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Abstract 
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Good for wealth or bad for health? Socioemotional wealth in the internationalisation 

process of family SMEs from a network perspective 
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Diss. Lappeenranta-Lahti University of Technology LUT 

ISBN 978-952-335-596-5, ISBN 978-952-335-597-2 (PDF), ISSN-L 1456-4491, ISSN 

1456-4491 

This dissertation investigates how family SMEs (small- and medium-sized enterprises) 

internationalise from a network perspective, to reach both noneconomic socioemotional 

wealth (SEW) and economic goals. SEW encompasses the key noneconomic, affective, 

relational and behavioural preferences (e.g. family control) that family firms (FFs), and 

especially smaller FFs, tend to preserve in addition to economic interests. However, FF 

internationalisation literature has studied and measured SEW very little, let alone from a 

network perspective and in the context of family SMEs. SEW is inherently a dynamic, 

relational construct, as is the internationalisation process, in the modern network-based 

global business environment. 

The dissertation uses varying methods, namely, a meta-synthesis of extant literature, case 

studies and multiple regression analysis. The mixed-method approach and the large 

qualitative and quantitative data enable broad yet in-depth understanding of SEW and 

international networking of family SMEs. The results and findings unravel different 

networking strategies of family SMEs on different internationalisation pathways, where 

family SMEs aim to reach SEW and economic goals through active international 

networking and close relationship-building with foreign partners. SEW is not necessarily 

a liability if family SMEs avoid its manifestation as emotional decision-making and, 

rather, derive relational capabilities (e.g. social capital) for use with financially oriented 

activities in internationalisation.  

These findings clarify the potentially beneficial role of SEW as a relational construct and 

the means by which family SMEs can proceed and network successfully in the 

internationalisation process to reach noneconomic and economic goals. The related 

models and frameworks not only provide theoretical contributions by clarifying the 

coexistence of these goals and processes towards them but also provide practical 

implications for family-SME managers to assess and make decisions related to SEW and 

internationalisation. This dissertation also helps policy makers to understand the special 

nature of family SMEs through SEW, and how they can compete in the global business 

environment by utilising suitable international-networking strategies and pathways. 

Keywords: socioemotional wealth, family firm, family SME, internationalisation 

process, network relationship
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1 Introduction 

‘The strategies of the value bases have to be similar so that the business works. If the 

other wants to sell fast and cheap and run away, our mission is not to be like that. We 

want long-term, contented customer relationships. . . . There must be similar mindset. If 

we compare a family firm and some corporation, the life is completely different. 

Corporation is about corporation life . . .  it is not human-centred. Family firms are more 

easily attached to individuals, at least up to a certain size.’ 

This quote about the positive qualities of having a family firm1 (hereafter FF) as a foreign 

partner comes from the nonfamily CEO of one of the case family SMEs in this 

dissertation, coded as ‘Mach E’. At the time of his interview in 2018, he had been working 

for Mach E about 4 years, after about 17 years at a large multinational non-FF. Mach E, 

a 100% family-owned machinery manufacturer established in 1985, had reached a 

foreign-sales-to-total-sales (FSTS) ratio of 95% in 2018, with about EUR 25 million total 

sales and a substantial profit margin. The CEO had top-managerial experience in both a 

family SME and a large non-FF. Saying how these organisations differ and how his FF 

based its selection of foreign partners on similar organisational characteristics to achieve 

a proven, successful internationalisation makes a powerful statement on the 

internationalisation of family SMEs from a network perspective. 

But why study the internationalisation of family SMEs and from the network perspective?  

First, the strong presence of family involvement in SMEs globally (e.g. Hennart, 

Majocchi and Forlani, 2019) and in Finland (Finnish Family Firms Association, 2017), 

the primary national context for this dissertation, calls for a more deliberate focus on the 

family variable. Second, since globalisation has changed the business environment 

dramatically into a network-based and borderless environment (Chetty and Campbell-

Hunt, 2004; Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017), with Internet and enhanced transportation 

facilitating international business (Van Alstyne and Brynjolfsson, 2005; Zucchella, 

Palamara and Denicolai, 2007), firms have more opportunities—and, thereby, more 

competition—for conducting and growing their businesses (Parker, 1998). 

Internationalisation is desirable for SMEs to grow revenues and achieve economies of 

scope (Lu and Beamish, 2001), spread risk (Patel, Criaco and Naldi, 2018) and develop 

capabilities for better profitability and competitiveness through experiential learning 

(Barkema and Vermeulen, 1998). It is often a necessity for SMEs coming from small and 

open economies (e.g. Finland) in which the domestic markets may be too small for 

economic activity (Bell, 1995; Torkkeli et al., 2016). Despite the opportunities residing 

in internationalisation, the literature primarily views FFs and family SMEs as reluctant to 

internationalise (e.g. Fernandez and Nieto, 2006; Graves and Thomas 2006; Yang et al., 

2018) or face challenges to intensify internationalisation (e.g. Alessandri, Cerrato and 

 
1 An organisation primarily owned and managed by family members; see e.g. Bennedsen and Foss 

(2015). The more detailed description of FF is discussed in Conceptual and theoretical background and 

Methodology. 
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Eddleston, 2018; Cesinger et al., 2014; Eberhard and Craig, 2013), due to FF-specific 

liabilities.  

One such liability, which permeates family ownership and management and which 

research on FFs and their internationalisation has increasingly adopted, is socioemotional 

wealth (SEW). SEW separates FFs from non-FFs and encapsulates key noneconomic and 

affective endowments that FFs aim to preserve, such as identification, family control and 

influence in decision-making, and maintenance of a family dynasty over generations 

(Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). As a major reference 

point in strategic decision-making, SEW generally depicts FFs as risk-averse and hesitant 

to engage in internationalisation, an ‘external threat’ that could potentially harm internal 

SEW-related family goals, even if internationalisation would make sense economically 

(Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010). 

However, many studies point to the better overall performance of FFs compared to that 

of non-FFs (e.g. Anderson and Reeb, 2003; Martinez, Stöhr and Quiroga, 2007). The 

findings of some internationalisation studies that compare their international performance 

with that of non-FFs show FFs equalling (Crick, Bradshaw and Chaudhry, 2006; Graves 

and Thomas 2004; Menendez-Requejo, 2005) or surpassing non-FFs (Kraus et al., 2017; 

Zahra, 2003). As Mach E demonstrates, a family SME can achieve excellent international 

performance. Since SEW is ‘the defining feature of a family business’ (Gomez-Mejia et 

al., 2011, p. 692), a broad ‘umbrella’ concept encompassing the affective value that 

supports or impedes FF economic value (Deephouse and Jaskiewicz, 2013; Gomez-Mejia 

et al., 2007; Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010), these divergent results related to 

internationalisation raise questions. Is SEW truly a negative, too-powerful de facto FF 

liability that restrains engaging in internationalisation, which could be a necessary 

strategy for many SMEs? Or, is the effect of SEW on internationalisation weak or even 

negligible? Can family SMEs somehow carry along both noneconomic SEW and 

economic goals for profitable and successful internationalisation? How? 

The ‘how’ question here is essential. As the quote from Mach E shows, understanding 

how family SMEs make decisions and behave in internationalisation is important to 

understanding the roots of their choices. The quote also indicates that these choices reveal 

FF-specific aspects that are likely to manifest in network relationships. Mach E seems to 

view cooperating with similar (i.e. family SME) foreign partners as suitable, largely 

because of similar value bases and human-centred behaviour. Studying network 

relationships in internationalisation is relevant, due to not only the current network-based 

global business environment but also the crucial importance of network relationships for 

providing SMEs with complementary resources and capabilities (e.g. Buciuni and Mola, 

2014; Eberhard and Craig, 2013). Since SEW is likely to manifest more strongly in 

smaller FFs than larger FFs (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 

2013) and to fortify intrafamily social bonding to foster family benefit (Zellweger et al., 

2019), external networking for the benefit of economic internationalisation and internal 

networking for the benefit of noneconomic SEW might collide. Mach E, wholly-owned 

by the family, has a nonfamily CEO. It conducts active internationalisation with 
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committed foreign-partner relationships, while having an assessed medium level of 

SEW2, showing how economic and noneconomic goals and practices can coexist.  

The collective aim of this dissertation and its four publications is to unravel, from a 

network/relational perspective, how family SMEs internationalise to reach both economic 

and noneconomic SEW goals. Reviewing the state-of-the-art of research on the FF 

internationalisation process (Publication I), unravelling the dynamics of SEW and 

international networking of family SMEs through qualitative in-depth case studies 

(Publications II and IV) and identifying key networking and SEW variables affecting the 

internationalisation of family SMEs (Publication III) achieve the present research aim. 

Discussion follows of identified research gaps, with the relevant theoretical background 

and the related specific research questions.  

1.1 Research gaps 

1.1.1 Research gap 1 – Understanding FF internationalisation as a process 

Gallo and Sveen (1991) published the first scientific article focusing solely on FF 

internationalisation, and this research stream has grown exponentially over the following 

decades (Arregle et al., 2017; Kontinen and Ojala, 2010a; Pukall and Calabro, 2014). 

Despite the increasing amount of research, the studies mostly focus on two aspects of FF 

internationalisation, namely, factors that either restrain or facilitate FF 

internationalisation (Arregle et al., 2017). The narrow scope and dichotomy of these 

aspects have left the contributions of these studies largely ambiguous (Kano and Verbeke, 

2018). A telling observation is that Gallo and Sveen (1991) also focus on this dichotomy 

in their article titled ‘Internationalizing the Family Business: Facilitating and Restraining 

Factors’. Understanding the factors that affect FF internationalisation is of great 

importance. However, at least equally important is understanding the actual process by 

which FFs internationalise, from pre-entry to later stages of internationalisation. In fact, 

in studies of different internationalisation processes, more integration among ‘what’, 

‘why’ and ‘how’ questions with different FF-specific antecedents and outcomes would 

facilitate reaching a holistic understanding that intertwines different process-based and 

variance-based perspectives (Kontinen and Ojala, 2010a; Metsola et al., 2020). Two main 

notions support this pursuit: internationalisation as a processual phenomenon and the FF 

as a processual organisation.  

The underlying assumption and evident reality are that internationalisation is an ongoing 

process that a firm aims to increase through various operations and transactions (Beamish, 

1990; Welch and Luostarinen, 1988), with possibilities for pursuing its opposite, i.e. de-

internationalisation activities (Benito and Welch, 1997; Nummela, Saarenketo and Loane, 

2016). Internationalisation is far from static; rather, it is dynamic and evolutionary 

(Coviello and McAuley, 1999), encompassing different episodes and epochs (Kütschker, 

 
2 See Methodology and Publication II on assessment. 
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Bäurle and Schmid, 1997) and requiring firms to adjust the pace, scope and rhythm of 

their actions accordingly, so internationalisation can succeed (Vermeulen and Barkema, 

2002). Time is an important dimension for understanding internationalisation processes; 

it serves as a reflection point to assess how the processes and actions from different 

periods link to each other (Hurmerinta, Paavilainen-Mäntymäki and Hassett, 2016; Jones 

and Coviello, 2005; Kütschker, Bäurle and Schmid, 1997; Welch, Nummela and Liesch, 

2016). Addressing and emphasising internationalisation as a dynamic, evolutionary and 

time-based process have led to the development of several internationalisation models3 

(e.g. Bell et al., 2003; Johanson and Vahlne, 1977; 2009; Vahlne and Johanson, 2017; 

Santangelo and Meyer, 2017).  

Despite several calls for studying internationalisation through process approaches (e.g. 

Eden, 2009; Jones and Coviello, 2005; Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2014) that 

would unravel various events and their time-related order for reaching outcomes 

(Langley, 2009; Mohr, 1982; Van de Ven, 2007), these approaches are effectively missing 

in the empirical literature. Although recent review articles on FF internationalisation do 

not comment in depth on the process aspects of the assessed articles (Casillas and 

Moreno-Menéndez, 2017; Kontinen and Ojala, 2010a; Pukall and Calabro, 2014; Reuber, 

2016), they explicitly or implicitly note that analyses of FF internationalisation processes 

receive limited attention. Yet, FFs have unique processual features that can affect the 

ways that their internationalisation processes evolve over time and in different periods. 

Owning the business and managing its family members constantly shape strategic 

decision-making and management processes to reach family goals (Harris, Martinez and 

Ward, 1994; Sharma, Chrisman and Chua, 1997). The family-centred operations can last 

through generations, even over centuries (Anwar and Tariq, 2011; Gersick et al., 1997; 

Moya, 2010), when succession processes enable effective transfer of knowledge and 

skills (Cabrera-Suarez, de Saá‐Pérez and García‐Almeida, 2001; Davis and Harveston, 

1998; Moya, 2010). Although FFs tend to follow certain routine and path-dependent 

strategies for a long time—mostly as slow and careful internationalisation to psychically 

close markets (e.g. Cesinger et al., 2014; Graves and Thomas, 2008) or domestic focus 

instead of internationalisation (e.g. Fernandez and Nieto, 2006; Okoroafo, 1999)—the 

internationalisation propensities and intensities may vary across generations (e.g. 

Calabro, Brogi and Torchia, 2016; Nummela, Vissak and Francioni, in press).  

One key underlying reason for varying internationalisation processes may be varying 

inclinations to preserve SEW (Fang et al., 2018). Prioritising noneconomic family or 

heritage assets over nonfamily assets, even at the expense of economic goals (i.e. 

bifurcation bias4), is arguably relevant and dysfunctional for the internationalisation of 

FFs in the short-to-medium run (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). However, functional 

economising practices are expected to occur in the long run and enable successful 

internationalisation (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). Kano and Verbeke (2018) argue that the 

role of bifurcation bias should be studied more in association with noneconomic goals 

 
3 The chapter on Conceptual and theoretical background discusses these models in detail. 
4 See Conceptual and theoretical background for more detailed discussion. 
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and SEW, to determine its influence on the survival, profitability and growth of 

internationalising FFs.  

The literature widely recognises the influence of key decision-makers, such as 

entrepreneurs and top management, on internationalisation (e.g. Jones and Coviello, 

2005; Nummela, Vissak and Francioni, in press). Family members are influential in 

driving (dis)continuous internationalisation processes of their FFs over generations 

(Anwar and Tariq, 2011; Moya, 2010). Since the internationalisation process itself 

requires viewing through a longitudinal lens (Jones and Coviello, 2005; Melin, 1992; 

Vahlne and Johanson, 2017; Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2014), with the focus 

on individuals driving the changes along the process (Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; 

Håkanson and Kappen, 2017; Santangelo and Meyer, 2017), we need FF 

internationalisation studies tackling the process element in depth. The FF 

internationalisation research has thus far provided a large pool of studies with 

accumulated knowledge on various issues related to FF internationalisation (Arregle et 

al., 2017; Pukall and Calabro, 2014) without providing enough consensual conclusions 

on these issues (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). This indicates the need for a review study, 

compiling and integrating process-based studies on internationalisation pathways and 

variance-based studies on the factors affecting the different stages of these pathways. 

Such a study would serve as an important lens on how the FF internationalisation process 

is understood, based on the past, and how this understanding should be enhanced, based 

on present analysis, so it can benefit future academics and practitioners. Publication I in 

this dissertation will focus on this research goal. 

1.1.2 Research gap 2 – Role of noneconomic SEW in building economic network 

relationships for internationalisation among family SMEs 

SEW has been broadly called for in the context of further research efforts to validate its 

significance in the FF internationalisation process (e.g. Kampouri, Plakoyiannaki and 

Leppäaho, 2017; Kontinen and Ojala, 2010a; Pukall and Calabro, 2014). Thus, SEW is 

an inherent part of FFs’ (potentially) strong, noneconomically loaded assemblage that 

affects business operations in shorter and longer runs, even at the expense of economic 

decisions and wealth (Debicki et al., 2016; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). For instance, FFs 

prefer focusing on familiar domestic or nearby markets, due to the risks of losing SEW if 

more intense and broader internationalisation occurs (Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 

2018). The initial decision to internationalise is most affected (Ray, Mondal and 

Ramachandran, 2018), but SEW can also negatively influence internationalisation 

performance (Monreal-Perez and Sanchez-Marin, 2017; Yang et al., 2018).  

The problem with the extant evidence is that SEW mostly appears as a theoretical 

background without variable-level measurement, or through proxies of family ownership 

and involvement in the business, associating higher levels of family control with SEW 

(e.g. Kotlar et al., 2018). Thus, due to the lack of SEW measurement and the embedding 

of SEW in FF decision-making, behaviour and strategies, our understanding of the role 

of SEW in internationalisation remains limited. The lack of SEW measurement and 
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operationalisation is a general concern for FF research (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 

2014). The paradox is that in addition to the broad availability of conceptual SEW-related 

discussions in the literature, alternative scales for facilitating measurements of SEW 

through different dimensions (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Debicki et al., 

2016; Hauck et al., 2016) are available but underutilised. Although operationalising and 

measuring such a complex and intangible concept as SEW and connecting it to the 

complex phenomena of internationalisation are challenging, more dedicated efforts to 

investigate those linkages are in order.  

The most notable and cited SEW scale is the so-called FIBER5 scale, by Berrone, Cruz 

and Gomez-Mejia (2012). It encompasses the affective preferences and needs that 

permeate FF organisations via family-controlled decision-making with a long-term 

perspective. Importantly, in terms of internationalisation in the modern network-based 

business environment, the FIBER scale unravels the key relational side of SEW. Pukall 

and Calabro (2014) create an integrative model of FF internationalisation, in which SEW6 

is integrated with Johanson and Vahlne’s (2009) business network model of 

internationalisation. In brief, the business network model7 suggests that 

internationalisation success largely depends on firms’ ability to form external 

relationships and enter relevant networks, accessing opportunities for learning and 

building trust and commitment (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). Pukall and Calabro (2014) 

argue that SEW preservation tendencies heavily influence these relationship-

commitment, trust-building and learning processes and, ultimately, how good the network 

positions and knowledge opportunities are for FFs to pursue successful 

internationalisation. How SEW functions as the reference point depends on whether FFs 

are in ‘gain’ mode, meaning that their current economic performance is good enough to 

let FFs be risk-averse and avoid SEW losses, or in ‘loss’ mode, when FFs are more ready 

to make decisions in favour of benefitting economic performance, at the risk of losing 

SEW. Accordingly, SEW and the associated ‘mixed gamble’ (i.e. the trade-off 

considerations between potential SEW gains and losses when making strategic decisions) 

(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014; Martin, Gomez-Mejia and Wiseman, 2013) are important 

factors and frames when FFs decide whether to engage in external networking or maintain 

intrafamily social bonding (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Zellweger et al., 

2019).  

However, not many studies focus on SEW and international networking, let alone 

increase our understanding of this connection by measuring SEW through different 

dimensions. Moreover, since the presence of SEW in FFs increases as the firm size 

decreases (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2013), family SMEs 

provide suitable firm contexts for studying SEW and international networking. One of 

5 It consists of five SEW dimensions: Family control and influence, family members’ Identification with 

the firm, Binding social ties, Emotional attachment and Renewal of family bonds to the firm through 

dynastic succession. 
6 Pukall and Calabro (2014) used Berrone’s, Cruz’s, and Gomez-Mejia’s (2012) FIBER-related article as 

a core theoretical background for discussing SEW. 
7 See Conceptual and theoretical background for more detailed discussion. 
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the few studies explicitly connecting SEW to the international networking of family 

SMEs is by Scholes, Mustafa and Chen (2016), who find that preserving SEW 

dimensions, such as binding social ties and emotional attachment, helps maintain family 

harmony but comes with reluctance to commit financial resources to developing 

internationalisation capabilities. Moreover, this restrains network formation that could 

help family SMEs move from exporting and a domestic-market focus, to joint ventures 

and distant-market scope.  

Although the effect of SEW, in general and via network relationships, posits SEW as 

preventing or restraining the internationalisation process of family SMEs, there might be 

another side of the coin for the role of SEW. FFs might see internationalisation as a 

strategy that enables the survival of the firm (Zahra, 2003) and, thereby, the preservation 

of SEW (Kraus et al., 2016; Munoz-Bullon and Sanchez-Bueno, 2012). From this 

perspective, they do not view outsiders as something to distrust but, rather, as external 

relationships to which FFs can extend their strong internal social capital and maintain 

lasting customer and partner relationships for long-term profitability and survival 

(Cesinger et al., 2016; Graves and Shan, 2014; Tasavori, Zaefarian and Eng, 2018). 

Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani (2019) even argue that family SMEs might have 

competitive advantages in turning social capital, trustworthiness and long-term 

orientation into strong, extended and profitable business relationships, in global niches of 

high-quality products. 

The dichotomy of SEW-related studies on whether SEW is a liability/restraint or a 

harmless/preservable endowment, even an asset, is based on limited empirical evidence 

with explicit SEW focus. The dichotomy shows the struggle to understand how 

noneconomic SEW manifests via different dimensions in the process of building 

economic network relationships for internationalisation, so it either contradicts or 

coexists with economic goals and actions. In their conceptual article and without strong 

empirical evidence, Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino (2020) see that resources such as 

family social capital, long-term orientation and family reputation can be derived from 

SEW and be utilised in international network relationships if bifurcation bias is mitigated. 

To the author’s knowledge, in addition to Scholes, Mustafa and Chen (2016), only Kraus 

et al. (2016) and Cesinger et al. (2016) have provided empirical evidence on the 

interaction of SEW with economic aspects of FF internationalisation from a network 

perspective. The findings of Scholes, Mustafa and Chen (2016) suggest contradiction, 

while the findings of Kraus et al. (2016) and Cesinger et al. (2016) suggest possible 

coexistence if FFs can form close and collaborative relationships with their network 

partners8.  

However, Cesinger et al. (2016) do not measure SEW through different SEW dimensions 

(e.g. Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012), which would unravel certain dimensions 

that most affect SEW and the overall levels of SEW within FFs. Kraus et al. (2016) do 

measure SEW as Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012) prescribe, but their context is 

 
8 See Conceptual and theoretical background for more detailed discussion.  
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medium-sized and large FFs from Germany, not totally applicable to smaller-sized SMEs 

in which SEW is more likely to manifest strongly (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-

Miller and Miller, 2013) and which face special constraints on going to and intensifying 

internationalisation (e.g. Buciuni and Mola, 2014; Eberhard and Craig, 2013). Scholes, 

Mustafa and Chen (2016) associate the concept of ‘family harmony’ with SEW, which 

does not directly cover all the dimensions of SEW as Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia 

(2012) describe them. Scholes, Mustafa and Chen (2016) also mention the assessment of 

SEW very briefly, only with a sentence: ‘The SEW specific features that appeared to have 

significance were identified’ (p. 136).  

In sum, based on SEW measurement (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2014) and dimension-

level assessment—e.g. via Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia’s (2012) FIBER scale—we 

have not yet provided enough empirical evidence that would validate or elaborate Pukall 

and Calabro’s (2014) integrative model of SEW and FF internationalisation or clarified 

whether SEW can be a deployable asset through recombination of family and nonfamily 

resources (Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino, 2020), rather than a liability to be preserved 

throughout the internationalisation process. Pukall and Calabro (2014) encourage future 

research to study further the effect of SEW through different SEW dimensions, which 

would help distinguish positive and negative effects of SEW on FF internationalisation9. 

Lahiri, Mukherjee and Peng (in press) also emphasise the need to study the effect of 

different types of SEW on the internationalisation of SMEs in conjunction with the effect 

of local and global network ties, with a list of ‘how’ questions considering generational 

impact and evolvement of managerial capabilities, among others. Thus, research gap 1, 

on understanding FF internationalisation better as a process, also relates to this gap of 

identifying linkages between noneconomic SEW and economic internationalisation via 

network relationships. The positive and negative effects of SEW can be better understood 

as part of FF internationalisation processes when we know how FFs internationalise 

through different pathways at different points in time, amid the varying balance of 

noneconomic and economic goal orientations. With the review from Publication I serving 

as the basic framework and Publications II, III and IV dealing with SEW and international 

networking of family SMEs through rich empirical data and analysis, I (together with co-

authors) expect to fill both research gaps.  

1.2 Research aims, objectives and positioning 

Figure 1 encapsulates the theoretical framework, positioning and key research 

opportunities of this dissertation. It indicates the positioning of the key research aims at 

the intersections of three main literature streams: SEW, internationalisation and network 

relationships, and their main extant premises. The dissertation focuses on family SMEs, 

the context for positioning the framework. As the discussion on research gaps indicates, 

the extant research suggests that intersections are rather dichotomous, meaning that 

family SMEs are either noneconomically and internally or economically and externally 

 
9 Pukall and Calabro (2014) created their model without a large pool of studies focusing explicitly on the 

connection between SEW and FF internationalisation from a network/relational perspective. 
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oriented when they make decisions and actions related to SEW, internationalisation and 

network relationships (depicted with a dashed line in the middle, separating the 

orientations and related intersections). For instance, when SEW and internationalisation 

are connected, the premise is that family SMEs are restrained and risk-averse to pursuing 

internationalisation in a noneconomic orientation, but may see internationalisation as a 

way to preserve SEW if economic orientation is viewed as enabling the survival of the 

firm and, thereby, noneconomic SEW. Viewed in a noneconomic and internal orientation, 

family SMEs tend to embrace strong intrafamily social relationships and bonding, for the 

benefit of family and SEW. On the economic and more externally oriented side, family 

SMEs regard the social ‘relationship’ aspect as social ‘capital’, utilised to build 

trustworthy, long-term and profitable business relationships through internationalisation. 

They are willing/unwilling to utilise weaker relationships that will provide new resources, 

capabilities and opportunities.  

The key research opportunities (question marks) for the dissertation are in the middle of 

the figure, where the three main theoretical perspectives intersect. There is no or limited 

evidence on the noneconomic side whether family SMEs are expected to view 

internationalisation as a threat or something to approach with caution, because they would 

need to build external relationships, exposure to which threatens the internal and 

relational SEW (Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016). There is no or limited evidence on 

whether SEW can be considered also on the economic side through suitable network 

relationships and leading to profitable internationalisation without negative effects of 

SEW (Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016). Specifically, the dashed line separating 

these intersections on the noneconomic or economic side and the connecting arrow 

indicate that we need more knowledge on the possible coexistence and interaction of these 

sides—whether family SMEs confine or utilise the effect of SEW for profitable 

internationalisation, and some dimensions of SEW are more or less influential. SEW 

provides a solid conceptual and theoretical background for reaching the research aims, 

through the concepts of the mixed gamble, bifurcation bias and the FIBER scale; network 

relationships, through the concepts of social capital and strong versus weak relationship 

division; internationalisation, through process and network views.10  

 

 
10 These concepts and views are more closely discussed in the chapter Conceptual and theoretical 

background. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework, positioning and research opportunities. 

1.2.1 Research questions 

Considering research gaps and research opportunities within the theoretical framework 

led to the following specific research questions, to be addressed using the publications 

within this dissertation: 

- RQ1: How do family SMEs internationalise from a network perspective?  

- RQ2: How do family SMEs apply both economic and noneconomic SEW goals 

when internationalising from a network perspective?  

To achieve findings responsive to the key research opportunities in the theoretical 

framework, it is important to fundamentally assess and understand how family SMEs 

internationalise and build network relationships, the capabilities and liabilities 

influencing these processes and the nature of SEW in the family SMEs and how it 

functions in these processes alongside economic goals. Table 1 provides an overview of 

the publications and their ultimate contribution to the research questions.  
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Publication I provides a basic framework of different internationalisation pathways and 

related capabilities and liabilities, through a broad review of 172 extant empirical studies 

on FF internationalisation. Thus, it primarily aims to answer RQ1 and the related research 

gap 1, understanding FF internationalisation as a process, in state-of-the-art FF 

internationalisation literature. Through a multiple-case study of 24 family SMEs, 

Publication II aims to analyse the internationalisation processes of family SMEs from a 

network perspective. It responds to both RQ 1 and 2 and related research gaps 1 and 2 as 

it aims to connect analyses of SEW to these internationalisation processes and related 

networking strategies. Through a narrower multiple-case study of eight small FFs, 

Publication IV focuses closely on RQ2 and research gap 2, aiming to answer whether 

small FFs confine or utilise SEW in foreign-partner relationships, unravelling the 

potential contradiction or coexistence of noneconomic and economic goal orientations. 

Publication III, the only quantitative study, aims to support the previous in-depth 

qualitative studies by investigating the relationships of the key variables, networking and 

SEW, along the degrees of internationalisation among family SMEs. Its primary focus is 

responding to RQ2. Like Publication II and Publication IV, Publication III analyses and 

operationalises SEW in different dimensions, but instead of qualitative assessment, it 

utilises rigorous factor analysis of different SEW constructs. Overall, the combination of 

various interrelated methods, datasets and objectives will provide valid and reliable 

findings for the dissertation’s research questions. Despite differences in focal objectives, 

all the publications respond to both research questions, which somewhat overlap with 

each other, encompassing aims to understand the internationalisation of family SMEs 

from process, network and SEW perspectives. 

Table 1. Overview of the publications. 

Research question Gap Objectives Research method, 

analysis and data 

Publication 

How processual are 

current 

understandings of 

FF 

internationalisation? 

What could be the 

ways forward for 

enhancing our 

understanding of FF 

internationalisation 

as a process? 

Despite the fact that 

both 

internationalisation 

and FFs share 

distinctive 

processual features, 

none of the reviews 

conducted so far 

has taken a truly 

close-up view of 

processes within FF 

internationalisation. 

To provide a 

comprehensive 

overview of the 

current 

understanding of 

FF 

internationalisation 

and forward-

looking 

methodological 

suggestions to 

understand it better 

as a process. 

Literature review 

and meta-synthesis 

of 172 empirical 

FF 

internationalisation 

studies from 1991 

to 2018 

Publication 

I 

How do family 

SMEs build and 

maintain network 

ties to foreign 

markets?  

How do family 

SMEs embrace their 

FF-specific features 

Research is 

inconclusive on 

how family SMEs 

develop network 

relationships to 

foreign markets and 

how family SMEs 

can be successful in 

To shed more light 

on the complexity 

of family SME 

internationalisation 

from a network 

perspective and 

clarify the success 

factors and the role 

Multiple-case 

study and content 

analysis of 24 

Finnish family 

SMEs* with 71 

interviews (of 

which 36 were 

conducted in 2015 

Publication 

II 
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for successful 

international 

networking? 

international 

networking while 

maintaining FF-

specific features 

and SEW-related 

goals. 

of SEW in 

international 

networking 

strategies and 

paths. 

and 35 in 2018) 

and secondary 

data. 8 firms were 

interviewed in both 

2015 and 2018. 

The bigger the 

concern over 

socioemotional 

wealth (SEW) in 

family SMEs, the 

less their degree of 

internationalisation. 

The more 

networking family 

SMEs engage in, 

the higher their 

degree of 

internationalisation. 

In family SMEs, 

SEW negatively 

moderates the 

relationship 

between networking 

and degree of 

internationalisation. 

Family SMEs are 

dependent on 

networks for 

internationalisation, 

suggesting that 

SEW acts as a 

significant restraint 

for external 

networking, but 

evidence on the 

potential negative 

effect of SEW, both 

on 

internationalisation 

and networking, is 

lacking. 

To find whether 

networking is 

associated with 

internationalisation 

of family SMEs as 

a positive 

‘counterforce’ to 

SEW, and vice 

versa, whether 

SEW acts as a 

negative restraint 

to both 

internationalisation 

and the effect of 

networking. 

Quantitative 

principal 

component and 

multiple regression 

analysis of survey 

data on 89 Finnish 

SMEs (of which 47 

family SMEs and 

42 nonfamily 

SMEs) from the 

year 2017 

Publication 

III  

Given that small 

FFs consider SEW 

in their 

internationalisation 

decisions and 

activities, how do 

small FFs either 

confine or utilise 

SEW in foreign-

partner relationships 

(FPRs)? 

Findings are 

inconclusive on 

whether FFs are 

guided more by 

economic or SEW 

goal orientations. 

Given that both 

internationalisation 

and SEW operate or 

manifest through 

relationships, 

especially in small-

sized FFs, we still 

lack knowledge on 

how small FFs 

balance economic 

and SEW goals in 

international 

networking. 

To explore whether 

SEW preservation 

restrains small FFs 

from building 

foreign-partner 

relationships 

(FPRs) for 

internationalisation 

and how small FFs 

either confine or 

utilise SEW in 

FPRs to reach both 

economic and non-

economic SEW 

goals or mainly 

just the goals of the 

prioritised other. 

Abductive 

multiple-case study 

and directed 

content analysis of 

8 small Finnish 

FFs with 28 semi-

structured 

interviews (of 

which 17 were 

conducted in 2015, 

including all the 

firms, and 11 were 

conducted in 2018, 

with 5 firms) and 

secondary data 

Publication 

IV  

*including those eight firms in the data of Publication IV.  

1.3 Key definitions used in the study 

As indicated in the previous sections and the theoretical framework of the dissertation, 

the studies include several key concepts that require clear definition. Table 2 outlines key 
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concepts from SEW, internationalisation and network-relationship literature, plus the 

definition of the key unit of analysis, a family SME.11  

Table 2. Key concepts of the dissertation. 

Main 

concept/ 

context 

Concept Definition 

F
a

m
il

y 
S

M
E

 

Family-controlled firm A firm where family members own at least 50% of the firm 

shares and are present in top management and governance, thus 

possessing strong strategic decision-making powers to manage 

and govern the firm in line with the interests of the family (e.g. 

Arregle et al., 2012; Westhead and Howorth, 2007). 

SME A firm that employs less than 250 employees and whose turnover 

is under 50 million euro (European Commission, 2019a). 

S
o

ci
o

em
o

ti
o

n
a

l 
w

ea
lt

h
 (

S
E

W
) 

SEW ‘Non-financial aspects of the firm that meet the family’s 

affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family 

influence, and the perpetuation of the family dynasty’ (Gomez-

Mejia et al., 2007, p. 106). 

FIBER scale A content structure and an approach ‘to measure it [SEW] better 

and capture its behavioural consequences’ through ‘a set of 

dimensions of SEW based on prior research’, namely ‘Family 

control and influence, Identification of family members with the 

firm, Binding social ties, Emotional attachment of family 

members, and Renewal of family bonds to the firm through 

dynastic succession’ (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012, p. 

259). 

Mixed gamble of SEW ‘the consideration of the possible socio-emotional gains and 

losses’ . . . ‘when making strategic decisions’ (Gomez-Mejia et 

al., 2014, pp. 1352, 1369). 

Bifurcation bias ‘de facto differential treatment of family or heritage assets versus 

nonfamily assets’, ‘…a unique, affect-based barrier to short and 

medium run efficient decision making in family firms’ (Kano 

and Verbeke, 2018, pp. 158, 163). 

In
te

rn
a

ti
o

n
a

li
sa

ti
o

n
 

Internationalisation ‘the process of increasing involvement in international operations 

’ (Welch and Luostarinen, 1988, p. 36) and ‘the process by which 

firms both increase their awareness of the direct and indirect 

influence of international transactions on their future, and 

establish and conduct transactions with other countries ’ 

(Beamish, 1990, p. 77). 

Business network 

model of 

internationalisation 

Given that ‘markets are networks of relationships in which firms 

are linked to each other in various, complex and, to a 

considerable extent, invisible patterns’ . . . ‘internationalisation 

process is pursued within a network’, within which ‘relationships 

offer potential for learning and for building trust and 

commitment, both of which are preconditions for 

internationalisation’ (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009, pp. 1411-1412, 

1424) 

 
11 This serves as an easy-reference glossary for the reader, while the more detailed definitions and 

discussions of the concepts appear in the following chapters Conceptual and theoretical background and 

Methodology. 
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N
et

w
o

rk
 r

el
a

ti
o

n
sh

ip
s 

Network ‘a set of two or more connected business relationships, in which 

each exchange relation is between business firms that are 

conceptualised as collective actors’ (Chetty and Blankenburg 

Holm, 2000, p. 79) 

Social capital ‘the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, 

available through, and derived from the network of relationships 

possessed by an individual or social unit’ (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 

1998, p. 243) 

Strong and weak 

relationships 

A strong relationship is close and trust-based with mutual respect 

and commitment between the parties, whereas a weak 

relationship is ‘a superficial tie not yet based on strong trust and 

where the parties do not know each other well and are not 

emotionally close to each other’ (Söderqvist and Chetty 2013, p. 

539) 

Foreign partner 

relationship (FPR) 

A firm’s business relationship with another firm operating in a 

foreign market, such as an agent or distributor, with which a 

long-term and profit-oriented exchange relationship is aimed to 

achieve by both the parties (a definition formed by the author 

with reference to relationship marketing literature, e.g. Grönroos. 

1990; Johnson and Selnes, 2004) 

 

1.4 Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation is divided into two parts. Part I, to which the preceding introduction and 

the following sections belong, provides an overview of the research and interlinkages of 

the publications. Part II presents the original publications separately. Next, the conceptual 

and theoretical background of the main perspectives and concepts introduced previously 

are more closely discussed, to set the basic theoretical and literature-based foundation for 

studying and elaborating our knowledge on the research aims and questions of this 

dissertation. After that, the methodology of the dissertation, with overarching 

philosophical assumptions and separate descriptions of each method (i.e. meta-synthesis 

of the literature review, multiple-case studies, principal component and multiple-

regression analyses) and their data selection, collection and analysis are explained. 

Importantly, the quality/trustworthiness, validity and reliability criteria are also covered. 

Table 1 provides ‘sneak peeks’ at the different publications, the more thorough coverage 

of which comes after the methodology. Synopses are presented of each publication and 

its main objectives, findings and contributions. Finally, the conclusions chapter 

summarises the key findings and theoretical contributions of the publications and answers 

the dissertation’s research questions. These contributions are also presented as a 

summarising model that encapsulates the key contributions of each publication in relation 

to the others. The conclusions chapter also includes managerial and policy implications 

of these contributions, as well as noteworthy limitations and suggestions for future 

research. Then, the complete publications follow.  
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2 Conceptual and theoretical background 

2.1 From socioemotional wealth (SEW) to bifurcation bias – a 

relational perspective 

A firm is traditionally seen as an economic organisation whose goal is to seek revenues 

profitably and engage in corporate social responsibility alongside economic goals 

(Campbell, 2007). However, economic and noneconomic goal orientations drive FFs in a 

way that preserves FF-specific aspects related to the business. Since the ‘family’ modifier 

precedes ‘firm’, the preserved aspects relate to the family members owning, managing, 

inheriting and in some other way benefiting from the FF. Thus, Gomez-Mejia et al. (2007) 

develop a new concept encompassing various noneconomic and affective goals and 

attachments, stemming from intrafamily social relationships, which family members seek 

to achieve and preserve in their FFs, namely, socioemotional wealth (SEW). Gomez-

Mejia et al. (2007) define SEW as ‘non-financial aspects of the firm that meet the family’s 

affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and the 

perpetuation of the family dynasty’ (p. 106). Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012), 

with their seminal FIBER scale, suggest five SEW dimensions capturing key SEW-

related behavioural consequences based on extant research: Family control and influence, 

Identification of family members with the firm, Binding social ties, Emotional attachment 

of family members, and Renewal of family bonds to the firm through dynastic succession. 

Accordingly, due to the comprehensive set of FF-specific aspects overarching the 

family’s role in the business, Gomez-Mejia et al. (2011) argue that SEW is ‘the defining 

feature of a family business . . . central, enduring, and unique to the dominant family 

owner, influencing everything the firm does’ (p. 692). From the SEW perspective, FF is 

a distinctive organisational form and, thus, should be studied through the assemblage of 

not just economic goals and realities but also noneconomic SEW goals and realities 

(Williams et al., 2018).  

SEW has been broadly considered central to the strategic decision-making of FFs (e.g. 

Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Chrisman and Patel, 2012; Gómez-Mejía et al., 

2007; Nason, Mazzelli and Carney, 2019). It is often discussed in conjunction with its 

preservation, not just in short-term operations but also in long-term operations over 

generations (Fang et al., 2018; Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010). Indeed, the 

advantage of SEW as a concept is that it links various FF-specific aspects to the behaviour 

of FFs. SEW derives from the behavioural agency model (BAM) (Wiseman and Gomez-

Mejia, 1998), whose basic assumption is that ‘the larger the value of wealth-at-risk of loss 

(or risk bearing) of the agent, the more risk averse the agent will be’ (Gomez-Mejia et al., 

2014, p. 1354). In the context of FFs, SEW is important ‘affective wealth-at-risk’ 

(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014, p. 1354) that makes FFs risk-averse to the actions that could 

potentially cause SEW losses. FFs are constantly considering whether their actions 

provide gains or cause losses of SEW. These trade-off considerations against strategic 

(economic) decision-making are collectively referred to as the mixed gamble (Gomez-

Mejia et al., 2014; Martin, Gomez-Mejia and Wiseman, 2013). For FFs, taking the 
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‘gamble’ often means engaging in some strategic and entrepreneurial actions likely to 

accumulate assets for the SEW endowment (Gomez-Mejia, Patel and Zellweger, 2018). 

However, using SEW as the primary reference point and relevant ‘wealth-at-risk’ may 

lead to situations where SEW is overemphasised and financial opportunities 

underutilised, hampering economically viable decisions and potentially putting financial 

wealth at risk (Debicki et al., 2016; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). Contractual arrangements 

protecting family wealth (Cruz, Gomez-Mejia and Becerra, 2010), decisions not to join 

cooperatives (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007) and less domestic and international 

diversification (Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010) are practical examples of how 

SEW translates into risk-averse, family-benefiting but also economically irrational 

decision-making and behaviour. 

Accordingly, despite the possible connotation associating ‘wealth’ with a positive 

advantage that FFs possess, the prevailing discourse in the extant literature stream posits 

SEW as a liability that FFs maintain, even to the detriment of business operations. As the 

name and description of the SEW concept make clear, SEW embodies strong family-

member emotional overtones (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011), and when affect-based 

foundations or heuristics rather than rational economic logic primarily drive decision-

making, FFs might drift into a situation of bifurcation bias (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). 

Bifurcation bias refers to the ‘de facto differential treatment of family or heritage assets 

versus nonfamily assets’; ‘a unique, affect-based barrier to short and medium run efficient 

decision making in family firms’ (Kano and Verbeke, 2018, pp. 158, 163). In bifurcation 

bias, ‘managerial practices are systematically geared toward treating the family-based 

resources as unique, valuable, and non-fungible, and non-family ones as commodity-like 

and fully fungible’ (Verbeke, Yuan and Kano, 2019, p. 3). Accordingly, I speak 

deliberately about the possibility for FFs to ‘drift into’ bifurcation bias, because FFs can 

fuel preferences for family assets, such as appointing incompetent family managers to 

managerial positions, systematically driven by the desire to maintain family control, their 

emotional attachment to the business and  long-term multigenerational renewal of 

dynastic succession. Thus, SEW preservation in its different dimensions (Berrone, Cruz 

and Gomez-Mejia, 2012) can be ‘a manifestation of bifurcation bias’, characterised by 

‘family-centric preferences that cater to personal interests and emotions of the family at 

the expense of the long-term health of the business’ (Verbeke, Yuan and Kano, 2019, p. 

4).  

However, a key notion to note here is that despite the ‘default’ potential of bifurcation 

bias in FFs, not all FFs are bifurcation-biased, nor are all FFs preserving SEW so that it 

leads to detrimental bifurcation bias. In their article introducing the concept of bifurcation 

bias, Verbeke and Kano (2012) emphasise that ‘the survival and prosperity of family 

firms depend on the absence of a dysfunctional bifurcation bias’ (p. 1198, italics added). 

In its various forms, SEW preservation per se does not cause bifurcation bias, but the de 

facto, systemic and dysfunctional implementation of SEW and related family/heritage 

assets in organisational practices and routines certainly do, e.g. ‘nepotism, entrenchment, 

asymmetric altruism, misuse of corporate resources’ (Kano and Verbeke, 2018, p. 164). 

In fact, a distinction can be made between dysfunctional and functional noneconomic goal 
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pursuits, and both can stem from SEW-related and other FF-specific strategies and values 

(Kano and Verbeke, 2018; Miller et al., 2015; Verbeke and Kano, 2012). Those FFs that 

harness such aspects as reputation and relationships for long-term survival, profitability 

and growth can keep pursuing noneconomic goals and simultaneously avoid bifurcation 

bias, because SEW-related and other FF-specific actions align with economic value 

creation (Kano and Verbeke, 2018; Miller et al., 2015). If these actions substitute for, 

rather than complement, economic goals through dysfunctional practices and routines 

mentioned above, bifurcation bias and economic-value destruction are likely (Kano and 

Verbeke, 2018; Miller et al., 2015). 

Both economic and noneconomic goals can drive FFs (e.g. Chua, Chrisman and De 

Massis, 2015), but noneconomic goal pursuits tend to be either functional or 

dysfunctional (Kano and Verbeke, 2018; Miller et al., 2015). While eliminating 

dysfunctional noneconomic-goal pursuits, actually or potentially functional 

noneconomic-goal pursuits and related attributes are essential to reinforce and maintain, 

so they truly and profitably co-exist with economic goals. Bifurcation bias is ‘particularly 

damaging in circumstances where conflicting economic and noneconomic goals coexist’ 

(Verbeke and Kano, 2012, p. 1198). The extant research lacks grassroots-level examples 

or in-depth studies that unravel how profitable coexistence of economic and noneconomic 

goals occurs in FFs. Accordingly, Verbeke, Yuan and Kano (2019) raise as an ‘interesting 

puzzle’ the following question: ‘How can family firms ensure that decisions and actions 

conducive to SEW do not simultaneously lead to a reduction of the family’s long term 

economic wealth, through inhibiting international entry and dampening entrepreneurial 

activity across generations?’ (p. 21).  

Responding to this question (as the Introduction outlines) restates the fundamental goal 

of this dissertation to unravel the profitable (or unprofitable) coexistence of economic and 

noneconomic goals by studying SEW and network relationships in the 

internationalisation process of family SMEs. The next section discusses more thoroughly 

the internationalisation context, but here, the importance of specifically studying 

relationships in the context of SEW and bifurcation bias is worth emphasising. Defining 

the meaning of the word ‘socioemotional’ is not straightforward, as its true meaning is 

contingent upon the context (cf. socioemotional development in childhood, focusing on 

psychological theories). Gomez-Mejia et al. (2007) do not explicitly discuss the 

terminological background of ‘socioemotional’ in association with ‘wealth’, but 

‘socioemotional’ generally connotes ‘relationships to society’ (i.e. ‘socio’) and ‘relating 

to an individual’s emotions’ (Wiktionary, 2019). Accordingly, as the various definitions 

and descriptions of SEW imply, SEW encompasses the noneconomic wealth that 

emotionally connected individuals, who belong to the same family (cf. society) and FF, 

share and maintain. Family relationships are the glue that holds SEW-preservation 

pursuits together. The five SEW dimensions of Berrone’s, Cruz’s and Gomez-Mejia’s 

(2012) FIBER scale reflect this and encompass affective togetherness under long-term 

family control.  
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Because relationships outside the immediate family are not as emotionally loaded, FFs 

might perceive relationships to external nonfamily organisations as a threat to the building 

and preservation of SEW (Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016). Yet, such relationships 

would be important in mitigating bifurcation bias and, derived from both internal 

(noneconomic) and external (economic) relationships, could yield functional outcomes. 

The coherence among family members can facilitate agile and effective decision-making 

with low agency costs (Fama and Jensen, 1983; Karra, Tracey and Phillips, 2006). The 

stewardship among family members can make them committed and trustworthy assets 

who contribute to the long-term performance and reputation of FFs (Eddleston and 

Kellermanns, 2007; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2009). Also, the unique ‘familiness’ 

and related resources that family involvement and interactions produce can provide FFs 

with superior long-term competitive advantages, difficult for non-FFs to imitate 

(Chrisman, Chua and Steier, 2005; Habbershon and Williams, 1999). FFs can benefit 

from their internally strong relationships and use them functionally, but as Verbeke and 

Kano (2012) point out, the affect-heuristic tendency of FFs can easily cast a dysfunctional 

cloud over these aspects and result in bifurcation bias.  

The key starting point to prevent this from happening is to recruit and train professional 

managers, regardless of whether they are family members (Verbeke and Kano, 2012), 

particularly for international operations (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). FFs can and even do 

tend to create strong relationships with nonfamily employees through binding social ties 

(Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012). But it is important that the reciprocity and sense 

of belonging truly lead to nonfamily employees feeling committed to contributing to 

better performance and success (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2005; Miller et al., 2009). 

As emphasised earlier, to avoid bifurcation bias, noneconomic and economic goals should 

not conflict (Verbeke and Kano, 2012). At the same time, the positions and status of 

family and nonfamily members in the FF do not conflict, despite the de facto ‘ascendancy’ 

of family. Thus, it boils down to relationships that enable pursuing noneconomic and 

economic goals in unison. 

The importance of relationships in reconciling noneconomic (SEW) and economic goals 

in the behaviour of FFs brings us to the concepts of network and social capital. A network 

is defined as ‘a set of two or more connected business relationships, in which each 

exchange relation is between business firms that are conceptualised as collective actors’ 

(Chetty and Blankenburg Holm, 2000, p. 79). Social capital is defined as ‘the sum of the 

actual and potential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the 

network of relationships possessed by an individual or social unit’ (Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal, 1998, p. 243). This dissertation adopts the concept of social capital in 

conjunction with networking since, as its definition indicates, social capital encompasses 

the resources that reside in the network relationships in which FFs choose to engage, in 

order to maintain them. In their bibliometric and co-citation analysis, Casprini et al. (in 

press) find that the key thematic cluster of networks is closely related to the theoretical 

root of social capital within FF internationalisation research. Depending upon the context, 

social capital can serve more noneconomic SEW goals, where the emphasis is on ‘social’, 

or economic goals with the emphasis on ‘capital’ (see Figure 1 illustration). For instance, 
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Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino (2020) state that social capital is one of the three key 

family resources (along with long-term orientation and reputation; see their model on p. 

5 in Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino, 2020) stemming from SEW. However, it can become 

a family-derived FSA (firm-specific advantage), namely, organisational social capital, 

only by adopting and implementing complementary nonfamily resources—such as 

managerial and technical knowledge—and related recombination mechanisms—such as 

effective knowledge transfer and human resources practices. Therefore, social capital, 

with related conceptualisations of strong and weak relationships (Söderqvist and Chetty, 

2013), is an important concept to reference when studying the internationalisation of 

family SMEs from network and SEW perspectives, including the notion of bifurcation 

bias. 

Given that network relationships are essentially social (Granovetter, 1985), FFs are less 

active than non-FFs in forming external network relationships because they tend to rely 

primarily on social relationships among the family members to preserve internal bonding 

social capital (Roessl, 2005; Salvato and Melin, 2008), SEW (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-

Mejia, 2012; Zellweger et al., 2019) and distinctive organisational culture (Dyer, 1988). 

Although FFs can create ‘community-level social capital’ or ‘inter-organisational 

familiness’ within a network of other like-minded FFs and benefit from such supportive 

mechanisms as knowledge-sharing and intra-family conflict resolution (Lester and 

Cannella, 2006), a close (or even closed) network can prevent a group from accessing 

new information, tie it to potentially detrimental partner relationships and consequently 

lead to poor firm performance (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). FFs show proactive care 

for their stakeholders (Cennamo et al., 2012) and actively engage in corporate social 

responsibility (Berrone et al., 2010), but these noneconomically loaded actions and 

networking might overshadow economic interests and active business-oriented 

networking. FFs tend to form and maintain strong relationships that are close, trust-based, 

emotionally intense, reciprocal, committed and usually developed over a long time—the 

definition of a strong relationship (Granovetter, 1973; Söderqvist and Chetty, 2013)—not 

just within the family but also with external network partners (e.g. Kontinen and Ojala, 

2012a; Leppäaho and Pajunen, 2018). Such relationships might prove economically 

inefficient, as strong relationships incur high maintenance costs (Singh, 2000) and 

prevent accessing new knowledge and opportunities outside the immediate network 

(Granovetter, 1973). More superficial and weak relationships, the opposite of strong 

relationships and with less knowledge about the parties (Granovetter, 1973; Söderqvist 

and Chetty, 2013), could largely be formed with low maintenance costs and, thus, provide 

new knowledge and opportunities efficiently and profitably (Granovetter, 1973; Oviatt 

and McDougall, 2005; Singh, 2000). Accordingly, FFs’ tendency to generate strong 

relationships and social capital internally and externally, but to a limited extent and for 

the primary benefit of SEW, might be conducive to supporting noneconomic rather than 

economic goals, an imbalance that feeds bifurcation bias.  

However, we must note that FFs possess advantages related to social capital, namely, 

family-firm social capital or organisational social capital, stemming from active and close 

interactions and involvement among family members/resources (Arregle et al., 2007; 
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Pearson, Carr and Shaw, 2008) and nonfamily members/resources (Kano, Ciravegna and 

Rattalino, 2020). Social capital also refers to ‘the goodwill available to individuals or 

groups’ (Adler and Kwon, 2002), something that family members can create relatively 

easily, due to kinship ties. The goodwill among family members and, possibly, also 

among nonfamily members, can generate trust and organisational efficacy, key 

components of social capital (Stanley and McDowell, 2014). In practice, trust and 

organisational efficacy as manifestations of FFs’ strong intra-family social capital can 

appear in benefits such as stewardship, effective knowledge-sharing and flexible 

decision-making conducted for the benefit of the whole FF organisation (Davis et al., 

2007; Zahra, Hayton, and Salvato, 2004).  

The inherent tendency of FFs to base culture and operations on trust and communality 

(Ward and Handy, 1988) also figures in their tendency to engage in long-term rather than 

short-term business relationships, benefiting from strong customer and partner 

relationships that provide unique competitive advantages (e.g. Cesinger et al., 2016; 

Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani, 2019). In this sense, strong relationships are not liabilities 

but advantages that enable effective and productive cooperation, as well as mutual trust 

and commitment that reduce uncertainty and opportunism (Chetty and Agndal, 2007; 

Harris and Dibben, 1999; Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Uzzi, 1996). Close and frequent 

cooperation and interaction can also increase social capital and provide reliable 

knowledge and opportunities (Chetty and Agndal, 2007; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 

Accordingly, strong relationships and the social capital stemming from them can also be 

sources of economic and entrepreneurial activity that are profitable for firms. FFs might 

have special attributes for capitalising on them, but also special liabilities that may lead 

to misapplying them. 

In sum, FFs are distinctive types of organisations that aim to preserve noneconomic SEW 

goals in addition to pursuing economic goals. Since SEW is ‘affective wealth-at-risk’ 

(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014, p. 1354), FFs might preserve it even at the expense of 

economic goals. When this results in bifurcation bias, dysfunctional SEW and family-

related assets become dominant in characterising and guiding decision-making, 

operations and personnel, with inefficient and insufficient use of functional nonfamily 

and external assets. Thus, strong intrafamily relationships are central in fortifying a 

noneconomic and SEW-preserving mindset in FFs. This discourages external 

relationship-building, and when it happens, strong relationships are likely to form to a 

limited extent. These are costly and do not provide enough economic opportunities 

through broader intra- and inter-organisational networks of resources and capabilities. 

FFs do have distinctive attributes related to organisational coherence and social capital, 

but the dominant view in the literature on SEW and bifurcation bias is that the inherently 

noneconomic goal orientation in FFs is often detrimental to economic performance. 

Actions that counter economic performance impede noneconomic goal pursuits as well, 

requiring economic and noneconomic goals to be congruent (Verbeke and Kano, 2012). 

In other words, FFs must be aware of the ‘bright’ and the ‘dark’ sides in the noneconomic-

economic dichotomy, and harness SEW-related actions so that economic actions do not 

suffer to the extent of threatening the profitability, growth and ultimate survival of the 
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FFs. International business and internationalisation provide special contexts for 

investigating the (co)existence of noneconomic and economic goal orientations. The next 

section discusses the conceptual and theoretical backgrounds of these contexts, 

emphasising the important network/relational perspective. 

2.2 Firm internationalisation 

Internationalisation theories can be grouped into perspectives labelled economic; 

resources and capabilities; process; network/relational (see e.g. Coviello and McAuley, 

1999; Graves and Thomas, 2004). Having cornerstones in internalisation theory (Buckley 

and Casson, 1976), transaction cost theory (Williamson, 1981), and the eclectic paradigm 

(Dunning, 1988), the economic perspective revolves around the aspects of ownership, 

location and internalisation advantages, to understand the foreign direct investment (FDI) 

behaviour of (often large) multinationals. The resources and capabilities perspective, 

drawing upon the resource-based view (RBV) of competitive advantage (Barney, 1991) 

and the dynamic capabilities framework (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997), views 

internationalisation through the unique bundle of organisational resources and 

capabilities that predetermine and enable an internationalisation process. These 

perspectives are important and have influenced theorising and developing our 

understanding of firm internationalisation, as well as providing the theoretical 

background for FF-specific theorising (e.g. internalisation theory for bifurcation bias, see 

Kano and Verbeke, 2018; RBV for familiness and family social capital, see Salvato and 

Melin, 2008). Although the publications in this dissertation consider these perspectives 

explicitly and implicitly—e.g. in relation to foreign operation modes, success factors in 

international networking and bifurcation bias—the dissertation primarily adopts process 

and network perspectives. Reasons for focusing on these perspectives relate to the 

research aims and contexts of the publications.  

First, internationalisation is inherently a process. Two commonly used definitions of 

internationalisation are ‘the process of increasing involvement in international 

operations’ (Welch and Luostarinen, 1988, p. 36) or ‘the process by which firms both 

increase their awareness of the direct and indirect influence of international transactions 

on their future, and establish and conduct transactions with other countries’ (Beamish, 

1990, p. 77). Accordingly, ‘going international’ is not a static action but a dynamic and 

evolutionary process (Coviello and McAuley, 1999; Kütschker, Bäurle and Schmid, 

1997), involving numerous operations and transactions to increase international 

involvement over time. Considering FFs specifically and understanding their often 

multigenerational and long-term process of internationalisation, from a domestic focus to 

an international presence, requires identification and analysis of different antecedents, 

events, stages and outcomes, in order to form conclusions on how such FF-specific 

features as different ownership and management structures manifest as ways of fostering 

(or restraining) internationalisation (Metsola et al., 2020). Publication I aims to capture 

the state of understanding FF internationalisation as a process, while Publications III, IV 
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and especially II unravel internationalisation processes of family SMEs from a network 

perspective.  

Second, speaking of family SME context and network perspective, a transition to a 

modern, exchange- and network-based business environment urges researchers to adopt 

relational theories alongside process theories, to understand the dynamic 

internationalisation processes of today’s entrepreneurial and multinational firms 

(Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; Madsen and Servais, 1997; Vahlne and Johanson, 

2017). Internationalisation success depends on the set of network relationships that 

provide access to knowledge, resources and capabilities (Chetty and Blankenburg Holm, 

2000; Coviello and McAuley, 1999), especially important for SMEs that depend on 

foreign partners to complement their limited resources and capabilities for 

internationalisation (Buciuni and Mola, 2014; Eberhard and Craig, 2013). As the previous 

section indicates, external and international networking may challenge family SMEs, due 

to SEW preservation and intrafamily social bonding encouraging research on how family 

SMEs may conduct their internationalisation processes and related external relationship-

building, to achieve both noneconomic (SEW) and economic goals. Publications II and 

IV address these issues empirically, while Publication III identifies key networking and 

SEW factors as antecedents of the successful internationalisation processes addressed in 

Publications II and IV.  

2.2.1 Internationalisation as a process and outcome of network relationships 

The first models of the internationalisation process describe internationalisation as a 

gradual, sequential development, in which different stages precede one another. The 

initial models explain how firms move from a domestic-market focus, without interest in 

exporting or export awareness, all the way to accepted, committed or experienced 

exporting, with expansions to psychically distant markets and even FDIs and production 

shifts to foreign countries (Bilkey and Tesar, 1977; Cavusgil, 1980; Czinkota, 1982; Reid, 

1981; Vernon, 1966). The most frequently cited internationalisation-process model, the 

Uppsala model, depicts firms gradually increasing their international involvement, from 

irregular exports to overseas production, from psychically close markets to psychically 

more distant markets, at a pace of increasing experiential knowledge that encourages 

making a greater commitment to foreign markets over time (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977; 

Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975, Johanson and Vahlne, 1990). The popularity of 

the Uppsala model relates heavily to using dynamic knowledge and commitment 

development as drivers of internationalisation, broadly applicable notions even in a 

changing business environment. Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki (2014) argue that the 

way the Uppsala model outlines internationalisation, as different stages and factors that 

drive the transition from one stage to another, contributes to understanding the process 

and explaining the change from X to Y through the chain and order of events.  

Much criticism on the deterministic nature of sequential internationalisation process 

models and their inapplicability to a modern, dynamic and network-based business 

environment has emerged over years (Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; Håkanson and 
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Kappen, 2017; Madsen and Servais, 1997; Melin, 1992; Van de Ven, 1992). These 

models, and specifically the Uppsala model, have seen many updates by the original 

authors (Johanson and Vahlne, 1990; 2009; Vahlne and Johanson, 2013; 2017) and other 

authors (Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; Håkanson and Kappen, 2017; Santangelo and 

Meyer, 2017) responding to major changes in the global business environment. Most 

recently, Nummela, Vissak and Francioni (in press) argue in favour of updating Uppsala 

and other internationalisation process models to further consider (non-)entrepreneurial 

characteristics. Johanson and Vahlne (2009) update their original Uppsala model from 

1977 with more integration of process and network views. They advance the business 

network model of internationalisation, stating that because ‘markets are networks of 

relationships in which firms are linked to each other in various, complex and, to a 

considerable extent, invisible patterns . . . internationalization process is pursued within 

a network’, within which ‘relationships offer potential for learning and for building trust 

and commitment, both of which are preconditions for internationalization’ (Johanson and 

Vahlne, 2009, pp. 1411-1412, 1424). The authors present, as a general goal for 

internationalising firms, ‘insidership’ in relevant networks that facilitate learning 

processes and, thereby, the processes for entry and expansion to foreign markets. Firms 

should avoid ‘outsidership’ from relevant networks and not mere psychic distance as in 

the original model. Although the model acknowledges that internationalisation processes 

in the network-based business environment can happen quickly, building processes of 

trust, relationship-specific knowledge and relationship commitment still can take time. 

Accordingly, the business network model of internationalisation (Johanson and Vahlne, 

2009) still posits the gradual nature of the internationalisation process, but more at the 

level of the mind than of operations.  

In their latest update, Vahlne and Johanson (2017) emphasise knowledge development 

(e.g. learning, creating, trust-building) and resource-commitment processes 

(reconfiguring and coordinating) as making multinational business enterprises adaptive 

to the changing network-based business environment, with a mix of operational and 

dynamic capabilities and increasing/decreasing international commitment. They stress 

internationalisation as a cumulative, evolutionary process, and the updated model applies 

‘to various stages of firm internationalization, from early international expansion to 

globalization’ (Vahlne and Johanson, 2017, p. 1092). Despite elaborating the model with 

more dynamism and evolvability (to respond to criticism for being deterministic and 

static), the model elicited a few counterpoints providing alternative arguments or 

modellings. Coviello, Kano and Liesch (2017) point out the key role of individuals 

driving the change from one stage to another, through their decision-making power and 

relationships. By focusing on the behaviour of individuals, we can better understand and 

predict ‘timing, extent, and directionality of each change/adjustment’ that individually 

managed firms make in relation to internationalisation (Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017, 

p. 1158). Santangelo and Meyer (2017) contend that the Uppsala model is too path-

dependent, without explicit discussion of various selection mechanisms that firms can 

adopt to change the level of resource commitment in a changing environment. To make 

the Uppsala model more evolutionary, Santangelo and Meyer (2017) distinguish between 

the path-continuing and path-breaking resource-commitment processes that firms adopt 
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along the internationalisation process, as trade-offs between performance and risk 

considerations. Like Coviello, Kano and Liesch (2017), they also emphasise the role of 

individual managers in inducing path-breaking changes and jumps in resource 

commitment. Lastly, Håkanson and Kappen (2017) develop an alternative ‘casino model’ 

because they deem that the Uppsala model sees internationalisation too incrementally, 

market-by-market and entry-by-entry process, as a result of risk aversion. According to 

the casino model, firms can engage in various foreign markets and entry modes at the 

same time, provided that the quantity and quality of non-location-bound resources and 

capabilities at hand enable ‘placing more bets’, which ‘leads to a higher probability of a 

win’ (Håkanson and Kappen, 2017, p. 1106). Since the foreign market entry decisions 

should not be isolated and singly evaluated projects, firms can leverage their resources 

and capabilities, especially managerial skills, to effectively seek opportunities, conduct 

‘waves’ of international expansions and base their performance evaluation on the whole 

international portfolio. Thus, Håkanson and Kappen (2017) also point to the role of 

individual and situational sensitivity in affecting the direction and commitment level of 

the internationalisation process over time and in uncertain environments. 

Although the Uppsala model and its updated/alternative models have been applied to 

SMEs (e.g. D’Angelo et al., 2013; Kontinen and Ojala, 2012b), they have received 

criticism for their inapplicability to entrepreneurial and growth-oriented firms that may 

internationalise rapidly (e.g. Autio, 2005; Nummela, Vissak and Francioni, in press; 

Oviatt and McDougall, 1994), as discussed above. Accordingly, Håkanson and Kappen 

(2017) distinguish between the incremental Uppsala model, the casino model, and a born-

global internationalisation. In the wake of a changing, more digitalised and globally 

accessible business environment, several studies address how SMEs can and should 

internationalise by utilising network relationships (e.g. Agndal, Chetty and Wilson, 2008; 

Arenius, 2005; Chetty and Blankenburg Holm, 2000; Yli-Renko, Autio and Tontti, 2002). 

The ‘should’ is there to emphasise the necessity of forming relationships with such 

foreign partners as distributors and agents, who can fill and complement the usually 

limited resources and capabilities of SMEs for internationalisation (e.g. Buciuni and 

Mola, 2014; Eberhard and Craig, 2013; Lu and Beamish, 2001). Some firms, especially 

in high-technology and knowledge-intensive industries, can be ‘born-globals’, referring 

to ‘entrepreneurial start-ups that, from or near their founding, seek to derive a substantial 

proportion of their revenue from the sale of products in international markets’ (Knight 

and Cavusgil, 2004, p. 124). Accordingly, SMEs can experience both gradual and rapid 

internationalisation pathways, encapsulated in Bell et al.’s (2003) integrative model with 

three different internationalisation firm types and pathways. Traditional SMEs 

internationalise incrementally to psychically close foreign markets, mainly via unsolicited 

orders. Born-again globals, after a period of unrealised or sporadic internationalisation, 

internationalise rapidly as a result of critical events, such as ownership and management 

changes or mergers and acquisitions involving a firm with international involvement and 

networks. Lastly, born-globals internationalise within a short period from their inception 

and rapidly expand their international scope by utilising networks, knowledge and first-

mover opportunities (Bell, McNaughton and Young, 2001; Bell et al., 2003). 
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Despite the differences in speed, scope and scale of the internationalisation process that 

the Uppsala model, its alternatives and born-global conceptualisations depict, knowledge 

and network development remain evident. As discussed earlier regarding FF-specific 

factors, as sets of mutually beneficial exchange relationships between firms (Chetty and 

Blankenburg Holm, 2000), networks and related social capital (e.g. Agndal, Chetty and 

Wilson, 2008; Coviello, 2006) are important for providing knowledge, resources and 

capabilities for the internationalisation of SMEs. Network relationships build bridges for 

SMEs to enter foreign markets (Chetty and Blankenburg Holm, 2000; Coviello and 

McAuley, 1999), which process might affect how active (i.e. a firm taking proactive 

initiative) or passive (i.e. a party other than the firm taking the initiative) firms are in 

building relationships (Johanson and Mattsson, 1988). Overall, networks of firms that 

share common interests are also likely to contribute to mutual benefits and encourage 

long-term relationships (Johanson and Mattson, 1988; Johanson and Vahlne, 2003). In 

Publication IV, the term foreign partner relationship (FPR), created in the context of 

relationship and business-to-business (B2B) marketing literature (e.g. Grönroos, 1990; 

Johnson and Selnes, 2004), refers to a firm’s business relationship with another firm 

operating in a foreign market, (e.g. an agent or distributor)—a long-term and profit-

oriented exchange relationship at which both the parties aim. In a rapidly changing 

knowledge-intensive business environment with increasing competitors and stakeholders 

affecting a firm’s global business opportunities, positioning in relevant networks and 

business relationships that can provide reliable and unique knowledge and long-term 

business opportunities are great advantages. Thus, as the process- and/or network-based 

internationalisation theories and models more or less recognise the importance of 

relationships for how they function for the development of knowledge, resources, 

capabilities, and overall learning and, thereby, for the more gradual or more rapid 

development of the internationalisation process, these all are reflected in the publications 

of this dissertation. Since (social) relationships are also key units of analysis for studying 

and understanding how SEW manifests in family SMEs, studying the internationalisation 

process through the networks and development of relationships should increase our 

understanding of the role of SEW in the process. 

2.2.2 Internationalisation of FFs from process and network perspectives 

The latest updates and counterpoints to the Uppsala model emphasise the role of 

individuals in driving and determining the internationalisation process of their firms 

(Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; Håkanson and Kappen, 2017; Santangelo and Meyer, 

2017). Among FFs, and especially among family-controlled SMEs, family owners and 

managers are truly influential individual decision-makers (e.g. Coviello, Kano and 

Liesch, 2017; Nummela, Vissak and Francioni, in press). They increase or decrease the 

international commitment of their FFs in a (r)evolutionary way (Vahlne and Johanson, 

2017), set in motion path-continuing processes of resource commitment or path-breaking 

changes to those commitments (Santangelo and Meyer, 2017) and induce new waves of 

internationalisation patterns (Håkanson and Kappen, 2017). Since the decision-making 

power is narrowly in the hands of family members who value not just economic but also 
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noneconomic and family-centric SEW goals in their businesses, internationalisation 

decisions and processes may differ from those of non-FFs. For FFs, navigating the 

nonlinear internationalisation process is about not just the trade-offs in resource-

allocation (Vahlne and Johanson, 2017) or path-breaking decisions (Santangelo and 

Meyer, 2017) but also the economic and noneconomic dichotomy (e.g. Nason, Mazzelli 

and Carney, 2019). However, as the Uppsala model and its updates point to the 

evolutionary nature of the internationalisation process, FFs are evolutionary and usually 

long-enduring organisations, with numerous ownership and management changes within 

the family over time (Gersick et al., 1997). An FF can be a very different organisation in 

different periods, with different generations and family members attaching differing 

importance to noneconomic values, such as SEW and its various dimensions (Miller and 

Le Breton-Miller, 2014; Nason, Mazzelli and Carney, 2019). Thus, a single FF can 

experience slower and faster, narrower and broader internationalisation processes, 

depending on the owners and managers at hand. For instance, new generations may 

possess higher propensities and capabilities for promoting internationalisation (Calabro, 

Brogi and Torchia, 2016; Gallo and Pont, 1996; Menendez-Requejo, 2005; Merino, 

Monreal‐Pérez and Sánchez‐Marín, 2015; Nummela, Vissak and Francioni, in press; 

Okoroafo, 1999). However, the conditions in FFs are also conducive to long-term, path-

dependent and equable (non-)internationalisation process over generations; the strategies 

can remain similar due to strongly entrenched practices and risk aversion (Cesinger et al., 

2014; Fernandez & Nieto, 2006; Graves and Thomas, 2008; Moya, 2010; Okoroafo, 

1999).  

Family-centred and family-prioritised decision-making and managerial positioning make 

bifurcation bias a serious concern for FF internationalisation (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). 

As a practical example, the family export manager of a small FF in the study by Nummela, 

Vissak and Francioni (in press) said that ‘most of internationalization-related decisions 

are made based on feelings and trust, not on structured and systematic risk assessment’ 

(p. 21). According to the authors, family involvement seems to be a key reason for the 

nonentrepreneurial internationalisation of the small FF. Preferring the use of 

dysfunctional family assets, even if the use of nonfamily assets would be more functional, 

can cause structural inefficiencies for cross-border economic exchanges, at least in the 

short to medium run. But Kano and Verbeke (2018) also argue that FFs should start 

executing various economising practices in the long run and build more functional 

governance and management structures for successful internationalisation. They state that 

in addition to making sure that performance measurements, structured decision-making 

processes and unbiased scrutiny are constantly in place, FFs should pay attention to the 

human capital of the employees. Internationally capable persons, from the family or not, 

should fill management roles, and family members should receive international (business) 

education to become able and ready for working in the international context. Findings in 

the literature commend external/nonfamily management and governance (e.g. Calabro et 

al., 2017; Cerrato and Piva, 2012; Ray, Mondal and Ramachandran, 2018; Sciascia et al., 

2013), education (Almodovar, Verbeke and Rodriguez-Ruiz, 2016; Ramon-Llorens, 

Garcia-Mesa and Durendez, 2017) and international work experience of family members 

(Gallo and Pont, 1996; Majocchi et al., 2018) for internationalisation. Family CEOs of 
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family SMEs tend to influence export scope negatively due to SEW loss aversion, but 

advice and resources provided by the board of directors can turn this effect of family 

CEOs positive (Bauweraerts et al., 2019). 

Nonetheless, most studies find that FFs usually proceed in their internationalisation 

processes in a traditional and incremental way, with characteristics applicable to the 

Uppsala model (Claver, Rienda and Quer, 2007; Graves and Thomas, 2008; Kontinen and 

Ojala, 2010b; Moya, 2010). In their review article, Pukall and Calabro (2014) create an 

integrative model of FF internationalisation12, combining SEW and the revised Uppsala 

model as a business-network model of internationalisation (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). 

FFs internationalise slowly to nearby markets, due to psychic distance (Cesinger et al., 

2014; Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010; Kontinen and Ojala, 2010b; Thomas and 

Graves, 2005). Risk aversion and limited resources and capabilities are among the main 

reasons for FFs to conduct slow and careful internationalisation processes (Olivares-Mesa 

and Cabrera-Suarez, 2006; Stieg et al., 2018) and settle for a small number of foreign 

markets on which they focus  (Larimo, 2013; Lin, 2012; Zahra, 2003). In general, FFs 

prefer using relatively low-risk and low-commitment exporting as the main operation 

mode for international sales (Carney et al., 2017; Kontinen and Ojala, 2010b; Okoroafo, 

1999), in a way that transitions to using more high-commitment operation modes, such 

as wholly-owned subsidiaries (WOSs), that take a longer time to occur than non-FFs take 

(Olivares-Mesa and Cabrera-Suarez, 2006; Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016).  

Interestingly, when FFs do engage in FDIs, they tend to prefer WOSs to joint ventures; 

the former pose higher levels of commitment. FFs are less willing than non-FFs to share 

control in foreign operations (Fernandez and Nieto, 2006) and will prefer WOSs in 

circumstances of low uncertainty (Kao and Kuo, 2017; Kao, Kuo, and Chang, 2013). FDIs 

are likely formations in nearby markets (Chen, 2003). In other words, it seems that the 

desire of family members to control their FFs internally reflects their desire to control 

international operations, whether through exporting (due to risk aversion) or WOSs (due 

to ownership-control risk). However, Sestu and Majocchi (2020) argue that joint ventures 

are selected if the potential local partner is also an FF. Similar values among FFs, such as 

trust, loyalty and continuation, even across cultures, increase the likelihood that 

international joint ventures among FFs will succeed (Swinth and Vinton, 1993). Joint 

ventures would be suitable for providing FFs with resources and capabilities they 

inherently lack, due to family ownership (Fernandez and Nieto, 2005). 

FFs can also follow more rapid born-global and born-again-global pathways, e.g. utilising 

digital-entry modes (Plakoyiannaki et al., 2014) or having managerially and 

internationally competent FF successors become key members of the firm (Graves and 

Thomas, 2008; Stieg et al., 2018) and operate within a concentrated ownership structure, 

enabling agile and effective but also controlled and long-term-oriented decision-making 

(Kontinen and Ojala, 2012b). Although FFs, especially smaller FFs, can function as 

 
12 See Introduction and the original Pukall and Calabro (2014) article for a more detailed description of 

the mechanism of the model. 
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effective organisations in internationalisation efforts, fuelled by strong internal social 

capital and related benefits (Arregle et al., 2007; Salvato and Melin, 2008), these 

pathways, and generally the orientation towards reaching higher degrees of 

internationalisation, require FFs to engage in external networking, in which FFs are often 

not effective. High degrees of family ownership (Eberhard and Craig, 2013) and distrust 

of outsiders to preserve SEW-related binding social ties, emotional attachment and 

consequent family harmony (Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016) inhibit the formation of 

foreign-network relationships.  

Indeed, despite the lack of studies that explicitly connect SEW and international 

networking of FFs (e.g. Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016), lower levels of 

external/international networking and related lower internationalisation propensities and 

gradual/narrow internationalisation processes of FFs can be linked to their inherent 

inclination towards SEW preservation (Pukall and Calabro, 2014). Since SEW 

dimensions reflect FFs’ pursuits to maintain long-term family control and affective needs 

within intrafamily social relationships (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; 

Zellweger et al., 2019), ‘exposure’ to external and riskier international relationships can 

appear to threaten family heritage, goals, decision-making and harmony. When FFs form 

foreign partner relationships, they tend to form strong and long-term relationships that 

despite the potential advantages, might lead to missing international opportunities and 

maintaining low degrees of internationalisation, due to the lack of cost-efficient weak 

relationships and related new contacts and knowledge they could provide (Kontinen and 

Ojala, 2012a; Leppäaho and Pajunen, 2018). In general, SEW has appeared mostly as a 

negative factor, especially for the export/internationalisation propensity but also for the 

intensity/performance of highly family-controlled firms (Alessandri et al., 2018; Fang et 

al., 2018; Monreal-Perez and Sanchez-Marin, 2017; Sanchez-Bueno and Usero, 2014; 

Yang et al., 2018).  

However, the strong intrafamily social relationships that may discourage 

internationalisation of family SMEs (Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016) may also provide 

advantages from it (Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani, 2019). Family SMEs can benefit from 

their internally strong social capital and reliability when building external relationships 

to foreign partners and customers willing to commit to long-term relationships with 

trustworthy family SMEs (Cesinger et al., 2016; Graves and Shan, 2014; Tasavori, 

Zaefarian and Eng, 2018). This ability is especially important and a source of competitive 

advantage in global niches of high-quality products requiring customer intimacy and 

cooperation (Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani, 2019). Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani 

(2019) argue that family members’ close and functional relationships with their 

employees, intra-family knowledge and value transfers across generations and purposeful 

business goals through strong affective connections to the family SME are evident in 

trusting and long-term business relationships and efficient decision-making in global 

niches. The previous section on the advantages and disadvantages of strong social capital 

and related willingness to establish strong rather than weak external relationships among 

FFs discusses strong relationship-building as not necessarily restricting 

internationalisation but, rather, capitalising on strong partnerships using a potentially 
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functional networking strategy. Accordingly, Mitter and Emprechtinger (2016) conclude 

that although small FFs initially follow a cautious Uppsala-like internationalisation 

process, due to risk aversion and limited resources, stewardship and long-term 

orientations, careful selection of trustworthy foreign partners and care of local employees 

behind the gradual progress may enable sustainable internationalisation and competitive 

advantages in the long run (Mitter and Emprechtinger, 2016).  

A functional international networking strategy for FFs might be forming strong 

relationships with other foreign FFs, in which such similar values as trust, loyalty and 

long-term orientation facilitate internationalisation across cultures (Fernandez and Nieto, 

2005; Gallo and Pont, 1996; Mitter and Emprechtinger, 2016; Swinth and Vinton, 1993). 

These kinds of relationships can generate relational embeddedness (or relational capital), 

resources gained from mutual trust, identification and obligations within long-term and 

personal relationships (Granovetter, 1992; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998) that FFs, in 

particular, can generate (Bird and Zellweger, 2018). Small firms can benefit from 

relational embeddedness for internationalisation that facilitates learning from a strong and 

unique knowledge base (Arenius, 2005; Han, 2006; Yli-Renko, Autio and Tontti, 2002). 

Since the development of strong relationships in the form of mutual commitment and 

reciprocity between parties is an important antecedent for successful internationalisation 

in the business network model of internationalisation (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009), FFs 

may possess special competitive advantages for creating a network of these relationships, 

and succeed. For instance, these can emerge, from the ‘community-level social capital’ 

or ‘interorganisational familiness’ within a network of FFs (Lester and Cannella, 2006). 

Although FFs should also utilise weak relationships to gain flexible access to new and 

unique knowledge (Kontinen and Ojala, 2012a; Leppäaho and Pajunen, 2018), strong 

relationships can also become sources of unique knowledge for internationalisation. As 

Johanson and Vahlne (2009) put it, ‘as some types of knowledge are not accessible to 

everyone, and are instead confined to network insiders, a strong commitment to partners 

allows firms to build on their respective bodies of knowledge, making it possible for them 

to discover and/or create opportunities’ (p. 1423).  

In addition to economic goals in internationalisation, close relationship-building with 

network partners can also help family SMEs simultaneously preserve SEW. Cesinger et 

al. (2016) find that when family SMEs collaborate closely and can build trust with their 

network partners, they can gain knowledge for both internationalisation and preservation 

of SEW. Interestingly, Kraus et al. (2016) argue that FFs can maintain high levels of SEW 

if they combine external ownership, a nonfamily CEO and use of international networks, 

from which FFs can learn about and secure both noneconomic SEW and economic goals. 

Since SEW is an integral part of FFs and an important noneconomic motivation for 

conducting business in the long run, building strong relationships with foreign partners 

and customers may serve both economic and noneconomic goals. However, as the 

Introduction states, due to the amount of research and the depth of SEW assessment 

among family SMEs, evidence on the profitable coexistence of economic and 

noneconomic goal orientations is still limited (Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016; 

Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016). Nonetheless, these contributions, as well as the 
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conceptual article by Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino (2020), are encouraging. Kano, 

Ciravegna and Rattalino (2020) discuss the possible transformation of SEW-related 

family resources, namely, social capital, long-term orientation and reputation, into FSAs, 

through recombination with nonfamily resources, including internationally capable 

external managers, host-country resources, including local networks, and related 

recombination mechanisms, including customer relationship-building and partnerships. 

Thus, both internal FF-related and external internationalisation-related network 

relationships provide opportunities for competitive advantage in internationalisation, 

even in the way of viewing SEW as an underlying asset. We need more knowledge on 

how SEW and international networking manifest in family SMEs, and especially smaller 

FFs, to reach both economic and noneconomic goals of internationalisation. In addition 

to quantitative methods that the cited studies employ, investigating these complex and 

relatively intangible topics and relationships requires qualitative methods. The next 

chapter presents the dissertation methodology, consisting of meta-synthesis of the 

literature review and qualitative and quantitative methods. 
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3 Methodology 

A dissertation’s validity and reliability require using proper methodologies and research 

strategies per publication and, as a whole, to remember the philosophical paradigm the 

dissertation and its publications follow. This dissertation aims to use a versatile set of 

methods, i.e. a literature review and meta-synthesis in Publication I, multiple-case studies 

and content analyses in Publications II and IV and, in Publication III, principal component 

analysis and multiple-regression analysis, with data from a large set of empirical FF 

internationalisation studies (Publication I), Finnish family SMEs (Publications II and IV), 

and Finnish family and nonfamily SMEs (Publication III). The philosophical paradigm 

was critical realism. 13 

3.1 Research paradigm 

This dissertation follows critical realism (Easton, 2010; Sayer, 1992), which has emerged 

as a viable philosophical paradigm in the social sciences for studying complex 

organisational phenomena, processes and causal mechanisms (Wynn and Williams, 2012) 

via case studies (Easton, 2010) and a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods 

(McEvoy and Richards, 2006). Thus, critical realism suits the holistic philosophical 

framework for studying complex internationalisation processes of family SMEs from 

network and SEW perspectives, with main sources of evidence from case studies but also 

literature-review and quantitative methods. The underlying reasons and implemented 

considerations for following critical realism throughout the dissertation follow.  

Philosophical paradigms can be viewed in terms of ontology and epistemology. Ontology 

refers to the question of whether there exists objective or subjective reality, independent 

of our knowledge of reality. Epistemology refers to the questions of what can be known 

and how, in terms of objective possibilities or subjective boundaries (Järvensivu and 

Törnroos, 2010). From the ontological standpoint, critical realism acknowledges that the 

world is socially constructed, but not completely, as there is the ‘real world’ beyond the 

immediate observations that intervene in our latitude for understanding and explaining 

phenomena (Easton, 2010). In other words, positing one’s views should take account of 

different worlds or domains: the empirical, the actual, and the real (Bhaskar, 1978; 

Easton, 2010). The empirical domain refers to experienced events, whose realities actors’ 

perceptions form. The actors and their perceptions do not observe events in the actual 

 
13 Please note: There will not be a methodology section in the separate Publication II article after this 

introductory part of this dissertation, because Publication II’s methodology was a separate chapter in the 

book from which the Publication II chapter included here in the dissertation was derived (the included 

chapter centres around the findings and their discussion). Given that its methodology is partially similar 

to Publication IV’s, included in the original paper after the introductory part of the dissertation, 

Publication II’s methodology is discussed within this methodological discussion of the dissertation as a 

whole.  
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domain, but researchers can identify these ‘escaped’ events outside the empirical domain 

for theory-building. The real domain consists of both the underlying structures of 

interlinked objects and the causal explanations of events. Thus, briefly put, critical realists 

question the nature of what is real. From the epistemological standpoint, critical realists 

argue that individuals ‘construe rather than construct the world’ (Easton, 2010, p. 122), 

and the meaning of social phenomena ‘has to be understood, it cannot be measured or 

counted, and hence there is always an interpretative or hermeneutic element in social 

science’ (Sayer, 2000, p. 17). Thus, critical realism is a worthy approach for studying 

complex organisational phenomena by explaining the mechanisms of certain events 

(Wynn and Williams, 2012).  

Explaining social phenomena has both a causal and an interpretive element; thus, critical-

realist studies position themselves between positivist and constructivist paradigms. 

Situated between these paradigms, a case-study methodology is a suitable approach, as it 

adopts approaches and mindsets from both the theory-building and theory-testing 

research (Healy and Perry, 2000). Research can be broadly divided into extensive and 

intensive, the former dominated by replication-based quantitative analysis and the latter 

by causally explaining context-based qualitative analysis, thus implying that case 

research is intensive and, thereby, aligns with critical realism (Easton, 2010; Sayer, 2000). 

Although case studies form the major source of data in this dissertation (Publications II 

and IV) to support a critical-realist approach, this does not exclude possibilities of using 

some quantitative methods (Healy and Perry, 2000). Thus, to combine theory-building 

and theory-testing approaches, one quantitative paper (Publication III) supports the 

critical-realist interpretation of the ‘real’.  

All the following examples reflect the recommendations by Easton (2010), used when 

adopting the critical-realist approach to case studies. Ontologically, I aimed to study the 

internationalisation processes of family SMEs by discussing the empirical events that are 

investigated through interview questions dealing with what, why and how something 

happened. Doing so, I gained access to understanding and explaining the actual events 

that might be out of the interviewees’ sight but in the researcher’s, through the chosen 

theoretical lenses. For instance, by looking at the events of the case firms from a SEW 

perspective, I identified different types and strategies of international networking for the 

case firms with different levels of SEW. Then, after making sense of what happened or 

could have happened, I could surmise (but not confirm) the nature of the ‘real’. 

Epistemologically, while analysing interview-based data is largely interpreting, it more 

specifically ‘construes’ the phenomena by hermeneutically mirroring them and the 

chosen theoretical lenses, throughout the research process. By interviewing, adopting the 

chosen theoretical lenses and collecting extensive secondary data, I could arrive at the 

‘most complete’ interpretation of the phenomena while acknowledging the 

incompleteness of my interpretation regarding the nature of the real.  

Using critical realism as the fundamental philosophical orientation manifested itself as 

caution towards making judgements on the events and phenomena that appeared during 

the research process, in which the interplay between the data and the researcher’s theory-
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based mindset was important. The critical-realist approach helped reveal new insights 

into the intersection of abstract (e.g. SEW) and more concrete (e.g. international 

networking, building foreign partner relationships) phenomena that obtained inconsistent 

results from the stream of earlier, mostly positivistic quantitative studies in the field of 

family-firm internationalisation and SEW (Metsola et al., 2020).  

3.2 Research strategy 

The critical realist approach to reality, construing the ‘real’ of the underresearched and 

relatively abstract connection among SEW, network relationships and internationalisation 

of family SMEs, encouraged me to combine theory-building and theory-testing logic, a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative methods and a literature review. With 

extensive literature review and meta-synthesis, Publication I provided a ‘starting position’ 

for understanding the state of the art of FF internationalisation processes. The empirical 

qualitative studies (Publications II and IV) then moved into areas recognised as key gaps 

in Publication I and the literature in general, notably, the lack of understanding of the 

relationships and mechanisms between SEW and international networking of family 

SMEs, amid noneconomic and economic goal orientations. The empirical quantitative 

study (Publication III) supported qualitative findings by validating the relationships in 

this specific context. Overall, despite forming a diverse set of research methods, the 

studies form a coherent whole, proceeding from a more general and descriptive 

understanding of phenomena to a mixed-use, more specific and contextual understanding.  

Accordingly, the purpose of the dissertation as a whole was exploratory, aiming to 

approach understanding phenomena through ‘how’ questions and eventually generating 

frameworks14 and propositions to increase our understanding (Yin, 2014). Although only 

Publication IV mentions explicitly that the study follows abductive logic, the nonlinear, 

back-and-forth movement between existing general theories and data with contextual 

idiosyncrasies overarches the combined publications (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; 

Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010; Ketokivi and Choi, 2014). In fact, the review-based FF 

internationalisation process model from Publication I serves as a framework into which 

the key findings from the rest of the empirical studies could be placed (see Figure 5 in 

Conclusions). The abductive logic, residing between inductive and deductive logic in 

empirical studies, with the initial review and meta-synthesis of Publication I as a reference 

point, serves to elaborate our knowledge of a contemporary, yet underresearched, topic 

of SEW in international networking and internationalisation of family SMEs (Ketokivi 

and Choi, 2014). Multiple-case studies (Publications II and IV) form the core of the 

dissertation, as they enable contextualised explanation (Welch et al., 2011) of theories, 

data and contexts needed for a critical-realist understanding of the chosen phenomena.  

 
14 FF internationalisation process model in Publication I; coexistence of noneconomic and economic goal 

orientations in the building of foreign partner relationships in Publication IV; international networking 

typology and pathway framework of family SMEs in Publication II. See synopses and original articles for 

more detailed explanations.  
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3.3 Research methods 

3.3.1 Literature review and meta-synthesis (Publication I) 

The authors of Publication I adopted a three-stage research process to summarise the 

current understanding of FF internationalisation as a process, as well as to provide ways 

to increase that understanding: locating and screening relevant empirical studies (Short, 

2009), conducting a qualitative content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004) and  a meta-

synthesis (Hoon, 2013). The research process started in 2015 by identifying relevant 

keywords based on earlier reviews of FF internationalisation (e.g. Kontinen and Ojala, 

2010a; Pukall and Calabro, 2014) and using combinations of those keywords in primary 

databases (e.g. Emerald, Science Direct/Elsevier, Google Scholar). In addition to FF 

internationalisation as a topic, we followed Short (2009) to include all peer-reviewed 

empirical studies published in academic journals. Including only empirical, data-driven 

studies (and not conceptual/theoretical studies) was a deliberate choice, as they could be 

analysed in terms of methodological, temporal and process means, rather than variance 

theorising choices.  

From May 2015 to December 2018, the search and the overall research process yielded a 

total of 172 studies, the first study dated 1991 and the latest studies from 2018. 

Conducting qualitative content analysis of these studies occurred circularly during the 

research process, updating Excel spreadsheets, memos and analyses based on the newly 

recognised studies that met the criteria. In addition to coding for the more general, yet 

critical, research themes and methodological choices (Gaur and Kumar, 2018), three key 

dimensions received special attention: the temporality of the data, the extent of process 

theorising and the pre-entry/entry/post-entry stages of the internationalisation process. 

Temporality was assessed with a categorical division between cross-sectional and 

longitudinal. Assessing how long ‘longitudinal’ actually is (Kimberly, 1976) was 

important. The threshold for our review was a minimum of two different points of time 

for collecting data (see Monge, 1990; Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2014), which 

enabled characterising as longitudinal various studies, from case studies to quantitative 

studies with panel data. We also included those studies with one-shot data collection if 

the longitudinal developments of the phenomena were carefully narrated, e.g. combining 

interviews and rich secondary data (see e.g. Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016).  

Although ‘longitudinal’ sometimes is referred to as ‘processual’, we deliberately wanted 

to distinguish between ‘temporal’ (cross-sectional vs. longitudinal) and ‘processual’ 

dimensions. Often, longitudinal data may not discuss the process per se (and, conversely, 

cross-sectional data can include processual features, despite the limits that temporality 

poses). Thus, the second key dimension, the extent of process theorising, focused on 

whether the studies showed and discussed the internationalisation processes of FFs 

through multiple points, stages and events in time, with antecedents and generative 

mechanisms explaining the interdependencies within the changes in these processes 

(Langley, 1999; 2009; Mohr, 1982; Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2014). Studies 
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categorised as having strong process theorising aligned with that description, while 

studies categorised as having weak process theorising differed, in that they did not dig 

deeper into the generative mechanisms between stages and events. Studies categorised as 

having no process theorising focused on variance in particular variables without 

explaining and discussing change within them. 

We also wanted to enhance the temporal framework for analysing and understanding FF 

internationalisation as a process by dividing studies into three categories: pre-entry (main 

temporal context before internationalisation and the first foreign market entry—e.g. 

preconditions and antecedents for internationalisation), entry (main temporal context at 

the first foreign market entry—e.g. entry-mode selection) and post-entry (main temporal 

context during further internationalisation after the first entry—e.g. longer-term progress 

of foreign operations) (see Hashai and Almor, 2004; Schwens and Kabst, 2011; Zheng, 

Khavul and Crockett, 2012). These temporal frames from early to late internationalisation 

facilitated the formation of a longitudinal and evolutionary understanding of the 

internationalisation process (Santangelo and Meyer, 2017).  

The aim of meta-synthesis is to synthesise and integrate key themes and concepts from 

coded units within the content-analysed studies and form a group of identified gaps for 

contribution beyond initial themes and concepts (Hoon, 2013). Thus, meta-synthesis 

enabled us to contribute to FF internationalisation research by not just summarising extant 

knowledge but also, and more importantly, connecting the extant knowledge with 

identification of underlying and interlinked meanings, to better understand FF 

internationalisation process via this paper and future research. We synthesised the above-

mentioned three key categorisations. The temporality of data (cross-

sectional/longitudinal) and the extent of process theorising (no/weak/strong process 

theorising) were synthesised to form the following categories: (i) cross-sectional data, no 

process theorising; (ii) cross-sectional data, weak process theorising; (iii) longitudinal 

data, no process theorising; (iv) longitudinal data, weak process theorising, and (v) 

longitudinal data, strong process theorising. These categories, together with the 

categorisation based on the internationalisation process stage (pre-entry/entry/post-

entry), enabled analysing the process-based (and variance-based) understanding of FF 

internationalisation and the synthetisation of these categories into the integrative FF 

internationalisation process model.  

Throughout the research process, and especially considering its multi-year duration, 

ensuring rigorous and reliable analysis was essential. That occurred through 

complementing individual analyses with joint discussions and consulting external 

specialists if necessary, maintaining ongoing memo and note writing, and performing 

modifications systematically, based on the iterations and reflections as the study database 

was updated. We revised several times the categorisations in qualitative content analysis 

and meta-synthesis, as well as the final integrative model. The manuscript of the paper 

went through several rounds of revision (and rejection) for journal submission (e.g. twice 

revising the manuscript of Publication I), which helped us to direct attention to critical 

concerns in the paper and react to contemporary issues for novelty value.  
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3.3.2 Qualitative multiple-case studies (Publication II and Publication IV) 

Publications II and IV employed case studies as their research method. A case study can 

be defined as ‘an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within 

its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly evident’ (Yin, 1994, p. 13). More succinctly, it is an ‘inquiry focusing on 

describing, understanding, predicting, and/or controlling the individual (i.e. process, . . . 

organisation)’ (Woodside and Wilson, 2003, p. 493) or ‘a research strategy which focuses 

on understanding the dynamics present within single settings’ (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 534). 

Accordingly, case study deals with certain select phenomena, the understanding of which 

requires connecting the often seemingly unobservable interlinkages between the 

phenomena and the context, both abstract and more concrete as well as intangible and 

tangible.  

In light of these definitions, choosing a case-study method to investigate the relatively 

complex internationalisation processes, network relationships and SEW of family SMEs 

is valid. In this research setting, certain phenomena, such as process and SEW, within 

selected organisations and in the context of internationalisation, are under focus because 

understanding them is not possible from a distance. Eisenhardt’s (1989) definition 

emphasises understanding the dynamics; if anything, a process involves dynamics and 

evolvement of different interrelated elements. Case studies enable capturing the 

simultaneously interacting elements within a given organisational context (Eisenhardt, 

1989). Unlike case studies, survey-based research with fixed-point responses ‘fail to 

uncover the deep nuances and dynamic interactions between thoughts and actions within 

and between individuals’ (Woodside and Wilson, 2003, p. 495). Chetty (1996) notes that 

the case-study method is especially useful for studying the export performance and related 

decision-making processes of SMEs because it usually covers ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. 

She states that the strength of case studies is that they ‘explain events and deal with them 

over a period of time rather than with frequency of events’ (Chetty, 1996, p. 78). Since 

the focus of this dissertation is to answer dynamic ‘how’ questions, case study is the 

appropriate methodology (Yin, 1994).  

Accordingly, the research questions were formulated to revolve around complex but 

relatively clearly bounded phenomena whose events and roots they unravel, i.e. network 

relationship formation and maintenance in the internationalisation processes of family 

SMEs, amid noneconomic SEW and economic goal orientations. This way of formulating 

the questions aligns with Easton’s (2010) guidelines for conducting a critical-realist case 

study. The Publication II research questions were: How do FFs build and maintain 

network ties to foreign markets? How do FFs embrace their FF-specific features for 

successful international networking? The final Publication IV main research question 

was: Considering that small FFs consider SEW in their internationalisation decisions and 

activities, how do small FFs either confine or utilise SEW in foreign partner relationships 

(FPRs)? In line with critical-realist case-study guidelines (Easton, 2010), I selected and 

defined key objects and concepts of the phenomena under study, such as SEW and family 
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SMEs, which are characteristic and powerful enough to carry the research questions’ 

ability to respond to the prevalent theoretical assumptions. 

Case studies are also suitable methods for FF research, SEW in particular. Publications II 

and IV analyse SEW through a seminal FIBER scale developed by Berrone, Cruz and 

Gomez-Mejia (2012). These authors raised case studies as useful ways to unravel the rich 

nature of SEW in certain situations (e.g. international networking and relationship-

building for internationalisation) and when the level of family control varies. The case 

firms in Publications II and IV were deliberately highly family-controlled, yet the analysis 

showed great variation in their levels of SEW. Case studies can provide an understanding 

of the social, real-world environment, in which SEW is embedded between closely related 

family and business (Berrone et al., 2010). In general, qualitative research is very useful 

for theory-building in FF research, as ‘it can provide important insights into otherwise 

hidden interactions between family and business’ (Reay, 2014, p. 7). Thus far, the 

assessments of SEW have largely remained at a general level, considering SEW as a 

higher-order theoretical construct or umbrella term, without putting it into greater practice 

through explicit measurements (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2014). SEW measurement 

largely happens by equating family control per se with (underlying) SEW (e.g. Kotlar et 

al., 2018). 

Case research can occur with single or multiple cases (Yin, 1984), focusing on 

‘investigating one or a small number of social entities or situations about which data are 

collected using multiple sources of data and developing a holistic description through an 

iterative research process’ (Easton, 2010, p. 119). Single-case studies can present and 

explain the selected phenomenon comprehensively and in detail (Siggelkow, 2007), while 

studies based on multiple cases provide more grounding and comparison for building 

generalisable theories (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). In this dissertation, multiple 

cases were chosen because the internationalisation of family SMEs from SEW and 

network perspectives has not been studied much and in enough detail for consensus to 

exist, indicating that there is room for theory-elaborating research. For this purpose, 

multiple cases provide good opportunities for theoretical and literal replication (Chetty, 

1996).  

However, since this dissertation adopts critical realism as its philosophical paradigm, 

generalisation efforts are limited and contingent, due to contextual dependency. To the 

extent to which theorising from case studies occurs, Welch et al. (2011) divide it into four 

different methods: inductive theory building, natural experiment, interpretive 

sensemaking, and contextualised explanation. On the positivistic and generalising side, 

inductive theory building seeks regularities from which to induce new theory and testable 

propositions, while a natural experiment is more deductive, seeking cause-effect 

relationships through testing the propositions. On the constructionist and less generalising 

side, interpretive sensemaking is heavily contextual and, rather than aiming to generalise, 

it aims to ‘particularise’ and understand subjective experiences and meanings. Between 

these ends, the critical-realist contextualised explanation emphasises both the causal 

explanation and contextualisation, leading to limited generalisation where context is 
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integrated into the causal explanation. In sum, regarding theorising, this dissertation 

follows mainly contextualised explanation, but includes also the elements of inductive 

theory building, in that the novel nature of the dissertation ‘inevitably’ leads to the search 

for new propositions generalised to the population.  

Publications II and IV feature multiple cases, as well as these standpoints and approaches 

to theorising, but the publications differ slightly on theorising. Publication II’s primary 

aim was to use the multiple-case data with 24 family SMEs and 71 interviews, to build a 

new understanding of the processes and success factors of building and maintaining 

foreign network relationships within family SMEs. Thus, the large data and the aim of 

building typologies for a new understanding of the phenomena align the theorising 

process more with inductive reasoning (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; 

Welch et al., 2011), in which cross-case replication can provide a semantically rich 

explanation of patterns (Tsoukas, 2009) and typological theorising (Fiss, 2007; 2011). In 

the end, the analysis yielded a typology of international networking types, namely, broad 

network enablers (BNEs) and narrow network maximisers (NNMs), with varying 

international networking strategies and paths, to which large and rich data and relatively 

broad research questions were conducive. The publication outlet per se, a Palgrave Pivot 

book with more flexible word-count limitations than an academic journal, supports 

analysing and presenting phenomena in a rich and detailed way that manifested in several 

interview quotes and a profoundly explanatory presentation of findings. The book format 

did not encourage formulating propositions in the form of explicit hypotheses, but 

Publication II presented ‘practical propositions’ on the success factors behind BNE and 

NNM international networking (i.e. high-quality products in global niches and preventing 

bifurcation bias; choosing suitable foreign partners and customers; FF status as an 

advantage for marketing and relationship-building), through in-depth but ‘reader-

friendly’ subchapters suitable for both academics and practitioners.  

In turn, Publication IV dealt with a smaller amount of case data (eight case firms, 28 

interviews) and aimed to answer a more specific research question on the role of SEW in 

foreign partner relationships (FPRs) of small FFs. Thus, ‘anchoring’ theorising to extant, 

yet limited, knowledge and elaborating that through an abductive approach were easier 

and valid (Ketokivi and Choi, 2014). Contextualised explanation remained the method 

for case-study theorising under contingent and limited contextual conditions (Welch et 

al., 2011), but the analytical process was more abductive than in Publication II, with SEW 

and network theories ‘deductively inspiring’ and data on small FFs and FPRs ‘inductively 

inspiring’ the back-and-forth movement towards elaborating new contextualised 

understanding (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010; Ketokivi and 

Choi, 2014). During the review process, reviewers suggested including explicit 

propositions in the paper, despite already having detailed discussion and a final 

framework developed from the initial framework through the abductive process. 

Accordingly, Publication IV suggests three explicit propositions for academia to test and 

develop further.  
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Case selection. Publications II and IV employed very similar sampling strategies with 

similar criteria for selecting case firms. The slight difference was that the criteria in 

Publication II were not explicitly discussed in reference to specific theories, while very 

much the same criteria in Publication IV were more explicitly justified by discussing their 

relevance for meeting contextual and theoretical requirements. Thus, although both 

publications aimed at analysing SEW and international networking, Publication II’s more 

inductive approach led the authors to use a criterion-sampling approach (Fletcher and 

Plakoyiannaki, 2011; Fletcher et al., 2018), with more ‘latitude’ to use selected cases in 

(typological) theory-building during the data-collection and analysis process. The more 

abductive approach in Publication IV led to using theoretical sampling and underlined the 

need for theoretically and contextually suitable case firms for ‘ensuring’ understanding 

of relational constructs within bounded SEW and FPR contexts (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 

2007; Patton, 2002). In practice, the difference manifested so that the eight case firms in 

Publication IV were also in Publication II following initial criteria, and later they were 

derived from Publication II for use in Publication IV because of their theoretical fit with 

its narrower topic. Next, I present and discuss the selection criteria with reference to 

theoretical and contextual foundations, despite the varying extent to which the papers 

discussed similar criteria per se. 

The more general criteria were nationality, size, industry, degree of internationalisation 

(DOI) and intermediary-based foreign operations. Finnish firms were chosen for multiple 

reasons. Finland is a small and open economy with a small domestic market, so 

internationalisation is often a firm necessity, especially for SME-sized firms to seek 

revenues, achieve sufficient profitability and remain competitive in the global business 

environment (Bell, 1995; Torkkeli et al., 2016). Finland is also a country with a relatively 

large number of SMEs, 75% of which are family-owned (Finnish Family Firms 

Association, 2017). Thus, economically and culturally, Finnish family SMEs serve as 

interesting and relevant firms for studying necessary internationalisation affected by 

SEW. Speaking of culture, Finnish culture and, especially, language are unique in the 

world (Bell, 1995; Torkkeli et al., 2016). As a Finnish native knowledgeable about the 

culture and language, I could understand in depth the (hidden) meanings of interview and 

secondary data, especially important when studying such relatively abstract and 

intangible topics as SEW and the strength of network relationships. 

Using just SME-sized firms meant selecting firms with fewer than 250 employees and 

turnover under 50 million euro (European Commission, 2019a). Publication IV included 

only small firms, with fewer than 50 employees and turnover under 10 million euro, while 

Publication II used a broader SME classification. Nonetheless, of the 24 SMEs used in 

Publication II (of which Publication IV includes 8), the average turnover is 10.4 million 

euro (median 6.6 million euro), and the average number of employees is 39.4 (median 26 

employees). Thus, the average and, especially, the median numbers of the Publication II 

case-firm data indicate that those firms generally are rather small, per the European 

Commission (2019a) definition. One secondary finding in Publication I was that most FF 

internationalisation studies focus on family SMEs, not so surprising since SMEs 

worldwide are mostly FFs (Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani, 2019). One of the Publication 
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I primary findings is that extant understandings of the FF internationalisation process are 

heavily variance-based and not consensual around how noneconomic SEW orientations 

drive or restrain those processes. Thus, conducting in-depth qualitative studies on smaller 

FFs should contribute to increasing those understandings. Also, the smaller the FFs are, 

the more likely they are to value preserving various SEW dimensions in their businesses 

(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2013), with family CEOs driving 

SEW preservation from their key decision-making positions (Bauweraerts et al., 2019). 

Thus, qualitative studies and in-depth interviews about SEW, among other topics, would 

enable comprehending the opinions and perceptions of family owners and managers from 

smaller FFs, in principle more conducive to opening up about SEW.  

I wanted the case firms to belong to the same industry (manufacturing), in the broad sense 

of having products of their own to sell abroad (and not, for instance, conducting a 

wholesale or service business). This would ensure that firms are international for the sake 

of conducting international sales and, likely, needing network relationships with various 

intermediaries for building foreign operations and complementing limited resources and 

capabilities the family SMEs possess (Buciuni and Mola, 2014; Eberhard and Craig, 

2013). Accordingly, one relevant criterion was family SMEs with foreign intermediaries, 

such as agents, distributors or subsidiaries, with whom they formed relationships and/or 

partnerships for foreign sales operations in host markets. In the end, the final case-firm 

sample was diverse, in terms of the products they manufacture, from clothing items to 

cranes, but still had the manufacturing common denominator. Having firms from the same 

industry minimised the effect of a cross-case comparison. 

As regards degree of internationalisation (DOI), we chose firms with at least a 30% ratio 

of foreign sales to total sales (FSTS) and regular foreign sales to at least three foreign 

markets. These criteria would enable studying case firms for which internationalisation 

is an important source of revenue and, therefore, emphasised in economic decision-

making. Thus, these kinds of firms would likely open up about internationalisation 

strategies and operations in depth and reflect them on the other side of the coin, namely, 

the noneconomic, yet strategic, orientation towards preserving SEW. The minimum of 

three foreign markets with regular operations would show whether the networking 

strategies and relationships are consistent or adapted within the markets. The importance 

of these markets to the case firms would facilitate obtaining in-depth knowledge about 

the historical development of the internationalisation processes and relationship-building 

in the markets. Importantly, by  combining the criteria of SME-size and presumably 

higher SEW levels of case firms, intermediary-based foreign operations and at least 

moderate DOI and number of foreign markets, conditions would be conducive to studying 

how noneconomic SEW and economic orientations manifest when progressing in 

internationalisation via resource-complementing, yet ‘externally exposing’, foreign 

network relationships.  

To study SEW and internationalisation of family SMEs requires specified criteria for 

defining FFs. Distinguishing family-controlled firms from family-influenced firms occurs 

commonly in FF research to avoid mixed results and acknowledge FF heterogeneity 
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(Arregle et al., 2012; Sirmon et al., 2008; Westhead and Howorth, 2007). In family-

controlled firms, family members own at least 50% of the firm shares and hold positions 

in top management and governance, thereby possessing strong strategic decision-making 

powers. Family members in family-influenced firms do not have unilateral control of the 

firm and, thus, less decision-making power (Arregle et al., 2012; Chua, Chrisman and 

Sharma, 1999; Sirmon et al., 2008; Westhead and Howorth, 2007). Family-controlled 

firms are more suitable than family-influenced firms for studying SEW and 

internationalisation, as family-controlled firms with control over strategic decision-

making are inclined to preserve SEW (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Gomez-

Mejia et al., 2007; Zellweger et al., 2012). Internationalisation is one major strategically 

prepared decision, in which such FF characteristics, such as the desire to maintain control, 

influence the process (Gallo, Tapies and Cappuyns, 2004). Thus, family-controlled firms 

inherently connect SEW and internationalisation. Furthermore, as indicated earlier in the 

SME criterion description, smaller FFs may be more inclined than larger FFs to preserve 

SEW (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2013), so small family-

controlled firms or family-controlled SMEs, specifically, are the ideal firms to 

investigate.  

Some case firms featured justifiable exceptions to the criteria. Regarding DOI, Energy A, 

Chem A, Compo B, and Chem C did not exceed the desired threshold of 30% FSTS at 

the time of the interviews (2015 or 2018). However, fluctuating FSTS characterise Energy 

A’s project-based business, with higher numbers reaching up to 50% in some years. Chem 

A, a relatively new firm established in 2006, produces medicines. Although the long-term 

processes needed to establish foreign sales had not translated into high FSTS at the time 

of the interviews, the firm had established many distribution and production partnerships 

globally to facilitate foreign sales. Compo B’s 20% FSTS derived from a relatively 

narrow foreign market scope, mainly Sweden, Norway and Denmark. But the firm had a 

relatively long internationalisation history from the 1990s and long network relationships 

with those markets, e.g. via WOS in Sweden since 2007. Despite the low 10% FSTS, 

Chem C has a long internationalisation history since the 1980s, with a diverse set of long-

term foreign markets, and secondary data reflects a willingness to increase 

internationalisation during the 2010s and 2020s. Altogether, these exceptions were also 

included as case firms (in Publication II) for their other relevant internationalisation 

indicators. They also were possible reference cases for comparison to findings on the 

main population of family SMEs with higher FSTSs.  

Overall, Table 3 shows that the case-firm sample largely reflects the kind sought through 

theoretical sampling. The clear Finnish nationalities and SME sizes were excluded from 

the table. The product definitions show that the case firms’ products are diverse but 

mostly refer to various machinery, equipment and materials for B2B markets. The 

average establishment year of the firm is 1967 (median 1971), and most firms are 100% 

family-owned (average 94.4 %). Accordingly, the case firms are highly family-controlled 

and have a long history, which would provide special opportunities for studying SEW 

preservation tendencies across generations, alongside the generally long 

internationalisation histories (average start of internationalisation around the 1980s and 
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1990s). The average FSTS of all case firms is 62.3% (the average FSTS exclude the 

above-mentioned case firms having FSTS below the desired level: 72.5%), indicating 

high DOI and, thereby, the importance of foreign sales to the firms’ strategy and 

competitiveness. Main operation modes for selling products in the host markets are agents 

and distributors, indicating family SMEs’ focus on using more cost-efficient 

intermediaries than highly committed and resource-intensive joint ventures and WOSs. 

However, many case firms also use subsidiaries in most key markets. The most important 

foreign markets are usually Sweden and other Scandinavian countries, but most case 

firms have broader European-level or global market scope, with China and the U.S. acting 

as common key markets in which subsidiaries are often used. 
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Table 3. Case firm and interview information. 
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Table 3. Case firm and interview information. (Continues) 
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Table 3. Case firm and interview information. (Continues) 
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Table 3. Case firm and interview information. (Continues) 
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Data collection. The primary data were derived from interviews (see Table 3 for detailed 

information) and complementary secondary data from firm websites, news archives, 

history books, financial records and email correspondence. As a data-collection method, 

interviews enable collecting rich data on the underlying factors related to complex, 

episodic and infrequent phenomena (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), such as 

internationalisation and related relationship-building processes. In total, my 

supervisor/co-author Tanja Leppäaho and I conducted 71 in-depth, semistructured 

interviews from 24 case firms in 2015 and 2018, and I conducted 44 interviews from 17 

case firms, including all the 28 interviews from 8 case firms used in Publication IV. The 

numbers of interviews align with Reay’s (2014) suggestion that at least 30 interviews 

generally provide a sufficient breadth and depth of data in qualitative (FF) research, 

depending on the nature of data. For instance, 30 very short interviews including mostly 

nonfamily managers would not be sufficient for analysing FF-specific and complex SEW. 

We aimed to interview as many firms as possible in both 2015 and 2018, to gather 

longitudinal data from that period on the development of internationalisation and network 

relationships. We conducted two-year interviews with 8 case firms. Although most were 

interviewed in just one year, the in-depth interviews covering retrospective views and 

supplementary secondary data provided sufficient data overall for studying processual 

issues of the research questions.  

We sought to interview at least two persons, to obtain many-sided information on the 

topics. Multiple knowledgeable informants would provide the most relevant information 

and reduce the likelihood of biases within individual opinions (Huber and Power, 1985). 

We achieved the two-interviewee minimum for the majority of interview sets, but five 

case firms are represented by only one interviewee. The two main reasons were that 

neither Tanja nor I could get other people to participate in interviews, despite intensive 

contact. Second, most of the case firms with one interviewee had only one person 

practically operating the firm as a whole or knowledgeable about the internationalisation 

of the firm, which discouraged them from suggesting other persons, more or less involved 

owners or employees, as additional interviewees. Accordingly, we used snowball 

sampling (Coleman, 1958) to contact family CEOs, other top management, and owners 

first, letting them suggest other possible interviewees knowledgeable about FF or 

internationalisation issues. As Table 3 indicates, the interviews mostly involved family 

owners and managers who were also familiar with internationalisation-related issues and 

facilitated subsequent analyses of SEW and internationalisation. Some of these people 

suggested that nonfamily employees participate, such as export managers, who could 

provide not only relevant information about internationalisation but also important 

‘external’ perspective on FF-specific and SEW-related issues. Considering the average 

duration of 50 minutes per interview and the conditions for building and complementing 

data with multiple interviews per case firm, we were confident of getting rich data from 

the interviews.  

We sought to make the interview questions as nonleading as possible, aiming to 

encourage interviewees to share authentic answers with us (Kvale, 1996). This was 

especially important when interviewing about SEW-related issues that deal with social 
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and emotional, even sensitive, issues, vulnerable to misinterpretation or even respondent 

irritation if the interviewer artificially tries to dig up answers. Yet, the interview questions 

were deliberately formatted as semistructured, tentative rather than fixed, enabling 

possible modification of the interviewing process to obtain rich information about the 

complex phenomena (Barriball and While, 1994). Semistructured interviews also suit a 

critical-realist case study, as they enable studying the causal mechanisms flexibly, yet in 

a bounded context (Easton, 2010). Thus, there was inevitably some degree of question-

leading, especially when directing more general internationalisation-related questions 

towards market-specific network relationships and their character. The main topics of the 

interviews were: (i) general description of the interviewee and the case firm, (ii) SEW-

related questions, (iii) internationalisation as a strategy, process and market-specific 

differences, (iv) international networking and relationship-building strategies, processes 

and characteristics, (v) other issues related to the previous topics. SEW-related questions 

were derived from the so-called FIBER scale developed by Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-

Mejia (2012), which consists of five different yet interrelated dimensions: Family control 

and influence, Identification of family members with the firm, Binding social ties, the 

Emotional attachment of family members and Renewal of family bonds through dynastic 

succession. 

Since the interviews covered various and often complex topics, ensuring the accuracy of 

obtained data and minimising interview effects were particularly important (Huber and 

Power, 1985). The digitally recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, and all 1,131 

pages of transcribed text were stored and organised in NVivo qualitative analysis 

software. The interview records were audited a second time to ensure that the transcribed 

data corresponded with the records. Interviewees also received our summaries of 

respective interview data to pinpoint any inaccuracies or provide additional comments, if 

necessary (i.e. member checking, see Birt et al., 2016). Some email communication also 

occurred, e.g. when an interviewee sent a firm presentation or other relevant document 

for analysis, or we wanted to clarify some interview issues. 

Secondary data (firm websites, news archives, history books, financial records and email 

correspondence) were also used to enrich and, in some cases, cross-examine interview 

data (Eisenhardt, 1989; Woodside and Wilson, 2003). Secondary data was especially 

useful for understanding and checking the firm (e.g. motivations to start and develop the 

FF; multigenerational development of family ownership and management; special 

contextual factors affecting the business) and internationalisation histories (e.g. key 

foreign market entries; operation mode changes; overall internationalisation strategy), 

whose main lines or detailed year-by-year information reside in firm descriptions on their 

websites and in news archives and history books. These sources also provide important 

information about the products and organisational structures, including information about 

the foreign partners and sales territories. Financial records from the Amadeus database 

and financial information for European firms, provided by Bureau van Dijk and the 

Finnish credit-information organisation Asiakastieto, were used especially in Publication 

IV, to support analysis of the existence of noneconomic and economic goal orientations 

in small FFs. As mentioned, email correspondence with the interviewees occurred, to 
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ensure the accuracy of interview data and exchange firm presentations and other 

complementary material useful for analysis. These pieces of information were naturally 

covered in the interviews, but secondary data to triangulate the interviewee answers 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994) could increase the accuracy and validity of data.  

Data analysis. The common and seminal three-stage content-analysis process—data 

reduction, data displays and data conclusions/verification (Miles and Huberman, 1994; 

Miles et al., 2014)—was used to analyse the case data. Interview data were organised 

both in NVivo and Excel software, and pieces of secondary data in NVivo, after which it 

was effective to conduct within- and cross-case analyses within the data. 

In the data-reduction stage, I indexed and categorised data that dealt with the interview 

themes and questions. This initial coding generated more than 200 categories. In addition 

to the more open initial coding for Publication II, initial coding also encompassed 

Publication IV, in particular, so that the initial categories emerged from existing theory 

(e.g. SEW) and research questions (e.g. development of FPRs), thereby enabling 

abductive theory-driven and data-driven analysis (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Ketokivi and 

Choi, 2014). Thus, the data analysis in Publication IV is labelled as directed content 

analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005), by which the well-defined initial-coding categories 

can be complemented with or further developed into new categories and themes that 

emerge, to provide conceptual or theoretical validation or extension in the course of the 

data-analysis process. This more directed coding focused on categorising data into three 

categories relevant to the research questions: (i) initiating, developing, and maintaining 

foreign network/partner relationships, (ii) characteristics of foreign network/partner 

relationships and (iii) the value of having FF status in the context of internationalisation 

and SEW profiles. Subcategories were then formed under these main categories, such as 

strength of relationships, market-specific relationship-building and categories reflecting 

the five SEW dimensions (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012).  

In the data-display stage, the coded data were inserted in relevant tables and graphs, such 

as network mappings and internationalisation process charts, which later were modified 

into tables and figures in Publications II and IV. In addition to conducting within-case 

analyses and, for instance, forming case descriptions for each case firm that summarise 

the key contents of interviews and secondary data, a cross-case analysis was conducted, 

emphasising similarities and differences between the key international networking and 

SEW issues related to (potential) research questions. Comparing pairs or groups of firms 

enabled the identification of the varying extents and degrees of key units of analysis, such 

as the international networking activity, speed and scope of internationalisation process 

and levels of SEW preservation. Regarding SEW analysis, the aim was to profile the case 

firms for SEW level on a scale from high to low, indicating the importance of SEW in 

their business, per Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia’s (2012) FIBER scale, and summing 

up the perceptions of each of the five dimensions derived from the interviews. For some 

case firms, secondary data, such as personal interviews in the media and biographies in 

firms’ history books, revealed relevant information about various SEW dimensions (e.g. 

emotional attachment to the FF). Findings that the generally highly family-controlled case 
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firms varied in terms of their SEW levels (low SEW: 5 case firms; moderate/medium 

SEW: 11 case firms; high SEW: 9 case firms) indicated at this stage that family control 

per se, as a proxy for SEW, may not be valid for theorising SEW (cf. Kotlar et al., 2018; 

Zellweger et al., 2012). The analyses in this stage were important for developing the key 

contributions and related visualisations, namely the international networking typology of 

family SMEs in Publication II and, in Publication IV, the coexistence of noneconomic 

and economic goals in driving small FFs’ active and close relationship-building with 

foreign partners for promoted internationalisation.  

In the data conclusions/verification stage, we revisited the data and categorisation to 

check for significant patterns in the tables and graphs. This required also revisiting the 

gathered interview and secondary data for each case firm, to confirm that our 

interpretation of data truly corresponds with a case firm’s description and position in the 

subsequent categorisations. For instance, it was important to revisit the self-constructed 

SEW profiles, which can be vulnerable to misinterpretations due to assessment and 

compilation of various complex SEW dimensions. The subsequent categorisations 

indicating patterns within these SEW profiles and international networking behaviour 

would be unreliable or invalid if the preceding analyses were negligently conducted. 

Thus, it was equally important to revisit and ensure that the many-sided categorisations 

of internationalisation and international networking correspond to the (critical realist) true 

behaviour and opinions of the case firms. For instance, it took several rounds of reading 

the interview answers and comparisons to other case firms to determine whether the 

network relationships of the case firms are strong or weak. A critical-realist case study 

emphasises that verifying conclusions and related explanations requires going back to the 

initial data and earlier stages of the data analysis (Easton, 2010). In addition, Tanja and I 

also had many discussions and exchanges of notes when deciding on categorisations and 

conclusions. 

Consulting existing literature and theories was also important to understanding whether 

we validate, elaborate or extend the current understandings and conceptualisations of the 

issues. For instance, conceptualisation and theorising of SEW were greatly developed 

during the late 2010s, with studies on the role of the ‘mixed gamble’ of SEW in the 

internationalisation of FFs (e.g. Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 2018) and bifurcation 

bias (Kano and Verbeke, 2018). Regarding the strength of network relationships, useful 

papers, such as Granovetter (1985) and Söderqvist and Chetty (2013), were actively used 

to support analysis. As mentioned, this back-and-forth movement between theory and 

data was more frequent during the whole analytical process in the abductive and more 

theory-anchored analysis of Publication IV, while in Publication II, the theory-data 

interaction was frequent in the later stages of data analysis so that the large amount of 

case data could inductively build many-sided typological theorising without too many 

presumptions to control the process. The back-and-forth movement between the 

theoretical lenses and the data is important in a critical-realist case study seeking to reach 

the ‘most complete’ interpretation and deciding how ‘acceptable’ the related explanations 

are in light of the contextual conditions (Easton, 2010). Choosing a critical-realist case-

study approach, with a mainly contextualised explanation of multiple cases, interviewing 



3.3 Research methods  67 

supplemented with secondary data and content analysis, enabled producing contemporary 

research outcomes that provide both causation/explanation and 

interpretation/understanding (Bhaskar, 1998; Welch et al., 2011). 

Quality/trustworthiness criteria. Critical-realist case studies encompass somewhat 

diverging ontological, epistemological and methodological choices and, therefore, a 

different set of criteria for analysing the quality/trustworthiness of these studies (Easton, 

2010; Healy and Perry, 2000) than those of positivistic (e.g. Neuman, 1997) and 

constructivist (e.g. Lincoln and Guba, 1985) studies. Healy and Perry (2000) developed 

a six-criteria framework for assessing the quality, i.e. the validity and reliability, of 

qualitative research within the realist paradigm. Ontological appropriateness and 

contingent validity criteria relate to ontology, criterion for the multiple perceptions of 

participants and of peer researchers relates to epistemology and methodological 

trustworthiness, analytic generalisation and construct validity criteria relate to 

methodology. Table 4 lists these different quality criteria with brief explanations and 

aims, in the context of the realism paradigm, and provides ways of addressing and 

examples corresponding to the criteria in the publications. These considerations are 

explicitly or implicitly mentioned earlier in this chapter on case-study methodology. 

Although this set of quality criteria has been developed for qualitative research, and thus, 

the examples focus on Publications II and IV, some reflections regarding the criteria also 

pertain to Publications I and III. Accordingly, as the beginning of the Methodology 

chapter discusses, the critical-realist approach overarches the assemblage of the four 

publications included in the dissertation. As Healy and Perry (2000) note, quantitative 

methods can complement qualitative methods in the realism paradigm. Nonetheless, the 

specific quality criteria for a quantitative study appear in detail in the next section on 

Publication III methodology. 

Table 4. Quality/trustworthiness criteria. 

 Quality criterion Ways of addressing in the publications 

O
n

to
lo

g
y 

Ontological appropriateness 

(complex social-science phenomena, 

involving reflective people, as the 

focus of research problems) 

Approaching research problems mostly with ‘how’ 

questions (e.g. in terms of building and maintaining 

network relationships; confining or utilising SEW), while 

also tapping into underlying ‘why’ questions (e.g. 

identifying whether and the extent to which 

noneconomic and economic goal orientations drive 

internationalisation and networking decisions and 

behaviour). 

 

Units and contexts of analysis deal with complex social 

phenomena (SEW, internationalisation, networking, FFs) 

 

In-depth semistructured interviews, with multiple 

interviewees from different generations of FFs and, 

thereby, ‘retrospective continuum’, provided rich 

reflective information about the research problems. 

Contingent validity (causalities are 

not fixed but contingent upon the 

Focusing on ‘how’ questions with underlying ‘why’ 

something happened the way it did (e.g. constructing 
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generative mechanisms and the 

contexts by and within which 

causalities can take place) 

multi-dimensional SEW profiles and connecting them to 

the international networking behaviour of FFs either 

through noneconomic SEW or economic goal 

orientation). 

 

Enabling assessment of the generative mechanisms of 

both SEW- and internationalisation-related phenomena 

through in-depth interviews with key informants, mostly 

family owners and managers, who have experienced the 

phenomena in their boundary real-life contexts. 

 

Providing detailed descriptions of the contexts in which 

the phenomena take place, from individual and firm-level 

descriptions to relational and processual descriptions of 

internationalisation development.  

E
p

is
te

m
o

lo
g

y 

Multiple perceptions of participants 

and peer researchers (seeing that the 

imperfectly apprehensible ‘real’ 

world cannot be discovered through 

value-free or value-laden approaches 

but through a value-aware approach) 

Case studies consisted of a total of 71 interviews from 24 

firms, including 8 firms interviewed in two different 

years. Worth noting: The Publication I review article was 

based on 172 empirical FF internationalisation studies, 

the meta-synthesis of which provided multiple 

‘perceptions’ to the final model. 

 

Triangulating interview data with extensive secondary 

data (firm websites, news archives, history books, 

financial records and email correspondence). 

 

Interviewing first with broad questions (e.g. 

internationalisation history) before going into detailed 

questions (e.g. development of network relationships to 

specific markets). 

 

All the studies evaluated through double-blind peer-

review processes. 

 

Acknowledging the possible influence of my own value-

aware perceptions of the analysis of data (e.g. stating 

how the analysis of intangible and complex SEW might 

be affected by my subjective interpretation; 

acknowledging how the choice of Finnish case firms was 

partly because of my familiarity with Finnish language 

and culture). 

M
et

h
o

d
o

lo
g

y 

Methodological trustworthiness 

(should the research be audited, it 

would be trustworthy from storing to 

analysing the data) 

The extensive interview data organised and stored in 

Excel and NVivo software. 

 

Plentiful quotations, tables and figures that illustrate and 

summarise the data used for conclusions. 

 

Key case selection, data collection and data analysis 

procedures explained in detail in the publications.  

Analytic generalisation (pursuing 

theory-building rather than statistical 

theory-testing) 

Identifying research issues for theory-building/-

elaboration before data collection (SEW and its 

relationship with the internationalisation). 
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Designing and conducting data collection so that theory 

will be confirmed or disconfirmed (e.g. formulating 

SEW-related questions based on Berrone’s, Cruz’s and 

Gomez-Mejia’s 2012 seminal FIBER scale, both in 

qualitative interviews and quantitative survey). 

 

Creating and presenting models that are theory- and data-

driven, with contextual idiosyncrasies within which 

theoretical conclusions and contributions are expected to 

manifest (e.g. the foreign partner relationship-building of 

family SMEs amid the coexistence of economic and 

noneconomic goal orientations). 

 

Suggesting implications for researchers in the form of 

explicit propositions and future research agenda, which 

provide clear ways forward to apply and further test 

theoretical contributions, as well as implications for 

managers in the form of actionable business insights, 

which put ‘theory in practice’ and enable further theory 

verification in real business environments. 

Construct validity (measuring key 

constructs and concepts well in the 

process of theory-building) 

Rigorous use of prior theory in assessing and measuring 

key concepts (e.g. Berrone’s, Cruz’s and Gomez-Mejia’s 

2012 FIBER scale in both qualitative and quantitative 

studies, measured through content analysis in the former 

and principal component analysis in the latter). 

 

Publication I itself, with an extensive review of extant 

172 empirical studies on FF internationalisation, 

provided deep and up-to-date knowledge on the core 

topic used in all of the articles in the dissertation. 

 

Maintaining interview data, with related secondary data, 

as well as literature on the topics, in Excel and NVivo, 

for clarifying the relevant sources of information for each 

publication in the dissertation.  

 

Triangulating interview data with extensive secondary 

data (firm websites, news archives, history books, 

financial records and email correspondence). 

 

3.3.3 Quantitative principal component and multiple-regression analysis 

(Publication III) 

Publication I emphasises the key dynamic dichotomy of capabilities and liabilities in the 

internationalisation pathways of FFs, while Publications II and IV address the identified 

research gaps on the roles of SEW (a liability based on extant literature) and international 

networking (a capability based on extant literature) in those pathways. The special 

benefits of qualitative Publications II and IV were their in-depth interviews and secondary 

data, which enabled revealing the processes and characteristics related to family SMEs’ 

internationalisation and international networking. A quantitative study could support 
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these findings, especially by pinpointing the certain dimensions of SEW and certain 

networking behaviours that increase or restrain the internationalisation of family SMEs. 

A quantitative Publication III would use SEW—based on the FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz 

and Gomez-Mejia, 2012) as in Publications II and IV but studied in a survey format—

and international networking as independent variables, studying their relationship with 

the degree of internationalisation (DOI) of family SMEs. The data collection and 

sampling, data analysis, and validity and reliability of the data analysis in Publication III 

are discussed next. 

Data collection and sampling. Data collection focused on Finnish family and nonfamily 

SMEs. Although the data used in the analysis of hypotheses were based on a survey 

collected in 2017, some survey items and firms had been identified and used in a similar 

survey from 2012. At that time, 4,343 exporting SMEs were identified by a Finnish credit-

information organisation, Asiakastieto, and Finnish Customs. SMEs were defined as 

firms that employ fewer than 250 employees and whose turnover is under EUR 50 million 

(European Commission, 2019a). The identified SMEs that responded to our survey on 

internationalisation-related issues numbered 734 (17%). Senior managers (e.g. CEOs) 

were targeted to answer the survey, as they represented persons knowledgeable about firm 

strategy and internationalisation overall. In 2017, we added SEW-related questions to the 

survey and contacted all these respondents, plus additional firms, to participate. The yield 

from 908 email requests and an additional 830 phone requests (after reminders) was 187 

survey responses with mostly full answers to the questionnaire, from both family and 

nonfamily SMEs. Thus, the response rate in relation to the email requests was 20%.  

The 2017 survey questions focused on internationalisation (e.g. scope and scale; 

operation modes), international networking (e.g. activity levels; usefulness of various 

networking actors) and FF-specific issues (e.g. ownership and management metrics and 

characteristics; SEW dimensions). The 27 SEW-related questions were derived directly 

from the 27 claims in the FIBER scale by Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012). Only 

family-controlled SMEs (and not family-influenced firms) were selected from the sample, 

in order to study SEW effectively (see detailed discussion on this dichotomy in the 

previous chapter). The clear nonfamily SMEs (0% family ownership) were also included 

as a reference group for the family-controlled SMEs.  

In addition to family control, we further filtered the data to include firms with a true 

exporting business (i.e. manufactured products of their own and not importing or 

wholesale business) to show firms that must search for network relationships ‘from 

scratch’ to increase internationalisation. After these filters and removal of missing values 

and clear outliers, the final sample was 89 firms, of which 47 were family SMEs and 42 

were nonfamily SMEs.  

The assessment of the only dependent variable (DOI) in this study was conducted simply 

by using the ratio of foreign sales to total sales (FSTS), common in the SME-

internationalisation literature (e.g. Graves and Shan, 2014; Lu and Beamish, 2001). For 

the independent variables, a more comprehensive scale development was conducted. The 
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27 questions capturing five dimensions of the FIBER scale (Family control and influence, 

family members’ Identification with the firm, Binding social ties, Emotional attachment 

and Renewal of family bonds to the firm through dynastic succession) (Berrone, Cruz 

and Gomez-Mejia, 2012) were asked using a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 

‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. We did not settle for using the dimensions and 

respective questions as such for further analyses, but we wanted to conduct a principal 

component analysis (PCA) of our own. The FIBER scale has been used relatively little in 

the context of internationalisation (e.g. Kraus et al., 2016), and alternative FIBER-related 

SEW scales have emerged to challenge/elaborate the original scale (Debicki et al., 2016; 

Hauck et al., 2016), and dimensions overlap to some extent. Nonetheless, the FIBER scale 

and its items (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012) are still seminal, and the differing 

contextual emphases of Hauck et al.’s (2016) REI scale (Germany) and Debicki et al.’s 

(2016) SEWi scale (U.S.) encouraged using the FIBER scale for PCA in a small and open 

economy like Finland’s (Bell, 1995; Torkkeli et al., 2016), with its family SMEs. 

Publication III contains more detailed discussion on this matter. 

PCA yielded four SEW-related factors (with the latent root criterion and eigenvalue 

greater than 1). The first factor was labelled ‘family-heritage maintenance’, consisting of 

measures revolving around preservation and maintenance of the family business and 

related heritage. The second factor was ‘family-controlled decision-making’, 

encompassing the role of family in management and governance, as well as family-

member influence in strategic decision-making. The third factor, ‘emotional decision-

making’, also consisted of decision-making measures but emphasised the role of 

emotions. Its four measures were loaded into the factor belonging to the emotional-

attachment dimension from the original FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 

2012) but without two measures on more general components of that dimension about 

warmth between family members and self-concept. These two measures, together with 

measures on the familial inclusion of nonfamily employees and the importance of strong 

stakeholder relationships, were loaded into the fourth factor (consequently named 

‘familial relationship-building’). The reconstructed four factors responded to the latest 

conceptualisations of SEW in FFs, namely SEW’s materialisation in social capital, long-

term orientation and reputation (Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino, 2020), SEW as a catalyst 

for various behaviours (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2014), and SEW as a reflection of 

affective and relational preferences and needs in FFs (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; 

Zellweger et al., 2019).  

Regarding diagnostics, the communalities of the measures were over 0.50, the Kaiser’s 

measure of sampling adequacy (MSA) value was 0.82, and the Cronbach’s alphas ranged 

from 0.78 to 0.91 (preferable cut-off value 0.70; see Hair et al., 2009). The factors’ 56% 

explanation of the total variance could be better, but considering the conceptual fit with 

SEW literature and elaboration of existing SEW scales, we considered that these four 

factors would apply to hypothesis-testing as valid and reliable independent variables 

(formulated as average summated scales from the respective items). The detailed 

information about the components of each factor and their link to existing scales appears 

in Publication III.  
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The independent variable for networking was a summated scale of measures of the 

importance of prior international experience, trade-fair participation and existing business 

partners in international opportunity identification and of the extent to which firms have 

utilised personal ties, networks and connections with foreign buyers, foreign suppliers 

and industry authorities for internationalisation during the previous three years. These 

measures were derived from relatively consensual and extensive SME-

internationalisation literature on the knowledge, resources and capabilities gained from 

networking (e.g. Fernhaber, McDougall-Covin and Shepherd, 2009; Kontinen and Ojala, 

2011; Musteen, Francis and Datta, 2010; Nordman and Melen, 2008; Peng and Luo, 

2000). Thus, we did not employ exploratory PCA for identifying underlying and 

interlinked constructs as we would have with more abstract and nonconsensual SEW. 

Following Dimitratos et al. (2014), this factor was labelled ‘networking’, as the measures 

overall related to the use and importance of collaboration with and support from external 

stakeholders in SME internationalisation. The Cronbach’s alpha for the networking 

variable was exactly 0.70 (rounded up from 0.698); being at the preferable cut-off let us 

consider this variable in further analyses. 

Two commonly used control variables in the research on family SME internationalisation, 

firm age and family ownership (e.g. Eberhard and Craig, 2013), were also included in the 

analysis. Family ownership was calculated as the percentage of family-member 

ownership in the family SME. A priori control for family ownership was executed by 

selecting only family-controlled, and not family-influenced, firms, with more than 50% 

family ownership (Arregle et al., 2012; Westhead and Howorth, 2007). The average 

family ownership in the sample was 92%, indicating that the sample represented highly 

family-controlled SMEs.  

Analysis. Hypothesis testing occurred by using multiple-regression analysis, i.e. the 

method for analysing relationships between a single dependent variable (here, DOI) and 

multiple independent variables (here, the four SEW constructs and networking) (Cohen 

and Cohen, 1983; Hair et al., 1998). Multiple-regression analysis has become a very 

common method in FF research (Hopkins and Ferguson, 2014; Wilson et al., 2014) and, 

more generally, in the research on small and entrepreneurial businesses, due to the 

possibilities of exploring relatively easily the relationships among multiple variables 

(Mullen, Budeva and Doney, 2009). The hypotheses, including five independent variables 

(SEW assessed through the four reconstructed SEW dimensions) and one dependent 

variable, were: 

- H1: The higher the priority on SEW in family SMEs is, the less is their degree of 

internationalisation. 

- H2: The more that family SMEs engage in networking, the higher is their DOI.  

- H3: In family SMEs, SEW negatively moderates the relationship between 

networking and DOI. 

One key question to consider in multiple-regression analysis is whether to enter the 

variables simultaneously (i.e. traditional way) or sequentially (i.e. hierarchical or stepwise 
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way) in the model(s) (Hopkins and Ferguson, 2014). We followed a hierarchical approach 

because it allowed us to enter independent variables in a specific order, based on 

theoretical and logical expectations (Bryk and Raudenbush, 1987; Cohen and Cohen, 

1983). We first ran linear regressions for each independent variable separately, and then 

estimated the regression coefficients and model fits including independent variables 

(Montgomery, Peck and Vining, 2015) in the following order: networking variable, 

networking and SEW variables and, finally, interactions of networking and SEW 

variables. Networking, operationalised in many different forms, is largely regarded as 

positive for (family) SME internationalisation (e.g. Cesinger et al., 2016; Torkkeli et al., 

2012), so we deemed as reasonable first assessing whether this held true for our data. 

Next, SEW variables were added simultaneously and with the networking variable, which 

would unravel how the FF-specific variables ‘shake up’ the predictive powers of each 

variable and the effects of the four SEW variables. Finally, having identified the effects 

of each variable, the last model would investigate the moderation effects between 

networking and SEW variables and enable conclusions about whether the independent 

variables affect the dependent variable in isolation and/or in interaction. Overall, the 

hierarchical approach enabled us to identify the predictive power of independent variables 

(via standardised beta coefficients) to explain the extent of variance in the dependent 

variable, in relation to control variables, and form logical conclusions on the empirical 

relationships, hypothesis by hypothesis (Hopkins and Ferguson, 2014; Montgomery, 

Peck and Vining, 2015). Ordinary least squares (OLS) were used to estimate the 

regression coefficients by minimising the error between observed and predicted responses 

in a linear model, providing accurate information about the relationships between 

independent variables and the dependent variable (Dismuke and Lindrooth, 2006; 

Hopkins and Ferguson, 2014).  

Validity and reliability. To ensure and evaluate the trustworthiness of this quantitative 

study required validity and reliability checks in data collection, scale development and 

data analysis. First, we considered the avoidance of common method bias, i.e. the 

‘variance that is attributable to the measurement method rather than to the constructs the 

measures represent’ (Podsakoff et al., 2003, p. 879). This is a possible concern, especially 

in a cross-sectional survey like ours, with single respondents and similarly constructed 

(often, Likert-scale) measures (Lindell and Whitney, 2001). Thus, both ex-ante 

precautions in data collection and ex-post statistical tests are recommended to mitigate 

possible common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie and Podsakoff, 2012; Podsakoff 

and Organ, 1986). The design of the questionnaire placed key questions in its various 

parts, included as if they were part of a larger survey on a variety of issues related to 

(family) SMEs and not just internationalisation. Moreover, negatively worded questions 

appeared alongside positively or neutrally worded ones, to minimise any halo effects. 

Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff et al., 2003) was used as the ex-post test. Since 

the total variance was less than 50% for all the single factors, no factor emerged as holding 

a significantly major share of variance and no concern arose for common method bias in 

this regard. Marker-variable technique complemented this test (Lindell and Whitney, 

2001). We chose a marker variable (i.e. the number of people in upper management) 

assumed not to correlate with the key predictor and criterion variables (SEW, networking) 
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and tested for such correlations. The results produced nonsignificant correlations, and 

controlling for the marker variable in partial correlation analysis resulted in no major 

changes in the correlations between independent and dependent variables. Thus, we 

concluded that the data had no common method bias.  

As indicated in the data-collection and sampling section, other actions were part of 

assessing the validity and reliability of key SEW and networking scales. Ensuring the 

content validity of scales by basing the scale development on the existing theories and 

literature, i.e. by using FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012) as the basis 

for doing PCA on SEW and by drawing upon SME internationalisation literature to 

construct the summated scale for the networking variable. In addition, four out of five 

authors of Publication III participated in designing the survey, providing a many-sided 

and knowledgeable examination of the contents. An external specialist participated in 

designing the survey and organising its distribution to respondents. This theoretical and 

literature-based anchoring in survey design and many-sided external participation in 

examining and executing the survey improved the study’s content validity (Haynes, 

Richard and Kubany, 1995).  

The factor analysis (PCA) process, with varimax rotations and latent root criterion of 

eigenvalue more than 1 on the multidimensional, yet underresearched, SEW (Berrone, 

Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012), contributed to its construct validity. The small partial 

correlations that MSA scores identified provided good premises for conducting factor 

analysis, and communalities below 0.50 indicated good internal consistency. Cronbach’s 

alphas above the threshold 0.70 for both SEW and networking scales indicated good 

internal reliability. Overall, in addition to numerical indicators, the reconstructed SEW 

dimensions reflected well the latest literature on understanding and enhancing SEW as a 

concept (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino, 2020; Miller and Le 

Breton-Miller, 2014; Zellweger et al., 2019). Given the fit with the literature of both the 

SEW and the networking variables, as well as the validity and reliability measures from 

statistical tests, we deemed these variables applicable to further analyses and potentially 

able to provide relevant contributions to academia and practice, should analyses yield 

valid and reliable results for their part.  

The multiple-regression model requires checking four principal assumptions: linearity, 

homoskedasticity, independence of error terms and normality of the error-term 

distribution (Berry, 1993). Linearity means that the relationships between the dependent 

variable and the coefficients of independent variables are linear (Hair et al., 1998; Myers, 

1990). In the event of nonlinearity, a regression analysis cannot estimate the true 

relationships between dependent and independent variables (Osborne and Waters, 2002), 

and a researcher must transform the data (e.g. logarithms of independent variables) or use 

a suitable regression technique, such as nonlinear regression (Hair et al., 2010; Hopkins 

and Ferguson, 2014). We created scatter plots of variables and residuals, showing that the 

data points of values were relatively closely located around the diagonal line. Thus, the 

linearity assumption holds true. 
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Homoskedasticity means that there is constant variance within the random errors (Yan 

and Su, 2009). If there is inconsistency, i.e. heteroskedasticity, it is not accurate to predict 

the dependent variable (Hopkins and Ferguson, 2014). We ran the Breusch-Pagan/Cook-

Weisberg test and obtained a p-value above 0.05, suggesting that heteroskedasticity is not 

a concern for the analysis. 

Independence of error terms is assessed in multiple-regression analysis to ensure no 

multicollinearity, i.e. the occurrence of too-high correlations among independent 

variables, which would cause biased interpretations of hypothesis results (Hopkins and 

Ferguson, 2014). Correlation matrix and variance inflation factor (VIF) were used to 

check this assumption. The correlations among variables ranged from 0.01 to 0.60 (0.60 

occurred between emotional decision-making and familial relationship-building, both 

stemming from the SEW concept, so relatively high collinearity was theoretically 

expected). All the correlations (except the 0.60 mentioned) were below 0.56, the cut-off 

value for multicollinearity suggested by Leiblein, Reuer and Dalsace (2002), and all the 

correlations (including the 0.60) were below the 0.8-0.9 cut-off of serious 

multicollinearity suggested by Mason and Perreault (1991). Thus, according to the 

correlations, the data include no major multicollinearity concern. The VIF scores ranged 

from 1.11 to 2.06, considerably lower than the cut-off value of 10 (Neter, Wasserman and 

Kutner, 1985), so this test also supported conclusions of no major multicollinearity. As a 

result, multiple variables can be used in the regression model.  

Normality between independent and dependent variables is important because non-

normality, due to heavily skewed responses or presence of impactful outliers, can bias 

parameter estimates (Hopkins and Ferguson, 2014). Common ways to check the 

assumption of normality are conducting normal probability plots and histograms for 

residuals (Hair et al., 1998). The normality plot of residuals showed that they followed 

the diagonal line of normal distribution quite closely, but at some points within the line, 

the residuals diverged from the line somewhat alarmingly. The histogram of residuals 

confirmed the issue and showed the residuals somewhat skewed to the left. Omitting a 

few observations solved the problem. As mentioned in the data-collection and sampling 

section, some observations did not meet the true definition of ‘exporter,’ but rather 

showed behaviour more like that of importers whose business did not exhibit high DOIs 

or use of networking. The omitted observations mostly indicated such situations and, thus, 

would have biased the data analysis if kept in the dataset. In addition to the rechecks of 

visual graphs, we ran the Jarque-Bera normality test, a goodness-of-fit test measuring 

how skewness and kurtosis match the normal distribution of the sample data (Jarque and 

Bera, 1980; Thadewald and Büning, 2007). The p-value 0.26 did not reject the null 

hypothesis of normality; thus, we can expect normal data distribution.
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4 Synopses of publications: Main objectives, findings and 

contributions 

This chapter summarises each publication in terms of the study’s main objectives, 

findings and contributions. Table 5 provides an overview of these aspects; then, the 

chapter presents each publication separately.  

Table 5. Main objectives, findings and contributions of the publications. 

 Publication I Publication II Publication III Publication IV 

Title Process in family 

business 

internationalisation

: The state of the 

art and ways 

forward 

International 

networking 

typology, 

strategies, and 

paths of family 

firms 

Socioemotional 

wealth and 

networking in the 

internationalisatio

n of family SMEs 

Coexistence of 

economic and 

noneconomic goals 

in building foreign 

partner 

relationships: 

Evidence from 

small Finnish 

family firms 

Objective To provide a 

comprehensive 

overview of the 

current 

understanding of 

FF 

internationalisation 

and forward-

looking 

methodological 

suggestions to 

understand it better 

as a process. 

To shed more light 

on the complexity 

of family SME 

internationalisatio

n from a network 

perspective and 

clarify the role of 

SEW and success 

factors in 

international 

networking 

strategies and 

paths. 

To find whether 

networking is 

associated with 

internationalisatio

n of family SMEs 

as a positive 

‘counterforce’ to 

SEW, and vice 

versa, whether 

SEW acts as a 

negative restraint 

on both 

internationalisatio

n and the effect of 

networking. 

To explore whether 

SEW preservation 

restrains small FFs 

from building 

foreign partner 

relationships 

(FPRs) for 

internationalisation 

and how small FFs 

either confine or 

utilise SEW in 

FPRs, to reach both 

economic and 

noneconomic SEW 

goals or mainly 

just the goals of the 

prioritised other. 

Main findings Understandings of 

FF 

internationalisation 

are still somewhat 

variance-based, 

with only 25 

empirical studies 

that include both 

longitudinal data 

and strong process 

theorising. 

 

Family SMEs can 

be divided into 

two main 

categories 

regarding 

international 

networking 

strategies and 

paths: narrow 

network 

maximisers 

(NNMs) and broad 

network enablers 

Identifying four 

reconstructed 

SEW dimensions 

that appeared to be 

significant to 

family SMEs. Of 

these constructs, 

emotional 

decision-making is 

significant, with a 

strong negative 

influence, in the 

internationalisatio

FFs with higher 

levels of SEW 

were more active 

in building close 

FPRs than FFs 

with lower levels 

of SEW. To have 

economic and 

noneconomic 

(SEW) goals co-

existing and 

interacting in the 

internationalisation
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The pathways by 

which 

internationalisation 

processes of FFs’ 

progress are 

outputs of the 

balance between 

economically 

driven capabilities 

and 

noneconomically 

driven FF-specific 

liabilities, of which 

capabilities tend to 

increase over time 

and enable higher 

international 

involvement. 

(BNEs). In 

addition to the 

scale, scope, and 

strength of foreign 

network ties, these 

different 

networking types 

vary based on 

SEW levels.  

 

Both NNMs and 

BNEs can reach 

successful 

internationalisatio

n that stems from 

the prevention of 

bifurcation bias, 

partner selection 

and leveraging FF-

specific attributes 

in international 

marketing and 

relationship 

building. 

n of family SMEs. 

Networking has a 

strong positive 

influence.  

 

, FFs must 

concurrently 

implement 

pragmatically and 

financially oriented 

international 

marketing and 

sales activities 

alongside the 

utilisation of SEW 

attributes. 

 

Contribution

s 

Reviewing the 

current state of the 

art within FF 

internationalisation 

research, both 

methodologically 

and substantively, 

and encapsulating 

the analysis into an 

FF 

internationalisation 

process model 

useful for 

researchers and 

practitioners. 

Providing a 

holistic view of 

the international 

networking 

typology, 

strategies and 

paths among 

family SMEs. The 

role of SEW is 

elaborated, and a 

comprehensive list 

of success factors 

on international 

networking is 

provided, which 

clarify extant 

varying 

implications for 

both researchers 

and practitioners. 

The results extend 

and clarify the 

restraining role of 

SEW through 

affective 

preferences and 

needs in the 

internationalisatio

n of family SMEs, 

while also 

emphasising the 

economising role 

of networking in 

offsetting 

dysfunctional 

SEW and related 

bifurcation bias. 

The findings 

elaborate and 

extend our 

understanding on 

how ‘the scope of 

SEW preservation’ 

is extended to 

FPRs through 

binding and 

trustworthy social 

ties in the 

internationalisation 

of small FFs, the 

process of which 

serves both 

noneconomic and 

economic goal 

pursuits. 

 

4.1 Publication I – Process in family business internationalisation: 

The state of the art and ways forward 

Main objective. FFs are distinctive in the interaction of family, business and ownership 

over generations (Gersick et al., 1997) and, therefore, in the processes by which they 
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achieve noneconomic and economic goals in strategic decision-making (Berrone, Cruz 

and Gomez-Mejia, 2012). Considering that internationalisation is often defined as a 

process (see e.g. Welch and Luostarinen, 1988), one would expect such 

conceptualisations and reviews of FF internationalisation, with such FF-specific notions 

as multigenerational influence and noneconomic goal orientation. However, although 

research on FF internationalisation has grown exponentially since the early 1990s (e.g. 

Pukall and Calabro, 2014), no such review exists. This paper aims to encapsulate the 

current understandings of FF internationalisation as a process and provide ways forward 

to enhance those understandings, through a review and meta-synthesis of 172 empirical 

FF internationalisation studies during 1991–2018. Along with the findings themselves, 

the main lenses for analysing studies are the extent to which the data are cross-sectional 

or longitudinal (Monge, 1990; Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2014) and the 

theorising undertaken is processual (Langley, 1999; Mohr, 1982; Welch and Paavilainen-

Mäntymäki, 2014). Thus, the paper aims to achieve processual understanding by 

approaching the dichotomy of process versus variance theorising (Langley, 1999; Mohr, 

1982) and temporality in internationalisation (Jones and Coviello, 2005).  

Main findings. Only 25 studies included both longitudinal data (e.g. qualitative multi-year 

interviews) and strong process theorising (i.e. explaining different stages, events and 

drivers behind internationalisation processes, supported with processual theories and 

visualisations). Most studies (69) reside in the opposite category of cross-sectional data 

(e.g. quantitative survey data collected at one time) and no process theorising (i.e. 

variance between antecedents, e.g. family ownership, and outcomes, e.g. export intensity, 

analysed and discussed). The contents of five different categories, of which three 

categories and 54 studies accounted for weak or strong process understanding, were used 

to create an integrative FF internationalisation-process model (see Figure 2 below). 

Within the model, process-based internationalisation pathways are combined with 

variance-based capabilities (positive influences) and liabilities (negative influences) that 

affect internationalisation, with economic and noneconomic goals viewed as driving the 

various internationalisation processes. In addition to FF-specific content, the model 

derives content and logic from applicable general internationalisation literature, namely 

the internationalisation pathway taxonomy (Bell et al., 2003) and the latest adaptations 

and debate on the Uppsala model (Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; Håkanson and 

Kappen, 2017; Santangelo and Meyer, 2017; Vahlne and Johanson, 2017). One of the key 

FF-specific conclusions and adaptations in the model is the liabilities and capabilities 

triangles; the former triangle shrinks over time while the latter enlarges over time. In other 

words, the liabilities that FFs may inherently possess, such as SEW preservation and risk 

aversion, are primarily relevant prior to or during early internationalisation (denoting low 

international involvement). By contrast, the capabilities FFs may leverage and possess as 

a special competitive advantage, such as diversifying management with nonfamily talent 

and new FF generations and utilising long-term orientations, are primarily relevant in 

later internationalisation (denoting high international involvement). The 

internationalisation pathways (unrealised/sporadic, incremental, born-again-global and 

born-global) proceed differently through capabilities and/or liabilities over time, guided 

more by either noneconomic or economic goal orientation. 
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Figure 2. FF internationalisation process model. 

  

Main contributions. The review and meta-synthesis reveal that the understandings of FF 

internationalisation remain somewhat variance-based, which, in itself, suggests that there 

is still room for increasing our understanding of the processually distinctive FF in the 

context of internationalisation. Seeing how FF internationalisation processes unfold 

through different interplays of capabilities and liabilities at a given time, through different 

ownership and management structures, in different country contexts, requires both 

qualitative and quantitative longitudinal, hermeneutic and individual-focused 

methodological approaches. This paper provides a comprehensive view, in FF 

internationalisation studies thus far, of the interplay of contents and methodologies, with 

a clear division based on the temporality of data and the extent of process theorising. 

Despite identifying the ‘imbalance’ of process versus variance theorising in FF 

internationalisation literature, the paper contributes to the literature by encapsulating the 

current state of the art within the FF internationalisation-process model, including both 

process- and variance-based studies and their key outcomes. This sheds light on and 

provides a holistic overview of the distinctive aspects of the FF internationalisation 

processes. FFs may follow the same internationalisation pathways as non-FFs per se, but 

the paces, rhythms and scopes (Vermeulen and Barkema, 2002) may differ because of 

different sets of capabilities and liabilities. This finding responds to the recent suggestion 
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by Casprini et al. (in press), whose bibliometric analysis of FF internationalisation 

research asserts that we should elaborate the knowledge on the speed, scale and scope of 

internationalisation within FFs. Latest conceptualisations of internationalisation 

processes emphasise their manifold nature as (r)evolutionary, (dis)continuous, path-

continuing or path-breaking (Coviello, Kano and Liesch, 2017; Santangelo and Meyer, 

2017; Vahlne and Johanson, 2017), to which this paper and its model apply FFs as special 

firm contexts. This synthesising overview of FF internationalisation process is useful to 

FF researchers and practitioners adopting insights into future studies and decision-

making.  

In relation to FF theories and perspectives, the modelling aligns with bifurcation bias 

theorising (Kano and Verbeke, 2018), i.e. FFs’ tendency to prioritise dysfunctional family 

assets (i.e. liabilities in the model of this paper) over functional nonfamily and family 

assets (i.e. capabilities in the model of this paper) in the short-to-medium run. The paper 

also aligns with the ‘mixed gamble’ view of economic and noneconomic goals, i.e. the 

trade-off between noneconomic SEW decisions and economic decisions (Gomez-Mejia 

et al., 2014; Martin, Gomez-Mejia and Wiseman, 2013). Thus, it clarifies how guidance 

by noneconomic goals and liabilities restrains internationalisation, and guidance by 

economic goals and capabilities fosters internationalisation. The review concludes that 

FF internationalisation has not much used either bifurcation bias and mixed-gamble views 

explicitly, but also implicitly validates them, encouraging future researchers to adopt 

these views more explicitly. 

4.2 Publication II – International networking typology, strategies and 

paths of family firms 

Main objective. The recognised distinctiveness of FFs, i.e. family-influenced social 

relationships and preference for strong network relationships (e.g. Roessl, 2005; 

Zellweger et al., 2019), as well as their dominant presence and substantial economic 

impact worldwide (European Commission, 2019b; Schulze, Lubatkin and Dino, 2002; 

Shanker and Astrachan, 1996) have still yielded no typologies for the processes and 

strategic approaches by which FFs conduct their international networking. Moreover, 

there have been recent calls to account more for FF heterogeneity in explaining their 

internationalisation (Arregle et al., 2019; De Massis et al., 2018; Hennart, Majocchi and 

Forlani, 2019). One main distinguishing factor is whether FFs are family-controlled (high 

degree of family ownership and involvement in the business and decision-making) or 

family-influenced (lower degree of family ownership and involvement) (e.g. Arregle et 

al., 2012), the former often related to strong SEW-preservation tendencies (e.g. Kotlar et 

al., 2018), especially within smaller FFs (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller and 

Miller, 2013). Thus, this paper aims to shed more light on how family-controlled SMEs 

build, maintain and embrace their FF-specific features in (successful) network 

relationship-building towards foreign markets, achieved by using a large case-firm 

sample of 24 Finnish family SMEs and a combination of 71 interviews and extensive 

secondary data.  
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Main findings. Two main international networking categories emerged to illustrate 

different networking strategies and paths: narrow network maximisers (NNMs) and broad 

network enablers (BNEs). NNMs are further divided into regional NNMs (psychically 

close market focus with a few strong network relationships) and global NNMs 

(psychically distant market focus with a few strong network relationships). Indeed, 

NNMs and BNEs differ from each other in terms of the scale, scope and strength of 

foreign network relationships. NNMs aim to maximise the beneficial outcomes from a 

low number of strong partnership-like relationships, while BNEs aim to enable their large 

portfolio of network relationships with stronger and weaker strengths to grow BNE 

businesses globally. Table 6 summarises the main differences in terms of networking 

characteristics and SEW, and Figure 3 illustrates the varying internationalisation and 

international networking paths of NNMs and BNEs, in terms of the speed, scale and scope 

(see more detailed discussions on these findings in the Conclusions chapter and the 

original Publication II). Despite different international networking strategies and paths, 

common FF-specific factors enable success in both NNM and BNE networking: global 

niche/high-quality product strategy, avoidance of bifurcation bias, careful selection of 

suitable network relationships and promotion of FF status and virtues in marketing and 

relationship-building. 

Table 6. Narrow network maximisers (NNM) and broad network enablers (BNEs). 

 Narrow network maximisers (NNMs) Broad network enablers (BNEs) 

Number of case 

firms 
11* 13** 

Nature of products 

offered 
More low-end and bulk More high-end and niche 

International scope Regional or global Global 

International scale 

(FSTS) 
46 % on average 71 % on average 

International 

networking 

maintenance 

Relationship commitment 

management; Concentrate and 

maintain intimate contact for sensing 

the demands, serving readily and 

creating commitment 

Portfolio management; Allocate 

most resources to the strong ties but 

create new weak ties for global 

expansion and new opportunities 

Number of foreign 

network ties 
Low High 

Strength of foreign 

network ties 

Strong ‘matrimonial’ (long-term, 

familial, trustworthy and expected to 

last long) 

From weak to strong, ‘open 

relationship’ (long-term, familial and 

trustworthy but also purely business-

related with the possibility for 

change) 
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 Narrow network maximisers (NNMs) Broad network enablers (BNEs) 

Form of social 

capital 
Relational embeddedness Community-level social capital 

Increase of social 

capital within 

foreign network ties 

Through network closures 

Through conveying the 

responsibility and freedom for 

promoting foreign sales 

SEW level 

Usually high for global NNMs and 

rather evenly divided from low to high 

for regional NNMs 

Usually medium 

*Mach A, Wood A, Energy A, Garment A, Garment B, Compo B, Chem A, Energy B, Chem C, Mach F, 

Decor C 

**Mach E, Mach B, Mach G, Mach C, Decor A, Meter B, Meter A, Wood B, Mach D, Compo C, Chem B, 

Decor B, Compo A 

 

 

Figure 3. The international networking paths of family SMEs. 
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Main contributions. Based on large-case-study data and enriched with plenty of interview 

excerpts, the findings provide a holistic view of the international-networking typology, 

strategies and paths among family SMEs. Importantly, this paper sheds more clarifying 

light on the processes and characteristics of family-SME internationalisation and 

international networking, illustrating varying ways, both narrow and broad, to build 

successful internationalisation from a network perspective. The international networking 

paths of BNEs and NNMs (see Figure 3) respond to the recent call of Casprini et al. (in 

press) to consider the speed, scale and scope of FF internationalisation. Extant research 

tends to declare that in principle, family SMEs suffer somewhat from their FF status and 

SEW preservation, restraining network utilisation and, therefore, internationalisation 

efforts overall (e.g. Eberhard and Craig, 2013; Kontinen and Ojala, 2012a; Leppäaho and 

Pajunen, 2018; Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016). This paper suggests further orienting 

family SMEs towards narrow and strong networking or broad networking with a more 

mixed set of network relationships, but that both strategies, with varying levels of SEW, 

can succeed. Family SMEs can operate like nonfamily SMEs with regard to 

internationalisation and international networking, but a key FF-specific opportunity for 

success (or the possibility of not succeeding) relates to the extent to which family SMEs 

utilise FF-specific attributes that the paper outlines. Indeed, this paper’s contributions 

address both researchers and practitioners, who can elaborate and use these findings as 

blueprints for current and future research and business endeavours in the context of family 

SME internationalisation. 

4.3 Publication III – Socioemotional wealth and networking in the 

internationalisation of family SMEs 

Main objective. SEW encompasses the nonfinancial and affective aspects that FFs tend 

to preserve (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007), even to the point that these noneconomic aspects 

take priority over economic decision-making (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011), leading to 

bifurcation-biased and dysfunctional family-prioritising decision-making, without 

economising nonfamily assets at least in the short to medium term (Kano and Verbeke, 

2018). Although recognised as a key construct in FF research, including FF 

internationalisation (e.g. Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 2018; Pukall and Calabro, 

2014), SEW effects on FF decision-making and strategies are poorly known, due to the 

lack of SEW measurement that would recognise its different dimensions (Miller and Le 

Breton-Miller, 2014). Alternative SEW measurement scales, with dimensional divisions, 

have appeared (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Debicki et al., 2016; Hauck et 

al., 2016), but FF internationalisation research has mostly used SEW as a higher-order 

theoretical perspective (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2014) or operationalised SEW 

through proxies of family control (e.g. Kotlar et al., 2018). Thus, this paper aims to bring 

SEW closer to measurement level by adopting the seminal five-dimensional FIBER scale 

by Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012) and conducting a principal component 

analysis (PCA) on it, to address the previous lack of critical assessment of the scale and 

study in the specific context of Finland. Considering SEW preservation’s prominence in 

family SMEs and SMEs’ heavy reliance on networking during internationalisation, 
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reconstructed SEW is hypothesised to have a negative association with the family SMEs’ 

degree of internationalisation (DOI). SEW encompasses strong intrafamily social 

bonding internally in FFs (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Zellweger et al., 

2019). Therefore, the study includes external and international networking as a variable 

encompassing family SMEs’ (in)ability to ‘cut loose’ from their internal focus to reach 

the internationalisation resources and opportunities outside the FF. Hypotheses-testing 

and analysis use cross-sectional survey data on 89 SMEs from Finland (of which 47 are 

family SMEs) via multiple-regression analysis. 

Main findings. Four new SEW constructs emerged from the PCA: family-heritage 

maintenance, family-controlled decision-making, familial relationship-building, and 

emotional decision-making. Of these constructs, only emotional decision-making was 

statistically significant with a strong negative relationship to the DOI of family SMEs. 

Emotional decision-making comprised four items from the FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz 

and Gomez-Mejia, 2012) relevant to the strategic role of emotions and family benefit in 

family-SME decision-making. Thus, the SEW-related results suggest that the strong 

tendency to make decisions based on affective needs and preferences, which may 

jeopardise economic and rational decision-making, especially restrain 

internationalisation of family SMEs. The insignificant results for the other three SEW 

constructs suggest that long-term preservation of family business and related heritage, the 

family’s strong decision-making power in managerial and ownership roles or familial and 

social relationship-building within and outside family SMEs do not connect to 

operational, shorter-term and ‘go/no-go’ decision-making regarding internationalisation, 

as closely as emotional decision-making does. The networking variable, which 

encompasses the activity and importance of collaborating with and obtaining support 

from various external stakeholders in internationalisation, had a statistically significant 

strongly positive relationship with the DOI of family SMEs. Thus, this result suggests the 

role of networking as a rational opposite to emotional decision-making, emphasising the 

importance of engaging in external network relationships that provide needed resources 

and opportunities for internationalisation. 

Main contributions. The four reconstructed SEW dimensions provide elaborate validation 

of conceptualisations of SEW by Gomez-Mejia et. al (2007), Debicki et al. (2016) and 

Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino (2020). They also extend Hauck et al.’s (2016) FIBER-

based scale, by underscoring SEW’s role in decision-making, especially through affective 

and relational needs and preferences. SEW becomes relevant if it truly manifests in firm 

decision-making. At least in the context of internationalisation, emotional decision-

making acts as a key restrictive SEW factor that contrasts with family SMEs’ decisions 

towards promoting internationalisation. Networking acts as a key economic and 

functional ‘counterforce’ to noneconomic and dysfunctional emotional decision-making, 

indicating how family SMEs may ‘cut loose’ from inherent emotional decision-making 

and risk-averse domestic business focus, by building and utilising external network 

relationships. Thus, with the role of SEW in the internationalisation of SEW seldom 

addressed, in terms of dimension-specific analysis and in relation to network perspective 

(Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016; Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016), this study 
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contributes to increasing that knowledge. In addition, this paper contributes to increasing 

our limited understanding of the role of bifurcation bias in the internationalisation of 

family SMEs (Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino, 2020; Kano and Verbeke, 2018). 

Specifically, too-strong emotional decision-making deeply rooted in family SMEs may 

fuel bifurcation bias and restrain family SMEs from capitalising on sound external 

involvement for internationalisation, inside and outside of the firm. In the long run, strong 

networking can mitigate bifurcation bias and increase the DOI. 

4.4 Publication IV – Coexistence of economic and noneconomic goals 

in building foreign partner relationships: Evidence from small 

Finnish family firms 

Main objective. SEW is central to FFs’ strategic decision-making since, in addition to 

economic goals, it includes various noneconomic and affective endowments as goals the 

FF wants to reach (Chrisman and Patel, 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). The most 

dominant view is that noneconomic SEW goal orientation restrains economically viable 

internationalisation (Fang et al., 2018; Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010). 

However, some argue that collaborative network relationships enable both noneconomic 

and economic goals to coexist in internationalisation (Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 

2016). Thus, the extant evidence on the ‘mixed gamble’ of noneconomic versus economic 

trade-offs in FF decision-making (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014; Martin, Gomez-Mejia and 

Wiseman, 2013) on internationalisation (Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 2018) is, 

itself, mixed. This dichotomy also appeared in Publication I, as the literature mostly 

shows FFs’ internationalisation pathways as oriented towards either economic or 

noneconomic goals (Metsola et al., 2020).  

This study aims to approach that ambiguity by emphasising the social nature of both 

network relationships in general (Granovetter, 1985) and SEW (Zellweger et al., 2019). 

In addition, it focuses on studying foreign partner relationships (FPRs) of small FFs, used 

here to define strategically important B2B relationships with foreign agents, distributors 

and subsidiaries that SEW-preservation activities and goals might affect. FPRs are 

especially important for smaller firms that need external resources and pathways for 

internationalisation (e.g. Buciuni and Mola, 2014; Chetty and  Blankenburg Holm, 2000) 

and are more likely than larger FFs to emphasise SEW preservation (Gomez-Mejia et al., 

2011; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2013). While the research reflects the expectation of 

SEW’s presence in the FPRs of small FFs, still, little is known about whether and how 

SEW and its dimensions manifest in the FPR activities. For that purpose, this paper 

qualitatively measures and analyses the SEW levels in the multiple-case data of eight 

Finnish FFs, based on the dimensions of the FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-

Mejia, 2012). Thus, it aims to answer the following research question: Considering that 

small FFs consider SEW in their internationalisation decisions and activities, how do 

small FFs either confine or utilise SEW in FPRs? 
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Main findings. The key finding was that small FFs with at least a moderate level of SEW 

were more active in building close FPRs than those with SEW below a moderate level. 

Common characteristics among FFs with higher levels of SEW include strong and 

familial FPRs with other FFs as foreign partners. They also leverage the attributes of SEW 

by promoting FF status and related image factors (e.g. trustworthiness, long-term 

orientation, efficient decision-making) in international marketing and relationship-

building. These activities could be derived from different SEW dimensions. For instance, 

binding social ties are appreciated and translated into creating an ‘extended international 

family’ with foreign partners. Foreign partners see the identification and emotional 

attachment of family members as dedication to contributing to mutual business in the long 

run. Renewal of family bonds through dynastic succession helps multigenerational 

transfer of FPR-related knowledge and facilitates long-term cooperation in FPRs. Thus, 

small FFs’ ‘scope of SEW preservation’ extends to FPRs, with SEW viewed as better 

preserved through active and close interaction with partners who share FF values and 

practices. However, utilising attributes of different SEW dimensions and reaching SEW-

related goals require concurrent awareness and implementation of pragmatic and 

financially oriented international sales and marketing activities to ensure reaching 

economic goals (e.g. buying flights to customer and partner locations and attending trade 

fairs globally for promoting products and helping customers and partners). In sum, 

economic and noneconomic SEW goals can coexist and interact in the internationalisation 

of small FFs. Figure 4 summarises that coexistence and interaction in the context of active 

and close international networking among small FFs. 

 

Figure 4. Noneconomic and economic goals in the international networking of small 

FFs. 

 

Main contributions. The findings elaborate and extend our understanding of how SEW 

may manifest through strong social relationships in internationalisation, with dimension-
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level assessment of SEW in FPRs (Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016; Scholes, 

Mustafa and Chen, 2016). The author knows of no other qualitative assessment of the 

seminal FIBER scale by Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia (2012) in relation to FF 

internationalisation. The findings on the profitable coexistence of both noneconomic and 

economic goals in FPR-building suggest a possible ‘bright side’ of high SEW levels, 

contradicting the stream of literature that posits SEW as an unavoidable or difficult-to-

alter restraint on internationalisation (e.g. Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010; 

Sanchez-Bueno and Usero, 2014). Extant research mainly revolves around the role of 

SEW as an antecedent or outcome of internationalisation, but this study provides insights 

into how SEW manifests itself as an asset in the processes of FPR-building activities.  

The study offers three propositions that make possible the utilisation of SEW and 

profitable coexistence of noneconomic and economic goals in the internationalisation of 

small FFs. The first suggests that small FFs with concerns about their SEW do not regard 

internationalisation as a threat but as a way to secure both economic and SEW-related 

noneconomic goals. However, the proposition posits that the higher the levels of SEW 

endowment, the greater is the need to engage in active relationship-building and 

establishing strong relationships with foreign partners. The second proposition suggests 

that this active and close FPR-building should be directed towards similar small FF or 

familial partners, emphasising the importance of careful partner selection while pursuing 

both noneconomic and economic goals. The third proposition highlights that utilising 

attributes of different SEW dimensions in FPR building should not compromise 

concurrent implementation of pragmatic and financially oriented international sales and 

marketing activities. In sum, as a key contribution to the discussion on the mixed gamble 

of SEW in the internationalisation of FFs (Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 2018), this 

study suggests that the possible trade-offs between economic and noneconomic goal 

orientations are more successfully managed when not mutually exclusive. 
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5 Conclusions 

5.1 Answering the research questions via a summarising model 

Figure 5 synthesises and encapsulates the publications’ key findings. The shape of the 

figure reflects the FF internationalisation process model from Publication I (Figure 2). 

The review-based model summarises state-of-the-art FF internationalisation research 

through different internationalisation pathways. It includes negative liabilities and 

positive capabilities affecting the internationalisation processes, with the expectation of 

an increasing presence of capabilities over time (depicted with a transverse dashed line). 

The figure largely depicts pathways, liabilities, capabilities, as well as the driving 

economic and noneconomic goal orientations as they were in Publication I, but elaborated 

through the other empirical publications. Accordingly, the FF internationalisation-

process model, conducted prior to the other empirical publications, turned out to serve 

well as a framework for a closer investigation of its key elements from a network 

perspective and in the context of family SMEs15. Other publications contributed to the 

model by suggesting: 

1. Different international networking strategies of family SMEs that are executed on 

particular internationalisation pathways/processes (Publication I and Publication 

II); 

2. The positive capabilities/success factors (e.g. networking) and negative liabilities 

(e.g. emotional decision-making) that determine successful internationalisation 

processes of family SMEs (all the publications); and 

3. The role of active international networking, careful partner selection and close 

FPR building in the coexistence of economic and noneconomic goal pursuits 

(Publication II and, especially, Publication IV).  

In addition to the overarching network perspective, the above contributions contain SEW 

as an overarching perspective aimed at and specified in the context of family SME 

internationalisation. 

Accordingly, the findings answer the main research questions. The first and second point 

above answer especially the first research question, How do family SMEs internationalise 

from a network perspective? The third point above answers especially the second research 

question, How do family SMEs apply both economic and noneconomic SEW goals when 

internationalising from a network perspective? These research questions were derived 

from two major research gaps in the literature: understanding FF internationalisation as 

a process, and the role of noneconomic SEW in building economic network relationships 

 
15 Note: Family SMEs were also the most common firm type used in the reviewed studies in Publication I. 
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for internationalisation among family SMEs. The concluding Figure 5 combines the three 

main findings from the publications listed above. 

 

Figure 5. Internationalisation-process model of family SMEs from a network 

perspective. 



5.1 Answering the research questions via a summarising model

  91 

5.1.1 International networking strategies and related internationalisation 

processes of family SMEs 

Publication I’s key finding was identifying, based on the meta-synthesis of extant 

literature, that the varying progression of different internationalisation pathways of FFs 

follows different positioning relative to the capabilities-liabilities dichotomy. 

Specifically, ‘unrealised/sporadic internationalisation stagnates under the weight of 

liabilities . . . an incremental pathway develops slowly from being liability-based to 

capability-driven, a born-again-global pathway develops quickly from liability-based to 

capability-driven, and a born-global pathway is capability-driven from the beginning’ 

(Metsola et al., 2020, p. 9). The international-networking types of family SMEs and their 

international-networking strategies from Publication II could be largely adapted to the 

internationalisation pathways from Publication I, with regional NNMs following an 

incremental pathway, global NNMs following a born-again-global pathway, and BNEs 

following a born-global pathway. Figure 5 does not present unrealised/sporadic 

internationalisation, as all the case firms in Publication II were internationalising family 

SMEs. However, the liability-based ‘pathway’ of unrealised/sporadic internationalisation 

is excluded, not just because of the initial international status of family SMEs, but also 

because of the key finding in Publication II that all the international networking types are 

conducive to building successful internationalisation on their own paths.  

Publication II lists three main FF-specific success factors applicable to all networking 

types and strategies: (i) high-quality products in global niches and preventing bifurcation 

bias, (ii) choosing suitable foreign partners and customers, and (iii) the advantage of FF 

status for marketing and relationship-building. These factors fall within the review-based 

capabilities derived from Publication I (located at the top right of Figure 5), but they 

specify and emphasise the role of FF-specific capabilities and the avoidance of FF-

specific liabilities (located at the bottom left of Figure 5) from a network perspective. For 

the sake of simplicity and highlighting SEW, only the key SEW-related capabilities 

(utilisation of FIBER dimensions in conjunction with social capital and financially 

oriented activities) and key SEW-related liabilities (emotional decision-making), derived 

from the empirical Publications II, III and IV, are presented in Figure 5. 

Specifically, the incremental pathway of regional NNMs begins on the side of liabilities 

‘triangle’ area but with a slightly shorter ‘bottom’ part than in Publication I towards the 

side of capabilities triangle area (the triangle areas separated with the transverse dashed 

line). This occurs because Publication II shows that these family SMEs can succeed when 

they maintain strong, long-term and trustworthy network relationships, regionally 

managed cost-efficiently and enhanced using the success factors mentioned above. 

Global NNMs can succeed with few, but strong, network relationships in distant foreign 

markets when they maximise their capabilities and relationship-building efforts in 

carefully selected, but challenging, distant markets. Finally, BNEs combine both strong 

and weak network relationships, without ignoring the above-mentioned capabilities and 

success factors in the ‘portfolio management’ of relationships for rapid and widespread 

internationalisation. Thus, while the Publication I initial FF internationalisation-process 
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model was based on the internationalisation of both larger and smaller FFs (with most 

reviewed studies focusing on family SMEs), Publication II elaborated our knowledge of 

the internationalisation of family SMEs in particular, by emphasising the role of network 

relationships and relational capabilities in driving successful internationalisation 

processes, both incrementally and more rapidly.  

5.1.2 Capabilities and liabilities in the internationalisation process of family 

SMEs 

As discussed, both Publication I and Publication II list key positive capabilities and 

negative liabilities that are conducive or detrimental to the internationalisation process of 

family SMEs. Publication I summarises these factors based on the large-scale meta-

synthesis of extant literature, while Publication II elaborates them through large-scale 

case-study data of 24 family SMEs. In addition to the network perspective, Publication II 

provides insights into the ways that SEW levels might affect the international networking 

of family SMEs, thereby contributing to research on FF internationalisation that adopts 

and combines network and SEW perspectives. The key methodological contribution in 

Publications II and IV is the measurement of SEW levels or ‘SEW profiles’ for each case 

firm, which enabled the analysis of SEW’s connection to international networking and 

internationalisation. The synopses of Publications II and IV discuss these connections in 

greater detail, but as a congruent contribution from both articles, high levels of SEW 

preservation are not necessarily a liability to internationalisation but, rather, something to 

transform into a capability via networking strategies and FPR building.  

Publication II finds that BNEs mostly have medium levels of SEW, suggesting that they 

value SEW preservation but not to the extent that international networking would suffer 

from excessive inclination towards family as the primary reflection point for operating. 

Medium levels of SEW indicate both ‘losses’ and ‘gains’ of SEW, but, in the end, SEW 

can be both maintained in the internationalisation process and harnessed so that SEW 

benefits international growth. For instance, many BNEs had a nonfamily CEO specially 

appointed to drive international growth, indicating ‘loss’ of SEW. However, at the same 

time, family members were heavily involved in the business ownership and other 

managerial positions, to embrace the attributes of FF status in creating long-term, 

trustworthy and even communal business relationships abroad. In turn, global NNMs, 

with usually high levels of SEW, might ensure their strong need to preserve SEW by 

creating strong and simultaneously ‘safe’ binding relationships with foreign partners in 

whom they feel strong trust, and who do not necessarily create risky liabilities but, rather, 

partnerships that create relational embeddedness conducive to relationships between 

psychically distant markets. High levels of SEW seem to be a restraining factor for 

internationalisation of those regional NNMs that focus on nearby markets, due to risk 

aversion, while those regional NNMs having mostly low levels of SEW seize 

opportunities from distant markets but also maintain primary focus on the ‘safety net’ of 

regional internationalisation satisfactory to certain SEW dimensions.  
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Publication IV elaborates these findings, arguing also that family SMEs with more than 

moderate (i.e. medium) levels of SEW can achieve both economic and noneconomic 

SEW goals in internationalisation. Publication IV digs more deeply into specific SEW 

dimensions for leveraging positive attributes in active international networking and FPR 

building. In principle, all the SEW dimensions from the FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz and 

Gomez-Mejia 2012) can contribute to building ‘extended international family’ within the 

network of foreign partners, especially with similar FF or familial foreign partners (see 

practical examples in the synopsis and original paper). However, this requires concurrent 

implementation of pragmatic and financially oriented international sales and marketing 

activities.  

Despite the evidence for utilising SEW under certain international networking strategies 

and maintenance of economic activities for profitable and growth-oriented 

internationalisation, SEW also has its dark sides. The prevalent discourse in the literature 

is that SEW is usually a restraining factor for internationalisation of FFs and family SMEs 

(e.g. Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010; Yang et al., 2018), but empirical evidence 

on the role of certain SEW dimensions has been lacking. SEW preservation was among 

the liabilities in the FF internationalisation-process model of Publication I (hence, also in 

the bottom left corner of Figure 5), but due to the lack of dimension-level knowledge, 

Publication III explores which of the SEW dimensions are negative liabilities in the 

internationalisation of family SMEs. Publications II and IV above (and their synopses) 

already explicate how different SEW dimensions can manifest as positive attributes for 

internationalisation. In Publication III, the FIBER scale (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-

Mejia, 2012), used also in Publication II and Publication IV via qualitative assessment, 

was reassessed first by PCA, allowing the authors to see whether the dimensions are 

significant in their original five-dimensional compositions or significant as reconstructs.  

Eventually, four alternative constructs emerged, with somewhat different compositions 

from the originals: family-heritage maintenance, family-controlled decision-making, 

familial relationship-building, and emotional decision-making. The results show that of 

these SEW constructs, only emotional decision-making was statistically significant with 

a strong negative relationship with the degree of internationalisation of family SMEs 

(added in the bottom left corner of Figure 5). On the other hand, the effect of networking 

was positive. These results show how SEW restrains internationalisation when its 

affective preferences and needs prevail in decision-making, while external and 

international networking provides an economic ‘counterforce’ to the affective SEW and 

promotes internationalisation. They align with the findings of Publications II and IV, 

which point to the role of active and close (but not close in the sense that economic goals 

would hurt) networking for successful internationalisation.  

Publication III confirms what Publications II and IV had already indicated, namely, the 

importance of decreasing bifurcation bias in the course of the internationalisation process 

(added in the horizontal time axis of Figure 5). The varying economising practices, from 

nonfamily involvement in management and careful partner selection, to pragmatic and 

financially oriented sales and marketing activities laid out in Publications II and IV, serve 
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to oppose emotional decision-making, which encompasses affective considerations as key 

reference points in strategic decision-making, even equal to economic considerations. 

Publications II, III and IV find active international networking a significantly positive 

factor, indicating its key role, through ‘external exposure’, in making family SMEs aware 

of the importance of economic goal orientations on one hand, and on the other hand, 

mitigating the dark sides of SEW, namely, bifurcation bias and emotional overtones 

driven by noneconomic goal orientations. Thus, active international networking, careful 

partner selection and close FPR building are placed in the middle of economic and 

noneconomic goal orientations, within an upward ‘goal pathway’ arrow directed to the 

list of capabilities in Figure 5, to illustrate their key relational role in enabling profitable 

coexistence of economic and noneconomic goal orientations in the internationalisation 

process of family SMEs.  

5.1.3 Role of active international networking, careful partner selection and FPR 

building for the coexistence of economic and noneconomic goal pursuits 

Indeed, Publications II, III and IV do not just fill the gaps in the extant research regarding 

the questions of how family SMEs either utilise or confine SEW and networking for 

internationalisation. They also link those findings to the questions of why family SMEs 

make these decisions and do these activities (Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016; 

Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016). Figure 5 and the preceding model in Publication I use 

big arrows (with separate pathway arrows within them) to illustrate not only the 

progression of internationalisation processes of FFs over time but also the distinctive 

presence of both economic and noneconomic SEW goals, against which 

internationalisation decisions are made (the arrowhead of Figure 5; see also the original 

model in Publication I). In the Publication I model, these goal orientations are more 

clearly separated from each other, as the mainstream discourse in extant research suggests 

a ‘mixed gamble’ (e.g. Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 2018) and bifurcation-biased 

preference (e.g. Kano and Verbeke, 2018) for either option. In other words, either 

economic-goal orientation overshadows noneconomic-goal orientation, leading to 

committed and growth-oriented internationalisation, or noneconomic-goal orientation 

overshadows economic-goal orientation, leading to avoidance of or restrained 

internationalisation, due to fear of losing SEW. Thus, figuratively, economic goals in the 

upper-right corner of Figure 5 and the Publication I model align with capabilities and 

higher levels of international involvement, while noneconomic goals in the lower right 

corner align with liabilities and lower levels of international involvement.  

FFs’ tendency to exercise the latter option prevails in the literature (e.g. Evert et al., 2018; 

Gomez-Mejia, Makri and Kintana, 2010; Stieg et al., 2018). However, one of the 

underlying reasons for the very limited explicit evidence on the mixed gamble (e.g. 

Alessandri, Cerrato and Eddleston, 2018) and bifurcation bias (e.g. Majocchi et al., 2018) 

is that understanding SEW has largely remained a higher-order theoretical assumption, 

rather than something that is empirically investigated at a grassroots level (Miller and Le 

Breton-Miller, 2014). But is it really so that SEW restrains the internationalisation of FFs, 
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or that whether FFs follow economic or noneconomic goal orientation when making 

decisions to internationalise is an either-or question? 

Publication II and especially Publication IV provide evidence of profitable coexistence 

of economic and noneconomic goal orientations in the internationalisation of family 

SMEs, as the previous section indicates. Based on extant research, the figure for the 

general FF internationalisation-process model in Publication I did not provide specific 

descriptions for these goal orientations in relation to internationalisation, but based on 

Publications II and IV, I was able to suggest those. The many family SMEs with active 

international networking, close FPR building and moderate or high levels of SEW 

indicate that SEW is valued and its preservation can extend to an international context. 

Importantly, SEW can be preserved simultaneously with the pursuit of economic goals, 

i.e. increasing turnover and enhancing profit margin through internationalisation. When 

economic and noneconomic goal orientations coexist, internationalisation and long-term-

oriented international business enable preserving and reaching both the goals; financial 

wealth ensures that a family SME exists for socioemotional wealth to exist. And, vice 

versa, socioemotional wealth may ensure that committed family members will pursue 

financial wealth. In active and close network relationships, family SMEs can embrace 

both the SEW attributes, such as binding social ties and identification for trustworthy 

business relationships, and financially oriented activities, such as seeking long-term 

profits from long-term partnerships. By ‘active’, I do not necessarily refer to broad 

networking, as such, but to activity in initiating, building and maintaining existing or new 

network relationships. In Publication II, ‘activity’ in BNEs appears in broad development 

of stronger and weaker network relationships for global expansion. However, NNMs also 

exist, whose ‘activity’ manifests in active and close relationship-building with a narrow 

set of network relationships, with profitable long-term internationalisation stemming 

from those strong partnerships. 

Thus, unlike the original figure in Publication I, there are not solid lines between the goal 

orientations and internationalisation-pathway framework in Figure 5. This is to illustrate 

the possible ‘goal pathway’ for both goal orientations interacting, for inclusion in 

internationalisation decision-making and activities. The key factor for creating that 

pathway is active international networking, with pragmatic and financially oriented sales 

and marketing activities, and close FPR building with carefully selected foreign partners, 

to which the ‘scope of SEW preservation’ can extend and utilise attributes of different 

FIBER dimensions and related social capital. The upward and capability-directed goal 

pathway arrow can turn down towards liabilities if noneconomic SEW goals primarily 

drive family SMEs without external and international networking. As Publication III 

suggests, this would manifest in emotional decision-making and in lower degrees of 

internationalisation. Networking, on the other hand, would increase the degree of 

internationalisation.  

Economic goals can more easily drive SMEs without the ‘family’ prefix and bifurcation 

bias in their internationalisation and engage in needed networking and other financially 

oriented activities. However, SMEs with the ‘family’ prefix and potential bifurcation bias 
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must balance both economic and noneconomic goals in their decision-making, 

complicating the internationalisation processes. Figure 5, encapsulating the key findings 

and contributions from all the publications in the dissertation, encompasses the ways this 

balancing can be profitable. Should capabilities increase over time, bifurcation bias 

decreases, and internationalisation satisfies family SMEs, both economically and 

noneconomically. Thus, modifying the initial theoretical framework (Figure 1 in the 

Introduction) could enable removing the dashed cross-section separating 

noneconomically and economically oriented intersections within SEW, 

internationalisation and network relationships. Under the conditions the publications 

present and in concluding Figure 5, family SMEs should not necessarily view 

internationalisation as an either-or decision and strategy that leans them towards a 

noneconomic or an economic path. Internationalisation can benefit both the high SEW 

and high financial goals of family SMEs, and in the process, these family businesses can 

proudly keep the ‘family’ prefix if they also take care of the ‘business’ suffix. 

5.2 Summary of theoretical contributions 

Overall, this dissertation contributes to all the main literature streams and related research 

opportunities presented in the initial theoretical framework (Figure 1): SEW (mixed 

gamble, bifurcation bias, FIBER scale), internationalisation (from process and network 

perspectives) and network relationships (social capital, strong vs. weak relationships). 

The presentation of the key theoretical contributions summarises all these literature 

streams, with different perspectives and concepts highlighted in italics, using concise 

statements.  

1. The internationalisation process of family SMEs can be restrained and risk-averse 

in the beginning, but in the long run, family SMEs can increase international 

involvement if they adopt capabilities instead of liabilities and, thus, mitigate 

bifurcation bias. Family SMEs follow different internationalisation pathways 

with respective networking strategies (incremental + regional NNM, born-again 

global + global NNM, born-global + BNE). Integrating process and network views 

unravels the plurality of internationalisation processes and networking strategies 

with both stronger and weaker relationships for successful internationalisation. 

Regarding the first research gap and first research question, Publication I unravels the 

lack of review-based evidence on how FFs internationalise and focuses on the extent to 

which extant research uses process theorising or variance theorising to understand FF 

internationalisation processes (Kontinen and Ojala, 2010a; Reuber, 2016). Finding that 

process theorising and longitudinal data appear less frequently in the empirical FF 

internationalisation literature provides important situational awareness. This encourages 

treatments of FF internationalisation to show greater receptivity to adopting theoretical 

and methodological approaches that take account of such FF-specific idiosyncrasies as 

multigenerational development and the progress of capability-liability interaction. The 

Publication I contribution is not limited to summarising the current state of FF 

internationalisation-process understanding. It also uses meta-synthesis to formulate out 
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of the extant knowledge an integrative process model that serves as a road map for 

academics and practitioners to conduct their research or business, mindful of FF 

internationalisation-process features in a comprehensive, yet understandable, way. The 

ability to formulate the integrative-process model, including both process-based 

internationalisation pathways and variance-based capabilities and liabilities, and use it as 

an applicable framework for embedding networking-based findings from empirical 

investigations of Publications II, III and IV, shows how the dissertation as a whole 

provides rich and comprehensive modelling and an overview of the internationalisation 

process of family SMEs (Publication I finds that most studies focus on family SMEs) 

from network and SEW perspectives, mindful of earlier contributions and sensitive to 

contemporary contributions. Overall, this combination of comprehensive studies is the 

first of its kind that (i) reviews the extant FF internationalisation literature from a process 

perspective, then (ii) investigates those internationalisation processes from network and 

SEW perspectives to validate and extend extant knowledge. In other words, the initial 

theoretical framework and positioning of the dissertation (Figure 1) is elaborated and 

transformed into a processual concluding model (Figure 5). 

The key finding in Publication I was that the largely SEW-related liabilities are dominant 

before and in early stages of internationalisation, but over time, capabilities that relate to 

external networking and social capital can become more prevalent and offset the negative 

effects of liabilities. FF internationalisation literature has been a bit inconclusive about 

whether FFs are in an advantageous (Chen, 2011; Zahra, 2005) or disadvantageous (e.g. 

Sanchez-Bueno and Usero, 2014; Yang et al., 2018) position to go international, with the 

latter conclusion more prominent. The key finding of Publication I, based on a holistic 

meta-synthesis of most empirical FF internationalisation studies until 2018, reinforces the 

decision for ‘disadvantageous position’ but elaborates on FFs’ positional opportunities in 

the longer-term internationalisation process and in comparison to non-FFs. Although the 

internationalisation pathways of family SMEs can resemble those of non-FFs (i.e. 

incremental, born-global, born-again global), the transitions within pre-entry, entry and 

post-entry stages differ because of the distinctive set of capabilities and liabilities, 

especially in terms of the dynamic balance and dichotomy of SEW and networking that 

affect the progress of family SME internationalisation processes. The empirical 

investigations validated the review-based knowledge on how family SMEs follow 

generally accepted internationalisation pathways from incremental to born-global 

pathways (Publication II), SEW as a liability (Publication III) and active networking as a 

capability (Publications II, III and IV) for internationalisation. However, they elaborate 

the review-based knowledge by conceptualising the FF-specific networking strategies 

and respective internationalisation pathways (Publication II) and how SEW can turn from 

liability to capability in conjunction with active networking over time (Publications II and 

IV). 

Thus, in the context of the first research gap and research question, this dissertation and 

its publications collectively contribute to the stream of literature on the 

internationalisation-process theorising of family SMEs from network and SEW 

perspectives. The literature mostly tends to view the internationalisation of FFs as a linear, 
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Uppsala-based process of incremental expansion to foreign markets, with burdens of 

SEW and unwillingness to engage in external networking (Pukall and Calabro, 2014; 

Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016). While the dissertation’s findings very much provide 

evidence for this pathway (i.e. regional NNMs in Publication II), they elaborate the 

literature on FF internationalisation as well, by providing further evidence of other 

pathways, with respective networking strategies (global NNMs and BNEs in Publication 

II). Publication III acknowledges the liability role of SEW, e.g. in terms of emotional 

decision-making, but its long-term capability role in conjunction with active networking 

also appears in Publications II and Publication IV. This challenges the prevalent notions 

in the literature that SEW restrains FF internationalisation (Gomez-Mejia, Makri and 

Kintana, 2010; Monreal-Perez and Sanchez-Marin, 2017; Yang et al., 2018).  

Thus, this dissertation extends prior literature on how family SMEs can adjust their 

networking-related capabilities and SEW-related liabilities in their internationalisation 

process, not just according to the business-network model of internationalisation 

(Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; Pukall and Calabro, 2014) but also in relation to the more 

general internationalisation models, such as the internationalisation-pathway taxonomy 

(Bell et al., 2003) and the latest Uppsala model adaptations (e.g. Håkanson and Kappen, 

2017; Santangelo and Meyer, 2017). Importantly, more incremental activity with a focus 

on a narrow set of strong relationships (regional and global NNMs) or via more rapid 

pathways (BNEs) can lead to successful internationalisation. Thus, in terms of process 

versus network view or strong versus weak relationship dichotomies, this dissertation 

underlines the need to integrate these different, yet interrelated, views and relationships 

to acknowledge the plurality of internationalisation processes and networking strategies 

among family SMEs. This plurality manifests in different speeds, scales and scopes of 

internationalisation, as Figure 2 (Publication I) and Figure 3 (Publication II) illustrate. 

These three ‘S’s were the key variables that Casprini et al. (in press) raised for researchers 

to consider when theorising FF internationalisation.  

The key underlying notion for reaching this many-sided conceptualisation is that the 

publications in this dissertation are among the few that have adopted the recent concept 

of bifurcation bias into that of the internationalisation of FF (Kano and Verbeke, 2018; 

Verbeke and Kano, 2012). Publication I already included the notion that the extant 

empirical FF internationalisation literature largely, but implicitly, refers to the effect of 

bifurcation bias, i.e. how functional nonfamily and family assets positively influence FF 

internationalisation and how dysfunctional family assets, such as SEW, negatively 

influence FF internationalisation. Thus, the expansive area of capabilities in the 

Publication I model (Figure 2) reflects the notion of bifurcation bias that in the longer 

run, FFs should adopt economising routines and practices that generate functional assets 

for internationalisation. The visualisation remains similar in concluding Figure 5, since 

the empirical investigations in Publications II and IV provide strong evidence of how, 

inter alia, mitigation of bifurcation bias manifests in born-global pathways of BNEs 

through nonfamily assets (e.g. nonfamily CEOs), but also how tackling bifurcation bias 

also happens through embracing functional family assets, such as family members 

actively utilising their internal social capital to form strong and long-term partnerships 
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with foreign partners. These findings align with the latest contribution on the bifurcation 

bias in the internationalisation of FFs by Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino (2020), who 

suggest that SEW-related family resources (i.e. social capital, long-term orientation and 

reputation) can become firm-specific advantages (FSAs) in internationalisation if 

nonfamily resources and related recombination mechanisms are adopted and 

implemented. The findings of this dissertation elaborate the processes by which the 

underlying resources in SEW can eventually turn from family-specific liabilities into 

firm-level capabilities that drive profitable internationalisation and mitigation of 

bifurcation bias, especially via network relationships. In terms of social capital, this 

dissertation responds to the call by Casprini et al. (in press), who emphasise the need to 

increase understanding of the role of family and organisational capital in FF 

internationalisation.  

The dissertation’s second key contribution, especially in relation to the second research 

gap and research question, elaborates contribution #1 above and is summarised as 

follows: 

2. Internationalisation and exposure to external relationships should not be viewed 

as threats to internal and relational SEW or as a mixed gamble but, rather, as 

opportunities to pursue both noneconomic SEW and economic goals. Family 

SMEs can maintain higher SEW levels and embrace SEW attributes from all the 

FIBER scale dimensions and related social capital in building profitable network 

relationships and FPRs, but this concurrently requires implementation of 

financially oriented activities. Affective SEW-related considerations do not 

hamper internationalisation and can even facilitate international networking and 

FPR building, unless emotional decision-making equals or overshadows rational 

economic decision-making and networking. Coexisting goal pursuits happen 

under active international networking and close FPR building, with suitable 

partners to whom the ‘scope of SEW preservation’ can be extended. 

The more elaborated contributions on SEW and networking result from the second 

research gap and the related research question on how family SMEs apply both economic 

and noneconomic SEW goals when internationalising from a network perspective. Thus 

far, the FF internationalisation literature has covered very little about possible coexistence 

or contradiction of these goals, with no dimension-level measurement of SEW (Cesinger 

et al., 2016); with assessment of SEW through ‘family harmony’, not directly assessing 

SEW as per Berrone’s, Cruz’s and Gomez-Mejia’s (2012) seminal FIBER scale (Scholes, 

Mustafa and Chen, 2016); or in a partially inapplicable context of medium- and large-

sized firms to smaller SMEs (Kraus et al., 2016). While these studies have increased our 

understanding of SEW in relation to international networking of SMEs, this dissertation 

aims to elaborate this understanding. Although SEW might manifest more strongly in 

smaller FFs (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Le Breton-Miller and Miller, 2013), and noting 

that FFs are heterogeneous regarding SEW levels (Pukall and Calabro, 2014), assessing 

SEW and its dimensions in-depth, both qualitatively and quantitatively, was important. 

Given the assumed strong role of SEW in family SMEs and its potentially negative effect 
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on building crucial network relationships for internationalisation (Eberhard and Craig, 

2013; Scholes, Mustafa and Chen, 2016), the only way to investigate this relationship is 

to know what SEW means for family SMEs and how they build their network 

relationships.  

Contrary to the dominant discourse in the literature on the negative role of SEW for 

internationalisation (Monreal-Perez and Sanchez-Marin, 2017; Yang et al., 2018), yet 

somewhat aligning with Cesinger et al. (2016) and Kraus et al. (2016), the extensive 

empirical analyses in Publications II and IV unravel SEW as not necessarily a liability 

but, rather, as a capability to harness via relationships for profitable internationalisation, 

given that active and close networking, as well as other financially oriented and pragmatic 

international sales and marketing activities, coexist with SEW-related attributes. 

Accordingly, in terms of the bifurcation-bias conceptualisation of Kano, Ciravegna and 

Rattalino (2020), discussed earlier, this dissertation elaborates the notion of SEW as an 

underlying asset whose dimensions can be profitably harnessed via suitable network 

relationships and concurrent, financially oriented grassroots-level activities in the 

internationalisation process of family SMEs. The possibility of noneconomic SEW and 

economic goal pursuits coexisting, rather than overshadowing or outweighing each other, 

makes an important contribution to SEW and its ‘mixed gamble’ literature (e.g. Gomez-

Mejia et al., 2014). To briefly expand upon the ‘good for wealth or bad for health’ phrase 

in the title of this dissertation, SEW can benefit both noneconomic and economic wealth 

and health, and not just ‘affective wealth-at-risk’ (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014, p. 1354), if 

family SMEs can pursue SEW goals in conjunction with economic goals via active and 

close international networking. Thus, this dissertation provides a counterpoint to the gain 

versus loss mode argumentation by Pukall and Calabro (2014), who conclude that FFs 

may sacrifice some degree of SEW to enhancing financial performance or maintain SEW 

by being risk-averse to a good financial-performance situation when internationalising. 

Neither noneconomically loaded SEW nor economically driven financial goals need 

overshadow the other, nor does the status or change of a level in one of them mean 

fluctuation in the other. In fact, the better the interaction between them in 

internationalisation decision-making and activities, the better the opportunities are in both 

for gaining or maintaining profits.  

For instance, if family SMEs pursue multigenerational family ownership (a noneconomic 

goal), they can reach it if they enable the survival of the firm through internationalisation 

and international business (economic goals). At the level of network relationships, such 

as FPRs, family SMEs can aim to build long-term partnerships that provide long-term 

business opportunities and the benefits of strong relationships. Effective knowledge-

sharing among family members from different generations can enhance these long-term 

relationships when family members gain deep knowledge of the relationships and, thus, 

enable effective relationship-building with foreign partners and other stakeholders over 

generations. Family SMEs, distinctly able to conduct these activities, can derive unique 

competitive advantages from them. Thus, this dissertation’s findings align with those of 

Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani (2019), namely, that family SMEs gain competitive 

advantages in global niches of high-quality/high-tech products because they can utilise 
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social capital, knowledge accumulation and commitment to high-quality and, thus, 

reputation across generations, to demanding long-term customer and partner relationships 

in niche contexts. Most of the case firms in this dissertation manufactured high-

quality/high-tech niche products and implied their use of various SEW-related attributes 

leading to the attributes cited by Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani (2019). Thus, this 

dissertation contributes to the literature by elaborating the ways in which different SEW 

dimensions turn into capabilities, such as social capital, long-term orientation and 

reputation (Kano, Ciravegna and Rattalino, 2020), in internationalisation, via 

relationships and especially in sectors of high-quality/high-tech products and global niche 

business models (Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani, 2019).  

However, the key differentiating factor for determining whether SEW is good or bad is 

the extent to which the affective side of SEW manifests in decision-making. Emotional 

decision-making leads to irrational and risk-averse operations that counter 

internationalisation efforts. Conversely, value-based international marketing and efficient 

FPRs, in which parties trust each other, reflect emotional heritage, from which family 

members of family SMEs draw pride, commitment and perseverance to conduct their 

family businesses as well as possible. Seizing economic opportunities residing in 

internationalisation with rational decision-making can ultimately enable firm survival and 

the maintenance of the ‘appropriate’ emotional attachment in fierce global competition. 

However, family SMEs that operate via emotional decision-making that equals or 

overshadows economically rational decision-making and external networking necessary 

for internationalisation incline towards doing unhealthy business. Thus, this finding on 

negative emotional decision-making from Publication III and other findings from 

Publications II and IV on the positive and encouraging side of emotional attachment 

contribute to the SEW literature by clarifying how the dark side of SEW manifests when 

the affective side of SEW permeates decision-making. For instance, Nummela, Vissak 

and Francioni (in press) found that nonentrepreneurial internationalisation of a small FF 

happened when decisions were mostly made through feelings rather than a structured and 

systematic approach. 

The literature on whether family SMEs should use stronger (e.g. Hennart, Majocchi and 

Forlani, 2019) or weaker network relationships (e.g. Kontinen and Ojala, 2012a) for 

internationalisation is inconclusive. This dissertation clarifies this debate by pointing to 

the beneficial role of both kinds of network relationships (e.g. the international 

networking strategies of BNEs), but especially strong relationships (with active 

contacting and active maintenance and utilisation of social capital), in pursuit of both 

noneconomic SEW and economic goals. Accordingly, on one hand, this dissertation 

validates the relational role of SEW (Berrone, Cruz and Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Zellweger 

et al., 2019) and elaborates the connection between strong or close relationships and 

higher levels of SEW (Cesinger et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016). But, on the other hand, 

this dissertation provides novel evidence on how SEW might manifest differently in 

internationalisation pathways, in terms of the networking strategies and related strengths 

of the relationships (medium SEW of BNEs and born-global pathways; high or low SEW 

of regional NNMs and incremental pathways; high SEW of global NNMs and born-again 
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global pathways). Moreover, the literature thus far depicts SEW as something family 

SMEs can preserve through collaboration intensity (Cesinger et al., 2016) or international 

networks (Kraus et al., 2016), but studies on how it functions as a possible asset in 

relationships are missing. Thus, this dissertation turns attention from SEW ‘preservation’ 

to SEW ‘utilisation’, which should trigger future studies to validate or challenge this 

perception from a relational/network perspective. As the term implies, this dissertation 

contends that SEW can function as wealth, as financial wealth does for business purposes. 

Since rigorous measurements support analysing SEW, this dissertation makes 

methodological contributions in addition to theoretical/conceptual contributions, 

shedding light on how we can understand SEW and its impact via different dimensions 

(Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2014). Although Publications II and IV qualitatively assess 

Berrone’s, Cruz’s and Gomez-Mejia’s (2012) FIBER scale through the five dimensions 

labelled in the original presentation, Publication III took a more critical approach to 

assessing the scale through statistical techniques and reconstructing it via PCA. This 

process extracted the behavioural constructs from the original FIBER scale, eventually 

showing in the empirical analyses that emotional decision-making (which included the 

variables from the original emotional-attachment dimension that more closely related to 

decision-making) negatively influences the degree of internationalisation among family 

SMEs. In Publication IV, the original dimensions of the FIBER scale were used, due to 

their applicability to dimension-level qualitative analysis. This led to such connections as 

binding social ties and creation of reciprocal ‘extended international family’ strong 

relationships, identification of the family-member and foreign-partner receptivity to 

commit to partnerships based on the commitment of family members themselves, as well 

as renewal of family bonds through dynastic succession and effective FPR building via 

knowledge of the long-term FPRs among family members. Thus, the rigorous SEW 

measurement not only enabled understanding of the key networking phenomena of 

interest but also provided new perspectives on understanding SEW in FFs and family 

SMEs. From a methodological point of view, this dissertation invites future studies to 

adopt and/or further validate the ways and conceptualisations for understanding SEW, 

implementing it in FF internationalisation studies and FF research generally. 

Indeed, the publications provide contributions in a progressive manner, building upon 

each other’s findings and finally enabling the construction of the concluding, holistic 

Figure 5 and related notions. For instance, the internationalisation pathways, with related 

capabilities and liabilities driving or restraining the internationalisation processes of 

family SMEs, were not only derived from the large-scale literature review (Publication I) 

but also elaborated through large-scale empirical investigations, which raised such factors 

as active networking as a capability and SEW-related emotional decision-making as a 

liability in determining the internationalisation pathways of family SMEs. I hope that 

inconclusive black-and-white debate that has overshadowed FF internationalisation 

literature (Arregle et al., 2017; Kano and Verbeke, 2018) becomes brighter with this 

dissertation that intertwines process, network and SEW perspectives. To the author’s 

knowledge, no such integrative approach combines a literature review and empirical 

studies in the context of these perspectives and internationalisation of family SMEs. 
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Although the publications in this dissertation recognise that each of these perspectives 

lacks empirical evidence, I argue that the primary problem in FF internationalisation 

research is the lack of adopting these perspectives in conjunction with individual studies. 

Since these perspectives relate closely to each other in the context of FF 

internationalisation, the lack of integrated approaches has led to the pile of well-

conducted but still largely ambiguous research. De Massis et al. (2018) argue that 

‘scholars tend to use different theoretical perspectives to frame the relationship between 

family involvement and internationalization which, in turn, promotes the use of different 

empirical methodologies, often leading to different conclusions’ (p. 5). This dissertation, 

adopting a mixed-method approach at the dissertation level, utilised the attributes of 

different methodologies to provide many-sided perspectives for understanding similar 

research objectives, yet in similar contexts and with partially similar research data. I both 

respected prior evidence and elaborated that evidence by large-scale and in-depth 

literature reviews and empirical investigations, to provide comprehensive, valid and 

reliable knowledge on the internationalisation of family SMEs from process, network and 

SEW perspectives, in unison. 

5.3 Managerial implications 

This dissertation provides several managerial implications. Family SMEs and their family 

owners and managers can refer to the internationalisation pathways, related networking 

strategies, required capabilities and avoidable liabilities in the publications and use related 

summary tables and figures when reflecting on, planning, managing and developing their 

internationalisation processes. More specifically, family SMEs can study the lists of 

different pathways and networking strategies and determine whether they have the 

necessary or favourable ‘packages’ of capabilities that align with the FF-specific 

characteristics, products or services they offer, and related international market potential. 

Then, for instance, they can assess the effectiveness of conducting their current or 

potential future internationalisation process on the more incremental or more rapid 

pathway, with an NNM or BNE strategy for building network relationships. For example, 

in terms of entry-mode choices, low-commitment agents and distributors often suit family 

SMEs because they are cost-efficient, agile and have the potential to form strong and 

familial relationships. However, higher-commitment entry modes, such as WOSs and 

joint ventures, can also be useful if family SMEs can build relational embeddedness (i.e. 

mutual trust, identification, obligations) within them and maximise their ability to be 

strongly present in host markets.  

The SEW-related factors, such as emotional decision-making, should receive special 

attention. They tend to manifest strongly in family SMEs, but external networking and 

mitigating bifurcation bias, including such activities as appointing internationally capable 

nonfamily persons to top management positions and providing relevant international 

education to family members, can offset them. Importantly, as concluding Figure 5 

illustrates, family SMEs should view internationalisation as a long-term process, for 

which family SMEs should proactively envision and implement activities that ensure 
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long-term internationalisation success. For example, this means planning succession 

processes well ahead, ensuring the continuation of profitable business relationships and 

generally formulating the strategic and operational road map for reaching noneconomic 

and economic goals through internationalisation—the two beacons in the horizontal 

arrowhead of Publication I’s model (Figure 2) and in concluding Figure 5, to help family 

SMEs navigate. 

Indeed, the key findings of this dissertation, on the profitable coexistence of noneconomic 

SEW and economic goal pursuits in the context of international networking, imply that 

family SMEs should not see their inherent SEW as threatening internationalisation. 

Leaning towards the dysfunctional affective side of SEW, such as emotional decision-

making, can be detrimental. However, if family SMEs can embrace their SEW-related 

attributes (e.g. identification and emotional attachment for trustworthy and reputable 

relationships) and family control, binding social ties and generational continuity for long-

term and committed relationships and knowledge transfer, they can reach both 

noneconomic and economic goals in internationalisation. Financial wealth feeds 

socioemotional wealth and socioemotional wealth can feed financial wealth, if active and 

close international networking, choosing suitable foreign partners and pragmatic and 

financially oriented international sales and marketing activities (e.g. buying flight tickets 

to employees to encourage active presence in customer and partner locations) take place.  

Family SMEs have much to embrace from such attributes as their FF-specific long-term 

orientation, heritage, stewardship and efficient decision-making, but at the same, they 

must remain open and flexible in adapting to the conditions and competitive changes that 

continuously shape the global network-based business environment. For this purpose, 

family SMEs should assess themselves according to various SEW dimensions (e.g. using 

the assessments done in Publications II, III and IV) and connect these self-assessments to 

the strategic and operational decisions they make and how they behave in terms of 

internationalisation. For instance, do they rely too much on the possibly emotional 

opinions of family members, or should they acquire more objective views and 

competence in nonfamily managers or even external ownership? Are they keeping the 

business relationship with a foreign partner based too much on friendship, or should they 

critically analyse the situation and add more weaker relationships to the portfolio of 

network relationships, in order to grow their international business? Are they sufficiently 

promoting reliability and long-term orientation in doing business with a family business 

in international marketing and relationship-building? The questions, scenarios and 

options, into which family SMEs can look when assessing the balance between 

noneconomic SEW and economic considerations of the business and internationalisation, 

are almost unlimited.  

Moreover, this self-assessment should not aim only towards the family SMEs and their 

views on relationships, but also towards the foreign partners. Publication II summarises 

some key criteria and characteristics that family SMEs should consider when choosing 

foreign partners (e.g. agents or distributors). In addition to more business-related 

networking capabilities and activity, knowledge of local cultures, industry experience and 
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product knowledge and similar-product portfolio, family SMEs raise similar firm size, 

identity and values, credibility and openness as key attributes of an ideal partner. Thus, 

in many cases, another family SME operating in the foreign market would be and does 

prove an optimal choice. To reach both economic and noneconomic goals, family SMEs 

should assess whether their international network and network relationships also share 

similar mindsets, and how they can do business and cooperate so that respective goal 

orientations are mutually satisfied. Thus, in addition to purely business-based mapping of 

global business networks and network relationships, family SMEs should intertwine this 

mapping with ‘noneconomic mapping’. For these mapping purposes, the concluding 

Figure 5 could work as a functional framework for setting the current status of the family 

SME with regard to internationalisation pathway, networking strategy with key 

networking actors and capabilities to increase and liabilities to decrease/avoid, against 

key economic and noneconomic goals listed in the arrowhead that provide ‘benchmarks’ 

for actions within the framework. Integration of goal orientations with process and 

network views could serve as a holistic framework for progressing in an 

internationalisation process and following the optimal road map.  

5.4 Policy implications  

The findings and contributions of this dissertation can also apply at the societal level, in 

addition to individual and firm levels. As the Introduction and the publications indicate, 

family SMEs are a dominant economic force globally (e.g. Hennart, Majocchi and 

Forlani, 2019), especially in Finland, where 75% of small-sized firms are FFs (Finnish 

Family Firms Association, 2017). Thus, it is and should be on the agenda of national 

governments and industry associations to pay attention to helping family SMEs prosper 

and grow, in order to maintain and increase their economic impact for the wealth and 

competitiveness of their national economies. For instance, the European Commission 

(2019b) has recognised the special group of FFs that face specific challenges and need 

such support as SME funding. Interestingly, although the European Commission (2019b) 

states on its website that ‘policy makers are unaware of the needs of family businesses 

and their economic and social contribution to society’, the example of support funding 

listed alongside is general SME funding applicable to all kinds of SMEs. Thus, whether 

policy makers truly understand the special nature of family SMEs remains unclear. This 

should be very important for policy makers in small and open economies like Finland, 

where internationalisation of SMEs is often a necessity for remaining competitive and not 

deteriorating in the small domestic market (e.g. Bell, 1995; Torkkeli et al., 2016).  

The findings and related classifications and models of this dissertation should enable 

policy makers to understand the special nature of family SMEs through SEW, and how 

they can compete in the global business environment by utilising suitable international-

networking strategies and pathways. These frameworks could be used in trainings and 

courses tailored to growth-oriented family SMEs aiming to start or intensify 

internationalisation. Family SMEs could assess the issues mentioned above for 

managerial implications, with the help of external family and international-business 
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consultants who then could link family SMEs to other experts and organisations. Such 

connections could provide them with necessary resources and capabilities, such as 

external/nonfamily recruitment and consultancy services, financial services with capital 

for international expansion and ‘matchmaking’ services with search capabilities for 

market opportunities and suitable foreign partners for family SMEs. With tailored and 

multi-actor training and planning in the network of family and nonfamily expertise, 

family SMEs could efficiently develop functional and competitive internationalisation 

strategies, while considering heterogeneous aspects, resources and goals in each family 

SME. In the context of Finland, suitable organisations to include in the network could be 

Business Finland, the government-based organisation for promoting and financing 

businesses, and the Finnish Family Firms Association, devoted to supporting Finnish FFs. 

Globally, such groups as national FF and governmental business-promotion organisations 

and industry organisations should be contacted and included in cross-border cooperation 

to help Finnish family SMEs (and family SMEs from other countries with respective 

national organisations) in internationalisation efforts.  

In summary, the key contribution of this dissertation to trainings and consultancy would 

be the broad empirically investigated and theoretically supported set of noneconomic and 

economic success factors for advancing internationalisation and building functional 

network relationships on which stakeholders could lean for evidence. Overall, this 

dissertation posits encouraging and ‘pushing’ family SMEs to international markets, 

clarifying that their inherent SEW preservation tendencies are not necessarily negative 

liabilities but could become capabilities by managing SEW and economic sides of the 

business in unison. As Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani (2019) do, this dissertation suggests 

that family SMEs can gain competitive advantages, especially in the sectors of such high-

quality/high-tech products as manufactured high-tech machinery or design furniture and 

clothes. Customers and partners in these sectors value credibility and a long-term 

orientation, which family SMEs can provide and derive from SEW-related attributes, 

such as internally strong social capital, identification and preference for binding social 

ties. Thus, policy makers could probably direct training and consultancy efforts towards 

these sectors, as they may provide higher ‘return on investment’ for taxpayer money.  

5.5 Limitations and future research 

Despite aiming at and reaching comprehensive research by many-sided, yet focused, 

theoretical, methodological and contextual considerations, this study obviously has some 

limitations, as all research does. Regarding the context, although the narrow context of 

family SMEs from Finland provides contributions useful at firm and societal levels, 

applying the findings from this context to other country contexts requires caution. 

However, the ways in which empirical analyses from Finnish family SMEs align with 

and elaborate the findings and the internationalisation-process model from the review of 

172 empirical studies from a variety of country contexts, and mostly SMEs in Publication 

I, make a strong case for applying empirical findings to other contexts than Finland. For 

instance, Hennart, Majocchi and Forlani (2019) found similar findings related to the 
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internationalisation of family SMEs from a large sample of 9,214 firms from Germany, 

Spain, Italy and France. Moreover, FFs have similar characteristics across countries, such 

as values (Tapies and Moya, 2012) and successor attributes (Sharma and Srinivas Rao, 

2000). Still, the Finnish family-SME context appears as a limitation in the sense that we 

need more clarifying evidence from other country contexts, including other types of 

family SMEs (e.g. family-influenced SMEs). Government policies (Duran, Kostova and 

van Essen, 2017), formal and informal institutions of countries (Arregle et al., 2017) and 

FF prevalence in a country (Carney et al., 2017) can affect FF internationalisation.  

This dissertation’s overarching philosophical, epistemological and ontological approach 

was critical realism, in which the belief in the nature of what is real is supported by 

extensive data and analysis but no de facto confirmation, which, in itself, requires future 

research to adopt methods such as positivistic and deductive quantitative analyses. 

Speaking of quantitative analysis, in addition to the single-country context of Finland, the 

sample size of 89 SMEs could be regarded as fairly low, so future research should adopt 

larger (cross-cultural) samples to study and further validate results on SEW and 

international networking of family SMEs.  

Concerning both qualitative (Publications II and IV) and quantitative (Publication III) 

studies, the common limitation is the lack of truly longitudinal data. Although I gained 

longitudinal views on studied issues and phenomena through retrospective interviews 

supported with extensive secondary data, only 8 case firms out of the total of 24 were 

interviewed in two different years (2015 and 2018). The quantitative data in Publication 

III was derived from a 2017 cross-sectional survey. Thus, the lack of longitudinal data, 

in terms of having multiple points in time when interviews or surveys were conducted, 

means that more research must be done to elaborate how internationalisation processes, 

network relationships and SEW perceptions develop over time, management and 

ownership changes and succession processes.  

More views from the other sides of the network relationships, such as foreign partners 

and customers, would be desirable. They could be considered by interviewing them, so 

that dyad views on the above-mentioned issues could be obtained and more 

comprehensive and validated information about the nature of the relationships could be 

achieved. In the case-firm data of this dissertation, only one foreign partner—the South 

Korean subsidiary manager of one case firm (coded Garment B in Publication II and Firm 

F in Publication IV)—was interviewed. Having the two sides of the relationship, or many 

sides in the network of relationships, would potentially also unravel key cross-cultural 

issues surrounding the internationalisation and international networking of family SMEs. 

Needs for longitudinal and cross-cultural investigations of these topics call for more 

international collaboration among academics and practitioners in the future.  

The current turbulent global environment also provides unique opportunities for FF 

internationalisation researchers to conduct research sensitive and relevant to current 

changes in the world. For instance, the current global COVID-19 pandemic causes and is 

expected to cause severely negative effects on businesses worldwide. It would be 
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interesting to study how family SMEs cope with the situation in terms of their 

internationalisation pathways, maintenance of network relationships and how 

noneconomic and/or economic goal orientations drive them through the crisis. For 

instance, can family SMEs be resistant and patient but also agile, going through the crisis 

by taking care of their network relationships and changing directions efficiently if 

necessary? Or, will the crisis be so powerful that family SMEs lean towards unleashing 

the ‘dark sides’ of SEW preservation, such as emotional decision-making and risk 

aversion, leading to withdrawal from international markets and important network 

relationships? The findings, models and frameworks of this dissertation, such as the 

concluding Figure 5, are more relevant than ever for family SMEs to navigate in this 

turbulent time. The nonfamily CEO from Mach E, quoted in the first sentences of this 

dissertation on foreign-partner selection, said the following on the international-

marketing factor of FF status right after the quote presented in the beginning: 

‘We bring [the FF status] up. In our firm presentations, it is in almost our first slides that 

we are an FF. We see it as a strength, because we work with the network of 

representatives and it signals to these people that we are not faceless, but that you can 

discuss with the whole orchestra from the Chairman of the Board, the board and the 

owner. Hierarchy is very low and there are no heavy processes nor matrix organisation 

related to large corporations, in which you do not know who decides and on what . . . 

When things work, it is very flexible [to work in an FF]. Decision-making is fast. The 

creation of trust and results are very good. You can focus on the work you do.’ 

Accordingly, family SMEs have prerequisites for adapting to changes and taking care of 

their people and stakeholders. Let’s continue studying the fascinating family SMEs in 

the fascinating world in which they live. 
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A B S T R A C T

Although the internationalisation of family businesses (FBs) has received increasing attention in recent years,
much remains to be learned about how FB internationalisation unfolds as a process. Our review of 172 empirical
studies from the period of 1991–2018 indicates that only 25 studies included both longitudinal data and strong
process theorising, even though internationalisation is inherently processual, and FBs are longitudinal in nature.
We acknowledge that both variance- and process-based theorising are needed to build an understanding of the
FB internationalisation process. We contribute to the field by building an FB internationalisation process model
based on a review analysis. Within the model, process-based internationalisation pathways are combined with
variance-based capabilities (positive influences) and liabilities (negative influences) that affect inter-
nationalisation, with economic and non-economic goals viewed as driving the various internationalisation
processes. On the basis of the model, we suggest that future research could adopt more longitudinal and in-
dividually focused approaches, as a means to understand the FB internationalisation process in various FBs and
contexts, over various time periods, life cycles, and FB generations.

1. Introduction

Family businesses (FBs) possess some distinctive features, being
passed on from generation to generation, with constant triggers for
change stemming from the interaction of family, business, and owner-
ship (Gersick, Davis, Hampton, & Lansberg, 1997). Non-economic, fa-
mily-related goals often intertwine with economic, business-related
goals and strategies (e.g. Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012). Hence,
the particular nature and extent of FB internationalisation has attracted
increasing attention (see e.g. Arregle, Duran, Hitt, & Van Essen, 2017;
Pukall & Calabrò, 2014). Taking into account Melin (1992) call for
longitudinal perspectives on internationalisation, our claim is that FBs
possess special features for process theorising due to the multi-
generational influence and non-economic goal orientations. The evol-
ving FBs and their internationalisation are well suited to process re-
search, which ‘focuses empirically on evolving phenomena and […]
temporal progressions of activities as elements of explanation and un-
derstanding’ (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & Van de Ven, 2013, p. 1).
However, as we see it, the full potential of such an approach has yet to
be realised.

From accepted definitions of internationalisation, it is a process in
nature (Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, 2014). For instance, Welch
and Luostarinen (1988, p. 36) define internationalisation as ‘the process
of increasing involvement in international operations’. This can trans-
late in the form of firms commencing (first entry) or investing more
resources (post-entry) in their cross-border business activities, by
broadening the array of the operation modes used, or by broadening the
use of these operation modes. By this means they obtain larger revenues
from international trade, through having a larger foreign customer-
base, or through increasing sales to existing foreign customers, and/or
through broadening the scope of the foreign countries in which they
operate. Internationalisation ‘is experienced and interpreted in time
and place by those involved, providing a socially constructed, shared
[internationalisation] storyline’ (Hurmerinta, Paavilainen-Mäntymäki,
& Hassett, 2016, p. 820). Internationalisation is a cumulative, evolu-
tionary process, partly dependent on history, but still open-ended,
progressive, and long-term; within it firms are ‘continually in a state of
becoming’ (cited from Langley et al., 2013, p. 5), and engaged in the
(re)construction of the past, the present, and the future (Kaplan &
Orlikowski, 2013).
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Hence, when FBs and internationalisation are brought together in
research, one would assume they would be embraced via processual
datasets and theorising, encompassing the multigenerational and (dis)
continuous chain of events, in addition to variance-based datasets and
theorising. However, recent reviews on FB internationalisation (Casillas
& Moreno-Menéndez, 2017; Kontinen & Ojala, 2010a; Pukall & Calabrò,
2014; Reuber, 2016) conclude that processual studies are still a min-
ority, and that processual aspects will require greater attention in the
future.

Despite the need for a processual perspective, none of the reviews
conducted so far has taken a truly close-up view of processes within FB
internationalisation. This gap inspired us to dig deeper into the FB in-
ternationalisation process. Hence, we conducted a review of 172 em-
pirical studies on FB internationalisation during 1991–2018. We aimed
to tackle the process element in depth in relation to (i) the data ana-
lysed (categorised as cross-sectional vs. longitudinal, see Monge, 1990;
Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, 2014) and (ii) the theorising under-
taken (process vs. no process theorising, see Langley, 1999; Mohr, 1982;
Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, 2014). Accordingly, we approached
understandings of the FB internationalisation process through the di-
chotomy of process versus variance theorising (see e.g. Langley, 1999;
Mohr, 1982), while stressing also the temporal dimension relevant to
internationalisation (see e.g. Jones & Coviello, 2005). Our research
questions were as follows:

a) How processual are current understandings of FB internationalisa-
tion?

b) What could be the ways forward for enhancing our understanding of
FB internationalisation as a process?

Overall, our review suggests that understandings of FB inter-
nationalisation are still somewhat variance-oriented, with only 25
studies that include both longitudinal data and strong process theo-
rising. Nevertheless, inspired by the internationalisation pathway tax-
onomy of Bell, McNaughton, Young, and Crick (2003) and the latest
adaptations and debate on the Uppsala model (Coviello, Kano, & Liesch,
2017; Håkanson & Kappen, 2017; Santangelo & Meyer, 2017; Vahlne &
Johanson, 2017), we were able to build an integrative FB inter-
nationalisation process model from both process-based (n = 54) and
variance-based (n = 118) studies. The model not only offers a com-
prehensive view of current understandings of the FB internationalisa-
tion process, but also serves as a blueprint for future research – with
regard to which we emphasise the need for more longitudinal, herme-
neutic, and individually-focused approaches, with attention given to
the heterogeneity and variety in FB contexts.

The study is organised as follows. First of all, we discuss the dif-
ferences between variance and process theorising in international
business (IB), with a special focus on the FB context. The methodology
section elaborates the conduct of the literature review. From a cate-
gorisation of the reviewed studies, we present and discuss an in-
tegrative FB internationalisation process model. We conclude by dis-
cussing the opportunities provided by the model, and the
methodological implications.

2. Literature review

2.1. Variance and process theorising in the context of internationalisation

Variance theorising focuses on variables and their role as antecedents
and outcomes of phenomena. By contrast, process theorising aims at
understanding the role of events and their time-related ordering for
reaching the outcomes (Langley, 2009; Mohr, 1982; Van de Ven, 2007).
Both variance and process theorising are needed. However, in efforts to
understand dynamic phenomena such as internationalisation, a process
approach could be extremely fruitful (Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki,

2014). It has been argued that in the field of IB, dynamic analyses of
time and process dimensions have been neglected (Eden, 2009; Jones &
Coviello, 2005; McAuley, 2010; Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki,
2014). As pointed out by Jones and Coviello (2005), time (against
which all processes and behaviour can be viewed) is the primary di-
mension of internationalisation. The limited use of a process focus
seems paradoxical, given that the most frequently applied definitions of
internationalisation emphasise the process element (Beamish, 1990;
Welch & Luostarinen, 1988). Conceptualisations of internationalisation
as a process are relevant because the phenomenon itself is dynamic and
evolutionary (Coviello & McAuley, 1999), with internationalisation
success being largely dependent on firms’ ability to adjust the pace,
scope, and rhythm of their actions within the international context
(Vermeulen & Barkema, 2002). The internationalisation process is not,
however, a singular process; rather, it is an intertwined tangle of pro-
cesses occurring within different time periods, typically encompassing
international evolution, episodes, and epochs (Kutschker, Bäurle, &
Schmid, 1997). Internationalisation behaviour also entails learning
from the past and envisioning the future, instead of merely focusing on
the present moment (Hurmerinta et al., 2016).

2.2. Internationalisation process theorising and FBs

Internationalisation models, such as the product life-cycle model
(Vernon, 1966), innovation-related internationalisation models (e.g.
Bilkey & Tesar, 1977; Cavusgil, 1980), the Uppsala internationalisation
process model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Johanson &
Wiedersheim‐Paul, 1975), and the export development model
(Leonidou & Katsikeas, 1996) describe and explain internationalisation
as sequences of internationalisation events and stages (Welch &
Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, 2014). However, they have been criticised as
being static, deterministic, and narrow in their application to early
internationalisation (e.g. Hurmerinta et al., 2016; McKiernan, 1992;
Melin, 1992; Van de Ven, 1992). To make the Uppsala model more
evolutionary, Santangelo and Meyer (2017) distinguish between the
path-continuing and path-breaking resource commitments that firms
pursue as performance trade-offs, taking account of the risks in the
internationalisation process. Coviello et al. (2017), Santangelo and
Meyer (2017), and Håkanson and Kappen (2017) point to the role of
individual, context, and situational sensitivity in affecting the direction
and commitment level of the firm internationalisation process over
time.

To understand the behaviour of born-global and born-again-global
firms, other theories are needed (Madsen & Servais, 1997). Pursuing a
less sequential or deterministic form of modelling, Bell et al. (2003)
presented three typical internationalisation pathways of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) within a single integrative model. The
model includes (i) traditional SMEs, which internationalise gradually
and incrementally to psychically close foreign markets, largely driven
by unsolicited orders, (ii) born-again-globals, which suddenly, after a
time spent on unrealised or sporadic internationalisation, inter-
nationalise as a result of critical events, such as changes in ownership
and management, or a takeover by another company possessing inter-
national networks, and (iii) born-globals, which internationalise soon
after inception and expand rapidly to foreign markets by utilising net-
works, knowledge, and opportunities for first-mover advantages (Bell,
McNaughton, & Young, 2001; Bell et al., 2003).

FBs offer a particularly fruitful context for studying inter-
nationalisation processes. There is a distinctive, multigenerational in-
tertwinement of family and business in FBs, involving mechanisms,
such as succession processes, which transfer knowledge and skill be-
tween different generations (Cabrera‐Suárez, De Saá‐Pérez, &
García‐Almeida, 2001; Davis & Harveston, 1998), and distinctive
strategy management processes, shaped by family goals, interests, and
culture (Harris, Martinez, & Ward, 1994; Sharma, Chrisman, & Chua,
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1997). Socio-emotional wealth (SEW1, see Berrone et al., 2012;
Chrisman & Patel, 2012) and bifurcation bias2 (Kano & Verbeke, 2018;
Verbeke & Kano, 2012) have emerged as viable constructs to describe
the ‘mixed gamble’3 in choosing whether to prioritise non-economic or
economic goal orientations. In FBs, the choice may change over time
and over generations (Alessandri, Cerrato, & Eddleston, 2018; Nason,
Mazzelli, & Carney, 2019). Both orientations will be discussed more
fully in later sections of this article.

The coexistence of history dependence, plus progressive reconstruction
of the past in the present and for the future (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013;
Langley et al., 2013; Vahlne & Johanson, 2017), is distinctively true for
FBs. A process perspective could not only illustrate how the inter-
nationalisation of FBs emerges, develops, grows, and possibly terminates
(Van de Ven, 2007) but also how related action patterns change over time
due to (dis)continuous dynamics (Santangelo & Meyer, 2017).

3. Methodology

The research process in this study was based on Short’s (2009)
suggestions for conducting a good review. Short (2009) calls for honest
coverage and studies that help move the research stream forward,
conceptually and empirically. These should encompass all relevant
empirical studies, acknowledging the emergence of key themes and
unique insights, and having ample illustrative figures and tables. In
addition to Short’s recommendations, we applied Hoon’s (2013) sug-
gestions for conducting a comprehensive meta-synthesis. Table 1 sum-
marizes the research process.

3.1. Locating and screening the relevant studies

We started by identifying and listing keywords, referring to the reviews
by Arregle et al. (2017), Casillas and Moreno-Menéndez (2017), Kontinen
and Ojala (2010a), and Pukall and Calabrò (2014). With these we ex-
pected to locate, from key databases, all relevant studies relating to FB
internationalisation and to our research questions. In locating the relevant
studies, it was important to specify selection criteria. Following Short’s
(2009) suggestions, we aimed to review all relevant empirical studies. To
be included, the studies had to be adequately reported in terms of clarity,
published in peer-reviewed academic journals, and empirical in nature.
We excluded book chapters, conference proceedings, conceptual studies,
and studies with unclear reporting of the methodology. Thus, we wished to
base our analysis purely on empirical studies which encompassed FB in-
ternationalisation via a data-driven approach, and which were therefore
analysable in terms of methodology, time focus, and the extent of process
versus variance theorising.

Among the peer-reviewed empirical studies themselves, we exe-
cuted screening to determine whether the studies truly dealt with FBs
and internationalisation. We were flexible as to how extensively these
concepts were adopted in the studies; thus, so long as there were data
and findings on FBs and internationalisation, the studies were included
for further analysis. For instance, in their study on how SMEs establish

network relationships in foreign markets, Buciuni and Mola (2014)
used two case firms that were in fact FBs, although no reasons were
given for choosing FBs specifically, and there was no FB-related theo-
rising in the literature or findings. Despite this, since both FBs and in-
ternationalisation were present in the study (without any explicit or
implicit intention to focus on the combination), the study was included.

3.2. Qualitative content analysis

Having screened the potential studies on FB internationalisation, we
were able to settle on 172 empirical studies from the total of 202 studies
(the excluded studies did not meet the selection criteria). To gain a com-
prehensive view of these studies, we conducted a qualitative content
analysis. The strength of qualitative content analysis is that it allows for a
fresh conceptual understanding grounded on empirical data (Krippendorff,
2004). We followed Gaur and Kumar (2018) in defining the relevant
coding units for the critical research themes and methodological choices
(see Table 1 for the units). The 172 studies were then analysed in depth by
the four authors. In cases of disagreement, we discussed to arrive at a
consensus, and if necessary, we consulted an external specialist. We also
kept notes and created comprehensive memos that included our analysis
iterations, and reflections on the content of the study and its association
with the process and variance views of internationalisation.

Regarding the temporality of the data, we categorised the studies as
cross-sectional or longitudinal4 . This was not straightforward: as noted
by Kimberly (1976), it depends on the context and on one’s subjective
conception of how long ‘longitudinal’ actually is. We followed Monge
(1990) and Welch and Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki (2014) in regarding a
study as longitudinal if the data analysed were collected at a minimum
of two different points of time. As an example of a longitudinal study,
Kontinen and Ojala (2011b) interviewed case firms in 2004 and 2008/
2009 to study how network ties were formed when entering France. We
also included studies based on panel data, given that the secondary data
in the studies always covered several years, enabling an analysis of the
development that took place. We further included studies with carefully
narrated timelines when they were based on interviews plus rich sec-
ondary data, and when the data and findings were set out system-
atically and not merely mentioned within a methodology section. For
instance, Scholes, Mustafa, and Chen (2016, p. 136) conducted one-shot
interviews; however, they supplemented these with secondary data that
‘helped the researchers to understand the history and the products of
each firm, to form detailed case histories, and to understand the cir-
cumstances behind certain events during internationalization’.

Related to theorising, we placed a study in the category of no process
theorising if the focus was on particular variables and not on the change
within them. Conversely, we categorised a study as process theorising if the
study discussed and presented the internationalisation process through
multiple points in time, as an interdependent chain of events (Langley,
1999; Mohr, 1982; Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, 2014). We further
categorised these process studies into strong process theorising and weak
process theorising. Thus, strong process theorising was achieved when there
was discussion of the various internationalisation stages and events, plus the
antecedents behind them, whereas studies that mainly discussed the stages
of internationalisation without covering also the generative mechanisms
were seen as having weak process theorising (Langley, 2009). While long-
itudinal studies are inherently more able than cross-sectional studies to turn
temporally rich data into (IB) process theorising (see e.g. Santangelo &
Meyer, 2017), there were also some cross-sectional studies which we

1 FBs tend to preserve socio-emotional wealth (SEW) – i.e. the assemblage of
non-economic endowments such as maintenance of family control, emotional
attachment, and family bonds through dynastic succession – in addition to, or
even beyond, economic business goals (e.g. Berrone et al., 2012; Chrisman &
Patel, 2012; Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone, & De Castro, 2011).

2 The bifurcation bias is related to the mixed gamble between economic and
non-economic goals, i.e. the tendency of FBs to prioritise family assets over non-
family assets regardless of their actual contribution to value creation; this can
be dysfunctional for internationalisation in the short run but reparable in the
long run (Kano & Verbeke, 2018; Verbeke & Kano, 2012).

3 The ‘mixed gamble’ – i.e. ‘the consideration of the possible socio-emotional
gains and losses’ when making economic decisions (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014,
p. 1352) – may shape internationalisation decisions as favourable or adverse
over different generations (Alessandri et al., 2018; Nason et al., 2018).

4 We analysed separately the ‘temporal’ (cross-sectional vs. longitudinal)
nature of the data, although we recognise that ‘longitudinal’ might be thought
to be equivalent to ‘processual’. However, cross-sectional data can also include
processual features, and conversely, longitudinal data may not discuss the
process per se. We considered it important to distinguish between the ‘process
theorising’ dimension and the ‘temporal’ dimension; see also Table 2.
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included in the category of weak process theorising on the grounds that
they presented the processual development of internationalisation phe-
nomena despite their cross-sectional and retrospective data.

We further categorised the studies as pre-entry (before inter-
nationalisation and the first foreign market entry), entry (at the first foreign
market entry), or post-entry (during further internationalisation after the
first entry) studies, depending on their focus within the internationalisation
process. This provided us with a temporal framework for arriving at a
process understanding of the FB internationalisation achieved thus far.
Generally, we saw it useful to have time frames from early to late inter-
nationalisation in order to contribute to a longitudinal and evolutionary
understanding of the internationalisation process of the firm (Santangelo &
Meyer, 2017). As Hashai and Almor (2004, p. 468) put it in the context of
born-global firms: ‘We argue that when the internationalization process of
‘born global’ firms is studied not only before but also after entry into the
first foreign market, it may be characterized by gradual increased com-
mitment to foreign markets. Hence, a longitudinal analysis of the inter-
nationalisation process of KI-BGs [knowledge-intensive born-global firms]
that have matured may enable us to capture the dynamic characteristics of
the internationalisation process of ‘born global’ firms.’

The categories pre-entry and post-entry have been widely used as
temporal frames for analysing preceding and subsequent factors related to
the focal entry mode or strategy in the internationalisation process (see
e.g. Schwens & Kabst, 2011; Zheng, Khavul, & Crockett, 2012). In line
with, for example, Thomas and Graves (2005), we considered studies fo-
cusing on the preconditions and antecedents for starting internationalisa-
tion and for embarking on entry into the first foreign markets to be pre-
entry studies. We categorised as entry studies those studies that focused on
the first foreign market entry and the specific entry modes chosen in this
event (e.g. Chen, 2003). Post-entry studies, for their part, went beyond the
initial entry: they assessed the longer-term progress of internationalisation
to new markets (including the subsequent entry modes chosen and current
entries that were further developed through institutional actions). In this
stage there could be greater involvement in foreign operations, with a

broader array of foreign markets and heightened levels of foreign sales
(e.g. Scholes et al., 2016). It should be noted that in their data and/or
findings sections, many studies discussed more than just one of these three
stages of internationalisation (partially due to the interlinkages inherently
present between the stages). For instance, many studies focusing on post-
entry internationalisation also looked at the earlier stages, seeking to
provide background on how the firms had arrived at their current state.
We then categorised the studies in accordance with the main time span to
which the main findings were related.

3.3. Meta-synthesis

A meta-synthesis refers to the use of qualitative content analysis to
synthesise and integrate the key themes and concepts of studies, with the
goal of achieving contributions beyond those of the original studies (Hoon,
2013). In practice, this means identifying connections and associations be-
tween the different coded units within a given set of studies and then
forming groups of gaps that have the potential to be bridged in future re-
search. In our case, we paid special attention to synthesising the units on the
time span (cross-sectional/longitudinal) and process theorising (strong or
weak process/no process theorising) of the studies to form the following
categories: (I) cross-sectional data, no process theorising; (II) cross-sectional
data, weak process theorising; (III) longitudinal data, no process theorising; (IV)
longitudinal data, weak process theorising, and (V) longitudinal data, strong
process theorising. We then created an additional classification from the stages
of the internationalisation process (pre-entry/entry/post-entry), allowing us to
form an understanding of the time-related focus of the studies. The cate-
gories, plus the FB internationalisation process model, are elaborated below.

4. Findings and discussion

4.1. The state of the art and the FB internationalisation process model

Table 2 illustrates the distribution of the studies in terms of the

Table 1
Summary of the research process.

Stage Actions and details of analysis

Locating and screening the relevant
studies
(May 2015 – December 2018)

Identifying relevant keywords
family firm, family business, family enterprise, family owner, family control, family involvement,
founding family in combination with international, internationalisation, international sales, global,
entry mode, foreign, export, foreign direct investment (cf. Arregle et al., 2017; Casillas & Moreno-
Menéndez, 2017; Kontinen & Ojala, 2010a; Pukall & Calabrò, 2014)

Using combinations of the keywords in
the key databases

Inderscience, Business Source Elite (EBSCO), Emerald, Informaworld, JSTOR, SAGE Journals
Online, Science Direct (Elsevier), Springerlink, ISI Web of Knowledge, Google Scholar (Google),
Microsoft Academic (Microsoft), Scirus (Elsevier), Oaister (University of Michigan)

Inclusion criteria
Peer-reviewed empirical studies involving data and findings on both FBs and internationalisation
Articles published between 1991 (first article on the topic) and 2018

Qualitative content analysis Identifying and defining key concepts
Cross-sectional vs. longitudinal (Monge, 1990; Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, 2014)
Process vs. no process theorising (Langley, 1999; Mohr, 1982; Welch & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki,
2014)
Pre-entry, entry, or post-entry stage of the internationalisation process

Recording coded units on a spreadsheet
Topic of research, main findings and conclusions, nature and amount of data, time span of the
phenomenon under study, time span of the data collection, theoretical framework(s), variance
(antecedents and outcomes) and process features, stage focus of the internationalisation process (pre-
entry/entry/post-entry)

Ensuring rigorous analysis
Analysis by each author individually, followed by joint discussion
Ongoing memo writing
Iteration between researchers during the research process

Meta-synthesis Synthesizing the key concepts
Five categories emerging from temporal and processual perspectives: (I) cross-sectional data, no
process theorising; (II) cross-sectional data, weak process theorising; (III) longitudinal data, no process
theorising; (IV) longitudinal data, weak process theorising; (V) longitudinal data, strong process theorising
Integrative FB internationalisation process model from the categories
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theorising undertaken, and the temporal nature of the data. Category I
covered 69 studies, Category II 20, Category III 49, Category IV 9, and
Category V 25 studies. It should be noted that we did not find any studies
with cross-sectional data and strong process theorising; this, however, was
to be expected, due to the inherent contradictions in such an undertaking.
The final outcome of categorisation indicated, predictably, that most
longitudinal and qualitative studies generated process theorising, while
most cross-sectional and quantitative studies generated variance theorising.
Many qualitative studies with longitudinal data were able to recognise
different stages, events, and drivers behind the internationalisation process
(Category V). Through processual theories and illustrative charts, it was
possible to arrive at a rationale behind the internationalisation process and
its evolution among FBs. However, most of the longitudinal quantitative
studies were unable to illustrate their multi-year observations of particular
variables in the form of actual events, and lacked process mapping. Hence
there were limitations on their process theorising despite the opportunities
provided by longitudinal data (Category III). The largest category, i.e. Ca-
tegory I, consisting of quantitative studies with cross-sectional variance-
based datasets, did not really discuss the internationalisation process per se,
but gave attention to the antecedents and outcomes of internationalisation.
Between no and strong process theorising, there were two categories, con-
sisting of mainly qualitative studies; these generated weak process theo-
rising, either through arriving at some (limited) retrospective process
findings from cross-sectional and supportive secondary data (Category II),
or else by settling for general-level process findings with a narrow pre-
sentation of process evidence – this despite the availability of longitudinal
data (Category IV).

Our analysis revealed that FB internationalisation research is domi-
nated by variance-based research designs and by no process theorising
(categories I and III; total n = 118). While we would argue that the studies
in these categories do not cover FB internationalisation processes to the
fullest extent, they are still valuable for understanding the antecedents,
outcomes, and moderators of the FB internationalisation process. Thus, we
decided to integrate the findings from these studies with the findings from
the more process-based studies (categories II, IV, and V; total n = 54; see
Table A1 in Appendix A), including weak or strong process theorising.
Among the process-based studies, we identified 13 pre-entry, 16 entry, and
25 post-entry studies, while among the variance-based studies, we identi-
fied 45 pre-entry, 27 entry, and 46 post-entry studies. Accordingly, both
process- and variance-based studies mostly focus on early inter-
nationalisation (pre-entry and entry stages), but there are also a significant

number of studies considering later stages (post-entry). For this reason, we
saw it as useful to include process-based findings, focusing slightly more on
early than later internationalisation, along with variance-based findings
covering varying cross-sections pertaining to pre-entry (e.g. in terms of
internationalisation or export propensity), entry (e.g. in terms of entry
mode choice), and post-entry (e.g. in terms of internationalisation or export
intensity) stages. This allows us to complement the process-based findings
at each stage. As a result of the integration (where we focused not merely
on identifying the findings of frequent occurrence, but also on the common
and interrelated findings within variance- and process-based studies), we
created our FB internationalisation process model (see Fig. 1).

The rationale behind the model is as follows. The x-axis refers to time
and the y-axis refers to international involvement. We use the concept of
international involvement, since it encapsulates both internationalisation/
export propensity and intensity (Fernandez & Nieto, 2006; Hessels &
Jolanda, 2007; Martineau & Pastoriza, 2016), and thus provides a holistic
view of the internationalisation of the firm. Internationalisation/export
propensity and intensity were often studied (either separately or in-
tegratively) in the reviewed FB internationalisation studies; hence, inter-
national involvement is suitable for synthesising and illustrating the find-
ings in the general-level model, and for depicting the processes and
antecedents by which FBs are likely to enter and further intensify inter-
nationalisation over time. Furthermore, most of the reviewed studies fo-
cused on SMEs; in IB literature, international involvement has been used
especially in the context of SMEs and their exporting strategy (e.g.
Fernandez & Nieto, 2006; Hessels & Jolanda, 2007; Martineau & Pastoriza,
2016). However, in our model, international involvement does not exclude
the possibilities for firms to engage in larger (or smaller) resource com-
mitments to internationalisation over time. We see this dynamism parti-
cularly relevant for FBs, wherein new generations and external managers,
acting as influential individual decision-makers (Coviello et al., 2017), may
embody the ‘revolutionary adaptation’ of FBs’ possibly deep-rooted inter-
nationalisation practices (Vahlne & Johanson, 2017, p. 1089), alter the
path-continuing processes of resource commitment with path-breaking
changes (Santangelo & Meyer, 2017), and induce new waves of inter-
nationalisation patterns (Håkanson & Kappen, 2017).

Within the figure there are four internationalisation pathways – an
unrealised or sporadic internationalisation, an incremental pathway, a born-
global pathway, and a born-again-global pathway. We used these pathways,
which are similar to those of Bell et al. (2003), not just because of the SME
dominance in the literature, but also for the sake of depicting the varied

Table 2
Types of FB internationalisation studies.

Temporality and source of data Process theorising Example studies

Category I
(n = 69)

Cross-sectional; quantitative one-shot
methodologies, e.g. surveys

No; variance in the relations between antecedents (e.g. family ownership
and involvement; knowledge and financial resources) and outcomes (e.g.
export propensity or intensity; international sales) of internationalisation

Ramón-Llorens, García-Meca, and
Duréndez (2017), Sciascia et al.
(2013)

Category II
(n = 20)

Cross-sectional; mainly qualitative one-shot
interviews and public secondary data

Weak; retrospective views on what factors affect different
internationalisation stages but lacking actual events in and between
stages (e.g. social networks are used for first and business networks for
subsequent international opportunities; SEW preservation makes
internationalisation process incremental)

Stieg, Cesinger, Apfelthaler, Kraus,
& Cheng (2018), Zaefarian et al.
(2016)

Category III
(n = 49)

Longitudinal; mainly quantitative multi-year
panel data

No; longitudinal evidence of particular variables and their variance
without placing them within the processual development itself (e.g. non-
FBs have higher export propensity than FBs; maintenance of family
control may decrease export activity)

D’Angelo et al. (2016), Monreal-
Pérez and Sánchez-Marín (2017)

Category IV
(n = 9)

Longitudinal; mainly qualitative multi-year
interview data

Weak; leveraging the longitudinal data into processual but narrow event-
related findings with the support of processual theories (e.g. weak ties are
useful in the international opportunity identification process; high family
ownership causes rapid pace, narrow scope and irregular rhythm in the
internationalisation process)

Kontinen and Ojala (2011b), Lin
(2012)

Category V
(n = 25)

Longitudinal; mainly qualitative multi-year
interviews with secondary data or extensive
archival data

Strong; recognising different stages, events, and drivers behind the
internationalisation process and its evolution with the support of
processual theories and illustrative charts (e.g. describing and
differentiating traditional, born-global and born-again-global pathways
of FBs based on the ownership structure; unravelling the global evolution
of a single FB through centuries and multiple generations)

Anwar and Tariq (2011); Kontinen
and Ojala (2011a)

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

5



process nature of FB internationalisation at different points of time. The
direction and length of the pathway lines, and the locations of pre-entry,
entry, and post-entry stages on the lines, reflect the speed, rhythm, and
scope of internationalisation processes in relation to international in-
volvement and time (Vermeulen & Barkema, 2002). To depict inter-
nationalisation processes in the context of FBs, key elements in the model
are FB-specific liabilities (i.e. negative/disadvantageous hindrances to in-
ternationalisation), covering the lower triangle below the dashed cross-
section, and FB-specific capabilities (i.e. positive/advantageous factors for
internationalisation), covering the upper triangle above the dashed cross-
section. The placing of the triangles illustrates one of our key findings, i.e.
that the liabilities that FBs may inherently possess are primarily relevant
prior to or during early internationalisation (denoting low export/inter-
nationalisation propensity). By contrast, the capabilities that FBs may
leverage and possess as a special competitive advantage are primarily re-
levant in their later internationalisation (denoting high export/inter-
nationalisation intensity).

We use the terms capabilities and liabilities in line with Vahlne and
Johanson (2017). Capabilities include both operational and dynamic cap-
abilities, with the operational ones referring to the exploitation of asset-
based (e.g. Rugman, 1981) and ‘soft’ relational (e.g. Almodóvar & Rugman,
2015) firm-specific advantages (FSAs), while dynamic ones refer to the FBs’
ability to ‘integrate, build and reconfigure internal and external compe-
tencies to address rapidly changing environments’ (Teece, 2014, p. 16).
These two are interrelated, since dynamic capabilities can enhance the
outcome of operational capabilities during the internationalisation process,
while operational capabilities can themselves drive successful inter-
nationalisation from the beginning, notably through experiential learning.
As Vahlne and Johanson (2017, p. 1095) put it, ‘capability – dynamic or
operational – reflects the ability to use resources for a particular purpose’.
Accordingly, in line with the logic of our model, we would argue that FBs
may need to focus particularly on dynamic capabilities, bearing in mind
that the studies referring to the advantageous resources of FBs (inherently
possessed or, if possible, acquired) focus on the entry and post-entry stages.

The liabilities are mostly connected to the direct and indirect outcomes
of high family ownership and involvement in management, such as (i) SEW
preservation, (ii) risk aversion, (iii) conservative and centralised decision-
making, (iv) conflicts of interests, and (v) lack of resources and capabilities. The
capabilities found in the studies are mostly connected to (i) the involvement
of new generations, external ownership, and management and networks; (ii)
developing and utilising human capital; (iii) leveraging benefits from

stewardship, a long-term orientation, and social capital, and (iv) focusing on R&
D and high-quality products in global niches. As can be seen, capabilities and
liabilities are often two sides of the same coin, indicating their interaction
and importance in FBs’ dynamic ability to form their ‘advantage package’
(Vahlne & Johanson, 2017, p. 1096), prior to and/or in parallel with the
internationalisation process. In other words (albeit slightly oversimplified),
FBs may succeed in internationalisation if they focus on (i) eliminating
liabilities prior to going international, and (ii) capitalising on their cap-
abilities during the internationalisation process.

In line with the above, in Fig. 1, unrealised or sporadic internationalisation
is restrained by liabilities over time, and true resource commitments to
internationalisation and to increasing international involvement do not
materialise. The progresses of pre-entry and entry stages on the incremental
pathway are cautious and gradual due to the dominance of liabilities;
however, in the post-entry stage the learning may entail some capabilities
that increase international involvement – or alternatively, merely keep the
internationalisation process relatively stable, in the case of a long liability-
based heritage. The born-again-global pathway can start either from un-
realised/sporadic internationalisation or from an incremental pathway. The
pathway line goes steeply upwards, because there are usually some critical
events, such as succession or a change in management, which trigger more
intense and rapid international involvement. If these events take place in
the context of unrealised/sporadic internationalisation, the pre-entry of the
FBs is characterised by liabilities, due to the strong liability-based heritage;
nevertheless, they can rapidly increase international involvement and ‘shift’
the FB towards capability-driven foreign market entries with new cap-
abilities gained from critical events. If critical events take place in the
context of an incremental pathway, the FBs have already possessed an
internationalisation heritage, and can directly start a capability-driven post-
entry with new capabilities and accumulated learning gained from critical
events and history. Finally, FBs in the born-global pathway rapidly go
through the pre-entry and entry stages to achieve high international in-
volvement; they have capabilities that dominate right from the start of the
internationalisation process.

The arrowhead on the right side of the arrow-like FB inter-
nationalisation process model is divided into two halves. The upper half
refers to the firm-level economic goals that the FBs with higher inter-
national involvement (having a focus on capabilities for inter-
nationalisation and thereby more intense internationalisation path-
ways) utilise as main drivers of their internationalisation efforts. The
lower half of the arrowhead refers to non-economic goals. We have

Fig. 1. FB internationalisation process model.
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placed SEW in parentheses, to stress its increasing presence in FB in-
ternationalisation studies as a major reference point, and as a constraint
on committed and intense internationalisation. Although economic
goals are more related to internationalisation pathways with higher
international involvement, and although non-economic goals are more
related to internationalisation pathways with lower international in-
volvement (depicted as aligned positioning in Fig. 1), the division is not
clear-cut. Research indicates that there is a constant ‘mixed gamble’
(e.g. Alessandri et al., 2018) and bifurcation bias (Kano & Verbeke,
2018) within different goal orientations, and that this in fact relates to
all internationalisation pathways. However, we follow the internalisa-
tion logic behind the bifurcation bias, theorising that capabilities (in-
volving functional family and non-family assets) should become pre-
dominant over time (Kano & Verbeke, 2018). Hence, they can also be
expected to increase the significance of the economic goal orientation
for FB internationalisation. We depict this logic with the expanding
area of the capabilities vis-à-vis that of liabilities over time.

4.1.1. The internationalisation pathways of FBs
The process-based studies proposed different internationalisation

pathways related to international FBs that were (either explicitly or
implicitly) aligned with the incremental/born-(again-)global di-
chotomy (e.g. Calabrò, Brogi, & Torchia, 2016; Kontinen & Ojala,
2012a). Mostly, the process-based studies suggested that FBs follow a
traditional and incremental internationalisation pathway, in line with
the Uppsala model (e.g. Graves & Thomas, 2008; Kontinen & Ojala,
2010b; Moya, 2010). FB foreign market entries are usually char-
acterised by internationalisation to a limited number of foreign markets
with a low psychic distance (e.g. Claver, Rienda, & Quer, 2007), acci-
dental or non-strategic opportunity identification (e.g. Zaefarian, Eng,
& Tasavori, 2016), and the utilisation of fewer network ties (e.g.
Fuentes-Lombardo & Fernandez-Ortiz, 2010).

However, born-global and born-again-global pathways were also de-
picted. These occurred, for instance, through the acceleration of digital
entry modes (Plakoyiannaki, Pavlos Kampouri, Stavraki, & Kotzaivazoglou,
2014), or via a centred ownership structure (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012a).
Graves and Thomas (2008) and Stieg, Hiebl, Kraus, Schüssler, and Sattler
(2017) found that FB successors played key roles in initialising born-again-
global pathways, due to a long-term commitment to internationalisation
and to bringing managerial and international expertise to the firms. The
role of external networks was also found important in process-based stu-
dies, insofar as they transformed FBs from domestically focused or careful
incremental exporters into global and operationally more advanced firms.
Scholes et al. (2016) found that an external network was crucial for moving
from exporting to joint ventures, and to markets that exhibited a high
degree of difference. In their historical single case studies, Anwar and Tariq
(2011) and Moya (2010) concluded that social networks were important in
the globalisation of FBs.

In line with the above, possession of an exporting strategy emerges
as the most common factor propelling FBs to start and further develop
their internationalisation process (partly because of the predominant
SME focus in the studies). It is, however, also worth considering the
studies that look more closely at other entry modes and foreign in-
vestment strategies. These findings both contradict and support the
predominant findings on the cautious, risk-averse internationalisation
process that FBs often execute. In the first place, FBs may be less willing
to make high-commitment foreign direct investments (FDIs) (Bhaumik,
Driffield, & Pal, 2010; Carney, Duran, van Essen, & Shapiro, 2017;
Filatotchev, Strange, Piesse, & Lien, 2007), especially to psychically
distant countries (Baronchelli, Bettinelli, Del Bosco, & Loane, 2016;
Boers, 2016). However, in making FDIs, FBs with high family control
and concern over SEW preservation may prefer a wholly-owned sub-
sidiary to a joint venture (in line with a tendency for SEW preservation
to weigh more for FBs than increased profits via potentially risky in-
ternationalisation or via sharing control; see e.g. Arregle et al., 2017;
Scholes et al., 2016; Gomez-Mejia, Makri, & Kintana, 2010). This is

notably the case when FBs perceive low environmental uncertainty
(Kao, Kuo, & Chang, 2013) or low internal uncertainty (Kao & Kuo,
2017), when they enter a foreign market of high governance quality
(Chang, Kao, & Kuo, 2014), or when the local partner is not an FB
(Sestu & Majocchi, 2018). FBs may also prefer greenfield investments
over acquisitions (Boellis, Mariotti, Minichilli, & Piscitello, 2016). In
other words, FBs may want to opt for a higher-commitment FDI entry
mode if they are certain about internal and external circumstances, in
such a way that they are able to ‘pull the strings’ and thus minimise
risks, even if the entry mode per se could be considered riskier.

Boers (2016, p. 350) suggests that FBs may wish to focus on ac-
quisitions that bring control, or joint ventures that reduce risk; how-
ever, he notes that ‘at times, risk also appears in the shape of control,
that is, owning families want to control the foreign activities’. FBs are
often less willing than non-FBs to share control within foreign part-
nerships (e.g. Fernandez & Nieto, 2006) and they may favour joint
ventures if the local firm is also an FB (Sestu & Majocchi, 2018). This is
in line with the notion that FBs may choose a high-commitment entry
mode so long as the risk and control can be shared with a similar for-
eign partner. The involvement of new generations, external managers
(Pongelli, Caroli, & Cucculelli, 2016), and international inexperience
(Kuo, Kao, Chang, & Chiu, 2012) can make FBs more receptive to co-
operative modes with external partners.

Overall, the process-based studies point to the significance of involving
new generations and utilising external management, ownership, and net-
works as critical ways to increase international involvement and to in-
tensify efforts to internationalise more globally. Partners with the financial,
managerial, and market knowledge resources to compensate for weak FB
resources are important in the early internationalisation stages (e.g.
Buciuni & Mola, 2014; de Farias, Nataraajan, & Kovacs, 2009). Acquiring
competence related to the market, and the technology expertise to facilitate
internationalisation was also acknowledged several times (e.g. Boyd, Goto,
& Hollensen, 2010; Puig & Perez, 2009). Fletcher (2008, p. 963) observed
that ‘network embeddedness creates the conditions for internationalization
as the bonds between parties embedded in different networks enable the
international divide to be bridged due to the bonds causing the networks to
overlap’. In such cases the overlap can give rise to potential international
activities.

A number of studies have indicated that family-related factors facilitate
FBs’ internationalisation processes due to aligned decision-making, trust,
and a long-term orientation within the family and across generations (e.g.
Calabrò et al., 2016; Mitter & Emprechtinger, 2016; Mustafa & Chen,
2010). Family and family-like relationships can be helpful in generating
trustworthy ties to foreign markets (e.g. Colli, García-Canal, & Guillén,
2013; Hewapathirana, 2014; Mustafa & Chen, 2010). However, FB-specific
factors may not be so helpful in intensifying or advancing a commitment to
internationalisation within the process; their role may be rather to provide
stability. For instance, Kontinen and Ojala (2012b) argued that the ten-
dency of FBs to promote trustworthy ties with a small number of foreign
partners rather than creating new network ties may cause them to miss out
on potential international opportunities. Scholes et al. (2016) found that
among Singaporean firms, SEW preservation within the close family and
distrust of outsiders negatively influenced network formation and the de-
velopment of resources. This, in turn, constrained the ability of the studied
firms to move from the first stage (exports/similar markets) to the second
stage (joint ventures/different markets) of internationalisation.

4.1.2. Capabilities and liabilities of the FB internationalisation process
FBs’ efforts to internationalise may suffer from a focus on SEW, risk

aversion, conservative and centralised decision-making, and a lack of
resources and capabilities (e.g. Graves & Thomas, 2008; Scholes et al.,
2016). The negative features in question are seen as stemming from
FBs’ high family ownership and involvement in management, a fact that
is confirmed in most variance-based FB internationalisation studies.
The review shows, however, that there is not yet any broad consensus
on the impact of family ownership and family involvement in
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management on internationalisation. Some studies argue for the ad-
vantageous impact of FB-specific factors (e.g. Graves & Shan, 2014;
Chen, Hsu, & Chang, 2014), others for an inverted U-shape relationship
(e.g. Liang, Wang, & Cui, 2014; Sciascia, Mazzola, Astrachan, & Pieper,
2012), and yet others for a negligible impact, and for a lack of differ-
ence between FBs and non-FBs (Crick, Bradshaw, & Chaudry, 2006;
Merino, Monreal‐Pérez, & Sánchez‐Marín, 2015) Most studies focusing
on the relationship between FB-specific factors and internationalisation
view these factors in a negative manner (e.g. Ray, Mondal, &
Ramachandran, 2018; Bhaumik et al., 2010).

After the initial international entry, the liabilities become less significant,
and opportunities can be utilised for seeking resources and capabilities en-
abling more effective internationalisation. For instance, family ownership
and related SEW preservation and risk aversion have a greater negative
influence on export propensity than export intensity (Monreal-Pérez &
Sánchez-Marín, 2017; Yang, Li, Stanley, Kellermanns, & Li, 2018). Evert,
Sears, Martin, and Payne (2018, p. 308) point to this time-related notion and
argue that ‘studies [seeing family ownership and involvement as positive for
internationalisation] like Zahra (2003) only consider family firms engaged
in on-going international activity, where firms presumably already have the
required resources (e.g. knowledge) and capabilities (e.g. expertise) in place
to sustain their internationalization efforts’. In turn, they base the conclu-
sions of their study – touching on the negative effect of family ownership,
involvement, and SEW-related actions on going international – on the
newness and uncertainty of the situation, leading to cautious decision-
making. Graves and Thomas (2004, p. 20) suggest that ‘from a process
perspective of internationalisation […] the greatest challenge faced by fa-
mily firms is initiating the internationalisation of its operations’.

In the light of the above, one could formulate the capability-liability
interaction in such a way that FBs may succeed in their inter-
nationalisation process, so long as they try to eliminate liabilities with
capabilities prior to considering internationalisation, or utilise cap-
abilities once the often cautious and incremental internationalisation
process has been launched and executed for various time periods. New
generations with new capabilities are important in initiating and trig-
gering advances in the internationalisation process (e.g. Gallo & Pont,
1996; Menendez-Requejo, 2005; Okoroafo & Perryy, 2010). Successive
generations may well become less risk-averse ‘family activists’, seeking
to shake up the practices of the over-controlling family power embo-
died in older generations (Bobillo, Rodríguez-Sanz, & Tejerina-Gaite,
2013), and having a weaker orientation towards preserving SEW (Fang,
Kotlar, Memili, Chrisman, & De Massis, 2018). In addition to the sig-
nificance of new ownership by new generations, the positive impact of
new generations is also found in top management (e.g. Chen, Liu, Ni, &
Wu, 2015) and in board roles (Bannò & Trento, 2016).

The variance-based studies also discuss the significance of external
ownership and management in facilitating the internationalisation
process. These aspects include non-family management (e.g. Cerrato &
Piva, 2012; D’Angelo, Majocchi, & Buck, 2016; Ray et al., 2018), non-
family involvement on both supervisory and advisory boards (e.g.
Calabrò, Mussolino, & Huse, 2009; Calabrò et al., 2017; Sciascia,
Mazzola, Astrachan, & Pieper, 2013), external institutional ownership
(e.g. Bhaumik et al., 2010; Calabrò, Torchia, Pukall, & Mussolino, 2012;
Sanchez-Bueno & Usero, 2014), and corporate ownership (e.g.
Fernandez & Nieto, 2005, 2006). They are often associated with de-
veloping FB human capital, such as through increased professionalism
(D’Angelo et al., 2016), resources (Arregle, Naldi, Nordqvist, & Hitt,
2012) and international experience (Yeoh, 2014). The variance-based
studies, too, emphasise the need for increasing family managers’ human
capital through foreign work experience (Majocchi, D’Angelo, Forlani,
& Buck, 2018; Tsao, Wang, Lu, Chen, & Wang, 2018).

Furthermore, FBs have distinctive, internal capabilities for a sustainable
internationalisation process. For instance, FBs’ long-term orientation helps
them execute internationalisation strategies in a consistent and predictable
way, while altruistic behaviour and trust help mitigate agency problems
and allow quick decisions (e.g. Chen et al., 2014; Kraus, Mitter, Eggers, &

Stieg, 2017; Zahra, 2003). Rather than seeing internationalisation as a
threat to the very existence of SEW and the FB, internationalisation is seen
as a way to survive. Indeed, internationalisation may actually be well-
suited to FBs in the long-term, in line with a stewardship and SEW pre-
servation orientation (Kraus, Mensching, Calabro, Cheng, & Filser, 2016;
Muñoz-Bullón & Sánchez-Bueno, 2012). The social capital benefits are not
just internal (Tasavori, Zaefarian, & Eng, 2018); they can also reflect out-
wards to external relationships, via the ability to form enduring and
trusting customer and partner relationships (Cesinger et al., 2016; Graves &
Shan, 2014), especially with other foreign FBs (Banalieva & Eddleston,
2011; Gallo & Pont, 1996).

In particular, FBs should focus on investing in R&D, product innovation,
high-tech, and high-quality products (e.g. Piva, Rossi-Lamastra, & De
Massis, 2013; Singh & Gaur, 2013), given that their inherent long-term
orientation and high social capital concerns are suited to the persistent and
continuous development of high-end products in global niches, and within
demanding customer relationships (Hennart, Majocchi, & Forlani, 2019;
Swoboda & Olejnik, 2013). Although Fang et al. (2018) found that later-
generation family ownership increases FB internationalisation propensity,
they also found that FBs owned by the founding generation become more
willing to internationalise, in parallel with their increasing knowledge-
based resources and R&D investments.

4.1.3. The economic vs. non-economic goals of FB internationalisation
Altogether, the findings related to successful FB configurations for in-

ternationalisation are diverse. Hence, we are still challenged by ambiguity
regarding how − and with which ownership and management structures
− FBs should start and further execute their internationalisation processes.
This is also related to the fact that the motives for pursuing inter-
nationalisation are typically twofold, being both economic and non-eco-
nomic (i.e. SEW-related; see Fig. 1). Balancing between economic and non-
economic goals involves a ‘mixed gamble’ (e.g. Alessandri et al., 2018;
Gomez‐Mejia et al., 2014). While non-FBs may direct their decision-making
towards economic goals in internationalisation, FBs are often bound also by
non-economic decisions that stem from family heritage, ownership, and
involvement (e.g. Berrone et al., 2012; Chrisman & Patel, 2012); this may
cause them to prefer SEW and to focus on domestic or nearby markets
(Alessandri et al., 2018). So far, relatively few studies have used the ‘mixed
gamble’ notion, but the increasing use of the SEW concept itself reflects the
idea of mixed gamble in many studies.

The relative newness of the bifurcation bias concept (i.e. the prioritised
treatment of dysfunctional family assets over functional non-family, and
family assets in short- and medium-term internationalisation, see Kano &
Verbeke, 2018) is also observable in FB internationalisation studies, al-
though there is relatively little explicit use of the concept. D’Angelo et al.
(2016) refer to the concept in arguing that the possession of effective ex-
ternal professional managers for FB internationalisation may require low
family ownership. Majocchi et al. (2018) found the joint presence of ex-
ternal owners and managers, in conjunction with the international work
experience of family managers, to be positive for FBs’ exporting efforts.

This two-way economic/non-economic goal orientation, and the
potential bifurcation bias, distinctively influence and define the inter-
nationalisation processes of FBs, with the past, present, and future be-
coming intertwined (Hurmerinta et al., 2016), and with trade-offs going
beyond economic resource-allocation decisions (Vahlne & Johanson,
2017). They favour a view of FBs’ internationalisation processes as
being truly evolutionary. They involve long-term path continuity (yet
with potentially path-breaking waves of new resource commitments
and international involvement) over generations, and different (yet
interconnected) family members occupying influential management
and ownership roles (Coviello et al., 2017; Håkanson & Kappen, 2017;
Santangelo & Meyer, 2017; Vahlne & Johanson, 2017).

5. Conclusions

Our first research question led us to consider current process- and
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variance-based understandings of FB internationalisation process. We
found that of the 172 empirical FB internationalisation studies from 1991
to 2018, only 25 displayed strong process theorising and a truly long-
itudinal perspective. In contrast, the studies of the largest category (n =
69) had cross-sectional data and no process theorising. While this di-
chotomy can be expected, and is found in the IB and management litera-
ture generally, we would argue that FBs (often taking the form of long-
term, multigenerational organisations with intertwined family, ownership
and management), serve as fruitful firm types for studying inter-
nationalisation as (r)evolutionary, (dis)continuous, path-continuing, or
path-breaking processes of increasing or decreasing resource commitments
to internationalisation and the overall international involvement (Coviello
et al., 2017; Santangelo & Meyer, 2017; Vahlne & Johanson, 2017).

We encapsulated the current state of the art within a FB inter-
nationalisation process model. Within it, process-based inter-
nationalisation pathways (unrealised/sporadic, incremental, born-
global, and born-again-global) are encompassed by variance-based
capabilities and liabilities that drive or restrain the internationalisation
process over time. We found that the liabilities constraining inter-
nationalisation, which mainly concern FB-specific and SEW-related
factors stemming from high family ownership and involvement, are
mostly manifested in the early stages of internationalisation. The cap-
abilities that advance internationalisation, which mainly relate to ex-
ternal involvement and to the leveraging of FB-specific advantages,
tend to be relevant to internationalisation in the later stages.
Unrealised/sporadic internationalisation stagnates under the weight of
liabilities. An incremental pathway develops slowly from being liabi-
lity-based to capability-driven, a born-again-global pathway develops
quickly from liability-based to capability-driven, and a born-global
pathway is capability-driven from the beginning.

Overall, our modelling is aligned with bifurcation bias (Kano &
Verbeke, 2018), which argues that FBs and their internationalisation efforts
may suffer under the effects of a dysfunctional family or heritage assets in
the short run; however, the adoption of functional non-family (e.g. non-
family management and ownership) and family capabilities (e.g. steward-
ship, long-term orientation, and the international education and work ex-
perience of family members) can substitute for dysfunctional non-economic
liabilities (e.g. SEW preservation) in the long run. Thus, FBs can be viewed
as distinctive firm types, among which a bifurcation bias plus the influence
of a ‘mixed gamble’ of economic and non-economic goals may drive in-
ternationalisation processes in different ways. While FBs may be inherently
inclined to adopt routine-driven, profit-satisfying, and path-dependent be-
haviour within internationalisation, the propensity of FBs to engage in
internationalisation and their ways of promoting it may vary across the life-
cycle of a firm, and across generations.

Regarding our second research question, we suggest the following three
aspects as highly relevant to future research on FB internationalisation as a
process: FB heterogeneity, contexts, and methodologies. Accordingly, our ideas
are aligned with e.g. De Massis, Frattini, Majocchi, and Piscitello (2018),
who urge future research to adopt a temporal perspective for a better un-
derstanding of FB internationalisation, in addition to heterogeneity and
contextual aspects.

Concerning FB heterogeneity, we would argue that in the future,
there will be a need for more studies linking the different inter-
nationalisation pathways, capabilities, and liabilities to an integrative
reference point covering both the economic and non-economic goals of
FB internationalisation. Our review revealed that the number of studies
discussing SEW and other non-economic FB-specific factors as drivers –
or liabilities – influencing internationalisation has increased (e.g.
Scholes et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2018); despite this, only a few have
explicitly discussed the ‘mixed gamble’ of economic and non-economic

goals in the internationalisation context.
As far as context is concerned, FB internationalisation should be studied

not just within different time periods but also in terms of macro-level in-
stitutional changes (De Massis et al., 2018). Many FB internationalisation
studies have considered the cultural environments of target countries in
studying the internationalisation of FBs to those countries, with theorising
on psychic distance; however, relatively few have also considered the
country of origin in depth, or how favourable the environment there is for
internationalisation (for notable exceptions, see Kontinen & Ojala, 2010b;
Tsang, 2001). Nevertheless, government policies (Duran, Kostova, & Van
Essen, 2017), country-specific formal and informal institutions (Arregle
et al., 2017), and FB prevalence in a country (Carney et al., 2017) may
affect FB internationalisation efforts.

In relation to methodology, we require varying methodological ap-
proaches to investigate how FB internationalisation processes unfold
through different interplays of capabilities and liabilities at a given time,
and through different ownership and management structures. Overall, we
echo Coviello et al. (2017), Santangelo and Meyer (2017) and others on the
importance of longitudinal and individual-focused approaches, and the use
of both qualitative and quantitative methods. These would include narra-
tive analysis (Hamilton, 2006; Pentland, 1999), historical analysis
(Burgelman, 2011; Jones & Khanna, 2006), longitudinal case studies
(Pettigrew, 1990; Quintens & Matthyssens, 2010), conjoint analysis
(Shepherd, 2011), longitudinal panel data studies (Poole, Van de Ven,
Dooley, & Holmes, 2000; Santangelo & Meyer, 2017), and experimental
designs (Coviello et al., 2017). These can provide information on transac-
tions within the internationalisation process from the individual to the
population level. They would allow the individual voices of different FB
generations to be heard, show how the complex FB relationship patterns
hang together and change over time, and help extract rich details from
single and comparative cases. We also see much potential in the herme-
neutic approach to internationalisation set out by Hurmerinta et al. (2016).
In this approach, ‘the present is always re-evaluated based on the past, and
together they determine how the future is viewed’ (Hurmerinta et al., 2016,
p. 818). For FBs, the reference points for strategic decision-making change
temporally between a backward- and a forward-looking orientation, with
the changes being brought about by new generations and external in-
volvement (Nason et al., 2018). Operating via the interaction of various
time periods, there is likely to be an intertwining of individual, relational,
and generational views regarding the importance and progress of inter-
nationalisation (set against economic and non-economic goals).

Overall, we can conclude that FBs offer truly illuminating process
features in their internationalisation, and further, that there is still con-
siderable potential to enrich IB and (very importantly) FB research fields
through process-embracing studies in the future. FBs were the original
economic unit; still at the start of 21st century all businesses were family-
owned, and only since then did organisations owned in other ways start to
emerge (Schulze & Gedajlovic, 2010). Being still the most common orga-
nisational form, their importance will undoubtedly be significant and
provide with insightful process nuances also in the years to come.

Declaration of Competing Interest

None.

Acknowledgment

The authors acknowledge the funding of this research by the Academy
of Finland (project: 308667, “Building a theory on the family business in-
ternationalisation process: pathways and network ties in focus”).

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

9



Ta
bl

e
A
1

Pr
oc

es
s-

ba
se

d
st

ud
ie

s
on

FB
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
(C

at
eg

or
ie

s
II,

IV
,a

nd
V;

to
ta

ln
=

54
).

A
ut

ho
r(

s)
(y

ea
r)

D
at

aa
Pr

oc
es

s
th

eo
ri

si
ng

St
ag

e
fo

cu
s

M
ai

n
fin

di
ng

s
su

m
m

ar
is

ed

Bu
ci

un
ia

nd
M

ol
a

(2
01

4)
C

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

In
es

ta
bl

is
hi

ng
cr

os
s-

bo
rd

er
al

lia
nc

es
,fi

rm
s

ha
ve

to
ov

er
co

m
e

th
e

lia
bi

lit
ie

s
of

po
or

m
an

ag
er

ia
lr

es
ou

rc
es

an
d

gl
ob

al
ex

pe
rt

is
e

by
fo

rm
in

g
su

ita
bl

e
ne

tw
or

k
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
,

Ce
si

ng
er

,B
ou

nc
ke

n,
Fr

ed
ri

ch
,a

nd
Kr

au
s

(2
01

4)
C

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

FB
s

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
e

m
or

e
sl

ow
ly

th
an

no
n-

FB
s

du
e

to
ps

yc
hi

c
di

st
an

ce
.

Ch
ild

,H
on

g
N

g,
an

d
W

on
g

(2
00

2)
C

W
ea

k
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Th
e

ca
se

fir
m

si
nt

er
na

tio
na

lis
ed

ac
co

rd
in

g
to

a
pa

tt
er

n
of

co
nc

en
tr

ic
ci

rc
le

s
de

te
rm

in
ed

by
ps

yc
hi

c
di

st
an

ce
;t

he
pr

oc
es

sw
as

aff
ec

te
d

by
th

e
ow

ne
r-

m
an

ag
er

s’
ke

y
de

ci
si

on
-m

ak
in

g
po

si
tio

n
an

d
by

th
ei

r
co

ns
er

va
tiv

en
es

s
to

w
ar

ds
in

te
rn

at
io

na
le

xp
an

si
on

.
de

Fa
ri

as
et

al
.(

20
09

)
C

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

Es
ta

bl
is

hi
ng

an
d

se
le

ct
in

g
ne

tw
or

ks
an

d
pa

rt
ne

rs
hi

ps
th

at
ca

n
off

er
go

od
fin

an
ci

al
re

so
ur

ce
sa

nd
m

ar
ke

tk
no

w
le

dg
e

ar
e

im
po

rt
an

tf
or

FB
si

n
th

e
ea

rl
y

st
ag

es
of

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n.

D
ua

rt
e

A
lo

ns
o

(2
01

6)
C

W
ea

k
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Th
e

en
tr

ep
re

ne
ur

’s
ro

le
in

bu
ild

in
g

en
tr

ep
re

ne
ur

ia
lr

es
ili

en
ce

an
d

co
m

pe
tit

iv
e

ad
va

nt
ag

es
in

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n

is
im

po
rt

an
t.

Fu
en

te
s-

Lo
m

ba
rd

o
an

d
Fe

rn
an

de
z-

O
rt

iz
(2

01
0)

C
W

ea
k

En
tr

y
Fi

rm
s

w
ith

st
ro

ng
fa

m
ily

pa
rt

ic
ip

at
io

n
an

d
a

st
ro

ng
fa

m
ily

or
ie

nt
at

io
n

us
e

fe
w

er
st

ra
te

gi
c

al
lia

nc
es

,a
nd

th
ey

ex
ec

ut
e

th
ei

r
ow

n
in

di
vi

du
al

st
ra

te
gy

in
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n.
H

ew
ap

at
hi

ra
na

(2
01

4)
C

W
ea

k
Pr

e-
en

tr
y

Fa
m

ily
-li

ke
bu

si
ne

ss
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
w

ith
em

be
dd

ed
va

lu
es

ar
e

he
lp

fu
li

n
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n,
si

nc
e

th
ey

pr
ov

id
e

tr
us

t,
kn

ow
le

dg
e,

an
d

re
so

ur
ce

s.
Jo

rg
e,

Co
ut

o,
Ve

lo
so

,a
nd

Fr
an

co
(2

01
7)

C
W

ea
k

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
Re

so
ur

ce
s

an
d

ca
pa

bi
lit

ie
s,

in
cl

ud
in

g
kn

ow
le

dg
e,

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
,a

nd
pr

oa
ct

iv
ity

,d
et

er
m

in
e

th
e

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n

pr
oc

es
se

s
of

fa
m

ily
SM

Es
.

M
ar

in
ov

a
an

d
M

ar
in

ov
(2

01
7)

C
W

ea
k

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
In

te
rn

at
io

na
lo

ri
en

ta
tio

n,
co

m
m

itm
en

t,
an

d
th

e
co

nt
ac

t
ne

tw
or

k
of

th
e

ow
ne

r-
m

an
ag

er
fa

ci
lit

at
e

ea
rl

y
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n.
M

en
ez

es
,C

ou
tin

ho
,a

nd
Ca

rl
os

Pi
nh

o
(2

01
4)

C
W

ea
k

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
A

fte
r

ge
ne

ra
tio

na
lc

ha
ng

e,
th

e
st

ar
to

fi
nt

er
na

tio
na

lis
at

io
n

is
ro

ot
ed

in
th

e
pe

rc
ep

tio
n

of
fo

re
ig

n
m

ar
ke

to
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s
an

d
an

in
te

rn
at

io
na

l
vi

si
on

,p
lu

s
th

e
su

cc
es

so
r’s

pr
oa

ct
iv

ity
,i

nn
ov

at
iv

en
es

s,
an

d
te

ch
no

lo
gi

ca
lk

no
w

le
dg

e.
M

oi
ni

,K
al

ou
da

,a
nd

Te
sa

r
(2

01
0)

C
W

ea
k

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
Fi

rm
si

ze
an

d
th

e
ow

ne
r’s

m
ot

iv
es

ar
e

im
po

rt
an

tp
re

co
nd

iti
on

s
fo

r
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n.
Th

e
ow

ne
r’s

ba
ck

gr
ou

nd
,p

ro
du

ct
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s,
an

d
fo

re
ig

n
m

ar
ke

t
kn

ow
le

dg
e

ar
e

no
ts

o
ne

ce
ss

ar
y.

M
oi

ni
,K

ua
da

,a
nd

D
ec

ke
r

(2
01

6)
C

W
ea

k
Pr

e-
en

tr
y

Fi
rm

lo
ca

tio
n

aff
ec

ts
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n.
H

ig
hl

y
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

ed
FB

s
ar

e
la

rg
er

.T
he

y
al

so
ha

ve
yo

un
ge

r,
m

or
e

ed
uc

at
ed

,a
nd

ra
tio

na
l

m
an

ag
em

en
t,

w
ho

sc
an

ex
po

rt
op

po
rt

un
iti

es
m

or
e

ac
tiv

el
y.

Pl
ak

oy
ia

nn
ak

ie
ta

l.
(2

01
4)

C
W

ea
k

En
tr

y
E-

bo
rn

gl
ob

al
FB

s
en

te
r

fo
re

ig
n

m
ar

ke
ts

vi
a

a
di

gi
ta

le
nt

ry
m

od
e,

an
d

th
ey

ut
ili

se
ne

w
te

ch
no

lo
gy

to
m

on
ito

r
op

po
rt

un
iti

es
an

d
ga

th
er

in
fo

rm
at

io
n.

Ra
tt

en
an

d
Ta

je
dd

in
i(

20
17

)
C

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

Bo
th

ex
pl

or
at

io
n

an
d

ex
pl

oi
ta

tio
n

ar
e

ut
ili

se
d

to
id

en
tif

y
in

no
va

tiv
e

op
po

rt
un

iti
es

in
fo

re
ig

n
m

ar
ke

ts
.P

ro
ac

tiv
ity

,c
us

to
m

er
re

sp
on

si
ve

ne
ss

,
an

d
ri

sk
-ta

ki
ng

bo
os

ti
nt

er
na

tio
na

lis
at

io
n.

Se
ni

k,
Sc

ot
t-L

ad
d,

En
tr

ek
in

,a
nd

A
dh

am
(2

01
1)

C
W

ea
k

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
G

ov
er

nm
en

t
in

st
itu

tio
ns

,b
us

in
es

s
as

so
ci

at
es

,a
nd

pe
rs

on
al

re
la

tio
ns

ca
n

he
lp

FB
s

in
in

te
rn

at
io

na
ln

et
w

or
ki

ng
.

St
ie

g
et

al
.(

20
18

)
C

W
ea

k
Pr

e-
en

tr
y

Re
so

ur
ce

co
ns

tr
ai

nt
s

an
d

SE
W

pr
es

er
va

tio
n

of
FB

s
m

ak
e

th
ei

r
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
pr

oc
es

s
al

ig
n

w
ith

th
e

U
pp

sa
la

m
od

el
.

St
ie

g
et

al
.(

20
17

)
C

W
ea

k
Pr

e-
en

tr
y

Lo
ng

-te
rm

or
ie

nt
at

io
n

an
d

th
e

su
cc

ee
di

ng
ge

ne
ra

tio
ns

w
ith

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lc
om

pe
te

nc
e

ar
e

lik
el

y
to

tr
ig

ge
r

bo
rn

-a
ga

in
-g

lo
ba

lp
at

hw
ay

of
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n.
Ts

an
g

(2
00

2)
C

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

Th
e

FD
Ip

ro
ce

ss
of

Ch
in

es
e

FB
s

us
ua

lly
fo

llo
w

s
an

in
fo

rm
al

an
d

un
st

ru
ct

ur
ed

ap
pr

oa
ch

in
te

rm
s

of
in

fo
rm

at
io

n
co

lle
ct

io
n

an
d

an
al

ys
is

,p
lu

s
fa

m
ily

-c
en

te
re

d
de

ci
si

on
-m

ak
in

g
an

d
in

vo
lv

em
en

t
in

op
er

at
io

ns
.

Ye
un

g
(2

00
0)

C
W

ea
k

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
In

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
is

be
ne

fic
ia

lf
or

Ch
in

es
e

fa
m

ily
fir

m
s,

si
nc

e
it

he
lp

st
he

m
to

in
vo

lv
e

tr
us

te
d

pe
op

le
an

d
su

cc
es

si
ve

ge
ne

ra
tio

ns
w

ith
in

th
e

co
rp

or
at

e
fa

m
ily

.I
t

fu
rt

he
r

st
re

ng
th

en
s

pe
rs

on
al

an
d

bu
si

ne
ss

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p

ne
tw

or
ks

,a
nd

m
ak

es
m

an
ag

em
en

t
an

d
th

e
or

ga
ni

sa
tio

n
m

or
e

dy
na

m
ic

(i
n

co
nt

ra
st

to
th

e
ce

nt
ri

pe
ta

ls
tr

uc
tu

re
in

do
m

es
tic

m
ar

ke
ts

).
Za

ef
ar

ia
n

et
al

.(
20

16
)

C
W

ea
k

En
tr

y
Th

e
fir

st
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lo

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
is

of
te

n
id

en
tifi

ed
by

ac
ci

de
nt

,a
nd

vi
a

so
ci

al
ne

tw
or

ks
,w

hi
le

su
bs

eq
ue

nt
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lo

pp
or

tu
ni

tie
sa

re
so

ug
ht

m
or

e
pu

rp
os

ef
ul

ly
,a

nd
th

ro
ug

h
bu

si
ne

ss
ne

tw
or

ks
.

Bo
er

s
(2

01
6)

L
W

ea
k

En
tr

y
Fo

re
ig

n
m

ar
ke

ts
w

ith
lo

w
ps

yc
hi

c
di

st
an

ce
ar

e
pr

ef
er

re
d,

bu
tp

sy
ch

ic
al

ly
m

or
e

di
st

an
tm

ar
ke

ts
ar

e
al

so
en

te
re

d,
th

ro
ug

h
di

re
ct

en
tr

y
m

od
es

(e
.g

.a
cq

ui
si

tio
ns

or
jo

in
t

ve
nt

ur
es

),
w

ith
th

e
ai

m
of

ha
vi

ng
co

nt
ro

la
nd

re
du

ci
ng

ri
sk

.
Ca

la
br

ò
et

al
.(

20
16

)
L

W
ea

k
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Th
e

in
vo

lv
em

en
to

fn
ew

ge
ne

ra
tio

ns
w

ith
al

tr
ui

sm
an

d
co

m
pe

te
nc

e-
ba

se
d

tr
us

t
po

si
tiv

el
y

in
flu

en
ce

s
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
de

ci
si

on
s.

G
ra

ve
s

an
d

Th
om

as
(2

00
4)

L
W

ea
k

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
FB

s
ar

e
le

ss
lik

el
y

to
go

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lc
om

pa
re

d
to

no
n-

FB
s

bu
tt

he
ex

te
nt

of
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
is

no
tt

ha
td

iff
er

en
tb

et
w

ee
n

th
e

tw
o

ov
er

tim
e.

Ki
m

,K
an

de
m

ir
,a

nd
Ca

vu
sg

il
(2

00
4)

L
W

ea
k

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
In

th
e

la
te

gr
ow

th
st

ag
e

of
fa

m
ily

co
ng

lo
m

er
at

es
,e

xp
or

tin
g

of
te

n
ch

an
ge

st
o

m
or

e
di

re
ct

in
te

rn
at

io
na

li
nv

es
tm

en
ts

,s
uc

h
as

tu
rn

ke
y

pr
oj

ec
ts

,
jo

in
t

ve
nt

ur
es

,a
nd

w
ho

lly
-o

w
ne

d
su

bs
id

ia
ri

es
.

Ko
nt

in
en

an
d

O
ja

la
(2

01
1a

)
L

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

In
th

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lo

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
re

co
gn

iti
on

pr
oc

es
s,

FB
s

pr
ef

er
to

us
e

ne
w

fo
rm

al
tie

s
ra

th
er

th
an

ex
is

tin
g

in
fo

rm
al

or
fa

m
ily

tie
s.

Ko
nt

in
en

an
d

O
ja

la
(2

01
1b

)
L

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

Fo
rm

al
,i

nt
er

m
ed

ia
ry

tie
sa

re
ve

ry
im

po
rt

an
tf

or
fa

m
ily

SM
Es

in
th

ei
ri

nt
er

na
tio

na
lo

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
re

co
gn

iti
on

;b
y

co
nt

ra
st

,s
tr

on
g

in
te

rn
al

tie
s

do
no

t
en

ha
nc

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n.
Li

n
(2

01
2)

L
W

ea
k

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
FB

s
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

e
w

ith
ra

pi
d

pa
ce

,n
ar

ro
w

sc
op

e
an

d
an

ir
re

gu
la

r
rh

yt
hm

w
he

n
th

ey
ha

ve
hi

gh
fa

m
ily

ow
ne

rs
hi

p.
Pu

ig
an

d
Pe

re
z

(2
00

9)
L

W
ea

k
En

tr
y

U
pp

sa
la

an
d

In
no

va
tio

n
m

od
el

s
ex

pl
ai

n
th

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
pr

oc
es

se
s

of
la

rg
e

Sp
an

is
h

FB
s,

an
d

th
e

m
an

ag
er

s’
m

ar
ke

tk
no

w
le

dg
e

de
te

rm
in

es
th

e
ab

ili
ty

to
ca

pi
ta

lis
e

on
fo

re
ig

n
op

po
rt

un
iti

es
.

(c
on

tin
ue
d
on

ne
xt

pa
ge

)

A
pp

en
di

x
A

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

10



Ta
bl

e
A
1

(c
on

tin
ue
d)

A
ut

ho
r(

s)
(y

ea
r)

D
at

aa
Pr

oc
es

s
th

eo
ri

si
ng

St
ag

e
fo

cu
s

M
ai

n
fin

di
ng

s
su

m
m

ar
is

ed

Th
om

as
an

d
G

ra
ve

s
(2

00
5)

L
W

ea
k

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
FB

s
ar

e
re

la
tiv

el
y

m
or

e
re

lu
ct

an
tt

o
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

e.
In

se
ek

in
g

to
em

ba
rk

on
an

d
ca

pi
ta

lis
e

on
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n,
th

e
im

po
rt

an
tf

ac
to

rs
in

cl
ud

e
in

no
va

tio
n

th
at

ca
n

be
ut

ili
se

d
(w

ith
la

tit
ud

e
to

m
an

ag
er

s)
,p

lu
s

a
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

iv
e

cu
ltu

re
,i

nv
ol

vi
ng

al
so

ex
te

rn
al

m
em

be
rs

an
d

su
cc

es
si

ve
ge

ne
ra

tio
ns

.
A

be
tt

ia
nd

Ph
an

(2
00

4)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Su
cc

es
si

on
pl

an
ni

ng
,g

ov
er

na
nc

e
an

d
co

nt
ro

l,
ta

ki
ng

ca
re

of
th

e
va

lu
e

ch
ai

n,
fo

rm
in

g
gl

ob
al

al
lia

nc
es

,a
nd

st
ra

te
gy

fo
cu

s
ha

ve
pl

ay
ed

ke
y

ro
le

s
in

th
e

gr
ow

th
an

d
ex

pa
ns

io
n

of
th

e
ca

se
fir

m
.

A
nw

ar
an

d
Ta

ri
q

(2
01

1)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Th
e

gr
ow

th
an

d
in

te
rn

at
io

na
le

xp
an

si
on

of
th

e
ca

se
fir

m
w

as
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

se
d

an
d

in
flu

en
ce

d
by

fa
ct

or
s

th
at

in
cl

ud
ed

tig
ht

fa
m

ili
ne

ss
,

m
ai

nt
en

an
ce

of
gl

ob
al

vi
si

bi
lit

y
an

d
cu

st
om

er
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
,a

nd
so

ci
al

ne
tw

or
ki

ng
.

A
vr

ic
hi

r,
M

en
es

es
,a

nd
do

s
Sa

nt
os

(2
01

6)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

N
on

-fa
m

ily
m

an
ag

em
en

t
ac

ce
le

ra
te

s
th

e
sp

ee
d

an
d

sc
op

e
of

th
e

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n

pr
oc

es
s.

Bo
yd

et
al

.(
20

10
)

L
St

ro
ng

En
tr

y
A

su
cc

es
sf

ul
jo

in
tv

en
tu

re
w

as
he

av
ily

de
te

rm
in

ed
by

go
od

m
ar

ke
ta

nd
te

ch
no

lo
gi

ca
lk

no
w

le
dg

e,
by

a
lo

ng
-te

rm
or

ie
nt

at
io

n,
an

d
by

pe
rs

on
al

at
tit

ud
e.

Ca
si

lla
s,

M
or

en
o,

an
d

A
ce

do
(2

01
0)

L
St

ro
ng

Pr
e-

en
tr

y
A

n
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lo

ri
en

ta
tio

n,
kn

ow
le

dg
e,

an
d

fa
m

ily
co

m
m

itm
en

t
ar

e
cr

uc
ia

lf
ac

to
rs

in
th

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
le

nt
re

pr
en

eu
rs

hi
p

of
fa

m
ily

-r
un

m
ul

tin
at

io
na

lc
om

pa
ni

es
.

Ch
en

(2
00

3)
L

St
ro

ng
En

tr
y

FD
Ii

sl
ik

el
y

to
st

ar
tf

ro
m

a
ne

ar
by

lo
ca

tio
n,

so
th

at
do

m
es

tic
ne

tw
or

ks
ca

n
be

ut
ili

se
d,

w
ith

m
or

e
di

st
an

tl
oc

at
io

ns
be

in
g

en
te

re
d

as
ne

tw
or

k
re

so
ur

ce
s

ac
cu

m
ul

at
e.

Ch
eo

ng
,L

ee
,a

nd
Le

e
(2

01
5)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
Co

nt
ex

tu
al

fa
ct

or
s,

su
ch

as
th

e
ro

le
of

st
at

e,
m

at
te

r
fo

r
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
eff

or
ts

.
Cl

av
er

et
al

.(
20

07
)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
FB

s’
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
pr

oc
ee

ds
as

pr
op

os
ed

by
th

e
U

pp
sa

la
m

od
el

,s
ta

rt
in

g
fr

om
ne

ar
by

m
ar

ke
ts

,a
nd

m
ov

in
g

st
ep

w
is

e.
W

ith
in

th
e

pr
oc

es
s,

la
rg

er
fir

m
s

ar
e

m
or

e
ab

le
to

re
ac

h
st

ag
es

th
at

re
qu

ir
e

hi
gh

er
co

m
m

itm
en

t.
Co

lli
et

al
.(

20
13

)
L

St
ro

ng
Pr

e-
en

tr
y

Fa
m

ily
ow

ne
rs

hi
p

ca
n

be
be

ne
fic

ia
lf

or
ex

pl
oi

tin
g

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lo
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s,
on

th
e

ba
si

so
fe

xp
er

tis
e,

ne
tw

or
ks

,m
an

ag
er

ia
lfl

ex
ib

ili
ty

,a
nd

tr
us

t.
da

Ro
ch

a
et

al
.(

20
12

)
L

St
ro

ng
Pr

e-
en

tr
y

Th
e

co
m

bi
ne

d
eff

ec
to

fa
va

ila
bl

e
re

so
ur

ce
s,

go
al

co
ns

is
te

nc
y,

w
ill

in
gn

es
s

to
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

e,
an

d
fa

m
ily

at
tit

ud
e

ar
e

re
le

va
nt

fa
ct

or
s

in
th

e
ea

rl
y

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t

of
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lc

om
m

itm
en

t.
Fl

et
ch

er
(2

00
8)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
Th

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
pr

oc
es

s
of

th
e

ca
se

fir
m

w
as

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
se

d
by

ne
tw

or
k

em
be

dd
ed

ne
ss

,a
s

a
re

su
lt

of
w

hi
ch

di
ffe

re
nt

ne
tw

or
ks

ov
er

la
pp

ed
,p

ro
vi

di
ng

po
te

nt
ia

lr
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
an

d
kn

ow
le

dg
e

to
be

ex
pl

oi
te

d.
G

ra
ve

s
an

d
Th

om
as

(2
00

8)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Fo
r

th
e

m
os

t
pa

rt
,f

am
ily

SM
Es

'i
nt

er
na

tio
na

lis
at

io
n

ev
ol

ve
s

vi
a

tr
ad

iti
on

al
pa

th
w

ay
s,

w
he

re
th

e
fir

m
s

of
te

n
co

pe
w

ith
lim

ite
d

fin
an

ci
al

re
so

ur
ce

s
(u

se
d

na
rr

ow
ly

),
pl

us
a

la
ck

of
m

an
ag

er
ia

lc
ap

ab
ili

tie
s.

It
be

ca
m

e
im

po
rt

an
tt

o
ov

er
co

m
e

th
es

e
ob

st
ac

le
s,

an
d

to
ha

ve
a

co
he

re
nt

co
m

m
itm

en
tt

ow
ar

ds
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
w

ith
in

th
e

fa
m

ily
.

Ka
rr

a,
Tr

ac
ey

,a
nd

Ph
ill

ip
s

(2
00

6)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

A
ltr

ui
sm

in
FB

s
ca

n
en

ha
nc

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n,
th

ro
ug

h
th

e
cr

ea
tio

n
of

co
he

re
nt

an
d

co
m

m
itt

ed
qu

as
i-f

am
ily

un
its

;h
ow

ev
er

,t
hi

s
ha

s
its

do
w

ns
id

es
in

te
rm

s
of

ag
en

cy
co

st
s,

si
nc

e
th

er
e

ca
n

be
di

ffi
cu

lti
es

in
fo

rm
in

g
ex

te
rn

al
pa

rt
ne

rs
hi

ps
an

d
in

ac
qu

ir
in

g
ta

le
nt

.
(K

on
tin

en
an

d
O

ja
la

,2
01

2a
)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
Th

e
ow

ne
rs

hi
p

st
ru

ct
ur

e
de

te
rm

in
es

th
e

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n

pa
th

w
ay

s
fo

llo
w

ed
by

fa
m

ily
-o

w
ne

d
SM

Es
:a

fr
ag

m
en

te
d

ow
ne

rs
hi

p
le

d
to

tr
ad

iti
on

al
an

d
co

nc
en

tr
at

ed
ow

ne
rs

hi
p

to
bo

rn
-g

lo
ba

lo
r

bo
rn

-a
ga

in
-g

lo
ba

lp
at

hw
ay

s.
Ko

nt
in

en
an

d
O

ja
la

(2
01

2b
)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
Fa

m
ily

en
tr

ep
re

ne
ur

s
ha

d
m

an
y

st
ru

ct
ur

al
ho

le
s

ev
en

af
te

r
se

ve
ra

ly
ea

rs
of

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n;

th
ey

pr
ef

er
re

d
to

fo
cu

s
on

de
ve

lo
pi

ng
ne

tw
or

k
cl

os
ur

e
vi

a
se

le
ct

ed
an

d
tr

us
tw

or
th

y
so

ci
al

ca
pi

ta
lt

ie
s.

Ko
nt

in
en

an
d

O
ja

la
(2

01
1c

)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

D
ur

in
g

fo
re

ig
n

m
ar

ke
t

en
tr

y,
so

ci
al

ca
pi

ta
lw

as
of

te
n

ba
se

d
on

w
ea

k
an

d
in

te
rm

ed
ia

ry
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
,w

he
re

as
du

ri
ng

th
e

po
st

-e
nt

ry
er

a
st

ro
ng

an
d

fo
rm

al
tie

s
be

ca
m

e
m

uc
h

m
or

e
im

po
rt

an
t.

Ko
nt

in
en

an
d

O
ja

la
(2

01
0b

)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

Th
e

in
te

rn
at

io
na

le
nt

ry
pr

oc
es

so
ff

am
ily

SM
Es

ha
d

a
st

ep
w

is
e

ch
ar

ac
te

r.
Th

e
pr

oc
es

sw
as

m
os

tly
ex

ec
ut

ed
th

ro
ug

h
in

di
re

ct
en

tr
y

m
od

es
to

a
ps

yc
hi

ca
lly

di
st

an
t

m
ar

ke
t.

M
itt

er
an

d
Em

pr
ec

ht
in

ge
r

(2
01

6)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

St
ew

ar
ds

hi
p

ov
er

co
nt

in
ui

ty
fa

ci
lit

at
es

a
gr

ad
ua

l,
lo

ng
-te

rm
,a

nd
su

st
ai

na
bl

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
pr

oc
es

s,
re

su
lti

ng
in

co
m

pe
tit

iv
e

ad
va

nt
ag

es
.

M
oy

a
(2

01
0)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
Th

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
pr

oc
es

so
ft

he
ca

se
fir

m
fo

llo
w

ed
th

e
U

pp
sa

la
m

od
el

an
d

th
e

Ev
ol

ut
io

na
ry

Th
eo

ry
of

th
e

M
ul

tin
at

io
na

lC
or

po
ra

tio
n,

an
d

it
w

as
gu

id
ed

by
im

po
rt

an
t

so
ci

al
ne

tw
or

ks
.

M
us

ta
fa

an
d

Ch
en

(2
01

0)
L

St
ro

ng
En

tr
y

Tr
an

sn
at

io
na

lf
am

ily
ne

tw
or

ks
,w

ith
th

ei
r

lo
ng

-la
st

in
g

na
tu

re
an

d
ad

vi
so

ry
po

ss
ib

ili
tie

s,
ar

e
he

lp
fu

li
n

th
e

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lis
at

io
n

pr
oc

es
s.

N
av

ar
ro

,G
ar

cí
a,

an
d

Ib
añ

ez
(2

01
1)

L
St

ro
ng

En
tr

y
FB

s
do

no
t

fo
llo

w
an

in
cr

em
en

ta
le

xp
or

t
pr

oc
es

s
bu

t
ha

ve
lo

w
er

le
ve

lo
fe

xp
or

t
be

ha
vi

or
th

an
no

n-
FB

s.
O

liv
ar

es
-M

es
a

an
d

Ca
br

er
a-

Su
ar

ez
(2

00
6)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
FB

s
en

te
r

in
to

th
e

ad
va

nc
ed

st
ag

e
of

th
e

ex
po

rt
pr

oc
es

s
(f

or
ei

gn
sa

le
s

br
an

ch
es

or
su

bs
id

ia
ri

es
)

la
te

r
th

an
no

n-
FB

s
du

e
to

lim
ite

d
re

so
ur

ce
s

an
d

ca
pa

bi
lit

ie
s,

ri
sk

av
er

si
on

an
d

re
si

st
an

ce
to

ch
an

ge
.

Sc
ho

le
s

et
al

.(
20

16
)

L
St

ro
ng

Po
st

-e
nt

ry
In

m
ov

in
g

fr
om

ex
po

rt
in

g
an

d
fr

om
si

m
ila

r
fo

re
ig

n
m

ar
ke

ts
to

en
ga

ge
in

jo
in

tv
en

tu
re

s
an

d
di

ffe
re

nt
m

ar
ke

ts
,i

ti
s

us
ef

ul
to

bu
ild

ex
te

rn
al

ne
tw

or
ks

an
d

re
so

ur
ce

s.
Ts

an
g

(2
00

1)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

In
th

e
in

te
rn

at
io

na
lis

at
io

n
of

th
e

ca
se

fir
m

,m
ai

nt
ai

ni
ng

in
te

rp
er

so
na

lr
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
w

as
im

po
rt

an
t;

ho
w

ev
er

,d
ec

is
io

ns
w

er
e

m
ad

e
un

st
ru

ct
ur

al
ly

an
d

in
fo

rm
al

ly
,w

ith
th

e
fo

un
de

r
m

ak
in

g
th

e
ke

y
de

ci
si

on
s.

To
a

la
rg

e
ex

te
nt

he
al

so
co

nt
ro

lle
d

ot
he

r
op

er
at

io
na

li
ss

ue
s.

Ve
le

z-
O

ca
m

po
,G

ov
in

da
n,

an
d

G
on

za
le

z-
Pe

re
z

(2
01

7)
L

St
ro

ng
Po

st
-e

nt
ry

In
th

e
ca

se
fir

m
s,

in
te

rn
at

io
na

le
xp

an
si

on
ta

rg
et

ed
co

un
tr

ie
s

w
ith

lo
w

ps
yc

hi
c

di
st

an
ce

an
d

w
as

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
se

d
by

th
e

es
ta

bl
is

hm
en

t
of

st
ra

te
gi

c
al

lia
nc

es
an

d
th

e
ut

ili
sa

tio
n

of
lo

ca
tio

n-
sp

ec
ifi

c
ad

va
nt

ag
es

.

a
‘C

’s
ta

nd
s

fo
r

‘C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l’

an
d

‘L
’f

or
‘L

on
gi

tu
di

na
l’.

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

11



References5

*Abetti, P. A., & Phan, P. H. (2004). Zobele chemical industries: The evolution of a family
company from flypaper to globalization (1919–2001). Journal of Business Venturing,
19(4), 589–600.

*Alessandri, T. M., Cerrato, D., & Eddleston, K. A. (2018). The mixed gamble of inter-
nationalization in family and nonfamily firms: The moderating role of organizational
slack. Global Strategy Journal, 8(1), 46–72.

Almodóvar, P., & Rugman, A. M. (2015). Testing the revisited Uppsala model: Does in-
sidership improve international performance? International Marketing Review, 32(6),
686–712.

*Anwar, S. T., & Tariq, S. M. (2011). Evolution of entrepreneurship and organizational
configurations at Zildjian, 1623-2010. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 9,
175–194.

Arregle, J. L., Duran, P., Hitt, M. A., & Van Essen, M. (2017). Why is family firms’ in-
ternationalization unique? A meta‐analysis. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice,
41(5), 801–831.

*Arregle, J.-L., Naldi, L., Nordqvist, M., & Hitt, M. A. (2012). Internationalization of fa-
mily-controlled firms: A study of the effects of external involvement in governance.
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 36, 1115–1143.

*Avrichir, I., Meneses, R., & dos Santos, A. A. (2016). Do family-managed and non-family-
managed firms internationalize differently? Journal of Family Business Management,
6(3), 330–349.

*Banalieva, E. R., & Eddleston, K. A. (2011). Home-region focus and performance of fa-
mily firms: The role of family vs non-family leaders. Journal of International Business
Studies, 42, 1060–1072.

*Bannò, M., & Trento, S. (2016). International expansion of family firms: The moderating
role of successors and external managers. International Journal of Globalisation and
Small Business, 8(4), 292–315.

*Baronchelli, G., Bettinelli, C., Del Bosco, B., & Loane, S. (2016). The impact of family
involvement on the investments of Italian small-medium enterprises in psychically
distant countries. International Business Review, 25(4), 960–970.

Beamish, P. W. (1990). The internationalization process for smaller Ontario firms: A re-
search agenda. Research in Global Business Management, 1, 77–92.

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.

Berrone, P., Cruz, C., & Gomez-Mejia, L. R. (2012). Socioemotional wealth in family firms:
Theoretical dimensions, assessment approaches, and agenda for future research.
Family Business Review, 25(3), 258–279.

*Bhaumik, S. K., Driffield, N., & Pal, S. (2010). Does ownership structure of emerging-
market firms affect their outward FDI? The case of the Indian automotive and
pharmaceutical sectors. Journal of International Business Studies, 41, 437–450.

Bilkey, W. J., & Tesar, G. (1977). The export behavior of smaller-sized Wisconsin man-
ufacturing firms. Journal of International Business Studies, 8(1), 93–98.

*Bobillo, A. M., Rodríguez-Sanz, J. A., & Tejerina-Gaite, F. (2013). Shareholder activism
and internationalization in the family firm. Journal of Business Economics and
Management, 14(5), 867–885.

*Boellis, A., Mariotti, S., Minichilli, A., & Piscitello, L. (2016). Family involvement and
firms’ establishment mode choice in foreign markets. Journal of International Business
Studies, 47(8), 929–950.

*Boers, B. (2016). Go east! How family businesses choose markets and entry modes when
internationalising. International Journal of Globalisation and Small Business, 8(4),
333–354.

*Boyd, B., Goto, T., & Hollensen, S. (2010). Internationalisation of family
businesses—Evidences from joint venture formations at Danfoss. International Journal
of Management Practice, 4, 253–272.

*Buciuni, G., & Mola, L. (2014). How do entrepreneurial firms establish cross-border
relationships? A global value chain perspective. Journal of International
Entrepreneurship, 12(1), 67–84.

Burgelman, R. A. (2011). Bridging history and reductionism: A key role for longitudinal
qualitative research. Journal of International Business Studies, 42(5), 591–601.

Cabrera‐Suárez, K., De Saá‐Pérez, P., & García‐Almeida, D. (2001). The succession process
from a resource‐and knowledge‐based view of the family firm. Family Business Review,
14(1), 37–48.

*Calabrò, A., Brogi, M., & Torchia, M. (2016). What does really matter in the inter-
nationalization of small and medium‐sized family businesses? Journal of Small
Business Management, 54(2), 679–696.

*Calabrò, A., Mussolino, D., & Huse, M. (2009). The role of board of directors in the
internationalisation process of small and medium sized family businesses.
International Journal of Globalisation and Small Business, 3(4), 393–411.

*Calabrò, A., Torchia, M., Pukall, T., & Mussolino, D. (2012). The influence of ownership
structure and board strategic involvement on international sales: The moderating
effect of family involvement. International Business Review, 22, 509–523.

*Carney, M., Duran, P., van Essen, M., & Shapiro, D. (2017). Family firms, inter-
nationalization, and national competitiveness: Does family firm prevalence matter?
Journal of Family Business Strategy, 8(3), 123–136.

Casillas, J. C., & Moreno-Menéndez, A. M. (2017). International business & family busi-
ness: Potential dialogue between disciplines. European Journal of Family Business, 7(1-
2), 25–40.

*Casillas, J. C., Moreno, A. M., & Acedo, F. J. (2010). Internationalization of family
businesses: A theoretical model based on international entrepreneurship perspective.
Global Management Journal, 2(2), 16–33.

Cavusgil, S. T. (1980). On the internationalization process of the firm. European Research,
6, 273–281.

*Cerrato, D., & Piva, M. (2012). The internationalization of small and medium-sized
enterprises: The effect of family management, human capital and foreign ownership.
Journal of Management and Governance, 16, 617–644.

*Cesinger, B., Bouncken, R., Fredrich, V., & Kraus, S. (2014). The alchemy of family
enterprises’ internationalisation: dexterous movers or prodigal laggards? European
Journal of International Management, 8(6), 671–696.

*Cesinger, B., Hughes, M., Mensching, H., Bouncken, R., Fredrich, V., & Kraus, S. (2016).
A socioemotional wealth perspective on how collaboration intensity, trust, and in-
ternational market knowledge affect family firms’ multinationality. Journal of World
Business, 51(4), 586–599.

*Chang, Y. C., Kao, M. S., & Kuo, A. (2014). The influences of governance quality on
equity-based entry mode choice: The strengthening role of family control.
International Business Review, 23(5), 1008–1020.

*Chen, T. J. (2003). Network resources for internationalization: The case of Taiwan’s
electronics firms. Journal of Management Studies, 40(5), 1107–1130.

*Chen, H. L., Hsu, W. T., & Chang, C. Y. (2014). Family ownership, institutional own-
ership, and internationalization of SMEs. Journal of Small Business Management, 52(4),
771–789.

*Chen, Y. M., Liu, H. H., Ni, Y. T., & Wu, M. F. (2015). A rational normative model of
international expansion: Strategic intent perspective, market positions, and founder
CEOs/family-successor CEOs. Journal of Business Research, 68(7), 1539–1543.

*Cheong, K. C., Lee, P. P., & Lee, K. H. (2015). The internationalisation of family firms:
Case histories of two Chinese overseas family firms. Business History, 57(6), 841–861.

*Child, J., Hong Ng, S., & Wong, C. (2002). Psychic distance and internationalization.
International Studies of Management and Organization, 39(1), 36–56.

Chrisman, J. J., & Patel, P. C. (2012). Variations in R&D investments of family and
nonfamily firms: Behavioral agency and myopic loss aversion perspectives. The
Academy of Management Journal, 55(4), 976–997.

*Claver, E., Rienda, L., & Quer, D. (2007). The internationalisation process in family
firms: Choice of market entry strategies. Journal of General Management, 33(1), 1–14.

*Colli, A., García-Canal, E., & Guillén, M. F. (2013). Family character and international
entrepreneurship: A historical comparison of Italian and Spanish “new multi-
nationals” Business History, 55(1), 119–138.

Coviello, N., Kano, L., & Liesch, P. W. (2017). Adapting the Uppsala model to a modern
world: Macro-context and microfoundations. Journal of International Business Studies,
48(9), 1151–1164.

Coviello, N. E., & McAuley, A. (1999). Internationalisation and the smaller firm: A review
of contemporary empirical research. MIR: Management International Review, 223–256.

*Crick, D., Bradshaw, R., & Chaudry, S. (2006). Successful internationalising UK family
and non-family-owned firms: A comparative study. Journal of Small Business and
Enterprise Development, 13(4), 498–512.

*D’Angelo, A., Majocchi, A., & Buck, T. (2016). External managers, family ownership and
the scope of SME internationalization. Journal of World Business, 51(4), 534–547.

*da Rocha, A., Cotta de Mello, R., Pacheco, H., & de Abreu Farias, I. (2012). The inter-
national commitment of late-internationalizing Brazilian entrepreneurial firms.
International Marketing Review, 29(3), 228–252.

Davis, P. S., & Harveston, P. D. (1998). The influence of family on the family business
succession process: A multi-generational perspective. Entrepreneurship Theory and
Practice, 22(3), 31–53.

*de Farias, S. A., Nataraajan, R., & Kovacs, E. P. (2009). Global business partnering
among family-owned enterprises. Journal of Business Research, 62(6), 667–672.

De Massis, A., Frattini, F., Majocchi, A., & Piscitello, L. (2018). Family firms in the global
economy: Toward a deeper understanding of internationalization determinants,
processes, and outcomes. Global Strategy Journal, 8(1), 3–21.

*Duarte Alonso, A. (2016). The entrepreneurial role within a global firm operating in a
niche market. European Business Review, 28(2), 118–136.

*Duran, P., Kostova, T., & Van Essen, M. (2017). Political ideologies and the inter-
nationalization of family-controlled firms. Journal of World Business, 52(4), 474–488.

Eden, L. (2009). Letter from the editor-in-chief: Time in international business. Journal of
International Business Studies, 40(4), 535–538.

*Evert, R. E., Sears, J. B., Martin, J. A., & Payne, G. T. (2018). Family ownership and
family involvement as antecedents of strategic action: A longitudinal study of initial
international entry. Journal of Business Research, 84, 301–311.

*Fang, H., Kotlar, J., Memili, E., Chrisman, J. J., & De Massis, A. (2018). The pursuit of
international opportunities in family firms: Generational differences and the role of
knowledge‐based resources. Global Strategy Journal, 8(1), 136–157.

*Fernandez, Z., & Nieto, M. J. (2005). Internationalization strategy of small and medium-
sized family businesses: Some influential factors. Family Business Review, 18(1),
77–89.

*Fernandez, Z., & Nieto, M. J. (2006). Impact of ownership on the international in-
volvement of SMEs. Journal of International Business Studies, 37(3), 340–351.

*Filatotchev, I., Strange, R., Piesse, J., & Lien, Y. C. (2007). FDI by firms from newly
industrialised economies in emerging markets: Corporate governance, entry mode
and location. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(4), 556–572.

*Fletcher, R. (2008). The internationalisation from a network perspective: A longitudinal
study. Industrial Marketing Management, 37(8), 953–964.

*Fuentes-Lombardo, G., & Fernandez-Ortiz, R. (2010). Strategic alliances in the inter-
nationalization of family firms: An exploratory study on the Spanish wine industry.
Advances in Management, 3(6), 45–54.

*Gallo, M. A., & Pont, C. G. (1996). Important factors in family business inter-
nationalization. Family Business Review, 9(1), 45–59.5 The reviewed articles mentioned in the paper are marked with an asterisk.

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

12



Gaur, A., & Kumar, M. (2018). A systematic approach to conducting review studies: An
assessment of content analysis in 25 years of IB research. Journal of World Business,
53(2), 280–289.

Gersick, K. E., Davis, J. A., Hampton, M. M., & Lansberg, I. (1997). Generation to gen-
eration: Life cycles of the family business. Harvard Business Press..

Gomez‐Mejia, L. R., Campbell, J. T., Martin, G., Hoskisson, R. E., Makri, M., & Sirmon, D.
G. (2014). Socioemotional wealth as a mixed gamble: Revisiting family firm R&D
investments with the behavioral agency model. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice,
38(6), 1351–1374.

Gomez-Mejia, L. R., Cruz, C., Berrone, P., & De Castro, J. (2011). The bind that ties:
Socioemotional wealth preservation in family firms. The Academy of Management
Annals, 5(1), 653–707.

*Gomez-Mejia, L. R., Makri, M., & Kintana, M. L. (2010). Diversification decisions in
family‐controlled firms. Journal of Management Studies, 47(2), 223–252.

*Graves, C., & Shan, Y. G. (2014). An empirical analysis of the effect of inter-
nationalization on the performance of unlisted family and nonfamily firms in
Australia. Family Business Review, 27(2), 142–160.

*Graves, C., & Thomas, J. (2004). Internationalisation of the family business: A long-
itudinal perspective. International Journal of Globalisation and Small Business, 1(1),
7–27.

*Graves, C., & Thomas, J. (2008). Determinants of the internationalization pathways of
family firms: An examination of family influence. Family Business Review, 21(2),
151–167.

Hamilton, E. (2006). Whose story is it anyway? Narrative accounts of the role of women
in founding and establishing family businesses. International Small Business Journal,
24(3), 253–271.

Harris, D., Martinez, J. I., & Ward, J. L. (1994). Is strategy different for the family‐owned
business? Family Business Review, 7(2), 159–174.

Hashai, N., & Almor, T. (2004). Gradually internationalizing ‘born global’firms: An
oxymoron? International Business Review, 13(4), 465–483.

*Hennart, J. F., Majocchi, A., & Forlani, E. (2019). The myth of the stay-at-home family
firm: How family-managed SMEs can overcome their internationalization limitations.
Journal of International Business Studies, 50(5), 758–782.

Hessels, S. J. A., & Jolanda, A. (2007). Innovation and international involvement of Dutch
SMEs. International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small Business, 4(3), 234.

*Hewapathirana, G. I. (2014). Bridging, bonding and linking global entrepreneurs: The
case of Sri Lanka. Human Resource Development International, 17(2), 164–182.

Hoon, C. (2013). Meta-synthesis of qualitative case studies: An approach to theory
building. Organizational Research Methods, 16(4), 522–556.

Hurmerinta, L., Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, E., & Hassett, M. E. (2016). Tempus fugit: A
hermeneutic approach to the internationalisation process. MIR: Management
International Review, 56(6), 805–825.

Håkanson, L., & Kappen, P. (2017). The ‘casino model’of internationalization: An alter-
native Uppsala paradigm. Journal of International Business Studies, 48(9), 1103–1113.

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J. E. (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., & Wiedersheim‐Paul, F. (1975). The internationalization of the firm—Four
swedish cases 1. Journal of Management Studies, 12(3), 305–323.

Jones, M. V., & Coviello, N. E. (2005). Internationalisation: Conceptualising an en-
trepreneurial process of behaviour in time. Journal of International Business Studies,
36(3), 284–303.

Jones, G., & Khanna, T. (2006). Bringing history (back) into international business.
Journal of International Business Studies, 37(4), 453–468.

*Jorge, M., Couto, M., Veloso, T., & Franco, M. (2017). When family businesses go in-
ternational: Management sets the path. The Journal of Business Strategy, 38(1), 31–38.

Kano, L., & Verbeke, A. (2018). Family firm internationalization: Heritage assets and the
impact of bifurcation bias. Global Strategy Journal, 8(1), 158–183.

*Kao, M. S., & Kuo, A. (2017). The effect of uncertainty on FDI entry mode decisions: The
influence of family ownership and involvement in the board of directors. Journal of
Family Business Strategy, 8(4), 224–236.

*Kao, M. S., Kuo, A., & Chang, Y. C. (2013). How family control influences FDI entry
mode choice. Journal of Management & Organization, 19(4), 367–385.

Kaplan, S., & Orlikowski, W. J. (2013). Temporal work in strategy making. Organization
Science, 24(4), 965–995.

*Karra, N., Tracey, P., & Phillips, N. (2006). Altruism and agency in the family firm:
Exploring the role of family, kinship, and ethnicity. Entrepreneurship Theory and
Practice, 30(6), 861–877.

*Kim, D., Kandemir, D., & Cavusgil, S. T. (2004). The role of family conglomerates in
emerging markets: What western companies should know. Thunderbird International
Business Review, 46(1), 13–38.

Kimberly, J. R. (1976). Issues in the design of longitudinal organizational research.
Sociological Methods & Research, 4(3), 321–348.

Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2010a). The internationalization of family businesses: A review
of extant research. Journal of Family Business Strategy, 1, 97–107.

*Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2010b). Internationalization pathways of family SMEs: Psychic
distance as a focal point. Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 17,
437–454.

*Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2011a). International opportunity recognition among small
and medium-sized family firms. Journal of Small Business Management, 49, 490–514.

*Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2011b). Network ties in the international opportunity re-
cognition of family SMEs. International Business Review, 20, 440–453.

*Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2011c). Social capital in relation to the foreign market entry
and post-entry operations of family SMEs. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 9,
133–151.

*Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2012a). Internationalization pathways among family-owned

SMEs. International Marketing Review, 29, 496–518.
*Kontinen, T., & Ojala, A. (2012b). Social capital in the international operations of family

SMEs. Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 19(1), 39–55.
*Kraus, S., Mensching, H., Calabro, A., Cheng, C. F., & Filser, M. (2016). Family firm

internationalization: A configurational approach. Journal of Business Research, 69(11),
5473–5478.

*Kraus, S., Mitter, C., Eggers, F., & Stieg, P. (2017). Drivers of internationalization suc-
cess: A conjoint choice experiment on German SME managers. Review of Managerial
Science, 11(3), 691–716.

Krippendorff, K. (2004). Content analysis: An introduction to its methodology (2nd ed.).
London: Sage Publications.

*Kuo, A., Kao, M.-S., Chang, Y.-C., & Chiu, C.-F. (2012). The influence of international
experience on entry mode choice: Difference between family and non-family firms.
European Management Journal, 30, 248–263.

Kutschker, M., Bäurle, I., & Schmid, S. (1997). International evolution, international
episodes, and international epochs: Implications for managing internationalization.
MIR: Management International Review, 101–124.

Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for theorizing from process data. The Academy of
Management Review, 24(4), 691–710.

Langley, A. (2009). Studying processes in and around organizations. In D. A. Buchanan, &
A. Bryman (Eds.). The sage handbook of organizational research methods (pp. 409–429).
London: Sage.

Langley, A. N. N., Smallman, C., Tsoukas, H., & Van de Ven, A. H. (2013). Process studies
of change in organization and management: Unveiling temporality, activity, and
flow. The Academy of Management Journal, 56(1), 1–13.

Leonidou, L. C., & Katsikeas, C. S. (1996). The export development process: An integrative
review of empirical models. Journal of International Business Studies, 27(3), 517–551.

*Liang, X., Wang, L., & Cui, Z. (2014). Chinese private firms and internationalization
effects of family involvement in management and family ownership. Family Business
Review, 27(2), 126–141.

*Lin, W.-T. (2012). Family ownership and internationalization processes:
Internationalization pace, internationalization scope, and internationalization
rhythm. European Management Journal, 30(1), 47–56.

Madsen, T. K., & Servais, P. (1997). The internationalization of born globals: An evolu-
tionary process? International Business Review, 6(6), 561–583.

*Majocchi, A., D’Angelo, A., Forlani, E., & Buck, T. (2018). Bifurcation bias and exporting:
Can foreign work experience be an answer? Insight from European family SMEs.
Journal of World Business, 53(2), 237–247.

*Marinova, S., & Marinov, M. (2017). Inducing the internationalisation of family manu-
facturing firms from a transition context. European Business Review, 29(2), 181–204.

Martineau, C., & Pastoriza, D. (2016). International involvement of established SMEs: A
systematic review of antecedents, outcomes and moderators. International Business
Review, 25(2), 458–470.

McAuley, A. (2010). Looking back, going forward: Reflecting on research into the SME
internationalisation process. Journal of Research in Marketing and Entrepreneurship,
12(1), 21–41.

McKiernan, P. (1992). Strategies of growth: Maturity, recovery, and internationalization.
London: Routledge.

Melin, L. (1992). Internationalization as a strategy process. Strategic Management Journal,
13(S2), 99–118.

*Menendez-Requejo, S. (2005). Growth and internationalisation of family businesses.
International Journal of Globalisation and Small Business, 1(2), 122–133.

*Menezes, R., Coutinho, R., & Carlos Pinho, J. (2014). The impact of succession on family
business internationalisation: The successors’ perspective. Journal of Family Business
Management, 4(1), 24–45.

*Merino, F., Monreal‐Pérez, J., & Sánchez‐Marín, G. (2015). Family SMEs’ inter-
nationalization: Disentangling the influence of familiness on Spanish firms’ export
activity. Journal of Small Business Management, 53(4), 1164–1184.

*Mitter, C., & Emprechtinger, S. (2016). The role of stewardship in the inter-
nationalisation of family firms. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Venturing, 8(4),
400–421.

Mohr, L. B. (1982). Explaining organizational behavior, Vol. 1. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
*Moini, H., Kalouda, F., & Tesar, G. (2010). Internationalisation of family-owned busi-

nesses in the Czech Republic. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Venturing, 2(3–4),
400–418.

*Moini, H., Kuada, J., & Decker, A. (2016). Internationalisation of family-owned busi-
nesses in a geographically remote area. International Journal of Entrepreneurial
Venturing, 8(2), 143–169.

Monge, P. R. (1990). Theoretical and analytical issues in studying organizational pro-
cesses. Organization Science, 1(4), 406–430.

*Monreal-Pérez, J., & Sánchez-Marín, G. (2017). Does transitioning from family to non-
family controlled firm influence internationalization? Journal of Small Business and
Enterprise Development, 24(4), 775–792.

*Moya, M. F. (2010). A family-owned publishing multinational: The Salvat company
(1869-1988). Business History, 52, 453–470.

*Muñoz-Bullón, F., & Sánchez-Bueno, M. J. (2012). Do family ties shape the performance
consequences of diversification? Evidence from the European Union. Journal of World
Business, 47, 469–477.

*Mustafa, M., & Chen, S. (2010). The strength of family networks in transnational im-
migrant entrepreneurship. Thunderbird International Business Review, 52(2), 97–106.

Nason, R., Mazzelli, A., & Carney, M. (2019). The ties that unbind: Socialization and
business-owning family reference point shift. The Academy of Management Review,
44(4), 846–870.

*Navarro, M. S., García, M. G. R., & Ibañez, C. L. (2011). Spanish SMEs and family firms
export behavior: are there differences in their incremental approach? Revista de
Empresa Familiar, 1(1), 7–21.

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

13



*Okoroafo, S. C., & Perryy, M. (2010). Generational perspectives of the export behavior of
family businesses. International Journal of Economics and Finance, 2(3), 15–24.

*Olivares-Mesa, A., & Cabrera-Suarez, K. (2006). Factors affecting the timing of the ex-
port development process: does the family influence on the business make a differ-
ence? International Journal of Globalisation and Small Business, 1(4), 326–339.

Pentland, B. T. (1999). Building process theory with narrative: From description to ex-
planation. The Academy of Management Review, 24(4), 711–724.

Pettigrew, A. M. (1990). Longitudinal field research on change: Theory and practice.
Organization Science, 1(3), 267–292.

*Piva, E., Rossi-Lamastra, C., & De Massis, A. (2013). Family firms and inter-
nationalization: An exploratory study on high-tech entrepreneurial ventures. Journal
of International Entrepreneurship, 11(2), 108–129.

*Plakoyiannaki, E., Pavlos Kampouri, A., Stavraki, G., & Kotzaivazoglou, I. (2014). Family
business internationalisation through a digital entry mode. Marketing Intelligence &
Planning, 32(2), 190–207.

*Pongelli, C., Caroli, M. G., & Cucculelli, M. (2016). Family business going abroad: The
effect of family ownership on foreign market entry mode decisions. Small Business
Economics, 47(3), 787–801.

Poole, M. S., Van de Ven, A. H., Dooley, K., & Holmes, M. E. (2000). Organizational change
and innovation processes: Theory and methods for research. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

*Puig, N., & Perez, P. F. (2009). A silent revolution: The internationalisation of large
Spanish family firms. Business History, 51, 462–483.

Pukall, T. J., & Calabrò, A. (2014). The internationalization of family firms: A critical
review and integrative model. Family Business Review, 27(2), 103–125.

Quintens, L., & Matthyssens, P. (2010). Involving the process dimensions of time in case-
based research. Industrial Marketing Management, 39(1), 91–99.

*Ramón-Llorens, M. C., García-Meca, E., & Duréndez, A. (2017). Influence of CEO char-
acteristics in family firms internationalization. International Business Review, 26(4),
786–799.

*Ratten, V., & Tajeddini, K. (2017). Innovativeness in family firms: An internationaliza-
tion approach. Review of International Business and Strategy, 27(2), 217–230.

*Ray, S., Mondal, A., & Ramachandran, K. (2018). How does family involvement affect a
firm’s internationalization? An investigation of Indian family firms. Global Strategy
Journal, 8(1), 73–105.

Reuber, A. R. (2016). An assemblage‐theoretic perspective on the internationalization
processes of family firms. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 40(6), 1269–1286.

Rugman, A. M. (1981). Inside the multinationals: The economics of internal markets. New
York: Columbia University Press.

*Sanchez-Bueno, M. J., & Usero, B. (2014). How may the nature of family firms explain
the decisions concerning international diversification? Journal of Business Research,
67(7), 1311–1320.

Santangelo, G. D., & Meyer, K. E. (2017). Internationalization as an evolutionary process.
Journal of International Business Studies, 48(9), 1114–1130.

*Scholes, L., Mustafa, M., & Chen, S. (2016). Internationalization of small family firms:
The influence of family from a socioemotional wealth perspective. Thunderbird
International Business Review, 58(2), 131–146.

Schulze, W. S., & Gedajlovic, E. R. (2010). Whither family business? Journal of
Management Studies, 47(2), 191–204.

*Sciascia, S., Mazzola, P., Astrachan, J. H., & Pieper, T. M. (2012). The role of family
ownership in international entrepreneurship: Exploring nonlinear effects. Small
Business Economics, 38(1), 15–31.

*Sciascia, S., Mazzola, P., Astrachan, J. H., & Pieper, T. M. (2013). Family involvement in
the board of directors: Effects on sales internationalization. Journal of Small Business
Management, 51(1), 83–99.

Schwens, C., & Kabst, R. (2011). Internationalization of young technology firms: A
complementary perspective on antecedents of foreign market familiarity.
International Business Review, 20(1), 60–74.

*Senik, Z. C., Scott-Ladd, B., Entrekin, L., & Adham, K. A. (2011). Networking and in-
ternationalization of SMEs in emerging economies. Journal of International
Entrepreneurship, 9(4), 259–281.

*Sestu, M. C., & Majocchi, A. (2018). Family firms and the choice between wholly owned
subsidiaries and joint ventures: A transaction costs perspective. Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice.

Sharma, P., Chrisman, J. J., & Chua, J. H. (1997). Strategic management of the family
business: Past research and future challenges. Family Business Review, 10(1), 1–35.

Shepherd, D. A. (2011). Multilevel entrepreneurship research: Opportunities for studying
entrepreneurial decision making. Journal of Management, 37(2), 412–420.

Short, J. (2009). The art of writing a review article. Journal of Management, 35(6),
1312–1317.

*Singh, D. A., & Gaur, A. S. (2013). Governance structure, innovation and inter-
nationalization: Evidence from India. Journal of International Management, 19(3),
300–309.

*Stieg, P., Cesinger, B., Apfelthaler, G., Kraus, S., & Cheng, C. F. (2018). Antecedents of
successful internationalization in family and non-family firms: How knowledge re-
sources and collaboration intensity shape international performance. Journal of Small
Business Strategy, 28(1), 14–27.

*Stieg, P., Hiebl, M. R., Kraus, S., Schüssler, F., & Sattler, S. (2017). Born-again globals:
Generational change and family business internationalisation. European Journal of
International Management, 11(5), 581–605.

*Swoboda, B., & Olejnik, E. (2013). A taxonomy of small-and medium-sized international
family firms. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 11(2), 130–157.

*Tasavori, M., Zaefarian, R., & Eng, T. Y. (2018). Internal social capital and international
firm performance in emerging market family firms: The mediating role of partici-
pative governance. International Small Business Journal, 36(8), 887–910.

Teece, D. J. (2014). A dynamic capabilities-based entrepreneurial theory of the multi-
national enterprise. Journal of International Business Studies, 45(1), 8–37.

*Thomas, J., & Graves, C. (2005). Internationalization of the family firm: The contribu-
tion of an entrepreneurial orientation. Journal of Small Business and Entrepreneurship
Development, 17(2), 91.

*Tsao, C. W., Wang, M. J., Lu, C. M., Chen, S. J., & Wang, Y. H. (2018).
Internationalization propensity in family-controlled public firms in emerging mar-
kets. Journal of Small Business Strategy, 28(1), 28–37.

*Tsang, E. W. K. (2002). Learning from overseas venturing experience: The case of
Chinese family businesses. Journal of Business Venturing, 17(1), 21.

*Tsang, E. W. K. (2001). Internationalizing the family firm: A case study of a Chinese
family business. Journal of Small Business Management, 39(1), 88–94.

Vahlne, J. E., & Johanson, J. (2017). From internationalization to evolution: The Uppsala
model at 40 years. Journal of International Business Studies, 48(9), 1087–1102.

Van de Ven, A. H. (1992). Suggestions for studying strategy process: A research note.
Strategic Management Journal, 13, 169–188.

Van de Ven, A. H. (2007). Engaged scholarship: A guide for organizational and social re-
search. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

*Velez-Ocampo, J., Govindan, K., & Gonzalez-Perez, M. A. (2017). Internationalization of
Mexican family firms: The cases of Xignux and Grupo Alfa. Review of International
Business and Strategy, 27(2), 180–198.

Verbeke, A., & Kano, L. (2012). The transaction cost economics theory of the family firm:
Family–Based human asset specificity and the bifurcation bias. Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice, 36(6), 1183–1205.

Vermeulen, F., & Barkema, H. (2002). Pace, rhythm, and scope: Process dependence in
building a profitable multinational corporation. Strategic Management Journal, 23(7),
637–653.

Vernon, R. (1966). International trade and international investment in the product cycle.
The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 80(2), 190–207.

Welch, L. S., & Luostarinen, R. (1988). Internationalization: Evolution of a concept.
Journal of General Management, 14, 34–55.

Welch, C., & Paavilainen‐Mäntymäki, E. (2014). Putting process (back) in: Research on
the internationalization process of the firm. International Journal of Management
Reviews, 16(1), 2–23.

*Yang, X., Li, J., Stanley, L. J., Kellermanns, F. W., & Li, X. (2018). How family firm
characteristics affect internationalization of Chinese family SMEs. Asia Pacific Journal
of Management, 1–32.

*Yeung, H. W. C. (2000). Limits to the growth of family-owned business? The case of
Chinese transnational corporations from Hong Kong. Family Business Review, 13(1),
55–70.

*Yeoh, P. L. (2014). Internationalization and performance outcomes of entrepreneurial
family SMEs: The role of outside CEOs, technology sourcing, and innovation.
Thunderbird International Business Review, 56(1), 77–96.

*Zaefarian, R., Eng, T. Y., & Tasavori, M. (2016). An exploratory study of international
opportunity identification among family firms. International Business Review, 25(1),
333–345.

*Zahra, S. A. (2003). International expansion of U.S. Manufacturing family businesses:
The effect of ownership and involvement. Journal of Business Venturing, 18, 495–512.

Zheng, C., Khavul, S., & Crockett, D. (2012). Does it transfer? The effects of pre-inter-
nationalization experience on post-entry organizational learning in entrepreneurial
Chinese firms. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 10(3), 232–254.

J. Metsola, et al. International Business Review 29 (2020) 101665

14



Publication II 

Leppäaho T. and Metsola J.  

International networking typology, strategies, and paths of family firms 

Reprinted with permission from 

Palgrave Macmillan 

In Family firm internationalisation – A network perspective (73-120). London: Palgrave 

Pivot 

© 2020, Palgrave Macmillan 





73

Abstract  Our empirical study indicates that FFs can be divided into 
two main categories in regard to international networking strategies 
and paths: narrow network maximisers (NNMs) and broad network 
enablers (BNEs). This typology is derived from the scale, scope, and 
strength of foreign network ties. NNMs focus their international net-
working either on psychically close or distant foreign markets, while 
BNEs operate globally. NNMs aim to maximise the benefits from a low 
number of strong relationships, while BNEs aim to enable their large 
portfolio of various network ties to induce international growth. This 
section discusses the idiosyncrasies of NNMs and BNEs with plenty 
of interview quotes. Despite differences, there are common FF-specific 
success factors that we outline in the end of the chapter: utilising global 
niche/high-quality product strategy, minimising bifurcation bias, select-
ing suitable network ties, and embracing FF status and virtues in mar-
keting and relationship building.

Keywords  Narrow network maximiser · Broad network enabler · 
International networking strategy · International networking path · 
Network tie
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3.1  International Networking Typology 
of Family Firms

On the basis of our analysis of 24 Finnish FFs (with both primary and 
secondary data), we were able to recognise two major international net-
working strategies among the case of FFs: we label the first category 
(n = 11) as narrow network maximisers (NNMs) and the second one 
(n = 13) as broad network enablers (BNEs) (see Table 3.1). We catego-
rised the NNMs into subcategories of regional and global NNMs.

3.2  International Networking Strategies 
of Family Firms

As stated above, our analysis revealed that the case FFs differentiated in 
their international networking strategies and characteristics with respect 
to how they maintained and expanded their international network. 
All the FFs focused on creating and developing strong ties with their 
international network partners—hence, the difference in their interna-
tional networking strategies indeed lied in the maintenance and expan-
sion aspects. On this basis, we created two major categories for the case 
FFs: (i) the NNMs (n = 11) relied on only a few strong network ties to 
promote their internationalisation process; whereas (ii) the broad net-
work enablers (BNEs, n = 13) were active expanders of network ties on 
a more global scale with a wide range of weaker and stronger ties. The 
labels for these two categories derive from the terminology and dichot-
omy of the two main international market scope strategies: geographi-
cally or numerically narrow market concentration and geographically or 
numerically broad market diversification (Yeoh, 2004). The labels also 
derive from the social capital and relationship marketing literature. A 
firm can have only a limited number of strong and intimate ties due 
to the high maintenance costs but a high number of weak ties due to 
the low maintenance costs (Singh, 2000). Furthermore, since there 
can be relationships of varying strengths, firms might need to allo-
cate their maintenance resources differently to more and less valuable 
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relationships in the portfolio (Johnson & Selnes, 2004). Therefore, 
NNMs aim to maximise their maintenance efforts in a few strong for-
eign network ties, whereas BNEs can maintain the larger number of 

Table 3.1 Descriptions of narrow network maximisers (NNMs) and broad net-
work enablers (BNEs)

aMach A, Wood A, Energy A, Garment A, Garment B, Compo B, Chem A, Energy 
B, Chem C, Mach F, Decor C
bMach E, Mach B, Mach G, Mach C, Decor A, Meter B, Meter A, Wood B, Mach D, 
Compo C, Chem B, Decor B, Compo A

Narrow network  
maximisers (NNMs)

Broad network  
enablers (BNEs)

Number of case firms 11a 13b

Nature of products 
offered

More low-end and bulk More high-end and niche

International scope Regional or global Global
International scale (FSTS) 46% on average 71% on average
International networking 

maintenance
Relationship commitment 

management; concen-
trate and maintain 
intimate contact for 
sensing the demands, 
serving readily and 
create commitment

Portfolio management; 
allocate most resources 
to the strong ties but 
create new weak ties 
for global expansion 
and new opportunities

Number of foreign net-
work ties

Low High

Strength of foreign net-
work ties

Strong ‘matrimonial’ 
(long-term, famil-
ial, trustworthy, and 
expected to last long)

From weak to strong, 
‘open relationship’ 
(long-term, familial and 
trustworthy but also 
purely business-related 
with the possibility for 
change)

Form of social capital Relational embeddedness Community-level social 
capital

Increase of social capital 
within foreign network 
ties

Through network 
closures

Through conveying 
the responsibility and 
freedom for promoting 
foreign sales

SEW level Usually high for global 
NNMs and rather evenly 
divided from low to 
high for regional NNMs

Usually medium
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weaker and stronger ties, the former of which providing information 
and enabling more global networking opportunities outside the imme-
diate network (Granovetter, 1973).

We discovered that the FFs in both categories usually started their 
internationalisation process via a traditional incremental pathway pro-
ceeding from nearby and culturally close markets. However, some FFs 
(BNEs) were more active in expanding their international networks on 
a global scale and this seems to be significant for their financial perfor-
mance as well. To ensure a more extensive view of the FFs and the two 
categories in addition to their overall international networking strategy, 
we also analysed the FFs in terms of their (i) products; (ii) international 
scope; (iii) international scale (FSTS); (iv) number of foreign network 
ties; (v) strength of foreign network ties; (vi) form of social capital; (vii) 
increase of social capital; and (viii) SEW level and its possible connec-
tion to international networking.

In relation to the international scale, there is a significant differ-
ence in the foreign sales to total sales (FSTS) between the two catego-
ries: the average FSTS for NNMs is 46%, whereas it is 71% for BNEs 
on average. However, with respect to the products, NNMs offer more 
low-end or bulk products that might require regional or cost-effective 
networking strategy to capitalise on low prices or close customer inti-
macy, while the products offered by BNEs are relatively more high-end 
or niche products that inherently have more global potential. This, nat-
urally, might also influence their international networking strategy and 
characteristics.

With regard to the location or scope of international business oper-
ations, the NNMs operate both regionally and globally. Some NNMs 
operate via this strategy to internationalise (cost-) effectively in psychi-
cally close and strategically focused markets in and around Scandinavia 
(e.g. Compo B, Energy B, Wood A), while others aim to build strong 
network ties with one or a few partners in psychically distant and strate-
gically focused markets (e.g. Mach A, Garment B, Mach F). Therefore, 
we created two subcategories for NNMs, based on their either regional 
or global focus. BNEs, on the contrary, are relatively similar to each 
other in terms of the international scope of the large number of 
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network ties which extend beyond regional (i.e. Scandinavia, Baltic 
countries, Northern Europe) areas.

In relation to the number of foreign network ties, BNEs have built a 
significantly broader set of network partners than NNMs. All the case 
firms, partly due to small size, have primarily used exporting strategy 
through agents, distributors, and other low-commitment operation 
modes to promote foreign sales, but NNMs have relied relatively more 
on higher-commitment foreign operation modes, such as wholly owned 
subsidiaries, to run local operations. Therefore, they might consider 
having a few high-commitment subsidiaries, mostly in nearby loca-
tions with less uncertainties, as a way of reducing internationalisation 
risk through bigger control and easier coordination (Boers, 2016; Kao, 
Kuo, & Chang, 2013). However, one might argue that building net-
work closure (NC) with one or few foreign partners via a high-commit-
ment entry mode, especially in psychically distant countries, might in 
fact be quite risky for FFs (Baronchelli, Bettinelli, Del Bosco, & Loane, 
2016). On the other hand, BNEs consider broader network of foreign 
partners as leading to a higher success probability of internationalisation 
(cf. the ‘casino’ model of internationalisation by Håkanson and Kappen 
[2017]).

In both cases, FFs aim at building trusting and long-term rela-
tionships with their network partners but NNMs (e.g. Energy B and 
Garment B) consider a NC with only a few partners or focus primarily 
on only one foreign partner as a beneficial way to promote sustainable 
internationalisation, whereas BNEs (e.g. Decor B and Mach B) are pro-
active in building multiple partnerships. The international networking 
strategy and maintenance of NNMs involves concentrating and main-
taining a close contact with the foreign partner (e.g. agent, distributor, 
or subsidiary manager) or the major customer for sensing the emerging 
demands and serving requests readily. Therefore, referring to relation-
ship marketing literature, it can be inferred that the focus of NNMs 
is on relationship commitment management and on the attempt to 
ensure that the strategically vital partnerships are truly loyal, commit-
ted, and forward-looking and not purely transactional in nature. The 
emphasis is on commitment, defined as ‘an exchange partner believ-
ing that an ongoing relationship with another is so important as to 
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warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it’ (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, 
p. 23). Accordingly, NNMs maximise their limited resources to main-
tain the few most potential and fruitful foreign partnerships. In turn, 
the international networking strategy of BNEs resembles the ‘divide and 
conquer’ strategy in the sense that BNEs aim for many foreign partners 
(usually agents or distributors) in different countries and also within 
same countries to induce healthy competition within the partners and 
enable an extensive reach of foreign sales. However, the strategy is not 
as harsh as its original meaning but is executed with active and support-
ing leadership of the partner network as a whole. By referring to rela-
tionship marketing and investment literature, BNEs can be argued to 
view their international networking as portfolio management through 
which they spread the risk of internationalisation through allocation of 
foreign sales activities and low-commitment sales promoters in various 
countries while simultaneously expecting significant performance and 
growth from these activities and promoters. BNEs put special emphasis 
on the strong network ties in their portfolios to ensure the service level 
for high-quality and niche products, while also enabling the weaker 
ties to contribute to the overall sales growth and reach more globally 
(Johnson & Selnes, 2004).

In both NNMs and BNEs, the foreign network ties are usually 
strong, long-term, trustworthy, and even familial, but the difference can 
be made on the basis of relationship analogy; the foreign network ties 
of NNMs can be argued to be matrimonial in the sense that the close 
network ties are expected to last long with strong reciprocal commit-
ment, whereas the foreign network ties of BNEs resemble ‘open rela-
tionship’ in which the ties are close and committed but can (at least 
from BNE’s side) be readily discontinued if the results don’t align with 
BNEs’ determined and wide-reaching internationalisation strategy. 
To avoid ‘divorce’, NNMs aim to increase the social capital within the 
network ties through NC (e.g. conducting multi-year contracts for the 
supply of NNM’s products and services). To have a healthy open rela-
tionship, BNEs aim to increase community-level social capital (Lester 
& Cannella, 2006) within the broad network by conveying the respon-
sibility and freedom for promoting foreign sales and providing sup-
port when required (e.g. arranging annual partner meetings at the 



3 International Networking Typology, Strategies …     79

headquarters or regularly sending salespeople and engineers to meet the 
partners and customers).

An interesting finding between NNMs and BNEs is that the levels of 
SEW among NNMs range relatively evenly from high to low, whereas 
BNEs mostly have medium levels of SEW. Moreover, global NNMs 
mostly have high levels of SEW. This seems to indicate that managing 
broad network of foreign partners and customers requires disengage-
ment from core family-centred and inward-looking business thinking. 
The greater or lesser involvement of the foreign network ties into the 
‘extended family’ helps achieving primary economic goals with a non-
economic communality but at the expense of decreasing some SEW-
related dimensions. For instance, many BNEs have a nonfamily CEO 
with the main task of increasing international sales and network-
ing, which indicates that while the family is still actively involved in 
the background conveying the FF goals, the family members do not 
think that they can manage all aspects to be internationally competi-
tive. They might need outside competence to enable that competitive-
ness and, thereby, to secure the FF’s future that still has significance for 
the family members. Noneconomic goals are important but not at the 
expense of economic goals. High SEW has been found to decrease FFs’ 
willingness to go international and focus on domestic or nearby mar-
kets (Alessandri, Cerrato, & Eddleston, 2018; Gomez-Mejia, Makri, & 
Kintana, 2010; Yang, Li, Stanley, Kellermanns, & Li, 2018). Therefore, 
BNEs might believe that they need to act as firms without the family 
prefix as the primary reflection point for operating. However, the FF 
status can be leveraged to show the broad network of partners and cus-
tomers that the FFs are long-term-oriented and trustworthy business 
partners. Being an FF can act as a cohesive force that holds the extensive 
network together. As a practical example, many BNEs arrange regular 
partner meetings where the partners meet the FFs and other partners 
around the world. Trade fairs are also actively attended to meet prospec-
tive partners and customers.

Regarding NNMs, the usually high SEW level of global NNMs sug-
gests that they create relational embeddedness characterised by mutual 
trust, identification, and obligations (Bird & Zellweger, 2018; Nahapiet 
& Ghoshal, 1998) in a few foreign network ties and simultaneously 
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preserve SEW through binding yet ‘safe’ ties about which they have 
considerable knowledge. High SEW might not be a restraining factor 
for international networking but instead a factor that agglutinates nar-
row and strong network partners together between psychically distant 
markets such as Finland and China. Although the SEW levels among 
the regional NNMs vary, there are two interesting correlations: those 
having high SEW are resolutely focused on network ties near Finland, 
whereas those having low SEW have engaged in occasional foreign sales 
in more psychically distant markets in addition to the primary focus 
on the psychically close markets. One conclusion might be that the 
regional NNMs with high SEW are risk-averse to expand their inter-
national scope due to the fear of losing SEW, while the regional NNMs 
with low SEW are more prepared to seize the opportunities from more 
distant countries while maintaining the ‘safety net’ around close markets 
that provides for certain SEW dimensions in which the firms see value.

3.3  International Networking Paths  
of Family Firms

With respect to the internationalisation paths or international net-
working paths of NNMs and BNEs, Fig. 3.1 illustrates the differences 
among the different firm types. The figure illustrates how regional 
NNMs, global NNMs, and BNEs internationalise differently in terms 
of speed, scale, and scope. As mentioned previously, the strength of the 
network ties also vary. In Fig. 3.1, the length of the arrows from each 
firm type represents the time to internationalisation (speed). The num-
ber and weight of arrows for each firm type represent the scale and 
scope of internationalisation. The network ties can reach either psychi-
cally close (dots in the lower triangle) or distant (dots in the upper tri-
angle) foreign markets, the division of which is depicted with the line 
crossing the square.

The time to the internationalisation of regional NNMs is the long-
est, and they usually aim to establish strong network ties to psychi-
cally close foreign markets from the beginning. Global NNMs also 
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establish network ties to psychically close foreign markets first, but rap-
idly switch the focus on psychically distant markets. The network ties 
become stronger when becoming more global. Regional NNMs, how-
ever, usually have more network ties than global NNMs, which they can 
manage regionally, thus keeping them strong. While regional NNMs 
follow long-term incremental internationalisation, global NNMs move 
from incremental to ‘born-again global’ (‘BAG’) internationalisation 
but with relatively few network ties. Accordingly, regional NNMs, in 
many ways, align with the ‘traditional’ pathway of small firm interna-
tionalisation (Bell, McNaughton, Young, & Crick, 2003). Regional 
NNMs usually internationalise slowly and gradually in a single psy-
chic market at a time with relatively low-tech products. Capitalising 
on international opportunities is rather reactive and ad-hoc, following 
the mindset of cost-efficiency and firm survival. Bell et al. (2003) argue 
that firms following traditional pathway show limited evidence of net-
works with regard to international expansion patterns. However, at least 

Slowly to psychically close foreign markets 
(long-term incremental internationalisation)

Strong ties to a few subsidiaries, agents, 
and distributors (‘relationship commitment 
management’)

Slowly to psychically close but rapidly 
to distant foreign markets from there 

(from incremental to ‘born-again global’ 
internationalisation)

Strong ties to a few, mainly subsidiaries in distant 
markets (‘relationship commitment management’)  

Rapidly to 
psychically close and 

distant foreign markets 
(‘born global’ or ‘casino 

internationalisation’)

Globally many network ties 
from weak to strong with 

mostly agents and distributors
(‘portfolio management’)

Regional 
NNM

BNE

Global NNM

Time (to internationalisation)

Fig. 3.1 The international networking paths of regional NNMs, global NNMs, 
and BNEs
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among the FFs examined in this study, regional NNMs show how few 
but strong network ties have facilitated the internationalisation process 
of the firms. FFs might have advantages over non-FFs in utilising their 
FF status for close and trustworthy network ties that benefit profitable, 
long-term internationalisation in a given market. Global NNMs align 
with the BAG pathway described by Bell et al. (2003) in the sense that 
they have had the ‘epoch’ of domestic or nearby market focus for some 
time and more rapid internationalisation has occurred after some crit-
ical incidents. Global NNMs also utilise their foreign partners’ exist-
ing networks and channels to enter and expand foothold in psychically 
distant markets. Global NNMs among our case firms differ from the 
Bell et al.’s (2003) suggestion in that they do not enter several markets 
at once but, similar to regional NNMs, focus on establishing few but 
strong network ties in psychically distant markets. Similar to regional 
NNMs, global NNMs might possess advantages in leveraging their FF 
status for successful long-term networking with the foreign partners and 
customers. We will discuss these regional and global NNMs and their 
network ties more in the following chapters.

BNEs, in turn, have the fastest time to internationalisation but also 
bigger scale and scope of network ties in both psychically close and 
distant foreign markets. They usually also expand to psychically close 
markets first but, in tandem, also reach markets more globally. Their 
internationalisation can be considered following ‘born-global’ (‘BG’) or 
‘casino’ internationalisation through which the extensive international 
portfolio of foreign markets and network ties are established within a 
relatively short time to seize the international opportunities and gain 
international growth fast. The international networking paths of BNEs 
align with Bell et al.’s (2003) BG pathway in many ways. BNEs are pro-
active and follow rapid expansion to many markets at once with the 
objective of gaining competitive and first-mover advantages for their 
relatively more niche products. BNEs operate via a flexible set of entry 
and distribution modes, mostly low-commitment (agents, distributors) 
but also high-commitment (subsidiary) modes and rely on an active and 
structured approach to utilise their global networks as a whole for con-
current and widespread international expansion.
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Accordingly, another theoretical model to be associated with the 
international networking paths of BNEs is the casino model of inter-
nationalisation (Håkanson & Kappen, 2017). In the casino model, 
internationalisation patterns are seen as ‘waves’ of international expan-
sions to many foreign markets and entry modes simultaneously, which 
is enabled by managerial skills and administrative systems to effectively 
manage foreign activities and recognise foreign opportunities. It is more 
about basing the performance on the international portfolio instead of 
individual markets as in the traditional, incremental internationalisation 
process. Håkanson and Kappen (2017) consider both BG and casino 
internationalisation being approached through effectuation, i.e. capi-
talising on the emerging opportunities by the means at hand, whereas 
traditional incremental internationalisation is more causation-based, i.e. 
guided by knowledge and according to predetermined plans. The behav-
iour of NNMs involves more risk aversion and uncertainty avoidance, 
whereas BNEs recognise how their committed and competent man-
agement along with globally potential niche products can be advanced 
to global markets extensively. The strength of the network ties in the 
large international portfolio varies from weak to strong. BNEs focus 
their efforts on the strong and most profitable ones while maintaining 
the effectiveness and opportunities residing in the weak network ties. 
Accordingly, BNEs’ networking strategy is more about ‘portfolio man-
agement’, while NNMs invest more in ‘relationship commitment man-
agement’ with a few strong foreign network ties.

In the next chapters, we discuss the international networking paths 
and strength of the network ties of the three firm types (regional NNM, 
global NNM, BNE) in more detail with examples.

3.4  Narrow Network Maximisers (NNMs)

In line with the network closure (NC) theory (e.g. Coleman, 1988), 
NNMs see potential in building close and long-term relationships with 
foreign partners to increase commitment, knowledge sharing, and align-
ment of interests for productive cooperation and international trade 
between the parties. By building these cohesive network ties, NNMs 
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seek to maximise the potential agency benefits and pave the way for effi-
cient foreign sales promotion and identification of new foreign oppor-
tunities within and outside the host market of the foreign partner. 
However, there is the risk that FFs might miss out on potential interna-
tional opportunities when they establish ties with only a small number 
of foreign partners (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). As mentioned previously, 
NNMs operate either with regional or global focus.

3.4.1  Regional NNMs

The international networking paths of regional NNMs usually fol-
low incremental expansion to nearby markets in Finland, and the net-
work of the main foreign markets have usually remained around the 
Scandinavia and Baltic area. The strategic focus on building regionally 
international NCs often stem from cost-efficiency needs and the nature 
of the products an NNM provides. These regionally international 
NNMs can be argued to invest in NC in geographically and culturally 
close foreign markets partially due to price competition with low-end 
products (e.g. Compo B produces nails and other construction products 
and Wood A produces wood products) or customer intimacy require-
ments and logistic challenges related to large investment products (e.g. 
Energy B). Operating via a carefully selected and low number of foreign 
partners, regionally international NNMs can build strong partnerships, 
enhance interaction, and co-create the framework for efficient flow of 
information, products, and services. The geographical and cultural 
proximity between the firm and the foreign partner makes the maximi-
sation of such a close relationship easier.

Our first example of a regional NNM is Energy B. The firm was 
established in 1966 but started exports to the Soviet Union in the early 
1980s followed by Sweden in the late 1980s. The Soviet Union and later 
Russia accounted for about half of the turnover in 1990s, and one sig-
nificant setback demonstrated how dependency on only one big mar-
ket might be detrimental. The family founder and CEO stated that they 
had signed an agreement with a major customer there to begin joint 
production. However, this customer was shot to death shortly after, 
thus paralysing Russian operations for two years. Currently, the firm’s 
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chief foreign markets are Norway, in which it mainly operates via one 
foreign partner, and Poland, in which it has its own subsidiary. While 
the strategically narrow focus on Russia earlier did not turn out well, 
the strategically narrow focus on Norway has paid off. For many years,  
the Norwegian partner and product deliveries through it have 
accounted for around half of the firm’s exports. The partner was dis-
covered by the CEO of Energy B after a persistent, over ten years of 
screening of potential commercial opportunities in Norway. The long-
term agreement with the partner has entailed that the partner oversees 
the many value chain activities of Energy B in Norway, including sales, 
marketing as well as installations of Energy B’s large-scale investment 
products. Energy B and the partner communicate almost daily and 
meet regularly. The partner firm has even brought its entire workforce 
comprising approximately 80 people to Energy B’s premises for a week-
end refresher course not only for business-related training but also for 
mingling and partaking in recreational activities with Energy B’s people 
on an almost yearly basis. When asking about whether Energy B brings 
up their FF status as a positive marketing factor for internationalisation, 
the family CEO mentioned that they see their status as an advantage:

Yes, we always tell [our FF status] and bring it up. For instance, for those 
boys working in skyscrapers in Houston, it is actually very good that we 
are this kind of a group from wilderness. It is part of our identity. If you 
look the other side of my business card, there is this lake landscape and 
else; we are from wilderness and kind of foresters, a FF. […] When we 
had had partnership with Norwegians, our biggest customer, for six years, 
[…] they decided to come here two months back with their entire per-
sonnel, two busses, 80 persons, and spent a side-splitting weekend. And, 
specifically, an essential part was to come see these crazy Finnish. […] It is 
an essential part of our image; we do not want to be those pinstripe boys.

Devoting time and resources to maximise benefits from one sig-
nificant network partner in Norway has been fruitful, and Energy B 
believes that it can face the evolving technological disruptions in its field 
effectively and proactively with and via this foreign partner. The quotes 
with respect to Energy B’s public company presentation made by the 
CEO represent the strategic and fruitful collaboration:
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Our goal has been to develop the leading automatic filling station in the 
world […] the collaboration between the firms has also led to the reduc-
tion of installation time of a filling station from 45 to 5 days.

Another example of a regional NNM is Compo B. The firm was 
established 1956, had imports from foreign markets in the first few dec-
ades but foreign exports did not begin until 1990s, the first being to 
Sweden. The primary foreign markets have been the same—Sweden, 
Norway, and Denmark—since the beginning of exports in 1990s. The 
firm acquired its competitor in Sweden in 2009, moved its production 
to the factories in Finland but left its sales and logistics operations in 
Sweden. The remaining organisation in Sweden has since operated as 
the subsidiary of Compo B. Having a subsidiary in Sweden has helped 
Compo B capitalise on the focus on Nordic countries as the firm’s for-
eign market. Focusing on the Nordic countries also seems plausible in 
terms of logistics and price competition. The communication between 
the Finnish and Swedish offices is daily and close, and the nonfamily 
director aims to use their basic knowledge of Swedish to enhance close 
collaboration with the Swedish colleagues. According to family and 
nonfamily directors, Sweden and Nordic countries have evolved into a 
sort of home markets for Compo B. The family director states the fol-
lowing with respect to the strength of relationships with the Swedish 
office and personnel:

With some [the relationships] are of course stronger and with the other 
more conventional. […] If you think the personnel here in Finland, it 
[the strength of relationships] does not differ so much per se. Distance 
is longer and more rarely we meet, but when we have offices in Turku 
and Tampere at the moment, if you think about that, they [personnel in 
Swedish office] are not in different position. They are just in Sweden and 
the language is different of course.

A third example of a regional NNMs is Wood A. The firm was estab-
lished in 1928 but was only internationalised in the 1990s by the 
third-generation family owners. The first foreign markets were 
Germany, Norway, and Sweden that were psychically close but also 
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profitable foreign markets for Wood A’s wood products. The main for-
eign markets currently are Norway, Sweden, and Poland, and similar  
to Energy B, investing in strong network ties with Norway has been 
crucial for Wood A’s success in internationalisation. Wood A has had 
a long-term customer relationship with a big customer in Norway 
from 1994 to this date. Despite changes in the personnel over the  
years, the relationship has remained strong and committed, as Wood A 
and the Norwegian customer have ‘lived and grown together’ according 
to the third-generation family owner-CEO of Wood A. The owner-CEO 
and the Norwegian customer communicate daily. Wood A has even 
offered a ten-year exclusive right to sell for the Norwegian customer in 
the Norwegian market, partly because the customer once offered Wood 
A a substantial loan to invest in production; moreover, this agreement 
would provide stable flow of trade across the borders. In other words, 
Wood A has aimed to maximise benefits and capitalise on this narrow 
but strong network tie with a customer that has proven to be a trust-
worthy business partner for a long time. The family owner-CEO sum-
marises the relationship with the Norwegian customer as follows:

I can now trust that the volume level stays plus/minus ten percent the 
next three years all the time. As long as we stick by the market prices, it 
[the strength of the relationship] will not disappear anywhere. It is for 
sure that it [strong relationship] creates a frame for the activities. And 
they [the people from the Norwegian customer] willingly come and 
always smile when we see. So, you are left with good vibes from the busi-
ness. And then of course, as we have cooperated with them for a long 
time, we know what things may bother them and else, so you can tackle 
those issues well in advance.

3.4.2  Global NNMs

The time to internationalisation of global NNMs has usually been a bit 
shorter than regional NNMs. While global NNMs have been similar to 
regional NNMs in terms of initiating internationalisation in psychically 
close foreign markets, they have, however, rapidly switched the focus on 
psychically distant markets. These changes have often occurred due to 



88     T. Leppäaho and J. Metsola

some critical incidents. The established network ties to distant markets 
might have become stronger than in close markets, and the ties in close 
markets might have even come to end. Global NNMs can be argued 
to invest in NC in geographically and culturally distant foreign mar-
kets partially due to the significance of having trustworthy and stable 
network ties for operating in a challenging market. Two of the global 
NNMs, Mach A and Garment B, have established strong network ties 
with the Chinese market via subsidiaries.

As a first example, Mach A was established in 1975, and internation-
alisation began in the 1990s to Sweden, then to Italy at the turn of the 
twenty-first century, and to China in the early twenty-first century. The 
difference with all the other case firms is that Mach A’s internationalisa-
tion has primarily focused on foreign imports. The exports have mainly 
been channelled through another big, global manufacturer, for which 
Mach A provides products. However, the established production subsid-
iary in China since 2007 has been crucial for Mach A to enhance global 
exports. Prior to China, Mach A had imports from India, but it noticed 
that there were too many quality and other problems with the Indians 
and decided to quickly direct attention to China. Despite the occasional 
challenges faced with the Chinese business culture, the subsidiary with 
enhanced production capabilities has been crucial for enhancing Mach 
A’s competitiveness through proximity to other stakeholders in Asia and 
enabling better opportunities for serving customers in Europe as well. 
Mach A has invested in developing relationships with the subsidiary and 
especially the local manager there, who has been a long-time employee 
and crucial link with other stakeholders there. Communication is 
almost daily and managers from Mach A travel to China every other 
month on average. Managers from Mach A have even attended wed-
dings there for which the members of the Chinese subsidiary were very 
thankful. Not only business but aspects outside work are also important 
to operate in China. When asking the family manager about the rela-
tionship with the local manager in the Chinese subsidiary, the comment 
indicates strong relationship:

Trust is strong at least from our side; she is very capable person with 
strong experience and has also probably grown together with our firm 
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[…] she is very knowledgeable of what we do, can think strategically, and 
is also fairly practical.

Garment B has also focused in China. Garment B, established in 
1976, rather quickly internationalised to China by accidentally getting 
a contact from a Chinese textile firm at the turn of 1980s. The busi-
ness was mainly just imports from China, and in 1994, Garment B 
established a subsidiary in China, focusing on exports there. A critical 
incident here leading to the switch from imports to exports was when 
in 1991, the founder’s son bought the firm back from a large Finnish 
firm to which the founder had sold the firm in 1988. The firm had had 
exports to Sweden and Denmark in the early 1990s, but they gradu-
ally ceased and the focus switched to China. To this date, China has 
accounted for a major proportion of Garment B’s FSTS of about 70%, 
with South Korea coming far behind, with which Garment B estab-
lished its second current subsidiary in 2009. The same CEO has worked 
for Garment B in China since the establishment of the Chinese sub-
sidiary. The local CEO has been crucial to the success in China via her 
firm- and government-level contacts there. The relationship has been 
strong since the beginning, and the manager has been treated as a fam-
ily member of Garment B. The family manager summarises the com-
mitment of subsidiary manager as follows:

The cooperation with the Chinese started already in 1980s. Actually, 
our current CEO of China [operations], Person X, worked as a transla-
tor for the founder of Garment B at the time when we did business with 
a Chinese textile company. We established our subsidiary in China in 
1994 and since then Person X has worked for us. In Chinese context, this 
shows an unusually strong commitment, as it is a prevailing way to tender 
your value regularly in China.

The family manager emphasises mutual commitment; for instance, 
Garment B helped the Chinese CEO when she got divorced by find-
ing her a buyable house in China, which was not easy in China in the 
1990s. She was also crucial for Garment B when the firm expanded 
to the current second most important foreign market in South Korea, 
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where there has been the same country manager for over ten years since 
2009. In his personal interview, the country manager of the Garment B 
subsidiary in South Korea states that he also feels like he is a part of the 
Garment B family. When asking the manager about whether he envi-
sions working for Garment B in the long term and is happy in the firm, 
he states the following:

Yeah, at least, Garment B is a family company. Of course, we have a sub-
sidiary in China market but still comparing to multinational company for 
a quite small and medium-sized, but we wanna make Garment B com-
pany a really global company. Of course, it takes time, but we can do 
that. So this, I have this goal, so I wanna, since I joined Garment B, I 
want to, they are good persons, so I want to not only give back return but 
also respect. I want to, and I want to make, help, actually I wanna con-
tribute anyway for the second generation to be inheriting, the first gener-
ation was in really good shape.

Accordingly, Garment B has aimed to leverage its family nature, 
stewardship, and long-term orientation in their few narrow but global 
network ties. The focus on maximising the internationalisation efforts 
to these ties has paid off, and the managers in China and South Korea 
have become like members of an extended family. Garment B and its 
family members want to express that they truly care about their custom-
ers and partners by showing hospitality when receiving foreign visitors 
in Finland. At the time of interviewing Garment B, the family owners’ 
son was about to drive to the airport to pick up major South Korean 
partner visitors. The family CEO explains the following:

This guy [a major South Korean partner], who arrives today, has his 
own chauffeur [in South Korea]. When we went to a restaurant with my 
wife [the family manager in Garment B] and the evening ended, he said 
that we can use his chauffeur. The chauffeur took us to our hotel, and 
he [the partner] waited in the restaurant. We were taken back [to the 
hotel], because he felt that we had done so much things for him [in South 
Korea]. When he travels to France, his parents let him use their own heli-
copter and little jet, something like this, but few are involved like we are. 
[…] We cannot give money or else but we give ourselves. Today we go to 
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one island and there is this one guy who has a jacuzzi and a speedboat, 
and he takes them [South Korean visitors] and lets them steer. There goes 
until the midnight, and by the way, they like to get drunk. I will be driv-
ing today so there will not be that much drinking, but tomorrow they 
will come to our cottage to take a sauna bath. They are eager to take a 
sauna bath.

By building strong relationships in China and South Korea, Garment 
B has been able to compete in a fierce B2C market in Asia as a small 
FF from Finland. For both Mach A and Garment B, these Chinese and 
South Korean partners have spun connections in the structural holes of 
the firms.

3.4.3  The Pros and Cons of Narrow Network 
and Relationship Commitment Management

As evident from both regional and global NNMs, their narrow focus 
on foreign network ties requires consistent relationship commitment 
management. At best, this strategy yields profitable long-term inter-
national business with and via the partner or customer. The other side 
of the coin is that even matrimonial network ties can cause significant 
risks should unwanted or unexpected behaviour occur within the part-
ners and customers. Chem A has had a key manufacturing and selling 
partner in Greece, via which Chem A not only manufactured its prod-
ucts but also attempted to open markets outside EU. The relationship 
with the partner firm has been strong, but it diminished a little when 
the CEO of the firm suddenly died and also paralysed Chem A’s inter-
national operations a bit at the time. The nonfamily CEO of Chem A 
states the following:

With them [the Greek firm] we are on the strong side [in regard to the 
strength of the relationship]. […] An unfortunate incident happened that 
the CEO there, with whom I worked with from the beginning and with 
whom we did these plans, died in September, August-September. Now 
the [Greek] firm has struggled in getting a grip of itself after the death of 
a key person. But still, it [the relationship] is on the strong side. Before 
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this [incident] it was very strong; we had very close relationship. But now 
of course, these last two months when they have been without the CEO, 
the owner has had to come back to operations and the operations still are 
to find their shape; it [the relationship] is not as immediate and straight-
forward as it used to be but still good as a whole. This just shows well 
how big a person risk there is in these operations.

Being strongly embedded in the ties might also lead to situations in 
which the case firms, willingly or unwillingly, are forced to intervene 
in the partner’s or customer’s internal conflicts and other problems. 
These situations might take excessive time from other operations but 
are considered essential to deal with to ensure the smooth continuity 
of the strategically important network tie. Special challenges arise when 
conflicts occur for a global NNM with strong ties to psychically distant 
network ties. Mach A encountered this with its Chinese subsidiary. The 
nonfamily CEO stated that the subsidiary’s accountant had not paid for 
overtime for one employee, as the accountant had not seen him at work. 
The truth was that the employee had been there and when his wife 
came to work to raise a concern with the accountant, the accountant 
still refused to pay. When the nonfamily CEO told the accountant that 
he/she could apologise and matters can be resolved, he/she said that he/
she will resign because the couple (employee and his wife) are older and 
he/she would lose his/her face if an apology is required. Although this 
incident was not business critical per se, it showed how cultural differ-
ences in strong network ties might give rise to challenges and how Mach 
A, having established a strong tie with the Chinese subsidiary as part of 
an extended family, had to put effort in resolving the ‘family conflict’ as 
a core member of the extended family.

Although there is the risk that FFs might have to put excessive 
amounts of resources into resolving conflicts and managing relation-
ships in their strong network ties, they might have advantage over non-
FFs in utilising their family reputation, trustworthiness, and long-term 
orientation. As seen in Garment B’s case, the familial support for the 
Chinese CEO bore fruit. FFs, through their multigenerational continu-
ity, can convey the key foreign network partners and customers that the 
strong ties and consistent business relations should also continue in the 
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future when the later generations transfer (tacit) knowledge to the new 
generations. An interesting case Mach F, a manufacturer of woodwork-
ing machinery with narrow but global internationalisation scope. The 
firm’s third largest market is Zimbabwe where the firm sell products via 
a local agent. This person was already noticed by the founder father of 
the current family CEO of Mach F in the 1980s, but actual business 
with him only started in 2009:

It [Zimbabwe] emerged in a way that my father was a teacher in a wood-
working school in Kotka [a city in Finland] in the mid-1980s, ran a 
course there and this Zimbabwean guy was there as a student. And then, 
in 2009, he noticed that we manufacture this machine and asked if it 
would be possible to buy one of those. His budget was not favourable, 
but we found a used one for him and then it started. His sawmill oper-
ated well and gradually he became our agent there [in Zimbabwe], [also] 
takes care of the after sales. We send spare parts to him via containers, he 
takes care of it and has been able to close deals. A development coopera-
tion has paid off well; in 1980s a thousand Finnish marks have been used 
to have one guy in a course, and this has brought revenue about 1.5 mil-
lion back to Finland.

When asked about the strength of the relationships to the agents of 
Mach F, they are all strong, as illustrated by the family CEO:

Let’s say that they have all visited our summer cottage, and I have visited 
all their summer cottages.

3.5  Broad Network Enablers (BNEs)

BNEs do not wish to commit to only a few foreign partners in a given 
market but rather enable faster and more profitable growth of foreign 
sales via multiple partners and multiple foreign markets simultaneously. 
Instead of maximising the potential benefits by concentrating efforts 
on a low number of foreign partners (cf. NNMs), BNEs aim to max-
imise their internationalisation efforts by enabling the large number of 
network ties to increase the sales coverage around the world, usually 
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via low-commitment agents and distributors but also via strategically 
located sales offices and subsidiaries. In other words, the management 
of an extensive set of network ties can be considered ‘portfolio man-
agement’ for BNEs, while the management of a narrow range of net-
work ties can be considered ‘relationship commitment management’ 
for NNMs. Although the extensive coverage of network partners might 
cause bigger coordination challenges than for NNMs, many BNEs 
attribute importance to maintaining familial, community-like, and a 
supporting network among the partners while simultaneously inducing 
healthy competition within the different partners and regions. Similar to 
NNMs, foreign partners play a crucial role in paving the firms’ way into 
culturally challenging markets, which is further emphasised by the rela-
tively more high-end and niche products BNEs provide. Therefore, it is 
true that BNEs might partially opt for active and multidirectional inter-
national networking due to the global potential their products enable.

Decor B can be argued to be an example of an BNE. This manufac-
turer of wooden design lamps, established in 1995, began its interna-
tionalisation at the turn of twenty-first century in Sweden and Germany 
and currently has over 60 export countries and over 90% FSTS. They 
entered Sweden and Germany first as they were considered psychically 
close yet potentially profitable markets. The active communication and 
especially the use of trade fairs expanded the partner network rapidly 
and globally. The firm relies on an extensive range of local agents and 
distributors in the foreign markets for active foreign sales. Although the 
firm itself does not have resources to be in constant contact with every-
one to promote sales activity, it invests in attending trade fairs around 
the world regularly, meeting foreign customers and partners and invit-
ing them to Finland and promoting a sense of communality within its 
stakeholders such that everyone can be a part of a coherent global sales-
force. Decor B wishes to create a sort of ‘Decor B family’ with its part-
ners as stated by the nonfamily CEO of the firm:

[With most of the foreign partners], we have very warm and pally rela-
tionships. We have wanted to create a kind of ‘Decor B family,’ and then 
they [the foreign partners] report all kinds of things, for example regarding 
forgeries, overseeing our interests, and encouraging as much as they can.
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Decor B recognises the value of close relationships with foreign part-
ners and customers but indicates that ‘portfolio management’ and pri-
oritisation of the most important network ties are to be focused on. The 
founder illustrates the following:

I would say that, in general, in all of our biggest markets, whether it 
is Denmark, Benelux, Germany, Sweden or Norway, all these, we have 
had the same representatives for a very long time, to which […] we 
have pretty close relationships. You know about them much else, prob-
ably have met the family, and in private life we are Instagram friends 
and Facebook friends, this kind of. We have pretty solid relationships 
to them. When you go to these markets that are not so important to 
us, then it is more like business acquaintanceship only, pretty official, 
and we have not met that many times necessarily. But then these [part-
ners and customers with strong network ties] are almost part of our 
firm, they are more like extension. It is very important because then 
they are committed. For instance, we have these agent meetings, to 
which all our representatives, well not all, but European representa-
tives have come here and we have spent few days here together, and 
there many have mentioned that they feel that they are part of Decor 
B family. […] Of course, every now and then there is this balancing 
needed that when you have pretty close relationships, and it is about 
business in the end, you must weigh that although this person is lovely 
and very nice, it will not necessarily work out for the business. […] 
But on the other hand, I believe that […] if they remain as business 
acquaintances, very superficial, it is hard to commit those people to 
your thing. And if you cannot commit them and make them believe, 
they pretty easily might switch to other brand and start representing 
that instead.

The statements about considering the foreign partner network as a 
family and involving many pally relationships come up many times in 
the narratives of the family founder and long-time nonfamily CEO of 
Decor B. Accordingly, Decor B appreciates the maintenance of strong 
network ties but not at the expense of business goals. New network ties 
are sought to accelerate international growth and increase the visibility 
of its visually attracting products around the world.
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Mach B, a manufacturer of hydraulic equipment for mobile machin-
ery was established in 1986 and internationalised fast in the turn of 
1990s to Sweden, Germany, and other Middle European countries. 
Active footwork of the family founder-CEO in the beginning and later 
of the other employees has led to over 70 foreign country markets and 
over 90% FSTS today. It operates via an extensive foreign dealer net-
work, a multi-channel internationalisation strategy, in all continents 
and offers no partner exclusive rights to sell its products, the rationale 
behind which was rooted in the poor experience with the first foreign 
partner in Sweden. Mach B had agreed to provide the exclusive right 
to sell to the Swedish partner, but the partner failed to sell the prod-
ucts effectively, preferring to wait for the market to come to them. The 
Swedish market had stagnated, but the agreement was luckily only for 
six months. The founder-CEO then decided that Mach B would never 
give anyone exclusive rights to sell. Accordingly, Mach B noticed in the 
beginning that devoting narrowly to only a few partners has its risks 
(cf. the regional NNM Wood A and its successful example with the 
Norwegian customer).

The numerous foreign partners along with the policy of no exclusive 
rights to sell enable active and expansive foreign sales. The large num-
ber also means that there are not enough resources—or will—to provide 
special treatment for each partner. However, this did not imply that 
Mach B did not care about its partners; instead, the partners are encour-
aged to be responsible themselves for promoting Mach B’s high-quality 
and niche products and would be provided with additional support to 
achieve the same. Healthy relationships are still valued which is man-
ifested by sending salespeople and engineers to meet foreign partners 
and customers, participating in trade fairs regularly, and holding annual 
dealer meetings with the foreign partners. The quotes from the family 
founder-CEO and family Executive Vice President (EVP) (father and 
daughter) indicate similar a ‘portfolio management’ as in Decor B:

CEO: Mach B wants to be loyal to everyone, which also means that there 
is not extra social activity and interaction with the best partners; rela-
tionships are mainly business-related, so that everyone is on the same 
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line. There are some top distributors who have been in partnership 
with Mach B for around 20 years, but Mach B does not want to com-
mit strongly to just certain actors, which could prevent them from 
having other relationships in line with the multi-channel approach. 
Continuity is however appreciated.

EVP: We want to have relationships where there is strong trust and which 
are close, but there are distributors who just want to sell Mach B’s 
products when they ask, and not to build the market together. Due to 
this it is important to identify different kinds of distributors, and with 
those who are willing to be more in a close partnership with Mach B 
and build up the market, they are invested in, and with others, Mach B 
just wants to make the relationship warmer.

Many BNEs (such as Decor B and Mach B) use low-commitment 
operation modes such as agents or distributors extensively around 
the world to capitalise on effective and wide-reaching networking, 
but Mach E is an example which also uses wholly owned subsidiar-
ies of its own to effectively promote their niche products globally. 
Mach E has subsidiaries in Germany, France, the USA, and Sweden 
and also has sales offices in China and Oman. Interestingly, Mach 
E’s internationalisation strategy in terms of foreign operation modes 
have evolved in the following manner: during the early interna-
tionalisation, the firm relied on building the global dealer network 
(1994–1999); it subsequently switched the focus on establishing 
subsidiaries (the US in 1999, Germany and the UK in 2000, and 
France in 2002), but then again started focusing on expanding the 
dealer network. Accordingly, the internationalisation process first 
followed a traditional pathway from low-commitment to high-com-
mitment foreign operation modes but then started changing direc-
tion ‘back’ to the broad use of low-commitment foreign operation 
modes. The family CFO and member of the board opened up the 
focus switch:

A subsidiary is just a representative that we own. Why would we put 
our money in those? Rather, we train, invest in and hold on [many] 
representatives.
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He further confirms that the focus on broad dealer network enables 
flexibility and the speed to respond to varying demands and that rely-
ing excessively on only a few foreign partners diminishes the agility of 
the network. Therefore, he implies how Mach E might not maximise 
the full potential of foreign sales by maximising the benefits from a few 
foreign network ties like NNMs, but instead it would let the broad 
dealer network enable effective foreign sales activity. However, as also 
mentioned in Decor B’s and Mach B’s cases, close relationships with 
the dealers are desired, but the mindset of ‘portfolio management’ in 
valuing significant and less significant partnerships differently exists, as 
pointed out by the nonfamily CEO:

It is funny how well the old 80-20 rules [the Pareto principle] is appli-
cable. […] With some [foreign partners] they [relationships] work; there 
is transparency in all activities, plans are shared, customer relationships 
are shared, discussions are open. We can plan things together. We share 
common interests and discuss them openly. You could say that there are 
these [strong relationships] about 20 %, whereas 80 % are less strong. 
Examples of these [partners with less strong relationship] are that some 
have five or ten other products [to represent] and along them do decent 
job but are not that focused.

The partnerships with these influential foreign partners have lasted very 
long, indicating how Mach E’s efforts on valuing the most significant 
partnerships have reflected to committed and fruitful business. The 
family CEO states the following regarding the strong relationship with 
the long-time agent in the US:

He visited us in Finland about 100 times. And for him this [business 
with Mach E] was like a baby, a child. This was very important for him 
because he had been growing this for a long time. […] This buddy from 
the US turned 72 years old and would have wanted to continue, but it 
was not possible. […] The pain of abandonment was noticeable.

Similar to Mach B, Mach E has established different dealer pro-
grammes in which different Mach E’s managers maintain close contact 
with respective dealers to increase awareness and foothold in gaining 
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knowledge of and influencing dealers’ activities. The nonfamily CEO 
added that these managers travel to meet the dealers two to five times 
per year to go through the current state and future plans. Dealer meet-
ings are arranged annually to conduct up-to-date training and also 
increase networking within the dealers themselves.

3.5.1  The Pros and Cons of Broad Network  
and Portfolio Management

As evident from the BNE examples, an extensive network of foreign 
network ties enable faster and broader reach to different markets around 
the world and thereby better growth opportunities for foreign sales 
than for NNMs. Portfolio management of strong, medium, and weak 
ties enable agile reaction to emerging, profitable business opportunities 
and capitalisation of structural holes. Furthermore, BNEs might be able 
to build community-level social capital and relational embeddedness 
among the partner and customer network, which facilitates capitalisa-
tion on strong network ties in the long run and conveys the sense of 
operating as a whole in the global expansion. Being an FF might help 
coordinate the international portfolio of partners and customers as an 
‘extended family’ as the inherent long-term and stewardship orientation 
can be reflected to the community of network partners and customers. 
Indeed, the FF status and the image of trustworthiness and consistency 
can be central to international marketing and management of inter-
national network ties for both NNMs and BNEs. This benefit is also 
mentioned by most of the case firms. For instance, Mach E and its non-
family CEO answered the following when asked about whether they 
bring up the FF status as a marketing factor in foreign markets:

We bring up. In our firm presentations, it is in almost our first slides that 
we are a FF. We see it as a strength, because we do work with the network 
of representatives and it signals to these people that we are not faceless, 
but you can discuss with the whole orchestra from the Chairman of the 
Board, the board and the owner. Hierarchy is very low and there are no 
heavy processes nor matrix organisation related to large corporations, in 
which you do not know who decides and on what.
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The family CEO of Meter B is on common ground:

Yes, we bring up [FF status as a marketing factor]. […] I have felt that it 
[FF status] brings some kind of trust; that our operations are not based 
on some quarterly economy or something like that. […] There will be no 
hasty or arbitrary changes in here. […] We bring up that we have been 
operating for already 50 years; so this is long-term, stable and trustworthy 
business.

There are, however, also risks related to the management of large 
portfolio and ‘placing more bets’ such as in ‘casino model’ of interna-
tionalisation (Håkanson & Kappen, 2017, p. 1106). NNMs might take 
the risk of maintaining stable relationships with the narrowly chosen 
network ties to prevent significant declines in foreign sales, but BNEs 
may also face major challenges if network ties are not nurtured and 
maintained properly or if the profiles of BNEs simply do not suit that 
of the foreign partners. Meter B and Mach E have faced the ‘domino 
effect’ of losing many network partners due to unpleasant behaviour by 
the FFs. Meter B had several agents in different countries who shared 
a parent firm. However, once this parent firm decided that Meter B’s 
products did not fit its product portfolio and brand image, the agents 
were forced to stop representing Meter B. The agents in France and the 
Netherlands continued for some time, but they too eventually ended the 
partnership. Meter B was able to continue operations with other agents 
in these countries by asking its previous partners for potential new ones. 
In Spain, the initial agent wanted to continue with Meter B and decided 
to break free from the parent firm on the grounds that Meter B’s prod-
ucts were the primary source of income for the partner. Despite being 
able to get back on track in all these countries gradually, the momentary 
discontinuities in many important foreign markets caused the decline 
of foreign sales and excessive resources devoted to retrieve the situation. 
When Mach E started exporting its products, it had foreign partners in 
Germany, France, the UK, and Italy. The firm decided to cooperate with 
a major manufacturer in its industry, utilising sales channels that would 
extend via the new manufacturer to nearly 200 countries. This partner-
ship caused displeasure among the existing partners all of whom ended 



3 International Networking Typology, Strategies …     101

the partnership. Similar to Meter B, Mach E had to build new partner-
ships in each country and suffered short-term declines of foreign sales 
and resource commitments made to resolve the situation.

3.6  Overview of the Success Factors Behind 
Family Firms’ International Networking

3.6.1  High-Quality Products in Global Niches 
and Preventing Bifurcation Bias

Many FFs in our study resonate with the internationally successful 
family-managed SME type defined by Hennart, Majocchi, and Forlani 
(2019) who found that focusing on high-quality products in global 
niches and leveraging the social capital in customer relationships is 
advantageous for FFs compared to non-FFs. As illustrated by the family 
board member from Meter B:

It [FF status] would not necessarily work in all kinds of brands, but since 
our brand is associated with us being high-quality and trustworthy, or 
that the products last and function decade after decade, I feel in a way 
that family business is a good thing as a supporter of that image.

It is noteworthy that these kinds of successful family-managed SMEs 
can be found both within NNMs and BNEs although BNEs incline 
more towards niche products and markets. Wood A, an NNM, which 
focuses on providing high-quality Finnish wood products for a narrow 
component segment in construction and mainly to Northern Europe, 
has witnessed profitable business and 90% FSTS owing to the persis-
tent and active involvement of the owner-CEO in building long-term 
customer relationships in foreign markets. For instance, as mentioned 
previously, Wood A has had an influential customer in Norway for over 
20 years, a customer from which the owner-CEO was able to obtain a 
substantial loan for upgrading production in Finland. In return, Wood 
A offered the Norwegian customer an exclusive right to its products for 
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over ten years, which the customer was willing to accept as it would 
secure a continuous supply of high-quality products from Wood A.

Mach B, a BNE presented earlier, which is a leading manufacturer 
of hydraulic equipment for mobile machinery globally, has established 
long-term relationships with dealers thanks to continuous development 
of new high-quality applications and sales development with dealers 
and relationship maintenance through active communication and regu-
lar meetings such as in trade fairs or annual dealer meetings in Finland. 
While the role of the founder-CEO has been crucial in developing the 
network in the long run, his daughter has increased her presence in the 
business by first being a Sales Manager focusing on specific foreign mar-
kets and later being appointed to the role of EVP responsible for all the 
sales of the firm. Therefore, she operates closely at the dealer and cus-
tomer interface and can leverage the knowledge transferred from her 
father for continuing successful internationalisation. In two videos aired 
in early 2019, the daughter EVP has been the face of 2.5-minute videos 
from start to finish to review last year’s results, show the expansion of 
production facility, as well specially greet customers and partners to visit 
the firm in the upcoming major trade fair in Germany. The videos show 
how Mach B and the family member in top management position aim 
at developing trusting relationships and establishing a superior image 
for their stakeholders by utilising the face of FF.

Hennart et al. (2019) suggest that family-managed SMEs can often 
manage without internationally experienced nonfamily managers when 
they build on FF-specific unique resources to capitalise on global niche 
internationalisation. As seen in the case firm examples above, this might 
be the case, but our evidence also makes a strong case for the signif-
icant role of nonfamily top management for thriving in global niche 
internationalisation. The significance of nonfamily expertise in manage-
ment has been also widely recognised in literature on FF international-
isation (e.g. Calabrò, Campopiano, Basco, & Pukall, 2017; D’Angelo, 
Majocchi, & Buck, 2016; Ray, Mondal, & Ramachandran 2018). 
Kano and Verbeke (2018) listed cross-border operational meritocracy 
as one of the five successful practices for overcoming bifurcation bias, 
i.e. preference of dysfunctional family assets over functional nonfamily 
assets, in family multinationals, implying that managerial competence 



3 International Networking Typology, Strategies …     103

is particularly important in complex international environment regard-
less of kinship status. Moreover, the role of nonfamily management 
has been associated with global internationalisation while firms led by 
family-dominated management excel in regional internationalisation 
close to their home market (Banalieva & Eddleston, 2011). D’Angelo, 
Majocchi, Zucchella, and Buck (2013) found that specialist nonfamily 
executives along with the firm’s focus on product innovation enable suc-
cessful global (instead of regional) export performance in FFs.

Our findings support these aforementioned notions as BNEs, which 
have been more globally oriented in their internationalisation process 
than NNMs, have been more inclined to move from family CEOs to 
nonfamily CEOs to intensify and expand their internationalisation pro-
cess. For instance, Mach E and Decor B, which have achieved 85–95% 
FSTS and export sales covering all the continents as of 2018, have been 
led by nonfamily CEOs since 2014 with the primary focus on devel-
oping foreign operations, contacting the foreign partners and custom-
ers, and overall enhancing their market position in their global niche. 
The nonfamily CEO in Decor B had been the export manager in the 
firm from 2007 to 2014, and the nonfamily CEO in Mach E had had 
over 20 years of experience primarily in international sales moving from 
middle manager to top executive level in the same industry prior to 
joining Mach E. The first nonfamily CEO of Meter B was otherwise 
competent but largely unwilling to go overseas and meet partners and 
customers. The Chairman of the Board from the family decided that he 
would resign this CEO and aim to find a new nonfamily CEO, with 
international networking as the primary focus. Based on the social 
media platform LinkedIn, Meter B achieved their goal in finding a good 
candidate, to travel around the world to attend trade fairs and meet 
stakeholders and post about the same. The Chairman of the Board fre-
quently likes these posts. At the time of the interview, before the hiring 
the new nonfamily CEO, the Chairman of the Board said:

Let’s wish that this is a step that the new CEO will be appointed with the 
title that he or she is sales-oriented and he or she will use about 50-60 % 
of his or her time in contacting customers, representatives, and get the 
sales growing.



104     T. Leppäaho and J. Metsola

His daughter and board member of Meter B added:

And expressly he or she would go to improve foreign relationships […] 
the first thing for the new CEO to do is most likely to visit the most 
important representatives and talk with them, what are their feelings, 
how are they doing,, what are their opinions of our products, what are 
their wishes, and then start digging into these. For instance, I think it 
was Switzerland, where it happened that one of our Swiss competitors, 
bought our representative there, and now our agency is in the hands of 
our Swiss competitor [laughs]. There might not be that big a motivation 
at the moment to sell our product.

Accordingly, while Hennart et al.’s (2019) definition of a successful 
family-managed SME in a global niche of high-quality products res-
onates with our case firms, these case firms also show that nonfamily 
members in top management contribute to internationalisation success 
especially globally. In line with Banalieva and Eddleston (2011), we 
found evidence that there are more firms in the NNM-category who 
have succeeded in establishing a strong international market position 
regionally by focusing on Northern Europe or Scandinavia and having 
a family CEO from the beginning to the present (e.g. Decor C, Combo 
B, Energy B, Wood A). Banalieva and Eddleston (2011) argue that as 
trustworthy network ties are easier created and maintained regionally 
than globally, family-led firms might succeed in relation to this due to 
their ability to extend intra-organisational social capital to inter-organ-
isational social capital, long-term orientation, and tendency to con-
serve regional reputation. The ability to establish strong network ties 
is further reinforced by networking with other foreign FFs, which cre-
ates reciprocal community-level social capital, i.e. ‘inter-organisational 
familiness’ (Lester & Cannella, 2006). For instance, Wood A, led by 
family owner-CEO, has achieved 90% FSTS with the main foreign 
markets being Norway, Sweden, and Poland. The owner-CEO has been 
determined to and successful in creating long-term and trustworthy net-
work ties that focus on nearby markets as indicated previously. The fam-
ily-led Energy B has achieved 50% FSTS with the same primary foreign 
markets as Wood A, and there has been a similar kind of instance in 
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creating strong and long-term network ties by the founder-CEO family 
member. Accordingly, it is not that regional internationalisation would 
be automatically less valuable than global internationalisation, but the 
different strategic goals in terms of international expansion as enabled 
by the firm’s resources, capabilities, and industry can yield profitable 
results both regionally and globally. An essential factor might be the 
family/nonfamily character in top-level management and how firms can 
leverage competence vs. social capital benefits in international network-
ing as an FF.

However, taking a step back to align with Hennart et al. (2019), the 
case firms also make a strong case for the significant role of founding 
family members engaging actively in building strong foreign network 
ties from the beginning of internationalisation, the social capital of 
which and its maintenance can then be effectively transferred to new 
family members involved in the business. In the global niche and B2B 
businesses, the case firms mostly operate in (including those primarily 
B2C-firms who still operate through B2B-partnerships to conduct for-
eign distribution for their niche products, such as Garment B, Chem 
B, and Chem C), it is important to build trustworthy and long-term 
relationships with partners and customers to induce commitment for 
continuous improvement, reciprocity and dialogue. As the customers 
of niche products are relatively more homogenous and less sensitive to 
price changes than the customers of mass-market products, there is less 
need for market-specific differentiation and production close to cus-
tomers (Hennart et al., 2019). However, the ability to operate through 
exports and possibly without internationally competent nonfamily 
managers and substantial amount of external capital does not diminish 
the value of foreign partners as central actors in the global value chain 
of the FFs. The successful FFs in our case data provided evidence of 
the value of family members in building long-term social capital with 
their key foreign partners which had clearly contributed to the FFs’ suc-
cess in the partners’ respective markets. We discussed previously how 
Mach B’s second-generation EVP was able to maintain close relation-
ships with foreign dealers, and this would not have been possible with-
out the active, grassroots-level groundwork done by the founder-CEO 
and father of the current EVP. In the early internationalisation, the 
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founder-CEO was persistent to travel abroad to meet prospective cus-
tomers with limited language skills and the voice of a consult belittling 
his internationalisation intentions at the back of his head:

I packed the goods in the car and went around Europe and various fairs. 
My goal was to open the door of twenty [prospective] customers every 
day. In the evening I surveyed the next day’s destinations and marked 
them on the map.

He states that the best investment Mach B can make today is buying 
flight tickets for its personnel to meet foreign customers and part-
ners, and his daughter EVP is clearly an embodiment of this strategy 
to be actively networking and maintaining close relationships world-
wide. Similar interesting foreign-sales-promotions-by-car stories are 
also shared by Meter A, Wood B, and Mach G. Meter A customised 
an old mobile library into an exhibition car equipped with Meter A 
products and toured Europe and North America to promote Meter A 
and its products along with local partners. The third-generation CEO 
of Wood B, which had 70% of sales coming from the domestic Finnish 
market at the turn of the 1990s, decided to close their sawmill, travel by 
a car with his wife and three sons to Germany and search for compen-
satory export markets at the time when recession significantly decreased 
domestic sales. Consequently, significant customer and partner relation-
ships were established, and Middle Europe has been the most profitable 
foreign market till date. One of those three sons is the CEO of Wood B 
today and fosters the long-term and fruitful network ties for the future. 
Similar to Mach B and Meter A, Mach G established its extensive 
European network of foreign partners by touring around Europe and 
showcasing Mach G’s products and know-how with a truck customised 
into a mobile exhibition stand. The third-generation family CEO opens 
up regarding the importance of touring as follows:

It was brutal footwork. At best, or worst, I went to nine different places 
in two weeks. The days passed by the highway, and when I got there, I 
put overalls on, set up the stand and showcased our cranes and compo-
nents to the experts. In the evening, the journey continued. Often, I slept 
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the nights in the hotel, but sometimes in the car cabin. Through this, 
we made a breakthrough in Europe, you could say. We got an extensive 
dealer network.

Such road shows have become familiar to the fourth-generation fam-
ily CEO, the son of the third-generation family CEO, who has been 
touring in the UK. He states that they have, overall, toured around 
Europe with their trucks for at least 250,000 kilometres.

In many case firms, family members, irrespective of whether they 
have an official position in the firm, have been engaging in foreign 
customer and partner relationships since childhood. They have been 
present when customers and partners have visited firms’ premises 
and family members’ home. They have also been with the firm when 
attending foreign trade fairs and doing international networking there. 
Family members have also utilised their holiday or study-related trips 
to foreign countries as chances to visit foreign customers and partners 
in the process. In this manner, not only have the family members been 
able to build the knowledge of the industry and B2B relationships 
of the firm but the foreign partners and customers have also got the 
chance to get acquainted and envision a future with the prospective 
business partners from the family, thus generating long-term mutual 
social capital and relational embeddedness (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 
1998). Preparing for the global niche businesses, family members in 
many case firms have invested in international education both in terms 
of the subject (e.g. international business) and the study conducted 
abroad as well as in terms of international work experience, both prior 
to and during the early stages working in the FF. International educa-
tion (Kano & Verbeke, 2018) and international work experience (Gallo 
& Pont, 1996; Majocchi, D’Angelo, Forlani, & Buck, 2018) for fam-
ily members have been studied as critical human assets for FFs for suc-
cessful internationalisation. Interestingly, in many case firms, the first 
official jobs in the firms, to which subsequent generations of family 
members have been appointed, have dealt with international sales. For 
instance, the EVP of Mach B mentioned above majored in interna-
tional business in her studies (also writing her Bachelor’s and Master’s 
theses on Mach B’s corporate image), conducted work training in 
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Mach B’s sales office in China and has worked in international sales-re-
lated jobs in Mach B till present. Both the daughters of the family 
CEO of Compo C have graduated with Master’s degrees in interna-
tional business and have studied abroad. Both the daughters operate in 
board roles, but the youngest started working as a business developer 
employee in 2018 and has previously worked in a foreign firm in the 
same industry as Compo C.

In summary, the family SMEs in our data portray that the family 
members (and nonfamily members) respect the past and the history 
of the FFs, but are willing to move forward and be more receptive to 
new ideas inside and work outside the FF in a way that is suitable for 
modern business environments and modern international networking. 
Functional family and heritage assets, such as digital capabilities of new 
generations and accumulated knowledge of the partner relationships by 
the older generations, are leveraged. Dysfunctional family and herit-
age assets, such as poor managerial and board competence, are replaced 
with nonfamily assets, such as nonfamily CEOs and external ownership 
with international business experience. For instance, the important net-
work ties to Switzerland, initiated by the third-generation Chairman of 
the Board and former CEO of Wood B in 1990s, have lasted till the 
present day. The fourth-generation CEO and son of the former con-
tinues to nurture these ties, ‘the buttress for the last 20 years for Wood 
B’, while simultaneously and innovatively creating new ones in psychi-
cally more distant markets. The former one has visited over 40 times 
Switzerland over the years, while the latter has utilised WhatsApp and 
WeChat messaging applications to quickly contact people and make 
deals: for instance, in China. The current family CEO summarises the 
benefits of both methods in combination for social interaction and 
gaining competitive advantage in the traditional sawmill industry they 
are in:

I see that the quickness of communication, whether it is email, 
WhatsApp, or WeChat, has been our advantage. The other is the active 
communication, visiting them and meeting them; it is the combination 
of these two. We can maintain the personal contact but also get quick 
answers when needed.
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Meter B, which was earlier mentioned concerning the importance 
of having a nonfamily CEO, uses student connections of the third- 
generation board member and Ph.D. student from the family. While 
the family members have visited their foreign partners on holidays and 
other occasions, a more strategic and systematic approach to managing 
partner relationships is required. The Ph.D. student acting as a board 
member had not just initiated discussions about changing the previous 
nonfamily CEO to a more internationally active new one, but commis-
sioned student assignments in her university on topics like foreign part-
ner evaluation. She, with the help of student assignment results, have 
shaken up old practices. She explained the same as the following:

We had some representatives, in the product catalogues and websites of 
which there were no mentions that they even sell our product. […] It has 
been very good discussion [with the students], as it has evoked us that 
part of our representatives are such which my grandfather has found in 
1970s and then they have just remained. And then, in those firms, gen-
erations have changed, employees have changed, and our product is not 
necessarily really important in their portfolio, but the representative has 
just remained. So now we have come to evaluate more closely the repre-
sentatives and think if we really should change part of the representatives 
and find completely new ones to replace them.

For some family SMEs, the perceived required changes to make the 
firms more internationally competitive have not just been internal, 
managerial, and processual. Instead, they have required heavy external 
ownership. Wood A, established in 1928, sold 50% of its shares to a 
foreign customer in 2017, with the primary aim of ramping up Wood 
A’s production. Compo C, established in 1921, sold 40% of its shares 
to the competitor in their industry in 2013, with the main goal of 
expanding the sales network globally and making foreign sales more 
professional. Mach G, established in 1912, sold its entire share capital 
to a foreign firm operating in the same industry in 2018, due to the 
costly financing of planned succession and owed to the extensive global 
sales network provided by the new owner. Accordingly, these family 
SMEs made major decisions to give up a big part or the entire family 
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ownership after almost a 100-year and multigenerational history as 
an FF to be internationally competitive in the future. Yet, in all three 
cases, the acquiring foreign firm was also an FF, which had facilitated 
the selling process. The family CEO of Compo C states that the FF sta-
tus of the new part-owner was a significant positive factor in addition 
to their operational synergies and competence prior to the ownership 
agreement:

Absolutely [the FF status of the acquiring firm was important]; there 
were similar values and the fact that we both had very similar sales chan-
nels. We had same agents. We had a lot in common. We even were often 
travelling at the same time and from there it [cooperation opportunities] 
started to take shape gradually. We had to offer them in some technical 
solutions, while we saw that they had to offer a huge sales organization. 
Here [in Compo C] we have had me and another person running the 
export sales. Theirs was very organized and now we have good programs 
going on with them. We [Compo C] change the entire mindset so that 
raw material should be sold to final targets and bring closer to the final 
buyer.

For Mach G, it was a relief that the acquiring firm had FF roots 
despite currently being a public company, as the identity and values 
matched in addition to the business-related resources. Mach G turned 
down offers from venture capitalists and chose this firm instead. As 
expressed by the nonfamily manager, whose husband used to be a minor 
shareholder in the firm:

Let’s say that, in my opinion, this transaction brings Mach G as a firm 
a big opportunity; this opens. I have said publicly that I knew the long-
time third-generation family owner and former CEO wanted to sell his 
shares and get out. My worst fear was that some investment firm would 
have come here as an owner, which then would have just milked the 
money, shut down [the firm] and go. So I think that this foreign firm that 
bought us was the best possible solution, because this expressly opens up 
and lets us develop our firm. Basically all [the people] in Mach G saw this 
change as positive. But on the other hand, one old Finnish family firm 
went again to overseas.
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Indeed, it was not an easy decision to sell the FF owed to its heritage 
and SEW, indicating how FFs deal with the mixed gamble of maintain-
ing a balance between economic and noneconomic (SEW) dimensions 
when developing their business, in the international front as well (e.g. 
Alessandri et al., 2018). For instance, the family CEO expressed the 
following:

I still have not recovered from that [selling the shares]. It has been two 
weeks since we put names on the paper. But still, my personal challenge is 
that I do not have heritage to leave for my children. I have ten-and eight-
years-old children, who have been grown directly into this family entre-
preneurship. They know what it means. But now, I do not have heritage 
to give them; I have to create it in some other way. Or get over with the 
problem. It starts with selfish starting points like these. Another thing is 
that I do not have that direct decision-making power that I used to when 
we had the ownership. The family owned 60% of the shares, and still 
there [was] very good spirit and understanding on what we were doing 
among the shareholders. The influence has been directly bigger on the 
firm’s operations. But now the opportunities to influence will change and 
the playing field will change. You must practice a bit, what does this new 
firm want to do and what it wants from us, and how we can influence to 
where we are going. Adapting to that is the next task.

As was described in the case firm descriptions, there were attach-
ments to various SEW dimensions (Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 
2012) among all the family SMEs, notwithstanding whether the num-
ber and level of SEW preservation tendencies were low, medium, or 
high. Accordingly, although many family SMEs tackle the bifurcation 
bias (Kano & Verbeke, 2018) effectively, they often have concerns over 
family control, generational continuity, and other more or less emotion-
ally loaded aspects of the FF, in addition to international networking. A 
way to ‘ease the pain’ can be partnering with other FFs in internation-
alisation and even in ownership, as has been presented earlier. In other 
words, one of the SEW dimensions suggested by Berrone et al. (2012), 
binding social ties, may be important—the FF status and embracing 
FF-specific features may be one of the key methods to succeed in inter-
national networking. We will discuss this further in the next chapters on 
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successful foreign partner selection and leveraging FF status in interna-
tional networking.

3.6.2  Choosing the Suitable Foreign Partners 
and Customers

Whatever the international networking strategy the FF executes, simi-
lar and interrelated characteristics for desired partners, customers, and 
people within the organisations are often recommended: (i) existing 
network ties and activity to create new ones in the local market and 
beyond; (ii) experience- and knowledge-based competence as well as/
instead of the interest in FFs’ products, cooperation, and growth; (iii) 
identity of the FF but also integration in the local culture; (iv) open-
ness and credibility. It is not merely the networking capabilities of the 
FFs themselves that narrowly or broadly lead to profitable foreign net-
work ties but also the scale and scope of the network ties and channels 
of the foreign partners that facilitate the FFs’ establishment in foreign 
markets. The FFs’ resource limitations to execute extensive marketing 
and sales promotion in the foreign markets require agents, distributors, 
and people in the subsidiaries with an existing customer base, contacts, 
and channels or the ability to acquire those for the FFs. The case firms 
also highlight the significance of having foreign partners who can help 
FFs create new network ties with the markets beyond the primary local 
sales territory the partner has been assigned. Chem A and its nonfamily 
CEO emphasise the role of its Greek selling and manufacturing partner 
in opening and managing network ties to the psychically distant mar-
kets with its resources:

Let’s take, for instance, the Arab countries. There were many Arab con-
tacts with all these twists and turns, and that was where I also found that 
our, Chem A’s resources […] are not enough that we could start doing 
direct trade to Arab countries, marketing, support and supply chain, 
invoicing, and all that. So, it is better for us to operate via a partner, 
which has all these mechanisms in place and people who take care of 
them. They have routines for that versus the situation where we would 
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start building all from bank guarantees, delivery guarantees, subcontrac-
tor transportation and else, the operating model there. So, we realised 
that it is easier to rely on this partner. […] It alleviates our own resource 
needs when we do not go first building the order-supply chain.

As indicated previously, networks of networks have been helpful for FFs 
to gain new partners and customers, for instance, in situations when a 
network tie to a partner has terminated and replacing or complement-
ing network ties have been sought. Meter A was able to continue its 
North American subsidiary rather smoothly by utilising networks tie 
the existing partners provided:

In the beginning, we used this consult. Through his contact network, 
we found this young guy who had worked in the same firm in the past, 
and he left from here [in Finland] to establish the subsidiary in the 
North America. A Finnish guy. He was there five years and came back 
to Finland. And then his successor was actually his best friend, who 
moved with his family to the US to continue [running the subsidiary]. 
He did not enjoy and ever feel the life over there to be his own, and 
pretty quickly came back. He was there maybe two and a half years. At 
that point, we had hired to the North American subsidiary a salesperson, 
who was the former owner of our former, or current Dutch representa-
tive, the firm. He had decided to retire and move to North America, or 
Canada, as he had went to schools quite a bit of his childhood. He felt 
a kind of desire to live and spend time in Canada. And he had decided 
to stop working. And then, when he had moved over there and twiddled 
his thumbs for half a year, he contacted us whether we had to offer some 
job there in North America for him. He, after all, was willing to continue 
with our products and sell them. He first started as a salesperson there. 
And then at the same time, when this other Finnish felt that he would 
like to come back to Finland, all fell into place. We opened up discus-
sion. […] The outcome is that he [the Dutch guy] now leads the North 
American operations of Meter A.

The networking capabilities of the foreign partners predominantly stem 
from their experience- and knowledge-based competence. The family 
CEO of Mach C states the following:
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We have a good, competent guy in Germany, who has strong background 
in pulp and paper industry. Germany is very difficult market; there is a 
big local firm […] it is very strong there. But this our representative has 
been able to get us, in a way, into this firm and via it we have gotten, 
we have got into the projects of this firm to supply our devices. […] He 
[the German representative] has good knowledge of what happens in our 
markets due to his past. He has contacts to very high level, so the business 
works via him well.

The experience- and knowledge-based competence is not sufficient 
if the partner lacks genuine interest in the FFs’ products and growth 
mindset. The nonfamily CEO of Mach E emphasises the following:

Maybe the leading, only thing that I think is very important is that it [the 
foreign partner] must be truly interested in doing business with us. […] 
There are those who just want names on the list or trademarks to their 
distribution list […], because it is a matter of status. Or there are those 
who, for some reason, promise us the moon. […] The most important 
thing is that there is someone who really takes responsibility for business 
development; the development of our business.

For many FFs, the ideal foreign partner is of the same size as the FF 
itself as it provides better efficiency for selling and promoting the FFs’ 
products. The Chairman of the Board and the nonfamily CEO of Meter 
B illustrate the following:

Chairman of the Board: When they [big foreign partners] have ten million 
products in their repertoire, and our products add only ten more lines 
on top of the ten million, you cannot find anything there.

CEO: We do not seek for too a big firm, because we cannot be such a 
significant actor for a big firm that it would invest in marketing [of our 
products]. We seek for a hungry, smallish firm that is capable to grow 
and operates in the right markets. For our products, the right channels 
should be largely familiar. If we sought for too a big, leading [partner] 
covering the whole region or market, it could be the wrong solution for 
us. […] The firm should be pretty much of same size and same type as 
our firm.
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In addition to the foreign partners’ fit in terms of size and product port-
folio, many FFs emphasise the overall, intangible identity of the ideal 
foreign partner. In most cases, having another FF as the foreign partner 
facilitates cooperation in many ways. The nonfamily CEO of Mach E 
finds many positive qualities of foreign partners that are also FFs:

The strategies of the value bases have to be similar so that the business 
works. If the other wants to sell fast and cheap and run away, our mission 
is not to be like that. We want long-term, contented customer relation-
ships. […] There has to be similar mindset. If we compare FF and some 
corporation, the life is completely different. Corporation is about corpo-
ration life. Organisations work; it is not human centred. FFs are more 
easily attached to individuals, at least up to a certain size.

The nonfamily CEO of the Finnish subsidiary of Decor C highlights 
the accessibility of the FF partners, which stems from the family owners’ 
dedication to their FF:

If you do [business with] a firm that is faceless in a way, having ownership 
from a venture capitalist or else, then even the top management has some 
certain working hours and channels you seek. In many FFs, at least in the 
smaller ones we have had as retailers, you basically reach them [the family 
owners and managers] at any time. […] They [family owners and manag-
ers] breathe it [the FF], they participate, it is their life. There the personal 
wealth and the firm’s wealth might cross. […] There is a big difference 
[between FFs and non-FFs].

While the foreign partner’s similar FF or familial status is appreciated, 
the foreign partner should, however, also be well integrated into the 
local market and culture. The long-time CEO of the Chinese subsidi-
ary of Garment B, mentioned previously, embodies this kind of a part-
ner with her connections to embassies and firms in China. The family 
owner-manager of Garment B states in general that they only hire local 
employees in their foreign markets:

We have only local organisations; we have only South Koreans in South 
Korea and only Chinese in China. We have never had expatriates in these. 
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[…] We have never tried to build anything with Finnish. […] These peo-
ple there have to be able to network there and obviously know the cul-
tures that they naturally know.

With respect to all of the common characteristics of a foreign partner 
or customer, the desired ones are openness and credibility, which are 
explicitly mentioned by most FFs. As highlighted in previous chap-
ters, FFs seek and primarily have strong foreign network ties in which 
mutual trust is the cohesive force of a long-term and profitable business 
relationship. If one can trust the foreign partner and consider them as 
part of the extended family, the lack of experience can be compensated 
for or even leveraged, as mentioned by the nonfamily export manager of 
Decor A with respect to their Indian distributor, an FF itself:

It [the partnership] started initially so that we actually had a good situa-
tion to choose from a couple [of potential partners] with whom we want 
to start bringing forth this [Indian] business. And then we ended up with 
this firm. One point, inter alia, was of course their set of values […] and 
how our business has started with the same tone. It was one of the most 
important criteria, of course in addition to other readiness. This is a rela-
tively young firm; all the founders there are relatively young. We saw that 
there is potential […] And when we have done business, we have took 
a sauna bath and else. […] They have said many times that as we have 
now started to do this [business together], we are a bit like one family. We 
openly talk about prices together, and everything is very open.

3.6.3  The Family Firm Status as an Advantage 
for Marketing and Relationship Building

As indicated previously, many FFs emphasise active communication 
and footwork for finding suitable network ties, partners, and custom-
ers in foreign markets. Activity levels per se do not differ significantly 
between NNMs and BNEs other than the fact NNMs focus their activ-
ity on close relationship building with a concentrated set of strong 
network ties, and BNEs focus their activity on expanding and man-
aging the portfolio of weak–strong network ties broadly and globally. 
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This narrow versus broad focus on creating foreign network ties might 
partially explain why BNEs in general are more willing and active in 
utilising trade fairs, internal dealer meetings, and the like for creating 
new and maintaining existing network ties. On the other hand, NNMs 
devote more time to meet their foreign partners home and away, call 
them personally, invite them to summer cottages or saunas, etc. As indi-
cated previously, these physical environments such as trade fairs and 
dealer meetings can be particularly useful for FFs for conveying a com-
munal sense of belonging in the ‘extended family’. These environments 
show existing and potential partners and customers the family face of 
the FF. For instance, the family manager of Energy B has witnessed the 
following:

It [the FF status] always comes up and also the surname affects. For 
instance, in the last trade fairs, when the biggest existing customers were 
aware of our family business status, they say ‘hey, you are the son of the 
family CEO, where is your dad?’ kind of thing. So, in a way, the histori-
cal continuum is visible and relations there pretty well. It is easier to get 
to talk, thanks to this surname.

Accordingly, in addition to universal sales and marketing strategies and 
tactics for profitable internationalisation, FFs might possess a distinc-
tive marketing factor that is often beneficial according to our case firms: 
the FF status and the virtues associated with the status. In the chapters 
discussing NNMs and BNEs, we slightly touched upon this and how 
BNEs convey the sense of belonging, trust, and long-term orientation 
across the networks of foreign representatives by invoking the FF sta-
tus. Most case firms believe that the FF status has at least some value in 
international marketing and networking, although the significance may 
vary depending on the foreign partner or customer. The family manager 
of Compo B states the following on the question whether the FF status 
facilitates international networking:

Yes and no. It, of course, has a big significance with those [partners] 
with which we have had long relationship and which have known the 
[founder] father of the brothers [managing now Compo B]. This is still 
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the same family, face and you can be in contact if necessary. Then there 
are industrial FFs in Sweden, which appreciate that this is the manager 
and owns the firm. But then there are firms for which it does not really 
matter.

This indicates, again, how important the similar profile and identity 
of the foreign partner are for FFs. Particularly, another FF as a foreign 
partner is often desired and most case firms state that most of their 
foreign partners are actually similar FFs. The family CEO of Decor A 
points out the following:

We tried to enter Russia for almost ten years and we had not found a 
partner there. But then we tried India for two years and we found there 
[a partner]. We just did a long-term agreements and it is a FF, which has 
worked there for over 60 years. There was immediately chemistry, values 
and else; it has started off very differently [than in Russia]. […] I think 
they all are FFs that are our representatives around the world. It is a 
strength […] this woman, partner in India, said very directly that they 
only do business with FFs.
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Abstract 

In internationalisation processes, international expansion exposes family SMEs to 

external networking and the risks such expansion entails, and perceived threats to their 

socioemotional wealth (SEW) might restrain their willingness to take these actions. 

However, very few studies measure SEW and associate it with internationalisation. 

Considering SEW preservation’s prominence in family SMEs and SMEs’ heavy 

dependence on networking during internationalisation, we hypothesise that SEW 

preservation has a negative association and networking has a positive association with the 

family SMEs’ degree of internationalisation (DOI). We reconstruct four SEW constructs 

that carry significance for family SMEs—family-heritage maintenance, family-controlled 

decision-making, familial relationship-building and emotional decision-making—used in 

the SEW-related hypotheses and as moderators of networking’s effects. A multiple 

regression analysis of 89 Finnish SMEs (47 of which were family SMEs) suggests that 

emotional decision-making has a strong negative relationship and networking has a strong 

positive relationship with DOI. The results extend and clarify the restraining role of SEW 

through affective preferences and needs in family-SME internationalisation, while also 

emphasising the economising role of networking in offsetting dysfunctional SEW and 

related bifurcation bias in the long run.  



 

Keywords: socioemotional wealth, emotional decision-making, bifurcation bias, 

networking, internationalisation, family SME 

Introduction 

Family firms constitute the most dominant firm type in the world (European Commission, 

2019a; Schulze, Lubatkin, & Dino, 2002; Shanker & Astrachan, 1996). These firms, in 

which family members control ownership and managerial positions (e.g. Arregle, Naldi, 

Nordqvist, & Hitt, 2012), differ from nonfamily firms in their tendency to preserve 

socioemotional wealth (SEW). SEW refers to ‘non-financial aspects of the firm that meet 

the family’s affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and 

the perpetuation of the family dynasty’ (Gomez-Mejia, Haynes, Nunez-Nickel, Jacobson, 

& Moyano-Fuentes, 2007, p. 106). In family firms, decision-making aimed at increasing 

and preserving affective endowments may even take priority over rational economic 

decision-making (e.g. Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone, & De Castro, 2011). SEW 

preservation might make family firms bifurcation-biased, i.e. preferring affect-based and 

dysfunctional family assets over economising and functional nonfamily assets, leading to 

inefficient decision-making, at least in the short or the medium term (Kano & Verbeke, 

2018).  

However, we know very little about the role of SEW in family firms’ decision-

making and strategies, due to the lack of SEW measurement in family-firm research 

(Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2014), despite the availability of alternative SEW 

measurement scales (e.g. Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012; Debicki, Kellermanns, 

Chrisman, Pearson, & Spencer, 2016; Hauck, Suess-Reyes, Beck, Prügl, & Frank, 2016). 

The lack of measurement also concerns the internationalisation of family firms, which, 

as a research theme per se, has attracted an increasing number of studies over the past two 

decades (Arregle, Duran, Hitt, & van Essen, 2017). Although SEW is increasingly 

included in some empirical analyses, primarily yielding findings on its restraining effect 

on internationalisation propensity and intensity (e.g. Alessandri, Cerrato, & Eddleston, 

2018), it mostly appears as a higher-order theoretical perspective or becomes 

operationalised through proxies of family control, without any deeper measurement 

capturing its various dimensions.  

 In this study, we provide new empirical insights into the relationship of 

SEW and family-firm internationalisation, considering two key issues concerning SEW. 

First, in terms of measurement, this study applies the FIBER scale by Berrone et al. (2012) 

to analysing the association of SEW with the successful international expansion of family 

firms. Both of the FIBER-related scales that Debicki et al. (2016) and Hauck et al. (2016) 

developed consist of three SEW dimensions, although they differ in emphasis. Debicki et 

al.’s SEWi scale focuses on the affective importance of SEW, and Hauck et al.’s REI-

scale focuses on the core affective endowments of SEW. Given also that these scales are 

based on family firms operating from large economies, namely the U.S. (Debicki et al., 

2016) and Germany (Hauck et al., 2016), conducting our own factor analysis seemed 

useful. Based on the FIBER scale and derived from data from the smaller and more 



 

internationalisation-dependent economy of Finland, our factor analysis aimed to not only 

clarify or extend existing scales but also to apply SEW more directly to the context of 

internationalisation.  

 Second, we emphasise the relational role of SEW in family firms and in 

internationalisation. SEW relates to maintaining social relationships and family benefit 

among the family members inside family firms (Berrone et al., 2012; Zellweger, 

Chrisman, Chua, & Steier, 2019). The prominent role of SEW inside family firms 

suggests that it is important, yet challenging, to engage in external and international 

networking to promote internationalisation. The essentiality of networking particularly 

concerns family-owned small- and medium-sized enterprises (family SMEs), since SMEs 

tend to heavily depend on networks that compensate for limited resources and, thus, 

enable successful internationalisation (e.g. Eberhard & Craig, 2013; Torkkeli, 

Saarenketo, & Nummela, 2015; Zain & Ng, 2016). Smaller family firms are also more 

likely than larger family firms to use SEW as a primary reference point in decision-

making (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). Therefore, studying whether family SMEs can ‘cut 

loose’, at least partially, from internal intrafamily social bonding stemming from SEW 

preservation, and engage in external interfirm networking needed for internationalisation, 

is relevant. 

 Thus, we conducted a multiple regression analysis to study whether SEW 

and family SMEs networking are related to the degree of internationalisation (DOI). The 

analysis utilises observations from 47 Finnish family SMEs (used in SEW-related factor 

analysis), together with a reference group of 42 Finnish nonfamily SMEs. The results 

partially confirmed our hypotheses. Of the four new SEW constructs derived from the 

factor analysis, emotional decision-making has a statistically significant strong negative 

relationship with the DOI of family SMEs. On the other hand, the results for the effects 

of the other three SEW constructs (family-heritage maintenance, family-controlled 

decision-making, familial relationship-building) were not statistically significant. 

Networking has a statistically significant strong positive relationship with the DOI of 

family SMEs. Moderation effects were not statistically significant. 

In sum, the results of this study indicate that if family SMEs focus on networking 

and avoid the tendency to make decisions emotionally, they can reach higher degrees of 

internationalisation. The study and these results contribute both methodologically and 

conceptually to the research on family-firm internationalisation. First, the four 

reconstructed SEW dimensions provide elaborate validation of Gomez-Mejia et al.’s 

(2007), Debicki et al.’s (2016), and Kano’s, Ciravegna’s, and Rattalino’s (2020) 

conceptualisations of SEW, as well as an extension of Hauck et al.’s (2016) FIBER-based 

scale, by underscoring SEW’s role in the ways that family firms make decisions in the 

long run, using affective and relational needs and preferences. Second, we pinpoint 

emotional decision-making as a key restrictive SEW factor in the internationalisation of 

family SMEs. Third, we emphasise the role of networking as a key economic and 

functional ‘counterforce’ to noneconomically perceived and often dysfunctional 

emotional decision-making inherent in family SMEs. Thus, we contribute to 



 

understanding the role of bifurcation bias in family firms and their internationalisation 

(Kano et al., 2020; Kano & Verbeke, 2018).  

Socioemotional Wealth (SEW) and Networking in Family Firm 

Internationalisation 

Socioemotional wealth (SEW) that builds on the triad of family, business and 

ownership (see Gersick, Davis, Hampton, & Lansberg, 1997) has emerged to explain the 

uniqueness of family firms in the years since the appearance of the first article to explicitly 

discuss it, by Gomez-Mejia et al. (2007). The concept of SEW consists of understanding 

such noneconomic rewards or affective endowments as emotional attachment and family-

member involvement, which family members in the organisation seek to preserve and 

draw from the family business (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). 

Based on the behavioural agency model (BAM) (Wiseman & Gomez-Mejia, 1998), SEW 

is important ‘affective wealth-at-risk’ (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2014, p. 1354), the loss of 

which is avoided even at the risk and expense of financial decisions and wealth (Debicki 

et al., 2016; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). Berrone et al. (2012) suggest five central SEW 

dimensions that encapsulate the important SEW assemblage that family firms may want 

to preserve: family control and influence, family members’ identification with the firm, 

binding social ties, emotional attachment, and renewal of family bonds with the firm 

through dynastic succession. Thus, SEW broadly covers the family dynamics in the 

management, ownership and decision-making of family firms. 

Gomez-Mejia et al. (2011) argue that ‘socioemotional wealth is the defining 

feature of a family business […] central, enduring, and unique to the dominant family 

owner, influencing everything the firm does’ (p. 692). The fear of losing SEW might lead 

to decision-making guided by noneconomic and affect-based factors, rather than more 

rational economic factors, for instance, manifesting as contractual arrangements 

benefiting family, reluctance to join cooperatives, or avoidance of diversification 

(Gomez-Mejia, Makri, & Kintana, 2010; Cruz, Gomez-Mejia, & Becerra, 2010; Gomez-

Mejia et al., 2007). The family firm is regarded as an extension of family (including 

nonfamily employees), and the members of the organisation feel a strong identification 

with the business, care for the reputation of the firm, and commit to and benefit extended-

family members through reciprocal relationships (Berrone, Cruz, Gomez-Mejia, & 

Larraza-Kintana, 2010; Miller, Lee, Chang, & Le Breton-Miller, 2009; Miller & Le 

Breton-Miller, 2005).  

SEW preservation, bringing members of a family firm closer in order to pursue 

collective efforts to maintain noneconomic aspects of the business, has a largely negative 

image, though in some contexts its image is a positive one in relation to 

internationalisation. The ‘mixed gamble’, i.e. the trade-offs between potential SEW gains 

and losses that figure in making strategic (economic) decisions (Gomez-Mejia et al., 

2014; Martin, Gomez-Mejia, & Wiseman, 2013), may result in family firms staying in 

domestic or nearby markets and not expanding to distant markets that are riskier for the 

preservation of SEW (Alessandri et al., 2018). The notion of the mixed gamble means 

that family firms might take the ‘gamble’ if they deem some strategic and entrepreneurial 



 

decisions helpful in accumulating assets for the SEW endowment (Gomez-Mejia, Patel, 

& Zellweger, 2018); however, the risks of internationalisation might be too great a trade-

off to discover. As De Massis, Frattini, Majocchi, and Piscitello (2018) point out, the 

many aspects of heterogeneity among family firms, such as behavioural propensities and 

strategic drivers, include weighing family benefits against internationalisation benefits 

and ultimately preventing family from committing to economically driven 

internationalisation if it will not benefit family and noneconomic aspects of the business. 

This could be a generational question; younger generations are less oriented towards 

preserving SEW and more oriented towards capitalising on internationalisation than older 

generations (Fang, Kotlar, Memili, Chrisman, & De Massis, 2018). 

One possible reason that SEW preservation may act as a significant deterrent to 

the internationalisation of family firms is the required formation of external business 

relationships. With increased access to information and enhanced logistics (Coviello, 

Kano, & Liesch, 2017; Van Alstyne & Brynjolfsson, 2005), the modern, digitalised global 

business environment has pushed firms to be proactive, entrepreneurial and networked, 

to capitalise on opportunities and competitive advantages in business exchanges (Vahlne 

& Johanson, 2017). SEW dimensions strongly relate to intrafamily social relationships 

(Zellweger et al., 2019), manifesting in maintenance of family control, emotional 

attachment, binding social ties, identification and generational continuity (Berrone et al., 

2012). ‘Exposure’ to external relationships might appear to threaten family legacy, goals, 

decision-making and harmony.  

The role of SEW in managerial decision-making decreases as the family-firm size 

increases (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011). Thus, the threat of losing SEW might pose a big 

concern, particularly for SME-sized family firms. Their relatively small size might 

reinforce the effects of various SEW dimensions, e.g. identification with the firm and 

emotional attachment, in a close community of family-member owners and managers, 

possibly making them risk-averse to entering the outside world and seeking growth 

opportunities in international markets. Yet, SMEs engaging in networking to complement 

their limited resources and internationalise profitably seems particularly important 

(Buciuni & Mola, 2014). In family SMEs, SEW preservation within the close family and 

distrust of outsiders negatively influence the formation of international network 

relationships and the development of resources for shifting from an exporting and 

domestic focus to joint ventures and more distant markets (Scholes, Mustafa, & Chen, 

2016). Family SMEs engage in less interorganisational networking for 

internationalisation (Eberhard & Craig, 2013). Once they form international network 

relationships, they may stick with just a few and miss out on profitable opportunities 

outside that immediate network (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). Thus, SEW preservation might 

restrain not only internationalisation propensity but also internationalisation intensity, 

stagnating the internationalisation process through limited networks.  

However, SEW preservation can also encourage family SMEs to go international. 

Family-firm members might see internationalisation as a survival strategy that is then 

persistently executed with strong inherent stewardship and a long-term orientation 

(Kraus, Mensching, Calabro, Cheng, & Filser, 2016; Munoz-Bullon & Sanchez-Bueno, 



 

2012; Zahra, 2003). From this perspective, family SMEs are not necessarily inward-

looking and distrustful of outsiders but, rather, able to extend their strong internal social 

capital externally to international customers and partner relationships (Cesinger et al., 

2016; Graves & Shan, 2014; Tasavori, Zaefarian, & Eng, 2018). Banalieva and Eddleston 

(2011) argue that family management is beneficial regionally and nonfamily management 

is beneficial globally. Family-managed firms can more easily leverage and maintain their 

inherent social capital, long-term orientation and reputation interorganisationally, in 

nearby locations. Hennart, Majocchi, and Forlani (2019) specifically point to family 

members’ strong identification and emotional attachment to the family SME, showing 

powerful determination and desire to develop their products and services in the long run 

for external stakeholders also. They find that family SMEs may have competitive 

advantages in producing and marketing high-quality products in global niches, where 

foreign customers and partners require reliable and close relationships and 

communication with suppliers. If these foreign customers and partners are themselves 

family firms that possess similar values, mutual trust and long-term orientation, 

relationships may have even more potential to thrive (Fernandez & Nieto, 2005; Gallo & 

Pont, 1996; Mitter & Emprechtinger, 2016; Swinth & Vinton, 1993). Leppäaho and 

Metsola (2020) found two types of international networking among family SMEs, which 

align with the notions above: (i) narrow network maximisers that mostly rely on network 

relationships that are few, but strong, and relational embeddedness to drive long-term and 

sustainable internationalisation regionally or globally, and (ii) broad network enablers 

that have a more extensive network of relationships of varying strengths globally, 

enabling widespread growth, mostly in global niches, while maintaining community-level 

social capital among the network partners. In both networking strategies, family-firm-

specific attributes and choices, such as social capital, long-term orientation and choosing 

similar family firms as foreign partners, are conducive to promoting successful 

internationalisation with either a narrow or broad scope. 

Thus, research indicates that the distinctive organisational culture, SEW 

preservation and distrust of outsiders, discourages family firms from engaging in 

relationships with external and nonfamily organisations (Dyer, 1988; Eberhard & Craig, 

2013; Roessl, 2005). Nonetheless, family-SME idiosyncrasies and SEW preservation are 

not automatically negative noneconomic hindrances to internationalisation but can 

indicate a passion for running an economically sound business and developing superior 

products and relationships with foreign customers and partners. SEW preservation poses 

both a challenge and an opportunity for family-SME internationalisation. Specifically, 

each SEW dimension might encompass two sides of the same coin. For instance, 

identification, emotional attachment and binding social ties might restrain the formation 

of external networks and broadening of those networks without too strong a shackle on 

existing ones. However, these dimensions might also create social capital, both within the 

family firm and externally, which then creates trustworthy and long-term partner and 

customer relationships in foreign markets. High levels of family control and renewal of 

family bonds might restrain acquiring competent nonfamily managers with 

internationalisation knowledge and contacts, but these dimensions might also enable 

agility for internationalisation decision-making and effective transfer of accumulated 



 

knowledge through generations, for a persistent, long-term and sustainable 

internationalisation process.  

Indeed, Kano et al. (2020) suggest that SEW-related family assets can be 

transformed into firm-specific advantages (FSAs), namely social capital, long-term 

orientation and reputation. However, that essentially requires openness to nonfamily and 

external involvement in management, ownership and network relationships. Building the 

optimal structure for the organisation to implement a successful internationalisation 

process, with a view to leveraging internal family-specific factors on the one hand and 

‘external exposure’ on the other, challenges family firms. Several studies point to the 

benefits of diversity and heterogeneity in the management and board of family firms (e.g. 

D’Angelo, Majocchi, & Buck, 2016; Kraus et al., 2016), but such firms have a tendency 

to operate under family control over generations (e.g. Pongelli, Caroli, & Cucculelli, 

2016; Ray, Mondal, & Ramachandran, 2018).  

This tendency of family-firm owners and managers to treat family assets and 

nonfamily assets differently, regardless of their actual contribution to value creation 

within particular bounds of rationality and reliability, is ‘bifurcation bias’ (Verbeke & 

Kano, 2012). Kano and Verbeke (2018) argue that bifurcation bias can inhabit the 

decision-making and goal orientations of family firms during their internationalisation 

processes and international operations in the short or medium run, but more efficient 

economising practices and routines can replace them in the long-run. In practice, this can 

happen by appointing managers for their cross-border operational merits, providing 

international education to family members, and making internationalisation-related 

decision-making and performance-measurement processes more structured, rigorous and 

transparent. However, given that bifurcation bias is ‘the de facto preferential treatment of 

assets that hold a special emotional meaning for the family’ (Kano et al., 2020, p. 2), 

family firms might have difficulty altering decision-making by resorting less to family-

priorities and including less emotional, nonfamily considerations. 

Overall, the family-firm-internationalisation research has mostly considered 

factors specific to family firms as negative factors for internationalisation (e.g. Fernandez 

& Nieto, 2006; Monreal-Perez & Sanchez-Marin, 2017), although other studies perceive 

some benefits for internationalisation resulting from factors specific to family firms (e.g. 

Munoz-Bullon & Sanchez-Bueno, 2012; Zahra, 2003). One possible reason for not 

reaching a widespread consensus in this regard might be that the models describing 

family-firm internationalisation often do not include SEW or its dimensions as 

independent variables. SEW captures the distinctive essence of family firms and their 

strategic decision-making, especially in family SMEs. By balancing the positive and 

negative sides of SEW based on the existing literature discussed above, we hypothesise 

that its effect is inversely related to the degree of internationalisation. 

H1: The higher the priority on SEW in family SMEs is, the less is their degree of 

internationalisation. 

As the international expansion of SMEs depends heavily on their networks 

(Eberhard & Craig, 2013; Musteen, Datta, & Butts, 2014; Zain & Ng, 2016) and 



 

capabilities for developing networks with other individuals and firms (Mort & 

Weerawardena, 2006; Torkkeli et al., 2015; Zhou, Wu, & Luo, 2007), we would expect 

a similar tendency in family SMEs. Internationalisation depends largely on the ability to 

avoid ‘liability of outsidership’, through involvement in and learning from network 

relationships (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) that provide new and complementary resources, 

capabilities and knowledge that facilitate and speed up foreign-market entries and 

expansions (Agndal, Chetty, & Wilson, 2008; Arenius, 2005; Chetty & Holm, 2000; Yli-

Renko, Autio, & Tontti, 2002). Chetty and Holm (2000) define a network as ‘a set of two 

or more connected business relationships, in which each exchange relation is between 

business firms that are conceptualized as collective actors’ (p. 79). Thus, networks or 

network relationships, ranging from buyer to supplier relationships, are strategic 

environments in which SMEs can cooperate, gain benefits and even develop competitive 

advantages for internationalisation (Coviello & Munro, 1995). The existence of networks 

per se may not yield benefits and profitable internationalisation, but the activity and extent 

to which SMEs use these networks, receive support from them, and collaborate through 

them (i.e. engage in networking activities) are important for internationalisation 

(Dimitratos, Amoros, Etchebarne, & Felzensztein, 2014; Johanson & Mattsson, 1988).  

Obviously, family SMEs are no exception, and networking benefits can apply to 

them as they do to nonfamily SMEs. For instance, family SMEs can obtain crucial 

knowledge for internationalisation by intense collaboration with and trust in network 

partners (Cesinger et al., 2016). Making intense networking activity even more important 

for family SMEs is the simultaneous preservation of SEW, as the closer and longer 

relationship-building process with these partners supports family SMEs’ accumulating 

international market knowledge and trust in the improbability that these partners will 

jeopardise SEW (Cesinger et al., 2016). Kraus et al. (2016) suggest that the higher the 

level of SEW endowment, the greater the need for external involvement in management 

and ownership, as well as the family firm’s involvement in international networks, to 

achieve successful internationalisation. These economising and functional activities can 

then mitigate bifurcation bias and equip family SMEs with the necessary resources and 

capabilities that serve internationalisation operations in the long run (Kano et al., 2020).  

However, as discussed earlier, SEW can also negatively affect the development 

of international network relationships in family SMEs (Scholes et al., 2016). Strong desire 

to maintain intrafamily social relationships, family harmony and decision-making under 

family control could result in a desire to preserve SEW (Berrone et al., 2012; Zellweger 

et al., 2019), to which engagements in external relationships pose a considerable threat. 

Thus, following the network view of internationalisation that Johanson and Vahlne (2009) 

present could raise the question of whether family firms nurture ‘insidership’ excessively 

within the close circle around the family, rather than promote it for opportunities outside 

the close family. The tendency to preserve SEW might be one of the reasons behind 

family SMEs’ reluctance to engage in interorganisational networking in the first place 

(Eberhard & Craig, 2013) and expand networks as the internationalisation process 

progresses (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). However, besides the studies by Cesinger et al. 



 

(2016) and Scholes et al. (2016), no studies explicitly consider SEW as an antecedent, 

moderator or outcome of international networking within family SMEs.  

Thus, we posit that to the extent a family SME does engage in networking, those 

networks can help offset the negative impact of SEW on international expansion 

hypothesised in H1 above. However, based on the prominent role of SEW as a relational 

construct, we also expect it to negatively moderate the effect of networking on the 

internationalisation of family SMEs. Therefore, we hypothesise: 

H2: The more that family SMEs engage in networking, the higher is their DOI.  

H3: In family SMEs, SEW negatively moderates the relationship between networking 

and DOI. 

Data and Methods 

Data collection and sample selection 

The data used to test the hypotheses were collected from Finnish family and 

nonfamily SMEs that had been identified in 2012 in a similar internationalisation-related 

data collection but without SEW-related questions. At that time, we identified 4,343 

exporting SMEs (using a Finnish credit-information organisation, Asiakastieto Ltd, and 

Finnish Customs), of whom 734 (17%) responded to our survey. Respondents were 

deliberately chosen senior managers (in most cases, CEOs), the most informed about the 

firm strategy and, thus, in the best position to respond knowledgeably. Following the 

European Commission (2019b), we defined SMEs as firms that employ less than 250 

employees and whose turnover is under 50 million euro. In 2017, we contacted all these 

respondents and additional firms again for a survey that included similar 

internationalisation-related questions but also SEW-related questions. Requests were sent 

to 908 SMEs by email. An additional 830 respondents were contacted by phone, of whom 

384 promised to answer the survey. Eventually, after sending reminders to those who had 

promised to take part but did not respond in time, we received 187 survey responses. As 

a result, the response rate in relation to the e-mail requests sent was 20%. Most of the 

respondents answered the questionnaire in full and included both family and nonfamily 

SMEs. 

The survey questions focused on family ownership, networking, SEW and the 

internationalisation and international activities of the firms. In addition to more general 

family-specific questions (e.g. the presence of family members in management and 

different generations), we aimed to obtain information about SEW dimensions by using 

the questionnaire that Berrone et al. (2012) suggested. When studying SEW, one should 

distinguish between family-controlled and family-influenced firms. Family-controlled 

firms—in which family members own at least 50% of the shares and constitute a presence 

in management and governance (e.g. Arregle et al., 2012)—may have stronger SEW-

preservation tendencies than firms that are merely family-influenced, with less control 

and decision-making power in family-member hands (Arregle et al., 2012; Berrone et al., 

2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; Zellweger, Kellermanns, Chrisman, & Chua, 2012). The 



 

degree of family control per se has been used as a proxy for SEW (Kotlar, Signori, De 

Massis, & Vismara, 2018; Zellweger et al., 2012). Therefore, we selected from the sample 

only family-controlled SMEs meeting the definition above. We also selected nonfamily 

SMEs (0% family ownership) to act as a reference group for selected family SMEs.  

Furthermore, we noticed that despite the initial identification of exporters, some 

firms in the sample had importing or wholesale business as a main source of revenue. 

Since we examined external and international networking, we wanted exporters that had 

personally manufactured products for sale abroad and would require a search for partners 

and customers ‘from scratch’. Eventually, after selecting family-controlled and nonfamily 

SMEs by product manufactured and removing those with missing values for key variables 

and clear outliers, the final sample comprised 89 firms, of which 47 were family SMEs 

and 42 were nonfamily SMEs. 

Dependent variable 

To capture the degree of internationalisation (hereafter DOI), we used the ratio of 

foreign sales to total sales (cf. Arregle et al., 2012; Fernhaber & McDougall-Covin, 2009; 

Gomez-Mejia et al., 2010; Zahra, Ireland, & Hitt, 2000). The SME-internationalisation 

literature broadly uses this ratio as an indicator of DOI (e.g. Graves & Shan, 2014; Lu & 

Beamish, 2001). The DOI data is based on the 2017 survey. 

Independent variables 

We adopted measures for the central constructs from the literature. We included 

in the questionnaire the list of survey items (27 questions/claims) that Berrone et al. 

(2012) suggest to capture each SEW dimension (i.e. FIBER scale). For each item, we 

used a seven-point Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. In 

the context of internationalisation, the FIBER scale (Berrone et al., 2012) has seldom 

been used (e.g. Kraus et al., 2016). Furthermore, the five SEW dimensions overlap to 

some extent (e.g. family control and renewal of family bonds through dynastic 

succession, identification and emotional attachment), which encourages reassessing and 

identifying potential new constructs that contain items from different SEW dimensions.  

One such option could have been relating the REI scale by Hauck et al. (2016) to 

the FIBER scale. It encompasses three dimensions of the FIBER scale (i.e. renewal of 

family bonds through dynastic succession, emotional attachment of family members, 

identification of family members with the firm) with a focus on nine key affective items 

of these dimensions. Thus, the REI scale encapsulates the affective endowments of SEW 

very narrowly, and we deemed it a possible alternative reconstruction of the FIBER scale. 

Another option for measuring SEW through different dimensions would have been using 

the SEWi scale that Debicki et al. (2016) suggest. They developed their scale with a focus 

on importance rather than on the level of SEW in family firms (cf. Berrone et al., 2012). 

We wanted to use the scale by Berrone et al. (2012), the most often referenced 

conceptualisation of SEW through different dimensions, despite the fact that it lacks 

empirical evidence as a measured variable in the extant research. Moreover, two of the 

three dimensions by Debicki et al. (2016), family continuity and family prominence (the 



 

third is family enrichment) overlap with some dimensions of the FIBER scale. 

Contextually, a new assessment of the FIBER scale using family SMEs from Finland, a 

smaller economy than Germany’s (used for the REI scale by Hauck et al., 2016) and the 

U.S. (used for the SEWi scale by Debicki et al., 2016), could provide interesting 

comparative SEW dimensions. Firms from a small and open economy like Finland’s also 

must internationalise more, as the domestic markets may not provide enough demand for 

the firm to compete and survive (Bell, 1995; Torkkeli, Kuivalainen, Saarenketo, & 

Puumalainen, 2016). Obtaining views on SEW from family owners and managers of 

Finnish family SMEs could facilitate identifying associations of SEW with 

internationalisation. 

We conducted a principal component analysis (PCA) to further explore and 

extract the latent constituents of SEW. As a result of the analysis, four SEW-related 

factors emerged, with the latent root criterion and eigenvalue more than 1 (advised for 

use with 20-50 measures) specified in Table 1. The first, called ‘family-heritage 

maintenance’, consists of six measures that primarily indicate the tendency of family 

firms to preserve and maintain family business and related heritage. Accordingly, most 

measures loaded to it came from the SEW dimension of renewal of family bonds through 

dynastic succession, but it also involved items from family control and identification 

(Berrone et al., 2012). Despite different original associations, they could be linked 

together, e.g. in terms of long-term orientation and pride and value in having family in 

the business. Hence, we decided to include all of them under the label of ‘family-heritage 

maintenance’ as one construct. Using Debicki et al.’s (2016) categorisation, family-

heritage maintenance reflected both family prominence and family continuity.  

The second factor was named ‘family-controlled decision-making’ because it 

consisted of five measures indicating the role of family in management and governance 

as well as family-member influence in strategic and investment decisions. The third factor 

was named ‘emotional decision-making’ and comprised four measures revolving around 

decision-making, as in the second factor, but emphasising the role of emotions. While 

these four measures belonged to the SEW dimension labelled ‘emotional attachment’ by 

Berrone et al. (2012), the two more general items about warmth between family members 

and self-concept were excluded (cf. Hauck et al.’s 2016 E-dimension with these excluded 

items, labelled the same as the original dimension in Berrone et al.’s 2012 scale). Thus, 

labelling the factor as ‘emotional attachment’, as in the original dimension, would not 

have clarified it to the extent that refining it to encompass ‘emotional decision-making’ 

did, based on the new assemblage of items. The warmth and self-concept items, together 

with items on regarding nonfamily employees as part of the family and the importance of 

strong relationships with other stakeholders, were loaded into the fourth factor, named 

‘familial relationship-building’, due to the combination of emotional and relational 

measures.  

In addition to the link to Debicki et al.’s (2016) categorisation, the reconstructed 

four SEW factors (especially family-heritage maintenance) can be linked to the 

suggestion by Kano et al. (2020) that SEW can materialise in three major resource inputs 

for family firms: social capital, long-term orientation and reputation. The item contents 



 

in all the factors also tapped mostly into the call by Debicki et al. (2016) for measuring 

the importance of SEW (e.g. ‘are important’; ‘is critical’; ‘helps define’), despite the 

usage of Berrone et al.’s (2012) level-oriented items, as well as the behavioural role of 

SEW called for by such researchers as Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2014) (e.g. ‘would 

be unlikely to consider’; ‘exert control over’; ‘often affect decision-making’; see Table 1 

for detailed information). Thus, we were confident that these four factors were valid and 

reliable for encapsulating and measuring SEW for Hypotheses 1 and 3. In summary, the 

factors referred to the affective preferences or needs in family firms’ decision-making 

and relationships, thus reflecting both the pioneering conceptualisation of SEW by 

Gomez-Mejia et al. (2007), emphasising the affective side of SEW and the recent 

elaborations that focus on the relational side of SEW (e.g. Zellweger et al., 2019).  

We conducted the necessary diagnostics to ensure the quality of the developed 

SEW factors. The communalities of the measures were all over 0.50, implying good 

internal consistency. The four factors explained 56% of the total variance. The Kaiser’s 

measure of sampling adequacy (MSA) value was 0.82, and the Cronbach’s alphas ranged 

from 0.78 to 0.91, exceeding the threshold of 0.70 suggested for adapted scales (Hair, 

Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2009). Thus, we considered this four-factor solution adequate 

for hypotheses testing. 

Table 1. The results of the PCA for the SEW-related factors. 

Measure* 

Family-

heritage 

maintenance 

Family-

controlled 

decision-

making 

Familial 

relationship-

building 

Emotional 

decision-

making 

Communality 

Preservation of family control 

and independence are 

important goals for my family 

business (family control) 

0.72    0.68 

Being a member of the family 

business helps define who we 

are (identification) 

0.63    0.63 

  0.86 

  0.72 

Family members are proud to 

tell others that we are part of 

the family business 

(identification) 

0.52    0.66 

Continuing the family legacy 

and tradition is an important 

goal for my family business 

(renewal of family bonds 

0.82    0.79 



 

through dynastic succession) 

Family members would be 

unlikely to consider selling 

the family business (renewal 

of family bonds through 

dynastic succession) 

0.91    0.74 

Successful business transfer 

to the next generation is an 

important goal for family 

members (renewal of family 

bonds through dynastic 

succession) 

0.80    0.77 

In my family business, family 

members exert control over 

the company’s strategic 

decisions (family control). 

 0.76   0.58 

In my family business, most 

executive positions are 

occupied by family members 

(family control). 

 0.54   0.69 

In my family business, 

nonfamily managers and 

directors are named by family 

members (family control). 

 0.85   0.71 

The board of directors is 

mainly composed of family 

members (family control). 

 0.69   0.70 

Family owners are less likely 

to evaluate their investment 

on a short-term basis (renewal 

of family bonds through 

dynastic succession) 

 0.66   0.69 

In my family business, 

nonfamily employees are 

treated as part of the family 

(binding social ties) 

  0.53  0.88 

Building strong relationships 

with other institutions (i.e., 

other companies, professional 

associations, government 

agents, etc.) is important for 

my family business (binding 

  0.67  0.84 



 

social ties) 

Strong emotional ties among 

family members help us 

maintain a positive self-

concept (emotional 

attachment) 

  0.71  0.80 

In my family business, family 

members feel warmth for 

each other (emotional 

attachment) 

  0.77  0.69 

Emotions and sentiments 

often affect decision-making 

processes in my family 

business (emotional 

attachment) 

   0.79 0.85 

Protecting the welfare of 

family members is critical to 

us (emotional attachment) 

   0.68 0.80 

In my family business, the 

emotional bonds among 

family members are very 

strong (emotional attachment) 

   0.62 0.68 

In my family business, 

affective considerations are 

often as important as 

economic considerations 

(emotional attachment) 

   0.78 0.63 

Cronbach’s alpha 0.91 0.83 0.83 0.78  

Notes: The text in parentheses after each SEW measure indicates the measure’s original inclusion of some 

of the five SEW dimensions of Berrone et al. (2012). The values under each factor indicate the factor 

loadings of certain SEW measures. The MSA overall (Kaiser’s measure of sampling adequacy) is 0.82. 

*Question format in the survey: Assess on a scale from 1 to 7 from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ 

how well the following statements apply to you… 

 

Since network ties and networking in the SME context have been studied 

relatively more than family-firm-specific SEW, with largely consensual findings on the 

resources, capabilities and knowledge gained from networks, we decided not to employ 

exploratory PCA for identifying key constructs. The networking measures were derived 

from the literature on SMEs, especially manufacturing SMEs, and their managers’ use of 

interpersonal and interorganisational network ties, including industry authorities and 



 

trade fairs, for identifying international opportunities, increasing DOI and enhancing 

exporting and firm performance (e.g. Al-Hyari, Al-Weshah, & Alnsour, 2012; Fernhaber, 

McDougall-Covin, & Shepherd, 2009; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; Musteen, Francis, & 

Datta, 2010; Nordman & Melen, 2008; Peng & Luo, 2000; Senik, Scott-Ladd, Entrekin, 

& Adham, 2011). We created a summated scale that included measures of the importance 

of prior international experience, trade-fair participation and existing business partners in 

international opportunity identification, and of the extent to which firms have utilised 

personal ties, networks and connections with foreign buyers, foreign suppliers and 

industry authorities for internationalisation during the previous three years. Thus, the 

scale was a combination of use and importance considerations. We followed Dimitratos 

et al. (2014) by naming this factor ‘networking’ since the measures capture the extent to 

which collaboration with and support from external stakeholders are used for SME 

internationalisation. Despite looking like a conceptual outlier, we included prior 

international experience that may indirectly encompass the involvement of such foreign 

stakeholders as customers and partners in accumulating knowledge gained from 

experiential learning. Engaging in networking as such encompasses learning 

opportunities and increased knowledge for SME internationalisation (e.g. Prashantham & 

Dhanaraj, 2010; Zahra & Hayton, 2008).   

Control variables 

We controlled the variables that earlier literature found to affect the international 

networking and internationalisation of family SMEs, namely, firm age and family 

ownership (e.g. Eberhard & Craig, 2013). Firm age in years was the difference between 

the year of the firm’s establishment and the year 2017, when survey responses were 

produced. Family ownership was calculated as the share of family-member ownership in 

the firm (a priori controlling was already considered by selecting only family-controlled 

firms with more than 50% family ownership; the average family ownership in the family-

SME sample was a high 92 %).  

Correlations 

Table 2 below presents the descriptive statistics and between-item correlations of 

the variables used in the analysis. Since all the correlations are below 0.56, the maximum 

value for testing multicollinearity (e.g. Leiblein, Reuer, & Dalsace, 2002), the data did 

not exhibit correlations between the items that would have caused multicollinearity 

concern. The statistically significant correlations existed between the independent and 

dependent variables, thus providing preliminary and reasonable evidence that networking 

and emotional decision-making , the second SEW factor constructed, can affect DOI. 

Table 2. Correlations of dependent, independent and control variables within family 

SMEs (scores within nonfamily SMEs in parentheses). 

 Mean 
Std. 

Dev. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 



 

1. Degree of 

internationalizatio

n (DOI) 

44.34 

(50.62) 

30.53 

(31.07) 
1        

2. Family-heritage 

maintenance 
4.49 1.57 -0.11 1       

3. Family-

controlled 

decision-making 

5.18 1.64 -0.16 0.42** 1      

4. Familial 

relationship-

building 

4.76 1.21 -0.11 0.52** 0.55** 1     

5. Emotional 

decision-making 
4.22 1.21 -0.34* 0.44** 0.47** 0.60** 1    

6. Networking 
4.74 

(4.68) 

0.80 

(0.97) 
0.43** -0.22 -0.15 -0.01 -0.08 1   

7. Family 

ownership 
92 16.64 0.04 0.11 0.24 0.27† 0.20 0.13 1  

8. Firm age 
37.04 

(38.67) 

17.09 

(25.75) 
0.05 0.23 0.06 0.06 -0.03 -0.04 0.22 1 

Notes: **p<0.01, *p<0.05, †p<0.1 

 

Common Method Bias 

In cross-sectional survey settings with single respondents and similarly 

constructed (usually Likert-scale) measures, common method bias can be an issue, and 

mitigating it requires ex-ante procedures in data collection (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, 

& Podsakoff, 2003; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012), as well as preferable ex-

post statistical tests, such as Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). As 

Chang, van Witteloostuijn, and Eden (2010) point out, the international-business research 

domain is no stranger to such issues. Therefore, we took a few precautions in collecting 

the data to counter any potential common method bias issues. 

First, the focal items were placed in different parts of the questionnaire, and 

negatively worded items were included to minimise any halo effects. Second, the focal 

measures were made to seem like part of a larger survey covering a range of issues for 

SMEs, beyond internationalisation. As Chang et al. (2010) note, ‘respondents are unlikely 

to be guided by a cognitive map that includes difficult-to-visualise interaction and non-

visual effects’ (p. 179). Besides, we conducted two ex-post tests to check for any common 

method bias issues. First, we conducted Harman’s single-factor test, and the results 

indicated that total variance was less than 50% for all the single factors. Thus, we 

concluded that no single factors that could have caused a concern in the empirical analysis 

underlie the data. Second, as Harman’s test can be criticised (e.g. Podsakoff et al., 2003), 

it was complemented by applying the marker variable technique (cf. Lindell & Whitney, 

2001). We chose the measure of the number of people listed in upper management as the 



 

marker variable, since the literature on family-firm internationalisation does not indicate 

that variable is directly and highly dependent on SEW or networking. We observed that 

the marker variable had nonsignificant correlations with the theoretically relevant 

predictors and criterion variables, and there were no major changes in the magnitude or 

significance of the correlations between the independent and dependent variables when 

controlling for the marker variable in partial correlation analysis. Since both the ex-ante 

and ex-post precautions taken to mitigate common method bias indicated no issues in this 

regard, the data were considered suitable for proceeding to hypotheses testing. 

Results 

We first ran linear regressions for each independent variable separately (see Table 

3), which suggested that networking has a strong positive relationship with DOI in family 

SMEs (β=0.43, p<0.01). A statistically weaker indication of positive relationship was also 

found in nonfamily SMEs (β=0.26, p<0.1). Emotional decision-making in family SMEs 

has a strong negative relationship with DOI (β=-0.34, p<0.05). To further check 

multicollinearity and having multiple variables in a model, we verified the variance 

inflation factor (VIF). The VIF scores range from 1.11 to 2.06, considerably lower than 

10, and as a result, we can employ models involving multiple variables. We also ran the 

Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test, which yielded a p-value above 0.05, suggesting that 

there is no heteroskedasticity issue.  

Table 3. Results of the linear regression for each independent variable separately with 

the dependent variable DOI. 

Independent variable Parameter estimate 

Sample: Non-family SMEs 

Firm age 0.05 (0.19) 

Networking 0.26† (4.88) 

Sample: Family SMEs 

Firm age 0.05 (0.26) 

Family ownership 0.04 (0.27) 

Networking 0.43** (5.12) 

Family-heritage maintenance -0.11 (2.88) 



 

Emotional decision-making -0.34* (3.53) 

Family-controlled decision-making -0.16 (2.74) 

Familial relationship-building -0.11 (3.74) 

Notes: Each line reports an estimate from separate linear regression on DOI (a constant term is not 

reported). **p<0.01, *p<0.05, †p<0.1; standard errors in parentheses 

 

We then ran four models to examine the hypotheses, first focusing on networking 

and then adding SEW-related factors, complemented by control variables. Table 4 

presents each model’s results. Model 1 involves only nonfamily SMEs (n=42) and the 

association of networking with DOI among them. The following models involve only 

family SMEs (n=47), the first with only networking as the independent variable, the 

second also with all the SEW factors, and the third also with interaction effect between 

emotional decision-making and networking, since it was the only SEW factor with 

statistically significant results in relation to DOI and, thus, could also initially indicate 

significance in interaction with networking. Networking is positively associated with DOI 

in Models 2 and 3 (β=0.44 in Model 2 and β=0.42 in Model 3, p<0.01). Model 1 and the 

effect of networking for nonfamily SMEs are not statistically significant. Regarding 

SEW-related factors, only emotional decision-making has a statistically significant and 

strong negative association with DOI (Model 3, β=-0.40, p<0.01). However, the 

moderating effect of emotional decision-making on the effect of networking was not 

statistically significant. We also ran post-hoc analyses on the moderation effect of the 

other three SEW factors but did not obtain statistically significant results. 

Consequently, H1 is partially supported, H2 is supported, and H3 is not supported. 

Regarding H1, the results suggest that the higher the level of emotional decision-making 

is, the lower is the DOI in family SMEs. A one-standard-deviation increase in emotional 

decision-making leads to a 0.42-standard-deviation decrease in predicted DOI, with the 

other variables held constant. Regarding H2, the results suggest that networking indeed 

has a positive association with DOI. A one-standard-deviation increase in networking 

leads to a 0.40-standard-deviation increase in predicted DOI, with the other variables held 

constant.  

Table 4. Results of the multiple linear regression models with the dependent variable 

DOI. 

Variables 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

β Std. err. β 
Std. 

err. 
β 

Std. 

err. 
β 

Std. 

err. 



 

Firm age 0.07 0.19 0.08 0.25 0.02 0.26 0.01 0.25 

Family 

ownership 
  -0.04 0.26 0.03 0.27 0.04 0.27 

Networking 0.26 4.94 0.44** 5.28 0.42** 5.38 
-

0.36 
21.61 

Family-

heritage 

maintenance 

    0.12 3.33 0.10 3.29 

Family-

controlled 

decision-

making 

    -0.01 3.14 0.05 3.18 

Familial 

relationship-

building 

    0.07 4.86 0.04 4.83 

Emotional 

decision-

making 

    -0.40* 4.43 
-

1.76 
24.50 

Emotional 

decision-

making x 

Networking 

      1.53 5.06 

Diagnostics         

Adj. R2  0.02  0.14  0.17  0.20 

F-value  1.48  3.43*  2.38*  2.39* 

Notes: **p<0.01, *p<0.05 

 

The results in Model 1 further support these conclusions and indicate a weaker 

positive association of networking with DOI, without statistical significance, in the 

context of nonfamily SMEs. Networking seems particularly important for the 

internationalisation of family SMEs that must deal with the inherent inclination towards 

emotional decision-making inside the firm and avoid its potential negative hindrance to 

initiating and intensifying internationalisation. The components of emotional decision-

making capture the role of emotions among family members, decision-making, protection 

of family welfare and their coordinate status with financial aspects and goals of the 

business. The networking construct components stress the role of prior international 

experience, trade-fair participation, existing business partners and using personal ties, 



 

networks and connections to foreign buyers, suppliers and industry authorities. These 

represent the opposite of emotional decision-making, namely, the willingness and actions 

of family SMEs to engage in external relationships for the benefit of internationalisation 

and not merely to settle for internal family relationships. Our findings show that those 

family SMEs that concentrate more on networking and, hence, achieve a higher DOI may 

have more focus on economic, growth-related orientations than family SMEs with lower 

levels of networking and, thus, lower DOI, as well as a greater tendency to value 

noneconomic and emotional aspects of the family firm and stability.  

The average DOI of the 42 nonfamily SMEs in our sample was 50.6% (44.3% in 

family SMEs) and the average networking score was 4.68 (4.74 in family SMEs). These 

figures suggest that emotional decision-making in family SMEs, stemming from high 

levels of family ownership and involvement and not directly comparable to the potential 

emotional decision-making in nonfamily SMEs, plays a significant role in restraining 

family SMEs’ internationalisation. As the descriptive statistics show, both family and 

nonfamily SMEs may engage in networking per se. In fact, family SMEs are slightly more 

engaged in networking than non-family SMEs. Accordingly, emotional-decision-making 

is a key distinguishing socioemotional factor that can challenge family SMEs in the 

context of internationalisation.  

The insignificant result regarding the interaction between emotional decision-

making and networking in relation to DOI suggests that each independent variable has 

either a positive or negative influence on DOI—i.e. neither one increases or decreases the 

other’s effect in the internationalisation process. This further emphasises the Model 3 

results, indicating that just increasing networking activity or decreasing emotional 

decision-making may not be enough to influence the effect of the other. Rather, both 

increasing networking and decreasing emotional decision-making are needed to have best 

possible overall effect on DOI. 

Discussion 

Our results largely align with existing literature on the association of SEW with 

internationalisation. Scholes et al. (2016) found that SEW preservation reinforces the 

maintenance of family harmony and distrust of outsiders, restraining external network 

formation and the necessary resources and capabilities to advance the internationalisation 

process. SEW preservation and related risk aversion negatively affect both export 

propensity and intensity, but especially propensity (Monreal-Perez & Sanchez-Marin, 

2017; Yang, Stanley, Kellermanns, & Li, 2018).  

However, our results also partly diverge and provide a more specific explanation 

of the association. The concept of family harmony that Scholes et al. (2016) describe can 

be partially associated with our emotional decision-making construct, but otherwise, 

existing research has not explicitly specified certain SEW dimensions related to the 

internationalisation of family SMEs. The role of emotional decision-making stood out in 

our analysis, suggesting that at least emotional decision-making is a significant SEW-

related factor in family SMEs’ internationalisation. According to our construct, emotional 



 

decision-making relates to the strategic role of emotions and family benefit in family 

SMEs’ decision-making. Internationalisation itself is a strategic decision, influenced by 

such internal family business characteristics as the desire to maintain control and 

influence (Gallo, Tapies, & Cappuyns, 2004). Thus, our results suggest that emotional 

decision-making plays a key role as a restraint (noneconomic decision) on family SMEs 

intensifying internationalisation, rather than a driver (economic decision) to do so. 

Emotions form an inseparable part of every organisation (Ashforth & Humphrey, 

1995), but especially of family firms (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007), where shared 

history and knowledge shape and intertwine social relationships (Berrone et al., 2012; 

Kets de Vries, 1996; Zellweger et al., 2019), blurring the boundaries among family, 

business and ownership (Baron, 2008; Berrone et al., 2010; Gersick et al., 1997). The 

relatively small sizes of family SMEs make more difficult the ‘artificial’ avoidance and 

decrease of emotional decision-making because the intermingling of relationships 

becomes stronger in a tight community with close interactions and knowledge sharing. 

Not surprisingly, explicitly emotional aspects arise from all the SEW items, showing their 

importance in family-SME decision-making and internationalisation. Gomez-Mejia et al. 

(2011) emphasise a strong ‘emotional overtone’ as one of the three key factors that 

distinguish family firms (p. 964). Family members at high levels of family control tend 

to bring emotions into business activities (Baron, 2008), which might cause them to 

neglect market forces and rational, economically sound business (Ward, 2004). This 

strong emotional overtone and blindness to sound, globally competitive business might 

exist in some of family SMEs with strong inclinations towards emotional decision-

making. Networking embodies readiness to pursue international market opportunities and 

seize them, even at the expense of emotional attachment to the family business.   

We note that the mean of emotional decision-making among family SMEs in our 

data was 4.22 (with individual values ranging from 1.25 to 7.00). Accordingly, emotional 

decision-making is present to some extent in all family SMEs and, in most, above the 

scale median of 4.00. As the networking construct implicitly indicates the intensity and 

importance of close foreign network relationships for internationalisation, those family 

SMEs with high levels of networking may use their emotional decision-making to 

convince foreign partners and customers to trust active relationship-building as well as 

their manufactured products. Given the slightly higher mean for networking than in 

nonfamily SMEs, this suggestion would align with Cesinger et al.’s (2016) finding that 

family SMEs can obtain crucial knowledge for internationalisation and preserve SEW at 

the same time, through collaboration intensity and network trust of network partners. 

Similarly, Hennart et al. (2019) mention emotional attachment as an affective attribute of 

family SMEs for building long-term, trustworthy business relationships with foreign 

partners and customers and gaining competitive advantage. The association of emotions 

with positive feelings towards an object can manifest in family SMEs as ‘rational pride’ 

in the products and firm history, rather than ‘irrational sensitivity’ towards maintaining 

family benefit and status in the firm at any cost. 

Indeed, a SEW dimension can lead to both positive and negative performance 

outcomes. Gomez-Mejia et al. (2011) suggest the possibility that ‘positives neutralize the 



 

negatives and vice versa’—for instance, regarding ‘affective commitment versus more 

time spent handling emotions or long-term orientation versus entrenchment’ (p. 691). 

However, our study more clearly indicates that family SMEs should prioritise 

economically driven networking and avoid noneconomically driven emotional decision-

making if they want to increase DOI. Family SMEs cannot ignore the widespread 

conclusions from the general SME literature that their limited resources often force them 

to use foreign and other partners to provide necessary resources and knowledge, with a 

view to expanding abroad (Agndal et al., 2008; Arenius, 2005; Chetty & Holm, 2000; 

Yli-Renko et al., 2002). Our results partially diverge from those of Eberhard and Craig 

(2013), who found that high levels of family ownership negatively moderate the effect of 

interorganisational networking on internationalisation, leading to less export intensity for 

family SMEs than for nonfamily SMEs. According to our study, family SMEs’ 

networking activity and importance resemble or even exceed those of nonfamily SMEs, 

and networking is a key factor for the successful internationalisation of family SMEs. 

However, emotional decision-making, derived from high levels of family ownership, acts 

as a negative antecedent, rather than a moderator that restrains internationalisation and, 

thus, associated networking in the first place. Moreover, all the family SMEs in our 

sample had over 50% family ownership (mean = 92 %), with an average age of 37 years. 

In addition, 39 firms had a family CEO and only 8 had a nonfamily CEO. Thus, many of 

these family SMEs seem less than eager to shake up their family ownership and 

involvement in management to include a greater nonfamily presence and ‘internally 

external readiness’ to intensify internationalisation. 

One reason for lack of support for the role of family-heritage maintenance in 

affecting the DOI of family SMEs might reside in its looser connection to decision-

making than that of emotional decision-making. Family-heritage maintenance 

encompasses maintaining family business and related heritage with a more explicit 

orientation towards long-term preservation over generations, while the affective items of 

emotional decision-making more explicitly relate to operational and shorter-term 

decision-making. Thus, SEW preservation channelled through family-heritage 

maintenance can provide both positive long-term orientation/stability in the execution of 

internationalisation strategies (e.g. Mitter & Emprechtinger, 2016; Kraus, Mitter, Eggers, 

& Stieg, 2017) and negative risk aversion and conservativeness in restraining 

internationalisation efforts (e.g. Monreal-Perez & Sanchez-Marin, 2017; Olivares-Mesa 

& Cabrera-Suarez, 2006). However, it might not be closely present in shorter-term 

decision-making dealing with upcoming foreign market entries, expansions and overall 

internationalisation management at a grass-roots level. For instance, the items of 

emotional decision-making reflect emotional bonds and protection of family welfare 

among family members on one hand and, on the other hand, the role of 

emotional/affective considerations in decision-making on an equal footing with economic 

considerations. Thus, strong emotional decision-making could manifest in family SMEs’ 

tendency to have incompetent family members in charge of key managerial positions, 

which could inhibit internationalisation if its opportunities are not recognised or assessed 

objectively.  



 

Family-controlled decision-making could have been expected to be significant for 

the internationalisation of family SMEs, as earlier research finds that the controlling role 

of family members in their firms’ decision-making, through ownership and managerial 

roles, influences internationalisation. On the positive side, intertwined family ownership 

and management enable family members to be both agile and long-term-oriented in 

decision-making (Gallo & Pont, 1996). For instance, such efficient decision-making can 

facilitate joint product and international diversification and, thereby, both the firm’s and 

the family’s success and survival in the long run (Munoz-Bullon & Sanchez-Bueno, 

2012). On the other hand, as discussed earlier, the strong role of family members in 

managerial decision-making and ownership can restrain internationalisation, due to 

dysfunctional SEW preservation and risk aversion (e.g. Alessandri et al., 2018). Despite 

the more explicit reflection of decision-making, family-controlled decision-making 

resembles family-heritage maintenance as a construct in its orientation towards long-

term, rather than shorter-term decision-making. As such, it can be relevant for 

internationalisation, providing consistency and ‘main lines’ for internationalisation 

strategy and execution. However, one reason for the insignificance of the factor in our 

study could reside in its remoteness from internationalisation decisions at the operational 

level and in the short term. Moreover, family SMEs generally may have shorter decision-

making horizons than larger firms, as their limited resources force them to follow 

effectual reasoning (i.e. the means, resources and stakeholders available at hand) to seize 

international opportunities, rather than careful causation logic with predetermined goals 

and decision-making processes (Sarasvathy, Kumar, York, & Bhagavatula, 2014). In such 

a situation, emotions rather than sanity can easily—and insidiously—guide firm decision-

making.  

Familial relationship-building was also of promising significance for 

internationalisation, comprising interorganisational and social relationship-building and 

potentially reflecting their relational importance in the internationalisation of family 

SMEs operating with limited resources and capabilities. Like emotional decision-making, 

but without decision-making, this factor (including aspects of warmth between family 

members and familial inclusion of nonfamily employees in the firm) is probably too 

loosely connected to the internationalisation of family SMEs, lacking enough substance 

for relevance to strategic and challenging internationalisation. 

Overall, our findings align with the bifurcation-bias theory of Kano and Verbeke 

(2018), who suggest that family firms tend to make dysfunctional SEW-related 

internationalisation decisions in the short and medium run, ignoring functional 

economising practices (e.g. cross-border operational meritocracy in human resources and 

rigorous data-driven decision-making) for assessing and planning internationalisation 

performance. The insignificant results for all the other three SEW factors, except 

emotional decision-making, suggest the difficulty that family owners and family-SME 

managers have in transforming family and SEW-related resources to firm-level and 

international firm-specific advantages (FSAs)—i.e. social capital, long-term orientation 

and reputation (Kano et al., 2020)—which can clearly manifest themselves in high DOI 

or their lack in low DOI. The three insignificant factors, reflecting the importance of 



 

strong relationships and long-term-oriented decision-making, could be conducive to the 

SEW-related FSAs per se but remain inconclusive. One condition for productive 

deployment is the access of nonfamily/external managers and owners to these resources 

(Kano et al., 2020). In that light, our data regarding family control in both management 

and ownership indicate that family SMEs in this study are not ready for this interaction 

from the outset. Yet, at the same time, the visibly dysfunctional emotional decision-

making and visibly functional networking ‘fill the void’ emphatically in family SMEs’ 

internationalisation, steered either by bifurcation-biased decision-making with emotional 

overtones or economising decision-making with adoption of active networking. 

Accordingly, bifurcation-bias theorising also supports the strong positive impact 

of networking on the internationalisation of family SMEs. Networking with existing 

business partners, industry authorities, foreign suppliers and buyers, with trade-fair 

participation and accumulated international experience gained in networking activities, 

can bring functional economising practices, resources and capabilities to family SMEs. 

These relational and periodic activities, conducted with shorter- and longer-term 

horizons, may equip owning and managing family members with not only new 

knowledge and skills but also a new mindset and attitude towards regarding 

internationalisation as a strategy for ensuring long-term growth of the business and, 

thereby, the survival and stability of the family firm. Thus, networking may actually help 

to preserve SEW dimensions perceived as important in the long-term, provided that at 

least in the short and medium term, dysfunctional and family-centred liabilities, such as 

emotional decision-making, do not overpower the crucial importance of networking for 

international opportunity recognition and establishing an efficient value chain and contact 

base. In the long run, aspects of emotional decision-making might become attributes 

through pride and ‘softer’ values in decision-making, which yield trust and reciprocity in 

international network relationships. Contacts and profitable business relationships gained 

through active networking are strengthened and long-term competitive advantages 

achieved (Hennart et al., 2019).  

Earlier research provides evidence that the main concern regarding the 

internationalisation of family firms is indeed internationalisation propensity and 

promotion in the early phases of the process. Moreover, indications for success in the 

later phases are similar to or even better than those for nonfamily firms (Evert, Sears, 

Martin, & Payne, 2018; Graves & Thomas, 2004; Monreal-Perez & Sanchez-Marin, 

2017; Yang et al., 2018). Based on the large-scale literature review, Metsola, Leppäaho, 

Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, and Plakoyiannaki (2020) encapsulate the dominance of 

‘liabilities’, including SEW-related factors, in the early phases of internationalisation and 

the increasing potential for ‘capabilities’, including networking-related factors, which can 

offset the initial restraints of liabilities in the long run, in line with bifurcation-bias theory. 

Not finding support for the moderating effect of emotional decision-making or other SEW 

factors of this study on the effect of networking in relation to DOI, which reflects 

internationalisation intensity rather than propensity, further suggests that 

noneconomically driven SEW, through emotional decision-making, may not have enough 

‘power’ to mitigate the positive economic effect of networking on increasing international 



 

growth of family SMEs. However, in turn, networking might not have enough power to 

mitigate the negative effect of emotional decision-making if it is deeply rooted in family-

SME practices, with no signs of change under strong family control. Accordingly, the 

results of this study elaborate such studies as Metsola et al. (2020) that capabilities 

(networking) and liabilities (emotional decision-making), both with high impacts, may 

not be able to co-exist in family-SME internationalisation processes. Nonetheless, there 

must be enough ‘room’ for mitigating possible emotional decision-making and increasing 

networking in the long run. Given the high number of family CEOs (and not nonfamily 

CEOs) and the high average of family ownership in the family-SMEs sample, the 

circumstances have most likely been conducive in all family SMEs for emotional 

decision-making and bifurcation bias from the beginning. However, some family SMEs 

have been more able or willing to adopt economising such practices and capabilities as 

networking, resulting in higher DOI, while others have been more inclined towards 

emotional decision-making and other family-related liabilities, resulting in lower DOI. 

Noting that bifurcation bias essentially revolves around emotional aspects of family firms 

(Kano et al., 2020), emotional decision-making—and only that, among all the SEW-

related factors—can be expected to affect internationalisation negatively and is difficult 

for some family SMEs to avoid. These conclusions will obviously require further 

longitudinal data and future analysis for more validation.  

Conclusions 

Using cross-sectional survey data on 89 Finnish SMEs from 2017 and conducting 

multiple linear regression analyses, we found that those family SMEs that actively 

network and consider it important, have a higher degree of internationalisation than those 

with strong inclinations towards emotional decision-making. Family SMEs engaged in 

high levels of networking might have greater economic motivation to seek growth 

through exports and international networks, while family SMEs characterised by strong 

emotional decision-making might have a more noneconomic and risk-averse motivation 

to a maintain domestic and family-centred business focus.  

The contributions of this study relate to illustrating how SEW, specifically through 

affective preferences and needs in decision-making, and family-SME networking connect 

to firm internationalisation. Thus, the study extends the literature on both family-firm 

internationalisation (e.g. Fernandez & Nieto, 2006; Kontinen & Ojala, 2012; Torkkeli, 

Uzhegova, Kuivalainen, Saarenketo, & Puumalainen, forthcoming) and the role of SEW 

in family firms (e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011; Berrone et al., 2012; Miller & Breton-

Miller, 2014) and their internationalisation (e.g. Kraus et al., 2016; Scholes et al., 2016), 

as well as the role of networking in SME internationalisation (e.g. Eberhard & Craig, 

2013; Torkkeli et al., 2015; Zain & Ng, 2016). Specifically, we contribute to 

demonstrating the lack and ambiguity of validating the role of SEW in family-firm 

internationalisation, for which varying SEW-measurement scales have been offered 

(Berrone et al., 2012; Debicki et al., 2016; Hauck et al., 2016), most without applying 

those scales to analysis (e.g. Alessandri et al., 2018; Stieg, Cesinger, Apfelthaler, Kraus, 

& Cheng, 2018). We aimed at elaborating the role of SEW in the internationalisation of 



 

family SMEs through rigorous PCA, using items from the seminal FIBER scale (Berrone 

et al., 2012). Then, for use in further internationalisation-related analyses, we 

reconstructed four SEW constructs significant to family SMEs: family-heritage 

maintenance, family-controlled decision-making, familial relationship-building and 

emotional decision-making. The further significance of emotional decision-making for 

the internationalisation of family SMEs suggests that affective preferences and needs, 

manifesting in shorter-term and more operational decision-making than those more 

general and long-term aspects of family-heritage maintenance and family-controlled 

decision-making, are SEW-related factors that can closely influence the family firm’s 

strategic behaviour. Thus, in the context of internationalisation, this study and its results 

contribute to the strong need in family-firm research to identify specific SEW dimensions 

that manifest in firm behaviour (Chrisman & Patel, 2012; Debicki et al., 2016; Miller & 

Le Breton-Miller, 2014). High levels of family control per se or SEW as a whole might 

not be enough to clarify the role of SEW in family firms’ behaviour. Most family SMEs 

in this study were highly family-controlled, yet showed varying levels of emotional 

decision-making and corresponding levels of internationalisation.  

In addition, our research contributes to studies discussing bifurcation bias (Kano 

et al., 2020; Kano & Verbeke, 2018; Verbeke & Kano, 2012) in the family-business 

context, suggesting that too-strong emotional decision-making deeply rooted in family 

SMEs may fuel bifurcation bias and restrain family SMEs from gaining economically 

sound external involvement for internationalisation, inside and outside of the firm. 

However, that early, strong focus on networking can mitigate bifurcation bias and 

increase the degree of internationalisation in the long run. Family SMEs provide a specific 

context for highlighting bifurcation bias, as they have truly been under the strong 

influence of family members through ownership and management positions, thereby 

growing the breeding ground for emotional decision-making over years and generations. 

Our results contribute to the literature on family-firm internationalisation, indicating that 

some family SMEs have avoided the potential restraining effect on internationalisation of 

strong family involvement by capitalising on networking. But, for some family SMEs, 

strong family involvement has presumably kept the firm in the realm of strong emotional 

decision-making and at a lower level of internationalisation.  

 Although we contribute to SEW measurement in family-firm research 

(Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2014) by conducting PCA and suggesting emotional 

decision-making as a key SEW-related construct in the internationalisation of family 

SMEs, we acknowledge the limited sample size and specific single-country context for 

our SEW analysis. Thus, we encourage future studies to continue validating and 

elaborating Berrone et al.’s (2012) underutilised FIBER scale and use our four-dimension 

SEW structure in different country contexts, hoping that we can approach a more 

consensual agreement on the much-debated SEW as such and its connection to 

internationalisation. 

The cross-sectional nature of the study also calls for future research applying 

longitudinal panel data and for cross-cultural studies with lagged and control variables to 

test causalities. Qualitative approaches to describing the development and impact of SEW 



 

on international expansion and strategy of family firms longitudinally may also yield 

richer descriptions of the specific nature of the dynamics between SEW and networking, 

unravelling how noneconomic/affective and economic/rational decision-making and 

goals manifest in practice.  
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