts and 

values, to generate both accurate and rigorous knowledge and detailed description of different 

contextualised experiences. In pragmatism, theories, concepts, ideas, hypotheses and research 

findings are not considered in an abstract form. Instead, these elements serve as instruments of 

thought and action, and have practical consequences in specific contexts (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) point out that pragmatism helps researchers to focus on truth 

and reality and avoid pointless conceptual debates.  

 

As the most crucial philosophical stance of this study, pragmatism provides the most important 

determinant of research design and strategy, which is to address the research questions raised 

from identifying gaps in the research literature in four major areas. By addressing the initial 

research questions, this study aims to contribute practical solutions that might inform the future 

practice of Born Global firms which find themselves in the circumstances analogous to those 

of Chinese Born Global firms investigated here. In line with positivism, existing theories of 

international business provide the fundamental framework for within-case analysis among 

Chinese Born Global firms in relation to entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market 

strategy. This is crucial for the further development of theory. Consistent with interpretivism, 



3 Research methodology 

72 
 

information is collected by interviews from informants involved in the internationalised 

development of Chinese Born Global firms. This information encompasses personal 

experiences as well as observations about firms' international activities. Based on this data, the 

main characteristics of actors and company actions from these firms could be summarised. 

Comparison with examples gleaned from the research literature made it possible to identify 

aspects shared with born global corporate entities elsewhere in the world and Chinese-specific 

features.  

 

The adoption of process tracing in case study provides an opportunity to combine positivism 

and interpretivism research philosophies in one study (Lin, 1998). The combination of 

positivism and interpretivism in process tracing opens up stimulating opportunities in the case 

study, both theoretically and empirically (Vennesson, 2008). In the positivist perspective, 

process tracing in this study establishes and evaluates the link between different factors through 

different sources, such as interviews, secondary documents, fieldwork notes and research 

memos. In the interpretive perspective, process tracing helps this study to focus on how a 

phenomenon occurs rather than what happens. Process tracing makes it possible to identify the 

motivation behind entrepreneurs setting Chinese Born Global case firms to illustrate the 

connections between factors under different themes in this study. As the main analytical tool 

in this study, the thematic analysis is recognised as a method not tied to any one philosophical, 

theoretical or methodological position by scholars (King & Brooks, 2018). As the using of 

thematic analysis is often flexible and adaptable, King and Brooks (2018) suggest researchers 

underpin suitable philosophies to meet the requirements of their study. In this study, the 

thematic analysis seeks to build the internationalisation theory Chinese Born Global firms, 

which can be adopted as the realist. Also, the purpose of the study to examine how Chinese 

Born Global firms operate in foreign markets can be adopted as the relativist. 

 

 

3.4 Qualitative Research 
The qualitative and quantitative approaches are two basic orientations in academic study. They 

are quite distinct, although they share some common ground (Neuman, 2007). The two 

approaches differ in terms of philosophical stance, research design, method of data collection 

and analytical approach. The qualitative approach is associated with the ideas of Kant (1992) 
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and tends in particular to emphasise the subjective aspect of understanding the matter under 

investigation. Individual values and the ways in which these shape interpretation are seen as 

connected to the subject's qualitative characteristics (Kant, 1992). The importance of each 

individual's own interpretations is argued by Snape and Spencer (2003) to be an essential 

element in understanding a participant's social world. Globalisation has changed societies and 

life-worlds in rapid and diverse ways that have created new social contexts and perspectives 

for social researchers. Qualitative research is specifically relevant to the study of the 

pluralisation of life-worlds (Flick, 2018). 

 

Qualitative research involves critical reflection on the discourse that emerges from the research 

subject's specific context. To observe individual behaviour and to derive meaning from 

participant symbolic behaviour under research are key elements in qualitative research and are 

consistent with a constructivist view of the world (Creswell, 2008). Qualitative research is, 

moreover, argued to be exploratory in nature (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009; Creswell, 2008) 

and is appropriate in contexts where the researchers do not know in advance which factors are 

important to study; the purpose is to explore (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Moreover, quantitative 

research cannot explain in any depth phenomena such as the motivations which drive social 

action (Weber, 1919). Qualitative research plays a key role in theory building in the study of 

international business, for instance, the stage model of internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne, 

1977), and the Institute of International Business at the Stockholm School of Economics 

(Kogut & Zander, 1993). Qualitative research adds depth to understanding by providing 

detailed descriptions of real phenomena and social action (Weick, 2007). Qualitative research 

is normally used to discover the importance of a hitherto neglected phenomenon or the 

relevance of a particular theoretical perspective to that phenomenon in international business 

research (Doz, 2011). Many studies of Born Global firms adopt qualitative methods, as this 

field is still at an embryonic stage in many respects (Knight, 2015). Therefore, this study adopts 

a qualitative approach to provide a deeper understanding of the internationalisation of Chinese 

Born Global firms in order to discover the most influential factors at play. It is hoped that this 

will contribute to the development of current theories of Born Global firms. 
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3.4.1 Qualitative Methodologies 

A methodology is a lens through which the researcher views and makes decisions about a 

research project, while methods are the instruments and techniques used to acquire knowledge 

(della Porta & Keating, 2008). Case studies play a major role in this study as both methodology 

and method, as it is hard to define a case study as purely a methodology or a method (Flyvbjerg, 

2011). Ground theory and interpretative phenomenological analysis are the major methods of 

exploring raw data in this study.  

 

Grounded theory is an approach developed in the 1960s in order to identify categories and 

concepts within a text to generate theory from observations of real-life phenomena and which 

involves a set of inductive and iterative techniques (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). It is a methodology using methods that follow systematic and flexible guidelines for 

data collection and analysis in order to construct theories within the data itself (Grbich, 2009). 

The grounded theory generally includes four processes: data collection, data analysis, 

interpretation and reporting. Some crucial techniques, such as open coding, axial coding, 

selective coding and dimensional analysis, are typically adopted in this methodology (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1997). Grounded theory is influenced by symbolic interactionism, which is a specific 

form of ethnographic inquiry to develop theoretical ideas through a series of carefully planned 

steps. Throughout the research process, it seeks to ensure that the theory emerging arises from 

the data and not from some other source (Crotty, 1998). Guest, MacQueen and Namey (2012) 

link thematic analysis to grounded theory through supporting claims with data. They point out 

that thematic analysis shares the systematic yet flexible and inductive qualities of grounded 

theory. Thematic development and subsequent interpretation of a data set are congruent with 

the raw data/text in thematic analysis, which is similar to grounded theory in its systematic 

comparison of themes and emergent theory to data points. The analytic approach in the 

thematic analysis process is also systematic in terms of data processing, which takes a variety 

of forms such as codebook development, code application, and data reduction (Guest, 

MacQueen & Namey, 2012). In this study, grounded theory is mostly used in the thematic 

analysis. This will be discussed in more detail later.  

 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, introduced by Jonathan Smith and his colleagues in 

the 1990s, is a more recent and popular methodology in qualitative research. This approach 

focuses on exploring the participant's own experience. It is best suited to the data which arises 
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from participant accounts which offer a rich, detailed and first-person description of their 

experiences (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009). The analysis process in this methodology is 

similar to that of grounded theory. Through data familiarisation and note-taking, it is possible 

for new themes to emerge. A table of themes can be constructed by establishing connections 

between new themes. As more cases are analysed, the final table of themes has the potential to 

offer a comprehensive view of the phenomenon in question (Noon, 2017). The primary purpose 

of the case study and thematic analysis is to explore and describe how people feel, think, and 

behave within a particular context relative to a specific research question. Both approaches are 

similar to phenomenology, which seeks to understand the meanings that individuals and groups 

ascribe to their lived experiences and social reality (Schutz, 1962). 

 

 

3.5 Case Study 
Case study research has been prominent in social science since the 1960s and 1970s (George 

& Bennett, 2004). The case study has several significant features: it focuses on an individual 

unit (Flyvberg, 2011); it is detailed and intensive (Bryman, 2016); the phenomenon which is 

the object of case study is studied in context (Creswell, 2013); it may develop and test historical 

explanations that are generalisable to other events (George & Bennett, 2004); it also uses 

multiple data-collection methods (Creswell, 2013).  

 

Yin (2014) offers a two-fold definition of the case study (pp. 16), which sets down the scope 

and features of a case study and other relevant methodological characteristics:  

"A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the "case") 

in depth and within its real-world context, especially when, and boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident." 

In the definition, Yin (2014) goes on to argue that the case study copes with the technically 

distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data points, 

and as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 

triangulating fashion, and as another result benefits from the prior development of theoretical 

propositions to guide data collection and analysis. Stake (2000) divides case study into two 

types: the intrinsic case study and the instrumental case study. He observes that the researcher 
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carrying out an intrinsic case study temporarily subordinates other curiosities so that the case 

may reveal its story. However, the case plays another supporting role by facilitating the 

understanding of another issue (Stake, 2000). Other scholars argue that case study research is 

intended to provide descriptions of phenomena both to develop and test theory (Darke, Shanks 

& Broadbent, 1998). Case studies have been used by positivist, interpretivist and pragmatist 

researchers (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014). The case study design in this research is pragmatic in 

approach, which will be discussed in the next section. 

 

A decision to adopt a case study research method will be based on three criteria: (1) the type 

of research question posed, (2) the extent of control a researcher has over actual behavioural 

events, and (3) the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to entirely historical events 

(Yin, 2014). Most importantly, "how" and "why" questions are explanatory. These types of 

questions deal with operational links which need to be traced over time. Direct observation of 

the events and interviews of the persons involved in the events differentiate the case study from 

historical study. Also, a study with little or no control variables is suitable for modelling as a 

case study.  

 

Table 3. 1 Three Conditions for Different Qualitative Research Methods 

Method Form of the research 

question 

Requires control of 

behavioural events? 

Focuses on 

contemporary events? 

Experiment How, why? yes yes 

Survey Who, what, where, how 

many, how much? 

no yes 

Archival 

analysis 

Who, what, where, how 

many, how much? 

no yes/no 

History How, why? no no 

Case study How, why? no yes 

Source: Yin (2014, 9). 

 

This study fulfils all three case study criteria. The main purpose of the research is to explore 

the characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms in terms of their entrepreneurship, network, 

R&D and market strategy, which are little known in the existing research literature. Most of 

the research questions it poses are typical "how" questions. It also seeks to describe the 
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internationalisation process of Born Global firms in China. The case study is particularly suited 

to research questions which require a detailed understanding of social or organisational 

processes (Hartley, 2004). Ultimately, it seeks to explain why and how case firms become Born 

Global firms under different circumstances. Moreover, it aims to develop a framework of 

research for Born Global firms, which is another important function for case study research 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). 

 

 

3.6 Case Study Design 
From a pragmatic perspective, Antoft and Salomonsen (2007) categorise case study design into 

four types according to whether the prime ambition is to generate new empirical or theoretical 

knowledge. In this research, the case study design conforms to two types: theory-interpretive 

case study design and theory generating case study design. 

 

Figure 3. 2 Different Types of Case Study Design 

 

Source: Antoft & Salomonsen (2007). 

 

The use of theoretical knowledge as the starting point makes the theoretical interpretive case 

study design a "truly" pragmatic design (Czarniawska, 1997). In this study, the theoretical 

interpretive case study is mainly adopted at the within-case analysis stage and the early stages 

of cross-case comparison. Existing theories and frameworks in the research of Born Global 
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firms provide the initial themes of the study. Data is coded under these themes at the outset. 

The initial purpose of the design is to generate empirical knowledge of Chinese Born Global 

firms, for example: how Chinese Born Global case firms utilise their networks in their 

internationalisation, and what specific strategy these case firms adopt in their international 

marketing. By using existing theories, such as knowledge-based view theory, network theory 

and dynamic capability theory, the theory interpretive case study design in this research gives 

different descriptions and explanations of business activities conducted by Chinese Born 

Global case firms. The theory interpretive case study design also helps to identify potential 

relations within the collected data. Existing theories are the grounds on which to discuss the 

uniqueness or general character of the empirical findings of the case (Antoft & Salomonsen, 

2007). 

 

The main purpose of the theory generating case study design in this research is to generate 

theoretical knowledge of Born Global firms based on empirical findings derived from the 

investigation of the Chinese Born Global case firms. This design is mainly adopted at the stages 

of cross-case analysis and results in comparison. Glaser and Strauss (1967) point out that theory 

construction under the grounded theory approach consists of the process of generating theory 

from a general method for comparative analysis. The adoption of grounded theory in this study 

is mainly confined to the thematic analysis, which will be discussed later. By generating new 

themes through new coding, empirical findings from Chinese Born Global case firms provide 

some new theoretical knowledge. Developing new concepts presumes an ability to reformulate 

insights in a theoretical vocabulary. The theoretical knowledge of international business 

utilised in the former theoretical interpretive case study design also contributes to concept 

formation at this stage. 

 

In the practical implications of case study design, Eisenhardt (1989) outlines a case study 

research process for study in order to build theory. It includes eight steps from the definition 

of research questions to theoretical saturation (see figure 3.3).  

 

 

 



3 Research methodology 

79 
 

Figure 3. 3 Process of Building Theory from Case Study Research 

 

Source: (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

 

Yin (2014) puts forward a five-component structure of research design: 1) a case study's 

questions; 2) its propositions, if any; 3) its unit(s) of analysis; 4) the logic linking the data to 

the propositions; and 5) the criteria for interpreting the findings. A logic of multiple-case study 

procedure (figure 3.4) is also presented by Yin (2009). In this procedure, Yin divides the case 

study into three main stages: define and design; prepare, collect and analyse; analyse and 

conclude. It is designed as a loop, which allows new findings from a new case to be reviewed 

alongside previous cases. George and Bennett (2004) introduce a three-phase case study 

research method: 1) designing case study research, 2) carrying out the case studies, and 3) 

drawing out the implications of case findings for theory. 
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Figure 3. 4 Multiple-Case Study Procedure 

 

Source: (Yin, 2009). 

 

By reviewing the three procedures, a comprehensive case study procedure combined with a 

pragmatic perspective is developed for this study (figure 3.5). Based on the literature review, 

the analytical framework and the specific research questions posed by this study are organised 

around the four main topics in the field of Born Global firms. Following case selection, the 

first-round data collection through semi-structured interviews was conducted. Subsequently, 

the findings of data analysis provided more details with which to refine the questionnaire 

design for the second-round data collection through structured interviews. The analytical 

framework was also modified in light of the first-round data collection and the findings arising 

from two pilot studies. Based on the data collected from the two rounds, the thematic analysis 

generated new concepts contributing to theories of Born Global firm research. The literature 

comparison also uncovered the specific characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms. Miles 

and Huberman (1994) define the unit of analysis as the case, which is "a phenomenon of some 

sort occurring in a bounded context", which helps to determine and limit the scope of data 

collection and analysis. In this study, the unit of analysis is the business activities of Chinese 

Born Global firms during their internationalisation process. The choice of the unit of analysis 

enables the study to focus on the Chinese-specific features of these firms. 
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Figure 3. 5 Case Study Procedure for Chinese Born Global Firms 

 

Source: the author. 

 

3.6.1 Criteria for Judging the Quality of Research Designs 

There are four common tests in social science to judge research quality: construct validity, 

internal validity, external validity and reliability. The methods of testing quality adopted in this 

case study are listed in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3. 2 Case Study Methods for Quality Testing 

Tests Quality Tests 

Construct validity Use multiple sources of evidence. 

Establish the chain of evidence. 

Have key informants review draft case study report. 

Internal validity Conduct pattern matching. 

Use logic models. 

External validity Use replication logic in multiple-case studies. 

Reliability Use the case study protocol. 

Develop a case study database. 

Source: the author 

 

Construct validity seeks to "establish correct operational measures for the concepts being 

studied" (Yin, 2014). With this in mind, data is collected from multiple sources (semi-

structured and structured interviews, direct observation and documentation), the same 

informant is interviewed more than once over the course of the research, multiple informants 

are interviewed for the same case, and key informants are asked to review the draft case study 

report. Data triangulation limits the potential for researcher bias and increases the reliability of 

findings (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). The Likert-scale type question is adopted in this 

study, which provides a second measurement of attitudes towards specific issues faced by 

entrepreneurs in the Chinese Born Global case firms. George and Bennett (2004) claim that, if 

a single researcher plans the research and conducts all the case studies, coherently structured 

and focused case studies are easier to achieve. From research design, data collection, data 

analysis to final reporting, this study is conducted by single research. A chain of evidence has 

also been maintained to increase the reliability of the information. The researcher's two 

supervisors have also served as external observers to follow the derivation of all evidence from 

initial research questions to ultimate case study conclusions (figure 3.6). They can track the 

steps in either direction. 
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Figure 3. 6 Maintaining a Chain of Evidence 

 

Source: Yin (2014). 

 

Internal validity seeks to "establish a causal relationship, whereby certain conditions are shown 

to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships" (Yin, 2014). Pattern 

matching is used in this study to ensure internal validity. Theoretical patterns drawn from the 

literature are compared with observed empirical patterns, mainly in the thematic analysis 

section. Data analysis is used to check and explore the relationships between four main areas—

entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy—in Chinese Born Global case firms. 

An interval between the two rounds of interviews also improved the study's internal validity. 

External validity seeks to "establish the domain to which a study's findings can be generalised" 

(Yin, 2014). Replication logic is used in this study to generalise from one case to another. 

Within-case study analysis conducts with a logic template structure. Reliability seeks to 

"demonstrate that the operations of a study such as the data collection procedures-can be 

repeated, with the same results" (Yin, 2014). In this study, both the case study protocol and 

case study database have been adopted to improve reliability. Likert scale questions are used 

to capture entrepreneurs' views on research topics from different angles to increase the 

reliability of the study. Qualitative research, it is observed, is a very subjective research method 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015). The researcher did not know any of the interviewees in the selected 

case firms before data collection, which reduces the risk of subjective bias. The structured 

interview and Likert scale question format adopted in the second-round data collection 

increases the replicability of this study. Meanwhile, the adoption of a maximum variation 

sampling strategy mitigates the problem of generalisation in qualitative research. 

 

3.6.2 Case Selection 

Cases should be selected to provide control and variation according to the research questions 

(George & Bennett, 2004). To ensure representativeness, robustness and reliability in this study, 

case selection is informed by close attention to the selection criteria of cases, sampling method 

and the number of selected cases. 
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3.6.2.1 Sampling 

There are two basic types of sampling: probability and nonprobability sampling (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). The capacity to generalise the results of the study from the sample to the 

population as a whole is the main purpose of probability sampling. However, generalisation in 

a statistical sense is not the purpose of qualitative research. For this reason, nonprobability 

sampling is adopted in this study. Convenience sampling is a major method in nonprobability 

sampling (Saunders et al., 2016). Given and Saumure (2008) defines a convenience sample as 

a sample in which research cases are selected based on their ease of availability. Any 

convenient cases who met the required criteria and responded are selected on a first-come-first-

served basis until the sample size quotient is full. Both time- and cost-effective by using 

convenience sampling also brings some drawbacks in qualitative research, such as lack of 

transferability (Given & Saumure, 2008). However, convenience sampling could be one of the 

limited options, considering the difficulties to conduct in-depth qualitative research with a 

certain number of Born Global firms in China. Meanwhile, qualitative researches are interested 

in studying specific subjects. The issue caused by the nature of convenience sampling may it 

may be viewed as a less significant problem than it is for quantitative researchers (Given & 

Saumure, 2008). 

 

Maximum variation sampling is also adopted as the sampling strategy in the study. Patton 

(2015) observes that common patterns emerge that from great variation are of particular interest 

and value in capturing the core experiences and central shared dimensions of a setting or 

phenomenon. Born Global firms are found among high-tech and traditional industries (Knight, 

2015). The time and place of the foundation may also influence the characteristics of Chinese 

Born Global firms. The 12 case firms in this study are from a variety of industries: five firms 

produce high-tech products; six firms produce low-tech products; one firm is a service provider. 

The firms also vary in age and geographical location: seven firms were founded before 2010; 

five were founded after 2012; the firms located in eight different cities across five provinces in 

the mainland of China. 

 

3.6.2.2 Number of Cases 

A multiple-case study allows the researcher to analyse within each setting and across settings 

among cases, which makes for robust and reliable results (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Replication 

logic is also adopted in selecting case firms. Yin (2014) demonstrates that each case must either 
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predict similar results (literal replication) or predict contradictory results (theoretical 

replication). Many scholars adopt a multiple-case design as it provides stronger external 

validity and generalisability (Miles & Huberman, 1999; Yin, 2014). Perry (1998) recommends 

that the number of cases ranges from two to fifteen. Eisenhardt (1989) argues that the number 

of cases will depend on the point at which "theoretical saturation" is reached. Meanwhile, 

Merriam (1998) and Perry (1998) recommend that PhD students choose an appropriate number 

of cases bearing in mind their limited time and funding and the probability of problems arising 

during data collection. Thus, the size of a sample in this study should be considered both 

theoretically and practically. Before the fieldwork started, eight cases were decided as the 

minimum number in this study. However, the first part of data collection in the first round has 

completed seven case firms in 2015. Therefore, another six case firms added to the first-round 

data collection in 2016. During the process of data collection and analysis, the study reached 

theoretical saturation when the number of cases reached 11. Cases 12 and 13 yielded limited 

new findings of unique characteristics in the four main research areas. In addition, time and 

funding did not allow for more cases to be collected from China.  

 

3.6.2.3 Case Firm Selection Criteria 

The case firm selection criteria in this study strictly followed the definition of the Born Global 

firm from the literature adopted in this study, which is more than 25% export ratio within three 

years since founding. There is another factor considered in the case firm selection. Born Global 

firms are widely recognised as SMEs. Therefore, all case firms in this study are SMEs when 

they are founded, according to the official definition of SME in China. The Chinese 

government has changed this measurement several times. The latest definition is a quantitative 

measure which classifies SMEs in 16 different industries by turnover and employees (table 3.3). 
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Table 3. 3 Classification of Enterprises in China 

Industries Large Medium Small Micro 

Agriculture, forestry, husbandry 

and fishery 
Y≥20000 500≤Y<20000 50≤Y<500 Y<50 

Manufacturing Y≥40000 

X≥1000 

2000≤Y<40000 

300≤X<1000 

300≤Y<2000 

20≤X<300 

Y<300 

X<20 

Construction Z≥80000 

Y≥80000 

5000≤Z<80000 

6000≤Y<80000 

300≤Z<5000 

300≤Y<6000 

Z<300 

Y<300 

Wholesale Y≥40000 

X≥200 

5000≤Y<40000 

20≤X<200 

1000≤Y<5000 

5≤X<200 

Y<1000 

X<5 

Retail Y≥20000 

X≥300 

500≤Y<20000 

50≤X<300 

100≤Y<500 

10≤X<50 

Y<100 

X<10 

Transportation Y≥30000 

X≥1000 

3000≤Y<30000 

300≤X<1000 

200≤Y<3000 

20≤X<300 

Y<200 

X<20 

Warehousing Y≥30000 

X≥200 

1000≤Y<30000 

100≤X<200 

100≤Y<1000 

20≤X<100 

Y<100 

X<20 

Postal Y≥30000 

X≥1000 

2000≤Y<30000 

300≤X<1000 

100≤Y<2000 

20≤X<300 

Y<100 

X<20 

Hotel Y≥10000 

X≥300 

2000≤Y<10000 

100≤X<300 

100≤Y<2000 

10≤X<100 

Y<100 

X<10 

Catering Y≥10000 

X≥300 

2000≤Y<10000 

100≤X<300 

100≤Y<2000 

10≤X<100 

Y<100 

X<10 

Information transmission Y≥100000 

X≥2000 

1000≤Y<100000 

100≤X<2000 

100≤Y<1000 

10≤X<100 

Y<100 

X<10 

Software and information service Y≥10000 

X≥300 

1000≤Y<10000 

100≤X<300 

50≤Y<1000 

10≤X<100 

Y<50 

X<10 

Development and operation of real 

estate 
Y≥200000 

Z≥10000 

1000≤Y<200000 

5000≤Z<10000 

100≤Y<1000 

2000≤Z<5000 

Y<100 

Z<2000 

Property management Y≥5000 

X≥1000 

1000≤Y<5000 

300≤X<1000 

500≤Y<1000 

100≤X<300 

Y<500 

X<100 

Leasing and business service Y≥120000 

X≥300 

8000≤Y<120000 

100≤X<300 

100≤Y<8000 

10≤X<100 

Y<100 

X<10 

Others X≥300 100≤X<300 10≤X<100 X<10 

Note: In this form, X stands for the number of employees; Y stands for turnover; Z stands for assets. The unit of 

each item in person, ten thousand Chinese Yuan and ten thousand Chinese Yuan, respectively. 

Source: website of the national bureau of statistics of the people's republic of China: http://www.stats.gov.cn/ 

 

Based on the quantitative criteria list above and convenience sampling strategy, the researcher 

starts to select case firms in this study. During the selection, there are 29 case firms in total 

reached. Connections with all 29 case firms are built through networks, mainly are SME 

bureaus in Guangdong, Zhejiang and Chongqing provinces and friends of the researcher. The 

first-round fieldwork divides into two parts. The first part started in 2015. At the initial contacts, 

the researcher indicated the general research intention with founders or top executives in 23 

firms through phone calls. Nineteen firms were willing to take apart in this study. However, 

there were 4 firms said they did not meet the 25% export ratio within 3 years criteria on the 

phone. Another 4 entrepreneurs claimed they did not want to take the face-to-face interviews 

during the fieldwork. Therefore, there are 11 face-to-face interviews conducted in the first-

round interview. Another 4 case firms are dropped from this study after the interviews. Their 

http://www.stats.gov.cn/
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entrepreneurs thought their firms meet the criteria before the interview. However, they are 

unqualified in several ways. One firm which produces solar panel lights in Shenzhen, 

Guangdong province, started exporting products since it manufactured solar panel lights. 

Nevertheless, the firm had operated in the domestic market for 4 years in producing chips 

before it switched to the solar panel lights business; One firm producing wood-like furniture in 

Guangzhou, Guangdong provinces, is an affiliated company which belongs to a group 

enterprise. Many scholars in the research of the Born Global firm believe that firms under group 

companies do not belong to the Born Global firm category anymore, as they share resources 

with their group companies. Another firm met all the quantitative criteria, but it only exported 

to one foreign market, which does not fit the definition of a Born Global firm in this study. The 

general manager from the last dropped firm insisted that his firm is a Born Global firm because 

the firm started exporting motorbikes as soon as he became the GM of the firm. He believes 

that the most important criteria of a Born Global firm should be the global vision other than all 

quantitative criteria. However, the firm was focus on the domestic market for over 15 years 

before he joined the firm and became the GM. Finally, seven interviews have conducted after 

the first fieldwork. Due to the case number did not reach the minimum case number set ahead, 

another fieldwork was organised to collect more suitable cases. Six more case firms are 

detected in the second part of the first-round interview in 2016, which make the total number 

of interviews to 13 in the first-round fieldwork. Thirteen interviews have analysed after the 

first-round interview. With the lost connection with the CPO in the case firm 13, this study has 

carried out 12 interviews in the second-round interview, which makes the final number of cases 

as twelve. The following table illustrates the major features of the final Chinese Born Global 

case firms by selection strategy in this study. 

 

To increase the diversity of the raw data, diverse cases are selected as possible as they can. The 

diversity in ownership is not high among all case firms. Most of case firms are private firms. 

Only case firm 4 is a joint venture enterprise. Twelve case firms come from 5 different 

provinces in China. The establishment of all case firms spans three decades. Only firm 6 is 

founded in the 1990s. Half of the case firms are established in the 2000s. Nine out of twelve 

case firms started their first export in the same year as they established. All the case firms locate 

in the east-coastal provinces which are the most economic advanced areas in China, except 

case firm 4 which comes from the inland of China. Many scholars indicate the specific locations 

might impact on enterprise studies of Chinese exporting. In this study, cases are selected from 
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five different provinces in the mainland of China to avoid regional bias. Guangdong province, 

the biggest export province in the mainland of China, contributes eight case firms (firm 2, 3, 5, 

6, 7, 8, 10 and 12) in the study, which also reveals the important position Guangdong province 

is in the Chinese foreign business. Other cases from the coastal region of China are: firm 1 

comes from Jiangsu province; firm 9 locates in Shanghai, which is a municipality directly under 

the central government; firm 11 is from Fujian province. Firm 4 located in Chongqing which 

is another municipality, is the only case firm from the inland of China. 

 

Case selection in the type industries follows the maximum variation strategy (Merriam, 1998). 

Every case serves a specific purpose within the overall scope of businesses and industries. All 

case firms come from totally different industries and provide different products and services 

(table 3.4). Among them, only firm 2 is a full-service business enterprise at the initial. It 

provides fabric material searching service for foreign clients in the Chinese market. Other 11 

firms have their manufacturing businesses at the inception. However, case firm 7 has 

transformed into a full-service business enterprise in recent years. It receives hardware orders 

from foreign clients and outsources the manufacturing part to its suppliers. Based on its good 

supply chain management, firm 3 provides similar services to its customers. Firm 3 maintains 

its own factories in producing high-end products. There are four firms (firm 1, 4, 9 and 10) 

manufacturing typical traditional products. Main products from firm 1 are machines like plate 

shears, angle bender/shears and coiling machine, which mainly utilised on the infostructure 

projects. Firm 4 produces various silk fabrics. Firm 9 manufactures engine filters, which 

suspended all its foreign business in 2018. By collaborating with fashion brands and designers, 

firm 10 has transformed its product lines from leather gifts to fashion bags. In this study, the 

division of high-tech enterprises and traditional enterprises are based on whether the enterprises 

are rated as high-tech enterprises by the central or local government in China. There are five 

firms (firm 3, 5, 8, 11 and 12) belong to high-tech enterprises in this study. Although some of 

their products do not contain any "high technologies". Firm 5, which produces LED lights, is 

the only high-tech firm founded before 2012 among all case firms. The differences between 

high-tech enterprises and traditional enterprises in various aspects would be discussed in more 

detail with matrices in the cross-case analysis chapter 
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Table 3. 4 Summary of the 12 Chinese Born Global Case Firms 

Firm 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Industry Metal 

processing 

equipment 

Service Metal 

products 

Textile Lighting Entertainment 

supplies 

Establishment 2002 2016 2013 2000 2001 1995 

First export 2002 2016 2014 2000 2001 1995 

Employees 24 6 19 156 35 304 

Export ratio 100% 89.17% 93.13% 100% 100% 100% 

Markets 2.3 3.3 29.7 10.7 5 7 

Location Hai'an Shenzhen Guangzhou Chongqing Huizhou Guangzhou 
 

Firm 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Industry Hardware Smart 

vehicle 

equipment 

Auto parts Leather Cargo 

handling 

equipment 

Other 

computer 

manufacturer 

Establishment 2005 2012 2004 2007 2014 2013 

First export 2005 2012 2006 2007 2014 2014 

Employees 134 46 12 143 193 249 

Export ratio  100% 97.57% 100% 100% 70.07% 66.77% 

Markets  3 8 2.7 7.7 25.3 16.7 

Location Foshan Shenzhen Shanghai Guangzhou Longyan Shenzhen 
Note: The industry classification of case firms is based on the Industrial Classification for National Economic 

Activities published by the General Administration of Quality Supervision, Inspection and Quarantine of the 

People's Republic of China and the Standardization Administration of the People's Republic of China in 2017. 

The average number of employees in the first three years since its foundation (nearest integer). 

The average export ratio in the first three years since its foundation (to two decimal places). 

The average number of foreign markets in the first three years since its foundation (to one decimal place). 

Source: from interviews. 

 

According to the classification of enterprises in China, most firms are small enterprises when 

founded. Three firms (firm 3, 4 and 9) even belongs to micro firms due to their scales and sales. 

At this point, there are no significant differences between high-tech firms and traditional firms 

on the size. With their internationalisations, firm 4 and 9 become medium-sized enterprises in 

2018. Firm 12 even become a large-sized firm with more than 1200 employees all around the 

world. Most of case firms remain at the small-sized scale, which is a typical sample. It is 

obvious that all case firms have a significantly high level of export ratio during their first three-

year period. More than half of them are 100% exported. The average export ratio among all 

case firms at this stage is 93.06%. There is a significant gap between high-tech firms and 

traditional firms in the number of overseas markets. The average number of high-tech firms is 

16.9 in the first three years. However, this number is 5.2 among traditional firms. 
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Based on the sampling strategies and case selection criteria discussed above, the collected data 

set in this study provides reasonable representativeness and robustness to the research subject. 

As the characteristics of the Chinese Born Global firms are not known with many precisions, 

the sample included typical cases demonstrates the most key factors are known about the Born 

Global firms. The case selection provides a diverse type of cases in terms of industries, 

locations and scales to reduce biases. Also, the maximum variation sampling may be used to 

seek the representation of diverse perspectives on Chinese Born Global firms. Multiple data 

collections may also take place to obtain maximum insight into sensitive topics. It is argued 

that representativeness stresses theoretical sampling (Sarantakos, 1994). Therefore, sampling 

in this study is premised on the pre-existing results with including both high-tech firms and 

traditional firms and the deep pre-understanding of case firms among Chinese Born Global 

firms, based on prior studies and a variety of other sources, such as the previous fieldwork and 

interviews. Abstracts from case firms help us to understand the development of Chinese Born 

Global firms' internationalisation. Due to the small sample size in this study, a theoretical 

saturation selection strategy is adopted, and the study reached it during the data collection and 

analysis when the number of cases reached 11. Cases 12 and 13 yielded limited new findings 

of unique characteristics in the four main research areas. It is considered essential to the 

robustness of the developing theory from the grounded theory (Charmaz, 2005). Meanwhile, 

the phenomenological and criticism are more concerned with understanding the event itself, 

which is the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. Last but not least, the 

progression of analysis, research decisions and logics about how the research of Chinese Born 

Global firms conducted in this study are able to follow due to the adequate description, 

explanation and justification of the methodology and methods, which provides the robustness 

to this study (Kitto et al., 2008). 

 

3.6.3 Case Study Protocol 

Yin (2014) points out that protocols are an important means of increasing the reliability of case 

study research. A protocol guides the researcher in the conduct of data collection for a single 

case. Normally, a case study protocol has four elements: a) an overview of the case study; b) 

data collection procedures; c) data collection questions; and d) a guide for the case study report. 

Because this study conducted two rounds of data collection, there are two protocols 

documented in appendix B. 
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3.6.4 Data Collection 

There are six major methods of data collection in case studies (see figure 3.7). In this study, 

the primary data collection method is the interview, which is the predominant qualitative 

method in international business research (Andersen & Skaates, 2004). It has been suggested 

that interviews are often the primary data source in qualitative research, as they can provide 

rich, empirical information (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Moreover, the interview form 

allows the researcher to get close to the subject of inquiry, which in this case is the Chinese 

Born Global firm, which is apposite from a pragmatic perspective (Mintzberg, 2005). The 

primary purpose of the interviews is to: (1) obtain a deep understanding of the phenomena at 

hand, (2) help inform the survey instrument (e.g., by operationalising the model constructs), 

and (3) seek initial confirmation of the conceptual model. Construct validity is expected to 

increase through the use of interviews and a subsequent survey instrument (Edmondson & 

McManus, 2007). In addition, it is observed that managers are more willing to take interviews 

on the topics of interest to them than to complete questionnaires (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Documentation and observation have also been adopted. 

 

Figure 3. 7 Six Sources of Evidence 

 

Source: Yin (2014) 
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3.6.4.1 Interviews 

Patton (2015) sets down six types of question to stimulate responses from interviewees: 

experience and behaviour questions; opinion and values questions; feeling questions; 

knowledge questions; sensory questions; and background/demographic questions. Strauss, 

Schatzman, Bucher and Sabshin (1981) propose four major types of question which are 

particularly useful in eliciting information (figure 3.8). From the pragmatic perspective, 

detailed description is necessary to build strong theory (Van Maanen, 1995). Most types of 

"good question" are posed in first-round interviews, as semi-structured interviews are adopted 

in these interviews, for instance: Have you found that your former experiences helped the 

founding of your current firm? Could you describe the process from making an initial offer to 

finally getting feedback from a customer in a typical business case, please? These questions 

might also mitigate the risk of response bias from participants (Saunders et al., 2016). 

 

Figure 3. 8 Four Types of Questions from A JTPA Training Program Case Study  

 

Source: (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

 

Depending on the desired level of control over questions and format, the interview can take 

three forms: structured, semi-structured and unstructured (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). 
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Figure 3. 9 Comparison of the Three Types of Interviews 

 

Source: (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) 

 

Structured and semi-structured interviews have been adopted in this study. Interviews in the 

first round are carried out with a semi-structured format since information concerning the 

characteristics and behaviours of Chinese Born Global firms need to be elicited out from the 

first data. The knowledge and information gleaned from these interviews help to formulate 

questions for later interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Structured interviews are used in the 

second-round interview. In this round, explicit measures are taken to ensure answers from 

interviewees among all the case firms are free from bias so that the data elicited is fit for later 

comparison and analysis. It was apparent from the first-round interviews that entrepreneurs 

were more willing to answer questions on areas of personal preference or areas in which their 

firms demonstrated high levels of performance. However, questions on other areas elicited little 

or no evidence. 

 

The first-round interviews were conducted between February 2015 and April 2016. The process 

was as follows. Initial contact was made by an informal telephone conversation to enquire 

whether the firms could put up interviewees willing to participate in the study. Once the time 

and date for the interviews were set, background documentation related to the entrepreneurs, 

firms, products and services, and industries was collected to inform the case. The structure and 

topics of the interview were sent to the interviewees in a Chinese version (appendix C) a day 

before the interview. All the interviews in this round were held at the case firms' headquarters 
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in a quiet environment. All the interviews were conducted in a formal and scheduled setting 

rather than in a setting such as a lunchtime break. During the in-depth semi-structured 

interviews, the designed questionnaire was used, and the established protocol was followed. 

Direct observation of the case firm's factory was conducted immediately after the interview. 

At this point, a draft report of the case firm's development and main characteristics was sent to 

the interviewee to review within a week. Many follow-up online conversations were held for 

clarification of some answers. Thirteen interviews in total were held during the first round. The 

duration of the interviews varied from one hour to two and a half hours. The average duration 

of all first-round interviews in the first round was about one and a half hours. Informal 

conversations with case firm employees during the first round were recorded by notes. In the 

first-round interviews, all informants from case firms 1 to 10 were founders of their firm. The 

interviewee from case firm 11 was the daughter of the founder. She was in the process of taking 

over the firm in the interview period and became the official chief executive six months later. 

She has played a role in the running of the firm since its foundation. The informants from case 

firms 12 and 13 are the Chief Public Relations Officers. The interviewee from firm 12 joined 

the firm six months after its foundation. The informant from firm 13 joined the firm seven years 

after its foundation.  

 

Since relationships were formed with the case firm entrepreneurs, more information about the 

firms was collected through social media posts by interviewees. This information, together with 

the data collected from this round, improved the construct validity and reliability of this study. 

All second-round interviews were carried out between December 2018 and March 2019. All 

the interviews were conducted by telephone, which both improved the efficiency of data 

collection and reduced costs. The questionnaire was sent to interviewees one day before the 

interview in a Chinese version (appendix C). The wording and order of questions were 

predetermined through the second-round interviews. One-to-one interviews with standardised 

questions have proved to have the highest-level reliability among all kinds of interview data 

(Conway et al., 1995). After the interview, a list of responses on a Likert-type scale was sent 

to the interviewee to confirm the day. Also, some follow-up online conversations were held for 

clarification of some answers. The duration of second-round interviews varied from one hour 

to one and a half hours. A total of 12 interviews were held in the second round. Due to staff 

turnover, the connection with case firm 13 was lost. Also, the founder of firm 2 left the firm he 

co-founded firm six months after the first-round interview in the order set up his firm. This 
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latter firm two replaced the original firm 2 in the second-round interview. It was decided to 

interview the same informant on a second occasion in order to improve construct validity. 

 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim within a week. Recording and 

transcribing can enhance reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Interviewing an informant in 

their native language, in this case, Mandarin, could improve the accuracy and authenticity of 

meanings which interviewees try to convey. The language of the interview is the bearer of 

elements, such as historical and social settings, cultural attitudes, body language, common 

personal experiences and professional discourse, which build a shared understanding and 

provide a context for sensemaking. The rapport built by using an interviewee's native language 

also increases the depth and breadth of information elicited from the informant (Welch & 

Piekkari, 2006). The interview data were then translated from Chinese to English by the author 

and checked by another two Chinese PhD students. The translation maintains traditional 

structures of Chinese thought to avoid information loss during translation. This also serves to 

avoid linguistic, sociocultural and methodological problems which can typically arise in 

interview data translation (Xian, 2008). All the translations are viewed by two supervisors to 

ensure most of them are understandable. 

 

3.6.4.2 Documentation 

There are different types of documentation that can be used to analyse case studies, for instance: 

letters, agendas, administrative documents, formal studies and newspaper articles. An 

important value of adopting documentation in case studies is the corroboration and augment 

mentation of evidence from other sources which increase the construct validity in the study 

(Yin, 2014). 

 

In this study, background documentation was usually used before the interview. After settling 

an interview time and date, background documentation, mainly in the form of company 

websites, government websites, media reports, industry reports and academic journals, would 

be viewed to familiarise the researcher with the case firm, the interviewee and the case firm's 

industry. It was also used after the interview. Some case firms were willing to provide some 

internal documentation, such as annual reports, marketing plans and industrial reports. Other 

documentations were also viewed after the interview if industry-level information was 
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available that pertained to the case firm's internationalisation. Virtual documents, such as 

entrepreneurs' social media, have also been used as raw data in this study. 

 

3.6.4.3 Direct Observation 

Data from observation serves as another source of evidence in a case study and is used to collect 

information about relevant social or environmental conditions (Yin, 2014). Observation was 

adopted in the first round of interviews, as these interviews were all held at case firms' 

headquarters. During the visits, offices, factory conditions and physical stores were observed. 

Some informal conversations with other employees in the case firms were conducted as well. 

All these observations are recorded as notes in this study. 

 

3.6.4.4 Likert Scale 

A Likert-type question is a crucial technique for investigating attitudinal phenomena, and it 

takes its name from the psychologist Rensis Likert (1932). It uses a scale to measure the 

intensity of feelings towards an area of social action (Dittrich, Francis, Hatzinger, & 

Katzenbeisser, 2007; Subedi, 2016). Unlike the Likert item data which is an ordinal data 

(Jamieson, 2004; Boone & Boone, 2012), Likert scale is a single composite score combined by 

a series of minimum four or more Likert items prepared as statements or questions in a specific 

construct to create an attitudinal measurement scale. Therefore, Likert scale data can be treated 

as interval data which could provide a quantitative measure of a variable. (Creswell, 2008; 

Boone & Boone, 2012; Joshi & et al, 2015; Subedi, 2016). Likert scales have also been applied 

to measure latent constructs that are not directly observable (Li, 2013). 

 

In this study, the Likert scale was adopted in the second round of data collection to measure 

entrepreneurial attitudes towards four main research areas and their subgroups. Previous 

research illustrates that most studies which adopted Likert scales use 4 to 7 points (Leung, 

2011). Also, a 7-point Likert type question shows to reach the upper limits of reliability (Allen 

& Seaman, 2007). This study adopts the 7-point Likert type question in the questionnaire. Most 

Likert scale questions in this study were drawn from previous studies in international business 

studies with similar areas of concern (Knight, Madsen & Servais, 2004; Zucchella, Palamara, 

& Denicolai, 2007; Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Gerschewski, Rose, & Lindsay, 2015). For instance, 

question sets in product quality, product differentiation and marketing competence come from 
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a study in analysing the difference between Born Global firms in Europe and in the USA 

(Knight, Madsen & Servais, 2004); question sets in the global vision, innovation, learning, 

CRM and international operational performance are contributed by research focusing on 

demonstrating the drivers of international performance for Born Global firms (Gerschewski, 

Rose, & Lindsay, 2015). Other Likert scales in this study are formed through analysing results 

from the first-round interview. Some characteristics of Likert items are evaluated to generate a 

new Likert scale in the study. For instance, items are arranged in logical sequence; items are 

closely interrelated but provide some independent information; and whether each item 

measures a distinct element of the issue (Joshi & et al., 2015). The entrepreneurship Likert 

scale combines founders' backgrounds like education, work experience, international 

experience and language skills. These backgrounds relate to each other and provide crucial 

supports for the formation of entrepreneurship according to both the interview and the literature. 

The network Likert scale in the study consists of various connections, such as, government, 

cluster, supplier, distributor and customer, which provide critical contributions to Chinese Born 

Global firms during their internationalisations  

 

This study adopts a two-stage Likert scale, based on the two-stage Likert scale proposed by 

Albaum (1997). Questions in the first stage are Likert item questions to measure the general 

attitudes towards a theme in the research. The second stage measures the intensity of agreement 

to each item which forms the Likert scale of the theme later. For instance, informants would 

be asked to score from 1 to 7 on the influence of informal networks during their 

internationalisations in the first stage. In the second stage, informants would give scores (1 to 

7) to informal networks items, like Obligatory Guanxi, Reciprocal Guanxi and Utilitarian 

Guanxi, on their influence in the international operations. The full version of Likert scales 

questionnaire is in the appendix C. With the two-stage Likert scale design, the Likert data is 

more reliable than the traditional Likert scale, as the data produced through two stages provide 

replications on the same research themes. Meanwhile, the Likert type items are presented 

horizontally with equally spaced integers and are presented with labels that are approximate of 

equal spacing. In this way, the composite scores for Likert scales can be analysed at the interval 

measurement scale (Creswell, 2008; Boone & Boone, 2012). Scores collected from stage two 

are calculated in mean to create Likert scales to conduct comparison in this study, due to the 

different number of Likert items under each Likert scale. A parametric statistic like standard 

deviation, can measure the variability of Likert scales (Boone & Boone, 2012). 
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3.6.4.5 Pilot Study 

A pilot study is a formative way to develop relevant lines of questions (Yin, 2014). Pilot studies 

were conducted of two case firms in the second round of interviews. As Yin (2014) observes, 

a pilot study should include as many empirical findings from previous research as possible. For 

this reason, the selection of the two case firms for the pilot study was based on the rich 

information derived from the first-round interviews. Based on this information, a detailed 

picture of Chinese Born Global firms was developed as the basis of this study. The data analysis 

in the first pilot study starts right from the first interview, which allows the theory to develop 

alongside the growing volume of data (Miles & Huberman 1994; Ghauri & Firth, 2009). The 

second pilot case starts after the first case has been analysed. No blind spots or deficiencies of 

data collected have identified in the first pilot case. The same structured interview 

questionnaire was used both for the two pilot studies and the subsequent second-round 

interviews. Therefore, the data from the two pilot studies have been used in the cross-case 

analysis. 

 

3.6.5 Data Analysis 

There are several data analysis methods in the qualitative study, such as narrative analysis, 

discourse analysis, content analysis and thematic analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Saunders et 

al., 2016). In this study, the data analysis was initiated concurrently with the first-round 

interviews. Data analysis in this study consists mainly of cross-case analysis. Thematic analysis, 

by contrast, is mainly used to discover new themes from second-round data. Matrox analysis 

is adopted to explore the similarities and differences between high-tech and traditional Born 

Global firms and to explain the influences among factors during the firm's internationalisation. 

A computer-assisted tool can help to code and categorise large amounts of data more efficiently 

(Yin, 2014). In this study, NVivo software is used to create a database of Chinese Born Global 

case firms. The coding process is also conducted within NVivo. 

 

3.6.5.1 Analysis Strategy 

There usually are two stages of analysis within a multiple case study: within-case analysis and 

cross-case analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Three analysis strategies have been adopted in 

this study. The first is the development of a case description, which can be viewed as within-
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case analysis. Each case firm is considered a comprehensive case with a four-fold firm profile: 

entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy. This descriptive framework provides 

some of the main conclusions drawn from the interview data. It is also a process of 

familiarisation with the data. Relying on theoretical propositions is an analytical strategy which 

could shape the data collection plan and yield analytic priorities. The original nodes structure 

for coding the interview data is created through literature reviews. In terms of developing a 

new framework for Born Global firms, identifying patterns within the interview data could help 

in the discovery of useful concepts. These insights are the starting point of an analytic path in 

this study which leads further into the data and suggests additional relationships. This is one of 

the general strategies recommended by Yin, which he characterises as working with the data 

from the "ground up" (Yin, 2014). 

 

3.6.5.2 Database 

Both Yin (2014) and Stake (2000) identify the creation of a case study database as one of the 

four principles of data collection, adherence to which improves the effectiveness of organising 

and tracking data. This, in turn, increases the reliability of a case study. The NVivo software 

program was used to aid in the sorting and organising the large data set. All the various types 

of data in this study (transcriptions of two rounds of interviews, codes, interview notes, 

performance data and Likert-scale data from the case firms, memos and mind maps) were all 

stored in the NVivo.  

 

3.6.5.3 Thematic Analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006) define thematic analysis as "… a method for identifying, analysing, 

and reporting patterns (themes) within data." Analysis proceeds in a precise, consistent and 

exhaustive manner through recording, systematising, and dis-closing, which finally provides 

detailed results. Thematic analysis is very widely used in qualitative data analysis, as it 

provides a proper balance of flexibility and structure for the analyst (King & Brooks, 2018). 

The extraction and interpretation of findings through the analysis are based on the raw data 

rather than on the researcher's own impressions, which improves the credibility and validity of 

the analysis. Regarded as a form of thematic analysis, template analysis with high flexibility 

emphasises the use of hierarchical coding and balances a relatively high degree of structure in 

analysing qualitative data (Brooks et al., 2015; King & Brooks, 2018). Template analysis is 

also a qualitative method which can be easily grasped and helps to present a clear and organised 
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research result (King, 2004). A six-step thematic analysis concluded by Braun and Clark (2006) 

is a widely accepted research process in qualitative research. The general template analysis 

(King, 2004) also can be divided into six phases (table 3.5). Both approaches focus on 

developing a hierarchical coding structure with high flexibility. Due to different processes, 

each of the two analysis methods has its advantages. The thematic analysis enables the 

researcher to capture the richest and most detailed aspects of the raw data. The template 

analysis is suitable for constructing a complete analysis framework based on existing factors. 

 

Table 3. 5 Phases in the Braun and Clarke's Thematic Analysis and Template Analysis 

 Braun & Clarke's thematic analysis King's template analysis 

First phase Familiar with the data Familiar with the data 

Second phase Generate initial codes; 

Organise them into groups 

Undertake preliminary coding 

Third phase Search for themes Organise emerging themes into clusters 

Fourth phase Review themes Develop an initial coding template 

Fifth phase Define and name themes Apply the initial template to further data; 

Modify and develop the template 

Sixth phase Produce report Finalise the template and apply to full data 

Source: Summarised from Braun & Clarke, 2006 and King, 2012. 

 

Therefore, this study attempts to combine the process of both Braun and Clarke's thematic 

analysis and template analysis to analyse raw data from Chinese Born Global case firms (figure 

3.10). Braun and Clarke (2006) define a theme as an encapsulation of something important 

about the data in relation to research questions and has a certain level of representation within 

the data set. In qualitative research, judgement to determine a theme may be quite flexible. In 

this study, a theme is created if it meaningfully represents one or more significant features of 

business activity conducted by the Chinese Born Global case firms. Those critical features are 

codes. In this study, codes are essentially descriptive, requiring little or no analysis by the 

researcher of what the interviewee means (King, 2004).  
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Figure 3. 10 The Developed Thematic Analysis Process 

 

Source: Output from NVivo 

 

After familiarised the raw data from the second-round interview, preliminary coding templates 

are formed based on the questionnaire, which contributed by literature and the first-round 

interview. This new preliminary coding templates apply to code all raw data from the second-

round interview. Meanwhile, new initial coding templates are generated with the processes: 

codes generating, themes searching, themes reviewing, and themes defining and naming. This 

process adopts an inductive approach which codes and themes are generated from a data-driven 

perspective. With the inductive approach, the process of coding the data is not driven by a 

desire for conformance to a pre-existing coding frame. Based on the preliminary coding 

templates and the initial coding templates, this study generates a finial template structure 

through modifying and developing templates. Main themes in this final template structure are 

adopted as the analytical structure to illustrate details of each case firm. Findings from the 

individual-case analysis provide materials for further cross-case analysis and discussion with 

the literature.  
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Both thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and template analysis (King, 2004) start with 

data familiarising. This study starts by familiarising the data through transcription and 

translation of all interviews and highly relevant secondary data, such as reports and internal 

documents. Although the template Analysis does not require that the entire data set be read in 

full at the first stage, the researcher in this study read through the data in full as it contains only 

twelve cases. The method of transcription followed in this study strives for a high level of 

fidelity to the interviews' original character. Transcription is conducted in the verbatim form to 

capture all the verbal information required by the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Transcription 

is also recognised as an interpretative act (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999; Bird, 2005). Through 

transcription, translation and reading of the raw data on multiple occasions, the researcher 

becomes immersed in the data to the extent that they are familiar with the depth and breadth of 

the content, and they develop a more thorough understanding of the data which provides a 

bedrock for the rest of the analysis. During these processes, notes were to prepare for further 

coding. All these types of data are store in an NVivo database. The Likert type data is stored 

in Excel files. 

 

The adoption of preliminary coding templates in this study follows the suggestions from King 

and Brooks (2018). This study uses the questionnaire in the second-round interview as the 

structure of preliminary coding templates to ensure high relevance to the research questions. 

This coding strategy also echoes the pattern matching technique mentioned as one of the most 

productive techniques in qualitative analysis (Yin, 2014). It compares a predicted pattern with 

an empirical pattern based on findings from the case study. Based on a literature review of 

Born Global firms and first-round interviews, a predicted pattern for Chinese Born Global firms 

is developed in four areas (figure 3.11). In the literature concerning entrepreneurship in Born 

Global firms, an entrepreneur's experience and their global vision are considered critical factors 

that influence entrepreneurial orientation. From the first-round interviews, professional 

background, international knowledge and experience, education and language competence 

were identified as the main factors in the case of Chinese entrepreneurs. In the networking 

section, relationships with government, suppliers, partners, distributors and customers are 

identified as key factors influencing a firm's internationalisation. Through the first-round 

interviews, the influence of Chinese culture, clusters and informal networks (guanxi) are also 
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considered in this study. Elements pertaining to R&D and market strategy are selected from 

the relevant literature, as these factors have been in the most frequently studied in previous 

studies of internationalisation. The preliminary coding templates has carried out on coding the 

full data set. 

 

Figure 3. 11 The Analysis Structure of Chinese Born Global Firms 

 

Source: output from NVivo. 

 

King and Brooks (2018) also suggest conducting parallel coding. Alongside with the 

preliminary coding templates, initial coding templates are formed with a four-step process. 

First, initial codes are generated for the most fundamental segments or elements. In this way, 

the coding may cover a broad range of phenomena with a view to discovering more potential 

factors influencing the business activities of Chinese Born Global firms. The process of coding 

is a part of the analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Notes were created to seek and identify 
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patterns of potential interest in the data. Due to the large volume of raw material (all interviews 

in two rounds of interviews, highly relevant documents and observation notes), coding in this 

study utilises the sentence as the unit of analysis. The advantage of coding in sentences is that 

the coding process involves identifying and examining the underlying ideas, assumptions, and 

concepts, so that the analysis is not mere decryption, but is already theorised. Meanwhile, 

retaining a little of the relevant surrounding data in codes could help the research to avoid a 

common criticism of coding: that context is often lost during coding (Bryman, 2016). Codes 

are created to stand for the potential themes and are linked to raw data as summary markers for 

later analysis. The coding logic in this study follows a "data-driven" process. All codes are 

derived manually in this study. A systematic coding of the entire data set gives full and equal 

attention to each data item and identifies interesting aspects of the data items. Coding in this 

study is carried out sequentially for the four main research areas of the questionnaire. A note 

of each newly created node included detailed definition is recorded in the NVivo database. 

King (2004) points out that coding with software enables the researcher to work efficiently 

with complex coding schemes and large amounts of text, facilitating depth and sophistication 

of analysis. The coding process reveals repeated patterns across the data set, which makes sure 

that all actual data extracts are coded and allows coding of individual extracts of data in as 

many different "themes" as they correspond to. The displaying of relationships between codes 

within the data sets could be analysed in the later cross-case analysis. Two supervisors of the 

researcher review the coding process regularly, which enhances the credibility of the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Cote & Turgeon, 2005).  

 

Second, themes are searched in each of the four research areas (entrepreneurship, network, 

R&D, and market strategy) via the list of codes generated from the previous step. The initial 

coding templates focus on analysis at the broader level of theme. However, themes identified 

might bear little relation to the specific questions that were asked in the questionnaire. The 

researcher has not tried to code the initial node to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame. Codes 

are analysed and considered in different combinations to form an identified theme. Some sets 

of codes make way for new themes if they do not encapsulate anything meaningful about the 

data. Nothing is abandoned at this stage, as some adjudications might be adopted in later phases. 

Some significant individual themes have already been recognised at this stage. Third, all codes 

and themes have been reviewed within and across the four main areas. They are all scrutinised 

to determine if they form a coherent pattern. The researcher re-read the entire data set to judge 
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the validity of themes in relation to the data set, and the fitness of all themes as an ensemble to 

tell the story about the data on Chinese Born Global case firms. The researcher has discussed 

themes and sub-themes with two supervisors in this step. Most codes have not been abundant 

at this stage, as there is another theme clustering later in this study. The last step in forming the 

initial coding template is defining and naming themes. This study analyses and writes each 

theme in detail, including its relatedness to other themes, and how it fits into the broader overall 

story about Chinese Born Global firms in relation to research questions. Ordering the themes 

in the best way to reflect the date is also considered at this step. Finally, two supervisors review 

the name of all themes with the intent to ensure that new themes reflect phenomena of Chinese 

Born Global case firms. 

 

Both the preliminary coding templates and the initial coding templates provide a good 

representation of the sense they are making of the data. This study then attempts to develop 

templates into a final template structure to conduct within-case analysis. Three types of 

modification are mainly adopted in creating the final template structure in this study.  

1) Deletion 

Most deleted initially defined codes in the process of template construction are lack of enough 

data to support in this study. Some codes have also be deleted due to substantially overlap with 

other codes or too diverse.  

2) Changing scope 

Themes are re-defined when they are either too narrowly defined or too broadly defined. 

3) Changing higher-order classification 

Some codes classified as a sub-category of one higher-order code fit better as a sub-category 

of a different higher-order code. 

The researcher tests codes with different ways of capturing the data and relating themes. 

Attride-Stirling (2001) recommends that data should be reduced into a more manageable set of 

significant themes that succinctly summarise the qualitative data. With codes modifications, a 

new hierarchical coding structure with three level-one codes and ten level-two codes is 

generated. King (2004) claims that hierarchical coding allows the researcher to analyse texts at 

varying levels of specificity. Level-one and level-two codes in this final template structure 
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provide a good view of the general direction of the research. Level-three and level-four codes 

allow the study to distinct characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms both within and 

between cases in detail. 

 

With modifying and developing themes from these two coding structures, a final template 

structure is generated based on the literature structure of Born Global firms and phenomena 

from raw data of Chinese Born Global case firms. The final template structure is then applied 

in the full data set systematically. There are three purposes of the final coding process. 1) to 

identify any significant themes related to main research questions have not deleted during the 

modifications; 2) the final template structure provides a rich and comprehensive representation 

of the interpretation of the data (King & Brooks, 2018); 3) making the within-case analysis 

easier in the later phase. In addition, King (2004) recommends that a template could be 

considered final if all the data have scrutinised coded at least twice. Investing sufficient time 

to develop the themes will increase the probability of developing credible findings (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). This study carries out an individual-case analysis based on ten level-two codes 

in the final template structure. A case description and explanation help to understand "how" 

things are developing and "why" things occur the way they do (Ghauri & Firth, 2009). 

Thematically presenting individual cases ensure the discussion of themes does not become too 

abstracted and produces a clear and succinct thematic discussion (King, 2004). Meanwhile, the 

constructed map could lead to build a theory or a model (Miles & Huberman 1994).   

 

3.6.5.4 Cross-case and Matrix Analysis 

The cross-case analysis is more robust compared to single case analysis in case studies (Yin, 

2014). It enhances generalisability, and deepens understanding and explanation, by illustrating 

repeat-appearances of similar events and processes, as well as revealing important patterns that 

crosscut the different cases (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles & Huberman, 1999). In this study, similar 

and different phenomena and Likert scales from all case firms illustrate the variety of case 

selections. Comparison of Likert scales in this study is calculated as the mean of a scale. 

Phenomena from all case firms could help to develop a more general explanation for the 

development of Chinese Born Global firms. Themes generated from the thematic analysis are 

utilised as variables to analysis behaviours between different types of Chinese Born Global 

firms. Linkages among themes are also developed in a framework to demonstrate how different 
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variables work together to promote the competitiveness and survival of Chinese Born Global 

firms in the international market. 

 

Matrix analysis is the main technique adopted in this study to conduct cross-case analysis, 

which is flexible as a thematic analysis. The matrix analysis starts with the use of multiple 

comparison groups by ethnographers (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Miles and Huberman (1994) 

defines a matrix as the "crossing" of two lists, rows and columns, which can enhance 

generalisability and deepen understanding and explain the cross-case analysis in a systematic, 

transparent way. Nadin and Cassell (2004) point out that matrices present the outcomes of 

coding at quite a broad, summary level, to enable the researcher to step back and "see the wood 

for the trees", which is useful to compare multiple cases. However, there is a risk that the fine-

grained analysis may be lost by using broad matrix-style approaches. Nadin and Cassell (2004) 

recommend using other more fine-grained forms of data analysis, such as template analysis 

alongside the matrix analysis. 

 

Stages of matrix analysis have many similarities with the thematic analysis, such as 

familiarising the data, generating and clustering initial codes. These shared characteristics that 

led the template analysis dovetail effectively into matrix analysis both practically and 

theoretically. Filling in, extension, bridging and surfacing are the most common types of 

revisions and modifications in the matrix analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this study, 

matrices are created according to the research questions. Both descriptive and explanatory 

matrices are applied in this study. The descriptive matrix is applied to different analysis 

characteristics between various types of Chinese Born Global firms, as the descriptive matrix 

aims to make complex data more understandable and generates theories (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). Case comparison can be made by forming types or clusters which share similar patterns 

of configurations and dimensions. In the descriptive matrix, Chinese Born Global firms are 

categorised as high-tech firms and traditional firms. The explanatory matrix is utilised to 

explore linkages among variables which influence the internationalisation of case firms. The 

emphasis of matrix analysis is on data display and how this enhances the accessibility and 

interpretation of data (Nadin & Cassell, 2004). Therefore, the analysis of each category in 

matrices begins with a summary paragraph providing an overview of what is in that particular 

category along with interpretative comments to suggest possible implications and 
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interpretations of the data (Miles, 2014). A further comparison in a more quantitative way is to 

analysis Likert scales of each variable in this study.  

 

The process of making the matrix and narrowing down the categories helps in developing 

explanations for the variables. Matrix analysis is also recognised as a systematic method in 

cross-case pattern recognition (Thomas & Bertolini, 2014). Matrices need to be further 

interpreted and analysed with careful conclusions (Nadin & Cassell, 2004). In this study, the 

analytical process is grounded in and guided by the research questions to which the matrices 

relate. Quotes are included in the analysis, which can aid in the understanding of specific points 

of interpretation and demonstrate the prevalence of the themes (Nadin & Cassell, 2004). Finally, 

all the themes identified, and findings analysed through raw data in this study are discussed 

related to the literature. A discussion of a new framework for analysing Born Global firms 

would be developed based on all findings. Mind-map of the new framework is adopted to 

manage linkages among themes and sub-themes. The time-series analysis is also adopted in 

analysing the internationalisation processes of case firms in this study. 

 

 

3.7 Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, the research process design of this study is discussed in detail. Both ontological 

and epistemological philosophies are adopted. From philosophies to methods, the research 

designs are emphasised with reference to the main research questions. The main techniques—

case study, interview, thematic analysis and matrix analysis—constitute the means by which 

this study attempts to fill the research gaps identified in the literature review chapter. The 

research design not only presents the logic behind the research but also encompasses the 

methods used to assure research quality. 
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4 Within-case Analysis 

4.1 Introduction 
Combined the processes of Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis and King's (2012) 

template analysis, the primary analytical tasks of this study are to discover the themes and 

determine a template structure within the raw data of Chinese Born Global firms. Section 4.2 

documents the process of theme identification and the formation of template structure through 

an illustration of preliminary coding templates, initial coding templates and final templates 

along with an analysis of how emerging themes are organised into an analytical system. 

Sections 4.3 to 4.14 present all 12 case firms individually within the developed template 

structure under 10 main sub-themes. The last section summarises the whole chapter. 

 

 

4.2 Template Structure Forming 

4.2.1 The Preliminary Coding Templates 

The preliminary coding templates (figure 4.1) in this study are generated from the responses to 

the questionnaire issued during the second-round interviews. The forming of a new code in the 

preliminary coding templates follows the main coding philosophies adhered to in this study, 

which could represent one or more significant features of business activities. The questionnaire 

was designed on the basis of a combination of existing Born Global firm research literature and 

conclusions from the first-round interviews of Chinese Born Global case firms, and was this 

highly relevant to the main research questions in this study and helped to guide the analysis.  

 

The preliminary coding templates consist of four highest-order codes: entrepreneurship; 

network; R&D; and market strategy. These are sub-divided into two and three levels of lower-

order codes with 17 main sub-themes included. "Entrepreneurship" is the first level-one code, 

which comprises two level-two codes: "Experience" and "Global Vision." Level-three codes 

represent the main components of the entrepreneur's background and the factors influencing 

the global mind-set of founders according to the literature.  

 

The second level-one code, "Network," relates to different types of connection accounts that 

Born Global firms might be concerned about during their internationalisation. Level-three 
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codes in this area illustrate the most common parties with which Born Global firms deal and 

types of formal networks, informal networks and parties with which the firm enjoys strong ties. 

 

The third level-one code is “R&D,” which comprises five level-two codes. This structure is 

similar to the original research pattern in the R&D area. All level-two codes (innovation, 

learning, product quality, product differentiation and CRM) follow the main R&D topics in the 

Likert questions. Level-three codes under each sub-theme are widely adopted to measure the 

R&D of a firm in international business research, which mainly draws from Likert questions. 

 

Finally, “Market Strategy” is the fourth level-one code. This code plays a crucial part in 

demonstrating the difference between Chinese Born Global firms and other Born Global firms. 

Based on the results from the first-round interviews, some level-three codes, such as “Special 

Market Strategy,” “Entry to Chinese Market” and “Difference between Domestic and Foreign 

Markets” are included intentionally, which illustrates some potential unique characteristics of 

Chinese Born Global case firms. These features have rarely seen from research on Born Global 

firms from developed economies, especially those studies focused on the small and open 

economies. 
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Figure 4. 1 Preliminary Coding Template 
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Figure 4. 1 Continues 
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4.2.2 The Initial Coding Templates 

Working systematically through the entire data set with the preliminary coding templates, the 

coding process also identifies new meaningful codes relevant to the research questions, which 

may form the basis of themes across the data set. New initial codes are generated for the most 

basic segments or elements, which are not yet captured by existing templates, either because 

the data are not a ready ‘fit’ or because there is no theme representing this aspect of the data at 

all. Using all 12 case firms as the initial sample provides this study with most diversified data 

possible to form the initial coding templates. Individual extracts of data are coded in as many 

different themes as they fit and as many times as deemed relevant. Therefore, some level-two 

codes have more than seven level-three codes. More level-four codes appear in the initial 

coding templates as well (figure 4.2).  

 

In this way, new initial codes not only cover a broad range of phenomena, thus enabling the 

discovery of more potential factors influencing the business activities of Chinese Born Global 

firms, but they also represent the potential themes and are linked to raw data as summary 

markers for later analysis. New codes are analysed and considered in different combinations to 

form an identified theme. Meanwhile, themes are searched for in each of the four research areas 

(entrepreneurship, network, R&D, and market strategy). 

 

Motivation is identified as the most significant theme in entrepreneurship, as all five level-two 

codes in the initial coding templates relate to this topic. Regarding the firm's location, the 

industry in which it is engaged and the recognition of market opportunities, level-three codes 

in the initial coding templates have directly or indirectly influenced the foundation of Chinese 

Born Global case firms. For instance, some entrepreneurs established their own firms during 

the venture capital waves that washed over the Chinese economy in the early 2000s and early 

2010s, while a few case firms started their exporting business at the beginning of their 

operations due to the relatively competitive environment in the domestic market. Codes under 

the “Experience” sub-theme make up for omissions in the preliminary coding templates about 

the founder’s background. The codes “Client Base” and “Prior Start-up” also serve as 

significant phenomena motivating Chinese entrepreneurs in Born Global firms. Industrial 

experience and living & studying abroad have been listed outside of working experience and 
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international experience because of their distinctiveness from the raw data. Two level-three 

codes under the “Global Vision” code reflect founders’ concerns about the risk and innovation 

capability of their firms.  

  

Templates under the network in the preliminary coding templates cover a wide range of themes 

about various types of the network which Chinese Born Global firms might become involved 

with during their internationalisation. Formal networks include from up-stream alliances to 

horizontal alliances and downstream alliances. Informal networks are divided into three types 

based on Chinese Guanxi. Codes under the level-two code “Connections” demonstrate most 

frequently contacted parties in the internationalisation. Therefore, codes under “Network 

Building” in the initial coding templates reveal more factors in the dynamic relationships 

between diverse connections. The client base of a firm might change dramatically during its 

internationalisation. Therefore, it is vital to attract new customers constantly and to maintain 

relationships with existing clients. The level-two code “Knowledge” illustrates some necessary 

environmental knowledge that Chinese Born Global firms might adopt in their network-

building processes. The cultural environment determines what types of networks might help 

the most for the internationalisation of a Chinese Born Global firm at its initial. Many industries 

have their unique features and traditions in international operations. These industrial 

environments might affect collaborative parties of a firm in the international markets. 

 

“Competitiveness” is the third level-one code, which is measured according to the firm’s 

capacity for innovation and learning, its R&D strategy, and the purpose of its CRM and R&D 

collaboration. The competitiveness of Chinese Born Global firms in the international market is 

decided by both internal factors, such as employees, investment awareness, openness and the 

knowledge of the firm, and external factors of the industry and culture within which they 

operate. R&D strategy is a crucial sub-theme here as it is barely mentioned in the preliminary 

coding templates. Based on a firm’s resources, a Chinese Born Global firm could select its 

innovation strategy, the timing of market entry and product type, to boost their competitiveness 

among their rivals in the international market. The “CRM” code contains three level-three 

codes, which illustrates the focus of CRM among Chinese Born Global firms. CRM is one of 

the main methods used by Chinese Born Global firms to collect market information. To 

improve the quality of their CRM, most case firms adopt similar strategies. Frequent 
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connection and quick response ensure that issues are solved as swiftly as possible. Once the 

firm has enough resources, localising a service is a primary method used by case firms to 

manage customer relationships more optimally. Case firms start to build foreign warehouses 

and offices to provide better after-sale services. They also hire local employees to serve clients 

in niche markets. Finally, R&D collaboration emerged in the initial coding templates under the 

“Competitiveness” theme. Most case-firm managers cite various kinds of collaborations 

playing vital roles in improving a firm’s innovation and learning capacities. These collaborative 

relationships vary across the upstream and downstream of the manufacturing chain.  

 

The “Survival” theme is identified in the market strategy section. There are four level-two 

codes under this theme. As a key resource in international marketing, collaboration with 

different parties in business impacts the strategy selection of the case firms, which in turns 

determines their survival in the international market. Relationships with cooperative partners 

are also dynamic processes. Numerous factors influence the marketing capability of Chinese 

Born Global case firms. For instance, the choice of sales channel, the attractiveness of the target 

markets, the current business operations in the international market and the development of the 

industry all affect the marketing of the case firms. Plans for marketing depend on many market 

conditions, such as the differences in risk and culture between domestic and foreign markets. 

The resources owned by a firm combined with its products and services determine the 

marketing strategies adopted by a firm during its international expansion, which also influences 

its foreign market entry modes. Exporting is still a widely used market entry mode for Chinese 

Born Global firms. Meanwhile, strategy shifting is a noteworthy phenomenon among all 

Chinese Born Global case firms, which has been rarely discussed in the literature to date. 

Because of the dynamic changes to market conditions, industry conditions and resources under 

the firm’s control, most Chinese Born Global case firms, irrespective of their size, have 

changed their primary market strategies during their internationalisation. 
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Figure 4. 2 Initial Coding Template 
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Figure 4. 2 Continues 

 

 

4.2.3 The Final Template Structure 

After generating the preliminary coding templates and the initial coding templates, the most 

prominent potential themes, plus any a priori themes that have proved useful, are grouped 

together into meaningful clusters from the raw data. This study then attempts to cluster, modify 

and develop all codes from two templates to form a final template structure with hierarchical 
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relationships between themes, which could illustrate in detail the internationalisation process 

of Chinese Born Global firms, and enable relevant conclusions to be reached thereon.  

 

Three level-two codes, namely “Entrepreneurial Experience,” “Global Vision” and “Internal 

& External Factors,” collapse into the first level-one code “Motivation” in the final templates. 

The first level-two code combines the code “Experience” from both the preliminary coding 

templates and the initial coding templates. Entrepreneurial experience is the main determinant 

of motivation and is shaped in the main by the founder’s previous experience. Work experience 

and a high level of educational attainment provide Chinese entrepreneurs with solid skills and 

knowledge in the industries in which their firms operate. The level-four codes under “Working” 

and “International” provide more characteristics pertinent to the experience of Chinese 

entrepreneurs. The second level-two code “Global Vision” includes the most concerning issues 

since the foundation of the firm and an overview of the firm’s development from Chinese Born 

Global case firms. Risk is an important element of an entrepreneur’s global vision. In addition, 

the experience of an entrepreneur also impacts the formation of their global vision. The 

understanding of related industries and international market trends are also key in forming a 

long-term internationalisation strategy. Codes in the initial coding templates, such as “Factory 

Location,” “Industry Affection” and “Market Opportunity” are deleted in the final templates 

as they are too diverse and lack sufficient supporting data. Factors which influence motivation 

can be divided into the internal and the external. Client base and innovation capacity are the 

main internal factors at this stage. The main external determinants of motivation are industry 

conditions, macro-economic conditions and domestic competition. 
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Figure 4. 3 Final Template Structure 
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In the analysis, the adoption and influence of networking during the case firms’ 

internationalisation reveals close relationships with the areas of entrepreneurship, R&D and 

market strategy. During the development of templates, the discussion of networking is more 

meaningful when juxtaposed with the other areas treated in this study. For instance, various 

connections mentioned in the preliminary coding templates are crucial in the analysis of 

collaboration in both R&D and market strategy. Distributors and original equipment 

manufacturers (OEMs) are the main learning sources for Chinese Born Global firms to develop 

their innovation capabilities. Informal networks are mainly discussed in the entrepreneur’s 

experience, as some of them are among the major motivations behind the firm’s very 

foundation. Tie strength and dynamic relationships during the internationalisation are also 

significantly related to the different strategies adopted by case firms in their different 

development phases. As one of the original areas of analysis in the framework, this study 

divides the analysis of networking into the other three areas (entrepreneurship, R&D and 

market strategy).  

 

The third level-one code, “Competitiveness,” mainly covers the R&D activities of Chinese 

Born Global firms. Making improvements in the first three level-two codes, namely “Learning 

and Innovation,” “Product” and “CRM” will eventually improve the firm’s competitiveness in 

the international market”, eventually improving its competitiveness in the international market. 

Two codes, “Innovation” and “Learning,” are merged into one because most case firms have 

limited capabilities in innovation and learning due to their limited resources, although all case 

firms do pay close attention to these two aspects. According to evidence gleaned from 

interviews, two major factors impact the development of both the learning and innovation 

capacities of most case firms: the industry environment; and the working ability of employees. 

The level-four code “Customisation” is listed as it is the most commonly adopted R&D strategy 

among case firms. Firms which are limited by their resources usually utilise a customisation 

strategy to improve their product differentiation. The more collaborations the firm has, the 

better its product differentiation capability. Unlike codes in the preliminary coding templates, 

templates under the code “CRM” in the initial coding templates focus more on the benefits of 

CRM and the strategies which are widely adopted by the case firms. For instance, case firms 

devote time and resources to CRM in order to gather the information that can be used to 

improve existing products and services and to develop new ones. Therefore, CRM codes are 

merged based on the initial coding templates, which could better demonstrate the 
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characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms in CRM. The code “Collaboration” is a new theme 

which was not in the original framework. Collaboration plays a crucial role in the R&D 

activities of the case firms. For instance, collaborations with a leading company in the industry, 

such as an OEM, can speed up the learning processes of Chinese Born Global firms. Likewise, 

collaborations with suppliers of raw materials can help to guarantee that product quality is 

maintained to a stable and high standard. Elsewhere, good relationships with distributors and 

dealers also stimulate CRM development. 

 

Analysis of the codes in the market strategy area in the preliminary coding templates reveals 

that sub-themes such as strategy, market selection and market competence mainly determine a 

firm’s business performance in the international market, which directly leads to the following 

theme in the market strategy area: survival. To survive in the international market is the primary 

goal of all case firms. Most entrepreneurs claim that survival is still their most significant 

concern even when their firms are enjoying success in foreign international markets. Four 

level-three codes under the code “Performance” are the most commonly used indexes to 

measure the performance of a firm in the international market. The level-two code “Marketing” 

includes the market strategy adopted by Chinese Born Global firms during their 

internationalisation and the different marketing plans pursued in accordance with the dynamic 

attractiveness of the firms’ specific markets. The Chinese Born Global case firms apply 

different market strategies under various market conditions to boost their business performance 

in order to improve their chances of survival in the international market. Most case firms have 

changed their products, services and market strategies during the process of internationalisation. 

Different connections during international marketing and the dynamic relationships among all 

parties form the code “Collaboration” in the final template structure. Collaboration is key to 

the market strategies of the case firms as it connects the external elements of a firm, such as 

industry and market conditions. Collaborations with suppliers, distributors and dealers provide 

Chinese Born Global firms with enough market information to make the “right” decisions about 

market strategies. Most market strategies devised by these firms are based on information 

collected through collaboration. Collaborations also provide opportunities for case firms to 

select appropriate sales channels. The dynamic nature of their relationships with other business 

parties with which they cooperate also influences the market strategy deployed by the case 

firms at different stages of their development. 
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The final template structure is then adopted to systematically code the entire data set. Templates 

in the final structure provide a comprehensive and rich representation of the raw data. In the 

final structure, a clear and identifiable distinction is drawn between themes. Most importantly, 

sections of data in the final structure clearly address the research questions in this study. As the 

formation of the initial coding templates is based on raw data from all 12 case firms, no 

additional data within themes have been identified in the new round of coding. Based on the 

final template structure above, the rest of this chapter adopts 10 level-two codes as the 

analytical structure to conduct the individual-case study of all 12 Chinese Born Global case 

firms.  

 

 

4.3 Case One Analysis 
Case firm 1 is a private firm located in Hai’an, Jiangsu province, which had 64 employees in 

2018. It has another office in Dubai with just one member of staff. The firm was established 

by two founders in 2002 and started exporting in the same year. The main products of firm 1 

include plate shears, angle benders/shears and coiling machines, which are mostly used in 

infrastructure projects. The foreign and domestic sales of firm 1 were CNY 28.8 million and 

CNY 13.5 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.3.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 1 graduated from Shanghai Jiaotong University with a bachelor’s degree 

in mechanical design in 1990. After his graduation, he joined a local state-owned enterprise 

(SOE) which produced shearing machines. He worked as a fitter in the assembly workshop for 

one year and was then transferred to the technical design department for another four years. In 

1995, the SOE for which he worked was appointed as the first cohorts owned self-import and 

export operation rights in Jiangsu province. He was sent by his former SOE to a business 

English training camp for six months held by the Jiangsu Provincial Mechanical and Electrical 

Office for six months at Nanjing University of Science and Technology. After the training 

camp, he returned to the SOE and established its import and export department all by himself. 

He served as the director of the department for a total of seven years until his departure. During 

that period, the founder established contacts with a large number of foreign clients and gained 
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vast quantities of valuable knowledge. Following the SOE’s restructuring around 2002, the 

founder of firm 1 was relieved of his high-ranking position. In the same year, he started his 

own business with one partner. In 2010, the founder’s wife replaced the one other partner in 

the firm, and she became its second-largest shareholder. Because the founder has attained a 

good level of higher education and undertaken professional business English training, in 

addition to his many years of practical experience in communicating with foreign customers, 

he could communicate with foreign clients in English fluently.  

 

4.3.2 Global Vision 

The internationalisation strategy of firm 1 was set out from its establishment. Demands for firm 

1’s products mainly come from infrastructure projects, and there is little demand in developed 

countries in Europe and North America. Firm 1 has participated actively in the Belt and Road 

Initiative to explore new markets. In recent years, some new domestic rivals have emerged in 

the form of younger entrepreneurs with similar language skills and global vision to the founder 

of firm 1, which has intensified competition in the international market. The founder noticed 

that these emerging domestic competitors were mostly competing in terms of price. The gaps 

between firm 1 and these recently-established rivals in terms of technical knowledge and 

product quality are significant and could not be filled in only a few years. Although its 

exporting business has been hindered by the current trade war, and even though the sales of 

firm 1 in the domestic market have grown in recent years, the firm still adheres to its 

internationalisation strategy in the long run. The founder believes that an ideal scenario for firm 

1 would be on in which 60-65% of its sales came from foreign markets, with the rest coming 

from the domestic market. 

 

4.3.3 Motivational Factors 

The client base was the biggest motivational factor behind the foundation of firm 1. The 

founder had built the import and export department of an SOE on his own and served as its 

director for seven years during which time he compiled an enormous and rich network of 

foreign clients. He drew heavily on this client base to generate business in the early days of his 

new firm. These clients had established solid and trusting relationships with firm 1’s founder 

through long-term cooperation and personal acquaintance; as a result, the former trusted the 

latter’s integrity and business competence. Meanwhile, both his working experience and 
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educational background provided the founder of firm 1 with extensive knowledge of products 

and technologies. In addition, under the influence of the macro-economy at that time, the 

restructuring of the company made the founder of firm 1 who lost his power in the former SOE, 

which forced him to choose a re-employ. Around 2002, there was a wave of new ventures in 

China, with firm 1 very much included. 

 

4.3.4 Learning & Innovation 

Most products sold by firm 1 are traditional types of machinery which have a relatively long 

lifespan. The functions of these products are simple, meaning there is little need for innovation. 

Indeed, it would be a waste of high-end technical talent to engage them in innovations of such 

products, and an enterprise like firm 1 cannot afford to invest in such human resources. Another 

issue apparent in learning and innovation in firm 1 is that most of its current employees are 

senior employees. They are comfortable with their current status, and it can be difficult to 

stimulate any desire for innovation. Ultimately, the innovation of the products sold by firm 1 

mainly stems from industry developments and customer feedback. 

 

4.3.5 Product & Service 

The founder believes that maintaining product quality at a high level is the foundation for firm 

1’s ability to compete in the international market. He points out that feedback from both dealers 

and end-clients about its product quality are convincing proof of this belief. Most end clients 

of firm 1 have made a second purchase after buying and using their first products from firm 1. 

Dealers engaged by firm 1 have tended not to acquire similar products from other producers 

after purchasing products from firm 1. Product customisation is also an important way through 

which firm 1 achieves product differentiation. Previously, most products sold by firm 1 were 

standardised. However, demands from its end clients vary in terms of voltage usage, area and 

patterns of use. Therefore, firm 1 correspondingly adjusts each piece of the equipment it 

produces. Taking into account working temperature, firm 1 installs a cooling system if selling 

products to a buyer located in a tropical climate. Similarly, it installs a heating system for 

products being shipped to cold regions. 

 



4 Within-case Analysis 

125 
 

4.3.6 CRM 

 As firm 1 is not in direct contact with its end-customers, dealers play a crucial role in its 

international business. They pass technical requests from consumers to firm 1 before orders are 

confirmed. Product customisation is mainly reliant on the information collected by dealers for 

firm 1. After products are dispatched, feedback from consumers and market information is 

collected for firm 1. Therefore, firm 1 contacts its dealers quite frequently, and the founder 

leads a team to visit its major dealers once every half-year. During the visits, dealers also 

introduce some of their clients to firm 1. Some of its foreign dealers have cooperated with firm 

1 for more than ten years, while firm 1 also attends several large trade and industry shows every 

year to meet prospective new dealers. 

 

Because the operating environments in which the products sold by firm 1 are deployed are 

usually harsh, there are high requirements for after-sales services. Firm 1 determines the cause 

of any machine failure through remote diagnosis. The customer can then purchase replacement 

parts in the local market if the failure has been caused by damaged original parts, and then firm 

1 guides the installation. The functional parts of firm 1’s equipment are mainly sourced from 

globally-recognised brands. Firm 1 sends engineers to repair damaged equipment during its 

warranty period if the damages have not been caused by the original parts. Moreover, firm 1 

attempts to improve its after-sales service by using foreign subsidiaries and hiring local 

employees in its Dubai office. However, the Dubai office only provides after-sales services to 

the markets in its vicinity, such as other countries in the Middle-East and North Africa. 

 

4.3.7 R&D Collaboration 

As the supply chains in Jiangsu province are mature, firm 1 cooperates with some excellent 

suppliers. Indeed, among customers in the industry, this area is renowned for the production of 

quality equipment. The concentration of the industry in the area is high in every aspect, 

meaning that suppliers are located quite near to firm 1. Workers at firm 1’s suppliers are highly-

skilled, which reduces many potential production issues for firm 1. Accordingly, firm 1 boosts 

its R&D capabilities through customer feedback as well as market information collected by its 

dealers. 
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4.3.8 Performance 

The total sales of firm 1 increased dramatically in its first seven years, from CNY 5 million in 

2002 to over CNY 50 million in 2008 (figure 4.4). However, on account of the financial crisis 

in 2008, the total sales of firm 1 declined to around CNY 40 million in the following years. 

Although the income of firm 1 has remained quite stable in recent years, the composition of its 

income has changed notably. In its first three years, firm 1’s revenue came exclusively from 

exports. Its domestic sales only started in 2005, and the ratio of domestic sales to total sales 

has been blooming since 2010.  

 

Figure 4. 4 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 1 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

The development trend with respect to size in the number of employees of firm 1 is similar to 

its development trend for total sales (figure 4.5). After being hit by the financial crisis, the 

number of employees of firm 1 dropped to around 60. The number of foreign markets in which 

firm 1 operates has decreased since 2008. Indeed, in recent years, its momentum in this regard 

has flattened. Firm 1 established an office in Dubai in 2004 (the red rectangle in figure 4.5), 

which remains its only foreign subsidiary. 
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Figure 4. 5 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 1 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

4.3.9 Marketing 

The founder admits that the development of the firm did not follow a special strategy initially. 

After several years of stable development, he felt that the driving force behind the firm’s 

development was weakening. Although upgrading a firm engaged in traditional industry is 

difficult, the new strategies of firm 1 are as follows: 1) identify new niche markets by following 

the Belt and Road Initiative; and 2) develop businesses in new areas (since 2018, firm 1 has 

started to focus on medical equipment production, which is a totally new area for the firm). 

 

Based on market information collected by its dealers and itself, firm 1 foresees high growth 

potential for sales in underdeveloped markets, such as some countries in the Middle East and 

Africa, where infrastructure projects would significantly boost their economies. Nevertheless, 

the political stability in these areas is relatively low, which makes doing business there 

comparatively risky. Firm 1’s growth potential for sales is also quite high. However, it has 

found domestic sales more difficult to maintain than foreign sales. Domestic customers are 

more critical, which leads to more after-sales services being required. Moreover, the 

competition in the domestic market is mainly in the form of price, which squeezes profits for 

most manufacturers. Accordingly, firm 1 predicts its total sales will still mainly come from 

overseas.  
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As its Dubai office is only for after-sales services, exporting through dealers is still firm 1’s 

only foreign market entry mode. This mode is commonly adopted in the industry worldwide. 

The vast client base accumulated by the founder from his prior international experience was 

highly useful in the initial stage. In fact, firm 1 developed most of its current clients itself. At 

that time, the founder would be personally involved in every step of the firm’s marketing 

activity. But now, to enter a new market, firm 1 would need to find the right dealer.  

 

4.3.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Dealers are the most important partners in the marketing of firm 1, which adopts service 

strategies, such as frequent contact and quick response to maintain the relationships with them. 

Therefore, many of its dealers have cooperated with firm 1 for more than 10 years. Recently, 

the founder has observed that firm 1’s dealers have less enthusiasm for marketing, and he feels 

they are not promoting its products as devotedly as before. He believes this situation is 

attributable to the relatively high age of its dealers. Therefore, firm 1 is looking for new 

collaborations with dealers and attends trade and industry shows every year.  

 

 

4.4 Case Two Analysis 
Case firm 2 is a private firm in Shenzhen, Guangdong province, which had 6 employees in 

2018. It was founded in 2016 and started exporting in the same year. Firm 2 is a trading firm 

which provides services for fashion brands seeking linen fabrics in China. The foreign and 

domestic sales of firm 1 were CNY 15.6 million and CNY 0.2 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.4.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

After graduating from university with a major in administrative management, the founder of 

firm 2 worked in a state-owned textile company for 12 years. He worked as both a front-line 

worker and a salesman in this SOE. Before leaving the SOE, he was responsible for its foreign 

business activities for many years. He founded a textile trading firm with two friends in 2008, 

in which he specialised in sales. After serving the firm for eight years, he founded another 

textile trading firm in 2016. Having been engaged in international business for almost 20 years, 

the founder thinks that language proficiency is the most important factor when doing 
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international business. However, somewhat hypocritically, such language proficiency is one of 

the founder’s main weaknesses. 

 

4.4.2 Global Vision 

The founder believes that the leading entrepreneur should always be regarded as the most 

important asset in a firm doing international business. The experience and knowledge that an 

entrepreneur brings to the firm could determine its survival in international business. For 

instance, firm 2 is an exporter of textile fabrics. However, the founder points out that the 

Chinese textile fabric industry may be replaced by Southeast Asian counterparts in the coming 

years. Indeed, countries in the latter region have already overtaken China in the clothing 

industry. It is thus a matter of time before these countries assume Chinese’s leading position in 

the fabric industry. The main threat here comes in the form of low-cost labour countries, such 

as India, Bangladesh and Cambodia. This very issue caused a disagreement between the 

founder and his former business partners in his previous firm as to the direction of its 

development, as his former business partners wanted to adopt a high-risk business model. He 

thought this was too risky based on the development trends of the industry, and this led him to 

the found firm 2. 

 

4.4.3 Motivational Factors 

The founder cites access to a wide client base as the main motivation to start a new company. 

He worked previously for an SOE for more than ten years and for a further eight in a firm that 

he co-founded. In both former companies, he was in charge of sourcing clients. Most of the 

orders received in the beginning were made by customers with whom the founder had 

established contact in his previous ventures. He points out that customers usually follow a 

businessman instead of a firm in the textile industry. The knowledge and experience of the 

founder, which he gained from over 20 years in the industry, also motivated him to set up a 

new venture despite the possibility that the production of textile fabrics faces probable 

relocation to countries with cheaper labour. The founder asserts that the production of linen, a 

high-quality fabric, requires both highly-skilled labour and high-tech machinery, which are 

high entry thresholds for new players. For instance, the establishment of a printing or dyeing 

mill costs at least CNY 100 million. Moreover, the awareness of the environmental impact of 

the industry’s activities has grown significantly in most Southeast Asia countries where many 
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now know of the potential pollution caused by such mills. The founder of firm 2 took a 

calculated risk that the industry would remain in China for the foreseeable future, and this 

underpinned his motives for starting a Born Global firm.   

 

4.4.4 Learning & Innovation 

As a small pure trading firm, innovation is limited in firm 2 due to resource scarcity. For 

instance, it would be impossible for firm 2 to develop high-tech textile products with its current 

level of financial and human resources. Meanwhile, textile products are normally not high-tech 

products. The factories collaborated with firm 2 mainly control the development of production 

technology. At the same time, the development of new products in the industry mainly concerns 

new varieties or colours of fabrics. For a different variety of fabrics, different compositions of 

fabrics may need to be interwoven or new fabrics may need to be made which have a different 

texture to existing fabrics. Compared to other trading firms, the founder believes that his firm 

has some advantages in technology, thanks to his expertise in the industry.  

 

4.4.5 Product & Service 

The founder is confident that the firm’s products are of good quality. Importantly, its suppliers 

all produce quality guaranteed products, as their factories conduct their own internal 

inspections. Firm 2 also has staff employed to follow orders and to carry out their own quality 

inspections during production and before final delivery. Moreover, exports are subject to 

quality inspection reports as well, so that they meet customers’ requirements. There are dozens 

of indicators in these quality inspections reports issued by third parties. Product diversification 

mainly depends on the production capability of firm 2’s suppliers. In addition, the majority of 

orders in firm 2 are still for regular fabrics, with new types of fabric only accounting for a small 

part of its annual sales. Finally, the security of the materials is a priority in the clothing industry, 

so no clothing brands are going to embark on a large-scale launch of new products made from 

entirely new material.  

 

4.4.6 CRM 

The founder points out that creating value for a client is dependent on three factors: the product 

quality; the price of the product; and the delivery time. Therefore, firm 2 tries to satisfy its 

clients in these three aspects, as one faulty order might directly affect future orders and even 
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endanger the survival of the firm in the international market. Selecting trusted suppliers is the 

foundation of firm 2’s CRM. Another feature of firm 2’s CRM is its quick response when it 

comes to after-sales services, as it provides timely follow-up for its clients and communicates 

effectively. The founder believes that the speed at which the firm solves problems demonstrates 

how seriously it takes its responsibilities to customers. The founder also visits some long-

standing clients to show them some new fabric samples once a quarter to once a half-year. 

Sometimes, firm 2 posts some of its new fabric samples to existing clients to collect their 

feedback. 

 

4.4.7 R&D Collaboration 

One of the most prominent business modes of firm 2 is where the client provides some specific 

fabric samples and asks firm 2 to search for suppliers according to the corresponding 

requirements or design. This emphasises the importance of the manufacturing capabilities of 

its suppliers, who are crucial for the development of firm 2’s R&D. All current suppliers of 

firm 2 have dealt with the founder through his former businesses and have built long-term 

trusting relationships together. The founder is thus assured about the capability of firm 2’s 

suppliers. 

 

4.4.8 Performance 

Operating in a relatively mature industry, the performance of firm 2 was quite stable in its first 

three years. The total sales of firm 2 were steady at around CNY 14 million from 2016 to 2018 

(figure 4.6). More than 87% of its total sales are from foreign markets, while the domestic ratio 

to total sales has gradually risen to 34.7% during this three-year period.  

 

The number of foreign markets in which it operates and the size of the firm (i.e. the number of 

employees) has maintained a gradually rising trend (figure 4.7). Aside from exporting, firm 2 

is not engaged in any other foreign business activities. 
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Figure 4. 6 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 2 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Figure 4. 7 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 2 since its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

4.4.9 Marketing 
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and lacks any prominent market strategies. Being relatively new, firm 2 has stayed consistent 

with its original development plans with regard to both scale and growth rate. The size of the 

domestic market is reasonably large at present, with its growth powered by increased domestic 

consumption of linen which is a relatively luxurious fabric material in clothing. However, the 

founder points out some drawbacks of doing business in the domestic market. For instance, the 
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some companies. Ultimately, the cost of maintaining a domestic sales model is very high as it 

is considered necessary to host social dinners very often and to send gifts to the main players 

in the industry. All of the links (purchasing manager, quality inspector, designer, etc.) in the 

business need to be maintained. Moreover, a certain amount of commission needs to be given 

to executives in the companies with which firm 2 cooperates. The founder admits that business 

with foreign clients is simpler. In addition, firm 2 provides mediation services connecting 

overseas fashion brands with Chinese linen fabric providers. Domestic clients in this industry 

scarcely have any need for this since they can contact the fabric providers directly themselves.  

 

Most end-clients of firm 2 are from Europe and North America who have a cooperative garment 

factory in Southeast Asia. They assign firm 2 to find the fabrics they need as the raw material 

for their clothing products. Then, firm 2 contacts its suppliers to fulfil the order and exports to 

the countries where the appointed garment factories of the end-client are located. This is 

common practice across the whole industry. Firm 2 does not have much choice regarding entry 

mode, however, the founder of firm 2 observes certain principles in selecting clients, whose 

creditworthiness is deemed paramount. For instance, although the creditworthiness of 

Bangladesh as a country is relatively poor, firm 2 will export to factories in Bangladesh if the 

credibility of the end-client is deemed high enough. The firm would worry about the risk of 

money collection for business in some areas with poor creditworthiness. The firm would accept 

businesses which export to those areas only if the order is specified by end-client the firm trust. 

The founder points out that credit is essential in international trade. Meanwhile, the main 

marketing channel for firm 2 is professional fabric exhibitions as approximately 70% of its 

current clients are sourced through such exhibitions, while in some cases existing clients also 

introduce new clients to the firm.  

 

4.4.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Suppliers play a supportive role in the marketing of firm 2. All existing suppliers of firm 2 are 

in business relationships with the founder. The founder points out that it is easier to work 

together with familiar and trusted business partners. The product quality and competitive prices 

offered by its suppliers help firm 2 to secure orders in the international market. Its main 

suppliers are considered loyal allies. Meanwhile, product diversification is supported by the 

manufacturing capability of its suppliers, and this helps firm 2 to attract more clients. 
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Marketing is conducted through informal networks in the case of firm 2, whose good reputation 

helps it to attract orders from new clients who have been introduced by existing clients. 

 

 

4.5 Case Three Analysis 
Case firm 3 is a private firm located in Guangzhou, Guangdong province, which had 12 

employees in 2018. It has a warehouse in the US and a foreign office in Dubai with two oversea 

staff in total. The firm was founded in 2002, but it carried out no business activities before 

2013 when it undertook its first exports. The main products sold by firm 3 are furniture 

accessories and hardware such as trouser racks, ironing boards and coat hangers. The foreign 

and domestic sales of firm 3 were CNY 40.1 million and CNY 2.1 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.5.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 3 has a bachelor’s degree in international business, and also received an 

EMBA from the University of Texas at Arlington and Tsinghua University in 2012. After 

graduating from university, he joined a Singapore communications company in Guangzhou 

where he worked for two years. In 2007, he joined a firm owned by his cousin producing 

furniture accessories, where he was mainly in charge of product R&D and international 

business. Four years later, the founder had some conflicts of opinion with his cousin about his 

firm’s operations. Thereafter, he founded his own firm in 2011. The founder believes language 

skills to be critical in international business as these can help entrepreneurs to conquer cultural 

differences and to communicate with customers in greater depth, which certainly boosts foreign 

sales.  

 

4.5.2 Global Vision 

The founder of firm 3 thinks it is easier to run a business successfully in the international market 

with a sound global vision in place. He believes that a global vision is something entrepreneurs 

should take into account in the operation of their enterprises, which entails considering 

influential global factors such as labour, industry, laws and economy. The founder has been 

enthusiastic about doing international business since his university days. He also believes that 

his working experience in a foreign company and with foreign customers helps the formation 
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of his global vision. Realising the relatively high cost of international B2C business, firm 3 

started an international B2B business and became an important supplier of mainly online stores. 

The main products sold by firm 3 are furniture accessories for which the founder calculated a 

big rise in demand. Courtesy of economic development, people's living standards are rising. 

As the commodity spending of households rises, they seek to maximise the use of their closet 

space: clothes need to be hung up, underwear needs to be stored, and space needs to be made 

for kitchen items. With this in mind, he believes that his firm’s products will have a ready-

made market. Therefore, firm 3 targets the North American market as a long-term strategy and 

has set up warehouses and offices in the US to handle logistics and after-sales service issues.  

 

4.5.3 Motivational Factors 

The founder of firm 3 combined his previous work experience in a foreign trading company 

and in a previous start-up to set up his own firm which (1) provides services for foreign 

companies seeking forward suppliers in the Chinese market, and (2) exports high-end furniture 

accessories to developed markets. During his time running another firm with a family member, 

the founder of firm 3 noticed that many foreign manufacturers have difficulties finding suitable 

suppliers. No firm in the sector could reliably render this service. Moreover, most Chinese 

companies in the sector, despite lacking human resources capacity, do have advantages in 

finance, supply chain management and languages. At the same time, he noticed that the demand 

for high-end furniture accessories had significantly increased in advanced economies. 

Therefore, he set up a firm with a two-pronged focus: developing high-quality furniture 

accessories; and providing professional services to foreign manufacturers. With the decrease 

in China’s GDP growth rate since 2012, the central government initiated “supply-side” reforms. 

Increasingly, private firms were encouraged to enter emerging industries in China. The R&D 

capacity of private firms was thus intensified by the Government’s initiative. Furthermore, the 

development environment for Chinese private firms improved notably during this period. 

Listed as a Technology Innovation Enterprise in Guangdong province, firm 3 has benefitted 

from many supportive policies since its founding. Meanwhile, even though firm 3 has suffered 

some financial difficulties during its development, financial support (over CNY 20 million in 

total) from the founder’s informal networks has helped it to persist. 
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4.5.4 Learning & Innovation 

Since its foundation, firm 3 has tried to keep at the forefront of innovation with its supply chain 

management and products. It started to focus on the development of furniture-related IoT 

products around 2016. Through collaboration with other firms, firm 3 has accumulated 

substantial expertise in the industry. For instance, firm 3 learned operation skills through its 

cooperation with listed furniture companies as a result of which it accelerated production and 

improved its inventory management. R&D investment is significant in firm 3, and the founder 

personally participates in new product development. More than 70% of new products in the 

firm were developed by itself. However, the founder notices that not all employees are 

learning-orientated and did not share his values or those of other employees. Therefore, firm 3 

has laid off many of its employees. Significantly, not all products made by firms, whether 

traditional furniture hardware or smart home products, are made using high-level technologies. 

Firm 3 believes that it is impossible to produce innovative products in China due to its limited 

manufacturing capability. A main factor behind the lack of innovative products in the market 

is that most firms seek to launch finished products. However, the founder believes that this 

focus limits the abilities of a firm. Therefore, firm 3 only develops the parts of a good product 

which it is capable of producing and outsources the remaining parts.  

 

4.5.5 Product & Service 

Product quality is the lifeblood of firm 3. Without guaranteed quality products, the founder 

believes that the firm could not survive in the market. Thanks to the advantages afforded by 

Chinese industrial chains, the product quality of firm 3 may not be able to keep pace with the 

products made in Japan and Taiwan, but customers are very satisfied with the 

performance/price ratio of firm 3’s products. For example, the manufacturing costs in the 

hardware industry in Guangzhou are very low, and the product quality is very good. To ensure 

the quality of its products, firm 3 sets strict criteria for its suppliers including economic strength, 

manufacturing competence, management skills, and human resources. The founder points out 

that product differentiation could provide the enterprise with an overall cost advantage. Sooner 

or later, the competition between products in the market will be purely on price if there is no 

discernible difference in the manufacturing quality of the products, meaning that the profit 

margin of the enterprise would not be guaranteed. In addition, the management of intellectual 

property rights is becoming more and more strict, which is prompting many enterprises to 

diversify their products. 
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4.5.6 CRM 

The founder leads a team to visit most of the firm’s business customers at least once a year. 

Firm 3 utilises advanced sales software to implement a quick response strategy for after-sales. 

The firm has also specifically designed a survey to measure customer satisfaction frequently. 

With its new foreign warehouses, firm 3 could deliver orders to its customers within 72 hours 

of orders being placed. Another purpose of setting up foreign warehouses is to provide a more 

localised service. 

 

4.5.7 R&D Collaboration 

Firm 3 regards its supply chain as one of its biggest advantages in competing with rivals in the 

international markets. The strict criteria applied by firm 3 in the selection of its suppliers serves 

to boost its innovative and productive capabilities. Based on its innovation philosophy, firm 3 

carries out many R&D projects with various suppliers and partners, which improves its product 

differentiation. Through such cooperation, firm 3 gains valuable expertise, which raises its 

R&D capability. 

 

4.5.8 Performance 

The total sales of firm 3 have risen rapidly since its founding (figure 4.8). The total turnover of 

firm 3 has grown from around CNY 1 million to over CNY 40 million within only six years. 

Firm 3 started to engage in both international and domestic business activities at the same time. 

Nevertheless, its foreign sales dominate its total sales. Nevertheless, the growth rate of its 

foreign sales (average 132.1%) is similar to its growth rate in the domestic market (average 

117.7%). Meanwhile, the export ratio of firm 3 has increased from 90.9% to 94.8% over the 

covered six-year period. Its total sales grew markedly (by 244.8%) in its fourth year when firm 

3 concentrated its business in the B2B area.  
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Figure 4. 8 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 3 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Comparing to the increasing tendency in its sales, the number of foreign markets in which it 

operates and its number of employees decreased after 2013 (figure 4.9). When the founder 

streamlined human resources, the number of employees in firm 3 dropped by more than 50%. 

In 2018, the number of employees had declined to below the number in its founding year. The 

decrease in the number of foreign markets in which it operates is due to the more focused 

market strategy launched by firm 3 in 2016. Firm 3 set up its first foreign warehouse in the US 

in 2015 (the red rectangle in figure 4.9) and set up an office in Dubai in the following year (the 

blue triangle in figure 4.9). 

 

Figure 4. 9 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 3 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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Firm 3’s founder also highlights that government support has helped its financial performance. 

With a tax rebate of 16% due to firm 3 being a high-tech enterprise, it has more space for price 

negotiation with its customers. In addition, technology subsidies, housing subsidies and some 

other financial subsidies from the local government have helped firm 3 to prosper in the market. 

 

4.5.9 Marketing 

The firm shifted its business focus from both B2B and B2C business, to exclusively B2B in its 

fourth year. The pure B2B business model could maximise the advantages presented its supply 

chains. The firm is more willing to cooperate with large-scale businesses such as supermarkets, 

massive listed companies in the industry, large-scale e-commerce companies in the industry, 

furniture wardrobe manufacturers, and distributors. Meanwhile, firm 3’s targeted customers 

are the middle-class in developed economies and it has thus focused on the North American 

market as a high-potential niche market. Firm 3 also focuses on delivering simply-designed 

products that should attract mainstream demand. With these market strategies, firm 3 has 

achieved great success in the North American market. With the expected annual sales of over 

USD 150 million in 2019, firm 3 plans to set up its own factories in North America to further 

reduce its costs. 

 

Overall, foreign sales contribute almost 95% of its total sales, so firm 3 naturally focuses on 

oversea markets. Europe is the next big market for firm 3 to explore. However, the founder 

believes that the firm will return to the domestic market before penetrating Europe due to the 

huge emerging demand in the Chinese market. Nevertheless, entering the domestic market 

would not be easy for firm 3. First, the sales channels in the domestic market are different from 

the overseas markets they are accustomed to dealing in. Furniture sales in China are mainly 

recorded by furniture manufacturers. Dealing with these manufacturers often entails having to 

entertain clients to keep business relationships going, which is a practice the founder dislikes.  

 

4.5.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Its overseas successes give firm 3 more bargaining power when it comes to forging new 

collaborations. Firm 3 has strict criteria for its different sales channels. For instance, it only 

selects large-scale supermarkets as its dealers overseas. Moreover, any manufacturer seeking 

to collaborate with firm 3 must be a large-scale listed company in the industry. Distributors, 
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similarly, should be among the top three in the given country to collaborate with firm 3. The 

founder has changed his attitude toward sales platforms, like Alibaba. Initially, firm 3 could 

only promote its business through such platforms but the founder has grown sceptical about 

the motives of Alibaba in particular. 

 

 

4.6 Case Four Analysis 
Case firm 4 is a joint-venture company from Chongqing, which had about 660 employees in 

2018. The foreign shareholder of the company comes from Hong Kong. The firm was founded 

in 2000 and first started exporting in 2001. It comprises one foreign company in Hong Kong 

and four other companies which cover various activities from silkworm breeding to silk 

production in mainland China. It also has two experiment production bases in Cambodia and 

Thailand with 26 foreign employees in total. The main products sold by firm 4 are different 

kinds of silk products, including silk fabrics and silk gifts. The foreign and domestic sales of 

firm 1 were CNY 131.4 million and CNY 130.9 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.6.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 4 graduated from the Sichuan Economic Management Cadre College in 

Chinese language and literature. The founder also attended a two-year training in the School 

of Economics and Management at Tsinghua University, while she has an MBA The main 

shareholder of the company comes from Hong Kong Peking University and the University of 

North Virginia (US). She became a civil servant in the Public Security Bureau and later worked 

at the Municipal People's Congress, before being transferred to the Silk Import and Export 

Corporation in Chongqing in 1996. Several years later, Chongqing silk group company was 

formed by the merger of state-owned foreign trade and domestic trade firms. The founder 

worked as the director of the office and assistant to the president in the group company until 

she set up her own company in 2000. The founder can only speak basic English and admits that 

the firm would do better if she could communicate with foreign clients directly without an 

interpreter. She points out that interpreters might not fully convey her original meaning, and 

she cannot definitively know what the customer is demanding either. Sometimes, 

miscommunication causes business problems. 
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4.6.2 Global Vision 

The founders of firm 4 belongs to a group involved in international business in China through 

SOE employment. Import and export rights had yet to be issued to private firms before 2001 

in Chongqing. During the period she was working in the state-owned silk company, so she has 

a comprehensive understanding of the silk business. As chief of staff and assistant to the 

president, she grew familiar with all of the company’s operations. Moreover, her international 

business experience in the SOE made the founder of firm 4 more open-minded. She has come 

into contact with a greater variety of ideas through both overseas customers and participation 

in trade fairs around the world. These experiences helped the founder to identify business 

opportunities with foreign customers and companies. She summarises that most private export 

firms formed in the early days of Chinese exporting history were founded by entrepreneurs 

who had worked previously in SOEs and dealt with foreign businesses. These entrepreneurs 

enjoyed a comparative advantage when foreign trade rights were extended to the private sector, 

and they pounced on to opportunity start their own firms. 

 

The founder notes that the persistence of internationalisation depends on many factors. For 

instance, market factors generally dictate the firm’s international strategy. Prior to 2016, all of 

firm 4’s products were exported. Silk products are high-end products and require certain 

consumption capacity. With rising purchasing power in the domestic market in recent years, 

firm 4 started to penetrate the Chinese market as well. The founder points out that long-term 

international strategies should be measured and adjusted according to the dynamic market 

environment. Meanwhile, there is an observed risk that the whole industry could be relocated 

to low-cost labour markets, such as Southeast Asia and Africa, given the rising cost of labour 

and land in China in recent years. Such a situation would be a sort of replication of the switch 

from Japan to China decades ago. Such a prospect represents a long-term threat to the firm. 

 

4.6.3 Motivational Factors 

Firm 4’s founder has a business partner in Hong Kong who provided the client base at the time 

of its launch. The business partner met the founder through their international business 

activities. Therefore, they have built a long and trusting relationship together. Prior 

international business experience also provided the founder with the motivation to set up the 

firm. The founder notes that she would never have become involved in the exporting business 
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if she had not worked in areas related to international business before. Meanwhile, with the 

wave of new ventures around 2000 in China, the founder was no longer satisfied with her fixed 

income in the SOE and wanted to earn and achieve more in return for her efforts. 

 

4.6.4 Learning & Innovation 

The founder believes that learning could boost the firm’s development. Since setting up the 

firm, the merger of the first fabric factory and acquiring the silkworm breeding base are among 

the examples of firm 4 taking the initiative to learn or innovate in the industry. For example, 

firm 4 is the only enterprise in the southwestern China which can produce certain types of silk 

fabrics. Their products are normally sold out before they even leave the production line. Firm 

4 set up its first laboratory in Cambodia six years after its founding, and it subsequently added 

a base in Thailand as well. The purpose of these units is not only to produce raw silk but also 

to research and develop production technologies in cooperation with local governments. Firm 

4 also supports various learning opportunities for its employees, including off-the-job learning 

and learning in practice albeit it is difficult to improve production techniques in silk fabrics. 

Most products exported by firm 4 are semi-finished silk fabrics, which are made in a traditional 

way, which means there is no need for R&D. Products sold in the domestic market need to be 

designed with more cultural creativity but firm 4 lacks human resources in this area. Indeed, 

firm 4 outsources product design to a Taiwanese company. 

 

4.6.5 Product & Service 

The three basic marketing philosophies of firm 4 are: 1) the product quality is a little better 

than its rivals; 2) the sales price is a little cheaper than its rivals; and 3) the delivery time for 

products is a little faster than its rivals. These three “little” advantages have been at the heart 

of the firm’s operations for 20 years. Feedback from customers reflects that firm 4’s product 

quality is outstanding in the market. There are some imitation products to use the same 

packaging and tags as firm 4 in some foreign markets. This phenomenon is a good sign for firm 

4, as it shows that the products have gained high recognition in the market. Firm 4 also 

customises products to meet the needs of its customers. For example, products exported to the 

Southeast Asian, European and North American markets are produced using different sets of 

equipment. The design patterns on silk fabrics vary in culturally-specific ways to align with 

different markets. Some best-selling products of firm 4 are customised to meet customer 
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demand. Significantly, not many factories in the industry have the capability to manufacture 

personalised products. 

 

4.6.6 CRM 

The founder thinks that the purchase interest of customers is the best means of measuring the 

performance of its products. Therefore, the founder communicates with customers directly if 

any product quality issues arise. Most of the best-selling products of firm 4 are developed 

through feedback from its customers. The founder also points out a phenomenon whereby 

customers generally follow the specific businessmen, rather than firms when it comes to 

international business in China. This situation presents some difficulties for the management, 

but all customers are centrally managed by firm 4. The departure of some sales staff from the 

firm could still cause a loss of customers, which is somewhat unavoidable for the firm. 

 

4.6.7 R&D Collaboration 

The founder regards collaboration with local silkworm farmers as the most successful R&D 

cooperation in the firm’s history, which not only protects the raw material supply for the firm, 

but also reduces the production cost and guarantees the quality of products. However, this long-

term collaboration has become a burden for firm 4 in recent years with the rising costs of labour 

and land in China. Meanwhile, collaboration with distributors also improves the production 

capability of firm 4. The founder points out that an economically sound distributor with good 

sales ability could help the marketing efforts of the firm in niche markets. The large amounts 

of information gleaned from market feedback could improve production capacity, product 

quality and product differentiation. Meanwhile, powerful alliances have helped firm 4 to build 

other networks. Specifically, distributors in Thailand and Cambodia have helped firm 4 to 

establish connections with the relevant national governments. In doing so, firm 4 has been able 

to build laboratories and production bases in these two countries. 

 

4.6.8 Performance 

The annual sales of firm 4 have risen dramatically: from CNY 1.6 million in 2001 to CNY 

262.3 million in 2018 (figure 4.10). The growth rate of sales for firm 4 has been extremely high 

for its first eight years, with an average growth of 116.3%. Subsequently, affected by the 

financial crisis, the sales of firm 4 slowed until 2016, when the firm started its first domestic 
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sales. Its foreign sales have observed a decreasing trend since 2010, With the average growth 

rate for foreign sales from 2010 to 2018 amounting to -5.1%. On the other hand, domestic sales 

have blossomed to the point that the ratio of foreign to total sales is changing from 1 in 2015 

to almost 0.5 in 2018. 

  

Due to several mergers and acquisitions, the number of employees in firm 4 grew very quickly 

to begin with (see figure 4.11). It had fewer than 10 employees in its first year. Thereafter, firm 

4 set up its foreign subsidy in Hong Kong in 2002 (the red rectangle in figure 4.11) and in the 

following year it completed its largest acquisition, namely a silk factory (the green circle in 

figure 4.11). In 2004, firm 4 set up its own silkworm breeding base. In 2006, firm 4 established 

its first foreign silkworm breeding base in Cambodia (the yellow triangle in figure 4.11). Three 

years later, it set up another foreign base in Thailand. Unlike the development trend for the 

number of employees in firm 4, the number of foreign markets in which it operates started to 

decline after 2008. 

 

Figure 4. 10 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 4 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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Figure 4. 11 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 4 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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incomparable with the help gained from the mainland China's foreign trade and economic 

cooperation committees, which have helped the firm to find new customers and new channels. 

Nevertheless, the founder says the HKTDC is willing to provide any help should the firm 

encounter difficulties.  

 

 

4.7 Case Five Analysis 
Case firm 5 is a private firm from Huizhou, Guangdong province, which had about 140 

employees in 2018. It was founded in 2001 and first started exporting in the same year. The 

main products sold by firm 5 are lightings (mainly LED office lightings). The foreign and 

domestic sales of firm 5 were CNY 55.8 million and CNY 8.2 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.7.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 5 holds a bachelor’s degree from Shenyang Aerospace University in 

aeroplane design. After he graduated in 1988, he worked in an SOE which produces warcraft 

in Guizhou province. He worked as an aeroplane designer for six years. Pursuing a better salary, 

he went to Guangzhou (one of the most developed cities in China at that time) in 1994 and 

worked for a foreign (Hong Kong) lighting company which dealt only in exports. He became 

involved in both manufacturing and sales operations during his seven years with the company. 

Having gained comprehensive knowledge of the industry, he founded a lighting firm with a 

friend in 2001. After three years of partnership, the two parted ways and founded their own 

firms. The founder admits that language skills are especially important in international business, 

and that this not a strength of his. Indeed, he admits that on several occasions business could 

not be concluded because his language skills were not sufficient to communicate with potential 

clients.  

 

4.7.2 Global Vision 

The founder of firm 5 broke from his former business partner over a difference in opinion 

regarding risk. His partner wanted to expand the production scale of their enterprise to become 

a listed company. However, the founder of firm 5 estimated that the move was too risky based 

on the way in which the industry was developing at the time. In the lighting industry, the entry 
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thresholds were not particularly high and there was a lack of innovative technology. The 

founder’s overview of and prediction for the industry’s development stemmed from prior work 

experience in a foreign company. He asserts that international trade entails doing business in 

various different markets. As one’s market grows, sales increase but the products diversify as 

well. Therefore, the firm could not just look at one market. The founder points out that the firm 

would have to focus on both international and domestic markets, each of which has its own 

advantages. However, he believes that the global vision of firm 5 is limited by its own 

capabilities. The firm would more closely consider more markets if it had more resources. 

 

4.7.3 Motivational Factors 

During his experience in a foreign company, the founder of firm 5 developed many 

relationships with traders in oversea markets. With these contacts, it has been easy for him to 

access clients in the international market. Even if the founder has no direct client base from his 

previous enterprise, the international distributors’ resources motivated him to set up his own 

firm. Due to the different sales models of the domestic and international markets, the founder 

lacked capacities to engage in business in the domestic market as his work experience had been 

elsewhere. Therefore, firm 5 was purely an exporting enterprise at its inception. Another big 

source of motivation for the founder was the new wave of ventures in China at that time. China 

joined the WTO in 2001, which prompted the founder of firm 5 to set up a firm focusing on 

foreign trade, especially having gained resources and experience in international business from 

his work experience.  

 

4.7.4 Learning & Innovation 

The competition in the lighting industry has become more intense since 2010. Firm 5 has 

gradually shifted from home lightings and targeted office lightings due to the high growth 

levels of that market. The firm is producing top-of-the-range lights. Several lamps launched by 

firm 5 have become widely popular products in the industry in the last few years. Meanwhile, 

the founder generally remains involved in the process of product development, as he has rich 

technical and manufacturing experience. Firm 5 tries to innovate all the time but it is 

prohibitively expensive to develop new technologies on lighting sources, even for the industry 

leaders. Therefore, firm 5 has started making more personalised products and personalised 

designs to meet the needs of its target customers. Firm 5 has also developed its own mobile 
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app for its distributors to select products easily, thereby accommodating the e-commerce 

tendency in the global market. The firm itself has learned a lot from OEM experiences and has 

cooperated with some of the leading companies in the lighting industry. These experiences 

have helped the firm to meet detailed requirements in manufacturing and to update its design 

concepts. The founder believes that learning could benefit both individual employees and the 

firm at the same time. He routinely encourages designers in the firm to “think outside the box” 

as they design new and attractive products. However, most of its employees are on the 

manufacturing lines and lack the creative talent required for such innovation.  

 

4.7.5 Product & Service 

The founder regards the high quality of products as the best form of marketing. Firm 5 is the 

OEM supplier to one of the market leaders in the lighting industry. This collaboration 

represents the standard of its product quality. The founder studied aeronautical engineering at 

university and believes that his engineering education impressed upon him the importance of 

accuracy and that this is reflected in the close attention he pays to product detail and quality. 

He thinks the biggest potential risk for his firm is allowing product quality to drop. Among 

other aspects, the cost of refunding is very high if there is something wrong with a product. In 

terms of operating in different markets, customers from different continents have varying 

requests for the same type of product. Thus, the diversification of a certain product could help 

the firm to boost sales. More than 40% of new products released by firm 5 are designed 

according to customer feedback. The increasing personalisation of products also appeals to 

younger generations. Nevertheless, the founder explains that the domestic labour costs are 

rising and that product differentiation is no longer a suitable strategy for the firm. He thinks 

the fewer types of products the firm produces, the easier its business model will be to 

implement. 

 

4.7.6 CRM 

Product quality, price and services are considered by the founder as the most important factors 

in maintaining relationships with foreign customers. Distributors and some large lighting 

brands are firm 5’s main customers. The founder visits major distributors two to three times a 

year, and more than 40% of new products released by firm 5 are designed according to 

distributors' feedback. Trust is crucial here, which has been built through long-standing 
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cooperation, and the founder highlights the firm’s relationship with one of the market leaders 

in the industry as an example. The latter selects firm 5 as its OEM because of the special trust 

which has been accumulated through lengthy cooperation and also due to its satisfaction 

regarding product quality. Attending exhibitions is the main channel through which firm 5 

reaches out to new clients. About 90% of its distributor clients come from exhibitions and each 

year the firm attend between four and five exhibitions (domestic and international). 

 

4.7.7 R&D Collaboration 

The lighting industry chain in Guangdong is well-renowned. Thus, firm 5 has a geographical 

advantage by being based nearby. However, the founder thinks that the product quality and 

service of its suppliers could be improved. The distributors play a crucial role for firm 5 in 

marketing, after-sales service and market information collection. They are the most frequently 

contacted partners of firm 5. The feedback collected from its distributors helps firm 5 

significantly when it comes to the development of new products. The market information 

gathered from distributors also allows firm 5 to keep up with market trends. Collaboration with 

OEMs also improves the learning capability of firm 5 as well as boosting and/or maintaining 

the quality of its manufacturing. 

 

4.7.8 Performance 

There was a significant fall in the sales of firm 5 in 2011. This was after firm 5 has enjoyed 

average annual sales growth for its first ten years of 47.18%. Its sales increased dramatically 

over the course of its first six years in particular. The firm’s record year in terms of sales was 

2010 at CNY 142 million, which is almost 19 times the sales recorded in its first year. However, 

sales dipped sharply thereafter, with the level in 2013 being almost one-fifth of the 2010 sales 

total. Firm 5 only started its domestic business in 2017 and since then the growth rate of its 

domestic sales has been high. The export intensity of firm 5 is still high though as domestic 

sales accounted for less than 15% of the total annual sales for firm 5 in 2018. 

 

 

 

 



4 Within-case Analysis 

150 
 

Figure 4. 12 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 5 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Firm 5 continues to apply exporting as its sole method of internationalisation. With its shifting 

strategies, both the employee numbers and the number of foreign markets in which the firm 

operates dropped in the early 2010s. The number of foreign markets has been revived to 

previous level but the employee numbers remain low. The reduction of its product lines is one 

of the main reasons for this change, while the founder also cites the rapid rise of labour costs 

in China in recent years. Keeping the firm’s operations small-scale helps the firm to control its 

costs. 

 

Figure 4. 13 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 5 since Its Founding 
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4.7.9 Marketing 

Firm 5 has shifted its product line away from all kinds of lighting to focus on professional 

office lighting. Due to the low industry thresholds in lighting and the rising labour costs in 

China, the firm’s profitability has been threatened in the international market since the late 

2000s. To address this issue, the founder invested considerably in R&D and focused on one 

specific area of the lighting industry. With the rising purchasing power in the domestic market, 

high-end products sold by firm 5 have been in high demand in the Chinese market. Its foreign 

business experience provides firm 5 with some advantages in terms of product quality and 

innovation capability. Nevertheless, despite increasing domestic demand and the relative ease 

of communication with domestic clients, the founder still prefers international business. 

Foreign clients, in his view, are more professional and straightforward in business compared 

to Chinese clients. For instance, foreign clients generally consider their orders as part of a long-

term strategy, which is more convenient for firm 5 from a production perspective. Meanwhile, 

orders from domestic clients are of a more random nature, giving firm 5 has much less time to 

prepare delivery. 

 

4.7.10 Marketing Collaboration 

One of the key criteria for firm 5 in selecting a new market is whether it can find suitable 

distributors in the target markets. Selling products through distributors can efficiently reduce 

the personnel costs of the firm, as lighting products often require after-sales services which the 

ideal distributors can handle themselves.  

 

 

4.8 Case Six Analysis 
Case firm 6 is a private firm from Guangzhou, Guangdong province, which had 22 employees 

in 2018. It was founded in 1995 and first started exporting in the same year. The main products 

sold by firm 6 are creative gifts. The foreign and domestic sales of firm 6 were CNY 5.8 million 

and CNY 2.4 million respectively in 2018.  
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4.8.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 6 has a bachelor’s degree from Sun Yat-sen University in applied 

mechanics. After he graduated in 1989, he joined an SOE in Guangzhou. Due to his relatively 

strong English skills, he was appointed as the secretary to the GM and also worked as a 

salesman in the company. During his time in Guangzhou engaging in foreign trade, he was 

named among the top ten outstanding young people, and among the top ten foreign trade 

experts. The main export products with which the founder of firm 6 dealt in the SOE were 

various types of candle. He worked for six years in the SOE until he set up his own firm in 

1995. The founder of firm 6 acquired his Master of Engineering degree from Huazhong 

University of Science and Technology in 2010. Prior to that, in 2007 he suffered from a serious 

illness, which has inspired him to change his outlook on life. He now focuses more on travelling 

the world than doing business. 

  

4.8.2 Global Vision 

The founders of firms 6 belong to a group characterised by precocious involvement in 

international business in China through SOE employment. He has regarded as an expert in 

foreign trade. He has a very clear vision of how this works and feels that it is easier to deal with 

foreign clients. The demand for the products sold by firm 6 is largely determined by economic 

conditions. The founder thinks that the whole world economy has now recovered from the last 

financial crisis, and so he believes that business opportunities in overseas markets should 

increase.  

 

4.8.3 Motivational Factors 

Because of his experience in the SOE, the founder has a comparative advantage against 

competitors on account of his expertise gained in international business. Once foreign trade 

rights were extended to the private sector, he sensed an opportunity and started his own firm. 

In the early days of firm 6, all of its customers were drawn from the founder's client base, 

acquired in his previous post at the SOE. These customers had established solid and trusting 

relationships through long-term cooperation and personal acquaintance with the founder. He 

states that all other businessmen in the SOE for which he worked took commissions from 

customers, expect him, which saw him gain the trust of his foreign customers. 
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4.8.4 Learning & Innovation 

The founder thinks that learning is a key element of the firm’s move to innovate and create 

more popular and high-value products, and he also believes doing business itself is a constant 

learning process. The founder claims that he has learned a lot from his first failures, especially 

in management. Thus, he is dividing products into many parts. Each designer is in charge of 

one part, and none of them knows anything about the other parts. He believes that he has treated 

his designers very well and is willing to invest in their personal development. The founder 

thinks that homogenised competition is not profitable, and that innovation will be a very 

important part of the real Chinese economy in the future. However, he argues that the domestic 

business environment still needs to be improved to stimulate innovation and the required 

capability of firms in China. He points out that pure imitation products are quite common in 

the creative gifts market. 

 

4.8.5 Product & Service 

The founder regards ensuring product quality as the basis of the firm’s corporate strategy. Many 

new products designed by firm 6 are likely to be copied by its competitors in the market. 

However, the founder has never been worried about this issue. He claims those competitors 

could only mimic the design of firm 6’s products and that they would never acquire the core 

concepts of the products, which determines their superior quality. The total number of new 

creative gifts created by firm 6 amounts to hundreds every year. In this industry, the customer 

is always looking for something new and interesting. To attract their attention, firm 6 needs to 

develop new products constantly to surprise its customers, especially in exhibitions. Only 

classically-designed products have a longer product-cycle life than about one year. 

 

4.8.6 CRM 

Distributors are the only type of clients in firm 6’s business. The products of firm 6 do not 

usually need much after-sales service. Accordingly, the founder has not paid much attention to 

CRM. Moreover, most R&D for new products in firm 6 is carried out independently. It also 

does not rely much on user feedback except for feedback from customers at exhibitions.  

 

4.8.7 R&D Collaboration 

Firm 6 has no partners in the R&D field.  
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4.8.8 Performance 

Due to bad management, the sales of firm 6 plummeted to zero in 2001 and 2002 after having 

enjoyed fast sales growth in its first five years. Thereafter, the firm has changed its core product 

from candles to creative gifts and its annual sales surpassed CNY 45 million in 2007, which 

represented by more than 400% compared to its sales in its first year. However, both the 

worldwide financial crisis in 2008 and the entrepreneur’s personal career decision have 

impacted the revenue of firm 6 considerably. The main products of firm 6, namely creative 

gifts, are not necessities and thus the general economic environment has a significant bearing 

on the market demand for such products. There has been a dramatic decrease in turnover since 

2008. Moreover, the founder stopped allocating all of his energy to business development due 

to his changed lifestyle. The total turnover of CNY 8.2 million in 2018 was even lower than its 

turnover in its founding year. Firm 6 attempted to start domestic sales in 2016 to boost its total 

sales and by 2018 the domestic sales accounted for almost 30% of total sales. 

 

Figure 4. 14 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 6 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Both the number of foreign markets in which the firm operates and the number of employees 
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than to open a factory. However, the number of employees and the number of foreign markets 

in which it operates have decreased significantly when performances have weakened.  

 

Figure 4. 15 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 6 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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previously worked. This arrangement worked through an exchange whereby the SOE would 

grant firm 6 the authority to trade in exchange for a management fee levied on any foreign 

business wishing to conduct trade with firm 6. Nevertheless, the founder did not want to be 

involved too closely with any other party, especially an SOE. He nevertheless concludes that 

it is essential to have a good relationship with the Chinese government for purposes of doing 

business. From a government perspective, companies of a larger scale are considered more 

dangerous. Firm 6 has never applied for a tax rebate due to the founder’s desire to limit 

connections with local government. In terms of its production, firm 6 solely depends on its own 

designers and barely collaborates with any other parties. It only sells products to distributors. 

The founder does not feel that any other networks are necessary in his business and he believes 

that sales will always flourish if the design of new products is of the required quality. 

 

 

4.9 Case Seven Analysis 
Case firm 7 is a private firm located in Foshan, Guangdong province, which had 16 employees 

in 2018. The founder has also set up a sales company in the US. Firm 7 was founded in 2005 

and first started exporting in the same year. The main products sold by firm 7 are hardware to 

be installed on yachts and recreational vehicles (RVs). The firm deals exclusively in exports. 

Its annual sales were CNY 55 million in 2018. 

 

4.9.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 7 received a bachelor’s degree from the Guangdong University of 

Technology in electrical engineering and automatisation. After his graduation, he worked for 

seven years for an SOE where he was responsible for mechanical and electrical equipment 

installation, commissioning, and maintenance. He later became the general manager of another 

SOE which belongs to the Oversea Chinese Affairs Office (OCAO) in Foshan, an automatic 

instrumentation import business. In 2003, most SOEs were separated from the government. 

After seven years of acting as its GM, the founder had to leave the SOE and joined a private 

firm operating in the lighting industry where he gained his first experience in the industry. In 

this new firm, he worked as the COO, managing, producing and selling lights in the domestic 

market. His rich marketing and technical experience meant that he was well placed to overcome 

the challenges posed by this new industry in a short space of time. Within two years, he founded 
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his own firm with two partners, one being his younger brother and the other being the son of 

his former colleague in the SOE for which he previously worked. Despite several years of 

experience in international business, the founder admits that his English-language skills are not 

particularly strong. He believes that the language is only a tool for communication and that 

being able to communicate directly with customers and mastering some proper nouns in the 

industry would not affect the firm’s international business significantly. 

 

4.9.2 Global Vision 

The firm has pursued an internationalisation strategy since its foundation regardless of which 

products the firm has manufactured. However, the founder does not feel that the firm is truly 

global. The industries in which firm 7 operates are relatively concentrated markets. Therefore, 

its business is only focused on several large target markets, rather than having a worldwide 

reach. Meanwhile, the founder has positioned the firm as something of a support act in a 

booming industry, which has limited resources, capabilities and influences. 

 

4.9.3 Motivational Factors 

Although the founder of firm 7 has not directly used his client base from previous enterprises, 

he did access the firm’s initial clients via introductions from his international business contacts. 

A long time spent in relevant industries characterised by lively foreign trade activity has helped 

the founder to develop many relationships with traders in overseas markets. Moreover, his rich 

operating experience in both the relevant industries and the international markets provides the 

founder with sufficient knowledge to run a firm from scratch.  

 

4.9.4 Learning & Innovation 

The firm is always looking for the best way forward and for new operations in its effort to 

achieve survival in the market. The founder mentions that without innovation the firm would 

fail. The firm has learned from the two business transformations it has undergone. It 

transformed from a labour-intensive manufacturer to an R&D-driven service firm. The firm’s 

R&D is carried out in the US. Products are developed in the US and produced in China, which 

brings it manufacturing advantages. Through the R&D capacities of the local firm established 

in the US, firm 7 was able to reduce its new product development time by six months. Through 

collaboration with mainstream manufacturers in its industry, firm 7 has increased its stock of 
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industry knowledge, such as annual sales figures in the yacht industry, sales forecasts, industry 

technical standards and the direction(s) of sector trends of development. This has generally 

allowed firm 7 to make its manufacturing processes more professional. Recently, the firm 

changed its business model to a project-based model, in line with the developing trends in the 

industry. 

 

4.9.5 Product & Service 

Currently, the founder does not have any concerns about product quality. He points out that 

maintaining product quality is the most essential aspect to engage in international business in 

the industry. Firm 7 enjoys an advantage when it comes to product quality due to its location. 

Foshan has a very strong foundation in hardware manufacturing. Firm 7, therefore, can supply 

products of world-leading quality at a relatively low cost due to these locational advantages. 

The firm used to engage more in product differentiation. However, no new technologies have 

been introduced in the industry in recent years. The founder points out that high product 

differentiation is not necessary for the firm at the moment. Most of the products sold by the 

firm are components, which are specialised. Once the firm has received development 

requirements for a specific product category from several customers, the firm combines these 

requirements to improve production. The firm proposing is currently considering providing a 

service package as a whole, rather than just a product. The firm communicates with its clients 

at the inquiry part to understand the needs deeply, so that it could provide customised services 

from design to the final production. 

 

4.9.6 CRM 

To be better equipped for the industries it is involved in, the founder has set up local firms in 

its primary foreign market (the U.S). Through more direct communication with its customers, 

the firm has gained more information on the relevant markets and industries. Therefore, the 

firm has made some plans in advance, such as developing products to be sold in one- or two 

years’ time. Meanwhile, responding quickly to customers has become a cornerstone of the firm. 

Currently, the firm has a decent reputation in the yacht industry in the US. As the founder 

mentioned in the interview, a growing number of customers reach the firm initiatively after it 

became one of the leaders in the industry. 
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4.9.7 R&D Collaboration 

The most important relationship for firm 7 at present is with its main business partner in the 

US. The founder has established one independent sales company in the US with his previous 

distributor clients. Through long-term collaboration, the founder and the distributor have 

established a trusting relationship and reached similar business understandings. Some R&D 

work is now being undertaken by the American sales company. As firm 7 outsources all of its 

manufacturing now, the main issue it faces is the standardisation of supplier management. The 

founder mentions that 40% of his work focuses on supplier improvement, which includes 

coaching and guiding the suppliers to guarantee both quality and quantity, and to fulfil orders 

on time with reasonable cost control. 

 

4.9.8 Performance 

Firm 7 remains an exclusively export business. Through its differentiation strategy, its sales 

reached a historical high soon after its founding. Annual sales increased by over 900% in three 

years. However, foreign sales have been affected massively by the financial crisis of 2008. Its 

sales nearly halved from 2008 to 2009, which prompted the firm to rethink its approach. The 

total sales have experienced steady growth since the firm began to focus on two major 

industries in 2011. With a more targeted strategy, its profits have improved. The average 

growth of annual sales has been 12.56% since firm 7’s last business transformation. 

 

Figure 4. 16 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 7 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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The size of the firm (i.e. number of employees) was positively related to its sales in its first few 

years. Nevertheless, the number of employees has declined sharply as the firm has become 

more specialised. Indeed, the firm shut down its factory in China and started to outsource all 

manufacturing in 2017. Therefore, firm 7 had fewer employees in 2018 than it did in its 

founding year. The number of foreign markets in which firm 7 operates has not changed 

markedly during its internationalisation. In its early stages, firm 7 was focused on target 

markets but has since switched its focus to target industries. Especially since setting up a US-

based sales firm in 2012, the firm's overseas market has hardly changed which is much to do 

with the relatively concentrated nature of the market in its target industries. 

 

Figure 4. 17 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 7 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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to improve its marketing capability and to provide sales and customer service locally in its 

biggest foreign market. In 2015, the sales of the firm’s core product, the marine ladder, already 

ranked fourth in the US market. In terms of market selection, the founder observes that small 

enterprises have few options in this regard and that customer demand is paramount. Although 

firm 7 conducts no domestic business at present, the founder has already made plans to enter 

the Chinese market when he considers the time to be right. 

 

4.9.10 Marketing Collaboration 

The founder claims that support from the government for its internationalisation is limited. One 

of the most significant help is that the local government provided firm 7 an export tax rebate 

during its internationalisation. In its early phases, firm 7 cooperated with distributors in a very 

passive way, according to the founder. It received orders from distributors without knowing 

how the products were going to be used. After two years of market research, the founder set up 

a firm with one of his previous distributor in the US. This newly established sales firm helped 

firm 7 to transfer to specialised manufacturing. The collaboration with this sales firm also helps 

firm 7 to collect more inside information in the industry, which informs its decisions as to 

directions for future development. 

 

 

4.10 Case Eight Analysis 
Case firm 8 is a private firm from Shenzhen, Guangdong province, which had 135 employees 

in 2018. It has two overseas warehouses, one in the US and another in the Netherlands. More 

than 10 employees were working in these warehouses in 2018 (part-time and full-time). The 

firm was founded in 2012 and first started exporting in the same year. The main products sold 

by firm 8 are vehicle PCs for different types of vehicles, such as cars and trucks, which can be 

installed in vehicles before or after they are sold. The foreign and domestic sales of firm 8 were 

CNY 66 million and CNY 28 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.10.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 8 has a bachelor’s degree from Nanjing University of Science and 

Technology in automation. He worked in two posts before setting up his firm. After he 
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graduated in 2004, his first post was in an OEM manufacturer in Shenzhen producing CD and 

DVD players for cars and for export. He worked there in both its product lines and its sales 

department for six years in total. Thereafter, he joined a cross-board e-commerce company as 

a business manager. Two years later, he founded a cross-board e-commerce firm producing car 

computers. The founder believes that English-language skills are not particularly crucial in his 

area of the business. Most of his firm’s orders are handled through platforms, while interpreters 

are assigned when negotiating with foreign clients.  

 

4.10.2 Global Vision 

The founder believes that doing business successfully in the international market requires a 

high level of market awareness. The founder thinks that his second job (business manager) 

presented him with a new channel and a brighter vision with respect to conducting business. 

He saw significant potential in the global market when he founded firm 8, and this has proved 

true in the firm’s development in recent years. One of the core issues faced by the firm is in the 

development of its after-sales services. Therefore, localising services and using social media 

to communicate with customers play a crucial role in its internationalisation strategy. However, 

the founder does not regard the firm as a truly global company, as it is not a leading firm in the 

industry, and its international sales do not cover a particularly wide geographical area.  

 

4.10.3 Motivational Factors 

The founder of firm 8 estimated that the cross-board e-commerce business would become a 

new area of growth in the Chinese economy. Therefore, he combined his work experience in 

both car CD player manufacturing and cross-board e-commerce to form his company. 

Meanwhile, the Android system became popular in 2012. The opportunity to become the first 

batch of firms to produce car PCs in the world also served as a source of motivation for the 

founder. During that time, the Chinese central government initiated “supply-side” reforms to 

encourage private firms to enter emerging industries, which provided an excellent environment 

for the founding of a technological company, such as firm 8. The founder of firm 8 notes the 

critical concept of “matching” in the firm’s international business initially. In Chinese business 

culture, firm 8 could not match its resources with demand on the Chinese market, and could 

not generate orders at all. In addition to technological and product quality challenges, success 

in the domestic market depends upon brand reputation and company scale.  



4 Within-case Analysis 

163 
 

 

4.10.4 Learning & Innovation 

The founder points out that learning is vital to the firm, as it is a high-tech firm. He learned 

about the whole process of e-commerce through cooperation with previous partners. Firm 8 

started to export mostly by itself one year after its founding. Due to the different education 

levels among its employees, however not every employee in the firm is willing to improve 

themselves. About 60% of employees in the firm work on the production lines. Most of them 

are very satisfied with their current status. The founder also believes that innovation is crucial 

to the firm’s business. With the marketing experiences gained from its internationalisation, the 

firm has been exploring a new marketing method according to the latest trends. Meanwhile, 

the firm has set up a separate R&D company to promote its innovation capabilities in new areas, 

such as the IoT.  

 

4.10.5 Product & Service 

The founder believes that the firm’s products can speak for themselves in the international 

market. The firm has to make sure its product quality is sufficient so that it can focus more 

energy on technological development. Without products of sufficient quality, the firm would 

quickly lose its customers. Its product quality is one of the main reasons that firm 8 has earned 

contracts with auto manufacturers. The firm also benefits from being located within the 

excellent industrial supply chain in Shenzhen, which supports the manufacturing of around 70-

80% of the world's car products. The complete supply chain brings advantages in the costs of 

production and logistics to firm 8. As it grows, firm 8 becomes stricter in its selection of 

suppliers. For instance, firm 8 is cooperating with a leader in the computer chip industry. 

Products from firm 8 use the latest operating systems and CPUs. To gain a greater market share, 

the firm has developed different sizes of products to suit a broader range of cars. Meanwhile, 

the firm has improved its product range for trucks. 

 

4.10.6 CRM 

As a B2C enterprise, the main CRM of firm 8 is to improve its after-sales services. The firm 

has built warehouses in its main exporting markets, the US and Europe, to speed up the delivery 

and efficiency of after-sales replacement. The firm hires local professionals and local Chinese 

students with relevant majors to provide professional services of the required quality. The firm 
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has a special team that checks feedback from customers on Amazon and eBay regularly, and 

replies to their queries as soon as possible. Some of the suggestions from customers might be 

taken up in the development of new products by engineers in firm 8. Furthermore, surveys are 

carried out by the firm about twice a year in its target markets to collect customers’ feedback 

about their needs and design preferences.   

 

4.10.7 R&D Collaboration 

Firm 8 develops its products and services primarily by itself. The computer chip supplier of 

firm 8 is a leader in the industry, which helps to preserve product quality. Meanwhile, firm 8 

has gradually gained advanced management experience and production capabilities through 

OEM collaborations with both domestic and foreign auto manufacturers. 

 

4.10.8 Performance 

The annual sales of firm 8 have been continuously growing since its founding. It reached sales 

of nearly CNY 100 million in 2018, compared to CNY 10 million in its first year. The average 

growth of annual sales is 50.4% over its seven-year history. Firm 8 started out by targeting 

both international and domestic markets, and the growth rate in the domestic market has been 

faster than in foreign markets. Overseas sales still contributed more than 70% of the firm’s 

turnover in 2018.  

 

Figure 4. 18 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 8 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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The number of markets in which and the number of employees are positively related to total 

sales in firm 8. In 2015, firm 8 set up its first foreign warehouse in the US (the red rectangle in 

figure 4.19). Two years later, it established another warehouse in the Netherlands. Overseas 

employees accounted for nearly 10% of its total employees in 2018, the majority of whom were 

part-time employees. Over time, the number of markets in which the firm operates has slowed 

down. 

 

Figure 4. 19 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 8 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 
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former business partners. An important criterion in the market selection of firm 8 is how 

suitable its products are to the most popular cars in the given market. After several years of 

operating in the international market, firm 8 not only improved its R&D capacity but also 

gained a good reputation in the industry, advantages which it exploited to grasp the opportunity 

to cooperate directly with domestic auto manufacturers. Car PCs installed into cars before 

being sold represents a more profitable avenue for the firm. The founder points out that the 

firm will continue its e-commerce business in the long run and that it would put more effort 

into the domestic market as well. He estimates that the ratio of domestic sales to total sales will 

remain steady at 30% in the future. 

 

4.10.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Except for tax rebates, the firm has barely had any dealings with the local government in 

Shenzhen. The founder points out that it is costly to maintain networks in China. Holding social 

dinners, sending business gifts and giving commission to key persons to finalise a big order are 

general measures in the domestic market. As the firm grows, it becomes stricter in selecting its 

suppliers. Importantly, the computer chips supplier of firm 8 is a leader in the industry. The 

main relationships for firm 8’s are with its e-commerce platforms. The founder maintains that 

these platforms have helped the firm considerably in marketing since the beginning of its 

development. The firm started as a B2C business and initially struggled to attract customers. 

Firm 8 has gradually forged some collaborations with auto manufacturers, and this type of 

cooperation should provide more stability in terms of orders and higher profits for firm 8. 

 

 

4.11 Case Nine Analysis 
Case firm 9 is a private firm located in Shanghai, which had 37 employees in 2018. It was 

founded in 2004 and first started exporting in 2006. At the time of its foundation, firm 9 was a 

joint venture with the other founder being from Hong Kong. The firm became a domestic 

company in 2016 following the withdrawal of the Hong Kong-based shareholder. The main 

products sold by firm 9 are fuel filters, which are utilised on auto engines. The firm stopped all 

exports in 2018. Meanwhile, its total sales were CNY 14.2 million in 2018.  
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4.11.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 9 has a bachelor’s degree in management and business from Shanghai 

University, after which he started his first job in an SOE producing and exporting fuel filters. 

In his 15 years of working experience in the SOE, the founder was involved in both 

manufacturing and sales. In his last few years working in the SOE, he was mainly in charge of 

international business. Subsequently, in 2004, the founder set up his current firm with a Hong 

Kong distributor who he met through previous business dealings in his role at the SOE. Firm 9 

officially started production in 2006 and in the same year its first exports were shipped to the 

US. 

 

4.11.2 Global Vision 

The founder does not regard firm 9 as a global company as its business is highly concentrated 

within its target markets. In 2018, firm 9 stopped all of its foreign sales and became a solely 

domestic manufacturer. This decision was made on account of changes in the industry and 

markets. In addition, firm 9 has gradually lost its competitive advantages in the international 

market due to the rising costs (mainly costs of labour and raw materials) in China. However, 

the founder claims that he would like to return to international business if the market conditions 

became more favourable again in the future. He believes that language skills are not particularly 

important in international business, and that foreign customers tended to focus more on the 

quality and price of the products.   

 

4.11.3 Motivational Factors 

His long-running experience in the industry and of dealing with foreign customers gave the 

founder the confidence to found firm 9. Having worked in an SOE for 15 years, the founder 

had developed some significant foreign customer relationships. The most critical motivational 

factor for the founder though was his business partner from Hong Kong, who provided a client 

base at the time of the firm’s foundation. He met the partner (a distributor) in the course of his 

previous job. Another main reason behind firm 9 seeking foreign business opportunities at the 

firm’s inception is its inability to attract domestic orders. This, he believes, was not an issue of 

production or product quality, but rather that the modest reputation and influence of the firm at 

that time was insufficient. As for the Chinese B2C market, price competition is fierce due to 

the hundreds of suppliers vying for a market share. Therefore, the advantages that can be 

derived from product quality on foreign markets do not exist in the domestic market as far as 
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firm 9 is concerned. Based on the same supply chain, many competitors in the domestic B2C 

market have capabilities to produce similar products with the same standard product qualities, 

especially manufacturers located in Shanghai like firm 9. 

 

4.11.4 Learning & Innovation 

In the founder’s opinion, the firm does not need to focus much on learning as its products 

require a low level of technology. Specifically, engine filters for cars are mature products, so 

firm 9’s R&D is mainly focused on reverse-engineering and copying each element of in-

demand products. The customer provides a particular product model. The R&D staff in the 

firm would tear down the product and carry the reverse copy piece by piece. Then, the final 

product is formed by assembling all the duplicated parts. Therefore, the investment in R&D 

made by firm 9 is not high.  

 

4.11.5 Product & Service 

Product quality in firm 9 is considered superior to most of its competitors. Benefitting from its 

price advantage, firm 9 secured most of its overseas sales with excellent cost performance. 

Based on this product quality baseline, firm 9 tried to produce as many types of products as its 

customers need in foreign markets. Since firm 9 focused on the after-sales market in overseas 

markets, it mainly supplies to auto repair shops that provide customers with non-original parts 

repairs. The after-sales market covers the needs of fuel filter from different types of cars to 

different manufacturers. However, in its business with domestic automakers, types of cars one 

automaker manufacture is limited. Most of time, one automaker would install the same type of 

fuel filter on all its cars. Therefore, the number of product types is much fewer comparing to 

the needs in the foreign markets. 

 

4.11.6 CRM 

The founder believes that the firm does not need to put significant effort into CRM, and that 

customers will automatically make repeat orders if they are satisfied with the product quality 

and the punctuality of delivery. Firm 9 attempts to deal with customer refund claims or return 

requests as swiftly as possible. Meanwhile, there are some apparent advantages in doing 

business directly with automakers in the domestic market, such as having steady long-term 

orders, high profits and more secure payments. To maintain relationships with such clients, the 
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firm needs to observe certain Chinese business traditions such as holding social dinners and 

sending high-value gifts to relevant senior figures. 

 

4.11.7 R&D Collaboration 

Due to its limited need for R&D, firm 9 carries out most of its R&D by itself. Both businesses 

with products providing foreign after-sales markets and producing for domestic automakers, 

buyers would provide product samples in advance. Based on products provided by clients, the 

R&D staff in the firm would tear down the product and carry the reverse copy piece by piece. 

This reverse copy process does not need too much technical capabilities, so that firm 9 has no 

R&D collaboration needs with others in the industry. 

 

4.11.8 Performance 

The total sales of firm 9 grew from CNY 2 million in 2006 to over CNY 14.2 million in 2018. 

The worldwide financial crisis struck at this time but had little impacts on firm 9’s performance. 

In its first eight years, firm 9 was exclusively engaged in exports. The firm only started selling 

on the domestic market in 2014 and these grew rapidly to the point that sales from the domestic 

market contributed almost half of its total sales within just two years. The average growth of 

the firm’s domestic sales from 2014 to 2018 was 129.8%. With the increasing sales in China, 

the foreign sales of firm 9 dropped dramatically. In 2018, the firm ceased all of its foreign 

activities and put its entire focus on the domestic market.  

 

Firm 9 started out on a tiny scale, with only seven employees in its first year of operation. The 

number of employees grew in line with its annual sales in the following years. The growth rate 

slowed down around 2012 and has remained relatively still since then. Meanwhile, in terms of 

the number of foreign markets in which the firm operates, this initially rose before 

manufacturing costs in China increased, meaning that firm 9 gradually lost its advantages in 

the international markets before abandoning its foreign market activity altogether in 2018. 
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Figure 4. 20 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 9 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Figure 4. 21 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 9 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

4.11.9 Marketing 

The foreign sales of firm 9 were made to its foreign distributors and dealers, with whom 

connections were built through the firm’s former shareholders. The engine filters made by firm 

9 were targeted at the after-sales markets, with the high production quality and low costs 

representing significant advantages for firm 9. At this stage, the firm adopted a differentiation 

strategy to scale-up its sales. However, with the rising labour costs in China over the last decade, 

the firm found it harder and harder to survive in the international market. Nevertheless, it had 
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gained extra capacities and a good reputation through its internationalisation. Thereafter, the 

firm took the opportunity to collaborate with domestic auto manufacturers directly, as this 

would be a more profitable venture for it. Its domestic business has thus mainly entailed 

cooperating with auto manufacturers. Based on the production capability of firm 9, it could 

only support the needs of two to three automakers. And every auto manufacturer has very 

limited demand for product types. With domestic business getting involved, the requirement 

on type of products is decreased. In 2017, the founder separated with his Hong Kong-based 

partner, after which the firm started to focus more on the domestic market. 

 

4.11.10 Marketing Collaboration 

The firm’s network with its foreign dealers and distributors was the primary network for firm 

9 in its international business. Dealer and distributor clients also provided market information 

for firm 9. Since devoting itself to the Chinese market, firm 9 has been directly dealing with 

end-clients, namely auto manufacturers. This is a very competitive business and the founder 

needs to put considerable energy into maintaining relationships. Help from the local 

government is limited too, with only an export tax rebate being given to support the firm during 

its international business days.  

 

 

4.12 Case Ten Analysis 
Case firm 10 is a private firm from Guangzhou, Guangdong province, which had 52 employees 

in 2018. It was founded in 2007 and first started exporting in the same year. The main products 

sold by firm 10 are leather products, which include leather gifts, such as notebooks with leather 

covers and other office supplies with leather elements, and branded leather bags. The firm 

initiated its first domestic sales just three years after its founding. The foreign and domestic 

sales of firm 10 were CNY 28 million and CNY 17.5 million respectively in 2018.  

 

4.12.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The founder of firm 10 has a bachelor’s degree from Sun Yat-sen University in geography. 

After he graduated in 1988, he worked as a civil servant for the Department of Construction in 

Hainan province. Due to his wife immigrated to Hong Kong, he decided to leave this official 
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role. He returned to Sun Yat-sen University to study English study for half a year and then 

moved to Hong Kong in 1992. In 1994, he joined a Canadian MNE as a regional manager, 

selling whisky on the Chinese market. He later finished an MBA from the Chinese University 

of Hong Kong in 1999, and in the same year, he started up a firm with his former classmate 

from his undergraduate studies to export leather gifts. Due to their differing business ideas, the 

founder separated with his partner in 2004. He subsequently founded a trading firm in 2004, 

engaged purely in exports. In 2007, the founder set up firm 10 to produce and export leather 

products. His experience of working in a foreign company and studying abroad provided the 

founder with, among other attributes, good English-language skills. He believes that 

communication is pivotal and can secure a competitive advantage in international business. For 

example, in international markets, most leather goods suppliers are similar in terms of product 

quality, price, and logistics, so good communication can allow a supplier to stand out from the 

competition. 

 

4.12.2 Global Vision 

The founder points out that the internalisation of the firm is mainly dictated by the status of the 

industry. Just like this industry was originally transferred from Japan, Taiwan to Mainland 

China about 40 years ago. The whole industry has been shifting toward low-cost labour markets 

in recent decades, while the labour cost in China raised rapidly in the last ten years. Therefore, 

the participation of Chinese firms in foreign trade has been decreasing in the industry as well. 

The firm was initially entirely devoted to exports. However, to survive, the firm had to make 

some changes to its market strategy. While Chinese firms face many uncertainties with respect 

to foreign trade, the founder admits that foreign markets are still desirable for firm 10. 

Moreover, the firm’s internationalisation strategy remains a part of its long-term plans.  

 

4.12.3 Motivational Factors 

The founder of firm 10 points out that it is common for co-founders of Chinese businesses to 

part ways after coming up with different or contrasting business ideas and plans. Most founders 

in the leather industry, at least, have no long-term plans before the foundation of firms. The 

common interests of entrepreneurs to start a business is making money. Therefore, they had 

little conflicts in the initials. Nevertheless, based on their various global visions, partners have 

different ideas for the development of the firm once the business flourished. The partnership 
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ended with a breakup makes sense as they no longer shared the same common interests. 

Pertinently, after separating from his business partner and rebranding firm 10, the founder has 

managed to retain its client base. Orders initially came mainly from previous customers of the 

entity that preceded firm 10. Another source of motivation behind the founding of firm 10 was 

maintaining the quality of its products. Before the founding of firm 10, the founder had a 

trading firm which only exported leather products. He had outsourced the manufacturing to 

other leather factories once he received orders from foreign clients. However, he found it hard 

to control product quality because other manufacturers determined the manufacturing process. 

He decided, therefore, to open a factory, so his firm could manage the whole production process. 

 

4.12.4 Learning & Innovation 

To survive, Firm 10 has tried many business models and products. For example, it attempted 

to cooperate with designers to make their branded bags when the traditional leather gift 

business began to falter. It also tried to work with other brands when “fast fashion” became 

popular. The founder states that it is difficult to develop new material or technology in the 

leather industry, especially for a small firm like firm 10. The industry threshold for the leather 

industry is shallow, and R&D in the leather goods industry is more likely to arise in the design 

of new models. In terms of firm 10’s products, about 20% were developed by itself.  

 

4.12.5 Product & Service 

The founder of firm 10 believes that the design and quality of products serve to the success of 

the business. He also points out that these are driving forces determining a firm’s sustainable 

development. Firm 10 has many clients with whom it has done business for over 10 years. They 

trust firm 10 on the quality of its products as well as its after-sales services. Even in cases where 

some clients have switched to another supplier, they usually return to firm 10. About 50-60% 

of leather goods in the world are produced in Guangdong, giving firm 10 a major advantage as 

it has access to many suitable raw material suppliers. Elsewhere, delivery issues have become 

quite severe in recent years due to the increased focus on environmental protections. Its 

cooperation with “fast fashion” brands means firm 10 produces vast quantities of new products 

every year. Specifically, it produces around 500 different styles of bags every year, most of 

which will not be produced again in the following year. About 80% of firm 10’s new products 
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are produced in accordance with specific customer requirements. However, the adoption of 

such a differentiation strategy comes at a high cost for the firm. 

 

4.12.6 CRM 

Most of the business in which firm 10 engages is pursuant to the OEM model. Most of its OEM 

clients have enjoyed long-term cooperation with the founder. They have built a solid trusting 

relationship, and the founder notes that such relationships would be difficult to replace. The 

founder regularly visits the firm’s major clients worldwide. The B2C business of firm 10 entails 

selling its brand online through the major e-commerce platforms in China, which usually 

entails some after-sale services for which the firm has hired specialists to deal with 

 

4.12.7 R&D Collaboration 

Strategic collaborations have enhanced the R&D capabilities of firm 10 in different aspects. Its 

collaboration with individual Italian designers improved the production quality of firm 10, 

while its cooperation with Korean “fast fashion” brands has enabled firm 10 to embark on more 

product differentiation. These two types of collaboration have improved the R&D capability in 

general, which has in turn opened up cooperation opportunities with domestic fashion brands. 

Indeed, its cooperation with domestic fashion brands has allowed firm 10 to transform its 

business strategy successfully. Such collaboration also provides the firm with valuable 

information and keeps it apprised of industry developments. For instance, firm 10 could catch 

the last fashion trends more accurate when it receiving orders from partners. Firm 10 could 

also trace the preferences of customers based on the order number from collaborations with 

these fashion brands. The excellent industrial supply chain in the area provides firm 10 with a 

wealth of options when it needs to outsource some parts of its production. 

 

4.12.8 Performance 

The total sales of firm 10 were steady at around CNY 30 million for almost 10 years. It has 

since made a breakthrough in the form of rising sales from its domestic market. In 2017, the 

total sales of firm 10 surpassed CNY 35 million, as its domestic sales broke the CNY 15 million 

barrier. It subsequently recorded total sales of CNY 45 million in 2018. However, while 

domestic sales have risen, foreign sales have declined. The ratio of domestic sales to total sales 

is growing continuously and has stood at around 40% in recent years. 
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Figure 4. 22 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 10 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Both the number of employees and the number of foreign markets in which the firm operates 

were initially closely related to the total sales of firm 10. The number of employees was stable 

until 2016 when the numbers were cut significantly. There are two main reasons for the firm's 

layoffs in 2016. First, the initial cooperation with domestic manufacturers led to an increase in 

orders. At this time, the founder had to decide whether to expand production or outsource. 

Second, because of the rapid increase in domestic labour costs in the past few years, expanding 

production would have had a significant impact on the firm’s profitability. In the end, the 

founder decided to outsource part of the firm’s production, which caused the firm to have fewer 

employees in 2018 than it did in its founding year. 
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Figure 4. 23 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 10 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

4.12.9 Marketing 

After the global financial crisis, demand for products like leather gifts was affected by the 

receding economy. Therefore, the firm changed its market strategy to survive, namely by 

making changes to its core products. It started to promote its new brand in leather bags by 

cooperating with Italian designers. It is also started to sell its products on the domestic market. 

The core products of firm 10 are leather gifts such as leather-bound notebooks and similar 

office supplies. However, some manufacturers in the domestic market steal product 

information from industry rivals, and many customers opt for the cheaper unauthentic product. 

In such conditions, firm 10, with its focus on product quality above all else, would find it hard 

to survive in the B2C market. Within a few years, the founder realised that although domestic 

sales were rising, the total sales were plateauing, as its foreign sales dropped dramatically. The 

“fast fashion” business model started to become popular in the industry so the founder 

attempted to embrace this trend. The firm’s cooperation with “fast fashion” brands both in 

China and overseas requires mass production capability so the founder decided that opening its 

own factory would enable firm 10 to produce the majority of its orders itself, thus providing 

the firm with better efficiency and lower costs. Meanwhile, firm 10 does still outsource some 

of its production to other factories. 

 

4.12.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Cooperation with fashion brands has brought sales benefits to firm 10. First, the firm does not 

have to worry about sales of cooperative products, as the fashion companies are responsible 
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for these products. Furthermore, its cooperation with large companies in the industry serves as 

an endorsement of the firm’s excellent product quality, which indirectly enhances the firm’s 

market influence. 

 

 

4.13 Case Eleven Analysis 
Case firm 11 is a private family firm from Longyan, Fujian province, which had 331 employees 

in 2018. It has foreign subsidiaries in the UK, Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and 

Hong Kong. Less than 10% of its employees are working from overseas markets. The firm was 

founded in 2014 by the father of the current GM and first started exporting in the same year. 

The main products sold by firm 11 are called “attachments” which are basic units installed on 

the front of forklifts to accomplish all kinds of functions during freight handling. The foreign 

and domestic sales of firm 11 were CNY 110.9 million and CNY 64.9 million respectively in 

2018.  

 

4.13.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

The GM of firm 11 has a master’s degree from Cook University (the US) in management. After 

she graduated in 2012, she joined her father’s company and worked as an assistant to her father. 

She was in charge of both manufacturing and marketing while working. Meanwhile, her father 

has more than 20 years’ experience in both marketing and technical spheres. Within a year of 

joining her father’s firm, she went to Jimei University to work as an English teacher. Three 

months later, she was recalled by her family to take over the new firm under her father's 

guidance. From 2014 to 2017, the family trained her up to eventually become the official GM 

of the firm in 2017. 

 

4.13.2 Global Vision 

In the view of the founder of firm 11, the industry in which the firm operates will be a high-

growth industry in the future. The markets abroad are relatively massive compared to firm 11’s 

domestic market. It has already built a good reputation internationally and has set up 

subsidiaries around the world. Firm 11 has also built solid cooperative relationships with some 

leading companies in Europe and Japan, while its business in South Asia is booming. Firm 11 
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aims to become an important supplier for leading companies in the industry, and hopes to 

strengthen its cooperation with robust partners and to improve its technology.  

 

4.13.3 Motivational Factors 

The founder of firm 11 previously ran another firm engaged in the same business 

(“attachments”). The core products of firm 11 are front attachments for forklift vehicles. 

Different types of attachments can accomplish different tasks through hydraulic control, such 

as grabbing, lifting and rotating. As labour costs started increased and as more intelligent 

machines were being used in manufacturing, the founder of firm 11 saw that that industry had 

great growth prospects. Once his previous partner left, the operating business was assumed by 

the new firm (firm 11). As a high-tech company, firm 11 also enjoys many advantages offered 

by the central and local government. Significantly, the main niche markets for firm 11 are 

abroad and it has been exporting products since its very foundation. 

 

4.13.4 Learning & Innovation 

There are numerous standard products in the industry, and industry leaders are generally not 

willing to manufacture many customised products. As a latecomer to the industry, firm 11 

produces many customised products for its clients, and this has boosted its market share. 

Meanwhile, firm 11 has collected feedback from the market to understand the needs of its 

consumers. Moreover, its cooperation with the China Aerospace Science and Technology 

Group (CASTG) has focused on the area of intelligent handling robots, which notably enhances 

the innovation capability of the firm. For instance, the CASTG provides many technological 

supports in order to improve the functions and accuracy of the robot arm grasping. Some 

technologies learned from collaborations have applied to its commercial productions. The firm 

uses hydraulic transmission to make attachments smart as it moves generally towards 

developing smart logistics. These attachments which installed at the front of forklifts could 

achieve most tiny movements used to be accomplished only by human hands before. Therefore, 

smart attachments have great potentials to free up labours. Firm 11 enjoys a worldwide 

monopoly for some products, while the GM has enforced several rules to stimulate the learning 

process in the firm. She encourages employees to attain more qualifications and issues 

subsidies for certain degrees. Due to the remote location of the factory, it is not conducive to 

attracting high-end technological talents to the firm. The salaries of the firm’s vital team 
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members have been increased significantly. The number of staff of all departments in the firm 

has set an upper limitation, except for the R&D department. The GM says the firm would 

recruit as many technicians as needed. About 10% of the employees in firm 11 are technical 

staff. This ratio is one of the highest among manufacturers in the domestic industry. Firm 11 

has also formulated a detailed incentive mechanism for technological inventions. With this 

framework in place, the number of new patents and products has been growing rapidly in recent 

years. 

 

4.13.5 Product & Service 

Firm 11 uses better quality raw materials than its rivals in the market. The founder posits that 

the firm, as a latecomer to the industry, needs to clearly present its unique selling points to 

attract customers. With strong performance in terms of product quality, firm 11 has the chance 

to become the OEM in the global industry. Based on its robust R&D capabilities, firm 11 

provides many customised products, and there are now thousands of product types offered by 

the firm. Its GM believes that these new products not only help it to gain a greater market share 

but that this will also increase the firm’s profits. 

 

4.13.6 CRM 

Firm 11 has established subsidiaries around the world in locations where it has high 

expectations in terms of attracting clients. Its strategy to gain a competitive advantage is based 

on understanding customers’ needs. To better supply one of its more significant clients, firm 

11 set up a subsidiary in the UK next to the factory of said client. It has also hired former 

employees of its UK client. In doing so, firm 11 seeks to communicate with the client in a more 

timely and precise fashion. Having a foreign subsidiary also provides firm 11 with a chance to 

communicate with its clients in the same time zone, which is very helpful when it comes to 

building trust. Firm 11 follows a client-visit plan every year to maintain its connections and 

collect feedback from its clients.  

 

4.13.7 R&D Collaboration 

Firm 11 has a close relationship with the local government. As one of the biggest enterprises 

in the city, firm 11 can benefit from its network in many ways, such as financial support, and 

early notification of upcoming reforms and policies. The local government would pay more 
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attention to those projects applied by firm 11. The most prominent advantage firm 11 has 

yielded from its relationship with the local government is its cooperation with the CASTG, 

which has helped the firm to improve its R&D capacity. At that time, the central government 

launched a military-civilian integration programme. President Xi Jinping went to Longyan for 

a meeting and emphasised the needs to support the development in old revolutionary areas. 

Therefore, the CASTG, as one of the ten major military groups, went to Longyan to investigate 

the potential collaboration opportunities with local enterprises. Firm 11 has been recommended 

by the Longyan government as one of the visiting companies. The product quality and 

technological capability of firm 11 have drawn attention to the CASTG. Then, the collaboration 

started. The primary focus of this collaboration is on the development of intelligent handling 

robots. Firm 11 has applied some techniques learned from the CASTG on the development of 

hydraulic transmission to produce commercial smart attachments with more functions and 

accuracy. Firm 11 started out as an original equipment manufacturer for notable brands in the 

industry and since 2015. Meanwhile, the firm provided customised products for large MNEs 

in the industry. However, few enterprises have provided similar services due to the technical 

capabilities and industrial traditions. Therefore, firm 11 has attracted the attention of many 

large MNEs in the industry and is now more focused on such cooperation opportunities. 

 

4.13.8 Performance 

Firm 11 started off by engaging in both domestic and international business. Its total sales were 

almost CNY 180 million in 2018, which is nearly four times what it recorded in its first year. 

Both categories of sales (domestic and foreign) are rising at a fairly similar rate. The average 

growth rate for domestic sales (48.4%) is higher than it is for foreign sales (34.3%) in its five 

years of existence. Therefore, the ratio of domestic sales to total sales has increased from less 

than 30% to almost 40%. 

 

The growing trends in terms of the number of foreign markets in which the firm operates and 

the number of employees are both positively related to total sales. The number of foreign 

markets has grown continually. Its first foreign subsidiary was built in Singapore in 2015 (the 

red rectangle in figure 4.25). In the following years, the firm set up foreign subsidiaries and 

offices in the UK, Japan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Hong Kong, respectively. As a 
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consequence, the number of foreign markets in which the firm operates has almost tripled from 

2014 to 2018. 

 

Figure 4. 24 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 11 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: data from the questionnaire 

 

Figure 4. 25 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 11 since Its Founding 

 

Source: data from the questionnaire 
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Over the last five years, firm 11 has established several subsidiaries overseas to market its 
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cooperation with a paper factory in Hong Kong, the firm knew that one paper mill could earn 

tens of millions in CNY in just six years. Therefore, it set up a subsidiary in Singapore to 

promote sales in Southeast Asia. Firm 11 also believes Singapore to represent a sort of window 

to Asia for the rest of the world. Mandarin is also one of the official languages in Singapore, 

which makes communication very convenient for firm 11’s personnel. Laws and regulations 

there are also the most stringent in Southeast Asia.  

 

Overall, its subsidiaries overseas could contribute over 20% of the firm’s total sales each year. 

Its subsidiaries are focused on selling to large clients, which most dealers do not have the 

capacity to achieve. Moreover, dealers do not always promote firm 11’s brand in the 

international markets. Most dealers represent many brands at the same time. They would not 

put all their energy into marketing one brand. To better serves its downstream manufacturers, 

firm 11 has adopted many methods to earn the trust of its clients. For instance, firm 11 set up 

a foreign office in the UK next to the factory of one essential client for better communications. 

The firm’s largest clients are still handled by the marketing team from its headquarters. 

 

China is one of the largest markets in the world, in which firm 11 has adopted a new market 

strategy to gain a market share. The attachment industry is dominated by forklift manufacturers, 

so firm 11 innovated a new marketing method to attract dealers first. Accordingly, forklift 

manufacturers have to adapt their products to suit the firm 11 products as the latter are being 

sold by most dealers in the market.  

 

4.13.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Firm 11 mainly relies on its team and its subsidiaries when it comes to marketing. The firm’s 

collaboration with domestic dealers has made a limited contribution to its total sales. 

 

 

4.14 Case Twelve Analysis 
Case firm 12 is a private firm, which is located in Shenzhen, Guangdong province. The main 

products sold by firm 12 are smartphones and some peripheral products. Firm 12 is invested 
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by a corporate group, which owns another big Chinese mobile phone manufacturer. Sharing 

the same investor, however, the two mobile phone producers operate completely independent. 

Firm 12 had over 1200 employees in 2018, of which more than 20% were based in its foreign 

offices. It has multiple foreign offices in its main international markets, namely the US, the 

UK, Germany and India. It was founded in 2013 by a professional team and first started 

exporting in 2014. The foreign and domestic sales of firm 12 were CNY 10.4 billion and CNY 

4.2 billion respectively in 2018.  

 

4.14.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

Seven individuals were involved in the foundation of firm 12, prior to which they all worked 

in the same company. The former and latter firms have the same controlling shareholder who 

set up firm 12 as part of a strategy to gain an advantage over market competitors. The Chinese 

smartphone market is in a period of accelerated transformation around 2013. The Internet sales 

model became popular than ever. Most major mobile phone manufacturers in China have 

established Internet sub-brands or established subsidiaries to expand online business. Under 

this background, the investor of firm 12 decided to build a new brand with Internet sales model 

in the smartphone market, but the sales were not limited in the Chinese market. Among the 

original founding team members, one co-founder is in charge of foreign sales and grew up and 

studied in northern Europe. The leading founder, who is the CEO of firm 12, has a bachelor’s 

degree from Zhejiang University in applied electronics technology. After his graduation, he 

joined a private firm making electronic products in 1998. He later became the director of its 

R&D department in 2003. His career changed course when he was appointed director of a Blu-

ray DVD project in his previous firm. The eventual product became a best-seller in the 

international market, and this success afforded him the chance to take on another exciting 

career switch. In 2011, he was appointed as the director of smartphone sales for the electronics 

firm he served from 1998. He served as vice president of the firm until leaving in 2013, shortly 

after which firm 12 was founded. 

 

4.14.2 Global Vision 

Firm 12 has sought to internationalise from the very beginning. Unlike other Chinese phone 

manufacturers, the firm first developed itself in the European and US markets before moving 

on to develop itself in the Indian market. When firm 12 launched its first-generation 
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smartphone, it was targeted at a global market from the very outset. The firm’s 

internationalisation strategy is now deep-rooted and will continue for the foreseeable future. 

The founder mentions that firm 12 had been trying to build a global brand and never limited its 

target markets. Firm 12 has cooperated with many large operators in the world and was the first 

to launch 5G phones. It is also laid out its future products in a smart TV. Firm 12 is gradually 

taking the initiative in the global smartphone market and has regarded the global markets as a 

one, as its founder always believed that an excellent product could sell out in any market. The 

founder is very humble about the achievements and reputational gains of firm 12 during its 

internationalisation. He feels that the firm is still small in terms of its scale and resources. 

Indeed, it has had to pass up some business opportunities due to its resource constraints. For 

instance, firm 12 has recognised the market opportunity in Australia. After the market survey, 

it needs a large amount of investment to build the after-sales networks in such a big country. 

However, the potential sales in Australia could not bring profits to the firm as high as other 

markets. It is similar that firm 12 focused on the market of Western Europe in entire Europe.  

 

4.14.3 Motivational Factors 

In his role at a previous firm, the CEO of firm 12 successfully navigated the launch of a product 

on the international market using a strategy whereby a flagship quality product was sold online. 

Although several Chinese smartphone manufacturers had started online sales before firm 12, 

none were retailing a flagship smartphone online. Driven by the ambition to demonstrate that 

“Made in China” can be a sign of quality rather than cheapness and low-to-average quality, the 

CEO of firm 12 set out to produce a flagship smartphone comparable to any Samsung or Apple 

equivalent for sale on international markets. Firm 12 was founded amid a wave of online sales 

models in China. Around 2012, most of the other traditional Chinese smartphone 

manufacturers launched new brands to meet the demand for online sales in the Chinese market. 

Accordingly, the investor in firm 12 also sought a greater market share through online sales. 

The investor already owned a smartphone manufacturer. However, the other smartphone 

manufacturer did not hold any shares in firm 12. The investor provided financial support (CNY 

50 million) to firm 12 at inception. After that, the capital of firm 12 ran on its own. 
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4.14.4 Learning & Innovation 

Learning and innovation is an essential part of the enterprise culture in firm 12. It states on the 

firm’s website: “Openness is not a choice for us, but a nature rooted in genes. Keep learning, 

not to stand still, we cannot forget the original heart; good at embracing change, knowing what 

is good, we can go further. We respect differences and encourage the common development of 

individuals and companies. We are a plus and a family, and we are happy to cheer for others. 

Tomorrow is unknown, and we are willing to create endless possibilities with any partner who 

embraces the same philosophy.” The CEO prefers to be described as a product manager rather 

than a CEO. He imposes strict requirements on product design in order to ensure and enhance 

product quality. Indeed, the standard practices imposed in the laboratory are highly abnormal 

and draconian by industry standards. The founder spends most of his time seated in the open 

staff area and collaborating with colleagues in the R&D department. He is particularly 

enthusiastic about working with the R&D staff and has a highly proprietorial attitude toward 

his products: he feels, for example, that he must understand every detail of any mobile phone 

made by a company led by him. 

 

In the smartphone market, the leading technologies are monopolised by different suppliers, for 

instance, Qualcomm in chips, Samsung in screens and Sony in cameras. Most manufacturers 

can purchase these technologies directly from these suppliers. Although the annual sales of 

firm 12 still cannot be compared to the industry leaders, it has already gained some advantages 

in terms of its product design and operating system. By cooperating with a leading software 

company at its very outset, firm 12 gained experience in operating system development. As a 

result, its capacity for systems development has added value to its range of products. The 

investor in firm 12 owns another smartphone manufacturer in China. Accordingly, firm 12 

makes good use of this resource when it comes to manufacturing. Firm 12 leases the production 

line from another manufacturer, so that the firm does not need to build its own factories, which 

significantly improves the firm's production efficiency and reduces risks. The other 

manufacturer has built a factory with a monthly production of 6 million mobile phones in 

Dongguan, which has four workshops. Firm 12 rents part of the factory. There are more than 

6,000 employees in the factory, of which 1,000 are production workers for firm 12. Firm 12 

transferred their wages monthly to the other manufacturer. 
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4.14.5 Product & Service 

The founder is heavily involved in the product design process to ensure the high quality of all 

products. He has set new requirements to test the product quality of smartphones. Many 

requirements in the laboratory of firm 12 are much stricter than the industry average. For 

instance, the height of the drop experiment in the industry was 1.8 meters. The founder had 

increased it to 2.5 meters. Today, almost all manufacturers can purchase the same phone parts 

in the Android phone suppliers. To stand out from its competitors, focusing on design detail is 

a central philosophy of the firm. Firm 12 only produces flagship phones, which are different 

from those of other manufacturers in the industry whose products cover from high-end to low-

end lines. Each year, there are only two main products launched by firm 12, allowing to 

maintain this flagship image. 

 

4.14.6 CRM 

The founder of firm 12 has applied his experience when it comes to CRM by setting up an 

online forum through which staff can regularly check for customer feedback. This reveals 

potential needs which can be translated into product and service improvements, or even feed 

into the development of new products and services. The number of registered users in the firm’s 

online forum has exceeded 15 million worldwide. The founder interacts with consumers online 

regularly and this community culture is something firm 12 emphasises. Some of its earliest 

products were presented in the forum, and users gave the firm feedback so that the firm could 

make adjustments. Such functional interactions with users provide firm 12 with substantial 

customer loyalty. Meanwhile, firm 12 has adopted several methods to improve its local services. 

First of all, it has employed many managers from China in situ in India, but most have now 

been recalled. Instead, everything from project to marketing is now localised, since the firm 

believes that local employees know more about the culture and the habits of local consumers. 

Similarly, firm 12 employs locals in the middle- and high-level positions to provide localised 

after-sales services. Its cooperation with local operators provides excellent local services, while 

its establishment of foreign warehouses helps the firm to accelerate delivery and boost the 

efficiency of after-sales replacement. 

 

4.14.7 R&D Collaboration 

Suppliers, alliances and customers are all recognised parts of the promotion networks in the 

internationalisation of firm 12. Due to its product strategy, the firm can maximise the potential 
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capabilities of high-end chips bought from its supplier. Products from firm 12 are designed for 

the latest high-end chips from Qualcomm. The optimisation of the specially designed operating 

systems can make chips reach the best states. Other manufacturers have models with different 

chips to cover different ranges of phones. Their operating systems need to be compatible with 

various types of chips, so that their systems cannot run at full speed of chips. Thus, the supplier 

is more willing to cooperate with firm 12. Firm 12 is still using the same production lines from 

the founder’s former company, which has reduced risks and costs markedly. Its cooperation 

with the former operation system developer has helped the firm to develop new tailored 

systems. Consumers, meanwhile, are regarded as a vital driving force for the R&D of the firm 

when it comes to testing and information collection. Firm 12 emphasize its community culture. 

Customers registered in its online forum promote the configuration of the company's products 

and software changes. The firm often shows some of the earliest product designs and features 

of operating systems in the online forum, and collects solicit feedback from them so that the 

firm can make adjustments.  

 

4.14.8 Performance 

Firm 12’s sales growth has been outstanding. In particular, its growth rate has been 

extraordinary since its cooperation with large operators in western countries in 2017. Its 

turnover in 2018 was more than six times greater than in 2014. Both the average growth of 

domestic sales (57.2%) and foreign sales (68.7%) stand at over 50% in the last five years. At 

the same time, with a slightly higher growth rate, the ratio of foreign sales to total sales has 

increased from 63.6% in 2013 to 71.2% in 2018. 

 

With the expansion into various markets, the number of employees has risen rapidly. The 

average growth rate in the number of employees from 2013 to 2018 was 394.3%, while the 

number of foreign markets in which the firm operates has tripled in 2018 since its foundation 

in 2013. 

 

 

 

 



4 Within-case Analysis 

188 
 

Figure 4. 26 Domestic and Foreign Sales of Firm 12 since Its Founding (Unit: 10,000 CNY) 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

Figure 4. 27 Number of Foreign Markets and Employees of Firm 12 since Its Founding 

 

Source: Data from the questionnaire 

 

4.14.9 Marketing 

From the perspective of products, firm 12 only launches high-end flagship phones. It believes 

that the influence of the market is not only determined by how many phones have been sold in 

the market. Therefore, firm 12 never produces low-end products. There was one instance where 

firm 12 released a middle-range phone in the market and its financial performances suffered 

immediately. The founder regards it as the biggest mistakes in the market decision of the firm. 

As a so-called “flagship phone killer” in the industry, firm 12 picks its launch time for products, 
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usually releasing later than other flagship phones in the market, so that consumers could 

compare all flagship phones and make their purchasing decisions accordingly. With a vibrant 

and experienced founding team, firm 12 has collaborated with operators in foreign markets 

since its early ages. Its establishment of foreign offices has provided the firm with a better 

quality of localised services and the firm believes that the potential for overseas growth remains 

relatively large.  

 

The speed of the firm’s market entry and the number of foreign employees snowballed once 

firm 12 built closer relationships with its foreign dealers. In its industry, local dealers play a 

crucial role in sales in the firm’s niche markets. The norm for customers purchasing phones in 

western countries is to enter into a contract with an operator through one of the latter’s retail 

branches. This gives operators a dominant position in the value chain and market: operators 

thus play a vital role in the success of the firm’s internationalisation. Without collaboration 

with operators, the firm could not guarantee its success at the current rate. The CPO of firm 12 

presented the example of the firm launching two versions of a phone each year: replacement 

and upgraded versions. Usually, the sales of replacement versions surpass those of upgraded 

versions. Firm 12 worked with the largest operators in the US when it launched the upgraded 

version of its phone in 2018. Sales of that version of the phone outperformed sales of the 

previous version by 80% in the first week in the US market, even though the product was not 

stocked in all of the operators' high street stores. Firm 12 understands that the smartphone 

market in China is enormous and, as a Chinese brand, it sees no reason not to develop a 

presence in the domestic market. However, the founder points out that the firm would only try 

to survive in the domestic market, while it would seek to achieve growth in foreign markets. 

The domestic competition in smartphone sales is fierce. Smartphone manufacturers in China 

compete through large outlays on advertising such as popular TV show sponsorships and 

celebrity endorsements. Such activities would cost several million CNY. In its current size, it 

will be difficult for firm 12 to compete with even the top five manufacturers in the domestic 

market in a short time.  

 

4.14.10 Marketing Collaboration 

Many collaborations have boosted the marketing capability of firm 12 during its 

internationalisation process. Collaborations with some major suppliers in the industry are 
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excellent endorsements for the firm in the global market, while these suppliers are also willing 

to present the products of firm 12 in international exhibitions. Moreover, firm 12’s suppliers 

have helped to build connections between firm 12 and some of the largest operators in the 

world, which seriously boosts its internationalisation. Operators dominate in the European and 

American markets and without such connections, the founder admits that firm 12 could not 

succeed at its current speed. Firm 12 also consider its CRM system as a suitable marketing 

approach. Firm 12 believes that picky and pursuing perfect are the features of its consumers in 

the online forum. Nevertheless, the good interactions with these users in the online forum make 

them become loyal users to firm 12. The foreign NPS (user recommendation ratio) of firm 12 

exceeds 80%, which the founder believed that its online forum contributed the most to this rate. 

The high rate of NPS directly stimulate the collaborations with foreign operators, 

 

 

4.15 Chapter Summary 
Combining the process of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis and King’s (2012) 

template analysis, this study put forward a new thematic analysis process to analysis case firms 

from Chinese Born Global firms. This chapter forms a final template structure (see figure 4.3) 

based on preliminary coding templates (figure 4.1) and initial coding templates (figure 4.2) to 

conduct within-case analysis. The ten sub-themes from the analytical structure provide detailed 

analysis related to the raw data gleaned from case firms on entrepreneurship, network, R&D, 

and market strategy. Three emerging themes provided a new and broader overview of the 

characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms. The motivation for setting up a Born Global firm 

is drawn from entrepreneurship in the case of each of the Chinese case firms. Meanwhile, the 

founder’s experience, as well as resources, knowledge and technology, also motivate the 

foundation of such firms. Some external factors, such as macro-economic and industry 

conditions, are also triggers for the foundation of a firm. At the same time, collaboration plays 

a crucial role in both R&D and market strategy during internationalisation. This helps case 

firms to improve their competitiveness and their chances of survival, which are the two major 

themes in R&D and market strategy, respectively.  

 

During the within-case analysis, some differences were observed between high-tech Born 

Global firms and traditional industry Born Global firms in many areas. Although two types of 
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case firms shared some common founding motivations, traditional industry case firms are more 

replied on their client bases than high-tech case firms; Due to the different industrial features, 

entrepreneurs from case firms have various global visions; The biggest difference between two 

types of firms are demonstrated in the R&D areas. High-tech case firms have stronger learning 

and innovation orientations than firms from traditional industries, which reflected on their 

production and innovation capabilities; It seems that high-tech case firms have better market 

performances on sales growth and marketing capabilities than traditional industry case firms; 

Market strategies from high-tech case firms are more focused on foreign markets than they are 

in traditional industry case firms. Some phenomena, such as de-internationalisation, firms 

becoming more specialised, and networks have not played a vital role in many cases, but these 

are outstanding characteristics among Chinese Born Global firms. Almost all case firms have 

illustrated a rising in domestic sales after several years’ international operations. Most Chinese 

Born Global case firms present strategy shifts during their internationalisation, which made 

them more professional. Guanxi is recognised as a vital factor in Chinese business. However, 

Chinese Born Global case firms barely take advantages of informal networking in the 

international operations, especially in their growth stages. The within-case analysis also reveals 

some correlations between factors in different areas. For instance, the experience of 

entrepreneurs can largely influence firms’ innovation and marketing capabilities. These points 

are worthy of consideration in the further cross-case analysis. The analysis results from this 

chapter inform the discussion of the results of the literature review, which is presented in the 

next chapter.  



5 Cross-case Analysis and Discussion 

192 
 

5 Cross-case Analysis and Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 
Following the individual-case analysis in chapter 4, some different characteristics appear 

among Chinese Born Global case firms. This chapter analyses and discusses both differences 

and the similarities of these phenomena between high-tech case firms and traditional case firms. 

Section 5.2 presents comparative results in entrepreneurship, R&D and market strategy, 

respectively. Each discussion part after cross-case analyses in entrepreneurship, R&D and 

market strategy compares the findings drawn from Chinese Born Global case firms with the 

results from the literature, which illustrates the unique characteristics of Chinese Born Global 

firms. This section also answers the research questions generated in Chapter 2. Propositions 

are generated to help researches of the Born Global firms, especially researches on the Chinese 

Born Global firms in the future. Section 5.3 discusses correlations between factors under 

different research areas, and aims to full a gap in the literature. The discussion in this section 

aims to discover a wider picture of how various elements affect others within a firm, and deepen 

our understanding and provide an explanation of the internationalisation of Born Global firms 

in China under various conditions. Section 5.4 develops a new analytical framework for Born 

Global firm building on previous results and discussions. The new framework presents links 

between the main factors in detail, which influences the internationalisation of Born Global 

firms. It also provides some new theoretical contributions to the literature and practical 

contributions to practitioners, such as managers and entrepreneurs who work in the Born 

Global firms. The last section summarises the whole chapter. 

 

5.2 Comparison and Discussion on Chinese High-tech and Traditional Case Firms 
Following the findings from the previous within-case analysis chapter, a cross-case analysis is 

needed to generalise the characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms. The comparative results 

between high-tech firms and traditional Chinese Born Global firms also reveals how different 

variables influence different types of Born Global firms’ operations. To better compare the 

difference between high-tech and traditional case firms in all aspects, a matrix analysis is 

adopted in this study. The features of all case firms in ten main areas are summarised in the 

table below (table 5.1), which is divided into high-tech case firms and traditional case firms. 

The division of firm types is simply based on the Chinese government's definition of high-tech 

enterprises. To be classed as a high-tech enterprise requires an application by the enterprise to 

local science and technology committee which evaluate the application against a set of criteria. 
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High-tech case firms (firms 3, 5, 8, 11 and 12) in this study have all qualified through this 

evaluation and are registered as high-tech enterprises by the Chinese government. 

 

5.2.1 Entrepreneurship and Motivation 

A positive depiction of the entrepreneur’s background runs through all interview responses 

concerning the foundation of their firms. Personal background influences the foundation of 

firms in a number of ways. For instance, education and work background influence founders 

in their choice of locale and industry. Background also shapes entrepreneurs’ global vision 

along with other factors, such as the global macro-economy and the state of the industry 

competitiveness in which their firms operate. These elements determine a founder’s view 

concerning the prospects of their firm operating on a global scale. Motivation is identified by 

analysing the interviews and initial code sets. Entrepreneurial experience is the primary 

determinant of motivation and is shaped in the main by the founder’s previous experience. Risk 

awareness is a crucial element of the entrepreneur’s global vision, which influences the 

motivation directly. Other factors which influence motivation can be divided into internal and 

external factors. The client base and innovation capacity are the main internal factors at this 

stage. The main external determinants of motivation are industry conditions, macro-economic 

conditions and domestic competition.  

 

5.2.1.1 Entrepreneurial Experience 

Entrepreneurs from high-tech and traditional case firms share many common features in 

experience. The average Likert scales of entrepreneurs’ experience from both types of case 

firms are very similar (5.5 in high-tech and 5.39 in traditional). They are all highly educated 

and have abundant working and international experiences and similar language skills. 

 

Marketing and technical experience 

All entrepreneurs from case firms have abundant working experience. Among previous 

working experiences, marketing and technical experience are particularly important. Little 

differences show up in the average year of marketing and technical experiences between high-

tech (13.4 yrs, SD 6.465) and traditional (12.6 yrs, SD 5.711) case firms. 
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Table 5. 1 Comparing Different Types of Case Firms in the Ten Primarily Characteristics 

 High-tech case firms (3, 5, 8, 11 & 12) Traditional case firms (1, 2, 4, 6, 7, 9 & 10) 

Experience 

AV 5.5 (SD 0.354) 
Abundant experience (marketing, technical, industry and international); 
Highly educated; Basic language skills; 

AV 5.39 (SD 1.11) 
Abundant experience (marketing, technical, industry and international); Highly 
educated; Basic language skills; 

Global vision 

AV 6.2 (0.748) 
Formed from previous experiences; Excellent understanding on industries; 
Well posited firms in their industries; 
View the global markets as opportunities; Optimistic on the potentials of 
foreign markets;  

AV 4.66 (SD 1.024) 
Formed from previous experiences; Excellent understanding on industries; Well 
posited firms in their industries; 
Cautions and risk aversion on internationalisation because of their industries and 
product types; 

Motivations 

Experiences are the root of the founding motivation; 
Venture tides boosted the founding of firms; Domestic rivalry forced 
exporting first; 
Motivated by the development of industries and innovation capabilities; 

Experiences are the root of the founding motivation; 
Venture tides boosted the founding of firms; Domestic rivalry forced exporting first; 
Heavily relied on both direct or indirect client bases; 

Learning & 
Innovation 

Learning AV 5.84 (SD 0.74) & Innovation AV 5.64 (0.451) 
Focused on learning through collaborations; More willing to invest in 
employee learning; 
Largely invested in innovation; Entrepreneurs involved in new product 
developments; Innovation capability limited by resource scarcity; 
Innovation strategy determined by the market entry timing;  

Learning AV 5.2 (SD 0.93) & Innovation AV 5.33 (0.832) 
Focused on learning through business models; 
Invest less on innovation; Limited by product types and industries; 
Innovation capability limited by resource scarcity; 
Innovation strategy determined by the market entry timing; 

Product 

Quality AV 6.3 (SD 0.447) & Differentiation AV 5.8 (SD 0.566) 
Producing high-quality products; Entrepreneurs pay great attention to 
maintain the quality of products and services;  
Customisation is the main strategy in product differentiation; 
React to market demands initiatively, which brings market shares, profits, 
and professionals; 
Supply chains helped in maintaining a high level of product quality and the 
possibility of product differentiation; 

Quality AV 6.25 (SD 0.353) & Differentiation AV 5.4 (SD 0.938) 
Producing high-quality products; Entrepreneurs pay great attention to maintain the 
quality of products and services; 
Customisation is the main strategy in product differentiation; 
React to market demands passively; 
Supply chains helped in maintaining a high level of product quality and the possibility 
of product differentiation; 

CRM 

AV 6.09 (SD 0.433) 
Providing localised services; Frequent contact and quick response; 
Collecting information through CRM; 

AV 5.87 (SD 0.716) 
Providing localised services; Frequent contact and quick response; Collecting 
information through CRM; 

R&D 
collaboratio

n 

Have diverse R&D partners (suppliers, alliances, distributors and 
customers); 

Mainly collaborated with clients; 
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Performance 

Total Sales Growth AV 61.43% (SD 0.415)  
Foreign Sales Growth AV 40.55% (0.732)  
Foreign Sales Ratio AV 82.7% (SD 0.146) 
Foreign Market Number Growth AV 29.72% (SD 0.155) 
Total Employee Growth AV 93.51% (SD 1.686) 
Foreign Employee Growth AV 23.08% (SD 0.134) 
International Performance AV 4.47 (SD 0.519) 

Total Sales Growth AV 18.76% (SD 0.182)  
Foreign Sales Growth AV 25.56% (0.404)  
Foreign Sales Ratio AV 86.28% (SD 0.092) 
Foreign Market Number Growth AV 10.81% (SD 0.087) 
Total Employee Growth AV 124.85% (SD 2.344) 
Foreign Employee Growth AV -1.22% (SD 0.108) 
International Performance AV 3.98 (SD 0.819) 

Market 
strategy 

Market Competence AV 5.36 (SD 0.385) 
International Plans AV 5.31 (SD 0.765) 
Foreign Potential AV 5.6 (SD 1.14) Foreign Size AV 5.8 (SD 0.837) 
Domestic Potential AV 5.4 (SD 2.074) Domestic Size AV 4.8 (SD 1.095) 
Exported immediately after set-ups; Dynamic market selections; Back to 
home market phenomenon; Strategies shifted through internationalisation; 
Became more professional and more niche market focused; 
Predicted the greater potential of foreign markets;  
Normally adopted dual or multiple sales channels;  

Market Competence AV 4.94 (SD 0.854)  
International Plans AV 4.9 (SD 1.166) 
Foreign Potential AV 5.14 (SD 1.676) Foreign Size AV 5.86 (SD 1.069) 
Domestic Potential AV 5.86 (SD 1.345) Domestic Size AV 5.14 (SD 2.035) 
Exported immediately after set-ups; Dynamic market selections; Back to home market 
phenomenon; Strategies shifted through internationalisation; Became more 
professional and more niche market focused; 
Predicted the greater potential of domestic markets;  
Normally adopted single sales channels; 

Marketing 
collaboratio

n 

Marketing collaborations significantly promoted marketing capability; 
Most collaborations are weak ties.  

Marketing collaborations significantly promoted marketing capability; 
Most collaborations are weak ties. 

Source: summarised from analyses
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Table 5. 2 The Experiences of All Founders from Case Firms (1) 

 International 

(yrs) 

International/care

er before current 

start-up (%) 

Industr

y (yrs) 

Industry/career 

before current 

start-up (%) 

Marketing & 

Technical (yrs) 

Prior 

start-up 

Age 

group 

1 7 58.3 12 100 12 No 50s 

2 20 100 20 100 20 Yes 50s 

3 6 100 4 66.7 6 Yes 30s 

4 4 28.6 4 28.6 4 No 50s 

5 10 62.5 10 62.5 16 No 50s 

6 6 100 6 100 6 No 50s 

7 7 43.8 2 12.5 16 No 50s 

8 8 100 8 100 8 No 30s 

9 15 100 15 100 15 No 50s 

10 13 86.7 8 53.3 15 Yes 50s 

11 7 31.8 7 31.8 22 Yes 30s 

12 10 66.7 15 100 15 No 40s 
Source: from questionnaires and interviews 

 

Most entrepreneurs started their careers in either marketing or technical spheres. The founders 

of firms 1, 5, 7 and 12 were first employed in technical positions. The founder of firm 3 started 

their careers as a salesperson. The founders of firms 2, 6, 8 and 9 began their careers in posts 

that combined technical and sales roles. Three entrepreneurs have no work experience in either 

marketing or technical roles. The founders of firms 4 and 10 began their careers as civil servants 

after graduation. The general manager of firm 11 first worked as an assistant to her father, the 

founder of the firm, in the family business. Most founders acquired both marketing and 

technical experience in their careers before founding their firms. The founders of firms 1, 5, 7 

and 12 all transferred from technical to marketing positions within the space of a few years. 

The founder of firm 3 gained technical experience in his second post. The founder of firm 4 

acquired her sales and technical knowledge on joining an SOE. The founder of firm 10 gained 

experience in marketing after leaving a government post. He also gained technical experience 

in his first venture before founding his current firm. The general manager of firm 11 was in 

charge of both manufacturing and marketing when she worked as a PA/secretary in her father’s 

previous firm. Her father had more than 20-years’ experience in both the marketing and 

technical spheres. Only four founders of case firms have less than 10 years of marketing and 

technical experience. The founders of firms 3 and 8 are the two youngest entrepreneurs — they 

are still in their 30s —in the sample. They worked for six years and eight years, respectively, 

after graduation before starting their own business. Their level of experience is, therefore, 

below the sample average.  
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Industry Experience 

All the entrepreneurs have experience of working in the industries in which their firms 

currently operate. The average industry experience among high-tech and traditional 

entrepreneurs are 8.8 (SD 4.087) and 9.6 (SD 6.425), respectively. The entrepreneur in firm 7 

has the least industry experience: two years in the lighting industry. However, the founder has 

16 years of marketing and technical experience in other industries. His previous rich marketing 

and technical experience mean that he was well placed on mastering the challenges posed by a 

new industry in a short space of time. The founders of firms 3 and 4 similarly have limited 

industry-specific experience: less than five years. The founder of firm 3 had pre-start-up 

experience and experience in working in a foreign company before starting his current firm. 

The founder of firm 4 worked for the largest SOE silk company in Chongqing as the chief of 

staff and assistant to the company president. Despite its brevity, she emphasises that this 

experience was beneficial in starting her own business.  

‘‘During the period I was in the SOE silk company, I have a comprehensive overall picture of 

the silk business, although some business I have not directly got involved. As the chief of staff 

and the assistant to the president, I need to concern myself with a relatively big picture, which 

makes me familiar with all company operations. Based on these experiences, I have avoided 

some certain difficulties at the start of my own business.’’ 

 

All other founders have at over five years' experience in the industry in which their firms 

operate. The founder of firm 2 has the most experience among the sample. After graduation, 

he worked in an SOE textile company and co-founded his textile trading firm before he set up 

the current firm. Similarly, the founder of firm 5 worked for an SOE in inland China and then 

moved to Guangzhou (one of the most developed cities in China at that time) and worked for 

a foreign lighting company. He involved himself in both the manufacturing and sales 

operations of the company. The founder of firm 8 worked in two posts before setting up his 

firm. Combining these experiences, he founded a cross-board e-commerce firm which produces 

car computers. The founder of firm 9 has 15 years’ experience in the auto engine filter industry.  
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International Experience 

Previous working experience, especially international experience, are highlighted among all 

kinds of experience on the contribution to firms’ internationalisation. The average Likert scores 

of entrepreneurs from traditional case firms for their work experience and international 

experience are 5.86 and 5.71, respectively, which are slightly higher than the average Likert 

scales of comprehensive experience. Compared with traditional enterprises, high-tech 

enterprises pay more attention to the work and international experience of entrepreneurs. The 

Likert scores of working (6.4) and international (6.2) experience are much higher than the 

average Likert scale of experience (5.5). From the number of years aspect, the international 

experience of entrepreneurs is even longer than their industry experience. The sample average 

is almost ten years. Without exception, their career trajectories up to the point at which they 

set up their own firms are characterised by substantial international experience. Half of the 

entrepreneurs dedicated their whole careers to doing business in international markets. The 

ratio of international experience to career experience for the other founders is still very high. 

More importantly, the founders of case firms are leading cohort with international business 

experience. Although the economic reforms of the Chinese "Open Door" policy were initiated 

in 1978, autonomous rights to import and export were only extended to private firms in 1994. 

Up to that point, only SOEs enjoyed import and export rights in China. For this reason, founders 

with experience of working for SOEs involved in international business have enjoyed 

advantages over private-sector counterparts in terms of gaining experience in international 

business. Most were already top executives in their former SOEs. These experiences provided 

entrepreneurs with advantages in foreign knowledge accumulation. The founder of firm 1, for 

example, established the import and export department of his SOE employer and remained in 

that post until his departure. Before setting up his first firm, firm 2’s entrepreneur was 

responsible for foreign business on behalf of his SOE employer. The founder of firm 7 left his 

career in an SOE where he was the general manager in charge of importing and selling 

automatic instruments. The founders of firms 4 and 6 belong to a group characterised by early 

involvement in international business in China through SOE employment. In that period, 

import and export rights had yet to be issued to private firms in. Among the sample, they 

enjoyed a comparative advantage in acquiring knowledge of the international business. Once 

foreign trade rights were extended to the private sector, they spied an opportunity and started 

their own firms.  
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Although the entrepreneurs in the sample have rich international business experience, only two 

have lived abroad (see table 5.3). The founder of firm 10 studied and lived in Hong Kong for 

a short period, which was before 1997 when Hong Kong was still part of the United Kingdom. 

The general manager of firm 11 finished her master's degree in management in the United 

States. After graduation, she was recalled by her family to take over the new firm under her 

father's guidance. Among the original founding team in firm 12, one co-founder is in charge of 

foreign sales and grew up and studied in northern Europe. Study and residence aside, only a 

few founders have worked for foreign companies. The founder of firm 3 worked in a Singapore 

trading company in Guangzhou. The founder of firm 5 joined and worked for a Hong Kong 

lighting manufacturer which located in Guangzhou. Before setting up his engine filter 

manufacturing firm, the founder of firm 9 worked for a foreign filter manufacturer in Shanghai. 

The founder of firm 10 worked for a Canadian MNE in Guangzhou, but it was in a different 

industry, alcohol. Strictly speaking, therefore, none of the entrepreneurs in the sample has 

worked abroad before they established their companies. Their international experience is 

mainly limited to dealing with foreign corporate entities inside China.  

 

Table 5. 3 The Experiences of All Founders from Case Firms (2) 

 Lived abroad Worked in a foreign firm Education Language (English) 

1 No No University UG Fluent 

2 No No University UG Basic 

3 No Yes University PG Basic 

4 No No University PG Basic 

5 No Yes University UG Basic 

6 No No University PG Fluent 

7 No No University UG Basic 

8 No No University UG Basic 

9 No Yes University UG Basic 

10 Yes Yes University PG Fluent 

11 Yes No University PG Fluent 

12 No No University UG Basic 

Source: from questionnaires and interviews 
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Prior Start-up and Executive Experience 

Another trait within the sample is the previous experience as a chief executive or in senior 

management position. Nine founders have served as departmental heads in their previous work 

experience. Most have worked as executives in former firms, which gives them an experience 

of overseeing all operations within a firm. Another common trait of this sample of 

entrepreneurs is that one-third of them have prior start-up experience. Their prior start-up 

experiences all took place in the same industries in which their firms operate now. Their 

previous businesses were founded with business partners. After several years of partnership, 

the partners had developed divergent opinions about the future direction of their business. 

Therefore, they chose to start a new firm to continue its international business. Some bought 

out their former partner and changed the company name. Others founded a new firm with 

another partner.  

 

Education Background 

In ways which show parallels with their work experience, all the entrepreneurs have rich 

education histories. Most of the founders are in their 50s. At the time of their early adulthood, 

possession of a bachelor’s degree was the sign of a high level of education in China. China 

reinstated its university entrance examination in 1977, and for the following 15 years, the 

acceptance rate never exceeded 30%. By 2017, this had grown to 75%. So, the entrepreneurs 

belong to something of an elite cohort, and this is reinforced by the fact that, among their 

number, some graduated from the top 30 universities in China. The entrepreneurs, in the main, 

attach a great deal of importance to their education. Even after embarking on their careers, they 

still pursued higher education qualifications. The founder of firm 3 completed two EMBA 

programmes. The founder of firm 4 obtained her MBA after she set up her current company. 

The founder of firm 6 acquired his Master of Engineering a long time after his graduation. The 

founder of firm 10 completed his MBA ten years after graduating. Most of the entrepreneurs 

work in industries related to their educational backgrounds. They believe, for this reason, that 

their education has helped their firms to internationalise. This altitude is stronger in high-tech 

case firms (average Likert score 5.6) than it is in traditional case firms (average Likert score 

5.0). This is the case even if their education has no direct and apparent relevance to the goods 

and services they produce. They still believe that their education has cultivated good practices 

and outlooks that have been transferable to their working lives. The founder of firm 5 studied 

aeronautical engineering at university. His current firm mainly produces lamps. He believes 
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that his engineering education disciplined in him the importance of accuracy and that this is 

reflected in the close attention he pays to product detail and quality. Only a small number of 

entrepreneurs think that their educational background has a minor influence on their 

entrepreneurship and business practice.  

The founder of firm 2 observes: ‘‘The educational background can be completely irrelevant to 

the business of international trading. Basically, they are all studying after they started their 

first jobs. For example, my undergraduate degree is in administrative management. Then I 

worked in an SOE in the textile industry. Most of my knowledge about fabrics and international 

trade are learned after I started working. Many of my peers did not study textiles or 

international trade as far as I know.'' 

 

Language Capability 

By contrast with their education level, most founders have average foreign language skills. 

Entrepreneurs from both high-tech and traditional case firms (table 5.3) have not shown any 

advantages of foreign language skills. The education and work backgrounds of the interviewees 

are the main determinants of their language competence. No entrepreneur speaks a third 

language beyond Chinese and English. Most speak English at a basic level. Only four founders 

claim that they can communicate with foreign customers in English fluently. The founder of 

firm 10 and the general manager of firm 11 have both studied and lived abroad. The founder 

of firm 10 has also worked for a foreign company. As a member of one of the first cohorts 

charged with dealing with foreigners, the entrepreneur of firm 1 was sent by his former SOE 

to train in a business English camp for six months. Among entrepreneurs who have fluent 

English, they all confirm that their language competence gives them a significant advantage in 

dealing with foreign customers.  

The founder of firm 1 notes: ‘‘My language capability helps me to communicate with foreign 

clients fluently about technical issues related to the global market.’’ 

The founder of firm 10 also claims: ‘‘Communication in English is not a problem at all, based 

on my experience of working in a foreign company and studying abroad. So I can communicate 

very fluently with foreign customers. Although my former business partner has been in the 

international business for many years, his English speaking and listening skills are still not as 

good as mine.’’ He also believes that communication is a core issue where a competitive 

advantage can be gained in international business. For example, in international markets, most 



5 Cross-case Analysis and Discussion 

202 
 

leather goods suppliers are much of a muchness in terms of product quality, price, and logistics, 

so good communication can make a supplier stand out from the crowd: ‘‘Our clients would 

never buy any products from us if the quality of our products was very poor or our price was 

much higher than others. So, on this basis, you need good communication. This kind of 

communication between people or between companies and companies can keep your business 

going in the long-term. To be honest, the customer is in a difficult position when choosing 

suppliers.’’ 

 

Other entrepreneurs who have a lower English competence admit that language is important in 

international business. Most of them believe interpreters and automated translation 

technologies cannot replace it. Their international development would be better if they 

improved their English skills.  

The founder of firm 2 observes: ‘‘The language ability should be the number one factor for 

doing international business. But, language ability is precisely my weakness.’’ 

‘‘My language skills are not particularly strong. When I first learned English, I did not learn 

it in a very standard way. If my English was better, it would have a big impact on my business 

by allowing me to communicate with customers in depth.’’ The founder of firm 3 observes: 

‘‘Language is critical. I realised this when I started in the international business. In the process 

of communicating with customers, whether it is face-to-face communication or through e-mail, 

customers sometimes find it difficult to grasp our ideas. Because of the different cultural 

backgrounds, there is still some confusion when chatting. It would be easier for the British and 

the Americans to talk about business. Cultural differences, including language, are an 

insurmountable obstacle, and they also make organisations behave differently.’’ 

The founder of firm 4 has similar feelings: ‘‘My English is not good. I can only speak some 

basic daily English. That is it. I mentioned that if my English capability were better when 

sharing my experience with my staff, then the company would develop further. I often ask myself, 

why didn't I learn English well? I always need an interpreter to help me when I communicate 

with foreign clients. However, it feels that the client and I are always kept at a certain distance. 

Although the language is just a tool, it can be deeply rooted in people's hearts. If I could talk 

with customers directly, our business would do better. Sometimes, people who translate my 

utterances cannot represent the complete meaning, and they cannot find what is inside the 

customer either. Sometimes communication causes business problems.’’ 
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The founder of firm 5 admits the firm has lost some business due to their communication issues: 

‘‘My own language skill is not good. But, I think language is especially important. I 

experienced before that communication with potential clients was not fluent enough because 

my own language was not good. Eventually, the business did not get done.'' 

 

5.2.1.2 Global Vision 

For the interviewees, global vision is a crucial factor in a firm’s international operations. The 

global vision of entrepreneurs is generally formed by their previous experiences. Based on their 

rich experiences, most entrepreneurs from case firms have an excellent understanding of the 

history and development trends of their industries. Therefore, they have a very clear and 

accurate positioning of firms in each of their industries. Unlike the Likert scale in experience, 

there is a huge difference in the average Likert scale of global vision between high-tech (6.2, 

SD 0.748) and traditional (4.66, SD 1.024) case firms. There is one common feature from high-

tech case firms that entrepreneurs make little between markets and opportunities based on 

national boundaries. Previous experience, especially of the world of work, has afforded 

entrepreneurs of Chinese Born Global case firms a globalised vision of markets. They regard 

issues such as barriers to foreign trade to be as quotidian as any purely domestic issue affecting 

business. Their record of success in international business gives them a platform of both 

knowledge and confidence on which to conduct business across borders.  

 

The founder of firm 3 thinks it easier to run a business in the international market with a sound 

global vision: ‘‘To deal in foreign trade, we must have a global vision. Otherwise, it would be 

difficult to do. I have travelled to the world's major countries. I believe that a vision of 

globalisation takes in the differences between China and overseas in terms of industries, the 

level of economic development, the level of labour, laws and taxation. These factors are 

important to improve the profit and competitiveness of enterprises and need to be taken into 

account in the operation of enterprises with a global perspective.’’  

 

The founder of firm 5 emphasises that prior work experience in a foreign company helped him 

a lot: ‘‘International trade is like doing business in a lot of different markets because the market 

is vital. As the market grows, not only do our sales increase but also our products diversify. 
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The diversification of a certain product improves the experience. We cannot just look at one 

market. It is always changing in one market because of its dependence on the global market.''  

‘‘This second job of mine offers me a new channel and a brighter vision with which to conduct 

business. It is an opportunity because I know how to do international business better.’’ The 

second job of the founder in firm 8 is as a business manager in a cross-border e-commerce 

company. Before that, he worked as a product designer and salesman in a private company 

producing car CD players in an OEM factory. The founder of firm 12 also worked previously 

for a private company. His career changed course after he was appointed director of a Blu-ray 

DVD project in his previous firm. The product became a best-seller in the international market, 

and this success afforded him a fresh vision of market choice. When firm 12 launched its first-

generation smartphone, it was targeted at the global market from the very outset. The firm’s 

internationalisation strategy is now deep-rooted and will continue in the future. Unlike other 

Chinese phone manufacturers, for example, firm 12 first developed its European and US 

markets before moving on to develop its Indian market.  

 

In the view of most of the entrepreneurs, a global firm should have not only a particular market 

scale but also be an industry leader in global terms. The average Likert scores on the global 

reach from both types of case firms are not high. High-tech case firms (3.2 SD, 1.483) believe 

their products and services have reached clients in more foreign markets than those from 

traditional case firms (2.29, SD 1.112). Entrepreneurs from high-tech case firms also have more 

positive attitudes toward the potential of foreign markets with an average Likert score of 5.6 

(SD 1.1.4) which is higher than the traditional case firms score (5.14, SD 1.67). Most 

entrepreneurs from traditional case firms believe that the development of their 

internationalisations is mainly limited by their industries and product types. Therefore, these 

entrepreneurs are cautious and risk averse in their international explorations. Most risk 

awareness relates to their shared previous experience of launching start-ups. In their former 

start-ups, they came to prefer low-risk paths of development which brought them into conflict 

with partners who preferred high-risk development strategies. 

 

The founder of firm 2, for example, describes a disagreement with his former business partners 

in the following terms: ‘‘Whether the development should be radical, or conservative, and 

should we adopt high-risk or low-risk methods of operations, and our ideas about our business 
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model, on all these things we were divided. The previous firm pursued scale and turnover as 

much as possible. Relatively speaking, the profit rate would decrease, and the risk would 

increase. But I did not really want to take such a big risk. I want to run a business 

conservatively and safely, providing good quality products to my customers, enjoying high 

profits, but also feeling less pressure and risk.'' 

The founder of the firm 10 points out that it is a common recurring phenomenon for many co-

founders of Chinese businesses. Once a business starts to flourish, partners form divergent 

plans and strategies for moving forward and eventually this ends in a parting of the ways. By 

way of example, the founder of firm 10 reports that the order book of his previous start-up grew 

steadily and healthily in its first seven years, at which point the partners came into conflict: the 

other partner planned to set up two new factories to expand production and grow the order 

book; however, the founder of firm 10 thought that to expand so quickly was too risky. A new 

factory, he reasoned, means extra monthly fixed costs and he preferred to outsource orders if 

existing capacity could not cover them. The founder of firm 5 broke up with his former business 

partner for similar reasons: his partner wanted to invest more to turn the firm into a listed 

company; the founder of firm 5 estimated the move to be too risky and opted to set up his own 

firm instead.  

 

5.2.1.3 Motivations 

Previous experience is at the root of establishing Chinese Born Global among the case firms. 

In addition to the various experiences of the founder, other factors influence the decision of 

Chinese entrepreneurs to set up the Born Global firms. These factors can be divided into 

internal and external factors, which are listed below.  

 

Client Base 

As an internal factor, the client base is one of the key resources that founders of case firms 

bring to their start-ups, which is the main motivation of traditional case firms. All founders of 

traditional case firms cite the fact that they have built a large client base over the course of their 

previous work experience, especially their international business experiences, which is a 

crucial factor of their entrepreneurship. The first international order taken by most of these case 

firms originates from this client base. Because of the entrepreneurs’ work histories, most of 
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their former clients are foreign customers. Once a new venture is up and running, the client 

base provides the new firm with a ready-made set of overseas targets. 

 

Some traditional case firms have made direct use of the client base they have accumulated from 

previous work. The client base compiled by the founder of firm 1 is, in his own words, ‘‘one 

of the biggest motivations for me to found the firm.’’ The previous SOE for which he worked 

was in the first cohort of enterprises to be granted import and export rights on a monopoly basis 

in Jiangsu province. He built the import and export department of his SOE and served as its 

director for seven years over the course of which he compiled an enormous base of information 

about foreign clients. He drew heavily on this client base to generate business in the early days 

of his new firm. The founder of firm 2 also cited access to a client base as a motivation to start 

a new company. He worked previously for an SOE and for a co-founded firm. In both of the 

former companies, he was in charge of client source management: 

‘‘I have accumulated my customer network from previous work experiences. In fact, most of 

the orders at the beginning were provided by customers I first had contact within previous 

ventures.’’  

In the early days of firm 6, all of its customers were drawn from the founder's client base 

acquired in previous posts. After separating from former business partners and rebranding, the 

founder of firm 10 has managed to retain the existing client bases. Although some founders of 

case firms have not directly used their client bases from previous enterprises, they have 

accessed clients via other means related to their international experience. For example, the 

initial clients of firm 7 were introduced to it by international business contacts. Firms 4 and 9 

both have a business partner in Hong Kong who provided a client base at the time of launch.  

 

These client bases are mainly the reciprocal and utilitarian type of Guanxi from the founders. 

These strong ties naturally become a factor in their motivation. The first orders of firm 4 and 9 

were received via their co-founders. The firms were founded based on long and trused 

relationships between the partners, and there was a clear division of labour: their former 

business partners were mainly in charge of marketing. 

The founder of firm 9 notes: “Our firm was a joint venture with a Hong Kong firm when it was 

first founded. The investor from Hong Kong is a customer I met in a former firm I worked for. 
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We later became friends. Our exports at the outset were exported by the partner from Hong 

Kong.”  

 

Firms 1, 2 and 6 received their first orders from customers with whom the founders had formed 

relationships while working in previous enterprises. These customers had established solid and 

trusting relationships through long-time cooperation and personal acquaintance with the 

founders; as a result, the former trusted the latter’s integrity and business competence. The 

founder of firm 6 reveals here one of the reasons why his former customers stayed loyal to him 

when he left a foreign-trading SOE to set up his own firm:  

“All the other businessmen in that state-owned foreign trade firm received rebates from 

customers, expect me.” The founder of firm 6 stood out among his peers in gaining the trust of 

his foreign customers. 

At the time, private firms did not have the power to trade autonomously in foreign markets. All 

the foreign businesses with which firm 6 traded had to do so via the SOE where the founder of 

firm 6 had previously worked. This arrangement worked through an exchange whereby the 

SOE would grant firm 6 the authority to trade in exchange for a management fee levied on any 

foreign business wishing to conduct trade with firm 6. The founder of firm 6 also leveraged a 

reciprocal type of Guanxi with his former firm when he first set up his own business. When 

firm 10 was reincorporated after the departure of a co-founder, orders came mainly from 

previous customers of the former entity. The founder of firm 10 still visits the owner of a 

trading firm in Hong Kong every year on a purely social basis and in the absence of any ongoing 

business relationship: their Guanxi relationship has outlasted their business relationship. The 

founders worked over a long period in the industries characterised by lively foreign trade 

activity. In this way, they developed many relationships with traders in overseas markets. Firm 

7 sourced its first order from a dealer contact.  

 

High-tech case firms have relatively few customer relations based on a founder’s pre-existing 

client base. Part of the reason is that three firms (3, 8 and 12) started with an online sales 

strategy based on a B2C business model. They chose the Internet as their main sales channel 

because their products are aimed at individual consumers rather than group clients. 
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Innovation and Industry Environment 

Traditional firms in the sample gain market advantages through pricing strategies the high tech 

sample gains its advantages through product innovation in their niche markets. Innovation, as 

a motivation factor, is cited only by founders from high-tech case firms. Innovation rests very 

much on the founders' previous experience. The founder of firm 3 combined two previous work 

experiences — one in a foreign trading company and another in a previous start-up — to set 

up a firm which (1) provides services for foreign companies which seek forward suppliers in 

the Chinese market, and (2) exports high-end products to developed markets. While running 

another firm with a family member, the founder of firm 3 noticed that many foreign 

manufacturers had difficulties finding suitable suppliers. No firm in the sector could reliably 

render this service. Most Chinese companies in the sector, although they lack human resources 

capacity, do have specialities in finance, supply chain management and languages. At the same 

time, he noticed that the demand for IoT accessories had significantly increased in advanced 

economies. Therefore, he set up a firm with a twin focus: on developing high-quality IoT 

products and on providing professional services to foreign manufacturers. A measure of the 

firm’s success in its second focus is its listing as a Technology Innovation Enterprise in 

Guangdong province. Its main products are car PCs running Android as an OS. After working 

for six years for a car CD player manufacturer and two years in a cross-board e-commerce firm, 

the founder of firm 8 devised a plan to adapt Android to run car PCs (Android had become 

popular in 2012). At a previous firm, the founder of firm 12 had successfully navigated the 

launch of a product on the international market using a strategy of flagship quality retailed via 

online sales platforms. Although several Chinese smartphone manufacturers had started online 

sales ahead of firm 12, none were retailing online a flagship smartphone. Driven by the 

ambition to demonstrate that “Made in China” can be a sign of flagship quality rather than 

cheapness and low-to-average quality, he set out to produce a flagship smartphone comparable 

to any Samsung or Apple equivalent for sale on international markets. 

 

As most entrepreneurs from the sample have significant industry and international experience, 

they have their own unique perspectives on the future of their industry and prospective business 

opportunities in the international market. Most have a clear and profound understanding of the 

industries they work in, and, therefore, their views about the future of industries carry some 

weight. Industries in which high-tech case firms operated are in their developmental stages. 

Therefore, the industry environment becomes a common motivation for high-tech case firms. 
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The major products of firm 3 are closet and kitchen furniture accessories for which the founder 

calculated there would be a significant rise in demand. With the development of the economy, 

people's living standards are rising. As household wealth rises, they will need to maximise the 

use of closet space: clothes need to be hung up; underwear needs to be stored, and space needs 

to be made for kitchen items. In that light, he believed his firm’s products would find a ready 

market. The founder of firm 8 estimated that cross-board e-commerce business would be a new 

area of growth in the Chinese economy. Therefore, he has combined his work experiences in 

both car CD manufacturing and cross-board e-commerce to form his own company. The core 

products of firm 11 are front attachments for forklift vehicles. Different types of attachments 

can accomplish different movements through hydraulic control, such as grabbing, lifting and 

rotating. As labour costs increase and increasingly intelligent machines get involved in 

manufacturing, the entrepreneur of firm 11 believes the firm is in an industry which is in the 

growth period of its lifecycle. Firm 12 was founded in a wave of online sales mode of 

smartphones in China. Around 2012, most of the other traditional Chinese smartphone 

manufacturers have launched new brands to meet the demand for online sales in the Chinese 

market. The founder of firm 12 also owns a smartphone brand and will seek market share 

through online sales. 

 

Macro-economic Environment and Domestic Rivalry 

Except for different motivations between high-tech and traditional case firms illustrated above, 

Chinese Born global case firms share some drivers of internationalisation in common. There 

have been several major venture capital waves in Chinese economic activity. Most private 

firms in China were set up to respond to these waves. There was also plentiful political support 

at the levels of local and central government that sought to provide a congenial business 

environment for new ventures. One wave of venture capital activity took place from the 1990s 

and into the 21st century. Deng Xiaoping's famous ‘‘south tour speech'' of 1992 was the 

harbinger of significant economic reform in mainland China which saw private markets 

become dominant. The most visible form of this came to be known as ‘‘Xia hai’’: the process 

where SOE employees resigned their posts in order to set up their own ventures. Meanwhile, 

investment and the expansion in the scale of production reached a new peak at the end of the 

1990s due to the enthusiasm for market-oriented economic development and the extension of 

powers of autonomy of investment decision-making to managers. This led to a serious excess 

in capacity around the country. The Asian financial crisis of 1997 also left most SOEs either in 
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deficit or at imminent risk of it. By way of response, the central government launched measures 

in 1998, which included allowing executives to take over SOEs in which they worked. This 

“state out, private in” policy provided a great development opportunity for private firms in 

China. Around 2000, a further, internet-based capital venture waves scaled new heights of 

speculative activity. The success of several internet giants, such as Alibaba, Tencent and 

NetEase, boosted the confidence of other entrepreneurs with sound business ideas. China 

joined the WTO in 2001, which opened up opportunities to those private firms which were 

conducting business internationally. Firms 1, 4, 5 and 9 were all founded during this period. 

The founder of firm 5 remarks of that time: 

“Another big motivation was that everyone wanted to be a boss at that time.” 

 

A further venture capital wave swept China in 2012. After China joined the WTO, the “going 

out” phase of Chinese enterprise grew faster than ever. However, the 2008 financial crisis had 

hit private Chinese exporting firms badly due to a fall in demand for exports and a rapid rise in 

the exchange rate of the Chinese Yuan. According to data from the National Development and 

Reform Commission, 67,000 SMEs went bankrupt in the first half of 2008. Most of them were 

labour-intensive, export-processing enterprises. With the decrease in the Chinese GDP growth 

rate after 2012, the central government initiated “supply-side” reforms. Increasingly private 

firms were encouraged to enter emerging industries in China. The R&D capacity of private 

firms was intensified by the government. Also, the development environment of Chinese 

private firm improved a great deal during this period. Firms 3, 8, 11 and 12 were all founded 

in this period. The change of macro-economic conditions has accompanied by political support 

from both central and local governments. These new policies and measures created an excellent 

business environment, especially for high-tech start-ups. Therefore, most of the high-tech case 

firms were founded around 2012. 

 

External factors and domestic rivalry, predisposed Chinese Born Global case firms to focus on 

foreign markets rather than the domestic market. Like most SMEs, Chinese Born Global firms 

have limited scale and influence in the domestic market. Compared to industry leaders with a 

long-standing market presence, the case firms would struggle to generate orders on the 

domestic market in their early stages of development. Chinese business culture and domestic 

purchasing power meant that these types of firms would achieve only slow growth, to begin 
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with, because of their modest industry reputation and market presence. Ruthless price 

competition in some industries poses a significant barrier to entry for the case firms.  

The founder of firm 8 notes: "There is a critical concept, ‘match', in Chinese business culture. 

Initially, we could not match resources in the Chinese market. So, we could not generate orders 

from the domestic market at all. In addition to the technological and product quality challenges, 

success in the domestic market depends upon brand reputation and company scale. Therefore, 

we have to start our business in foreign markets.” 

The founder of firm 9 admits that they could never secure orders from auto manufacturers on 

a cooperative basis at the outset of trading. This, he believes, is not an issue of production or 

product quality. The modest reputation and influence of the firm at that time would not be 

weighty enough to secure orders from manufacturers. As for the Chinese B2C market, price 

competition is fierce due to hundreds of suppliers vying for market share. The advantages that 

derive from product quality do not exist in the domestic market as far as firm 9 is concerned. 

The core products of firm 10 are leather gifts such as leather-bound notebooks and similar 

office supplies. However, some manufacturers in the domestic market steal product photos 

from industry rivals, which makes it difficult for customers to differentiate products in an 

online retail context and they will opt for a cheaper product disguised as a higher quality 

alternative. The competitive environment in the domestic leather industry is increasingly 

deteriorating, which means that suppliers such as firm 10, who focus on product quality, find 

it hard to survive in the B2C market. 

 

Moreover, business models that are viable for overseas markets are not so for the domestic 

market. Firm 2, for example, provides services that mediate between overseas fashion brands 

and Chinese linen fabric providers. Domestic clients in this industry hardly need an agent for 

this since they can contact fabric providers directly. The founder of firm 5 cites the differences 

in sales models between the domestic and international markets; special capacities are required 

for the domestic market. Business models similarly differ in the case of firm 12’s industry. In 

the international market, the brand reputation of a brand is the most important factor. Online 

sales techniques which the founder of firm 12 had previously developed were extremely helpful 

in securing online sales in the early days of firm 12. However, smartphone manufacturers in 

China compete through large outlays on advertising such as popular TV show sponsorship and 
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celebrity endorsements. Each of these activities would cost several million Chinese Yuan, 

which is a cost a new firm such as firm 12 could not absorb.  

 

5.2.1.4 Conclusion 

Entrepreneurs from both high-tech and traditional case firms have abundant working and 

international experience and are well educated. Nevertheless, their international experience is 

limited in working with foreign clients in China and most entrepreneurs have only basic foreign 

language skills. The experience of an entrepreneur also on impacts the formation of his/her 

global vision. The deep understanding of related industries and international market trends are 

key in identifying and exploiting market opportunities. Due to the development of various 

industries and product types, however, entrepreneurs from high-tech case firms have a more 

optimistic attitude towards the foreign market than traditional entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs 

from traditional case firms are cautious about their internationalisations. Entrepreneurial 

experience is the root motivation of all Chinese Born Global case firms. Successive capital 

venture waves in China and domestic rivalry stimulated the founding of most of the Chinese 

Born Global case firms. The client bases founders have accumulated from their previous work 

is a crucial push factor for new ventures in traditional industries. The development of industries 

and their capacity for innovation are another two important drivers for the founding of high-

tech Chinese Born Global case firms. 

 

5.2.2 Discussion on Entrepreneurship and Motivation 

In terms of entrepreneurship, the findings from the Chinese Born Global case firms illustrate a 

strong connection between entrepreneurial experience and motivation. Following the 

classification of export motives put forward by Albaum, Duerr and Strandskov (2005), this 

section will discuss the proactive and reactive motivational factors influencing Born Global 

firms. 

 

5.2.2.1 Proactive Motivations in Born Global Firms 

Both proactive and reactive factors drive Chinese SMEs to become Born Global firms. The 

experience of the entrepreneur who founded the firm is the main proactive factor which pushes 

Chinese SMEs into the international market in all industries. Regarded as a unique resource in 

a Born Global firm, the experience of the founder also provides it with other essential 
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capabilities, such as product and technological knowledge and innovations, networking and 

marketing. This finding from the Chinese Born Global case firms is similar to the exporting 

motivation of SMEs in Canada, Chile, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Spain and Sweden (OECD, 

2009) and echoes some other research about the motivation of Born Global firms (Rialp et al., 

2005; Laanti, Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2007; Eurofound, 2012). Adverse domestic 

economic conditions or the limited size of the domestic market are generally regarded as 

proactive factors contributing to the foundation of Born Global firms (Bell, McNaughton & 

Young, 2001). However, these economic factors have not been pertinent to the Chinese Born 

Global case firms. The economic conditions in China were highly favourable during the times 

at which all case firms were founded. The same applies with respect to the size of the Chinese 

domestic market. This phenomenon will be discussed in detail in later sections. 

 

The motivation behind entrepreneurship is connected more to growth needs according to 

Maslow’s theory, in which there is a positive relationship between achievement and 

entrepreneurship (McClelland 1961; Rauch & Frese 2007). Among all Chinese Born Global 

entrepreneurs, none had suffered from psychological or safety issues prior to becoming 

entrepreneurs. Indeed, they had all achieved some individual success in their previous careers. 

They are more interested in satisfying their cognitive needs to explore and to realise their 

potential. For example, the founders of firms 3 and 8 foresaw some potential business 

opportunities in their respective industries and wanted to explore the markets themselves. The 

founder of firm 3 claims to have never been worried about his venture failing. Crucially, he 

believes that he could easily find a top management position in many companies in his industry 

if his firm was to fail in the future. The founders of firms 1, 4 and 7 all served as top executives 

in big companies before founding their respective firms. They all wanted to see how successful 

they could be in running their firms when they reached a crossroad in their careers. 

 

Many studies indicate that Born Global entrepreneurs tend to be highly educated (McDougall 

et al., 2003; Eurofound, 2012). This phenomenon is especially noticeable in Europe (Sanchez 

& Rodriguez, 2008; Eurofound, 2012). The same trend is observable in the Chinese Born 

Global case firms. Meanwhile, the level of educational attainment among case-firm 

entrepreneurs is much higher than Born Global entrepreneurs from other developed countries. 

In a survey of about 500 Upper Austrian start-ups, about 40% of Born Global entrepreneurs 
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had a university degree (Gruber-Mücke, 2011). The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 

data also show the higher educational attainment levels of Born Global entrepreneurs, with 

around 37% of them having a university degree. Comparing the post-school entrepreneurial 

education and training data released by the GEM, the education level of Chinese entrepreneurs 

was almost at the same level as other developed countries before 2015. Most of the small and 

medium private companies’ entrepreneurs in China had no higher education background when 

they started out as entrepreneurs (Andersson, Danilovic & Huang, 2015). However, among all 

of the Chinese Born Global case firms, all of their founders have at least a university degree, 

with five of the 12 having attained even higher educational qualifications. For those case-firm 

entrepreneurs who have a bachelor’s degree as their highest degree, most of them graduated 

from “Project 211”2 universities. There are 2,914 universities and colleges in China. Only 112 

of these are classified under "Project 211", which means all of the case-firm founders have a 

relatively strong educational background. Some of the case-firm entrepreneurs even graduated 

from “Project 985”3 universities. In 2016, there were around 9,400,000 students who attended 

the National College Entrance Examination (called ‘Gaokao' in China), after which fewer than 

20,000 successful candidates were enrolled into 38 "Project 985" universities. The acceptance 

rate for such universities is less than 2%. Meanwhile, for the top 10 universities in China the 

acceptance rate is around one in every thousand. For entrepreneurs aged between 50 and 60, 

having a bachelor’s degree is rare, as the National College Entrance Examination only resumed 

in 1977. 4  Before 1989, a bachelor’s degree in China was seen as elite education. The 

acceptance rate for the National College Entrance Examination was below 30% before 1992, 

but this has surpassed 60% by around 2002. Generally, the education level of entrepreneurs in 

China is not high. Studies show that some very successful entrepreneurs in China have low 

levels of education, especially those who started their businesses in the 1980s or 1990s when 

China was only beginning to implement its reform and opening-up policies (Zhang, Zhang, 

Rozelle, & Boucher, 2006; Yueh, 2009). Meanwhile, some studies argue that other elements 

 
2 “211” is a project of National Key Universities and colleges initiated in 1995 by the Ministry of Education of 

the People's Republic of China, with the intent of raising the research standards of high-level universities and 

cultivating strategies for socio-economic development. China has 116 institutions of higher education (about 6 

per cent) designated as 211 Project institutions for having met certain scientific, technical, and human resources 

standards and offer advanced degree programs. 
3 “Project 985” is a project that was first announced by CPC General Secretary and Chinese President Jiang 

Zemin at the 100th anniversary of Peking University on May 4, 1998 to promote the development and 

reputation of the Chinese higher education system by founding world-class universities in the 21st century. Only 

39 universities were sponsored in this project. 
4 The National College Entrance Examination in China has been prohibited due to the Cultural Revolution for 

ten years from 1966 to 1977. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socio-economic_development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_resources
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might be more pertinent to the success of entrepreneurs in China than human capital, such as 

market opportunities, risk attitudes, and social networks (Djankov et al., 2006; Tan & Meyer, 

2010). Nevertheless, the high level of education among Chinese Born Global entrepreneurs 

does show the importance of education if one is to succeed in that sphere. Having a background 

of educational attainment has given entrepreneurs who are in their 50s some rare opportunities 

to gain international experience. Notably, the operations in international markets are more 

complicated than in the domestic market, and these need people with higher capabilities. The 

founders of firms 1, 3, 6, 7, 10 and 12 admit that their good educational backgrounds had given 

them better and more chances than others when they first started working, which enabled them 

to accumulate important knowledge and experience for their own firms. Therefore, the 

following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 1. Higher education provides more opportunities for entrepreneurs to get 

involved in international business in China, which gives them an advantage as international 

operations are more complex and Chinese private firms have not been exposed to 

international trade for a long time. 

 

In line with the international experience that played a crucial role in the founding of Born 

Global firms according to much of the literature, entrepreneurs from Chinese Born Global case 

firms utilise their international experience to identify business opportunities, to access market 

knowledge, and to build networks, which are all important components in the 

internationalisation of all case firms. The ideas of some of the Chinese entrepreneurs for 

international ventures are conceived during, or soon after, their exposure to a foreign 

environment. The previous international experience of founders among Chinese case firms is 

much more abundant than in the samples of Born Global entrepreneurs researched in other 

countries. From the available GEM data, Born Global entrepreneurs around the world have 31% 

of the nascent and 22% of the young born global entrepreneurs (up to 3.5 years), which have 

managed and owned a business before their current one. All Chinese Born Global case-firm 

entrepreneurs have some previous international experience. Indeed, 11 of the 12 have 

experience of ownership or management in international business. Moreover, six of the 

founders have prior ownership/management experience in Born Global firms. Such a high 

percentage of previous international experience among entrepreneurs from case firms might be 
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attributable to the risk-tolerance of Chinese entrepreneurs, something which will be explored 

in the global mind set section later on. Chinese Born Global entrepreneurs also have rich 

industry, marketing and technical experience. This naturally helps entrepreneurs to compensate 

for any perceived risk associated with their relatively young age. All Chinese Born Global case 

firms produce the same goods or services as their founders’ previous companies did at their 

inception. This is understandable, as entering an unfamiliar industry may be riskier for Chinese 

entrepreneurs, particularly when seeking to internationalise. The first clients for most case 

firms are their founders’ previous customers.  

 

Foreign language proficiency is not high among Chinese Born Global case-firm entrepreneurs. 

None of the entrepreneurs has mastered a second foreign language (in addition to English), 

while only four of the 12 can speak English fluently. The reason behind this trend might be the 

lack of emphasis placed on learning English in China in the early period of their education. 

There were only 918 English teachers in mainland China in 1949. As a result of Soviet pressure, 

the number of English teachers decreased to 545 in the whole country by around 1960. 

However, English-language education has become more stable since around 1990, as the 

education system in China improved and the country opened up more to international business. 

Most of the entrepreneurs from the case firms have already finished their university education 

and a previous report illustrated that the knowledge of a foreign language is directly influenced 

by the person’s educational background (Eurofound, 2012). For the case-firm entrepreneurs 

who can speak fluent English, they are very proud of their language skills and think this gives 

them an advantage when it comes to building networks with foreign clients. Other founders 

whose English skills are less proficient regret not having studied English properly earlier, as 

this has some influence on their current business. However, lacking knowledge of a foreign 

language is generally not deemed a big issue with respect to internationalisation, according to 

the Chinese Born Global case firms. Most of the founders speak highly of the professional and 

straightforward characteristics of their foreign clients and are thus assured that business would 

not be affected by insufficient language skills. Therefore, the following proposition is proposed:  

 

Proposition 2. Foreign language capability is not necessarily a source of motivation for 

entrepreneurs from Chinese Born Global firms, as their international clients focus more on 

the products and services provided by Chinese firms. 
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Aspelund and Moen (2001) demonstrated the strong customer orientation of Born Global firms. 

Most Chinese Born Global firms display the same approach. Nine of the case firms have 

already gained clients through the networks accumulated by their founders, which in itself was 

one of the drivers for setting up their firms. However, high-tech case firms had less initial direct 

access to client base because of their B2C business models. These case firms still enjoy 

competitive advantages from networking in other areas though. For instance, the R&D 

collaborations of firms 8 and 12 shortly after their founding were built through the founders’ 

personal networks. Meanwhile, firm 3 received financial support from the founder’s family 

members at the initial phase. The type of Guanxi which acted as drivers of Chinese Born Global 

case firms is the reciprocal type of Guanxi. Founders generally build personal networks through 

their prior working experience. Long-term business cooperation with former clients provides 

them with some assurances, and makes them more resistant to competitors and adversaries. 

Several case-firm entrepreneurs note the phenomenon among Chinese firms doing international 

business whereby clients normally follow the actual businessmen rather than companies, which 

underlines the importance of these strong ties in the Chinese business environment. As a feature 

of developing and maintaining Guanxi, the exchange of favours is also reflected in the process 

by which networks motivated Chinese case firms. With their existing networks, especially their 

client bases, Chinese Born Global firms can reduce a certain level of risk when operating in 

the international markets. For the point of view of the former clients of the founders, they can 

still receive products or services from a person they trust. This saves them both the energy 

required to search for new suppliers and allays any concerns about product/service quality. For 

the distributor, friends of founders, have added one more trusted supplier in the market. 

Therefore, the following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 3a. The personal networks and strong ties of the founder provide essential 

opportunities at the firm’s inception, and this is one of the factors that allows Chinese SMEs 

to become Born Global firms. 

 

The reciprocal type of Guanxi is not the strongest type of Guanxi in Chinese society. Indeed, 

it is the obligatory type of Guanxi formed by family members that provide stronger ties. 

However, support gleaned from the obligatory type of Guanxi was not common during the 
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founding of the Chinese case firms, especially with respect to business expansion. The width 

of this type of Guanxi limits its importance in the initial development of an enterprise. On the 

other hand, the utilitarian type of Guanxi is the most common. However, the nature and 

duration of this relationship would not be sufficient of itself to drive Chinese Born Global firms. 

The reciprocal type of Guanxi, combining the advantages of both other types, provides both tie 

strength and width in Chinese society. Therefore, it is the most pertinent type of Guanxi to 

serve as a driver of Chinese Born Global case firms. 

 

Proposition 3b. The reciprocal type of Guanxi plays a more important role in the founding 

of Chinese Born Global firms than the other two types of Guanxi. 

 

Seven of the case firms operate in traditional industries in China. They provided traditional 

products/services when they first started exporting. Unlike characteristics of high degree of 

innovativeness and the high level of value-added activity in high-tech industries, the primary 

driver for Chinese Born Global case firms dealing in traditional products/services is niche 

market knowledge, gained through either their founders’ previous experience or via networks. 

The entrepreneurs from case firms in traditional industries have more experience in terms of 

years than their counterparts in high-tech industries, which illustrates that knowledge is crucial 

when it comes to aggressive opportunity-seeking at the international level. “Knowledgeable” 

firms are more flexible with regard to taking advantage of international market opportunities 

than firms more dependent on physical resources. With sufficient international experience and 

connections, Chinese Born Global entrepreneurs in traditional industries have gained 

knowledge of foreign cultures, institutions, rules and regulations. Their industrial experience 

provides them with knowledge of their customers, competitors and market conditions. This 

knowledge helps firms to gain awareness of opportunities and problems in foreign markets.  

 

Case firms in high-tech industries are focused on providing specialised products for niche 

markets, which is also largely determined by the founders' international and industrial 

experience. One reason that all high-tech case firms do not regard themselves as truly global 

firms is their lack of industry-leading technologies. Case firms in high-tech industries do not 

have sufficiently advanced technologies and innovations to allow them to enjoy competitive 
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R&D advantages worldwide. Therefore, restricted by their innovative capabilities, Chinese 

Born Global firms are more driven by their knowledge, primarily that of their founders. 

Therefore, the following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 4. Limited by their innovation capabilities, specific knowledge of their niche 

markets is a major driver for most Chinese Born Global firms in both high-tech and 

traditional industries.  

 

5.2.2.2 Reactive Motivations in Born Global Firms 

Reactive motivational factors, like risk diversification and home market conditions, heavily 

influence the Chinese case firms’ internationalisation.  

 

McDougall and Oviatt (2000) defined international entrepreneurship as a “combination of 

innovative, proactive, and risk-seeking behaviour that crosses national borders and is intended 

to create value in organisations.” Importantly, many studies have illustrated that founders or 

top managers of Born Global firms have a high risk-tolerance when compared to their 

counterparts in traditional firms (Harveston, Kedia & Davis, 2000; Eurofound, 2012). Most 

entrepreneurs from the case firms have a strong global mind set and believe that the formation 

of such a mind set is closely associated with their previous working experience, especially their 

international experience. Due to their prior international experience, most of them do not see 

international borders as an obstacle, but they rather see international markets as open to them 

and full of opportunities. As such entrepreneurs today have more chances to access the world 

beyond China than their competitors, they gain vast experience of dealing with people from 

other backgrounds. Reaching cultural and logical compromises in doing business with 

foreigners, they have absorbed different opinions and ideas from their foreign clients and 

distributors. They feel that doing international business is more straightforward than business 

in the domestic market. Most participants in the international market kept their promises and 

followed the rules and regulations. They also do not need to spend a lot of energy on 

maintaining networks to get orders. Instead, they have more time to focus on the development 

of products and markets. At the same time, foreign customers have also brought entrepreneurs 

a lot of advanced theories and experience in marketing and business management. This rich 

knowledge and understanding not only helps them to become familiar with target markets but 
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it also provides solutions from different angles to solve issues they face in the real business 

world. 

 

However, high risk-tolerance is not a common characteristic among entrepreneurs from all case 

firms. Several founders had left their previous involvement with Born Global firms due to 

conflicts over risk issues with their business partners. For instance, the former partner of the 

entrepreneur from firm 5 wanted to turn their company into a listed company. The founder of 

firm 5 thought that the idea was too risky considering the conditions under that period. The 

investment to reach the scale of a listed company was a gambling behaviour for him. Therefore, 

two partners had broken up and set up two new firms. As the sales rose dramatically, the former 

partner of firm 10’s founder attempted to expand the scale of the factory. The founder of firm 

10 had different judgements against the growing sales. He believed that the rapid increase in 

sales is a short-term phenomenon and cannot be used as a sign for long-term investment. They 

had to separate their business as the former partner did not want to miss the expanding 

opportunity. There seems to be a similar trend when it comes to high-tech Born Global firms 

and traditional Born Global firms. With fewer innovations being made to their products, these 

Born Global firms are less competitive in the international markets. Meanwhile, with the rising 

labour costs in China and the rising strength of the Chinese Yuan over the last decade, these 

firms have started to lose some of their previous advantages in the international markets. Other 

factors also affect the risk-tolerance level of founders in traditional industries. For instance, all 

traditional case firms had already sorted out their first orders before they had even been founded. 

Support from the former business clients of founder reduced the failure for these Chinese Born 

Global firms. Meanwhile, the richness of experience of founders also determines the risk-

tolerance level of the firm. Most founders chose to set up their firms only after accumulating 

substantial experience and knowledge in their respective industries and international markets 

so that they could deal better with potential risks in their firms.  

 

Another factor which may cause risk aversion among some Chinese Born Global entrepreneurs 

is the traditional Chinese culture. According to Hofstede’s studies (1980, 1983a, 1983b, 1983c), 

culture is the aggregate of values, beliefs, and customs that define common characteristics of a 

human group much like personality explains an individual’s identity. The net effects of specific 

culture value dimensions are associated significantly with entrepreneurial activities and 
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entrepreneurial start-ups. Chinese entrepreneurs are strongly influenced by Chinese culture 

(Liu & Almor, 2016). Significantly, Confucian principles have prevailed in Chinese society, 

with an emphasis on harmony, hierarchy, trust, loyalty and obedience (Yang & Stening, 2013). 

Moreover, Confucian teaching of the importance of society, the group, and the hierarchical 

relationships within a society has endured 2,600 years (Ji & Dimitratos, 2013). Hofstede and 

Bond (1998) analysed Confucian doctrine picked out eight individual values including 

"personal steadiness" and "respect for tradition" which have a great impact on Chinese culture 

and specifically Chinese business culture (Holt, 1997). Confucius believed that gaining a 

personal fortune is not a noble act (Xu, et al., 2019). The Master said, “Riches and honours 

acquired by unrighteousness, are to me as a floating cloud;” and “The mind of the superior man 

is conversant with righteousness; the mind of the mean man is conversant with gain.” 

Confucius also opposed radical thoughts and actions. He emphasised that people should grasp 

the appropriate degree in everything, which means “impartiality, moderation and felicitous”. 

Therefore, risk-taking is not a prominent element of traditional Chinese cultural trait. An 

ancient Chinese idiom states "Thinking about potential danger when you are in a comfortable 

position," which reflects the wariness of risk in Chinese culture. As the founder of firm 6 said 

in the interview: “our ancestors said ‘good is not good, bad is good’.” After having 

accumulated substantial assets, he no longer wants to develop his business further in order to 

avoid potential risks. Therefore, the following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 5. Influenced by the traditional Chinese culture and industry environment, 

entrepreneurs from traditional Chinese Born Global firms have lower risk-tolerance in 

international operations than their counterparts in developed countries.  

 

A limited domestic market is often considered as a driver for a Born Global firm (Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Bell et al., 2003). However, this is not true among 

the Chinese Born Global case firms. Only two of the case firms, both of which are in the textile 

industry, started exporting because of the limited domestic market at their inception. The 

fabrics these two firms produced were in low demand on the domestic market due to their high 

price and the relatively low average income in China at the time. Other case firms have been 

pushed “out” by other external factors. Several entrepreneurs mentioned one aspect of Chinese 

business culture, namely “perfect match,” which forces them to internationalise. “Match” is a 
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traditional concept which has been widely adopted in Chinese marriages for over 1000 years. 

This concept originally meant that new couples should be from families who have similar social 

levels, financial situations and occupations. New couples from similar backgrounds are thus 

called a "perfect match." Otherwise, the marital discord was to be expected, which can bring 

huge damaging impacts for their children and the wider families. This traditional concept 

influences Chinese business culture too. Big firms in China usually look for strong suppliers 

or partners. Through cooperation, they can enjoy complimentary advantages and optimise the 

allocation of resources, reduce production costs, increase labour productivity, promote their 

R&D technologies, expand their market share and obtain further economic benefits. Meanwhile, 

robust cooperation can also improve the international competitiveness of both enterprises. At 

their inception, Born Global case firms revealed some shortcomings when trying to maintain 

Guanxi. They could not reciprocate the favour of large orders from domestic clients and thus 

struggled to take on massive orders, even if they had the necessary production capabilities. 

 

The underdeveloped business environment and the fierce competition in the Chinese market is 

another reason for Chinese Born Global firms to pursue business abroad. Alon and Lerner 

(2008) confirmed that Chinese firms were willing to export when the domestic market becomes 

more competitive. In some industries, the threat of product imitation in the domestic market is 

a leading cause for international expansion, especially for firms in traditional sectors. 

Competitors in the Chinese domestic market copy the appearance of products sold by Chinese 

Born Global firm, using poorer-quality raw materials and selling at a lower price. Entrepreneurs 

from the case firms are not willing to use inferior raw materials or lower their prices. They 

instead search for other markets in which to operate. Li and Zhou (2009) found that the market 

choices and internationalisation decisions of Chinese Born Global firms operating in traditional 

manufacturing industries and export businesses were profit-orientated rather than the market-

searching-oriented approach commonly adopted by other Born Global firms from 

industrialised economies (Madsen & Servais 1997). This result also reflected the intense 

competition in the domestic Chinese market. Therefore, the following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 6. Rather than the limited size of the domestic market, the custom of “match” in 

traditional Chinese business culture and domestic rivalry push Chinese firms with some 

international resources to become Born Global firms. 
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5.2.2.3 Conclusion 

Overall, there are few differences with regard to high-tech and traditional Chinese Born Global 

firms in terms of their motivation. The experience of the entrepreneur is the most vital 

motivational factor in Chinese Born Global firms, which plays a more crucial role in the 

founding of Born Global firms in China than it does in developed countries. Such rich 

experience also provides entrepreneurs in Chinese Born Global firms with abundant 

information and opportunities in their niche markets. Meanwhile, networks accumulated by 

founders from their previous working experience also stimulates the foundation of Chinese 

Born Global firms. These networks, mainly formed through the reciprocal type of Guanxi, 

provide strong ties and client bases for Born Global firms at their initial stages of developments. 

Moreover, the global mind set of the founder, which is largely formed by the founder’s previous 

international experience, is another factor driving the internationalisation of Chinese firms. 

Compared to entrepreneurs of Born Global firms in developed countries and high-tech 

industries, Chinese entrepreneurs in traditional industries have lower risk-tolerance with 

respect to international operations. The Chinese “match” culture and underdeveloped domestic 

market conditions push some new Chinese Born Global firms into the international market 

rather than being influenced by the limited size of the domestic market. Given the discussion 

on sources of motivation above, the following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 7. A Chinese Born Global firm is mainly driven by its founder’s experience and 

the domestic market conditions. 

 

5.2.3 R&D and Competitiveness 

Competitiveness is a potential theme developed from the initial sets of R&D. Targets to 

improve learning, innovation, product quality, product differentiation and CRM eventually 

improve a firm’s competitiveness in the international market. Innovation capacities directly 

determine product quality and type, which reflect the performance, design and technology of 

products. The timing of market entry also determines the innovation strategy favoured by the 

case firms. Collaboration plays a crucial role in their R&D activities. Most case firm managers 

cite the various kinds of collaboration that play vital roles in improving a firm’s innovation and 

learning capacities. These collaborative relationships range across the up-stream and down-
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stream of the manufacturing chain. Collaborations with a leading company in the industry, for 

instance, an original equipment manufacturer (OEM), can speed up the learning processes of 

Chinese Born Global firms. Likewise, collaborations with suppliers of raw materials can help 

to guarantee that product quality is maintained at a stable and high standard. The more 

collaborations the firm has, the better the product differentiation capability the firm normally 

owns. Good relationships with distributors and dealers also stimulate CRM development. Most 

case firms adopt a particular customer and market orientation in the management of their 

production and customer relationship management (CRM). CRM is one of the main methods 

used by Chinese Born Global firms to collect market information. Once the firm has enough 

resources, making a service localised is the primary method the case firms use to manage 

customer relationship more optimally. 

 

5.2.3.1 Learning and Innovation 

There is little difference between the average Likert scales of learning between high-tech case 

firms (5.64, SD 0.451) and traditional case firms (5.33, SD 0.832). Almost all the entrepreneurs 

aver that learning is key to survival in international markets. Nevertheless, high-tech case firms 

focus more on learning through collaborations and employee learning. All high-tech case firms 

have benefited from their R&D collaborations in acquiring capabilities and knowledge. Firm 3 

learned operation skills by cooperating with listed furniture companies as a result of which they 

accelerated production and improved their inventory management. Firm 8 learned the whole 

process of e-commerce through cooperation with former business partners. After a year’s 

cooperation, firm 8 was in a position to export mostly by its own efforts. By cooperating with 

a leading software company at the very outset of its existence, firm 12 gained experience in 

operating system development. As a result, its capacity for systems development has added 

value to its range of products. Entrepreneurs from traditional case firms highlight that their 

learning is more concentrated on the business model instead of specific partners. Firms 1, 4 

and 9 cooperated with foreign dealers to gain a better understanding of the industry and end-

customers. Through collaboration with mainstream manufacturers in its industry, firm 7 

increased its stock of industry knowledge, such as annual sales in the yacht industry, sales 

forecasts, industry technical standards and the direction of sector trends of development. This 

generally allowed firm 7 to put its processes of manufacture on a more professional footing. 

Another important learning channel for both types of case firms is by becoming an original 

equipment manufacturer (OEM). Eight of twelve case firms have been through this process. 
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By producing at a high level of quality, the firms can serve as OEMs for leading companies in 

their industries. These collaborations directly improve case firms’ design and production 

technologies. They also boost the firms’ reputation, which helps them to secure more business.  

 

Most entrepreneurs try to maintain an open working environment. One of the factors limiting 

the learning capacity of both types of case firms is the level of skills and knowledge of their 

employees which is mostly determined by the latter’s educational histories. Employees 

working on production lines typically have low levels of educational attainment and are not 

particularly interested in their own professional development. The same is true for most senior 

employees in manufacturing firms. On this, the founder of firm 5 observes: “Most of our 

employees are on the manufacturing lines. Their minds are limited by their talents.” Firm 11 

has found it difficult to attract well-qualified staff because of its geography. However, 

entrepreneurs from high-tech case firms are more willing to invest in employee’s learning. The 

average Likert score for regarding employee learning as an investment from high-tech case 

firms is 5.6 (SD 0.894), which is high than it is from traditional case firms (4.86, SD 1.245). 

This difference can be explained by the investment in R&D in the later sections. 

 

Most entrepreneurs mention in the interview that market competition is pure price competition 

without innovation. There are some major differences in innovation between high-tech case 

firms and traditional case firms. High-tech firms are obviously investing more in their R&D 

activities than traditional case firms. Firms 3 and 8 have set up individual R&D centres. Firm 

3 utilises approximate 50% of its annual revenue in R&D activities during its first five years. 

More than 70% of new products in firm 3 are developed by itself. Firm 5 invested CNY 5 

million in its new products and patent development every year since it focused on the office 

lighting business. The GM of firm 11 has set up some special incentive mechanisms for the 

R&D department. This ratio of technical staffs in firm 11 is one of the best among manufactures 

in the domestic industry. Among the more than 1,200 employees in firm 12, three-fifths of 

them are R&D personnel. Meanwhile, all entrepreneurs from high-tech case firms are heavily 

involved in their new product developments.  
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Although entrepreneurs from traditional case firms also regard innovation as a core component 

of their market competitiveness. Most entrepreneurs claim that the products they are producing 

and industries in which they are operating restrict their room for innovative development. For 

example, most of the products in firm 1’s portfolio are quite mature as the founder notes: “The 

functions of our products are cutting steel plates, forming steel plates into different shapes, 

which do not need much innovation at all. Creative is a word which is not suitable for our 

products, as most of them are traditional machinery. It is a waste of high-end technical talents 

to engage them in innovations of such products.” Firm 9 makes engine filters for cars which 

are also mature products. The major R&D activities of firm 9 involve reverse-engineering 

products in demand in the market and copying each element. Firm 4 produces silk fabrics 

whose production techniques are hard to improve. Similar conditions prevail in the leather 

industry in which firm 10 operates. These factors lead to the difference in the average Likert 

scale of innovation between high-tech case firms (5.84, SD 0.74) and traditional case firms (5.2, 

SD 0.93). 

 

Another factor which limits innovation in case firms is resource scarcity. As a common feature 

for most SMEs, resource scarcity affects innovation capability for both high-tech and 

traditional Born Global case firms. Although most high-tech case firms largely invest in 

innovations and produce high-end products in their industries. Most of them are able to follow 

the development trends in the industry. It is difficult for them to lead in some areas or to break 

the original market conditions worldwide. Firm 5 produces office lightings. However, it is 

prohibitively expensive to develop new lighting sources, even for industry leaders. For the 

smartphone industry, the CPO of firm 12 mentions that most high-end mobile phone parts are 

purchasable on the market through collaborations. The cost to innovate on the hardware of 

mobile phones is higher and higher. From the traditional industries, it is impossible for a small 

trading firm like firm 2 to develop high-tech textile products based on its financial and human 

resources. Due to a lack of human resources, firm 4 has to outsource its product design to a 

design team from Taiwan.  

 

The timing of market entry determines the innovation strategy of Chinese Born Global firms. 

Most case firms are industry late-comers. In some manufacturing industries, imitation is a key 

innovation strategy for case firms. Another innovation strategy is to customise products for 
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different clients. Firm 1 has transitioned from a portfolio of standardised products to bespoke 

tailoring of products to meet specific customer demands. For instance, the design of machine 

cooling systems is fine-tuned to the specific operating environment of each client. Likewise, 

firm 4 customises products to meet the needs of its customers. For example, products exported 

to the south-east Asian, European and American markets are produced by different sets of 

equipment. The design patterns on silk fabrics vary in culturally specific ways for different 

markets. Firm 5 increasingly personalises products which in order to appeal to younger 

generations. The entrepreneur of firm 11 notes: “As a late-comer to the industry, we have to 

make more innovations to gain advantages in the market to gain market share. There are lots 

of standard products in our industry. Those industry leaders are not willing to make many 

customised products. So, we produce many customised products for our clients to build our 

reputation in the industry.” These new products have the potential to lead the market and 

provide higher profits for the firm. However, the case firms cannot innovate through 

technology due to their limited resources. Case firms, therefore, try to innovate via other 

methods.  

 

5.2.3.2 Product Quality and Differentiation 

Product quality is regarded as the lifeblood of all case firms. The average Likert scales for 

product quality in high-tech case firms and traditional case firms are 6.3 (SD 0.447) and 6.25 

(SD 0.353) respectively, which are the highest among all areas of entrepreneurship, R&D and 

market strategy. Many entrepreneurs underscore that without guaranteed product quality, firms 

cannot survive in the market. Also, maintaining product quality is the most basic requirement 

to compete effectively in the international market. Entrepreneurs from the case firms pay a 

great deal of attention to the quality of products. Founders with technical experiences generally 

remain involved in the process of product development, as the founder of firm 5 confirms: “My 

whole career is related to manufacturing, which is also my major during my undergraduate. I 

know how to regulate the processing and how to do it.” The founder of firm 12 is happier to be 

described as a product manager rather than a CEO. He imposes strict requirements for product 

design in order to ensure and enhance product quality. Standard practices imposed in the 

laboratory are highly abnormal and draconian by industry standards. The founder spends most 

of his time seated in the open staff area and collaborates with colleagues in the R&D department. 

He is particularly enthusiastic about working with the R&D staff and has a highly proprietorial 

attitude to his products. He feels, for example, that he must understand every detail of any 
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mobile phone made by a company lead by him. A number of founders believe that product 

quality in itself is the best form of marketing. So, the founder of firm 8 believes that: “Our 

R&D capability is not the top in the industry. We have to make sure our product quality is good 

enough so that we have more energy to focus on our technological development. Without good 

quality, we will quickly lose our clients and never get them back again.” It was mainly out of 

concern for product quality that the founder of firm 10 started his current firm. There was a 

period during which he took orders from clients and outsourced these to other manufacturers. 

However, he found it hard to control the product quality of products with this business model. 

He decided, therefore, to open a factory to better manage the whole production process. Firm 

3, by contrast, sets strict criteria for its suppliers to maintain product quality, and these include 

economic strength, manufacturing competence, management skills, and human resources. 

Given the high level of importance that entrepreneurs attach to product quality, it is 

unsurprising that the standards achieved by the case firms are generally better than that 

achieved by their market competitors. 

 

Customisation is the common strategy of product differentiation among most case firms. There 

is only one firm (firm 12) has no product differentiation strategy due to its market strategy. 

Therefore, the difference in the average Likert scales for product differentiation between high-

tech case firms (5.8, SD 0.566) and traditional case firms (5.4, SD 0.938) is tiny. However, 

behind the same strategy, high-tech and traditional case firms have different attitudes 

responding to market demands. Traditional case firms react to market demands passively. For 

instance, the demands of firm 1’s end-customers vary in terms of voltage usage, area and 

patterns of use. Therefore, firm 1 adjusts correspondingly for each piece of equipment it 

produces. Many case firms produce according to customer-supplied criteria. The ratio is even 

higher in firm 10: about 80% of its new products are produced on a customer-requirement basis. 

Most of the best-selling products made by firm 4 are produced on the same basis. On the other 

hand, high-tech case firms lead the product differentiation initiatively. The product 

differentiation strategies are made through the understanding of their clients’ needs and the 

development trends of their industries. The ratio of new products designed based on customer 

requests is lower than it is in traditional case firms. About 40% of new products in firm 5 are 

designed according to customer feedback, for example. Firm 8 has developed different sizes of 

products to suit the most popular cars running on the road. Also, the firm has developed its 

product line for tracks. Firm 11 has utilised its advantages on the hydraulic transmission to 
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customise attachment products, which followed the trend of smart logistics in the industry. 

Therefore, entrepreneurs from high-tech case firms believe that product differentiation not only 

provides more market shares and profits but also makes firms becoming more professional in 

their industries. Firm 7 is a great example to demonstrate the difference between these two 

attitudes. From 2006 to 2011, firm 7 was mainly manufacturing differentiation hardware 

components. The firm has produced more than one thousand types of new products at its peak 

during that period. More than 90% of orders were based on requests from its clients. Sometimes, 

the entrepreneur of firm 7 did not even know what the usage of those hardware components 

are, as he has to put all his energy on the manufacturing. With the dramatic fall in sales during 

the financial crisis, the entrepreneur has realised that understanding the clients and their 

industries are vital in international business. Therefore, the firm has retargeted its core business 

to provide specialised products for RVs and yachts with a two-year’s market survey. With the 

new product strategy, firm 7 has soon become one of the major suppliers in the new industries 

with better financial performances. The difference in this phenomenon may also be related to 

the industries in which firms are located.  

 

Both product quality and product differentiation are dependent on the supply chain. Many 

entrepreneurs attest that short-distance supply chains give them a significant competitive 

advantage in the international market. Thanks to the rapid development of manufacturing in 

China in the last few decades, many areas have formed very mature industry clusters. For 

instance, the founder of firm 1 notes: “Foreigners in our industry all know that the equipment 

they need is produced in this area. The concentration of our industry in the area is high in 

every aspect. Workers have a high level of proficiency in skills. Employees are well educated. 

Suppliers are quite close to us.” Foshan has a very good foundation in hardware manufacturing. 

Firm 7, therefore, can supply products of world-leading quality at a relatively low cost due to 

these geographical locational advantages. Firm 12 is located in Shenzhen, which has the best 

supply chain for smartphone manufacturing in the world. However, cost advantages have 

gradually declined in China in the past few years principally because of burgeoning labour 

costs. In some industries, the change has forced some enterprises to offshore production to 

countries with lower labour costs. 
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5.2.3.3 CRM 

The main CRM trend among the case firms is that they are increasingly seeking to provide 

services more locally to improve their after-sales services. Building foreign subsidiaries and 

hiring local employees are the most common methods they have adapted to this end. Firm 1 

has set up an office in Dubai to improve after-sales service. Firm 7 has set up companies in the 

US and relocated its service operations there to enhance its localisation services (the US is the 

firm’s major niche market). High-tech case firms have a better performance in providing 

localised services. Firms 3, 8 and 12 have built their foreign warehouses to speed up delivery 

and efficiency of after-sales replacement. Firm 11 has established subsidiaries around the world 

in locales, where it has high expectations of attracting clients. For instance, it set up a subsidiary 

in the UK next to the factory of one of its main clients. It has also hired former employees of 

its UK clients in its British office. In this way, firm 11 seeks to communicate with this crucial 

client in a timelier, precise fashion. Firm 12 has adopted several methods to improve its local 

services. First of all, they employed many managers from China in situ in India, but most have 

now been recalled. Instead, everything from project to marketing is now localised since local 

employees know more about their culture and the habits of local consumers. Similarly, firm 12 

employs US and Indian locals in middle and high-level positions to provide localised after-

sales services. Its cooperation with local operators provides good local services for firm 12 as 

well. Most case firms also maintain a tradition of visiting their major customers every year. 

The localisation strategy helps to boost the firms’ international reputation.  

 

Two other CRM themes that characterise the case firms are frequent contacts and rapid 

response. Frequently contacting customers can reduce misunderstanding caused by information 

asymmetry. Although the Internet is widely used, rapidly responding to customers could still 

give customers a good impression of the firm. Most case firms cite their customers as their 

most important contacts during internationalisation. Some contact their customers as frequently 

as several times a day. The establishment of foreign subsidiaries is also carried out with a view 

to maintaining contact and improve response times. With new foreign warehouses, firm 3 could 

then deliver orders to customers within 72 hours of orders being placed. Through the 

combination of a local firm established in the US and its domestic R&D capacities, firm 7 was 

able to reduce its new product development period by six months. The general manager of firm 

11 claims that its customers are more willing to do business with the firm now that local offices 

have been set up near them. She notes: “They feel quite comfortable to contact us, as they can 
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communicate with our firm directly without time lag.” The founder of firm 12 has applied past 

experience to the issue of CRM by setting up an online forum which staff can regularly check 

for customer feedback. This reveals potential needs which can be translated product and service 

improvements or feed into the development of new products and services.  

 

CRM is an efficient way for case firms to collect market information. As a result, case firms 

have a better understanding of the customers, market and industry through frequent contact 

with customers. Firms identify unfulfilled market demand from this feedback and use it as a 

basis on which to design and manufacture new products and services.  

 

5.2.3.4 Collaboration in R&D 

Different kinds of R&D collaboration enhance the innovation capacities and improve the 

learning speed of the case firms. Product quality and product differentiation are highly related 

to collaboration with suppliers. OEM relationships with industry leaders improve innovation, 

production and management levels in the case firms. Cooperation with distributors has helped 

the firms to build relationships with their customers through which they have collected 

feedback on their products and used this to improve product design. Comparing the two types 

of case firms, high-tech case firms have more diverse R&D partners. Most high-tech case firms 

have alliances in R&D, except collaborations with their suppliers and clients. However, more 

than traditional case firms have only one or even no partners in R&D. Clients are the major 

collaborations in R&D among traditional case firms. 

 

Most R&D relationships are built through formal rather than informal networks. By contrast 

with the networks involved in the founding of firms, R&D collaboration relies more on firm’s 

capacities than on personal networks. For instance, firm 4 sets its overseas laboratories through 

the introduction of local distributors. Likewise, the founder of firm 7 set up a sales firm in the 

U.S. with one of his former distributors. A collaboration between the Chinese National 

Aerospace Group and firm 11 was initiated by the local government. Firm 12 has shared the 

same supply chain with another mature, smartphone manufacturer since its foundation. 

Although the two companies have in common the same controlling shareholder, they 

nevertheless operate as two independent firms and are even market competitors.  
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5.2.3.5 Conclusion 

The Chinese Born Global case firms seek to improve their R&D capacities in a number of ways 

to improve their competitiveness in the international market. They rely on cooperative 

relationships with a variety of partners to improve their innovation and production capacities. 

These collaborations are also a kind of learning process for the firms. Under the premise of 

ensuring product quality, Chinese Born Global firms mainly adopt customisation as their 

strategy of product differentiation. The firms also devote time and resources to CRM in order 

to gather information useful to the improvement of existing products and services and to the 

development of new ones. Product types and industries are crucial factors which determine the 

investment in R&D between high-tech and traditional case firms. Various R&D collaborations 

and different attitudes towards innovation also affect the innovation capability of case firms, 

which eventually leads to different competitiveness in the international market. 

 

5.2.4 Discussion on R&D and Competitiveness 

Knowledge is the most vital factor in R&D, as it determines the innovation capability and 

performance of a firm (Gupta, Melewar, & Bourlakis, 2010). Therefore, firms in international 

markets seek more diverse knowledge sources to stimulate their innovation quality (Quintana-

Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2008; Srivastava & Gnyawali, 2011). A firm’s knowledge of 

technology, the industry and the market can determine its R&D strategy. 

 

5.2.4.1 Learning through Internationalisation  

Exporting is usually the first step for a firm in its internationalisation, requiring fewer 

commitments, risks and management skills than some other steps (Luo & Tung, 2007). All 

Chinese Born Global case firms started their international business by exporting. Exporting is 

also the primary method among all case firms when it comes to improving their R&D 

capabilities during their internationalisation. Both vicarious and experiential knowledge 

acquired through exporting represent primary learning approaches for Chinese Born Global 

case firms to improve their competitiveness in international markets. Vicarious learning has 

been viewed as vital in internationalisation in other research (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005; De 

Clercq et al., 2012). Born Global case firms acquire vicarious knowledge through observing 

partners in their various collaborations. Cooperation with suppliers and alliances helps case 

firms to gain more technical knowledge about their products. For instance, its early 
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collaboration with an operating system developer helped firm 12 to capture valuable techniques 

in operating system development, which gave it an advantage in the market. OEMs are another 

cooperative angle which helps the development of Chinese Born Global case firm in terms of 

their innovation capability, through exporting. Firms 2, 5, 7, 10 and 11 gleaned OEM 

experience from leading companies in their industries. These collaborations not only promoted 

the innovation and production capability of the case firms but also enhanced their innovation 

orientation. Meanwhile, having marketing partners provides firms with more industry and 

market knowledge. Most entrepreneurs in Chinese Born Global case firms point out that 

collaborations with distributors are the most important channels for the development of their 

innovation capability. Chinese Born Global case firms generally regard this type of cooperative 

partner as their most frequently contacted partners during internationalisation.  

 

Experiential learning is another primary method of acquiring new knowledge for Chinese Born 

Global case firms during their internationalisation. Most case firms mention that one primary 

function of CRM for them is information collection. Information collected through CRM, as 

experiential knowledge, contributes to both types (traditional and high-tech) of case firms in 

their innovation and production. Chinese Born Global case firms collect market information 

and constant feedback with regard to technical problems and product adjustments from both 

distributors and customers. For many B2B businesses, distributors are the direct clients of 

Chinese Born Global firms. Indeed, information collected through distributors provides the 

firm with vivid reflections on products on the market and keeps it up to date with the trends in 

the industry as well, which guides the innovation direction of Chinese Born Global firms. 

Customisation, which is the main product differentiation strategy for Chinese Born Global case 

firms, relies on information collected through CRM, which echoes some of the literature in 

which it has been stated that the diversity of market knowledge helps exporters to provide better 

customisation of their products and services (March 1991; Clerides, Lach, & Tybout, 1998; 

Love & Ganotakis, 2013). With the growth in the scope of the market, the market knowledge 

gained by Chinese Born Global firms through exporting is more diverse. Yeoh (2004) found 

that geographic diversity leads to greater technological learning. Moreover, the experience of 

exporting to different markets boosts the product differentiation of case firms and eventually 

their innovation capability. For instance, firm 11 is a latecomer to the “attachments” industry 

and exports customised products to clients in different markets. With its customisation strategy, 

firm 11 has gained market information rapidly. Furthermore, the innovation capability of the 
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firm has improved quickly through the production of unique products for different customers 

worldwide. With the development of its innovation capability, firm 11 has already become a 

recognisable enterprise in the industry. With the discussion above in mind, the following 

proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 8. Two types of knowledge, vicarious knowledge and experiential knowledge, 

Chinese Born Global firms learned through internationalisation are the main sources of 

knowledge used to promote their innovation capability.   

 

Chinese Born Global case firms demonstrate dynamic processes in their knowledge 

development and learning, which is in line with previous articles (Zhou et al., 2010; De Clercq 

et al., 2012). The rich experience of entrepreneurs in technology, marketing and international 

business brings their firms enhanced technological capabilities, absorptive capacity, and a close 

and direct client base. Abundant congenital knowledge brought forth by the founders in the 

initial stage essentially increases the competitiveness of case firms in the international markets. 

With deepening internationalisation, the vicarious and experiential knowledge gained through 

collaborations and international operations provides Chinese Born Global case firms with new 

capabilities in their innovation and production. Meanwhile, the congenital knowledge of 

founders helps case firms to absorb new knowledge effectively during their development. 

Gifted learning and searching are two main channels through which Chinese Born Global case 

firms advanced their business into new markets. For those case firms who have established 

foreign subsidiaries, they hire local employees to provide suitable services and to manage their 

business in their target markets. Foreign employees boast certain advantages in terms of 

understanding the niche markets, and this has boosted firms’ knowledge about which products, 

markets and industries the case firm needs to focus on. Searching mainly yields new knowledge 

about markets for Chinese case firms. Once armed with solid congenital, vicarious and 

experiential knowledge, Chinese Born Global case firms rarely rely on individual searching in 

the process of internationalisation. Some scholars have illustrated the learning difficulties of 

exporters from emerging markets in export activity (Piperopoulos, Wu & Wang, 2018). Most 

case firms in this study solve any learning difficulties through dynamic learning during their 

internationalisation. 
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5.2.4.2 From Imitation to Innovation 

From the cross-case analysis in R&D, Chinese Born Global case firms illustrate that their 

innovation strategy is highly determined by the timing of their market entry. Most Chinese 

Born Global case firms are latecomers to their industries and imitation has become a natural 

R&D strategy for them. A previous study illustrated that products from many Chinese 

manufacturing SMEs were simple and rough with poor machining precision and with a big gap 

in quality compared to the products being imitated, due to their relatively weak technological 

capability (Yu, Yan & Assimakopoulos, 2015). However, no case firm produces pure clones. 

With the congenital knowledge brought by their founders, Chinese Born Global case firms not 

only have the capabilities to produce high-quality products but they are also capable of 

innovating to a certain degree. Imitative innovation thus becomes a suitable strategy for both 

high-tech and traditional case firms, as they have limited resources but are highly innovation-

orientated. Many entrepreneurs from the case firms claim that their firms do not have enough 

resources to innovate new technologies in their industries. 

 

Although no case firm has overtaken the pioneer in its industry yet, most Chinese Born Global 

case firms have reduced the gaps by adopting an imitative innovation strategy. Meanwhile, 

Chinese Born Global case firms have generally dealt well with barriers and problems ordinarily 

faced by firms pursuing an imitative innovation strategy. One of the biggest challenges for most 

imitators is intellectual property (IP) infringement, which is a sensitive issue in any sound legal 

environment (Huang et al., 2010). Scholars have also pointed out that the risk of IP 

infringement incentivises firms to learn and amend their innovative practices, although 

imitation to some extent is an inevitable phenomenon (Mukoyama, 2003). Most Chinese Born 

Global case firms have a strong awareness of IP protection, which is largely thanks to the global 

vision of their entrepreneurs. Meanwhile, the rich international experience of the entrepreneurs 

also helps case firms to avoid many IP risks in their international cooperation. Another notable 

industrial barrier imitative innovator might suffer the blocking of core technologies created by 

leading innovators (Schewe, 1996). On the one hand, many case firms have collaborated with 

leading MNEs during their internationalisation to overcome difficulties with technology 

blocking. On the other hand, some Chinese Born Global case firms treat imitative innovation 

as a learning process through which to absorb technological knowledge from markets. The 

substantial R&D and technology accumulated through both methods promote the innovation 

capability of case firms to create novel products. 
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Chinese Born Global case firms realise the importance of promoting independent innovation 

to acquire a sustainable competitive advantage so that they can move beyond imitation. Most 

Chinese Born Global case firms pay close attention to their innovation activities, especially 

those in high-tech industries. For instance, entrepreneurs from high-tech case firms are deeply 

involved in the R&D of their new products and are willing to invest in R&D activities. Chinese 

Born Global case firms broadly attempt to achieve robust competitive advantages by adopting 

innovation strategies. The previous study points out that less-developed domestic environments 

limit the innovation and learning of exporters from emerging markets (Piperopoulos, Wu & 

Wang, 2018). Nevertheless, all case firms admit that domestic clusters play a vital role in 

boosting their innovation and production capabilities. Many founders from case firms mention 

that it is possible for them to innovate and produce any products courtesy of the world-leading 

supply chains that exist nearby. The domestic institutional environment also entails the 

provision of political and fiscal support to the exporter, especially Chinese high-tech exporters. 

Therefore, many case firms utilise the strategy of customisation to suit niche demands 

recognised during internationalisation. These radical innovations have helped Chinese Born 

Global firms to create new market opportunities and even set some new standards. However, 

the innovation capability in terms of core technologies among all Chinese Born Global case 

firms is not strong. Some high-tech case firms struggle to gain advantages in technology if 

these were not already in place at the firm’s inception. Some entrepreneurs from case firms 

admit that their core technologies are not in the leading place in their industries, which is mainly 

impacted by their limited resources similar to most SMEs.  

 

With powerful learning capabilities, Chinese Born Global case firms managed to overcome 

difficulties in imitative innovation during internationalisation. Meanwhile, Chinese Born 

Global case firms benefit from domestic clusters and government support, which have reduced 

the gap between case firms and their industry leaders and helped them to enjoy the same 

benefits of innovation. However, most Chinese Born Global case firms are transforming their 

R&D strategy from imitative innovation to plain innovation. The industry leaders cannot be 

caught quickly, especially in the development of core technologies. Therefore, the following 

proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 9. Imitative innovation is the most suitable strategy for most Chinese Born 

Global firms, based on their resources, technology capabilities, and timing of their market 

entry. 
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5.2.4.3 The Industry Life Circle 

High-tech and traditional case firms demonstrate many differences in the results of their R&D 

activities, especially in terms of learning and innovation, which is in line with some of the 

existing literature which stated that different industries have different international patterns 

(Porter, 1980; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Andersson, 2004; Andersson et al., 2014). However, 

a few case firms in traditional industries also present strong learning and innovation capabilities 

during their internationalisation. Meanwhile, the only case firms who have foreign R&D 

activities are engaged in traditional industries. Therefore, it might not be appropriate to analyse 

the differences in R&D of Born Global firms between high-tech and traditional industries as 

most relevant literature has done (Knight & Liesch, 2016; Dzikowski, 2018). 

 

Some of the previous literature has concluded that internationalisation predominantly happens 

in the growth and maturity phases of an industry (Vernon, 1966; Johanson & Vahlne 1977; 

Andersson, 2004; Fernhaber et al., 2007; Lovdal & Aspehmd, 2012). Recent studies on INVs 

has proposed that new ventures mainly undertake internationalisation during the growth stage 

of the given industry. However, the results here illustrate that Chinese Born Global case firms 

start their international business in both the growth and maturity phases of their industry. One 

main reason for this phenomenon is that Chinese Born Global case firms are driven by strong 

customer orientation. Meanwhile, Chinese Born Global case firms show different levels of 

interest in R&D activities in various phases of the industry. Case firms in their industry’s 

growth phase obviously put more attention to their R&D than those case firms in their 

industry’s maturity phase. Case firms in high-growth industries invest more in innovation and 

employee learning than firms in low-growth industries. Several founders claim that their 

products do not need as much innovation as hi-tech products and that high investment in R&D 

would not necessarily ensure their survival or boost their performance in these industries. 

Moreover, some founders point out that the innovation circle is relatively large for some 

traditional products, which they cannot afford. In low-growth environments, there is no strong 

evidence for a positive relationship between R&D and growth potential (Choi, Zahra, 

Yoshikawa & Han, 2015). Furthermore, mature industries are more structured, with network 

relationships already established (Andersson, 2004). Some Chinese Born Global entrepreneurs 

have decided to change product lines or to invest in other industries after recognising that their 

industry had entered its maturity phase.  
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Case firms in growth industries, on the other hand, have a positive attitude towards R&D 

activities. Entrepreneurs in such firms are willing to focus more on the development of new 

technologies and products. Indeed, several firms to switch their product lines from mature 

industries to growth industries have invested more in innovation. For instance, firm 6 

transformed its business from candle production to creative gift design, and the founder has 

spent more energy on the development of new products. Meanwhile, firm 7 switched from 

producing general hardware to instead specialise in hardware in yachts and RVs, which 

essentially triggered the foreign R&D activities of the firm. The growth stage of an industry 

presents resource opportunities to new firms (Fernhaber et al., 2007). Significantly, one feature 

in technology at this stage is that there are no dominant designs (Anderson & Tushman, 1990). 

The Chinese case-firm entrepreneurs relish these opportunities to provide customers with 

desired products to reap lucrative rewards. Specifically, fast followers with robust innovation 

capabilities have recorded better performance than late followers and even the first innovators 

(Shankar et al., 1998; Yu, Yan & Assimakopoulos, 2015). Therefore, with the discussion above 

in mind, the following proposition is put forward: 

 

Proposition 10. Born Global firms mainly appear in the growth and maturity phases of their 

industry. Firms in their industry’s growth phase would invest more on R&D activities than 

firms in their industry’s maturity phase, due to the potential benefits of learning and 

innovation. 

 

5.2.4.3 Conclusion 

R&D capability fundamentally improves the competitiveness of Chinese Born Global firms in 

the international market. Indeed, different types of knowledge play dynamic roles during the 

learning process of case firms in their internationalisation. Vicarious and experiential 

knowledge contribute the most to the innovation capability of case firms. Limited by the 

resources, industrial conditions and the timing of their market entry, imitative innovation is the 

leading R&D strategy for Chinese Born Global firms. The technological capability and 

innovation orientation brought to firms by their founders prompt Chinese Born Global firms to 

pay great attention to their innovation activities. Case firms also enjoy the benefits of world-

leading local clusters and support from the domestic government. In these conditions, Chinese 

Born Global case firms overcome some general difficulties presented by imitative innovation 

and exporters from other emerging markets during internationalisation. However, the gaps 

between case firms and the leaders in their industries in core technologies are still significant. 
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Following the life-cycle of the industry theory, case firms demonstrate that the different levels 

of interest in R&D investment are mainly determined by what phases its industry is in. Firms 

tend to invest more on R&D activities when they are in their industry’s growth phase. 

 

5.2.5 Market Strategy and Survival 

Initial codes in the market strategy area reveal that unique market strategy and marketing 

capability mainly determine its business performance in the international market and its phased 

business growth, which points to the essential theme in the market strategy area: survival. To 

survive in the international market is the primary goal of all case firms. Most entrepreneurs 

claim that survival is still the most significant concern even when their firms are enjoying 

success in foreign markets. Performance in the speed of internationalisation, market scope and 

export intensity could eventually reflect the success of a firm’s market strategy and marketing 

capacity. The planning of marketing depends on many market conditions, such as the 

attractiveness of the target markets, the differences in risk and culture between domestic and 

foreign markets, and the resources controlled by a firm at its foundation. The business 

environment of international markets changes dynamically and, as a consequence, the case 

firms vigilantly monitor change in their target markets and industries. The dynamic nature of 

their relationships with other business parties which they cooperate also influences the market 

strategy of the case firms at different stages of development.  

 

5.2.5.1 Performance 

Business performance could intuitively represent the survival condition and development of 

the case firms. Measurements such as annual sales, export intensity, market scope and the speed 

of internationalisation could, in combination, offer a comprehensive representation of a case 

firm’s performance. The average Likert scales of international performance for high-tech and 

traditional case firms are 4.47 (SD 0.519) and 3.98 (SD 0.819) respectively. However, there is 

a big gap between high-tech and traditional case firms in various actual operating data. 
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Annual Sales and the Number of Employees 

As a key measurement of the performance of the case firms, the annual sales of most case firms 

have grown (see figure 5.15) since their founding. Several case firms show dramatic sales 

growth when comparing their sales in 2018 and sales in their first year of trading. The total 

turnover of firm 3 has grown from around CNY 1 million to over CNY 40 million within only 

six years. The annual sales of firm 4 have gained even more dramatically: from CNY 1.6 

million in 2001 to CNY 262.3 million in 2018. A further six firms (1, 5, 7, 8, 9 and 12) filed 

annual sales figures for 2018 that more than six times greater than sales in their first year of 

trading. The total average annual sales growth among all twelve firms is 36.53%. There are 

nine case firms with average annual sales growth of more than 20% over the course of their 

operations. Only one case firm shows a fall in annual sales. The yearly turnover of firm 6 was 

CNY 8.3 million in 1995 and was over CNY 40 million before the worldwide financial crisis 

in 2008. However, its annual sales have continued to decline since then. Its total turnover of 

CNY 8.2 million in 2018 is even lower than its turnover in its founding year. The financial 

crisis in 2008 has negatively impacted most of the case firms founded before 2007. The 

turnover of firm 1, 4, 5, 6, and 7 have all noticeably fallen since 2008. Only firms 9 and 10 

have remained relatively unaffected by the crisis. Most case firms founded after 2008, by 

contrast, show stronger annual sales performances. The average annual sales growth of firms 

3, 8, 11 and 12 are higher than the other case firms. Firms 3, 8 and 12 have an average annual 

sales growth of more than 50% per year. The average annual sales growth of firm 3 is higher 

still at 130.4% per year. The other high-tech firm founded before 2008 also shows positive 

annual sales performance. These have led to high-tech case firms' average total annual sales 

growth (61.43%, SD 0.415) much higher than it of traditional case firms (18.76%, SD 0.182). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Annual sales of firm 12 are not in the figures due to their large scale. Its annual sales since its foundation are as 

follows: 2014: 220000; 2015: 420000; 2016: 480000; 2017: 980000; 2018: 1460000. (unit 10,000 Yuan).  
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Figure 5. 1 Annual Sales of 11 the Chinese Born Global Case Firms (Unit: 10,000 Yuan) 

 

Source: data are from questionnaires.  

 

The growth in the size of the case firms is similar to the trend of their annual sales. Most case 

firms (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9) started with less than 50 employees. Four firms (2, 4, 6 and 9) 

employed less than ten staff in their first years of operation. The total number of employees by 

most case firms has generally risen over the course of their operations. The average 

employment growth rate among all case firms is 83.61%. There are two case firms which show 

an excellent growth rate in the number of staffs employed, firms 4 and 6, which have average 

employment growth rates of 230.8% and 622.8% respectively. Firm 4 has been part of several 

significant mergers and acquisitions during its development, especially with factory-owning 

companies through its workforce has mushroomed. Similarly, firm 6 rapidly scaled up its 

factory operations during its early years. The firm’s founder commented that it takes less time 

to open a factory than to blink. By contrast, three firms (3, 7 and 10) had fewer employees in 

2018 than in their founding years. The numbers of employees of firms 5, 6 and 7 have 

fluctuated dramatically during their firms' development. The issue here is that all three firms 

have either changed their business strategies or their main products. Unlike the difference in 

financial performance between high-tech case firms and traditional firms, the average 

employment growth rate of high-tech case firms (93.51%, SD 1.686) is lower than that of non-

high-tech case firms (124.85%, SD 2.344). In terms of the development of the case firms in the 

global market, only one firm is no longer an SME according to the definition of an SME set 

down by the Chinese government. This is firm 12: by 2018, it has revenues of over CNY 1.4 
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billion and employs over 1200; in China, a big enterprise is one with a turnover of at least CNY 

40 million and at least 1000 employees on its payroll. 

 

Figure 5. 2 Number of Employees of the 12 Chinese Born Global Case Firms 

 

Source: data are from questionnaires.  

 

Export Intensity 

A trend among a majority of the case firms is then the tendency of the export ratio (Export 

sales/Total sales) to decline during their internationalisation. Only two firms (3 and 12) show 

a slight increase in the export ratio. The export ratio of all firms is exceptionally high in their 

first year. The average first-year export ratio of all case firms is 86.62%, and for all firms, 

export earnings account for more than 60% of turnover. Ten out of twelve firms have over 90% 

foreign sales in their first years of operation. Seven firms rely solely on export earnings in their 

first year. As the firms develop, their average export ratio fell to 68.67% in 2018. Firm 9 

abandons its foreign business in 2018. Only firm 7 continues to rely solely on export earnings. 

The gap between high-tech case firms (-3.13%, SD 0.031) and traditional case firms (-5.34%, 

SD 0.066) in terms of average growth of export ratio is not obvious. 
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Figure 5. 3 Export Intensity of 12 Chinese Born Global Case Firms 

 

Source: data are from questionnaires.  

 

Although the total sales of most case firms tend to rise, the annual foreign sales of most firms 

tend to fall over time (see figure 5.46). The performance of foreign sales falls, especially after 

the financial crisis of 2008. Five case firms (firms 1, 4, 5, 6, and 9) have foreign sales decreases 

around 2008. The average foreign sales of 11 case firms (with the exception of firm 12 whose 

annual foreign sales are much higher than those of the other case firms, which has a significant 

impact on the average foreign sales figures) reaches a historical high of almost CNY 75 million. 

The average growth rate of foreign sales among eleven case firms is -2.42% after 2008, 

although firms founded after 2008 (firms 2, 3, 8, 11 and 12) tend to increase annual foreign 

sales. Firms founded after 2008 perform differently in terms of foreign sales compared to other 

firms. Four of these five have increased foreign sales year-on-year since their foundation. As 

most high-tech firms among all case firms founded around 2012, the performance on average 

foreign sales growth of high-tech case firms (40.55%, SD 0.732) is better than it of traditional 

case firms (25.56%, SD 0.404).  

 

 

 

 
6 Foreign sales of firm 12 are not in the figure due to its large scale. Its annual sales abroad since its foundation 

are as follows: 2014: 140000; 2015: 280000; 2016: 336000; 2017: 670000; 2018: 1040000. (unit 10,000 Yuan). 
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Figure 5. 4 The Annual Foreign Sales of 11 Case Firms (Unit: 10,000 Yuan) 

 

Source: data are from questionnaires.  

 

Changes in the number of foreign markets within which the case firms conduct business show 

tendencies similar to those shown by their foreign sales performance. Traditional case firms 

show a decrease over time. The growth rate of the average number of foreign markets becomes 

negative for the first time in 2009. With the exception of firms 5 and 7, which have maintained 

their foreign market scope, all the other firms founded before 2008 have reduced their foreign 

market scope. This figure decreases steadily and consistently over time until 2018. High-tech 

case firms, however, differ markedly: the average growth rate of foreign markets is 29.72% 

(SD 0.155) which is much higher than that of traditional case firms (10.81%, SD 0.087). Firm 

3 is the only firm founded after 2008, whose foreign market scope shrinks. There is another 

difference between the high-tech and traditional case firms to do with foreign market scale. 

Most traditional firms operate in less than 10 foreign markets during most years of operation. 

Only firm 4 has operated in more than 20 countries and areas in most of the time. By contrast, 

all high-tech case firms conduct business in more than 20 foreign markets. Because of the larger 

number in foreign markets and in the stage of continuous expansion, the average foreign 

employee growth of high-tech case firms has remained over 20% (23.08%, SD 0.134). This 

number of traditional case firms illustrated in a declining trend (-1.22%, SD 0.108). 
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Figure 5. 5 Numbers of Foreign Market of 12 Chinese Born Global Case Firms 

 

Source: data are from questionnaires.  

 

5.2.5.2 Market Strategy 

Based on the data illustrated above, high-tech case firms have performed significantly better in 

almost all aspects than traditional case firms. These two types of Chinese Born Global firms, 

however, demonstrate many similarities in their market strategies. In addition, it is hard to 

compare high-tech and traditional case firms in some aspects. High-tech case firms (average 

8.2 years) have relative fewer international operations in years than traditional case firms 

(average 14.4 years). Therefore, it is not appropriate to analyse case firms in divisions on the 

internationalisation stage and strategic transfer, as these strategies might need longer 

experiences to demonstrate the wider pictures. For instance, the average international 

operations in years for high-tech case firms 3, 8, 11 and 12 are less than 6 years. This time 

might be too short to case firms to carry some foreign R&D activities. Their original market 

strategies might not need to be switched in such short timing.  

 

Market Selection 

Patterns of market selection by the case firms reflect both the dynamism of market condition 

and the capacities of firms. The market selection criteria among the case firms are broadly the 

same. At start-up, most case firms either use networks they inherit through their founders’ 

previous experience, or they deal directly with clients with a history of doing business with 

founders. Firms 3, 8 and 12 are exceptions: they begin by selling online. Therefore, the case 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1
9

9
5

1
9

9
6

1
9

9
7

1
9

9
8

1
9

9
9

2
0

0
0

2
0

0
1

2
0

0
2

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

2
0

0
5

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

1
0

2
0

1
1

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

2
0

1
4

2
0

1
5

2
0

1
6

2
0

1
7

2
0

1
8

Firm 1 Firm 2 Firm 3 Firm 4 Firm 5

Firm 6 Firm 7 Firm 8 Firm 9 Firm 10

Firm 11 Firm 12 average



5 Cross-case Analysis and Discussion 

246 
 

firms did not take the initiative in selecting their first foreign markets. Instead, they chose 

existing channels or resources available to them to manage the risks of market searching. 

 

Having initially survived in international markets, their market selection needs change. The 

potential for market growth is the factor which entrepreneurs cited most frequently in all 

interviews, and this has to do with features of their products and services, customer demands 

and purchasing power, and industry tendencies. The founder of firm 1 notes: “According to my 

experience, sales of our products have high growth potential in underdeveloped markets, such 

as some countries in the Middle East and Africa.” Firm 1 mainly produces products for use in 

infrastructure projects. The founder of the firm 7 observes: “Small enterprises like ours have 

few options in market selection. From my point of view, it is decided by the actual demands of 

our customers the founder of firm 8 also points out: “How suitable are our products to the 

local cars is an important measurement for our market selection.” Firm 8 produces car PCs 

for both B2C and B2B markets. The GM of firm 11 claims that they prioritise identifying those 

markets that have the most pressing need for their products. The reason firm 12 have invested 

a lot in the Indian market is that India is a country with a very large population whose 

purchasing power is continually rising. At the same time, the ownership rate of smartphones is 

still very low, so there is a great deal of room for market expansion and sales development. 

The second aspect of market selection that most concerns the case firms are finding business 

partners in foreign markets. One of the key criteria for firm 5 in selecting a new market is 

whether they can find suitable trading partners there. Likewise, firm 12 states that they would 

consider entering some markets if they could find appropriate partners with whom to build 

connections. During the interviews, entrepreneurs also cite risk as a key selection criterion, 

posed by such things as political stability, the reputation of clients and safeness of payment. 

The founder of the firm 2 points out that the first principle is that the creditworthiness of the 

selected customers should be as good as possible. “The creditworthiness of Bangladesh as a 

country is relatively poor. However, we accept businesses which export to the factories in 

Bangladesh if the credibility of our end-client is good enough. If a client from Bangladeshi 

places an order directly with us, we will be very cautious about the business. We would worry 

about the risk of money collection. If European and American customers specify the order, 

European and American customers will help us check the money collection, or they will use 

their credit to guarantee. So, we are more assured. The credit is essential in international trade. 

If a country's business environment is poor, and the credit rating is low in the banking system, 
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we normally would avoid dealing with any clients there. Other factors have relative fewer 

impacts." The founder of firm 9 believes that, although the market mainly drives their business, 

payment is something they are concerned about in the conduct of international business. 

 

The “back to home market” phenomenon makes a dramatic showing in the internationalisation 

of the case firms. Most case firms start their business entirely in foreign markets. However, 

eleven out of twelve case firms entered their domestic markets eventually. Only firm 7 conducts 

no domestic business but has already decided upon its Chinese market entry strategy. The big 

size of the domestic market is the main reason case firms step in. The spectacular grown of 

Chinese GDP over the last decades means that domestic purchasing power has expanded 

considerably. The large population in China also provides significant potential for growth in 

every segment of the domestic market. Firm 12 thinks the smartphone market in China is 

enormous and, as a Chinese brand, they have no reason not to develop a presence in the 

domestic market. What is more, the economies of developed countries have suffered from the 

financial crisis of 2008. In the same industries, foreign customers could not afford reasonable 

prices for some products as the founder of firm 4 points out: “Compared to the purchasing 

power in the domestic market, the power in foreign markets is declining in the last few years. 

With the rising labour costs in China, one unit of our silk sold at CNY 0.6 million last year. 

Foreign clients all thought the price too high. Most of them could not afford it.” Since both 

domestic enterprises and customers have the purchasing power to afford the price of silk now, 

therefore, firm 4 has decided since 2015 to focus more on the domestic market. The 

development of the economy is also accompanied by rising labour costs. Because of this, 

particularly over the last decade, increasing numbers of traditional manufacturing methods 

have been replaced. The main products made by the firm 11 automate labour. For firm 11, 

China is one of the largest markets in the world and rising labour costs also pull firms to the 

domestic market. As the founder of firm 9 notes: "Because of rising labour costs, the 

characteristics of products and companies are no longer suitable for the international market. 

We have lost some advantages in the international market already.” However, both high-tech 

and traditional case firms believe the size of foreign markets (average Likert scores on foreign 

market size: high-tech, 5.8, SD 0.837; traditional 5.86, SD 1.069) are still much larger than 

they are in the domestic markets (average Likert scores on domestic market size: high-tech, 

4.8, SD 1.095; traditional 5.14, SD 2.035).   
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Another factor arising from the differences between domestic and foreign markets which 

several entrepreneurs cite is the different ways of dealing with domestic and foreign clients. 

This issue predisposed them to choose the international market at start-up. These entrepreneurs 

feel that conducting business with foreign clients is more focused. By contrast, it is more 

challenging to maintain relationships with Chinese clients because of its different business 

cultures with they are familiar with previous industry experience. For most founders, the cost 

of maintaining relationships with domestic clients is much higher than is the case with foreign 

clients: dinners, expensive gifts and drawn-out negotiations are commonplace in Chinese 

business cultures. 

 

In that regard, the founder of firm 2 observes: “As far as I know, the cost of maintaining the 

domestic sales model is very high. You need to host social dinners very often and send gifts to 

the main players in the business. All the links (purchasing manager, quality inspector, designer, 

etc.) in the business need to be maintained. These are just small parts of their grey income. You 

also need to give those executives in the companies you are cooperating with some 

commissions. The cost of these and the level of energy consumed are really high. Doing 

business in the international market incurs lower costs in maintaining relationships. Very few 

clients in our business request commissions. But all these commissions would be mentioned in 

the letter of credit. Therefore, the cost of dealing with foreign clients is much lower than 

domestic clients. The business environment is healthier in the international market due to the 

business culture and regulation system. This is a factor that makes me prefer foreign markets 

to the domestic market. Business with foreign clients is pure." 

Entrepreneurs of firms 3, 5, 10 and 11 share the same wearisome attitude towards the social 

demands of the domestic business environment. The professional and straightforward manners 

of foreign business clients were, then, very influential factors in case firms’ decision to focus 

primarily on business overseas. These attitudes also lay bare the dramatic nature of the “back 

to China” phenomenon. However, there are some differences appeared in attitudes towards 

foreign and domestic markets between high-tech and traditional case firms. The average Likert 

score among high-tech case firms is 5.6 (SD 1.14) on foreign market potential, which is higher 

than that of domestic market potential 5.4 (SD 2.074). On the other hand, traditional case firms 

demonstrate that they are more optimistic about the future development of the domestic market. 
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The average Likert scores on foreign market potential and domestic market potential are 5.14 

(SD 1.676) and 5.86 (SD 1.345) respectively. 

 

Marketing Channel 

The case firms use four types of channels for marketing in international markets: (1) export to 

dealers or distributors, (2) export to manufacturers, (3) online retail, and (4) their own foreign 

offices. Most case firms choose their primary sales channel overseas based on tradition in their 

industries and their customers’ purchasing habits. The founder of firm 1 claims that its dealers 

are the most critical contacts in its foreign business and export to dealers is the worldwide norm 

in firm 1’s industry. Dealers of firm 1 not only sell products to manufacturers but also provide 

after-sales services and collect feedback and market information from consumers on its behalf. 

Firm 2 provides linen fabric to its end-clients. The founder of the firm 2 observes: "Our clients 

from Europe and America normally have their cooperative garment factory in Southeast Asia. 

They are looking for us to find the fabrics they need as the raw material for their clothes. Then, 

we contact our suppliers to produce the order and export to the countries where the appointed 

garment factories of our end-client are located. That is how it works in the whole industry. We 

do not have much choice on the entry mode." The norm of customers purchasing phones in 

Western countries is to enter into a contract with an operator through one of the latter’s retail 

branches. This gives operators a dominant position in the value chain and market: "Operators 

play a vital role in the success of our internationalisation. Without collaboration with 

operators, we cannot get success with our current speed." The CPO of firm 12 gives an 

example that they launch two versions of a phone each year: replacement and upgrade versions. 

Usually, the sales of replacement versions exceed those of upgrade versions. Firm 12 worked 

with the largest operators in the US when it launched the upgraded version of the phone in 

2018. Sales of that version of the phone outperformed sales of the previous version by order of 

80% in the first week in the US market, even though the product was not stocked in all of the 

operators' more than 5,000 high street stores.  
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Table 5. 4 Foreign Marketing by 12 Chinese Born Global Case Firms 

 Firm 1 Firm 2 Firm 3 Firm 4 Firm 5 Firm 6 Firm 7 Firm 8 Firm 9 Firm 10 Firm 11 Firm 12 
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nnel
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Internet 
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utors/ 

Dealers
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Internet 

Source: data are from interviews.  

 

Several case firms are more aggressive in pushing their marketing strategy by adopting two or 

multiple sales channels in foreign markets. In this regard, the performance of high-tech case 

firms is significantly better than traditional case firms. They believe more than one sales 

channel increases their chances of boosting brand recognition and capturing market share as 

industry latecomers. Although they use multiple channels, the accuracy of their target 

marketing is of a high standard. Firm 3 has strict criteria for different sales channels. For 

instance, it would only select large-scale business supermarkets as its dealers overseas. 

Moreover, any manufacturer firm 3 would collaborate with must be a large-scale listed 

company in the industry. Distributors likewise should be in the national top three. Over the last 

five years, firm 11 has established several subsidiaries overseas to market its brand. The choice 

of locale was not random. On the Singapore side, for instance, firm 11 found that the most 

famous paper mills in the world are in Indonesia. Based on its previous experience of 

cooperation with a paper factory in Hong Kong, it knew that one paper mill could earn more 

than tens of CNY millions in just six years. Therefore, it set up a subsidiary in Singapore to 

promote sales in Southeast Asia. It also believes Singapore is a window on Asia for the outside 

world. Mandarin is also one of the official languages in Singapore, which makes 

communication very convenient. Laws and regulations there are also of the highest standard in 

Southeast Asia. Subsidiaries overseas could contribute over 20% to total sales for the firm each 

year. It seems that more sales channels provide Chinese Born Global firms more confidence in 

their marketing capabilities. High-tech case firms have higher average Likert scales on both 

market competence (5.36, SD 0.385) and targeting of needs in international markets (5.31, SD 

0.765) than those of traditional case firms (market competence: 4.94, SD 0.854; targeting of 

needs in international markets: 4.9, SD 1.166). 
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The Speed and Stage of Internationalisation 

All case firms enter the overseas market immediately upon start-up. Eight firms (firms 1, 2, 5, 

6, 7, 8, 10 and 11) export as their first business operation, which is to say that these firms were 

founded to conduct business overseas. Another two firms (firm 4 and 12) conduct their first 

foreign business activities within a year of start-up. Both were founded late in the year and 

started exporting early in the following year. Firm 9 registered as a firm in the local industrial 

and commercial bureau in 2004. However, the firm recorded no business activity at all until 

2006. The first business operation of firm 9 is also exporting. The only firm that conducts 

domestic business activities before exporting is firm 3, and it internationalised just a year after 

its foundation. The average time of first foreign business activity among all case firms is less 

than half a year. 

 

All firms start their foreign business with exporting with the exception of firm 9, which has 

totally given up its business overseas, four firms (firms 2, 5, 6 and 10) retain exporting as the 

sole method of their internationalisation. Within several years, more than half of the case firms 

(firms 1, 3, 4, 8, 9, 11 and 12) have foreign offices or subsidiaries. The average time it takes 

firms to set up their first foreign office is approximately 1.5 years. The primary purposes of 

founding these foreign institutions for all firms are: to promote their foreign sales, improve 

after-sales services, and maintain the reputation of the firm. Besides a foreign office, firms 3, 

8 11 and 12 have also set up foreign warehouses to meet increased demand. Only two firms 

conduct R&D activities overseas. Firm 4 set up its first laboratory in Cambodia 6 years after 

its founding. A few years later, the firm built a base in Thailand as well. The function of these 

units is not only to produce raw silk but also to research and develop production technologies 

in cooperation with local governments. Firm 7 set up a firm with a local partner in the US after 

7 years of exporting. As a sign of its focus on two industries, the firm has two subsidiaries 

which concern themselves with sales of yachts and recreational vehicles respectively. These 

two firms utilise the R&D and production capacities of firm 7 to provide products and services 

to clients in the US market. The new US firm was jointly founded by the founder of firm 7 and 

an American business partner. 
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Table 5. 5 The Development Stage and Speed of Internationalisation of 12 Case Firms 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Found 2002 2016 2013 2000 2001 1995 2005 2012 2004 2007 2014 2013 

Export 2002 2016 2014 2001 2001 1995 2005 2012 2006 2007 2014 2014 

Foreign 

institution 

2004 Not 

yet 

2015 2002 Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

2012 2015 2006 Not 

yet 

2015 2014 

Foreign 

R&D 

Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

2006 Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

2012 Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

Not 

yet 

Source: data are from interviews.  

 

Strategic Transfer 

Most case firms have made some significant changes to either their core products or to their 

market strategies during internationalisation. Among the case firms which have shifted 

strategically, they are changing from firms which produce and export more general products 

into firms either focused on more specialised products or on specific niche markets (table 4.5). 

Most entrepreneurs in interview regard these shifts as upgrades of their business development. 
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Table 5. 6 Market Strategy of 12 Chinese Born Global Case Firms 

 Original market strategy Newmarket strategy Driving forces Time 

Firm 1 Producing engineering 

equipment and exporting to 

underdeveloped markets  

Focusing more on the domestic market  Industry/ Market 2014 

Firm 2 Providing services for 

clothing brands to select 

raw linen materials 

N/A N/A N/A 

Firm 3 Exporting furniture 

accessories to a wide range 

of foreign markets 

Focusing more on some large-sized 

markets, such as America and China 

R&D capability/ 

Production 

capability 

2016 

Firm 4 Exporting silk fabrics to 

foreign markets 

Focusing more on the domestic market Industry, Market 2015 

Firm 5 Producing and exporting all 

kinds of lighting fittings, 

such as commercial lighting 

and outdoor lighting 

Focusing on producing and exporting 

office lighting 

Market/ R&D 

capability 

2011 

Firm 6 Producing and exporting 

candles 

Producing and exporting creatively-

designed gifts 

Operation  2003 

Firm 7 Producing and exporting 

lighting to Middle East 

markets 

1. Producing and exporting hardware 

mainly to the US market 

2. Producing and exporting hardware 

utilised on yachts and recreational 

vehicles mainly to the US market 

Market/ R&D 

capability/ 

Marketing 

capability 

2006/ 

2012 

Firm 8 Producing and exporting 

different types of car PCs 

abroad through e-commerce 

Focusing more on the domestic market 

and collaborations with auto 

manufacturers 

R&D capability/ 

Production 

capability 

2016 

Firm 9 Producing and exporting 

engine filters for the after-

sales market overseas 

Stopped all foreign business activities 

and switched to supplying engine filters 

for domestic auto manufacturers 

Industry/ Market 2018 

Firm 10 Producing and exporting 

leather gifts 

1. Producing and exporting leather bags 

through cooperation with foreign 

designers 

2. Producing and focusing on 

collaborations with domestic fashion 

brands 

Industry/ Market/ 

R&D capability 

2014/ 

2016 

Firm 11 Producing and exporting 

attachments utilised on the 

front of forklifts 

Focusing on cooperation with leading 

MNEs in the industry 

R&D capability/ 

Marketing 

capability 

2016 

Firm 12 Producing and exporting 

smartphones worldwide 

N/A N/A N/A 

Source: data are from interviews.  

 

Several factors caused case firms to transfer strategic focuses. First, external factors like a 

change in industry or market environment forced the transfer. For example, the core products 

firm 1 produced were mainly utilised in infrastructure programmes. The founder admits that 

both the products they produced and the industry in which they work are very traditional, and 

this makes it very hard to upgrade. Most former target markets of the firm were in 
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underdeveloped economies. Political stability in these areas is relatively low compared to other 

markets around the world, which makes international business there comparatively risky. The 

founder feels that the driving force of firm development has weakened. To help the firm 

breakthrough this difficulty, he decided on a change of strategy. Due to international economic 

conditions, the bidding for raw silk fabrics from overseas customers was getting lower than 

domestic prices. Therefore, the firm had to transform itself from an exporting enterprise into a 

domestic market player in 2016. To cater to the new market, it developed some semi-finished 

and finished products, such as household items, scarves, cultural products, and tea table mats. 

The engine filters made by firm 9 were targeted at the after-sales markets. High production 

quality and low costs were significant advantages for it. With the rising labour costs in China 

over the last decade, the firm found it harder and harder to survive in the international market. 

Meanwhile, it had gained extra capacities and a good reputation through its internationalisation 

over ten years. It had the chance to collaborate with domestic auto manufacturers directly, a 

more profitable venture. Therefore, it shifted its market strategy. The main products of firm 10 

were leather gifts, such as leather notebooks. Digitalisation and the shift away from paper in 

combination with environmental concerns triggered a decline in orders for such products. Many 

companies have also lowered their gift budgets. Therefore, the firm changed its market strategy 

to survive: by using its flexible and rich international experience advantages it cooperates with 

fashion brands in the market.  

 

Second, internal factors, such as R&D and production capacities, push firms to update their 

strategies in pursuit of better performances. Firm 5 has shifted its product line away from all 

kinds of lighting to professional office lighting. Due to the low industry thresholds in lighting 

and rising labour costs in China, the firm’s profitability has been threatened in the international 

market. To address the issue, the founder invested considerably in R&D and focused on just 

one area in the lighting industry. Because of the financial crisis of 2008, firm 7 lost half of its 

foreign sales which greatly alarmed the founder. After researching for two-years the products, 

the firm produced and its largest export market, the US, the founder of the firm gained a 

preliminary understanding of its products and market positioning. In 2011, the switch to a 

product range of accessories for yachts and recreational vehicles, whilst gradually cutting its 

former product line, and turned itself into a specialised company. In 2012, the founder set up a 

sales firm in the US with one of his former distributors to improve marketing capacity. In 2015, 

the sales of the firm’s core product, a marine ladder, ranked fourth in the US market. After 
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several years’ operation in the international market, firm 8 not only improved its R&D capacity 

but also won for itself a high industry reputation, advantages which it exploited to grasp the 

opportunity to cooperate with domestic auto manufacturers directly. The car PCs made by the 

firm were initially installed on cars which is more profitable than other configurations. Firm 

11 was an original equipment manufacturer for notable brands in the industry. Collaboration 

with the Chinese National Aerospace Group helped the firm improved its R&D capacity. Since 

2015, the firm 11 has gradually set up a number of overseas subsidiaries to promote its brand. 

Since then, the firm has attracted the attention of many large MNEs in the industry and is, 

therefore, more focused on these cooperation opportunities. 

 

5.2.5.3 Collaboration in Market Strategy 

Collaboration for the case firms influences both the stage of development stage and business 

performance of their internationalisation. Nine case firms cite their distributors or dealers as 

one of the most important contacts during the process of internationalisation. Firms that have 

close relationships with sales channels are more likely to achieve more advanced stages of 

internationalisation (for example, by setting up a foreign subsidiary or conducting foreign R&D 

activities). Firms 4 and 7 are the only two case firms to conduct foreign R&D activities thus 

far. Firm 4 has good relationships with its distributors in Thailand and Cambodia which helped 

the firm to establish connections with local government. In this way, firm 4 has had the 

opportunity to build laboratories and production bases in these two countries. The founder of 

firm 7 set up a company with a former distributor in the US. The main reason they chose to 

become business partners is their shared views about the development of the industry and 

marketing ideas. The speed of market entry and the number of foreign employees grew quickly 

once firm 12 built closer relationships with its foreign dealers. In its industry, local dealers play 

a crucial role in sales in the firm’s niche markets. Furthermore, firms adopt multiple sales 

channels in foreign markets in pursuit of better performance. The increasing rate of annual 

sales achieved by firms 3, 8, 11 and 12 outpaces the other case firms. All four firms have 

adopted at least three sales channels in international markets.  

 

Most marketing collaborations entered by the case firms are weak ties. There are several 

reasons for this. The market selection criteria of the firms change over the course of 

internationalisation, and the criteria for selecting cooperating partners also change at the same 
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time. With improved production and innovation capacities, the firms develop higher-standard 

criteria for selecting cooperative partners. Former business partners might no longer meet these 

criteria if they have not grown as fast as the case firms. Moreover, the case firms seek different 

types of collaboration when market conditions change under most circumstances. Most case 

firms are not entirely satisfied with the distributor efficiency. For this, case firms start to build 

their own sales channels when they have enough resources. Another primary reason that weak 

ties are usually preferred has to do with shifts of strategy. The new strategy not only changes 

the target customers and markets but also affects firms’ product lines and services of case firms. 

This may influence everything from up-stream to down-stream of the firm. New suppliers, 

innovation partners and distributors would be needed to replace the former ones as a 

consequence.  

 

5.2.5.4 Conclusion 

High-tech case firms have significantly better financial performance in most areas than 

traditional case firms. However, the influent factors that determine the market strategies of the 

two types of Born Global firms are similar. Collaboration is key to the market strategies of the 

case firms. It connects the external elements of a firm, such as industry and market conditions. 

Collaborations with suppliers, distributors and dealers provide a Chinese Born Global firm with 

enough market information to make the “right” decisions about its market strategies. Most 

market strategic made by these firms are based on information collected through collaboration. 

Collaborations also provide opportunities for case firms to select sales channels. All these 

factors determine a firm’s product lines and services at different stages of its development. 

Therefore, relationships between Chinese Born Global firms and their cooperative partners are 

very dynamic as a result of internationalisation. 

 

5.2.6 Discussion on Market Strategy and Survival 

There were some significant results regarding market strategy arising from the cross-case 

analysis of Chinese Born Global case firms. The following sections mainly discuss the 

internationalisation of Born Global firms and how various market strategies were adopted 

during their dynamic processes.  
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5.2.6.1 The Internationalisation Stage Model of Born Global Firms 

When interviewed, some founders of the case firms mention that they planned the development 

of firms into stages. From the cross-case analysis on market strategy, however, it appears that 

Chinese Born Global case firms follow a certain stage model, which echoes some of the 

previous literature (Hashai & Almor, 2004; Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & 

Zucchella, 2008; Rialp-Criado, Galván-sanchez, & Suárez-Ortega, 2010; Gabrielsson & 

Gabrielsson, 2013; Trudgen & Freeman, 2014). The internationalisation of Born Global firms 

is divided into the following three phases: introductory, growth, and “break out” (Gabrielsson, 

Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & Zucchella, 2008). 

 

In the first phase, Chinese Born Global case firms heavily depend on their advantages in terms 

of networks, knowledge and technology amassed by their founders from their previous 

experience. According to the stage model, the growth of Born Global firms in the introductory 

phase is very much dependent on the selected channel strategy and networking. Among these 

advantages, networks play the most crucial role in this first phase among Chinese Born Global 

case firms. Except for firms selling their products through the Internet, all of the other case 

firms made their first international sales through founders' personal networks. Most Chinese 

Born Global case firms sell directly to their customers or through distributors. This 

phenomenon is similar to earlier research findings according to which rapidly-growing Born 

Global firms have either relied on networking and the Internet or have selected a few large 

MNE partners (Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004; Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & 

Zucchella, 2008).  

 

In the growth phase, most Chinese Born Global case firms try to build more channels and 

networks and to learn from these partners and initial customers to compensate for their resource 

shortfalls. Meanwhile, most case firms have built up connections with their main networks in 

the international markets. A previous study explained that these main networks in the global 

industry could provide help for Born Global firms to offset their resource paucity when it comes 

to R&D, marketing, sourcing or financing in this phase (Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, 

Solberg, & Zucchella, 2008). With deep collaborations, Chinese Born Global firms improve 

their capabilities in technology and marketing through learning. In addition, some Chinese 

Born Global firms become more specialised at this stage as they become truly global firms. 
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Not all Born Global firms can achieve the third and final “break out” phase, due to the liabilities 

of newness, foreignness, and outsider-ship overwhelm (Mudambi & Zahra 2007; Sleuwaegen 

& Onkelinx 2014). The Chinese Born Global case firms to have achieved this phase have 

demonstrated sound planning and strategies in phase two. The stage model highlights a global 

vision and affective commitment as two necessary factors for Born Global firms to achieve this 

phase. Meanwhile, cooperative customers or additional resources are cited as required factors 

for Born Global firms to enter phase three (Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & 

Zucchella, 2008). At this stage, Chinese Born Global case firms gradually leverage their 

accumulated resources and organisational knowledge. 

 

The internationalisation of Chinese Born Global case firms generally fits the stage model of 

Born Global firms. However, for these firms the stage model could be made more sophisticated 

to guide and measure the internationalisation of Born Global firms better. Some characteristics 

to emerge during the internationalisation of case firms illustrated some similarities with another 

stage model in international business, namely the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). 

In this study, a new internationalisation stage model of Born Global firms (see figure 5.6) 

combines the Uppsala model, the stage model of Born Global firms from previous literature 

(Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & Zucchella, 2008) and the internationalisation 

characteristics of Chinese Born Global case firms. 

 

Figure 5. 6 The Internationalisation Stage Model of Born Global Firms 

 

Source: output from NVivo  
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In the first phase, Chinese Born Global case firms present similar features. They all benefit as 

much as possible from their founder's previous experience. Exporting to customers directly or 

through agents are their main sale channels, albeit not all Born Global firms have their own 

unique products at this stage. Crucially, the technology and innovation capabilities brought by 

their founders may not be sufficient to create unique products in the market. The focus of the 

entrepreneurial manager in this phase is likely to be on developing resources and networks. 

The firms’ internationalisation depends more on networking resources provided by the founder 

as their production and innovation capabilities are not yet suitable for them to forge 

partnerships with large MNEs at this stage. Most Chinese Born Global case firms suffer from 

limited resources at this stage.   

 

In the growth phase, Chinese Born Global firms’ performance exploded in all aspects. The 

growth rate of foreign sales in the first few years for most Chinese Born Global case firms are 

much higher than it is in the latter years. Their expansion into geographically dispersed markets 

is rapid as has been illustrated in other research (Hashai & Almor 2004; Madsen 2013). The 

second phase is the most vital stage in the model, which determines whether the Born Global 

firm can achieve the last phase. Therefore, Born Global firms focus on growth and resource 

accumulation in this phase. During this period, a firm recognises whether the industry is global 

or potentially global. Meanwhile, the types of products and services provided by the firm and 

its organisational learning capability will determine its internationalisation process. Born 

Global firms also start to make connections with some important networks for their further 

development and some significant collaborations are established in this phase. These firms 

mainly export through agents in the first and second phases.  

 

With the rapid growth of foreign sales, increased market scale and expanding networks, case 

firms in global industries try to maintain their relationships with their main networks and to 

provide better after-sale services for their customers. At this point, these firms begin to set up 

foreign offices, warehouses and subsidiaries. MNEs normally notice this significant moves 

made by such firms at this stage of the model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Born Global firms 

at this stage themselves demonstrate some features of an MNE. With its accumulated 

innovation and marketing capabilities during its internationalisation, a Born Global firm can 

start to put into place more specific plans and strategies to make itself more professional in 

specialised products or niche markets in a global industry. This strategy could also explain the 
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phenomenon where some Chinese Born Global case firms decrease the number of foreign 

markets in which they operate during their internationalisation. FDI and managerial capabilities 

have a distinct role in this phase compared to earlier phases. Curiously, some firms who achieve 

this stage are still not recognised as truly global firms. 

 

For Born Global firms which cannot reach the third phase, they are more likely to stagnated, 

as their period of rapid growth ceases. Their foreign sales at this point drop or are maintained 

at a certain level. Being relatively unknown and their lack of an established presence on the 

market also presents significant challenges for their capacity to survive as such firms start to 

lose competitiveness in the international market place. The main factor restricting case firms 

and their internationalisation strategies is industry characteristics (Porter, 1986). Born Global 

firms are mostly found in high-tech industries because such industries are normally 

characterised by rapid, technological, and short life-cycles. Mature industries are more 

structured, with network relationships already established, and growth is slow (Andersson, 

2004). As they might not find a strong partner or may lack R&D capabilities, Born Global 

firms in this phase may switch their focus back to the domestic market. In fact, with the 

accumulation of R&D and production expertise and capacity during internationalisation, most 

Born Global firms enjoy some advantages in the domestic market by this point. Firms at this 

stage have a chance to reach the third phase if they have managed to penetrate their niche 

market. Meanwhile, strategic transfers among Chinese Born Global case firms are most 

prevalent in the early parts of the break out and stagnated phases. 

 

Born Global firms in the fourth phase are able to transfer their R&D and production abroad. 

This indicates the reaching of the last stage in the Uppsala model. A Born Global firm in this 

phase acts like an MNE and is influential in its industry. The resources and knowledge the firm 

has accumulated give it a better understanding of the trends in the industry and its position 

therein. Global vision and affective commitment are two necessary factors for Born Global 

firms to achieve this phase. With its collaborations in the industry and with foreign institutes, 

a Born Global firm loses some of its significant initial features such as its vulnerability arising 

from its newness and foreignness. A Born Global firm that reaches the fourth phase can be 

regarded as a successful Born Global firm. However, a Born Global firm at this stage may still 

de- and re-internationalise and return to its early international development phase according to 

other studies (Welch & Welch 2009; Freeman et al. 2013). 
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5.2.6.2 Marketing Strategies in Different Stages 

Porter (1980) introduced three generic strategies - cost leadership, differentiation, and focus - 

which are widely adopted in the analysis of business behaviours. This study discusses the 

adoption of these three strategies by Born Global firms in different phases, and their 

corresponding selection of market channels.  

 

Most Chinese Born Global case firms adopted a cost leadership strategy in their first phase. 

Indeed, most businesses in this phase depend on the founder’s personal networks. Looking at 

traditional case firms specifically, they lack advantages in technology. A mantra of "better 

quality, lower price and delivery on time" is roughly their strategy to maintain and develop 

their business through networks. As latecomers to their respective industries, Chinese high-

tech Born Global case firms have yet to gain high reputations in the industry and lack 

technological capabilities to become industry leaders. To penetrate the market, high-tech case 

firms also adopt a cost leadership strategy at their inception. To lower their costs, three factors 

play a crucial role: labour cost, clusters, and export tax rebates. Compared to developed 

economies, labour costs in China are relatively advantageous. The already-complete clusters 

in many industries in China have helped to provide the case firms with cheaper raw materials, 

while the economies of scale offered by these supply chains provide uniquely low costs for 

firms in China. At the same time, export tax rebates from the Chinese government represent 

another major factor that enables Chinese Born Global case firms to adopt a cost leadership 

strategy. Depending on the category of exported products, most Chinese Born Global case 

firms can receive a tax rebate on 12-15% of their sales. Some high-tech products could even 

be subject to a 17% tax rebate. 

 

At this stage, Chinese Born Global case firms with a B2B business model are exporting directly 

to their customers or through distributors; case firms with such a model mainly export products 

through the Internet. Combining the advantages of price and client base, Chinese Born Global 

case firms are not concerned about their survival in the international market at this point. 

However, Born Global firms do not have enough resources to focus on selecting channels in 

this phase. 

 

Proposition 11a. A cost leadership strategy suits Born Global firms which are latecomers to 

their industry the most in the first phase of their internationalisation. 
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In the second phase, both a cost leadership and a differentiation strategy have been widely 

adopted by most Chinese Born Global case firms. Studies have illustrated that Born Global 

firms in this phase try to place an emphasis on longer-term outcomes instead of short-term 

performance (Mudambi & Zahra 2007; Efrat & Shoham 2012). Chinese Born Global case firms 

by this point have accumulated some resources and knowledge during their rapid 

internationalisation. They have also invested more in the development of their R&D and 

marketing capabilities if necessary. Firms which have focused on their R&D development, tend 

to gradually improve the professionalism and differentiation of their products. Indeed, some 

case firms start to offer customised products and services for their customers in this phase. By 

adopting a cost leadership strategy alone may not bring sufficient advantages for Born Global 

firms to compete in their new markets and to maintain a high growth rate. Therefore, applying 

a differentiation strategy as well could provide a firm with benefits on account of product or 

service uniqueness, which attracts more customers and could secure high-speed growth for 

Born Global firms at this stage. 

 

Exporting through distributors gradually replaces exporting directly to customers in the second 

phase. As case firms get involved in more international activities, they have more routes 

through which to reach potential customers. With the fast-growing number of foreign markets 

in which they operate, Chinese Born Global case firms at this stage try to figure out a way to 

better manage their international operations. A good distributor can help Born Global firms to 

efficiently overcome its vulnerabilities stemming from its foreignness and newness (Chetty & 

Campbell-Hunt 2003). In addition, the Internet can also reduce such vulnerabilities (Kotha, 

Rindova, & Rothaermel, 2001) and help the firm to achieve faster globalisation (Arenius, Sasi, 

& Gabrielsson, 2005). Born Global firms with a B2B business model are less suitable for 

Internet-based trade as they are usually engaged in trading high-specification assets. The 

number of their customers is relatively small, but the size of their transactions are usually large 

(Loane, 2006). Furthermore, Born Global firms rely heavily on business relationships with 

partners from collective cultures (Jean, Sinkovics, & Kim, 2008) and a as a result most of the 

case firms have not used the Internet as a sales channel.  

 

Proposition 11b. To prioritize longer-term outcomes, a differentiation strategy is gradually 

adopted by Born Global firms in the second phase to meet rapidly-growing demands in the 

international market. 
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In the third and fourth phases, Chinese Born Global case firms pursue a more focused strategy 

along with a cost leadership strategy. Following its initial development, some Chinese Born 

Global firms then encounter a bottleneck. Each product has its lifecycle, and Chinese Born 

Global case firms realise that many imitations of their products appear on the market not long 

after their official launch. Competition accordingly revolves around price. Meanwhile, a 

differentiation strategy requires larger production input for the business to develop. One of the 

striking characteristics of Born Global firms is their limited resources, which has restricted 

their capacity for investment. To enjoy higher profits, Chinese Born Global case firms have to 

thus focus on a particular industry segment. The resources and knowledge which case firms 

have accumulated by this point through their previous international operations provide them 

with capabilities to launch more professional products which are harder to imitate. Such quality 

products and services also entice more in-depth cooperation with important players in the 

industry. Meanwhile, the application of a cost leadership strategy in this phase brings greater 

customer loyalty. 

 

Proposition 11c. To be specialists in their respective industries, Born Global firms apply a 

focused and cost leadership strategy to secure advantages in technology and marketing in 

the third and fourth phases of their internationalisation.  

 

Based on the adoption of a focused strategy in their later phases, products and services from 

Born Global firms become more specialised than before. Meanwhile, their target markets have 

more strict requirements to follow. Thus, to build the brand’s reputation and promote after-sale 

services, case firms have to trust their employees and long-term partners. Firms also start to 

establish their foreign institutes. For case firms to have adopted the Internet as their sales 

channel, they begin to collaborate with distributors and manufacturers directly in the latter two 

phases of the model. This cooperation could improve the marketing and R&D capabilities of 

Born Global firms, which are sorely needed at this stage. In the later phases, Born Global firms 

with a B2B business model export through highly-cooperative distributors or sell through their 

foreign subsidiaries; firms conducting B2C business still use the Internet as a sales channel but 

also start to export through distributors at this time.  

 

Proposition 12. Based on the evolution of internationalisation strategies through different 

phases, Born Global firms require more professional market channels as they develop. 
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5.2.6.3 De-internationalisation of Chinese Born Global Firms 

De-internationalisation is another significant step common among the Chinese Born Global 

case firms. Different to what happens typically at the beginning of their internationalisation 

(Welch & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1980; Welch & Luostarinen, 1988; Benito & Welch, 1997), most 

Chinese Born Global case firms start to de-internationalise after several years of' successful 

international operations. All of their de-internationalisations have been voluntary. Some of the 

prior literature has pointed out that it is a relatively common phenomenon for slow 

internationalisers to eventually de-internationalise (Bell, McNaughton, Young, & Crick, 2003; 

Crick, 2004). Several studies have shown that even some fast internationalisers might de-

internationalise because of their newness and/or lack of experience, competence, resources, 

suitable governance structures and network relationships (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995; 

Mudambi & Zahra, 2007). 

 

The main reason, however, for most Chinese Born Global case firms to return back to the 

domestic market is the increasing domestic demand, which applies to both the high-tech and 

traditional case firms. Domestic demand is higher than ever for all of the case firms. Initially, 

the Chinese Born Global case firms lacked capabilities to take on domestic orders. The "match" 

tradition in China also impeded Born Global case firms' development in the domestic market 

at their outset. However, following their successful operations in foreign markets, Chinese 

Born Global case firms have not only gained the capabilities to receive orders on the domestic 

market but they have also improved their reputations in their industries. Meanwhile, due to the 

Chinese economy previously lagging behind developed countries for many years, some 

Chinese customers are jealous of the lifestyles of their European and American counterparts. 

China has gradually learned from and been influenced by people in such markets. Products 

which can be exported to a foreign market, especially in developed countries like the US, the 

UK and Germany, are typically of a high quality and well-designed, and thus stand out on the 

domestic market. Moreover, there is a kind of product in China known as "export-oriented 

commodities sold at home" which is highly valued by Chinese consumers. This "export equals 

good" culture has prevailed in the Chinese market, which also influences business partner 

selections. As many entrepreneurs mentioned in their interviews, their reputations in their 

domestic industries have bloomed since their internationalisation. Notably, some reports from 

credible global media sources can also enhance a Chinese Born Global firm’s corporate image 

in the domestic scene. A good reputation is hard to create, imitate, or substitute (Dierickx & 

Cool, 1989; Barney, 1991). On account of their international achievements, some case firms 
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have had the opportunity to collaborate with some of the leading enterprises in their domestic 

industries, even though they are still relatively small in size. Most entrepreneurs also express 

that the Chinese market is huge and growing rapidly, and that there is no reason for them not 

to develop a presence on this market. Case firms in the second phase start to gradually transfer 

their focus from the global market back to the domestic market, as they may realise that the 

industries they are in or the products they produce are not suitable for them to continue with 

their global strategies with their level of resources and knowledge. However, case firms in the 

third and fourth phases focus on both markets. Due to the domestic market being relatively new 

for these firms, their growth rate in it is high at the beginning. At the same time, the ratio of 

their foreign sales to total sales decreases as well. Case-firm entrepreneurs seldom perceive de-

internationalisation as a failure. On the contrary, they regard it as a strategy determined by 

changes in the market and in their own capabilities.  

 

Proposition 13. Reasons behind the de-internationalisation of Born Global firms might be 

unique to the Chinese culture and the features of China’s economic development. 

 

5.2.6.5 Conclusion 

Combining the presentation of Chinese Born Global case firms, the Uppsala model and the 

stage model of Born Global firms, this study puts forward a four-phase model to explain the 

internationalisation and survival strategies of Born Global firms, which could be applied to 

measure all Born Global firms. In the first phase, Born Global firms enjoy the advantages 

brought by their founders, such as a knowledge base and networks, which will determine the 

Born Global firm's initial market and its entry mode. In this phase, most case firms adopt cost 

leadership as their marketing strategy and they export directly to their customers. In the second 

phase, Born Global firms enjoy a rapid expansion in foreign sales, in the number of foreign 

markets in which they operate, and in enterprise size. In addition to the cost leadership strategy, 

firms start to utilise a differentiation strategy at this stage too. Firms export more through 

distributors in the second stage than they did in the first phase. In the third phase, Born Global 

firms combine the focused and cost leadership marketing strategies to specialise their products 

and pinpoint their markets. At this point, exporting through firms' foreign sales and their well-

established partners is growing and firms become stricter in their distributor selection. In the 

fourth phase, Born Global firms act like MNEs. They transfer their R&D and production abroad 

to accommodate their needs while their brands and reputations in their industries gain 

recognition. Firms maintain the focused and cost leadership marketing strategies to attract more 
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new customers and to cultivate customer loyalty, while their total sales are almost entirely 

achieved through their sales institutes and partners.  

 

 

5.3 Correlations between Factors in Entrepreneurship, R&D and Market Strategy 
From the analyses and discussions above, several correlations between factors under different 

primary research areas (entrepreneurship and motivation, R&D and competitiveness, and 

market strategy and survival) have been shown to heavily influence the international operations 

of Chinese Born Global firms in this study. This section systematically discusses the most 

notable correlations and demonstrates how various factors affect a Born Global firm’s 

internationalisation. 

 

Among all these factors, the themes under entrepreneurship are the most crucial in determining 

the performance of both R&D activities and market strategies. For instance, the congenital 

knowledge of their founders provided original production and innovation capabilities to all 

Chinese Born Global case firms. Furthermore, most of the first exports made by the case firms 

were courtesy of their founders’ international experience. Therefore, this study first explores 

the overall influences of entrepreneurship in Born Global firms. The matrix below summarises 

the results of the analyses to present a clear view of all essential linkages between 

entrepreneurship, R&D and market strategy. 
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Table 5. 7 Correlations between Factors in Three Primary Research Areas 

 Experience Global Vision (HI: 6.2; TR: 4.66) Motivational factors 

Learning & 

Innovation 

Abundant experience 

provides learning capabilities 

and innovation orientation to 

case firms. 

Firms in high-growth industries invest more 

in innovation activities than firms in their 

industry’s maturity phase. 

Firms motivated by 

innovation capabilities are 

willing to make large 

investments in innovation. 

Product Based on previous 

experience, a firm pays close 

attention to product quality. 

High-tech firms with a larger Likert scale in 

terms of global vision perform better in 

product differentiation (HI: 5.8; TR: 5.4). 

Firms motivated by 

innovation capabilities 

perform better in product 

differentiation. 

CRM Based on previous 

experience, firms realise the 

importance of CRM. 

Sone standard CRM exists in most 

industries.   

The strong customer 

orientation of case firms 

renders CRM important in 

their international business. 

R&D 

Collaboration 

Previously-established 

networks provide some 

collaborations to case firms. 

Firms in high-growth industries have more 

diverse R&D collaborations than firms in 

low-growth industries. 

The focus of traditional 

firms is on keeping 

customers. They exert less 

energy on other 

collaborations. 

Performance The founders’ international 

experience helps both the 

sales and scales of case firms, 

allowing them to grow 

rapidly in the first few years. 

The founders’ lack of 

language skills restricts case 

firms’ performance in the 

international market to a 

certain extent. 

Case firms in high-tech industries score 

higher on the Likert scale for international 

performance (HI: 4.47; TR: 3.98) and other 

operational indexes (total sales growth (HI: 

61.43%; TR: 18.76%); foreign sales growth 

(HI: 40.55%; TR: 25.56%); foreign market 

number growth (HI: 29.72%; TR: 10.81%); 

and foreign employee number growth (HI: 

23.08%; TR: -1.22%)) than firms in 

traditional industries. 

Client bases enable case 

firms to export immediately 

after setting up and allow 

them to survive initially. 

Market 

Strategy 

Networks and market 

knowledge accumulated from 

former experience determines 

the initial markets and initial 

entry modes for case firms. 

The deep understanding of industries and the 

risk awareness of their entrepreneurs helps 

case firms to form suitable strategies at a 

given time. However, some traditions in the 

given industry may limit a case firm’s 

strategy. 

Intense competition in the 

domestic market increases 

the attractiveness of foreign 

markets for case firms at the 

beginning. 

Marketing 

Collaboration 

Previously-established 

networks provide some 

essential collaborations for 

case firms initially. 

Firms in high-growth industries have more 

diverse marketing collaborations than firms 

in low-growth industries. 

Previously-established 

networks provide some 

essential collaborations for 

case firms initially. 

 Source: summarised from analyses. 

 

5.3.1 Entrepreneurship and R&D 

Entrepreneurs in both high-tech and traditional case firms share many common features in 

terms of experience, such as having abundant experience in their industry and international 

business, as well as their higher education attainment. All of these factors provide their firms 

with essential business contacts, learning capabilities and strong innovation orientations, which 

is in line with many previous studies (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Weerawardena et al., 2007; 
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Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Fernhaber et al., 2009; Freeman et al., 2010). Learning through both 

collaborations and doing business requires a high degree of technical and foreign business 

knowledge. Meanwhile, previous experience makes entrepreneurs realise the importance of 

both innovation and CRM. Most founders mention that they would compete only on price if 

their firm had no advantages in terms of product innovation. Therefore, Chinese Born Global 

firms generally demonstrate a strong innovation orientation (Miller & Friesen, 1984; 

Schumpeter, 1989; Zahra et al., 2000). One of the primary drivers among Chinese Born Global 

case firms is client base. Founders of the case firms have benefited from the information 

collected through CRM in their previous business experience. Meanwhile, most industries have 

CRM customs. The backgrounds of their founders can also help Chinese Born Global case 

firms to focus on maintaining product quality. For instance, having studied aeroplane design, 

the founder of firm 5 developed the habit of paying close attention to product details. Elsewhere, 

the founder of firm 10 experienced previous business failure due to poor product quality and 

so his firm treats product quality with the utmost importance.  

 

Most differences in R&D between high-tech and traditional case firms are in their global vision 

and motivational factors. Previous experience of the firm’s founder helps to form its global 

vision. His deep understanding of the industry shapes the prospects of the firm with respect to 

performance and development. Firms in high-growth industries that are motivated by their 

innovation capabilities are willing to invest more in innovation to gain advantages than firms 

in their industry’s maturity phase. With support from the Chinese government during the last 

wave of ventures, high-tech firms enjoyed some benefits from investing in R&D activities. 

Moreover, an industry in its growth phase has less settled industry networks, providing case 

firms with more types of opportunity to collaborate with partners in the industry. Since most 

high-tech case firms are in high-growth industries, R&D investments and business partnerships 

have boosted the R&D capabilities of these firms, which is ultimately reflected in their 

performance and product diversity.  

 

5.3.2 Entrepreneurship and Market Strategy 

Previous international experience enhances the management and international operations 

knowledge of all case firms. Such knowledge helps to reduce the learning processes and lower 

the operational risks in the international markets for case firms. Therefore, both high-tech and 
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traditional case firms show rapid growth in sales and scale in their first few years. These results 

of Chinese Born Global case firms are in line with the mainstream research in the area (Madsen 

& Servais, 1997; Knight, 2000; Crick et al., 2001; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Jones & Coviello, 

2005; Weerawardena et al., 2007). Although language skills do not necessarily represent a 

driving factor for Chinese Born Global firms, many founders do believe that their basic 

language skills restrict their firms’ performance in the international market to a certain extent. 

However, overall, most entrepreneurs think that language skills have little effect on the 

development of their enterprises and that the essence of business is still about products and 

services. Industrial networks and the knowledge of niche markets accumulated by founders 

from their former experience can determine the firm’s initial markets and entry modes, which 

is in line with previous studies (Coviello & Munro, 1997; McDougall, Oviatt, & Shrader, 2003; 

Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Freeman & Cavusgil, 2007; Weerawardena et al., 2007; Johanson & 

Martín, 2015). Client base, as one of the most vital resources, not only helps Chinese Born 

Global case firms to enter the international markets but it also secures the survival of case firms 

at their inception. Furthermore, networks from founders provide some essential marketing 

collaborations for case firms to explore market opportunities initially. The Chinese “match” 

culture combined with the intense domestic competition made entering foreign markets more 

attractive to case firms at the beginning. 

 

The different global visions of entrepreneurs from high-tech and traditional case firms 

determine their completely different levels of performance in the international markets. Most 

high-tech industries are still in the growth phase, so the high-tech case firms perform better on 

most performance indexes compared to traditional case firms. Based on the optimistic outlooks 

for their industries, high-tech case firms are willing to develop their marketing capabilities 

because short-term gains are foreseeable. Meanwhile, marketing tools and channels are 

standardised in many traditional industries. Traditional case firms do not have much room for 

innovation and development in their market strategy. Therefore, case firms in high-growth 

industries have more diverse marketing channels and collaborations than case firms in low-

growth industries. Meanwhile, the strategic transfer is a significant characteristic of the 

internationalisation of Chinese Born Global case firms. Thanks to the deep understanding of 

their industries and the risk awareness of case-firm entrepreneurs, the firms move on to 

emphasise professionalism and focus on smaller niche markets. Various types of knowledge 

gained through grafted learning, vicarious learning, experiential learning and searching during 
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their internationalisation help a Born Global firm to accurately target its clients. Making the 

firm more professional in the industry means that it enjoys more advantages in terms of 

technologies and has fewer costs due to the risk awareness of the founder. 

 

5.3.3 R&D and Market Strategy 

The results for R&D and market strategy illustrate some direct positive correlations among 

Chinese Born Global case firms (see table 5.8). Case firms with stronger innovation and 

product differentiation capabilities (high-tech case firms) record better international 

performances, stronger market competences and more diverse marketing collaborations. The 

strong learning orientation of Chinese Born Global case firms enhances their innovation 

capabilities which largely support the diversification of product types, thus boosting the 

competitiveness of the firm in the international markets. Customers around the world have 

started to seek more customised products in the last few decades. Product differentiation, as a 

strategy to distinguish a firm from its competitors in the international markets, has been adopted 

by most case firms in both high-tech and traditional industries. Therefore, firms with strong 

innovation capabilities may seize business opportunities and enjoy good performances in the 

global market. These findings are in line with some of the previous literature (Rennie, 1993; 

Madsen & Servais, 1997; Autio et al., 2000; Moen & Servais, 2002; McDougall et al., 2003; 

Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005; Rialp & Rialp, 2006; Weerawardena et 

al., 2007; Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Cavusgil & Knight, 2015). Similarly, good CRM and diverse 

R&D collaborations improve innovation capability, which stimulates strong market 

performance among Chinese case firms.  

 

Distancing themselves from the poor product quality associated with traditional Chinese SMEs 

(Yu, Yan & Assimakopoulos, 2015), product quality is one of the most vital factors for Chinese 

Born Global case firms. This is one of the factors that determines whether case firms can 

survive and compete in international markets. Enhanced market competence gained through 

internationalisation provides advantages for Chinese Born Global case firms when it comes to 

competing in the domestic market once they lose their ascendancy in the global market and 

return to China. Both high-tech and traditional case firms attempt to provide localised services 

in the foreign markets in which they operate, which improves their CRM and strengthens their 

international expansion. The transformation of Chinese Born Global case firms into more 
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professional companies is becoming more common. The innovation capabilities gleaned from 

R&D collaborations quickens this process, as collaborations improve necessary knowledge and 

boost opportunities. 

 

Table 5. 8 Correlations between Factors in R&D and Market Strategy 

 Performance Market Strategy Marketing Collaborations 

Learning & 

Innovation 

Firms with higher Likert scale 

for innovation (HI: 5.84; TR: 

5.2) record better international 

performance. 

Learning ability supports 

strategic transfers. Firms with 

higher Likert scale for 

innovation (HI: 5.84; TR: 5.2) 

have lower ratios of foreign 

sales total sales. 

Firms with a higher 

Likert scale for 

innovation (HI: 5.84; TR: 

5.2) have more diverse 

marketing collaborations. 

Product Product quality secures good 

performance initially. Firms 

with a higher Likert scale for 

product differentiation (HI: 

5.8; TR: 5.4) record better 

international performance. 

Firms with a higher Likert scale 

for product differentiation (HI: 

5.8; TR: 5.4) have a higher 

Likert scale for market 

competence (HI: 5.36; TR: 

4.94). 

Firms with a higher 

Likert scale for product 

differentiation (HI: 5.8; 

TR: 5.4) have more 

diverse marketing 

collaborations. 

CRM Better CRM leads to better 

market performance. 

Firms gradually provide more 

localised services in foreign 

markets. 

No significant 

connection. 

R&D 

Collaboration 

Firms with more diverse R&D 

collaborations record better 

international performance. 

Firms with more diverse R&D 

collaborations become 

professional firms more easily. 

Both collaborations 

positively affect each 

other. 

Source: summarised from analyses. 

 

 

5.4 A New Analysis Framework of the Born Global Firm 
Combining the previous literature and the findings from this study, a new framework for the 

Born Global firm is proposed to illustrate the links between various factors which influence the 

internationalisation of Born Global firms in detail. The final template structure in chapter 4 

contains essential codes under three primary topics (entrepreneurship and motivation, R&D 

and competitiveness, and market strategy and survival) in this study. The final template 

structure includes both central themes and sub-themes in detail, developed through a systematic 

thematic analysis. Following the steps of thematic analysis, this section converts all codes from 

the final template structure into an initial framework, combining the findings from this study 

to illustrate a broader overall picture of Chinese Born Global case firms.  
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Figure 5. 7 The Initial Framework for Born Global Firms 

 

Source: exported from NVivo 

 

The initial framework (see figure 5.7) illustrates all essential links between factors across three 

topics in this study, which combines the findings from the previous literature and the primary 

results of the Chinese Born Global case firms. The codes of experience, industry, market 

strategy, innovation and collaboration are the most connected themes among all of the factors 

in the framework. Meanwhile, the founder’s experience is linked to almost all other factors in 

the framework. Industry, as another widely influential factor, is the most crucial external factor 

in the development of Born Global firms. At the same time, innovation and market strategies 

are two factors that play central roles in the R&D and market strategy areas, respectively. The 

collaboration referred to in this initial framework is a combination of R&D and marketing 

collaboration, which serve as primary linkages between three themes. 
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Figure 5. 8 The Final Framework for Born Global Firms 

 

Source: exported from NVivo 

 

The final framework of Born Global firms is developed through the deletion and/or merging 

of links from the initial framework (see figure 5.8). Factors and links in the final framework 

are the elements that play the most vital role in the internationalisation of a Born Global firm. 

Motivation can be viewed as the starting point for a Born Global firm. To successfully survive 

in the international market represents the firm’s main objective. Meanwhile, the founder’s 

experience and the firm’s innovation capabilities are the two engines that drive 

internationalisation and determine the foundation and competitiveness of the firm. The 

combination of client base, global vision and industry knowledge helps the case-firm 

entrepreneur to discover business opportunities and trigger the set-up of a Born Global firm. 

As a strong customer-oriented firm, the initial client base is accumulated by the founder from 

his/her previous working experience. At the same time, the global vision of an entrepreneur is 

formed by his/her background, such as his/her education, industry experience and international 

experience. Previously-gained international experience is the primary source of market and 

industry knowledge for a Born Global firm in its initial stages. As an entrepreneurial firm, the 

founder normally determines the market strategy, learning orientation and innovation 

orientation in the firm. Previously-established networks and knowledge of the founder also 

provide various types of collaborations to the Born Global firm at its inception.  
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Innovation capability directly determines the products and services a Born Global firm can 

provide in order to compete in the international markets. Several factors influence innovation. 

Specifically, learning through collaborations and CRM provide the necessary knowledge, and 

these are the two most common and efficient methods for a Born Global firm to improve its 

innovation capability. As the most crucial external factor, the phase of the industry also shapes 

both the founder’s global vision and the R&D investment willingness of a Born Global firm. 

The development stage of the industry also influences the market strategy and product types. 

Of course, the market strategy will change in line with the firm's positioning in the industry 

and its product line selections. Moreover, the market strategy of a Born Global firm is still 

largely affected by its entrepreneur and its innovation capability. However, some important 

collaborations also contribute to the diversification of market strategies. Finally, the 

competitiveness of a Born Global firm in the international market is reflected in its products 

and services. 

 

The phase and performance indexes are two means of measuring the success and “survival 

prospects of a Born Global firm. Indexes like annual turnover, export intensity and market 

scope can intuitively reflect the operating conditions of a Born Global firm. The phase model 

developed in this study can be adopted as a measurement to illustrate the survival prospects of 

a Born Global firm in the long-term and to weigh the success of a Born Global firm once it 

reaches the last phase of the model.  

 

Comparing to the existing frameworks used in the analyses of Born Global firms, this new 

framework derived from the Chinese Born Global case firms provides a very comprehensive 

view of the internationalisation of Born Global firms. It covers significant research areas like 

entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy. It also highlights the two most 

essential factors, namely the experience of the founder and the firm’s innovation capability, 

with respect to the internationalisation of Born Global firms. Based on these two elements, the 

new framework presents linkages between all other factors. All factors are not presented under 

any sub-themes in the final framework, which could illustrate more detail regarding the 

connections between each factor in the framework. Crucially, the framework from this study 

introduces a new means of measuring the success of Born Global firms in the international 

market, which is scarcely covered in the existing literature. Therefore, the new framework 
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provides more practical guidance for managers in Born Global firms to run their international 

business, as it presents a more comprehensive view of the topic. 

 

 

5.5 Chapter Summary 
Comparing the results of high-tech and traditional case firms, this chapter explains the 

internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms in detail. The motivation for setting up a 

Born Global firm is largely drawn from the entrepreneur himself or herself for Chinese case 

firms. The founder’s experience determines the firm’s motivation, and provides resources, 

knowledge and technology at its start-up. Some external factors, such as macro-economic and 

industry conditions, are also triggers for the foundation of a firm. Meanwhile, collaboration 

plays a crucial role in both R&D and market strategy during internationalisation. It helps case 

firms to improve their competitiveness and enhances their chances of survival, which are the 

two major themes in R&D and market strategy, respectively. Discussions on entrepreneurship, 

R&D and market strategy have answered most of the research questions raised in the literature 

chapter. In addition, 13 propositions generated from this chapter will also guide future research 

on Born Global firms, especially in large developing countries like China. This study also puts 

forward a four-phase model of the internationalisation of Born Global firms. In the model, each 

phase presents the main characteristics of Born Global firms, while it also tentatively proposes 

a definition of international success for Born Global firms. Following the discussion on 

correlations between factors among three research topics, a new analysis framework for Born 

Global firms provides a comprehensive view of Born Global firms. The framework also 

illustrates the linkages between important factors in the internationalisation process of a Born 

Global firm. Both the phase model and the new framework provide practical assistance to 

managers to run their Born Global firms successfully.  
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6 Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 
This final chapter reviews the whole thesis, and is broken down as follows: section 6.2 provides 

an overview of the thesis; section 6.3 summarises the main findings from both the analyses and 

discussions, and attempts to answer the research questions developed in the literature chapter; 

section 6.4 concludes the main contributions of this study; sections 6.5 and 6.6 present the 

practical and research implications of this study; and the last section discusses the limitations 

of this study and puts forward some suggestions for further research on Chinese Born Global 

firms. 

 

 

6.2 Thesis Overview 
Born Global firms have been a hot topic in international business research since the 1980s 

(Hedlund & Kverneland, 1985). Scholars have found many areas of interest in this topic but 

research on Born Global firms is still at an embryonic stage in many respects (Knight, 2015). 

Existing research on Born Global firms has mainly focused on case firms from developed 

countries. However, firms from developing countries are playing a more and more crucial role 

in the international market, especially firms from China. Therefore, this study has aimed to fill 

this apparent gap in the literature by focusing on Chinese Born Global firms. 

 

The previous literature shows that there are major research gaps on Born Global firms with 

respect to theories, frameworks and long-term performance and survivals (Jones et al., 2011; 

De Clercq et al., 2012; Knight, 2015; Dzikowski, 2018). Therefore, this study has divided the 

research topic of Born Global firms into four areas: entrepreneurship, networking, R&D, and 

market strategy. It has also posed research questions for each area. Both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods have been adopted previously by scholars in their research on 

Born Global firms (Dzikowski, 2018). To best address the main research questions and due to 

the difficulties in collecting quantitative data in China, this study was designed as a multi-case 

study. Twelve firms in various industries, located in five different provinces in China, were 

selected as research cases. To collect primary qualitative data, two rounds of interviews have 

held with founders and top executives from each of the case firms. The Likert type questions 
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and some secondary data were also used in this study to objectively evaluate materials provided 

by interviewees. 

 

Following the thematic analysis (Braum & Clarke, 2006) and the template analysis (King, 

2004), this study developed a new thematic process to analyse raw data from all interviews. 

Three rounds of coding were carried out in this study to form a final templates structure. In the 

individual-case analysis, details of 12 Chinese Born Global firms in terms of their 

entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy, were presented under the final 

templates structure. By adopting the matrix analysis, the cross-case analysis generated 

differences and similarities between high-tech and traditional case firms in their international 

operations. After the comparison of findings gleaned from Chinese Born Global firms and the 

previous literature, the main characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms were illustrated in 

the discussion part of this study. Linkages among factors in different research areas were also 

demonstrated to assist the formation of a new comprehensive framework through which to 

analyse the operations of Born Global firms. Finally, this study proposed an internationalisation 

stage model for Born Global firms to measure their international success. Both the framework 

and the model provide practical guidance for managers who run Born Global firms.  

 

 

6.3 Summary of Main Findings 
In the literature chapter, this study divided the research of Born Global firms into four main 

areas: entrepreneurship, networking, R&D, and market strategy. The research questions were 

posed in these four areas according to the research gaps previously highlighted. 

 

6.3.1 Answers to the Research Questions on Entrepreneurship 

1. What are the main factors that motivate Chinese Born Global firms to internationalise and 

to succeed in doing so? How do these factors influence the international development of 

Chinese Born Global firms?   
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The experience of the entrepreneur or founder is the most crucial motivational factor among 

all of the proactive and reactive factors influencing Chinese Born Global firms. Indeed, the 

experience of the founder impacts all of the other main drivers of Chinese Born Global firms. 

Their experience helps founders to form a global vision which is an important factor in 

determining whether a Chinese Born Global firm can achieve international success. The client 

base, as a major proactive factor, is usually brought to Chinese Born Global firms by their 

founders, which is accumulated from their previous working experience. The rich experience 

of the founder also enables the firm to detect business opportunities. The possession of 

information about its niche market is another principal motivational for Chinese Born Global 

firms. The advantages brought by the founders to Chinese Born Global firms dictate the 

strategies they apply in R&D and marketing during their internationalisation. This where high-

tech and traditional Born Global firms differ. Meanwhile, the Chinese "match" culture and 

disorderly domestic market conditions are external factors which pushed new Chinese firms to 

become Born Global firms. Because of the “match” culture, new SMEs found it hard to receive 

orders from the domestic market due to their limited resources and reputation. Dealing with 

foreign clients made entrepreneurs feel that engaging with the international market is fairer and 

more transparent compared to the domestic market. Therefore, Chinese entrepreneurs with 

international resources set up firms to export and engage with international markets. 

 

2. How does the global mind set of their founders influence the internationalisation of Chinese 

Born Global firms?  

The formation of a founder's global mind set is mainly influenced by their previous experiences, 

especially their international experience. Chinese private firms have not been exposed to the 

global market for a long time. Therefore, previous international experience helps the founders 

of Chinese Born Global firms to open their minds to, and become familiar with, international 

business practices. The global vision of Chinese entrepreneurs provides them with a deep 

understanding of the given industry’s development and a clear understanding of where their 

firms stand therein, which can determine the international success of a Chinese Born Global 

firm. The new stage model developed in this study illustrates that a global mind set is a crucial 

factor for Born Global firms in reaching the last phase of their internationalisation. 
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6.3.2 Answers to the Research Questions on Networking 

3. How do Chinese Born Global firms utilise their social capital to overcome their vulnerability 

arising from their foreignness? With whom does the business owner choose to connect? How 

are these ties built and maintained?  

4. Which stakeholder groups are the most important to Chinese Born Global firms during the 

different stages of the firm's life-cycle?   

The reciprocal type of Guanxi is effectively utilised by Chinese Born Global firms to overcome 

the vulnerabilities associated with their foreignness at the first stage of their internationalisation. 

These networks are accumulated by founders from their previous working experience and can 

include foreign customers and distributors, with whom they have strong ties, thereby providing 

a client base and collaboration opportunities for Born Global firms at their outset. Meanwhile, 

cooperative foreign distributors and B2B customers contribute to the development of the R&D 

and marketing capabilities of Chinese Born Global firms in the later stages. This, in turn, 

improves the competitiveness of such firms in the international market place. Moreover, most 

of the collaborations with cooperative partners are forged through formal networks. 

 

6.3.3 Answers to Research Questions on R&D 

5. How can Chinese Born Global firms translate their specialist knowledge into better business 

performance? How do such businesses use knowledge to optimise their performance?  

Different types of knowledge play dynamic roles during the internationalisation of Chinese 

Born Global firms. The congenital knowledge of founders provides strong innovation and 

learning orientation for Chinese Born Global case firms. Therefore, Born Global firms can 

absorb both vicarious and experiential knowledge from exporting, which contributes positively 

to the innovation capabilities of case firms. Chinese firms also access technology and market 

information through gifted knowledge and research. All of these types of learning stimulate 

better performance, and there is a positive correlation between R&D capabilities and 

international success among Chinese Born Global firms. Willingness to invest in R&D 

activities is high in most Chinese firms. However, the gaps between case firms and leaders in 

their industries in core technologies are still significant. Limited by their resources, the 

industrial conditions and the timing of their market entry, innovative imitation represents a 

leading R&D strategy for Chinese Born Global firms. Based on this strategy, most case firms 
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adopt customisation as their strategy in developing product differentiation, which in turn 

improves their competitiveness in the global market and boosts their turnover. 

 

6.3.4 Answers to Research Questions on Market Strategy 

6. What unique strategies do Chinese Born Global firms employ when going international?  

A particular strategy commonly applied by Chinese Born Global firms is the de-

internationalisation strategy, which is obviously not a strategy that helps Chinese Born Global 

firms going international. In fact the opposite. Unlike most Born Global firms in other countries, 

the majority of Chinese Born Global firms are attracted to the large domestic market. However, 

their initial internationalisation is driven by their old client base and the Chinese "match" 

culture. Chinese Born Global firms struggle to attract orders for their quality products in the 

domestic market at their initial stage of developments. Therefore, armed with the experience 

of the founder and their initial client base, our case firms became Born Global firms. Following 

their development in the international market, Chinese Born Global firms acquire the capability 

to succeed in the domestic market. Therefore, a de-internationalisation strategy is being widely 

and eventually adopted by Chinese Born Global firms as they develop. 

 

7. What are the advantages of internationalisation at the early and the later stages of the life-

cycle of a firm?   

In the first two phases of the new stage model, Chinese Born Global case firms enjoy the 

advantages brought to them by their founders, such as their knowledge base and network, 

which determines the Born Global firm's initial market and entry mode. Foreign distributors 

and dealers are their main sales channels, while the cost leadership and differentiation strategies 

adopted by Chinese Born Global firms provide them with advantages in the pricing of products 

and differentiation. With these advantages, Chinese Born Global firms enjoy a period of rapid 

expantionary period in their foreign sales, in the number of markets in which they operate, and 

in enterprise size. 

 

In the later phases, Chinese Born Global firms combine focus and a cost leadership strategies 

to specialise in their productions and markets. The global mind set of the case-firm 

entrepreneurs gleans more advantages in the later stages of development. Specifically, the 
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growing number of collaborations with cooperative partners promotes the innovative 

capabilities of Chinese Born Global firms, while the sales channels of Chinese Born Global 

firms in the later stages become more professional and less reliant on old contacts. At the same 

time, such firms become stricter in their selection of distributors. By this point, exports grow 

through their well-established partners and their subsidiaries. In these ways, Chinese Born 

Global firms promote their professionalism in sales and after-sale services. This, in turn, can 

provide relevant market and industrial information which helps Chinese Born Global firms to 

develop their innovative and productive capabilities. It is also common at this stage for Chinese 

Born Global firms to act more like MNEs in international markets and enjoy corresponding 

advantages like enhanced reputation in their industries and greater customer loyalty.  

 

 

6.4 Contribution to the Existing Knowledge 

6.4.1 Practical Contribution 

This study explored Born Global firms in China, which is still a developing country. Today, 

developing countries are playing a more crucial role in the world economy. However, research 

on Born Global firms in developing countries to date is in short supply.  

 

This study has illustrated the features of Chinese Born Global firms in terms of their 

entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy during internationalisation. Chapter 2 

introduced the development of the Chinese transition economy and Chinese SMEs in particular. 

The reforms and changes in China have provided for a suitable business environment for the 

foundation of Chinese Born Global firms. In chapter 4, interviews from 12 case firms were 

presented a detailed examination about the operation of Chinese Born Global firms during their 

internationalisation. Chapter 5 demonstrated the linkages between factors which impact on the 

internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. Chapter 5 also examined the different 

strategies adopted by Chinese Born Global firms at different phases of their development. 

 

6.4.2 Theoretical Contribution 

First, this study contributes to the knowledge of Born Global firms in China, developing 

countries and countries with large domestic markets. Research into Born Global firms in China 

and developing countries lack in the existing literature. Moreover, the literature has barely 
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covered Born Global firms from countries with large domestic markets. This study has 

explained the motivational factors driving Chinese Born Global firms including client base, 

Chinese culture and market conditions, all of which serves to fill a gap in the literature. This 

study has also highlighted some phenomena scarcely mentioned in the previous literature. For 

instance, Chinese entrepreneurs from Born Global firms have much higher levels of education 

and more working experience than Born Global entrepreneurs from other countries. Moreover, 

Chinese Born Global firms have rarely used the strongest tie of networks, the obligatory type 

of Guanxi, during their internationalisation. Meanwhile, Chinese Born Global firms tend to 

adopt an innovative imitation strategy in their R&D activities, and having various types of 

collaborations is an efficient means of improving the innovative capabilities of Chinese Born 

Global firms. Finally, more recently, de-internationalisation has become a commonly adopted 

strategy by Chinese Born Global firms one the large domestic market can be accessed. 

 

Second, this study contributes a new and comprehensive framework through which to analyse 

the internationalisation of Born Global firms. Although research on Born Global firms has been 

conducted for a few decades already. A new framework of Born Global firms is still needed 

(Jones et al., 2011; De Clercq et al., 2012). With that in mind, the framework derived from the 

Chinese Born Global case firms covers significant research areas like entrepreneurship, 

networking, R&D and market strategy. The new framework points out the vital roles played 

by the experience of the founder and innovation in the internationalisation of Chinese Born 

Global firms, while it also presents linkages between all essential factors in detail.  

 

Furthermore, this study contributes an internationalisation stage model for Born Global firms. 

The previous literature pointed out that the knowledge about Born Global firms regarding their 

long-term survival and the definition of international success is scarce (Knight, 2015; 

Dzikowski, 2018). The new stage model divides the internationalisation of Born Global firms 

into four phases and demonstrates the various strategies adopted by Born Global firms in 

different stages of their development. The model also proposes using the number of stages 

reached by Born Global firms as a means of measuring their international success. 
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Finally, some of our findings confirm results from other research on Born Global firms. For 

instance, the entrepreneur or founder is a prime factor in determining a firm's 

internationalisation (Andersson, 2000; Zahra & George, 2002), while international 

entrepreneurship provides competitive advantages for firms in foreign markets through the 

creative discovery and exploitation of opportunities (Zahra & George, 2002). In addition, Born 

Global firms' networks are dynamic and are characterised by frequent change (Coviello & 

Munro, 1995; Coviello, 2006; Hohenthal, Johanson & Johanson, 2014). Meanwhile, exporting 

increases the knowledge of firms, thus enabling them to improve products and boost their 

competitiveness in global markets (Helpman, Melitz, & Yeaple, 2004; Girma, Kneller, & Pisu, 

2005). 

 

The following table summarises the similarities and differences in results between this study 

and the principal research that has been carried out on Born Global firms in China. Findings 

from this study are in line with most results from the previous research on Chinese Born Global 

firms and International New Ventures. Differences in some results might be caused by different 

adoption of data. For instance, some studies applied the criteria of INVs in data collection, 

which have some differences with the general definition of a Born Global firm. Also, this study 

is a comprehensive research on Chinese Born Global firms, which covers more research areas 

than most previous studies. Therefore, findings from this study illustrate more details than 

previous researches, especially in the market strategy and linkages between essential factors. 
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Table 6. 1 Comparing Results with Previous Studies 

 Similarities Differences 

Chen, Zou & 

Wang (2009) 

Growth strategies of a firm are adopted according to its resources; 

Growing collaborations have a positive impact on the product 

differentiation, which leads to better international performance. 

Most Chinese Born Global firms 

adopt similar strategies in various 

phases of their internationalisation. 

De Clercq, 

Sapienza & 

Zhou (2014) 

The entrepreneurial strategic posture enhances international 

learning effort to the extent that the ventures possess cognitive 

flexibilities. 

Structural flexibility stimulates the 

international learning effort of a Born 

Global firm. 

Liu, Xiao & 

Huang 

(2008) 

The theory of international new ventures can explain the 

internationalisation behaviour of Chinese private-owned firms. 

The rapid internationalisation also 

follows a stage model. 

Lin, 

Mercier-

Suissa & 

Salloum 

(2016) 

Managers and networks are key factors for the rapid 

internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. 

Entrepreneurs (managers) and 

innovation are the essential factor for 

Chinese Born Global firms to survive 

and succeed in the international 

market. 

Naude & 

Rossouw 

(2010) 

Firms with experienced entrepreneurs and foreign shareholders 

significantly impact the early international performance of a new 

venture; 

Challenging and adverse domestic conditions are factors which 

push a firm to export. 

n/a 

Zhang & 

Chen (2016) 

Both strong and weak ties play very important as well as 

differentiated roles in Chinese Born Global firms’ 

internationalisation process. 

n/a 

Zhang, 

Cheng & 

Wang (2016) 

Knowledge of niche markets is one of the drivers for Chinese 

Born Global firms.  

Knowledge and learning capability provide competitive 

advantages for Chinese Born Global firms. 

n/a 

Zhou (2007) Foreign market knowledge relates to the pace and performance 

of Chinese new ventures’ early internationalisation. 

The innovative capability of a firm 

plays a more crucial role than market 

knowledge in its internationalisation 

Zhou, Wu & 

Barnes 

(2012) 

Market entry timing determines a venture’s international 

strategies.  

Entrepreneurs (senior managers) have a great impact (high level 

of commitment) on foreign activities. 

n/a 

Zhou, Wu & 

Luo (2007) 

Social networks could help Chinese Born Global firms to 

internationalise more rapidly profitably. 

Chinese Born Global firms could enjoy three information 

benefits from social networks: (1) knowledge foreign market 

opportunities; (2) advice and experiential learning; and (3) 

referral trust and solidarity. 

n/a 

Zou & 

Ghauri 

(2010) 

n/a Chinese high-tech firms follow the 

process suggested by Born Global 

studies. 

Source: summarised from the literature. 

 

 

6.5 Practical Implications 
This study can be of benefit to practitioners, especially managers, working in Chinese Born 

Global firms and Born Global firms in other developing countries, or even Born Global firms 

with large domestic markets. They can follow the internationalisation stage model to ascertain 
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which stage their firm has reached and how it can reach the next stage. The new stage model 

can also help them to set clearer targets in their internationalisation to reduce the risks which 

may arise during their internationalisation. They can also figure out how to improve their 

innovation and marketing capabilities by viewing the new analysis framework for Born Global 

firms. The new framework demonstrates linkages among essential factors in detail. For 

instance, Born Global firms could boost both innovation and marketing capabilities through 

various collaborations; factors like product type and industry could determine the investment 

on R&D activities of a firm, which affect its innovation capability. 

 

This study can also assist entrepreneurs who are looking to found Born Global firms in the 

future. The analytical framework for Born Global firms provides a comprehensive view of the 

resources a founder needs to set up a Born Global firm. This could give potential founders a 

guide as to what capabilities they should gain before commencing on their activities. If 

potential founders are satisfied with their resources, the new stage model can help them in the 

planning of their development strategies. In addition, findings from this study might help 

investors and MNEs considering collaboration with Born Global firms from China or other 

emerging economies in the international market. Both the new framework and the developed 

stage model could provide guidance to investigate the status and potential capabilities of Born 

Global firms, which could reduce the risks and increase the profits of investors and MNEs alike. 

 

 

6.6 Research Implications 
The empirical findings derived from the Chinese Born Global case firms and the theoretical 

analysis carried out in this study can benefit future researchers on Chinese Born Global firms, 

Born Global firms in other developing countries or even Born Global firms with large domestic 

markets. First, this study has mainly illustrated the importance of characteristics of Chinese 

Born Global firms in terms of their entrepreneurship, networking, R&D and market strategy. 

This can serve as a point of reference for future research on Chinese Born Global firms. Second, 

China is a developing country so research undertaken on Born Global firms in other developing 

countries can also benefit from the findings of this study. In addition, the domestic market size 

in China is large, meaning that research on Born Global firms in large domestic markets can 

also benefit from the results and models proposed in this study. 



6 Conclusion 

286 
 

 

 

6.7 Limitations and Future Directions 
There are three major limitations of this study. The first one is its limited generalisability, which 

is one of the standard limitations of any qualitative research (Creswell, 2008). This study 

adopted a multiple-case study to enhance generalisability (Yin, 2014) but this study is not as 

statistically significant as a quantitative study would have been. Moreover, the information lost 

during the translation of raw data represents a large proportion of this limitation. In addition, 

the lack of resources and time to conduct PhD research also limits the generalisability of this 

study. 

 

The second limitation of this study pertains to case selection. As presented in chapter 3, case 

firms in this study come from only five provinces in China. Most of them are based in the 

coastal areas of the country so the features gleaned from these case firms may not be 

representative of all Born Global firms in China, especially the firms situated in inland. 

Meanwhile, only a certain number of industries have been covered while none of the case firms 

are industry leaders in the international market. This means not all types of Born Global firms 

in China have been catered for. In addition, the relative youth of some of the case firms means 

they are not suitable subjects for long-term analysis. 

 

The third limitation of this study is in its selection of factors. Although this study utilised 

thematic analysis and recognised many factors which influence the internationalisation of 

Chinese Born Global firms. Some factors, like the influence of local government and core 

technologies of Chinese Born Global firms, are not included in the analysis. Limited in 

resources and time, this study could not have gleaned any more data from the case-firm 

observations. The entrepreneurs were not willing to talk at length about some sensitive topics, 

such as politics and core technologies, as well. Meanwhile, most case firms were unwilling to 

release some important financial data, such as their profit margin, return on assets and return 

on equity.  
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Bearing in mind the limitations of this study, further quantitative studies need to be carried out 

on Chinese Born Global firms. The propositions developed in this study provide a framework 

for the design of such quantitative research. Future research on Chinese Born Global firms 

could also consider more factors like the differences between case firms from inland China and 

case firms from coastal areas. It way also consider covering case firms from more industries, 

especially in high-end high-tech industries, and using comprehensive variables to enhance 

generalisability. Adding these factors to future research could help to discover even more 

characteristics of Chinese Born Global firms. Meanwhile, the selection criteria for Chinese 

Born Global case firms could be stricter in future research, so that topics like long-term 

performance and survival could be analysed with more suitable data. To overcome difficulties 

in collecting data in China, future research could include some suitable variables to dig deeper 

into the internationalisation of Chinese Born Global firms. 
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Appendix A Main Researches on Chinese Born Global Firms from Literatures  
Author(s) Journal/Book Research Purpose(s) Methodology(ies) Key Finding(s) 
Andersson, 

Danilovic & 

Huang 

(2015) 

iBusiness To investigate the differences between 

Western literature and literature from 

emerging markets, regarding 

internationalisation process of Born Global 

firms.  

To discuss the various success factors, which 

underlie Born Globals’ internationalisation 

process, particularly focusing on Born 

Globals firms in the China. 

Literature analysis The critical success factor of Chinese manufacturing Born Globals – 

the political and economic background and the role of the Chinese 

Government in the transformation process of Chinese business life, 

and the Guanxi network. 

Chen, Zou 

& Wang 

(2009) 

International 

Journal of 

Research in 

Marketing  

Building on the resource-based view and 

social capital perspective, the study plans to 

examine the complex strategic choices 

through which growth is pursued and attained 

of new venture growth performance. 

 

The study develops a conceptual 

framework and assess the 

mechanisms through which a 

new venture's growth choices 

affect firm performance by using 

data from 238 new high-tech 

ventures in China. 

New ventures with different resource combinations follow different 

growth strategies. While partnership growth leads to greater product 

diversity, and acquisition is more effective in realizing firm 

internationalisation, both lead to a better chance of survival of new 

ventures.  

De Clercq, 

Sapienza & 

Zhou (2014) 

International 

Business Review 

To investigate how the contribution of 

international ventures’ entrepreneurial 

strategic posture to their actual learning 

efforts in foreign markets depends on various 

flexibilities that underlie their operations 

Using correlation and regression 

analysis based on a sample of 

176 of Chinese international new 

ventures (first export in 5 years) 

An entrepreneurial strategic posture enhances international learning 

effort more to the extent that the ventures possess greater cognitive and 

political flexibilities.  

Greater structural flexibility impedes the translation of an 

entrepreneurial strategic posture into international learning effort.  

Khavul, 

Perez-

Nordtvedt & 

Wood 

(2010) 

Journal of 

Business 

Venturing 

To explore organizational entrainment 

between international new ventures (INVs) 

and their most important international 

customers positively moderates the 

relationship between the degree, scope, and 

speed of internationalisation and 

performance of INVs. 

Test hypotheses on 166 INVs 

from China, India and South 

Africa.  

 

The contingent role of entrainment for degree and scope of 

internationalisation but not for speed. 

When INVs attain temporal fit with their most important international 

customers, they can implement their strategic goals in international 

markets more effectively. 

Liu (2017) International 

Marketing Review 

To investigate the role of transnational 

entrepreneurs in growing born global firms, 

with a focus on the growth process facilitated 

by collaborative entry mode. 

A four-case study with case 

firms in solar PV industry in 

Jiangsu province, China. 

Transnational entrepreneurs are important in developing born global 

firms to maturity by using their technological knowledge, international 

connections, and bicultural advantages to navigate and leverage 

institutional complexity.  

Collaborative entry mode with distributors enables born global firms’ 

high growth rapidly, whereas transnational entrepreneurs play a central 

role in building and expanding international network.  
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Liu, Xiao & 

Huang 

(2008) 

International 

Business Review 

To explore the internationalisation behaviour 

and mode of indigenous Chinese private-

owned firms 

Using 16 in-depth case studies The internationalisation behaviour of indigenous Chinese private-

owned firms can only be partially explained by the Uppsala model and 

the theory of international new ventures. 

The so-called ‘‘bounded entrepreneurship’’ may be the key influence 

on the unique internationalisation patterns and competitive positions 

of Chinese private-owned firms. 

Lin, 

Mercier-

Suissa & 

Salloum 

(2016) 

Journal of 

International 

Entrepreneurships 

To explore the key factors that influence the 

rapid internationalisation of Chinese BGs and 

examine how these factors can explain the 

successful and quick integration of Chinese 

BGs into global market 

Analysis of the exploratory study 

to compare on two groups of 

Chinese SMEs (BGs and non-

BGs) in an exploratory study 

with 100 Chinese SMEs. Four 

Chinese BGs case study firms 

and a comparative case study.  

Identified six major factors explaining BGs’ rapid internationalisation.  

Identified two key factors for the rapid internationalisation of Chinese 

BGs, namely managers and networks. 

Lin & Si 

(2018) 

Management 

Decision 

To investigate exploration and exploitation as 

antecedents to speed of internationalisation in 

born global firms. 

Hierarchical regression model 

analysis by using 150 born 

global firms in China  

 

Exploration has a negative effect on the internationalisation of born 

global firms, whereas exploration does not.  

The interaction between exploration and exploitation has positive 

influence on born globals’ speed of internationalisation. 

Naude & 

Rossouw 

(2010) 

Journal of 

International 

Entrepreneurships 

To investigate early international 

entrepreneurship (international new ventures) 

in China. 

Using a Heckman two-step 

estimator with data on 3,948 

Chinese firms obtained from the 

World Bank’s Investment 

Climate Private Enterprise 

Survey 

Early international entrepreneurship in China is significant. Foreign 

shareholders within the firm and an entrepreneur with previous 

exporting experience are noted to significantly increase the probability 

that a firm internationalises early. 

Differences in the behaviour of indigenous and foreign-invested firms, 

and between direct and indirect exporters. Exporting by indigenous 

Chinese firms is often due to challenging or adverse domestic 

conditions. 

Vissak, 

Zhang & 

Ukrainski 

(2012) 

Handbook of 

Research on Born 

Globals 

To show that Chinese born globals have 

internationalised successfully despite having 

less experiential market knowledge than 

other internationalisers. 

Survey evidence from 104 

Chinese Born Globals and 276 

other firms from four Chinese 

provinces. 

Born Globals in China internationalised rapidly despite having less 

experiential knowledge and also less knowledge about their first 

foreign market than slower internationalisers. 

Vissak & 

Zhang 

(2016) 

Journal of East-

west Business 

To show that using guanxi initially fostered a 

Chinese born global’s internationalisation but 

later, restricted its decision-making freedom 

and resulted in the firm’s partial de-

internationalisation. 

A single case study with eight-

respondent interviews of a 

electronic manufacturer in 

Eastern China. 

It suggests that owners and managers should use guanxi with caution, 

due to its reciprocal nature. Chinese Born Global firms should not only 

focus on what (knowledge, financing, contacts) they can gain but also 

consider what (time, services, financial resources) they are expected to 

contribute and what (reputation, some customers, access to financing) 

they can lose if their partners decide to break the guanxi as a result of 

receiving less than they expected. 
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Wood, 

Knavul, 

Perez-

Nordtvedt, 

Prakbya, 

Dabrouski 

& Zheng 

(2011) 

Journal of Small 

Business 

Management  

To exam the mediating effect of strategic 

early internationalisation on international 

sales intensity. 

Survey data from 257 new 

ventures from China, India, 

Mexico and South Africa, 92 of 

which collected in Beijing and 

Shanghai from China. 

Strategic early internationalisation accounts for over half of the 

explained variance in international sales intensity and either fully or 

partially mediates the effects of managerial knowledge and market 

orientation on international sales intensity. 

Wu, Li & 

Wang 

(2014) 

Chinese 

Management 

Studies 

To examine the impact of knowledge-

intensive business services intermediary ties 

on new ventures’ product innovation.  

A questionnaire survey of 145 

Chinese new ventures is used to 

test presented hypotheses 

empirically. 

The intensity of knowledge-intensive business services intermediary 

ties has a positive influence on innovation, while the diversity of 

knowledge-intensive business services intermediary ties has no 

influence on new ventures’ product innovation.  

The relationship between the intensity of knowledge-intensive 

business services intermediary ties and new ventures’ product 

innovation is moderated by the degree of their international venturing 

and ties with other firms. 

Zhang & 

Chen (2016) 

Asian Business 

Research 

To explore how network relationship 

facilitates Chinese born global companies to 

acquire resources in their internationalisation 

process 

A three-case study with case 

firms from 2 industries in China. 

Chinese born global company’s network relationship built up in 

internationalisation process can be classified into domestic strong ties, 

domestic weak ties, foreign strong ties and foreign weak ties in line 

with network ties’ strength and geographic dispersion. Those four 

types of network ties play very important as well as differentiated roles 

in Chinese born global companies’ internationalisation process. 

Zhang, 

Cheng & 

Wang 

(2016) 

Economic & 

Financial Studies  

To explore Chinese born global firms’ 

entrepreneurial mechanism and development 

mode 

Using multi-theoretical 

perspectives with 3 case study 

firms 

Overseas market opportunity’s recognition and exploitation is the 

starting point and catalyst for Chinese born global firms establishment 

and growth.  

Overseas market knowledge and organization learning are the bases 

for Chinese born global firms to cultivate and maintain sustainable 

competitive advantages.  

Zhang & 

Dai (2013) 

International 

Business and 

Management 

To explore Chinese born global firms’ 

entrepreneurial mechanism and development 

mode from multi-theoretical perspectives. 

Case study on 3 representative 

case firms from China 

For Chinese born global firms, overseas market opportunity’s 

recognition and exploitation is the starting point and catalyst for 

Chinese born global firms’ establishment and growth, global resources 

integration is growing mode for Chinese born global firms, overseas 

market knowledge and organization learning is the basis for Chinese 

born global firms to cultivate and maintain sustainable competitive 

advantages after they enter into international markets. 

Zhang, Gao, 

Wheeler & 

Journal of Asia 

Business Studies 

To investigate the role of Sun Tzu’s 

significant strategies on the relationship 

between the institutional environment and 

Based on a multi-case analysis of 

interviews conducted with four 

chosen born global firms, 

Insights regarding how the institutional environment, both formal and 

informal, has a strong positive relationship with born global firm’s 

international performance.  
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Kwon 

(2016) 

international performance of Chinese born 

global firms, characterized by the company’s 

limited resources and its early efforts to 

internationalise. 

coupled with public database and 

Web site searches. Through the 

use of qualitative methods, 

propositions were developed. 

Sun Tzu’s significant strategies play a critical role in the 

internationalisation process of born global firms in emerging markets. 

Zhang, 

Tansuhaj & 

McCullough 

(2009) 

Journal of 

International 

Entrepreneurships 

To present the development and application 

of a new measure of international 

entrepreneurial capability; To examine the 

relationship between international 

entrepreneurial capability and global market 

performance with the new measure 

Scale purification and validation 

in five key dimensions of 

international entrepreneurial 

capability with 148 

manufacturing firms in Western 

China, both traditional exporters 

and born global firms. 

Born global firms are statistically different from traditional firms along 

three dimensions: international learning capability, international 

networking capability, and international experience. 

Zhou (2007) Journal of World 

Business 

To explore that foreign market knowledge 

tends to emanate from the innovative and 

proactive pursuit of entrepreneurial 

opportunities across national borders, rather 

than from incremental accumulation of 

experience in foreign markets.  

Using survey data from young 

international entrepreneurial 

firms in mainland China. 

A mediating mechanism of foreign market knowledge as it relates to 

the pace and performance of early internationalisation. 

Zhou, Wu & 

Barnes 

(2012) 

Journal of 

International 

Marketing 

To examine the impact of early international 

market entry on marketing capability 

development and performance outcomes in 

young and small entrepreneurial firms. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

with survey data from more than 

300 senior managers in 159 

Chinese international firms 

Early foreign market entry enhances a young venture's marketing 

capabilities, which in turn leads to international growth. Young 

ventures tend to be in a better position to improve their marketing 

capabilities their senior management demonstrates a high level of 

commitment to foreign markets.  

The impact marketing capabilities on the performance outcomes of 

early internationalisation seems more salient among ventures target 

developed, rather than emerging, foreign. 

Zhou, Wu & 

Luo (2007) 

Journal of 

International 

Business Studies 

To offers a social network explanation for the 

purported relationship between 

internationalisation and firm performance in 

the context of born- global small and medium 

enterprises.  

Correlation analysis using 

survey data from 129 Born 

Global firms SMEs in the largest 

emerging economy of China 

 

Home-based social networks play a mediating role in the relationship 

between inward outward internationalisation and firm performance.  

The mediating mechanism is attributed to three information benefits of 

social networks: (1) knowledge foreign market opportunities; (2) 

advice and experiential learning; and (3) referral trust and solidarity. 

International business managers should consider social networks as an 

efficient means helping internationally oriented SMEs to go 

international more rapidly profitably. 

Zou & 

Ghauri 

(2010) 

International 

Marketing Review 

To understand how high-tech firms from 

China internationalise and to determine 

whether they follow the gradual 

internationalisation model suggested by the 

Uppsala school and/or the rapid 

A multiple case (3 case firms) 

study method is used to find 

empirical evidence for the a 

priori assumptions derived from 

the literature. 

The gradual internationalisation model is still valid although high-tech 

firms from China internationalise much faster than suggested by earlier 

studies and they do not follow the process suggested by born global 

studies. 
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internationalisation model as suggested by 

the “born global” stream of researchers. 

Source: Compiled by author from literatures. 
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Appendix B Case Study Protocols 

1. The Case Study Protocol for the First-round Interviews 
a) overview of the case study 

This round of interview aims to capture a big picture of Chinese Born Global firms. A semi-

structured interview is adopted to explore factors which influence the internationalisation of 

case firms as much as possible. Results from these interviews could also provide guidelines for 

this study about which factors from the literate are highly related to Chinese Born Global firms. 

Findings from this round of interview suppose to provide practical experience for the second-

round interview.  

 

b) data collection procedures 

Case selection criteria 

1. Location: Mainland China 

2. Export ratio: 25% export ratio within three years since the foundation 

 

Interviewees: the founders or top executives in the case firms, who are clear about the 

development of the case firms, international operations, R&D activities and market strategies. 

 

Data collection 

Interviews: It is the main method to collect data. The in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

include most open-ended questions. All interviews are recorded with the approvement by 

interviewees. 

 

Observation: All the interview in this round are conducted on the case firm sites. The 

observation of their working and production environments provide some data may not mention 

by interviewees. Meanwhile, some informal chats could be processed during observations. 

 

Documentation: Some internal documents about case firms provide information in detail. 
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Pre-interview:  

Initial contact is made by an informal telephone conversation to enquire whether the firms 

could put up interviewees willing to participate in the study.  

Background documentation related to the entrepreneurs, firms, products and services, and 

industries is collected to inform the case.  

The structure and topics of the interview will send to the interviewees in a Chinese version 

(appendix C) a day before the interview. 

 

c) data collection questions 

See appendix C 

 

d) a guide for the case study report 

A draft report of the case firm's development and main characteristics would send to the 

interviewee to review within a week.  

Many follow-up online conversations will be held for clarification of some answers.  

All interviews are recorded and transcribed verbatim within a week.  
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2. The Case Study Protocol for the Second-round Interviews 
a) overview of the case study 

This round of interview aims to compare Chinese Born Global case firm with each other and 

results in the literature in a systematic method. A structured interview is adopted to explore 

characteristics in the internationalisation of case firms in detail. Some performance indexes 

will be updated for the long-tern research topic. The Likert type of score is adopted in this 

round of interviews to provide attitudes towards factors in another way. Findings from this 

round of interview suppose to summarise significant features about the internationalisation of 

Chinese Born Global firms.  

 

b) data collection procedures 

Case selection criteria 

Case firms selected from the first round. 

 

Interviewees: Following the interviewees from the last round. The case firm has to be dropped 

if the connection with former informant is broken. 

 

Data collection 

Interviews: Interviews through the phone is used in this round of interviews. The structured 

interviews with wording and order of questions include all close-ended questions and attitude 

questions. All interviews are recorded with the approvement by interviewees. 

 

Documentation: Some new internal documents about case firms provide information in detail. 

 

Pre-interview:  

More information about the firms has collected through social media posted by interviewees 

since relationships have formed with the case firm entrepreneurs.  
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The questionnaire would be sent to interviewees one day before the interview in a Chinese 

version (appendix C).  

 

c) data collection questions 

See appendix C 

 

d) a guide for the case study report 

After the interview, a list of responses on a Likert-type scale would be sent to the interviewee 

to confirm the day.  

Some follow-up online conversations would be held for clarification of some answers.  
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Appendix C Questionnaires for Two Rounds of Interview 

Questionnaire for the First-round Interview 
Basic info 

Name: 

Type (NOE/PRI/JV): 

Industry: 

Major products: 

 

When is the firm funded: 

 

When is the first export of the firm: 

 

Any foreign institutes? 

 

What is the reason to choose the locations of office and factory? 

 

 

Entrepreneurship 

Background of the founder 

Could you please introduce yourself (education & working)? 

 

Founder’s network 

Are there any networks helped the development of the firm? 

 

Motivations 

Why you set up the current firm? 

 

Firm’s development 

Could you please describe the process of the firm’s development? 

 

Characteristics from the founder 
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R&D 

What are major processes from receiving orders to delivery products or services? 

 

Products 

What do you think about the product lines you choose? 

 

R&D resources  

What is the major R&D resources in the firm? 

 

Industry 

What do you think about the industry you choose? 

 

CRM 

How you manage the relationships with your customers? 

 

 

Market strategy 

How are the sales of products in foreign markets?  

 

Entry model 

How you started the exporting with this firm? 

 

Supports from government 

Any supports you have received from government during the internationalisation? 

 

Business environment 

Which business environment do you prefer? (domestic or foreign) 
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Domestic market 

What bring you back to the domestic market? 

 

Risks 

Any crises did you meet during the development? 

 

Firm’s future plan 

What are your plans about the firm in the next five years?  
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Questionnaire for the Second-round Interview 
Chinese Born Global Case Firm Questionnaire 

Interviewee: 

Name:                                                                 Position: 

 

Firm profile 

Firm name  

Address  

Type NOE / PRI / JV 

When the firm founded  

When is the first export  

Industry  

Products  

Role in the industry chain  

        

              

 

 

 

Firm performance 

Sales 

 foreign domestic total 

2017    

2016    

2015    

…    

 

Employees 

Elaboration Why made the decision 

Firm/Factory location  

Industry  

Products  
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 oversea home total 

2017    

2016    

2015    

…    
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Entrepreneurship 

How would you rank the contribution of the following four motivation factors in firm’s 

internationalisation? 

How would you score the four motivation factors for their contribution in firm’s 

internationalisation?  

Strength 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Networks        

Technology        

Entrepreneurial        

Market        

 

Elaboration How have these motivated the firms Internationalisation 

Networks  

Technology  

Entrepreneurial  

Market  

 

Elaboration Was there a pattern to the roles that these elements played 

Networks  

Technology  

Entrepreneurial  

Market  

 

Founders’ experiences 

Founder’s Education  

No college  

University UG  

University PG  

Other  
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Work Experience  

Worked prior in same/similar business  

Worked prior in different business  

Worked prior in family firm  

Worked prior in other firm  

 

International experiences  

Lived abroad  

Studied abroad  

Had business travels abroad  

Worked in a foreign firm  

Prior foreign commercial activities  

International trade fairs  

 

Language proficiency  

None foreign language  

Knowledge of English  

Knowledge of two or more foreign language  

 

How would you rank the contribution of the following four founder’s experiences in firm’s 

internationalisation? 

How would you score the four founder’s experiences in firm’s internationalisation?  

Strength 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Education        

Work        

International        

Language        

 

Elaboration How these experiences influence the 

firm’s internationalisation 

Education  

Work  

International  
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Global vision 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Persistence of the firm in doing 

international business 

       

Vision to be a truly global firm        

Determination to do international 

business 

       

Regular communication to employees 

about mission to be successful overseas 

       

Long-term, strategic approach to 

internationalisation 

       

 

Global vision How founder’s global vision 

motivated firm’s internationalisation 

Persistence of the firm in doing 

international business 

 

Vision to be a truly global firm  

Determination to do international 

business 

 

Regular communication to employees 

about mission to be successful overseas 

 

Long-term, strategic approach to 

internationalisation 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Language  
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Network 

What are the influence of different stakeholder groups to the internationalisation of Chinese 

Born Global firms? 

Stakeholders Groups 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Local government        

Local industry cluster        

Suppliers        

Alliances        

Distributers        

Customers        

 

Elaboration How these groups influent firm’s internationalisation 

Local government  

Local industry cluster  

Suppliers  

Alliances  

Distributers  

Customers  

 

How would you rank the contribution of different formal & informal networks play in firm’s 

internationalisation? 

How would you score different formal & informal networks play in the firm’s 

internationalisation? 

Formal & Informal networks 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Upstream alliances        

Horizontal alliances        

Downstream alliances        

Obligatory type of Guanxi        

Reciprocal type of Guanxi        

Utilitarian type of Guanxi        

 



Appendix C Questionnaires for Two Rounds of Interview 

- 306 - 
 

Elaboration How these networks influent firm’s internationalisation 

Upstream alliances  

Horizontal alliances  

Downstream alliances  

Obligatory type of Guanxi  

Reciprocal type of Guanxi  

Utilitarian type of Guanxi  

 

Tie strength 

List the most 

important 

contacts in 

the foreign 

business 

What 

type 

(business 

/personal) 

How is this 

contact been 

built? 

How often 

you contact 

Value of favour 

exchanges 

Amount of emotional 

investment in this 

relationship 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.       

2.      

3.      

…      

 

Elaboration What roles have these important contacts played in the 

different stage of firm’s internationalisation 

1.  

2.  

3.  

…  
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R&D 

R&D input & output 

 R&D investment New products New patents 

2017    

2016    

2015    

…    

 

How would you rank the contribution of following aspects in firm’s R&D? 

How would you score the following aspects in firm’s R&D? 

R&D 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Innovation orientation        

Learning orientation        

Product quality        

Product differentiation        

CRM        

 

Elaboration How these aspects influent firm’s R&D 

Innovation orientation  

Learning orientation  

Product quality  

Product differentiation  

CRM  

 

 

Elaboration How these advantages changes during the 

internationalisation process 

Innovation orientation  

Learning orientation  

Product quality  
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Product differentiation  

CRM  

 

The following individual aspect would only be asked when the interviewee marked it above 3 

in the former chart. 

Innovation orientation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Seek out new ways to do things        

Initiate actions to which other firms 

respond 

       

Introduction of improvements and 

innovations in firm 

       

Try to take initiative in every situation        

Firm is creative in the way it operates        

 

Elaboration How these influence firm’s R&D 

Seek out new ways to do things  

Initiate actions to which other firms 

respond 

 

Introduction of improvements and 

innovations in firm 

 

Try to take initiative in every situation  

Firm is creative in the way it operates  

 

 

Learning orientation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Firm’s ability to learn as key to 

competitive advantage 

       

Common purpose throughout firm        

Reflect on shared assumptions about 

way of doing business 

       

Learning as key to improvement        
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Agreement on firm vision across all 

levels, functions, and divisions 

       

High value of “open-mindedness”        

Employee learning as investment not 

expense 

       

Commitment of all employees to the 

firm 

       

Encouraging employees to “think 

outside the box” 

       

Learning as key commodity to 

guarantee survival of the firm 

       

 

 

 

 

Product quality 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

How do customers rate the quality of the 

product compared with competitors 

       

Elaboration How these influence firm’s R&D 

Firm’s ability to learn as key to 

competitive advantage 

 

Common purpose throughout firm  

Reflect on shared assumptions about 

way of doing business 

 

Learning as key to improvement  

Agreement on firm vision across all 

levels, functions, and divisions 

 

High value of “open-mindedness”  

Employee learning as investment not 

expense 

 

Commitment of all employees to the 

firm 

 

Encouraging employees to “think 

outside the box” 

 

Learning as key commodity to 

guarantee survival of the firm 
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Product performance truly meets 

customer expectations 

       

Product service/customer support truly 

meet customer expectations 

       

Emphasising quality is important to 

firm’s strategy 

       

 

Elaboration How these influence firm’s R&D 

How do customers rate the quality of the 

product compared with competitors 

 

Product performance truly meets 

customer expectations 

 

Product service/customer support truly 

meet customer expectations 

 

Emphasising quality is important to 

firm’s strategy 

 

 

Product differentiation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In the industry, the product represents a 

new, innovative approach to addressing 

the customer’s basic need 

       

Primary export products caters to a 

specialized need that is difficult for 

competitors to match 

       

Compared with main competitors’ 

offerings, the product is unique with 

respect to design 

       

Compared with main competitors’ 

offerings, the product is unique with 

respect to performance 
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Compared with main competitors’ 

offerings, the product is unique with 

respect to technology 

       

 

Elaboration How these influence firm’s R&D 

In the industry, the product represents a 

new, innovative approach to addressing 

the customer’s basic need 

 

Primary export products caters to a 

specialized need that is difficult for 

competitors to match 

 

Compared with main competitors’ 

offerings, the product is unique with 

respect to design 

 

Compared with main competitors’ 

offerings, the product is unique with 

respect to performance 

 

Compared with main competitors’ 

offerings, the product is unique with 

respect to technology 

 

 

CRM 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Address customer needs better than 

practically any other firm 

       

The strategy for competitive advantage 

is based on understanding customer 

needs 

       

Ensure that close attention is given to 

after-sales service 

       

Top management is willing to go to 

great lengths to make this product 

succeed 
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Objectives driven by customer 

satisfaction 

       

Monitoring level of commitment to 

serving customer needs 

       

Functions are integrated in serving the 

needs of target market  

       

Business strategies are driven by beliefs 

about how to create better value for 

customers 

       

Systematic and frequent measurement of 

customer satisfaction 

       

 

Elaboration How these influence firm’s R&D 

Address customer needs better than 

practically any other firm 

 

The strategy for competitive advantage 

is based on understanding customer 

needs 

 

Ensure that close attention is given to 

after-sales service 

 

Top management is willing to go to 

great lengths to make this product 

succeed 

 

Objectives driven by customer 

satisfaction 

 

Monitoring level of commitment to 

serving customer needs 

 

Functions are integrated in serving the 

needs of target market  

 

Business strategies are driven by beliefs 

about how to create better value for 

customers 
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Systematic and frequent measurement of 

customer satisfaction 
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Market Strategy 

Any of market strategies do you think is special? 

How many stages would you like to divide the internationalisation of the firm? 

How current status of the firm align with the original market plans? 

Number of export market (in years) (reactors, defenders, analysers, and prospectors) 

 

Major Foreign market & Market Shares & Entry mode (equity and non-equity) 

 Country Share Entry mode 

1.    

2.    

3.    

…    

 

What makes the firm choose this (these) entry mode (s)? (entry mode theories) 

 

What are principles in searching/identifying new markets? 

 

What makes the firm choose this (these) market (s)? (barriers) 

 

What makes the firm choose this (these) entry mode (s)? (China) 

 

What makes the firm choose this (these) market (s)? (China) 

 

What is the domestic market size and potential? 
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What is (are) the major difference (s) for running business in domestic market and foreign 

market? 

 

International operational performance 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Market share in international markets         

New product/service introduction in 

international markets 

       

Time to market for new products/services 

internationally  

       

The successful new products/services in 

international markets 

       

Global reach        

International reputation of the firm        

 

Foreign market attractiveness  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Foreign market size        

Foreign market potential (high/low growth)        

Domestic market size        

Domestic market potential (high/low growth)        

 

How would you score these aspects in the market strategy making? 

Market competence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Marketing planning process        

Development or adaptation of the 

product  

       

Effectiveness of distribution         

Control and evaluation of marketing 

activities  
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Ability to use marketing tools to 

differentiate the product  

       

 

Elaboration How these factors influence 

firm’s market strategy 

Marketing planning process  

Development or adaptation of the 

product  

 

Effectiveness of distribution   

Control and evaluation of marketing 

activities  

 

Ability to use marketing tools to 

differentiate the product  

 

 

 

Targeting of needs in international markets 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Product/service as new and innovative way of 

meeting a demand  

       

Emphasis on uniqueness of product/service in 

international marketing  

       

Product/service highly specialised for 

international markets  

       

Product/service unique with respect to 

technology  

       

International strategy to serve an unmet 

market need  

       

Focus on exploiting niche in market        

Targeting of relatively new and ‘untapped’ 

markets worldwide 

       

 

Targeting of needs in international markets How these affect firm’s market strategy 
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Product/service as new and innovative way of 

meeting a demand  

 

Emphasis on uniqueness of product/service in 

international marketing  

 

Product/service highly specialised for 

international markets  

 

Product/service unique with respect to 

technology  

 

International strategy to serve an unmet 

market need  

 

Focus on exploiting niche in market  

Targeting of relatively new and ‘untapped’ 

markets worldwide 

 

 

 

  



Reference 

- 318 - 
 

Reference 
Aaby, N., & Slater, S. (1989). Management influences on export performance: a review of the 

empirical literature 1978–1988. International Marketing Review, 6(4), 7–26. 

Aaker, D., & Mascarenhas, B. (1984). The need for strategic flexibility. Journal of Business 

Strategy, 5(2), 74-82. 

Acedo, F., & Jones, M. (2007). Speed of internationalization and entrepreneurial cognition: 

Insights and a comparison between international new ventures, exporters and domestic firms. 

Journal of World Business, 42(3): 236–252. 

Adler, P., & Kwon, S. (2002). Social capital: prospects for a new concept. The Academy of 

Management Review, 27, 17-40. 

Agndal, H., & Axelsson, B. (2002). Internationalization of the firm – the influence of 

relationship sediments. In V. Havila, M. Forsgren, and Hakansson, H. (Eds), Critical 

Perspectives on Internationalization. Amsterdam: Pergamon. 

Albaum, G. (1997). The Likert scale revisited: An alternate version. Journal of the Market 

Research Society, 39, 331–349. 

Albaum, G., Duerr, E., & Strandskov, J. (2005). International Marketing and Exporting 

Management (5th edition.). Essex, England: Prentice Hall. 

Alcacer, J., & Oxley, J. (2014). Learning by supplying. Strategic Management Journal, 35(2), 

204–223. 

AL-Hakim, L., & Hassan, S. (2012). Critical success factors of knowledge management, 

innovation and organisational performance: An empirical study of the Iraqi mobile 

telecommunication sector. British Journal of Economics, Finance and Management Sciences, 

4(1), 31-49. 

Allen, E., & Seaman, C. (2007). Likert scales and data analyses. Quality Progress, 40(7), 64–

65. 

Almor, T., & N. Hashai. (2004). Competitive advantage and strategic configuration of 

knowledge-intensive small and medium sized multinationals: A modified resource based view. 

Journal of International Management, 10(4), 479–500. 

Alon, I., & Lerner, M. (2008). International entrepreneurship in China: Lessons from global 

entrepreneurship monitor. Paper presented at the Next Globalization Conference on 

Transnational Entrepreneurship. Waterloo, Ont: Wilfrid Laurier University. 

Alvesson, M., & Skoldberg, K. (2009). Reflexive methodology: New vistas for qualitative 

research. Second edition. London, SAGE. 

Amin, S. (1996). The challenge of globalization. Review of International Political 

Economy, 3(2), 216-259. 

Amsden, A. (1989). Asia’s next giant: South Korea and late industrialisation. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Anand, V., Glick, W., & Manz, C. (2002). Thriving on the knowledge of outsiders: tapping 

organizational social capital. The Academy of Management Executive, 16, 87–101. 



Reference 

- 319 - 
 

Andersen, P., & Skaates, M. (2004). Ensuring validity in qualitative international business 

research. In R. Marschan-Piekkari, & C. Welch. (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research 

Methods for International Business. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Anderson, B., Covin, J., & Slevin, D. (2009). Understanding the relationship between 

entrepreneurial orientation and strategic learning capability: an empirical investigation. 

Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 3(3), 218–240. 

Andersson, S. (2000). Internationalization of the firm from an entrepreneurial perspective. 

International Studies of Management & Organization, 30(1), 63–92. 

Andersson, S. (2004). Internationalization in different contexts. Journal of Business Venturing, 

19(6), 851-875. 

Andersson, S., Evers, N., & Kuivalainen, O. (2014). International new ventures: Rapid 

internationalization across different industry contexts. European Business Review, 26(5), 390–

405.  

Andersson, S., Danilovic, M., & Huang, H. (2015). Success factors in western and Chinese 

Born Global companies. iBusiness, 7, 25-38. 

Andersson, S., & Wictor, I. (2003). Innovative internationalisation in new firms: Born globals–

the Swedish case. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 1(3), 249–275.  

Anderson, P., & Tushman, M. (1990). Technological discontinuities and dominant designs: a 

cyclical model of technological change. Administrative Science Quarterly, 35(4), 604-633. 

Antoft, R., & Salomonsen, H. (2007). Studying Organizations by a pragmatic Research Design: 

the case of qualitative case study designs. European Group of Organization Studies "Beyond 

Waltz - Dances of Individuals and Organizations", Austria. 

Arenius, P., Sasi, V., & Gabrielsson, M. (2005). Rapid internationalisation enabled by the 

Internet: The case of a knowledge intensive company. Journal of International 

Entrepreneurship, 3(4), 279–290. 

Argyris, C., & Schön, D. (1978). Organizational learning: A theory of action perspective. 

Reading, Massachussetts: Addison-Wesley Pub. Co. 

Arino, A., Torre, J., & Ring, P. (2001). Relational quality: Managing trust in corporate alliances. 

California Management Review, 44(1), 109-131. 

Aspelund, A., Madsen, T., & Moen, Ø. (2007). A review of the foundation, international 

marketing strategies, and performance of international new ventures. European Journal of 

Marketing, 41(11/12), 1423–1448.    

Aspelund, A., & Moen, Ø. (2001). A generation perspective on small firm internationalization: 

from traditional exporters and flexible specialists to born globals. Advances in International 

Marketing, 11, 195-223. 

Athanassiou, N., & Nigh, D. (2000). Internationalization, tacit knowledge and the top 

management teams of MNCs. Journal of International Business Studies, 31(3), 471-487. 

Attride-Stirling, J. (2001). Thematic networks: An analytic tool for qualitative research. 

Qualitative Research, 1, 385–405.  



Reference 

- 320 - 
 

Autio, E. (2005). Creative tension: The significance of Ben Oviatt's and Patricia McDougall's 

article ‘toward a theory of international new ventures’. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 36(1), 9–19.    

Autio, E., & Yli-Renko, H. (1998). New, technology-based firms in small open economies - 

An analysis based on the Finnish experience. Research Policy, 26(9), 973.  

Autio, E., Sapienza, H., & Almeida, J. (2000). Effects of age at entry, knowledge intensity, and 

imitability on international growth. Academy of Management Journal, 43(5), 909–924. 

Baier, S., & Bergstrand, J. (2001). The growth of world trade: tariffs, transport costs, and 

income similarity. Journal of International Economics, 53(1), 1-27. 

Banerjee, A., Duflo, E., Goldberg, N., Karlan, D., Osei, R., Pariente, W., Shapiro, J., 

Thuysbaert, B., & Udry, C. (2015). A multifaceted program causes lasting progress for the very 

poor: Evidence from six countries. Science, 348(6236), 1260799. 

Bao, Y., Chen, X., & Zhou, K. (2012). External learning, market dynamics, and radical 

innovation: Evidence from China's high-tech firms. Journal of Business Research, 65, 1226-

1233. 

Barkema, H., & Vermeulen, F. (1998). International expansion through start-up or acquisition: 

a learning perspective. Academy of Management Journal, 41(1), 7–26. 

Barney, J. (1991). Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. Journal of 

Management, 17(1), 99–120.  

Barney, J. (2014). How marketing scholars might help address issues in resource-based theory. 

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 42(1), 24-26. 

Baronchelli, G., & Cassia, F. (2014). Exploring the antecedents of born-global companies’ 

international development. International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, 10(1), 

67-79. 

Baum, J., Calabrese, T., & Silverman, B. (2000). Don't go it alone: alliance network 

composition and startups' performance in Canadian biotechnology. Strategic Management 

Journal, 21, 267–294. 

Baumol, W. (2006). Education for innovation: Entrepreneurial breakthroughs versus corporate 

incremental improvements. NBER Innovation Policy and the Economy, 5(1), 33–56. 

Beccera, M., & Gupta, A. (1999). Trust within the organization: integrating the trust literature 

with agency theory and transaction cost economics. Public Administration Quarterly, 23(2), 

177–203. 

Bell, J. (1995). The internationalization of small computer software firms: A further challenge 

to “stage” theories. European Journal of Marketing, 29(8), 60–75.  

Bell, J., & Loane, S. (2010). ‘New-wave’ global firms: Web 2.0 and SME internationalisation. 

Journal of Marketing Management, 26(3-4), 213-229. 

Bell, J., McNaughton, R., & Young, S. (2001). ‘Born-again global’ firms: An extension to the 

‘born global’ phenomenon. Journal of International Management, 7(3), 173–189.  

Bell, J., McNaughton, R., Young, S., & Crick, D. (2003). Towards an integrative model of 

small firm internationalisation. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 1(4), 339–362.  



Reference 

- 321 - 
 

Benito, B. (2005). Divestment and international business strategy. Journal of Economic 

Geography, 5(2), 235–251. 

Benito, G., & Welch, L. (1997). De-Internationalization. Management International Review, 

37(2), 7–25. 

Beth, S., Burt, D., Copacino, W., & Gopal, C. (2003). Supply chain challenges: Building 

relationship. Harvard Business Review, 91(7), 65-73.  

Bidault, F., & Jarillo, C. (1997). Trust in economic transactions. In F. Bidault, P.-Y. Gomez & 

G. Marion (Eds.), Trust: Firm and society. Basingstoke: Macmillan Press. 

Biggeri, M., Gambelli, D., & Phillips, C. (1999). Small and medium enterprise theory: 

Evidence for Chinese TVEs. Journal of International Development, 11, 197–219. 

Bigley, G., & Pearce, J. (1998). Straining for shared meaning in organizational science: 

problems of trust and distrust. Academy of Management Review, 23 (2), 405–421. 

Bird, C. (2005). How I stopped dreading and learned to love transcription. Qualitative Inquiry, 

11(2), 226-248. 

Birley, S. (1985). The role of networks in the entrepreneurial process. Journal of Business 

Venturing, 1, 107-117. 

Birley, S., Cromie, S., & Myers, A. (1991). Entrepreneurial networks: Their emergence in 

Ireland and overseas. International Small Business Journal, 9, 57-74. 

Blomqvist, K. (2005). Trust in a dynamic environment: Fast trust as a threshold condition for 

asymmetric technology partnership formation in the ICT sector. In Trust in Pressure, 

Investigations of Trust and Trust Building in Uncertain Circumstances. Edward Elgar 

Publishing, Inc. 

Blomqvist, K., Kylaheiko, K., & Virolainen, V. (2002). Filling the gap in traditional transaction 

cost economics: towards transaction benefits based analysis using Finnish Telecommunications 

as an illustration. Journal of International Production Economics, 70, 1–14. 

Blomstermo, A., Eriksson, K., Lindstrand, A., & Sharma, D. (2004). The perceived usefulness 

of network experiential knowledge in the internationalizing firm. Journal of International 

Management, 10(3), 355–373. 

Bloodgood, J., Sapienza, H., & Almeida, J. (1996). The internationalization of new high-

potential U.S. ventures: Antecedents and outcomes. Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice, 

20(4), 61–77. 

Blyler, M., & Coff, R. (2003). Dynamic capabilities, social capital, and rent appropriation: ties 

that split pies. Strategic Management Journal. 24(7). 677-686. 

Boddewyn, J. (1983). Foreign direct divestment theory: Is it the reverse of FDI 

theory? Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv, 119, 345–355. 

Boisot, M., & Child, J. (1996). From fiefs to clans and network capitalism: Explaining China's 

emerging economic order. Administrative Science Quarterly, 41, 600-628. 

Bonaccorsi, A. (1992). On the relationship between firm size and export intensity. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 23(4), 605-635.  

Boone, H., & Boone, D. (2012). Analyzing Likert data. Journal of Extension, 50(2). 1-5. 



Reference 

- 322 - 
 

Boschma, R. (2005). Proximity and Innovation: A Critical Assessment. Regional 

Studies, 39(1), 61-74. 

Boter, H., & Holmquist, C. (1996). Industry characteristics and internationalization processes 

in small firms. Journal of Business Venturing, 11(6), 471-87. 

Bowman, D., & Gatignon, J. (1996). Order of entry as a moderator of the effect of the 

marketing mix on market share. Marketing Science, 15(3), 222−242. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research 

in Psychology, 3(2). 77-101. 

Brooks, J., McCluskey, S., Turley, E., & King, N. (2015). The utility of template analysis in 

qualitative psychology research, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 12(2), 202-222. 

Brouthers, K., & Nakos, G. (2004). SME entry mode choice and performance: A transaction 

cost perspective. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 28(3), 229–247. 

Brouthers, L., & Xu, K. (2002). Product stereotypes, strategy and performance satisfaction: the 

case of Chinese exporters. Journal of International Business Studies, 33(4), 657-677. 

Bruneel, J., Yli-Renko, H., & Clarysse, B. (2010). Learning from experience and learning from 

others: How congenital and interorganizational learning substitute for experiential learning in 

young firm internationalization. Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 4, 164–182. 

Bryman, A. (2016). Social Research Methods, Fifth edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bryman, A., & Bell, E. (2015). Business Research Methods, fourth edition. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Buckley, P., & Casson, M. (1998). Models of the multinational enterprise. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 29(1), 21–44. 

Buckley, P., & Ghauri, P. (2004). Globalisation, economic geography and the strategy of 

multinational enterprises. Journal of International Business Studies, 35, 81-98. 

Buckley, P., Pass, C., & Prescott, K. (1988). Measures of international competitiveness: A 

critical survey. Journal of Marketing Management, 4(2), 175-200. 

Burgel, O., & Murray, G. (2000). The international market entry choices of start-up companies 

in high-technology industries. Journal of International Marketing, 8(2), 33–62.  

Burgers, W., Hill, C., & Kim, W. (1993). A theory of global strategic alliances: the case of the 

global auto industry. Strategic Management Journal, 14, 419–432. 

Burpitt, W., & Rondineli, D. (1998). Export decision-making in small firms: The role of 

organisational learning. Journal of World Business, 33(1), 51–68. 

Burt, R. (1992). Structural Holes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Burt, R. (1997). A note on social capital and network content. Social Networks, 19, 355-373. 

Butler, J., & Hansen, G. (1991). Network evolution, entrepreneurial success, and regional 

development. Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, 3, 1-16. 

Cai, H., & Liu, Q. (2009). Competition and corporate tax avoidance: Evidence from Chinese 

industrial firms. The Economic Journal, 119(537), 764–795. 



Reference 

- 323 - 
 

Carlson, S. (1966). International business research. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Uppsaliensis.  

Casillas, J., Barbero, J., & Sapienza, H. (2015). Knowledge acquisition, learning, and the initial 

pace of internationalization. International Business Review, 24, 102–114. 

Casson, M. (2000). Economics of International Business. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Cavusgil, S. (1984). Organizational characteristics associated with export activity. Journal of 

Management Studies, 21(1), 3-22. 

Cavusgil, S., & Knight, G. (2009). Born global firms, First edition. New York: Business Expert 

Press, LLC.  

Cavysgil, S., Knight, G., & Riesenberger, J. (2014). International business: the new realities, 

Third edition. New York: Pearson. 

Cavusgil, S., & Knight, G. (2015). The born global firm: An entrepreneurial and capabilities 

perspective on early and rapid internationalization. Journal of International Business Studies, 

46(1), 3–16.  

Chae, B., Yen, H., & Sheu, C. (2005). Information technology and supply chain collaboration: 

Moderating effects of existing relationships between partners. IEEE Transactions on 

Engineering Management, 52(4), 440-448. 

Chandra, Y., Styles, C., & Wilkinson, I. (2009). The recognition of first time international 

entrepreneurial opportunities. International Marketing Review, 26, 30–61. 

Chang, T., & Grub, P. (1993). Competitive strategies of Taiwanese PC firms in their 

internationalization process. Journal of Global Marketing, 6(3), 5-28.  

Charmaz, K. (2005). Grounded Theory in the 21st century: Applications for advancing social 

justice studies. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.). The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research. 

Third Edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

Chaston, I., Badger, B., Mangles, T., & Sadler-Smith, E. (2001). The Internet and e-commerce: 

An opportunity to examine organisational learning in progress in small manufacturing 

firms? International Small Business Journal, 19(2), 13–30. 

Chen, X., Zou, H., & Wang, D. (2009). How do new ventures grow? Firm capabilities, growth 

strategies and performance. International Journal of Research in Marketing, 26, 294-303. 

Chesbrough, H. (2003). Open innovation: The new imperative for creating and profiting from 

technology. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

Chetty, S., & Agndal, H. (2007). Social capital and its influence on changes in 

internationalization mode among small and medium-sized enterprises. Journal of International 

Marketing, 15(1), 1-29. 

Chetty, S., & Campbell-Hunt, C. (2003). Paths to internationalisation among small- to medium-

sized firms: A global versus regional approach. European Journal of Marketing, 37, 796-820. 

Chetty, S., & Campbell-Hunt, C. (2004). A strategic approach to internationalization: A 

traditional versus a “born-global” approach. Journal of International Marketing, 12(1), 57–81.  

Chetty, S., & Holm, D. (2000). Internationalisation of small to medium-sized manufacturing 

firms: A network approach. International Business Review, 9(1), 77–94. 



Reference 

- 324 - 
 

Cho, C. (1995). Chuushoo Kigyoo Hakushoo (White paper on small and medium-size 

enterprise). Tokyo: Okurasho Insatsu Kyoku (Treasury Department, Government of Japan). 

Choi, Y., Zahra, S., Yoshikawa, T., & Han, B. (2015). Family ownership and R&D investment: 

The role of growth opportunities and business group membership. Journal of Business 

Research, 68(5), 1053-1061. 

Clerides, S., Lach, S., & Tybout, J. (1998). Is learning by exporting important? Micro-dynamic 

evidence from Colombia, Mexico, and Morocco. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 113, 903-

947. 

Cohen, W., & Levinthal, D. (1990). Absorptive capacity: A new perspective on learning and 

innovation. Administrative Science Quarterly, 35(1), 128–152.  

Cohen, W., & Malerba, F. (2001). Is the tendency to variation a chief cause of progress? 

Industrial and Corporate Change, 10(3), 587-608. 

Conner, K., & Prahalad, C. (1996). A resource-based theory of the firm: knowledge versus 

opportunism. Organization Science, 7(5), 477–501.  

Contractor, F., Kumar, V., & Kundu, S. (2007). Nature of the relationship between 

international expansion and performance: The case of emerging market firms. Journal of World 

Business, 42(4), 401-417. 

Conway, J. M., Jako, R., & Goodman, D. (1995). A meta- analysis of interrater and internal 

consistency reliability of selection interviews. Journal of Applied Psychology, 80, 565-579. 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures 

for developing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Cote, L., & Turgeon, J. (2005). Appraising qualitative research articles in medicine and medical 

education. Medical Teacher, 27, 71–75. 

Coviello, N. (2006). The network dynamics of international new ventures. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 37(5), 713–731.  

Coviello, N., & Cox, M. (2006). The resource dynamics of international new venture networks. 

Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 4(2–3), 113–132. 

Coviello, N., & Jones, M. (2004). Methodological issues in international entrepreneurship 

research. Journal of Business Venturing, 19(4), 485–508.  

Coviello, N., & Munro, H. (1995). Growing the entrepreneurial firm: Networking for 

international market development. European Journal of Marketing, 29(7), 49–61.  

Coviello, N., & Munro, H. (1997). Network relationships and the internationalisation process 

of small software firms. International Business Review, 6(4), 361–386.  

Covin, J., & Miller, D. (2014). International Entrepreneurial Orientation: Conceptual 

Considerations, Research Themes, Measurement Issues, and Future Research Directions. 

Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 38(1), 11–44. 

Covin, J., & Slevin, D. (1989). Strategic management of small firms in hostile and benign 

environments. Strategic Management Journal, 10(1), 75–87. 

Covin, J., & Slevin, D. (1991). A conceptual model of entrepreneurship as firm behaviour. 

Entrepreneurship, Theory, & Practice, 16 (1), 7-26. 



Reference 

- 325 - 
 

Creswell, J. (2008). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. 

London: Sage. 

Creswell, J. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five 

Approaches, Third edition. London, Sage. 

Crick, D. (2009). The internationalisation of born global and international new venture SMEs. 

International Marketing Review, 26(4), 453–476. 

Crick, D., Chaudhry, S., & Batstone, S. (2001). An investigation into the overseas expansion 

of small Asian-owned UK firms. Small Business Economics, 16(2), 75-94. 

Crick, D., & Jones, M. (2000). Small high-technology firms and international high-technology 

markets. Journal of International Marketing, 8(2), 63–85.  

Crick, D., & Spence, M. (2005). The internationalisation of ‘high performing’ UK high-tech 

SMEs: A study of planned and unplanned strategies. International Business Review, 14(2), 

167–185.  

Crossan, M., Lane, H., & White, R. (1999). An organizational learning framework: from 

intuition to institution. Academy Management Review, 24, 522–537. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The Foundations of Social Research: Meaning and Perspective in the 

Research Process. London: Sage. 

Cullen, W., & Dibner, M. (1993). Strategic alliances in biotechnology: imperatives for the 

1990s. Biotechnology Review, 1, 110–119. 

Cunningham, L., & Rowley, C. (2008). The development of Chinese small and medium 

enterprises and human resource management: A review. Asia Pacific Journal of Human 

Resources, 46(3), 353–379. 

Czarniawska, B. (1997). Narrating the Organization. Dramas of Institutional Identity. Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press. 

Dalgic, T., & Leeuw, M. (1994). Niche marketing revisited: concept, applications and some 

European cases. European Journal of Marketing, 28(4), 39–55. 

Damanpour, F. (1991). Organizational innovation: a meta-analysis of effects of determinants 

and moderators. Academy Management Journal, 34 (3), 555–590. 

Damanpour, F., & Evan, W. (1984). Organizational innovation and performance: The problem 

of "organizational lag". Administrative Science Quarterly, 29(3), 392-409. 

Damanpour, F., & Gopalakrishnan, S. (1998). Theories of organizational structure and 

innovation adoption: The role of environmental change. Journal of Engineering and 

Technology Management, 15, 1-24. 

Darke, P., Shanks, G., & Broadbent, M. (1998). Successfully completing case study research: 

combining rigour, relevance and pragmatism. Information Systems Journal, 8(4), 273-290. 

Das, T., & Teng, B. (1997). Sustaining strategic alliances: Options and guidelines. Journal of 

General Management, 22(4), 49–64. 

Davenport, T., DeLong, D., & Beers, M. (1998), Successful Knowledge Management Projects. 

Sloan Management Review, 39(2). 



Reference 

- 326 - 
 

Decarolis, D., & DeEds, D. The impact of stocks and flows of organizational knowledge on 

firm performance: An empirical investigation of the biotechnology industry. Strategic 

Management Journal,20(10), 953-968. 

De Clercq, D., Sapienza, H., Yavuz, R., & Zhou, L. (2012). Learning and knowledge in early 

internationalization research: Past accomplishments and future directions. Journal of Business 

Venturing, 27(1), 143–165.  

De Clercq, D., Sapienza, H., & Zhou, L. (2014). Entrepreneurial strategic posture and learning 

effort in international ventures: The moderating roles of operational flexibilities. International 

Business Review, 23, 981-992. 

DeEds, D., De Carolis, D., & Coombs, J. (2000). Dynamic capabilities and new product 

development in high technology ventures: An empirical analysis of new biotechnology firms. 

Journal of Business Venturing, 15(3), 211-229. 

DeEds, D., & Hill, C. (1996). Strategic alliances and the rate of new product development: an 

empirical study of entrepreneurial biotechnology firms. Journal of Business Venturing, 11, 41–

55. 

Dierickx, I., & Cool, K. (1989). Asset stock accumulation and sustainability of competitive 

advantage. Management Science, 35(12), 1504–1511. 

Di Gregorio, D., Musteen, M., & Thomas, D. (2008). International New Ventures: The cross-

border nexus of individuals and opportunities. Journal of World Business, 43(2), 186–96. 

Dittrich, R., Francis, B., Hatzinger R., & Katzenbeisser, W. (2007). A paired comparison 

approach for the analysis of sets of Likert-scale responses. Statistical Modelling, 7(1), 3 - 28. 

Djankov, S., McLiesh, C., & Ramalho, R. (2006). Regulation and growth. Economics Letters, 

92(3), 395‐401. 

Doney, P., Cannon, J., & Mullen, M. (1998). Understanding the influence of national culture 

on the development of trust. Academy of Management Review. 23(3), 601-620. 

Dosi, G. (1982). Technological paradigms and technological trajectories: a suggested 

interpretation of the determinants and directions of technical change. Research Policy, 11, 147–

162. 

Doz, Y. (2011). Qualitative research for international business. Journal of International 

Business Studies, 42(5), 582-590. 

Dubois, A., & Gadde, L. (2002). Systematic combining: An abductive approach to case 

research. Journal of Business Research, 55, 553-560. 

Dyer, J., & Singh, H. (1998). Cooperative strategy and sources of interorganizational 

competitive advantage. Academy of Management Review, 23(4), 660–679. 

Dzikowski, P. (2018). A bibliometric analysis of born global firms. Journal of Business 

Research, 85(4), 281–294. 

Easterby-Smith, M., Thorpe, R., Jackson, P., & Lowe, A. (2012). Management Research, 

Fourth edition. London: Sage. 

Edmondson, A., & Mcmanus, S. (2007). Methodological fit in management field research. The 

Academy of Management Review, 32(4), 1155–1179.  



Reference 

- 327 - 
 

Efrat, K., Gilboa, S., & Yonatany, M. (2017). When marketing and innovation interact: The 

case of born-global firms. International Business Review, 26(2), 380–390. 

Efrat, K., & Shoham, A. (2012). Born global firms: The differences between their short- and 

long-term performance drivers. Journal of World Business, 47(4), 675–685. 

Eisenhardt, K. (1989). Building theories from case study research. Academy of Management 

Review, 14(4), 532-550. 

Eisenhardt, K., & Graebner, M. (2007). Theory building from cases: Opportunities and 

challenges. Academy of Management Journal, 50(1), 25–32.  

Eisenhardt, K., & Martin, J. (2000). Dynamic capabilities: What are they? Strategic 

Management Journal, 21, 1105–1121. 

Ellis, P. (2000). Social ties and foreign market entry. Journal of International Business Studies, 

31(3), 443–469.  

Ellis, P., & Pecotich, A. (2001). Social factors influencing export initiation in small 

and medium-sized enterprises. Journal of Marketing Research, 38(1), 119–130. 

Eriksson, K., Johanson, J., Majkgard, A., & Sharma, D. (1997). Experiential knowledge and 

costs in the internationalization process. Journal of International Business Studies, 28(2), 337–

360.  

Eriksson, K., Johanson, J., Majkgard, A., & Sharma, D. (2000). Effect of variation on 

knowledge accumulation in the internationalization process. International Studies of 

Management & Organization, 30, 26–44. 

Eriksson, K., Majkgard, A., & Sharma, D. (2000). Path dependence and knowledge 

development in the internationalization process. Management International Review, 40(4), 

307–328. 

Etemad, H. (2004). International entrepreneurship in small and medium size enterprises. 

London: Edward Elgar. 

Eurofound. (2012). Born global: The potential of job creation in new international businesses. 

Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. 

European Commission (2004) Internationalisation of SMEs. The Observatory of European 

SMEs 2003(4), Luxembourg. 

Faems. D., de Visser, M., Andries, P., & Van Looy, B. (2010). Technology alliance portfolios 

and financial performance: Value-enhancing and cost-increasing effects of open innovation. 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, 27(6), 785-796. 

Fan, T., & Phan, P. (2007). International new ventures: Revisiting the influences behind the 

‘born-global’ firm. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(7), 1113–1131.  

Fernhaber, S., & Li, D. (2013). International exposure through network relationships: 

Implications for new venture internationalization. Journal of Business Venturing, 28(2), 316-

334. 

Fernhaber, S., McDougall, P., & Oviatt, B. (2007). Exploring the role of industry structure in 

new venture internationalization. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 31(4), 517–542.  



Reference 

- 328 - 
 

Fillies, I. (2001). Small firm internationalisation: an investigative survey and future research 

directions. Management Decision, 39(9), 767-783. 

Fleming, N. (2001). Teaching and learning styles: VARK strategies. Christchurch, New 

Zealand: N.D. Fleming. 

Fletcher, M., & Harris, S. (2012). Knowledge acquisition for the internationalization of the 

smaller firm: Content and sources. International Business Review, 21, 631– 647. 

Flick, U. (2018). An Introduction to Qualitative Research, Sixth edition. London: Sage. 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2011). Case study. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The Sage handbook 

of qualitative research, fourth edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Francioni, B., Musso, F., & Vardiabasis, D. (2013). Key decisions and changes in 

internationalization strategies: The case of smaller firms. Journal of Strategic Marketing, 21(3), 

240–259. 

Freeman, S., & Cavusgil, S. (2007). Entrepreneurial strategies for accelerated 

internationalization of smaller born globals. Journal of International Marketing, 15(4), 1–40. 

Freeman, S., Edwards, R., & Schroder, B. (2006). How smaller born-global firms use networks 

and alliances to overcome constraints to rapid internationalization. Journal of International 

Marketing, 14(3), 33–63.  

Freeman, S., Giroud, A., Kalfadellis, P., & Ghauri, P. (2012a). Psychic distance and 

environment: impact on increased resource commitment. European Business Review, 24(4), 

351–373. 

Freeman, S., Hutchings, K., & Chetty, S. (2012b). Born-globals and culturally proximate 

markets. Management International Review, 52(3), 425–460. 

Freeman, S., Hutchings, K., Lazaris, M., & Zyngier, S. (2010). A model of rapid knowledge 

development: The smaller born-global firm. International Business Review, 19, 70–84. 

Fu, W., Diez, J., & Schiller, D. (2013). Interactive learning, informal networks and innovation: 

Evidence from electronics firm survey in the Pearl River Delta, China. Research Policy, 42(3), 

635-646. 

Ganitsky, J. (1989). Strategies for innate and adoptive exporters: Lessons from Israel’s case. 

International Marketing Review, 6(5): 50–65. 

Gabrielsson, M., & Gabrielsson, P. (2011). Internet-based sales channel strategies of born 

global firms. International Business Review, 20, 88-99. 

Gabrielsson, P., & Gabrielsson, M. (2013). A dynamic model of growth phases and survival in 

international business-to-business new ventures: The moderating effect of decision-making 

logic. Industrial Marketing Management, 42(8),1357–73. 

Gabrielsson, P., Gabrielsson, M., & Seppala, T. (2012). Marketing strategies for foreign 

expansion of companies originating in small and open economies: The consequences of 

strategic fit and performance. Journal of International Marketing, 20(2), 25–48. 

Gabrielsson, M., & Kirpalani, M. (2004). Born globals: How to reach new business space 

rapidly. International Business Review, 13(5), 555–571.  



Reference 

- 329 - 
 

Gabrielsson, M., Kirpalani, V., Dimitratos, P., Solberg, C., & Zucchella, A. (2008). Born 

globals: Propositions to help advance the theory. International Business Review, 17(4), 385–

401.  

Gans, J., & Stern, S. (2003). The product market and the market for ‘ideas’: commercialization 

strategies for technology entrepreneurs. Research Policy, 32, 333–350. 

Garcia, R., & Calantone, R. (2002). A critical look at technological innovation typology and 

innovativeness terminology: A literature review. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 

19, 110-132. 

Garcia‐Vega, M. (2006). Does technological diversification promote innovation? Research 

Policy, 35, 230– 246. 

Garnsey, E. (1998). A theory of the early growth of the firm. Industrial and Corporate Change, 

7(3), 523-556. 

Geisler, E. (1995). Industry–university technology cooperation: a theory of inter-organizational 

relationships. Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, 7, 217–229.  

Geisler, E., Furino, A., & Kiresuk, T. (1990). Factors in the success or failure of industry–

university cooperative research centers. Interfaces, 20, 99–110. 

George, A., & Bennett, A. (2004). Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences. 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

George, G., Zahra, S., Wheatley, K., & Khan, R. (2001). The effects of alliance portfolio 

characteristics and absorptive capacity on performance: A study of biotechnology 

firms. Journal of High Technology Management Research, 12(2), 205–226. 

Gerschewski, S., Rose, E., & Lindsay, V. (2015). Understanding the drivers of international 

performance for born global firms: an integrated perspective. Journal of World Business, 50 

(3), 558–575. 

Ghauri, P., & Firth, R. (2009). The formalization of case study research in international 

business. International Journal of Marketing, 48(1-2), 29-40. 

Giamartino, G., McDougall, P., & Bird, B. (1993). International entrepreneurship: the state of 

the field. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Fall, 37-42. 

Gilmore, A., Carson, D., & Rocks, S. (2006). Networking in SMEs: Evaluating its contribution 

to marketing activity. International Business Review, 15(3), 278-293. 

Girma, S., Kneller, R., & Pisu, M. (2005). Exports versus FDI: an empirical test. 

Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv, 12, 855-66. 

Given, L., & Saumure, K. (2008). The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods. 

Glaister, A., Liu, Y., Sahadev, S., & Gomes, E. (2014). Externalizing, internalizing and 

fostering commitment: The case of born-global firms in emerging economies. Management 

International Review, 54(4), 473–496.  

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative 

research. New York: Aldine. 

Gnyawali, D., & Madhavan, R. (2001). Cooperative networks and competitive dynamics: a 

structural embeddedness perspective. Academy of Management Review, 26 (3), 431–445. 



Reference 

- 330 - 
 

Gnyawali, D., He, J., & Madhavan, R. (2006). Impact of co-opetition on firm competitive 

behavior: an empirical examination. Journal of Management, 32 (4), 507–530. 

Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78(6), 

1360–1380. 

Granovetter, M. S. (1985). Economic action and social structure: The problem of 

embeddedness. American Journal of Sociology, 91(3), 481–510.  

Grant, R (1996a). Prospering in dynamically-competitive environments: organizational 

capability as knowledge integration. Organization Science, 7(4), 375–387. 

Grant, R. (1996b). Toward a knowledge-based theory of the Firm. Strategic Management 

Journal, 17, 109–122.  

Grbich, C. (2009). Qualitative Data Analysis: An Introduction. London: Sage. 

Gruber-Mücke, T. (2011). Internationalisierung in fruehen Unternehmensphasen: Eine 

empirische Analyse der Wachstumsdynamik von Jungunternehmen (Internationalization in 

early business stages: An empirical analysis of the growth of young companies). Gabler Verlag, 

Wiesbaden. 

Goerzen, A. (2007). Alliance networks and firm performance: The impact of repeated 

partnerships. Strategic Management Journal, 28(5), 487-509. 

Golder, P., & Tellis, G. (1993). Pioneering advantage: Marketing logic or marketing legend. 

Journal of Marketing Research, 30(2), 158−170. 

Gomes, L., & Ramaswamy, K. (1999). An empirical examination of the form of the 

relationship between multinationality and performance. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 30, 173-187. 

Gomes-Casseres, B. (2003). Competitive advantage in alliance constellations. Strategic 

Organization, 1(3), 327-335. 

Guan, J., Yam, R., Tang, E., & Lau, A. (2009). Innovation strategy and performance during 

economic transition: Evidences in Beijing, China, Research Policy, 38(5), 802-812. 

Guest, G., MacQueen, M., & Namey, E. (2012). Applied thematic analysis. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage.  

Gunday, G., Ulusoy, G., Kilic, K., & Alpkan, L. (2011). Effects of innovation types on firm 

performance. International Journal of Production Economics, 133(2), 662–676. 

Guo, W., Feng, J., McKenna, B., & Zhang, P. (2017). Inter-organizational governance and 

trilateral trust building: A case study of crowdsourcing-based open innovation in China. Asian 

Business & Management, 16(3), 187–207. 

Gupta. A., Govindarajan, V., & Wang, H. (2008). The quest for global dominance: 

transforming global presence into global competitive advantage (2nd ed.). San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Gupta, S., Melewar, T., & Bourlakis, M. (2010). A relational insight of brand personification 

in business-to-business markets. Journal of General Management, 35(4), 65–76. 



Reference 

- 331 - 
 

Haeussler, C., Patzelt, H., & Zahra, S. (2012). Strategic alliances and product development in 

high technology new firms: The moderating effect of technological capabilities. Journal of 

Business Venturing, 27(2), 217-233. 

Hakansson, H., & Johanson, J. (2001). Business network learning. Oxford: Elsevier Science 

Ltd. 

Hakansson, H., & Snehota, I. (1995). Developing Relationships in Business Networks. London: 

Routledge. 

Hall, B., & Mairesse, J. (1995). Exploring the relationship between R&D and productivity in 

French manufacturing firms. Journal of Econometrics, 65, 263–293. 

Hallback, J., & P. Gabrielsson. (2013). Entrepreneurial marketing strategies during the growth 

of International New Ventures originating in small and open economies. International Business 

Review, 22(6),1008–1020. 

Hallen, L., & Wiedersheim-Paul, F. (1984). The evolution of psychic distance in international 

business relationships. In Hagg, I., & Weidersheim-Paul, F. (Eds.), Between market and 

hierarchy (pp. 15–27). Uppsala: University of Uppsala. 

Hamel, G., Doz, Y., & Prahalad, C. (1989). Collaborate with your competitors-and win. 

Harvard Business Review, 67, 133–139. 

Hamilton, G. (1996). Asian business networks. New York: Walter de Gruyter. 

Harris, S., & Wheeler, C. (2005). Entrepreneurs’ relationships for internationalization: 

Functions, origins and strategies. International Business Review, 14(2), 187– 207. 

Hart, P., & Saunders, C. (1998). Emerging electronic partnerships: antecedents and dimensions 

of EDI use from the supplier’s perspective. Journal of Management Information Systems, 14(4), 

87-111. 

Hartley, J. (2004). Case study research. In, C. Cassell, and S, Gillian (Eds). Essential guide to 

qualitative methods in organizational research. London: Sage Publications Ltd, 

Harveston, P., Kedia, B., & Davis, P. (2000). Internationalization of born global and gradual 

globalizing firms: The impact of the manager. Advances in Competitiveness Research, 8(1): 

92– 99. 

Hashai, N. (2011). Sequencing the expansion of geographic scope and foreign operations by 

Born Global Firms. Journal of International Business Studies, 42(8), 995–1015. 

Hashai, N., & Almor, T. (2004). Gradually internationalization ‘Born-global ’  firms: An 

oxymoron? International Business Review, 13, 465–83. 

Hedlund, G., & Kverneland, A. (1985). Are strategies for foreign markets changing? The case 

of Swedish investment in Japan. International Studies of Management and Organization, 15(2), 

41–59. 

Helfat, C., & Raubitschek, R. (2000). Product sequencing: Coevolution of knowledge, 

capabilities and products. Strategic Management Journal, 21(10/11), 961–979. 

Helpman, E., Melitz, M., & Yeaple, S. (2004). Export versus FDI. American Economic Review, 

94, 300-316. 



Reference 

- 332 - 
 

Hennart, J. (2014). The accidental internationalists: a theory of born globals. Entrepreneurship 

Theory & Practice, 38(1), 117-135. 

Hewerdine, L., & Welch, C. (2013). Are International New Ventures really new? A process 

study of organizational emergence and internationalization. Journal of World Business, 48(4), 

466–77. 

Hite, J., & Hesterly, W. (2001). The evolution of firm network: from emergence to early growth 

of the firm. Strategic Management Journal, 22, 275-286. 

Hitt, M., Hoskisson, R., & Kim, H. (1997). International diversification, effects on innovation 

and firm performance in product-diversified firms. Academy of Management Journal, 40(4), 

767–798. 

Hoang, H., & Antoncic, B. (2003). Network-based research in entrepreneurship: A critical 

review. Journal of Business Venturing, 18(2), 165-187. 

Hobday, M. (1995). East Asian latecomer firms: Learning the technology of electronics. World 

Development (Washington, DC), 23(7), 1171-1193. 

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s consequences: International differences in work-related values. 

Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Hofstede, G. (1983a). Dimensions of national cultures in fifty countries and three regions. In J. 

B. Deregowski, S. Dziurawiec, and R. C. Annis (Eds.), Expiscations in cross-cultural 

psychology. Lisse, Neth.: Swets and Zeitlinger.  

Hofstede, G. (1983b). National cultures in four dimensions. International Studies of 

Management and Organization, 13, 46-74.  

Hofstede, G. (1983c). The cultural relativity of organizational practices and theories. Journal 

of International Business Studies, 14, 75-89.  

Hofstede, G., & Bond, M. (1988). The Confucius connection: from cultural roots to economic 

growth. Organizational Dynamics, 16, 4-21. 

Hohenthal, J., Johanson, J., & Johanson, M. (2014). Network knowledge and business-

relationship value in the foreign market. International Business Review, 23(1), 4-19. 

Holt, D. (1997). Distinction in America: Recovering Bourdieu’s theory of tastes from its 

critics. Poetics, 25, 93–120.  

Huang, P., Ceccagnoli, M., Forman, C., & Wu, D. (2013). Appropriability mechanisms and the 

platform partnership decision: Evidence from enterprise software. Management Science, 59(1), 

102-121. 

Huber, G. (1991). Organizational learning: the contributing processes and the literatures. 

Organization Science, 2(1), 88–115. 

Hughes, M., & Perrons, R. (2011). Shaping and re-shaping social capital in buyer-supplier 

relationships. Journal of Business Research, 64(2), 164–171. 

Hult, G., Hurley, R., & Knight, G. (2004). Innovativeness: its antecedents and impact on 

business performance. Industrial Marketing Management, 35(5), 429–438. 



Reference 

- 333 - 
 

Hult, G., Ketchen, D., Griffith, D. Chabowski, B., Hamman, M., Dykes, B., Pollitte, W., & 

Cavusgil, S. (2008). An assessment of the measurement of performance in international 

business research. Journal of International Business Studies, 39, 1064–1080.  

Hymer, S. (1976). The international operations of nationals firms: A study of direct foreign 

investment. Cambridge: The MIT Press139–155 (14).  

Hwang, K. (1987). Face and favor: The Chinese power game. American Journal of Sociology, 

92, 944-974. 

Ibarra, H. (1993). Personal networks of women and minorities in management: A conceptual 

framework. The Academy of Management Review, 18(1), 56-87. 

Ibeh, K. (2003). Toward a contingency framework of export entrepreneurship: 

Conceptualisations and empirical evidence. Small Business Economics, 20(1), 49–68. 

Ibeh, K., & Young, S. (2001). Exporting as an entrepreneurial act: An empirical study of 

Nigerian firms. European Journal of Marketing, 35(5/6), 566–586. 

Ingram, P. (2002). Interorganizational learning. In J.A. C. Baum (Ed), The Blackwell 

companion to organizations. Oxford: Blackwell Business 

International Money Fund (2008). Making the Global Economy Work for All. IMF Annual 

Report 2008, Washington, DC, USA. 

Jack, S. (2005). The role, use and activation of strong and weak ties: A qualitative analysis. 

Journal of Management Studies, 42(6), 1233-1259. 

Jain, S. (1985). Marketing Planning & Strategy. South-Western Educational Publishing. 

Jamieson, S. (2004). Likert scales: How to (ab)use them. Medical Education, 38, 1217-1218 

Jantunen, A., Nummela, N., Puumalainen, K., & Saarenketo, S. (2008). Strategic orientations 

of born globals – Do they really matter? Journal of World Business, 43(2), 158-170. 

Javalgi, R., Deligonul, S., Dixit, A., & Cavusgil, S. (2011). International marketer entry: A 

review and research framework. International Business Review, 20(4), 377–393. 

Jean, R., Sinkovics, R., & Cavusgil, S. (2010). Enhancing international customer–supplier 

relationships through IT resources: A study of Taiwanese electronics suppliers. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 41, 1218–1239.  

Ji, J., & Dimitratos, P. (2013). An empirical investigation into international entry mode 

decision-making effectiveness. International Business Review, 22, 994-1007. 

Jiang, F., Kim, K., Nofsinger, J., & Zhu, B. (2015). Product market competition and corporate 

investment: Evidence from China. Journal of Corporate Finance, 35, 196-210. 

Johannisson, B. (1996). The dynamics of entrepreneurial networks. In P.D. Reynolds, S. Birley, 

J.E. Butler, W.D. Bygrave, P. Davidsson, W.B. Gartner, and P.P. McDougall. (Eds.), Frontiers 

of Entrepreneurship Research. Babson Park, MA: Babson College. 

Johannisson, B. (2000). Networking and entrepreneurial growth. In D.L. Sexton and H. 

Lanstrom (Eds.), The Blackwell Handbook of Entrepreneurship. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.  

Johanson, J., & Mattson, L. (1987). Interorganizational relations in industrial systems: A 

network approach compared with the transaction-cost approach. International Studies of 

Management & Organisation, 17(1), 34-48. 



Reference 

- 334 - 
 

Johanson, J., & Mattson, L. (1988). Internationalization in industrial systems a network 

approach. Strategies in Global Competition. Croom Helm, New York. 

Johanson, J., & Mattsson, L. (1992). Network Positions and Strategic Actions—An Analytical 

Framework. In B. Axelsson and G. Easton (Eds.), Industrial Networks: A New View of Reality. 

London: Routledge. 

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J. (1977). The internationalization process of the firm – a model of 

knowledge development and increasing foreign market commitments. Journal of International 

Business Studies, 8(1), 23-32. 

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J. (1990). The mechanism of internationalisation. International 

Marketing Review, 7(4), 11-24. 

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J. (2003). Business relationship learning and commitment in the 

internationalization process. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 1(1), 83–101.  

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J. (2009). The Uppsala internationalization process model revisited: 

From liability of foreignness to liability of outsidership. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 40(9), 1411–1431.   

Johanson, J., & Wiedersheim-Paul, F. (1975). The internationalization of the firm: Four 

Swedish cases. Journal of Management Studies, 12(3), 305-323. 

Johanson, M., & Martín, O. (2015). The incremental expansion of Born Internationals: A 

comparison of new and old Born Internationals. International Business Review, 24(3), 476–

496.  

Jolly, V., Alahuhta, M., & Jeannet, J. (1992). Challenging the incumbents: How high 

technology start-ups compete globally. Strategic Change, 1(2), 71–82.  

Jones, M. (1999). The internationalization of small high-technology firms. Journal of 

International Marketing, 7(4), 15–41.  

Jones, M., & Coviello, N. (2005). Internationalisation: Conceptualising an entrepreneurial 

process of behaviour in time. Journal of International Business Studies, 36(3), 284–303.  

Jones, M., Coviello, N., & Tang, Y. (2011). International entrepreneurship research (1989–

2009): A domain ontology and thematic analysis. Journal of Business Venturing, 26(6), 632–

659.  

Jones, M., & Dimitratos, P. (2004). Emerging paradigms in international entrepreneurship. 

Cheltenham: Elgar.  

Joshi, A., Kale, S., Chandel, S., & Pal, D. (2015). Likert scale: explored and explained. British 

Journal of Applied Science & Technology, 7(4), 396-403. 

Kafouros, M., Buckley, P., Sharp, J., & Wang, C. (2008). The role of internationalization in 

explaining innovation performance. Technovation, 28, 63-74. 

Kant, I. (1992). Theoretical philosophy: 1755–1770 (D. Walford & R. Meerbote, Trans.). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Karra, N., Phillips, N., & Tracey, P. (2008). Building the born global firm: Developing 

entrepreneurial capabilities for international new venture success. Long Range Planning, 41(4): 

440–458. 



Reference 

- 335 - 
 

Kazanjian, R. (1988). Relation of dominant problems to stages of growth in technology-based 

new ventures, Academy of Management Journal, 31(2), 259–279. 

Keeble, D., Lawson, C., Lawton, S., Moore, B., & Wilkinson, F. (1998). Internationalisation 

processes, networking and local embeddedness in technology-intensive small firms. Small 

Business Economics, 11, 327–342 

Kerin, R., Varadarajan, R., & Peterson, R. (1992). First-mover advantage: A synthesis, 

conceptual framework, and research propositions. Journal of Marketing, 56(4), 33−52. 

Keupp, M., & Gassmann, O. (2009). The past and the future of international entrepreneurship: 

A review and suggestions for developing the field. Journal of Management, 35(3), 600–633. 

Khanna, T., Gulati, R., & Nohria, N. (1998). The dynamics of learning alliances: competition, 

cooperation and relative scope. Strategic Management Journal, 19, 193–210. 

Khavul, S., Perez-Nordtvedt, L., & Wood, E. (2010). Organizational entrainment and 

international new ventures from emerging markets. Journal of Business Venturing, 25(1), 104–

119.  

Kim, D. (1993). The link between individual and organizational learning. Sloan Management 

Review, 37. 

Kim, L., & Nelson, R. (2000). Technology, learning and innovation: Experiences of newly 

industrializing economies. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

King, N. (2004). Using templates in the thematic analysis of text. In C. Cassell and G. Symon 

(Eds.), Essential Guide to Qualitative Methods in Organizational Research. London: Sage. 

King, N., & Brooks, J. (2018). Thematic Analysis in Organizational Research. In C. Cassell, 

AL. Cunliffe, and G. Grandy. (Eds), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Business and 

Management Research Methods. Sage Publications Ltd. 

Kingsley, G., & Malecki, E. (2004). Networking for competitiveness. Small Business 

Economics, 23, 71-84. 

Kiss, A., Danis, W., & Cavusgil, S. (2012). International entrepreneurship research in emerging 

economies: A critical review and research agenda. Journal of Business Venturing, 27(2), 266–

90. 

Kitto, S., Chesters, J., & Grbich, C. (2008). Quality in qualitative research. The Medical 

Journal of Australia, 188, 243– 246. 

Knight, G. (2000). Entrepreneurship and marketing strategy: the SME under globalisation. 

Journal of International Marketing, 8(2), 12–32. 

Knight, G. (2015). Born Global Firms: Evolution of a Contemporary 

Phenomenon. Entrepreneurship in International Marketing (Advances in International 

Marketing, 25). Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 3-19. 

Knight, G., & Cavusgil, S. (1996). The born global firm; A challenge to traditional 

internationalization theory. In S. T. Cavusgil. and T. K. Madsen (Eds.), Advances in 

international marketing. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 

Knight, G., & Cavusgil, S. (2004). Innovation, organizational capabilities, and the born-global 

firm. Journal of International Business Studies, 35(2), 124–141.  



Reference 

- 336 - 
 

Knight, G., & Cavusgil, S. (2005). A taxonomy of born-global firms. Management 

International Review, 45(3), 15–35.  

Knight, G., & Kim, D. (2009). International business competence and the contemporary firm. 

Journal of International Business Studies, 40(2), 255–273. 

Knight, G., & Liesch, P. (2016). Internationalization: From incremental to born global. Journal 

of World Business, 51(1), 93–102.  

Knight, G., Madsen, T., & Servais, P. (2004). An inquiry into born-global firms in Europe and 

the USA. International Marketing Review, 21(6), 645–665.  

Kocak, A., & Abimbola, T. (2009). The effects of entrepreneurial marketing on born global 

performance. International Marketing Review, 26, 439–452. 

Kogut, B. (1988). Joint ventures: Theoretical and empirical perspectives. Strategic 

Management Journal, 9, 319–332. 

Koka, B., & Prescott, J. (2002). Strategic alliances as social capital: a multidimensional view. 

Strategic Management Journal, 23(9), 795-816. 

Kogut, B., & Singh, H. (1988). The effect of country culture on the choice of entry mode. 

Journal of International Business Studies, 19(3), 411–423. 

Kogut, B., & Zander, U. (1992). Knowledge of the firm, combinative capabilities, and the 

replication of technology. Organization Science, 3(3), 383-397. 

Kogut, B., & Zander, U. (1993). Knowledge of the firm and the evolutionary theory of the 

multinational corporation. Journal of International Business Studies, 24(4), 625-645. 

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. 

Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall. 

Kotabe, M. (1990). Corporate product policy and innovative behavior of European and 

Japanese multinationals: an empirical investigation. Journal of Marketing, 54(2), 19–33. 

Kotha, S., Rindova, V., & Rothaermel, F. (2001). Assets and actions: Firm-specific factors in 

the internationalization of U.S. internet firms. Journal of International Business Studies, 32(4), 

769–791.  

Krackhardt, D. (1992). The strength of strong ties: The importance of philos in organizations. 

Harvard Business School Press. 

Kudina, A., Yip, G., & Barkema, H. (2008). Born global. Business Strategy Review, 19(4), 38–

44. 

Kuemmerle, W. (2002). Home base and knowledge management in international ventures. 

Journal of Business Venturing, 17(2), 99–122.  

Kuivalainen, O., Saarenketo, S., & Puumalainen, K. (2012). Start-up patterns of 

internationalization: A framework and its application in the context of knowledge-intensive 

SMEs. European Management Journal, 30(4), 372–385. 

Kuivalainen, O., Sundqvist, S., & Servais, P. (2007). Firms' degree of born-globalness, 

international entrepreneurial orientation and export performance. Journal of World Business, 

42(3), 253–267.  



Reference 

- 337 - 
 

Laanti, R., Gabrielsson, M., & Gabrielsson, P. (2007). The globalization strategies of business-

to-business born global firms in the wireless technology industry. Industrial Marketing 

Management, 36(8), 1104–1117.  

Lai, W., & Chang, P. (2010). Corporate motivation and performance in R&D alliances. Journal 

of Business Reviews, 63, 490-96. 

Lamotte, O., & Colovic, A. (2015). Early internationalization of new ventures from emerging 

countries: The case of transition economies. Management, 18(1), 8.  

Lane, P., & Lubatkin, M. (1998). Relative absorptive capacity and interorganizational learning. 

Strategic Management Journal, 19, 461–477. 

Lapadat, J., & Lindsay, A. (1999). Transcription in research and practice: From standardization 

of technique to interpretive positionings. Qualitative Inquiry, 5(1), 64-86. 

Larson, A. (1991). Partner networks: leveraging external ties to improve entrepreneurial 

performance. Journal of Business Venturing, 6, 173–188. 

Laufs, K., & Schwens, C. (2014). Foreign market entry mode choice of small and medium-

sized enterprises: A systematic review and future research agenda. International Business 

Review, 23(6), 1109–1126. 

Laursen, K., & Salter, A. (2006). Open for innovation: the role of openness in explaining 

innovation performance among UK manufacturing firms. Strategic Management Journal, 27, 

131–150. 

Lawless, M., & Anderson, P. (1996). Generational technological change: effects of innovation 

and local rivalry on performance. Academy of Management Journal, 39(5), 1185–1217. 

Lechner, C., & Dowling, M. (2003). Firm networks: external relationships as sources for the 

growth and competitiveness of entrepreneurial firms. Entrepreneurship and Regional 

Development, 15, 1– 26. 

Lechner, C., Dowling, M., & Welpe, I. (2006). Firm networks and firm development: The role 

of the relational mix. Journal of Business Venturing, 21, 514-540. 

Lee, D., & Dawes, P. (2005). Guanxi, Trust, and Long-term Orientation in Chinese Business 

markets. Journal of International Marketing, 13(2), 28-56. 

 Lee, C., Lee, K., & Pennings, J. (2001). Internal capabilities, external networks, and 

performance: A study on technology-based ventures. Strategic Management Journal, 22, 615–

640. 

Leonard-Barton, D. (1992). Core capabilities and core rigidities: a paradox in managing new 

product development. Strategic Management Journal, 13, 111–126.  

Leonidou, L., & Theodosiou, M. (2004). The export marketing information system: an 

integration of the extant knowledge. Journal of World Business, 39, 12‐36. 

Leung, S. (2011). A comparison of psychometric properties and normality in 4-, 5-, 6-, and 11-

point Likert scales. Journal of Social Service Research, 37(4), 412-421. 

Li, Q. (2013). A novel Likert scale based on fuzzy sets theory. Expert Systems with 

Applications, 40, 1609-1618. 



Reference 

- 338 - 
 

Li, J., Chen, D., & Shapiro, D. (2010). Product innovations in emerging economies: The role 

of foreign knowledge access channels and internal efforts in Chinese firms. Management and 

Organization Review, 6(2), 243–266. 

Lieberman, M., & Montgomery, D. (1988). First-mover advantages. Strategic Management 

Journal, 9(1–2), 41−58. 

Lieberman, M., & Montgomery, D. (1998). First-mover (dis)advantages: Retrospective and 

link with the resource-based view. Strategic Management Journal, 19, 1111−1125. 

Liesch, P., Steen, M., & Middleton, S. (2007). Born to be global: A closer look at the 

international venturing of Australian born global firms. Sydney: Australian Business 

Foundation. 

Likert, R. (1932). A technique for the measurement of attitudes. Archives of Psychology, 1-55. 

Lin, A. (1998). Bridging Positivist and Interpretivist Approaches to Qualitative Methods. 

Policy Studies Journal, 26(1), 162-180. 

Lin, N. (2001). Guanxi: A conceptual analysis. In A.Y. So, N. Lin, & D. Poston (Eds.), The 

Chinese triangle of Mainland-Taiwan-Hong Kong. Westport, CT: Greenwood. 

Lin, S., Mercier-Suissa, C., & Salloum, C. (2016). The Chinese Born Globals of the Zhejiang 

Province: A study on the key factors for their rapid internationalization. Journal of 

International Entrepreneurship, 14(1), 75-95. 

Liu, Y., & Almor, T. (2016). How culture influences the way entrepreneurs deal with 

uncertainty in inter-organizational relationships: The case of returnee versus local 

entrepreneurs in China. International Business Review, 25, 4-14. 

Lin, S., & Si, S. (2018). The influence of exploration and exploitation on born globals’ speed 

of internationalization. Management Decision, 57(1), 193-210. 

Liu, S., Wang, Y., & Liu, W. (2009). Asset specificity roles in interfirm cooperation: reducing 

opportunistic behaviour or increasing cooperative behaviour? Journal of Business Research, 

62(11), 1214-1219. 

Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Liu, X., & White, S. (2001). Comparing innovation systems: a framework and application to 

China’s transitional context. Research Policy, 30(7), 1091-1114.  

Liu, X., Xiao, W., & Huang, X. (2008). Bounded entrepreneurship and internationalisation of 

indigenous Chinese private-owned firms. International Business Review, 17, 488-508. 

Liu, Y. (2017). 'Born global firms’ growth and collaborative entry mode: The role of 

transnational entrepreneurs. International Marketing Review, 34(1), 46-67. 

Loane, S. (2006). The role of the internet in the internationalization of small and medium sized 

companies. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 3, 263–277. 

Lopez, L., Kundu, S., & Ciravegna, L. (2008). Born global or born regional? Evidence from 

an exploratory study in the Costa Rican software industry. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 40(7), 1228–1238.  

Love, J., & Ganotakis, P. (2013). Learning by exporting: Lessons from high-technology SMEs. 

International Business Review, 22(1), 1-17. 



Reference 

- 339 - 
 

Lovdal, N., & Aspehmd, A. (2012). Characteristics of born global industries: the birth of 

offshore renewables. In M. Gabrielsson, & V.H. M. Kirpalani (Eds.), Handbook of Research 

on Born Globals. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Lovett, S., Simmons, L., & Kali, R. (1999). Guanxi versus the market: Ethics and efficiency. 

Journal of International Business Studies, 30(2), 231–247. 

Lu, J., & Beamish, P. (2001). The internationalization and performance of SMEs. Strategic 

Management Journal, 22(6–7), 565–586.  

Lumpkin, G., & Dess, G. (1996). Clarifying the entrepreneurial orientation construct and 

linking it to performance. Academy of Management Review, 21(1), 135-72. 

Luo, Y. (2000). Guanxi and Business. Singapore: World Scientific. 

Luo, Y., & Tung, R. (2007). International expansion of emerging market enterprises: A 

springboard perspective. Journal of International Business Studies, 38, 481–498.  

Luostarinen, R & Gabrielsson, M. (2004). Finnish perspectives of international 

entrepreneurship. In L.P. Dana (Ed.), Handbook of research on international entrepreneurship. 

UK: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Luostarinen, R., & Gabrielsson, M. (2006). Globalization and marketing strategies of Born 

Globals in SMOPECs. Thunderbird International Business Review, 48(6), 773-801.  

Macaulay, S. (1963). Non-contractual relations in business: a preliminary study. American 

Sociological Review, 28(1), 55-67. 

Madsen, T. (2013). Early and rapidly internationalizing ventures: Similarities and differences 

between classifications based on the original international new venture and born global 

literatures. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 11(1), 65–79. 

Madsen, T., Rasmussen, E., & Servais, P. (2000). Differences and similarities between born 

globals and other types of exporters. In A. Yaprak, & H. Tutek (Eds.), Globalization, the 

multinational firm, and emerging economies (Advances in international marketing). Bingley, 

UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 

Madsen, T., & Servais, P. (1997). The internationalization of born globals: An evolutionary 

process? International Business Review, 6(6), 561–583.  

Majocchi, A., Bacchiocchi, E., & Mayrhofer, U. (2005). Firm size, business experience and 

export intensity in SMEs: A longitudinal approach to complex relationships, International 

Business Review, 14(6), 719-738. 

Mahmood, I., Zhu, H., & Zajac, E. (2011). Where can capabilities come from? Network ties 

and capability acquisition in business groups. Strategic Management Journal, 32(8), 820-848. 

Manolova, T., & Manev, I. (2004). Internationalization and the performance of the small firm: 

A review of the empirical literature between 1996 and 2001. In Emerging Paradigms in 

International Entrepreneurship. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

March, J. (1991). Exploration and exploitation in organizational learning. Organization 

Science, 2(1), 71-87. 

Martin, S., Javalgi, R., & Cavusgil, E. (2017). Marketing capabilities, positional advantage, 

and performance of born global firms: Contingent effect of ambidextrous innovation. 

International Business Review, 26(3), 527–543. 



Reference 

- 340 - 
 

Martin, S., Javalgi, R., & Ciravegna, L. (2018). Service advantage built on service capabilities: 

an empirical inquiry of international new ventures. Journal of Business Reviews, 88, 371–381. 

Masciarelli, F., Laursen, K., & Principe, A. (2009). Trapped by over-embeddedness: The effects 

of regional social capital on internationalisation. Copenhagen: Copenhagen Business School 

Conference, 1–40. 

Maslow, A. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–396. 

Maslow, A. (1954). Motivation and personality. New York: Harper and Row. 

Maslow, A. (1971). The farther reaches of human nature. Arkana: Penguin Books. 

Maslow, A., & Lowery, R. (1998). Toward a psychology of being, Third edition. New York: 

Wiley & Sons. 

Mathews, J., & Zander, I. (2007). The international entrepreneurial dynamics of accelerated 

internationalisation. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(3), 387–403.  

Matlay, H., & Westhead, P. (2005). Virtual Teams and the Rise of e-Entrepreneurship in 

Europe. International Small Business Journal, 23(3), 279-302.  

Maxwell, J. (2012). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. London: Sage. 

McAuley, A. (1999). Entrepreneurial Instant Exporters in the Scottish Arts and Crafts Sector. 

Journal of International Marketing, 7(4), 67–82.  

McClelland, D. (1961). The achieving society. Van Nostrand. 

McDougall, P. (1989). International versus domestic entrepreneurship: New venture strategic 

behavior and industry structure. Journal of Business Venturing, 4(6), 387–400.  

McDougall, P., & Oviatt, B. (2000). International entrepreneurship: The intersection of two 

research paths. Academy of Management Journal, 43(5), 902–906.  

McDougall, P, Oviatt, B., & Shrader, R. (2003). A comparison of international and domestic 

new ventures. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 1(1), 59–82.  

McDougall, P., Shane, S., & Oviatt, B. (1994). Explaining the formation of international new 

ventures: The limits of theories from international business research. Journal of Business 

Venturing, 9(6), 469–487.  

McEvily, B., & Zaheer, A. (1999). Bridging ties: a source of firm heterogeneity in competitive 

capabilities. Strategic Management Journal, 20(12), 1133-1156. 

McKinsey & Company (1993). Emerging exporters: Australia's high value-added 

manufacturing exporters. Melbourne: Australian Manufacturing Council.  

McNaughton, R. (2003). The number of export markets that a firm serves: process models 

versus the born-global phenomenon. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 1(3), 297-311. 

Merriam, B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education (2nd 

edition). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Merriam, S., & Tisdell, E. (2016). Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and 

Implementation. Fourth Edition. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 



Reference 

- 341 - 
 

Michailova, S., & Wilson, H. (2008). Small firm internationalization through experiential 

learning: The moderating role of socialization tactics. Journal of World Business, 43, 243–254. 

Mitchell, R., Smith, B., Seawright, K., & Morse, E. (2000). Cross-cultural cognitions and the 

venture creation decision. Academy of Management Journal, 43(5), 974-993. 

Mills, J. (2014). Methodology and methods. In J. Mills, & M. Birks, (Eds.), Qualitative 

methodology: A practical guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Miles, M., & Huberman, A. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook, 

Second edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Miller, D., & Friesen, P. (1984). Organizations: A quantum view. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall. 

Mintzberg, H. (1994). The rise and fall of strategic planning: Reconceiving roles for planning, 

plans, planners. Toronto: Free Press. 

Mintzberg, H. (2005). Developing Theory about the Development of Theory, In K.G. Smith 

and M. Hitt (Eds.), Great Minds in Management. The Process of Theory Development. Oxford：

Oxford University Press,  

Moen, Ø. (2002). The Born Globals: A new generation of small European exporters. 

International Marketing Review, 19(2), 156–175.  

Moen, Ø., & Servais, P. (2002). Born global or gradual global? Examining the export behavior 

of small and medium-sized enterprises. Journal of International Marketing, 10(3), 49–72.  

Nordman, E., & Melen, S. (2008). The impact of different types of knowledge for the 

internationalization process of born globals in the biotech business. Journal of World Business, 

43, 171–185. 

Morrison, W. (2006). China’s economic conditions. CRS Brief for Congress, Congressional 

Research Service, Library of Congress, 12. 

Mort, G., & Weerawardena, J. (2006). Networking capability and international 

entrepreneurship: How networks function in Australian born global firms. International 

Marketing Review, 23(5), 549–572.  

Mort, G., Weerawardena, J., & Liesch, P. (2012). Advancing Entrepreneurial Marketing: 

Evidence from Born Global Firms. European Journal of Marketing, 46(3/4), 542–61. 

Mortanges, C., & Vossen, J. (1999). Mechanisms to control the marketing activities of foreign 

distributors. International Business Review, 8(1), 75–97. 

Mowery, D., Oxley, J., & Silverman, B. (1996). Strategic alliances and interfirm knowledge 

transfer. Strategic Management Journal, 17, 77-91. 

Mudambi, R., & Zahra, S. (2007). The survival of international new ventures. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 38(2), 333–352.  

Mukoyama, T. (2003). Innovation, imitation, and growth with cumulative technology. Journal 

of Monetary Economics, 50(2), 361-380. 

Musteen, M., Datta, D., & Butts, M. (2014). Do international networks and foreign market 

knowledge facilitate SME internationalization? Evidence from the Czech Republic. 

Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 38(4), 749-774. 



Reference 

- 342 - 
 

Nadin, S., & Cassell, C. (2006). The use of a research diary as a tool for reflexive practice: 

Some reflections from management research. Qualitative Research in Accounting & 

Management, 3(3), 208-217. 

Nahapiet, J., & Ghoshal, S. (1998). Social capital, intellectual capital, and the organizational 

advantage. The Academy of Management Review, 23(2), 242-266. 

Naude, W., & Rossouw, S. (2010.) Early international entrepreneurship in China: Extent and 

determinants. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 8(1), 87-111. 

Navas-Alemán, L. (2011). The impact of operating in multiple value chains for upgrading: The 

case of the Brazilian furniture and footwear industries. World Development, 39(8), 1386-1397. 

Nelson, R., & Winter, S. (1982). An evolutionary theory of economic change. Cambridge, MA: 

Belknap Press. 

Neuman, W. (2007). Basics of social research methods: Qualitative and quantitative 

approaches, Second edition. Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 

Nohria, N., & Garcia-Pont, C. (1991). Global strategic linkages and industry structure. 

Strategic Management Journal, 12, 105– 124. 

Nonaka, I. (1994). A dynamic theory of organizational knowledge creation. Organization 

Science, 5(1), 14–37. 

Noon, E. (2017). An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of the Barriers to the Use of 

Humour in the Teaching of Childhood Studies. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic 

Practice, 5(3), 45-52. 

Nowiński, W., & Rialp, A. (2013). Drivers and strategies of international new ventures from a 

Central European transition economy. Journal for East European Management Studies, 18(2), 

191–231.  

Ohmae, K. (1990). The borderless world. New York: Harper Business. 

O'Connor, G., & Rice, M. (2013). A comprehensive model of uncertainty associated with 

radical innovation. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 30, 2-18. 

OECD. (1997). Globalization and small and medium enterprises (SMEs). Paris: Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development. 

OECD. (2009). Top Barriers and Drivers to SME Internationalisation. Report by the OECD 

Working Party on SMEs and Entrepreneurship, OECD. 

OECD/Eurostat. (2005). Oslo manual, guidelines for collecting and interpreting innovation 

data. Paris: OECD 

Oliver, A., & Liebeskind, J. (1998). Three levels of networking for sourcing intellectual capital 

in biotechnology: implications for studying interorganizational networks. International Studies 

of Management & Organization, 27, 76–103.  

Oviatt, B., & McDougall, P. (1994). Toward a theory of international new ventures. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 25(1), 45–64.  

Oviatt, B., & McDougall, P. (1995). Global Start-Ups: Entrepreneurs on a Worldwide Stage. 

Academy of Management Executive, 9(2), 30-43.  



Reference 

- 343 - 
 

Oviatt, B., & McDougall, P. (2005a). Defining international entrepreneurship and modeling 

the speed of internationalization. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 29(5), 537–554.  

Oviatt, B., & McDougall, P. (2005b). The internationalization of entrepreneurship. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 36(1), 2–8.  

Oviatt, B., & McDougall, P. (2005c). Toward a theory of international new ventures. Journal 

of International Business Studies, 36(1), 29–41. 

Oviatt, B., Shrader, R., & McDougall, P. (2004). The internationalization of new ventures: a 

risk management model. Advances in International Management, 16, 165-185. 

Owen-Smith, J., & Powell, W. (2004). Knowledge networks as channels and conduits: the 

effects of spillovers in the Boston biotechnology community. Organization Science, 15 (1), 5–

21. 

Pahlberg, C. (2001). Creation and diffusion of knowledge in subsidiary business networks, In 

H. Hakansson and J. Johanson. (Eds), Business Network Learning. Oxford: Elsevier Science 

Ltd. 

Park, S., & Luo, Y. (2001). Guanxi and organizational dynamics: Organizational networking 

in China firms. Strategic Management Journal, 22(5), 455-477. 

Park, S., & Russo, M. (1996.) When competition eclipses cooperation: an event history analysis 

of joint venture failure. Management Science, 42, 875–890. 

Parkhe, A. (1998). Understanding trust in international alliances. Journal of World Business, 

33(3), 219-240. 

Patton, M. (2015). Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Paul, J., & Gupta, P. (2014). Process and intensity of internationalization of IT firms – Evidence 

from India. International Business Review, 23(3), 594–603.  

Peng, M. (2003a). Institutional transitions and strategic choices. Academy of Management 

Review, 28(2), 275–293. 

Peng. M. (2003b). Extending Research on Network Strategy in Emerging Economies. Paper 

presented at the Strategic Management Society Mini-Conference (The Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, Hong Kong). 

Peng, M., Lu, Y., Shenkaran, O., & Wang, d. (2001). Treasure in the China house: A review 

of management and organizational research on greater China. Journal of Business Research, 

52(2), 95-110. 

Peng, M., & Luo, Y. (2000). Managerial ties and firm performance in a transition economy: 

the nature of a micro- macro link. Academy of Management Journal, 43(3), 486-501. 

Penrose, E. (1959). Theory of the growth of the firm. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Perry, C. (1998). A structured approach for presenting theses. Australasian Marketing Journal, 

6(1), 63-85. 

Perry, M., Sengupta, S., & Krapfel, R. (2004). Effectiveness of horizontal strategic alliances in 

technologically uncertain environments: are trust and commitment enough? Journal of 

Business Research, 57, 951–956. 



Reference 

- 344 - 
 

Pett, T., & Dibrell, C. (2001). A process model of global strategic alliance formation. Business 

Process Management Journal, 7(4), 349-364. 

Pilzer, P. (1990). Unlimited wealth: The theory and practice of economic alchemy. New York: 

Crown Publishers. 

Pinho, J. (2007). The impact of ownership: Location-specific advantages and managerial 

characteristics on SME foreign entry mode choices. International Marketing Review, 24(6), 

715–734. 

Piperopoulos, P., Wu, J., & Wang, C. (2018). Outward FDI, location choices and innovation 

performance of emerging market enterprises. Research Policy, 47(1), 232-240. 

Pla-Barber, J., & Escribá-Esteve, A. (2006). Accelerated internationalisation: Evidence from a 

late investor country. International Marketing Review, 23(3), 255–278.  

Polanyi, M. (1966). The tacit dimension. London: Routledge. 

della Porta, D., & Keating, M. (2008). How many approaches in the social sciences? An 

epistemological introduction. In D. della Porta & M. Keating (Eds). Approaches and 

Methodologies in the Social Sciences, 19-39. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Porter, M. (1980). Competitive strategy. New York: The Free Press. 

Porter, M. (1986). Changing patterns of international competition. California Management 

Review, 28(2), 9–40. 

Prashantham, S. (2005). Toward a knowledge-based conceptualization of 

internationalization. Journal of International Entrepreneur, 3, 37–52. 

Prashantham, S., & Birkinshaw, J. (2008). Dancing with gorillas: How small companies can 

partner effectively with MNCs. California Management Review, 51(1), 6–23. 

Preece, S., Miles, G., & Baetz, M. (1999). Explaining the international intensity and global 

diversity of early-stage technology-based firms. Journal of Business Venturing, 14(3), 259–

281.  

Prieto, I., & Revilla, E. (2006). Learning capability and business performance: A non-financial 

and financial assessment. The Learning Organization, 13, 166-185. 

Quintana‐García, C., & Benavides‐Velasco, C. (2008). Innovative competence, exploration 

and exploitation: The influence of technological diversification. Research Policy, 37, 492– 507. 

Racela, O., & Thoumrungroje, A. (2014). Export market orientation, interfirm communication, 

interfirm cooperation and export performance. International Journal of Management 

Marketing. Reviews, 7(1), 1–14. 

Ramasamy, B., Goh, K., & Yeung, M. (2006). Is Guanxi a bridge to knowledge transfer. 

Journal of Business Research, 59(1), 130-139. 

Rauch, A., & Frese, M. (2007). Let's put the person back into entrepreneurship research: A 

meta-analysis on the relationship between business owners' personality traits, business creation, 

and success. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 16(4), 353–385. 

Redding, S. (1996). Weak organizations and strong linkages: Managerial ideology and Chinese 

family business networks. In G. G. Hamilton (Ed.), Asian Business Networks. New York: 

Walter de Gruyter. 



Reference 

- 345 - 
 

Reinders, M., Frambach, R., & Schoormans, J. (2010). Using product bundling to facilitate the 

adoption process of radical innovations. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 27, 1127-

1140. 

Ren, S., Eisingerich, A., & Tsai, H. (2015). How do marketing, research and development 

capabilities, and degree of internationalization synergistically affect the innovation 

performance of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)? A panel data study of Chinese 

SMEs. International Business Review, 24(4), 642–651.  

Rennie, M. (1993). Born global. The McKinsey Quarterly, 4, 45–52.  

Reuber, A., & Fischer, E. (1997). The influence of the management team's international 

experience on the internationalization behaviors of SMES. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 28(4), 807–825.  

Rhee, J., Park, T., & Lee, D. (2010). Drivers of innovativeness and performance for innovative 

SMEs in South Korea: Mediation of learning orientation. Technovation, 30, 65–75.  

Rialp, A., Galván-sanchez, I., & Suárez-Ortega, S. (2010). A configuration holistic approach 

to born-global firms' strategy formations process. European Management Journal, 28(2), 108–

123. 

Rialp, A., & Rialp, J. (2006). Faster and more successful exporters: an exploratory study of 

born global firms from the resource-based view. Journal of Euro-Marketing, 16, 71-86. 

Rialp, A., Rialp, J., & Knight, G. (2005). The phenomenon of early internationalizing firms: 

What do we know after a decade (1993–2003) of scientific inquiry? International Business 

Review, 14(2), 147–166.  

Ridder, H., Hoon, C., & McCandless, A. (2014). Entering a dialogue: Positioning case study 

findings towards theory. British Journal of Management, 25(2), 373-387. 

Robinson, W., & Min, S. (2002). Is the first to market the first to fail? Empirical evidence for 

industrial goods businesses. Journal of Marketing Research, 34(1), 120−128. 

da Rocha, A., Simoes, V., de Mello, R., & Carneiro, J. (2017). From global start-ups to the 

borderless firm: Why and how to build a worldwide value system. Journal of International 

Entrepreneurship, 15(2), 121–144.  

Rosenbusch, N., Brinckmann, J., & Bausch, A. (2011). Is innovation always beneficial? A 

meta-analysis of the relationship between innovation and performance in SMEs. Journal of 

Business Venturing, 26(4), 441–457. 

Rothaermel, F., & DeEds, D. (2004). Exploration and exploitation alliances in biotechnology: 

a system of new product development. Strategic Management Journal, 25, 201–221. 

Rugman, A., & Verbeke, A. (2004). A perspective on regional and global strategies of 

multinational enterprises. Journal of International Business Studies, 35, 3-18. 

Rumelt, R. (1984). Towards a strategic theory of the firm. In R.B. Lamb (Ed.) Competitive 

Strategic Management. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Sainio, L., Ritala, P., & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, P. (2012). Constituents of radical innovation: 

Exploring the role of strategic orientations and market uncertainty. Technovation, 32, 591-599. 

Sako, M. (1994). Supplier relationship and innovation. In M. Dodgson. and R. Rothwell. (Eds.), 

The handbook of industrial innovation. Aldershot: Edward Elgar Publishing. 



Reference 

- 346 - 
 

Sako, M. (1998). The information requirements of trust in supplier relations: Evidence from 

Japan, Europe and the United States. In N. Lazaric and E. Lorenz (Eds.), Trust and economic 

learning. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Salomon, R. (2006). Spillovers to foreign market participants: Assessing the impact of export 

strategies on innovative productivity. Strategic Organization, 4(2), 135–164.  

Salomon, R., & Jin, B. (2010). Do leading or lagging firms learn more from exporting? 

Strategic Management Journal, 31(10), 1088–1113. 

Salomon, R., & Shaver, J. (2005). Learning by exporting: New insights from examining firm 

innovation. Journal of Economics and Management Strategy, 14(2), 431-460. 

Sánchez, M., & Rodriguez, Z. (2008). Auge y desarrollo de las empresas nacidas globales (Rise 

and development of born global firms). In Claves de la economía mundial, 8, Instituto Español 

de Comercio Exterior, Madrid. 

Sapienza, H., Autio, E., George, G., & Zahra, S. (2006). A capabilities perspective on the 

effects of early internationalization on firm survival and growth. Academy of Management 

Review, 31(4), 914–933.  

Sarantakos, S. (1994). Trial Cohabitation on Trial. Australian Social Work, 47, 13-25.Sarkar, 

M., Echambadi, R., & Harrison, J. (2001). Alliance, entrepreneurship and firm performance. 

Strategic Management Journal, 22, 701–711. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2016). Research Methods for Business Students, 

Seventh edition. Essex: Pearson. 

Scherer, F. (1967). Market structure and the employment of scientists and engineers. American 

Economic Review, 57, 524-531. 

Schnaars, S. (1994). Managing imitation strategies: How late entrants seize marketing from 

pioneers. New York: The Free Press. 

Schumpeter, J. (1934). The theory of economic development. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Schumpeter, J. (1939). Business Cycles. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Schumpeter, J. (1989) Essays on entrepreneurs, innovations, business cycles and the evolution 

of capitalism. In R. V. Clemence (Ed.), New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers. 

Schutz, A. (1962). Collected Paper 1: The Problem of Social Reality. The Hague: Martinus 

Nijhof. 

Servais, P., Madsen, T., & Rasmussen, E. (2007). Small manufacturing firms’ involvement in 

international e-business activities. Advances in International Marketing, 17, 297–309. 

Shankar, V., Carpenter, G., & Krishnamurthi, L. (1998). Late mover advantage: How 

innovative late entrants outsell pioneers. Journal of Marketing Research, 35(1), 54−70. 

Sharma, D., & Blomstermo, A. (2003). The internationalization process of Born Globals: A 

network view. International Business Review, 12(6), 739–753.  

Shrader, R., Oviatt, B., & McDougall, P. (2000). How new ventures exploit tradeoffs among 

international risk factors: Lessons for the accelerated internationization of the 21st century. 

Academy of Management Journal, 43(6), 1227–1247.  



Reference 

- 347 - 
 

Simon, H. (1996). Hidden Champions: Lessons from 500 of the World’s Best Unknown 

Companies. Boston, Harvard Business School Press. 

Simmonds, K., & Smith, H. (1968). The first export order: a marketing innovation. British 

Journal of Marketing, 2, 93–100. 

Singh, D. (2009). Export performance of emerging market firms. International Business 

Review, 18(4), 321–330. 

Sleuwaegen, L., & Onkelinx, J. (2014). International commitment, post-entry growth and 

survival of international new ventures. Journal of Business Venturing, 29(1), 106–120. 

Slotte-Kock, S., & Coviello, N. (2010). Entrepreneurship research on network processes: A 

review and ways forward. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 34(1), 31-57. 

Smith, S. (2014). Follow me to the innovation frontier? Leaders, laggards, and the differential 

effects of imports and exports on technological innovation. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 45(3), 248–274. 

Smith, B., & Barclay, D. (1997). The effects of organizational differences and trust on the 

effectiveness of selling partner relationships. Journal of Marketing, 61, 3–21. 

Smith, J., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative phenomenological analysis: Theory, 

method and research. London: Sage. 

Snape, D., & Spencer, L. (2003). The foundations of qualitative research, In J. Ritchie, and 

Lewis, J. (Eds). Qualitative research practice: A guide for social science researchers and 

students. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Spence, M., & Crick, D. (2006). A comparative investigation into the internationalisation of 

Canadian and UK high-tech SMEs. International Marketing Review, 23(5), 524–548.  

Solow, R. (1957). Technical change and the aggregate production function. The Review of 

Economics and Statistics, 39, 312–320.  

Son, J., Tu, L., & Benbasat, I. (2006). Trust-building measures in B2B electronic marketplaces. 

Communications of AIS, 18(1), 2-52.  

Sorensen, H., & Madsen, T. (2012). Strategic orientations and export market success of 

manufacturing firms: The role of market portfolio diversity. International Marketing Review, 

29(4), 424–441. 

Srivastava, M., & Gnyawali, D. (2011). When do relational resources matter? Leveraging 

portfolio technological resources for breakthrough innovation. Academy of Management 

Journal, 54, 797– 810. 

Stake, R. (2000). Case Studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds), Handbook of 

Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Standifird, S., & Marshall, T. (2000). The transaction cost advantage of Guanxi-based business 

practices. Journal of World Business, 35(1), 21-42.  

Starr, J., & MacMillan, I. (1990). Resource cooptation via social contracting: Resource 

acquisition strategies for New Ventures. Strategic Management Journal, 11, 79-92. 



Reference 

- 348 - 
 

Steensma, H., Marino, L., Weaver, K., & Dickson, P. (2000). The influence of national culture 

on the formation of technology alliances by entrepreneurial firms. Academy of Management 

Journal, 43(5), 951–973. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1997). Grounded theory in practice. Sage Publications, Inc. 

Stuart, T., Hoang, H., & Hybels, R. (1999). Interorganizational endorsements and the 

performance of entrepreneurial ventures. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44, 315–349. 

Su, Y., Tsang, E., & Peng, M. (2009). How do internal capabilities and external partnerships 

affect innovativeness? Asia Pacific Journal of Management, 26(2), 309-331. 

Subedi, B. (2016). Using Likert type data in social science research: Confusion, issues and 

challenges. International Journal of Contemporary Applied Sciences, 3(2), 36-49 

Suddaby, R. (2006). From the editors: What grounded theory is not. Academy of Management 

Journal, 49(4), 633–43. 

Sui, S., & Baum, M. (2014). Internationalization strategy, firm resources and the survival of 

SMEs in the export market. Journal of International Business Studies, 45(7), 821–841. 

Sullivan, D. (1994). Measuring the degree of internationalization of a firm. Journal of 

International Business Studies, 25(2), 325–342. 

Swoboda, B., Pennemann, K., & Taube, M. (2012). The effects of perceived brand globalness 

and perceived brand localness in China: Empirical evidence on western, Asian, and domestic 

retailers. Journal of International Marketing, 20(4), 72-95. 

Szymanski, D., Troy, L., & Bharadwaj, S. (1995). Order of entry and business performance: 

An empirical synthesis and reexamination. Journal of Marketing, 59(4), 17−33. 

Tan, H., & Mathews, J. (2015). Accelerated internationalization and resource leverage 

strategizing: The case of Chinese wind turbine manufacturers. Journal of World Business, 

50(3), 417–427. 

Tan, D., & Meyer, K. (2010). Business groups' outward FDI: a managerial resources 

perspective. Journal of International Management, 16(2), 154‐164. 

Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (1998). Applied social research methods series. Mixed 

methodology: Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA, US: 

Sage Publications, Inc. 

Teece, D., & Pisano, G. (1994). The dynamic capabilities of firms: an introduction. Industrial 

and Corporate Change, 3(3), 537–556. 

Teece, D., Pisano, G., & Shuen, A. (1997). Dynamic capabilities and strategic management. 

Strategic Management Journal, 509–533.  

Tellis, G., Prabhu, J., & Chandy, R. (2009). Radical innovation across nations: The 

Preeminence of corporate culture. Journal of Marketing, 73, 3-23. 

Thomas, R., & Bertolini, L. (2014). Beyond the case study dilemma in urban planning: Using 

a meta-matrix to distil critical success factors in transit-oriented development. Urban Policy 

and Research, 32(2), 219-237,  



Reference 

- 349 - 
 

Trudgen, R., & Freeman, S. (2014). Measuring the performance of born-global firms 

throughout their development process: The roles of initial market selection and 

internationalisation speed. Management International Review, 54(4), 551–579. 

Tsang, E. (1998). Foreign Direct Investment in China: A consideration of some strategic 

options, Journal of General management, 24(1). 

Tseng, C., Kuo, H., & Chou, S. (2008). Configuration of innovation and performance in the 

service industry: Evidence from the Taiwanese hotel industry. Service Industries Journal, 28(7), 

1015-1028. 

Uzzi, B. (1997). Social structure and competition in interfirm networks: The paradox of 

embeddedness. Administrative Science Quarterly, 42(2), 35-67. 

Vanhonacker, W. (2004). Guanxi networks in China. The Chinese Business Review, 31(3), 48-

53. 

Van Maanen, J. (1995). Style as Theory. Organization Science, 6(1), 133-143. 

Verhees, F., & Meulenberg, M. (2004). Market orientation, innovativeness, product innovation, 

and performance in small firms. Journal of Small Business Management, 42(2), 134-154. 

Vennesson, P. (2008). Case studies and process tracing: theories and practise. In D. della Porta 

& M. Keating. (Eds). Approaches and Methodologies in the Social Sciences. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.  

Vernon, R. (1966). International investment and international trade in the product cycle. The 

Quarterly Journal of Economics, 80(2), 190-207. 

Vissak, T., & Zhang, X. (2016). A born global’s radical, gradual and nonlinear 

internationalization: A case from Belarus. Journal of East European Management Studies, 

21(2), 209-230. 

Vissak, T., Zhang, X., & Ukrainski, K. (2012). Successful born globals without experiential 

market knowledge: Survey evidence from China. In M. Gabrielsson, & V. H. Kirpalani (Eds.). 

Handbook of research on born globals. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.  

Von Hippel, E. (1988). The Sources of Innovation. New York and Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Weber, M. (1919). Wissenschaft als Beruf. In J. Winkelmann (ed.), 582-613. Max Weber. 

Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Wissenschaftslehre. Tubingen: Mohr. 

Weerawardena, J., Mort, G., Liesch, P., & Knight, G. (2007). Conceptualizing accelerated 

internationalization in the born global firm: A dynamic capabilities perspective. Journal of 

World Business, 42(3), 294–306. 

Weick, K. (2007). The generative properties of richness. Academy of Management Journal, 

50(1), 14-19. 

Welch, C., & Piekkari, R. (2006). Crossing language boundaries: Qualitative interviewing in 

international business. Management International Review, 46(4), 417-437. 

Welch, L., & Luostarinen, R. (1988). Internationalization: Evaluation of a concept. In P. J. 

Buckley, & P. N. Ghauri (Eds), The internationalization of the firm. London: Thomson 

Learning. 



Reference 

- 350 - 
 

Welch, C., & Welch, L. (2009). Re-internationalisation: Exploration and conceptualization. 

International Business Review, 18(6), 567-577. 

Welch, L., & Wiedersheim-Paul, F. (1980). Initial exports-A marketing failure? Journal of 

Management Studies, 17(3), 333-344. 

Wernerfelt, B. (1984). A resource-based view of the firm. Strategic Management Journal, 5(2), 

171–180.  

Westhead, P., Wright, M., & Ucbasaran, D. (2001). The internationalization of new and small 

firms: A resource-based view. Journal of Business Venturing, 16(4), 333–358.  

Whitelock, J. (2002). Viewpoint: theories of internationalisation and their impact on market 

entry. International Marketing Review, 19 (4), 342–347. 

Williamson, O. (1985). The Economic Institutions of Capitalism. New York: The Free Press. 

Williamson, O., & Ouchi, W. (1981). The markets and hierarchies programs of research: Origin, 

implications, and prospects. In Van de Ven, & W. F. Joyce (Eds.), Perspectives on organization 

design and behavior. New York: Wiley. 

Wilson, D., & Mummalaneni, V. (1986). Bonding and commitment in buyer-seller 

relationships: a preliminary conceptualisation. Journal of industrial marketing and Purchasing, 

1(3), 44-58. 

Wind, J., & Mahajan, V. (1997). Issues and opportunities in new product development: An 

introduction to the special issue. Journal of Marketing Research, 34, 1-12. 

Wood, E., Khavul, S., Perez-Nordtvedt, L., Prakhya, S., Velarde Dabrowski, R., & Zheng, C. 

(2011). Strategic commitment and timing of internationalization from emerging markets: 

Evidence from China, India, Mexico, and South Africa. Journal of Small Business 

Management, 49(2), 252–282.  

World Trade Organisation (2018). The economics of how digital technologies impact trade. 

Geneva, Switzerland. 

Wu, A., Li, S., & Wang, H. (2014). New ventures, product innovation and business 

intermediaries: Empirical analyses of 145 new Chinese ventures. Chinese Management Studies, 

8(2), 241-257.  

Xian, H. (2008). Lost in translation? Language culture and the roles of translator in cross-

cultural management research. Qualitative Research in Organisations and Management. 3(3), 

231-245. 

Xu, X., Li, W., & Chen, X. (2019). Confucian culture and stock price crash risk. China Journal 

of Accounting Studies, 7(1), 25-61. 

Yamakawa, Y., Peng, M., & DeEds, D. (2008). What drives new ventures to internationalize 

from emerging to developed economies? Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 32(1), 59–82.  

Yang, M. (1994). Gifts, favors, and banquets: The art of social relationships in China. Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press. 

Yang, J., & Li, J. (2008). The development of entrepreneurship in China. Asia Pacific Journal 

of Management, 25, 335-359. 



Reference 

- 351 - 
 

Yang, S., & Stening, B. (2016). Antecedents of materialism in China: An intergenerational 

analysis. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 40(6), 701-711. 

Yasuda, A. (2005). Do bank relationship affect the firm’s underwriter choice in the corporate-

bond underwriting market? Journal of Finance, 60, 1259-1292. 

Yeoh, P. (2000). Information acquisition activities: a study of global start-up exporting 

companies. Journal of International Marketing, 8(3), 36-60. 

Yeoh, P. (2004). International learning: Antecedents and performance implications among 

newly internationalizing companies in an exporting context. International Marketing Review, 

21(4/5), 511–534. 

Yin, R. (2009). Case Study Research: Design and Methods, Fourth edition. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Yin, R. (2014). Case Study Research: Design and Methods, Fifth edition. California: SAGE 

Publications, Inc. 

Yli-Renko, H., Autio, E., & Tontti, V. (2002). Social capital, knowledge, and the international 

growth of technology-based new firms. International Business Review, 11(3), 279–304.  

Young, L., & Wilkinson, I. (1989). The role of trust and co-operation in marketing channels: 

A preliminary study. European Journal of Marketing, 23(2), 109-122 

Yu, J., Gilbert, B., & Oviatt, B. (2011). Effects of alliances, time, and network cohesion on the 

initiation of foreign sales by new ventures. Strategic Management Journal, 32(4), 424–446. 

Yu, X., Yan, J., & Assimakopoulos, D. (2015). Case analysis of imitative innovation in Chinese 

manufacturing SMEs: Products, features, barriers and competences for transition. International 

Journal of Information Management, 35 (4), 520–525. 

Yueh, L. (2009). China's entrepreneurs. World Development, 37(4), 778-786. 

Zahra, S. (2014). Public and corporate governance and young global entrepreneurial firms. 

Corporate Governansce: An International Review, 22(2): 77–83. 

Zahra, S. A., & Covin, J. G. (1995). Contextual influences on the corporate entrepreneurship-

performance relationship: a longitudinal analysis. Journal of Business Venturing, 10(1), 43–58. 

Zahra, S., & George, G. (2002). International entrepreneurship: the current status of the field 

and future research agenda. In M. Hitt, D. Ireland, S. Camp, & D. Sexton (Eds.), Strategic 

entrepreneurship: creating a new mindset. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Zahra, S., Ireland, R., & Hitt, M. (2000). International expansion by new venture firms: 

International diversity, mode of market entry, technological learning, and performance. 

Academy of Management Journal, 43(5), 925–950.  

Zaheer, A., McEvily, B., & Perrone, V. (1998). Does trust matter? Exploring the effects of 

interorganizational and interpersonal trust on performance. Organisation Science, 9(2), 141-

159. 

Zaheer, S., & Zaheer, A. (2006). Trust across borders. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 37(1), 1-29. 

Zhang, J., Cheng, R., & Wang, W. (2016). Chinese born global firms and international 

entrepreneurial mechanism. Journal of Economic and Financial Studies, 4(5), 9-16. 



Reference 

- 352 - 
 

Zhang, J., & Dai, X. (2013). Research on Chinese born global firms’ international 

entrepreneurial mechanism and development mode. International Business and Management, 

7(1), 77-83. 

Zhang, M., Gao, Q., Wheeler, J., & Kwon, J. (2016). Institutional effect on born global firms 

in China: The role of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War strategies. Journal of Asia Business 

Studies, 10(1), 1–19. 

Zhang, S., & Li, X. (2008). Managerial ties, firm resources, and performance of cluster firms. 

Asia Pacific Journal of Management, 25(4), 615-633. 

Zhang, S., & Markman, A. (1998). Overcoming the early entrant advantage: The role of 

alignable and nonalignable difference. Journal of Marketing Research, 35, 413-26. 

Zhang, M., Tansuhaj, P., & McCullough, J. (2009). International entrepreneurial capability: 

the measurement and a comparison between born global firms and traditional exporters in 

China. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 7(4), 293–322. 

Zhang, Y., & Zhang, Z. (2006). Guanxi and organizational dynamics in China: A link between 

individual and organizational levels. Journal of Business Ethics, 67(4), 375-392. 

Zhang, J., Zhang, L., Rozelle, S., & Boucher, S. (2006). Self-employment with Chinese 

characteristics: The forgotten engine of rural China’s growth. Contemporary Economic Policy, 

24(3), 446-458. 

Zhao, L., & Aram, J. (1995). Networking and growth of young technology-intensive ventures 

in China. Journal of Business Venturing, 10, 349– 370. 

Zhao, S., & Zhang, L. (2007). Foreign direct investment and the formation of global city-

regions in China. Regional Studies, 41(7), 979–94. 

Zhou, K. (2006). Innovation, imitation, and new product performance: The case of China. 

Industrial Marketing Management, 35, 394-402. 

Zhou, L. (2007). The effects of entrepreneurial proclivity and foreign market knowledge on 

early internationalization. Journal of World Business, 42, 281–293. 

Zhou, L., Barnes, B., & Lu, Y. (2010). Entrepreneurial proclivity, capability upgrading and 

performance advantage of newness among international new ventures. Journal of International 

Business Studies, 41(5), 882–905. 

Zhou, K., & Li, C. (2012). How knowledge affects radical innovation: Knowledge base, market 

knowledge acquisition, and internal knowledge sharing. Strategic Management Journal, 33, 

1090-1102. 

Zhou, L., Wu, A., & Barnes, B. (2012). The effects of early internationalization on performance 

outcomes in young international ventures: The mediating role of marketing capabilities. 

Journal of International Marketing, 20(4), 25-45. 

Zhou, L., Wu, W., & Luo, X. (2007). Internationalization and the performance of bornglobal 

SMEs: The mediating role of social networks. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(4), 

673–690.  

Zollo, M., & Winter, S. (2002). Deliberate learning and the evolution of dynamic capabilities. 

Organization Science, 13, 339–351. 



Reference 

- 353 - 
 

Zou, H., & Ghauri, P. (2010). Internationalizing by learning: The case of Chinese high-tech 

new ventures. International Marketing Review, 27(2), 223-244. 

Zucchella, A., Palamara, G., & Denicolai, S. (2007). The drivers of the early 

internationalization of the firm. Journal of World Business, 42(3), 268–280.  

Zucker, L., Darby, M., & Armstrong, J. (2002). Commercializing knowledge: University 

science, knowledge capture, and firm performance in biotechnology. Management Science, 

48(1), 138–153. 

 


