G Lut
). University

THE IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 GLOBAL PANDEMIC ON CREATING
INTERNATIONALIZATION OPPORTUNITIES FOR FINNISH HEALTH TECH
SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED ENTERPRISES

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT

International Marketing Management, Master’s thesis

2022

Erna Kare

Examiner(s): Professor Olli Kuivalainen and Associate Professor Anisur Faroque



ABSTRACT

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT
LUT School of Business and Management
International Marketing Management (MIMM)

Erna Kare

The impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic on creating internationalization opportunities
for Finnish health tech small and medium-sized enterprises

Master’s thesis

2022

80 pages, 4 figures, 3 tables and 4 appendices

Examiner(s): Professor Olli Kuivalainen and Associate Professor Anisur Faroque

Keywords: Internationalization, SMEs, internationalization opportunities, health technology,
COVID-19 global pandemic

In late 2019, the world was faced with a serious health crisis, the COVID-19 global pandemic. The
highly contagious and quickly spreading respiratory virus imposed societal lockdowns, disturbed
economies worldwide and required businesses to act rapidly to face the times of great uncertainty.
The pandemic evidently affected SMEs more severely than larger firms, as they are more
defenseless to such external impacts due to their smaller size and limited resources. SMEs are the
pillar of the Finnish economy, and Finland relies heavily on the internationalization of SMEs for
economic growth.

The cure for the pandemic was expected to rise from the healthcare sector. The health tech sector
in Finland is thriving and is globally known as a forerunner for providing advanced technologies
and innovative solutions. Thus, this study examines how the COVID-19 global pandemic affected
Finnish health tech SMEs and how it accelerated internationalization opportunities.

To achieve a deep understanding of the phenomenon, the research was executed as a multiple-case
study utilizing qualitative research methods. The empirical findings consisted of results from
interviews with two Finnish health tech experts and six Finnish health tech SMEs, which were
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, applying the semi-structured interview methods. The
results of the research were analyzed with the applied theory and demonstrate that the pandemic
caused challenges but also brought positive outlooks for the Finnish health tech SMEs and proved
that every crisis is also an opportunity. Further, the pandemic created opportunities for health tech
SMEs that had digitalized and winning technologically advanced solutions. Hence, the pandemic
created internationalization opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs that were resilient, that had
dynamic capabilities and preparedness to quickly adjust their businesses and strategies to meet the
growing demand of digital and remote healthcare solutions as well as solutions to help prevent the
spread of the virus.
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Vuoden 2019 lopussa maailmaa kohtasi vakava terveyskriisi, maailmanlaajuinen
koronaviruspandemia. Erittdin tarttuva ja nopeasti levidva virusinfektiotauti aiheutti
yhteiskunnallisia rajoituksia, ravisteli talouksia maailmanlaajuisesti ja pakotti yritykset toimimaan
nopeasti kohdatakseen kriisin tuomat epévarmuudet. Pandemia vaikutti pk-yrityksiin
voimakkaammin kuin suuriin yrityksiin, koska ne ovat alttiimpia tdman kaltaisille ulkoisille
katastrofeille kokonsa ja rajallisten resurssien vuoksi. Pk-yritykset ovat Suomen talouden
tukipilari, ja Suomen talouskasvu on vahvasti riippuvainen pk-yritysten kansainvalistymisesté.

Ratkaisujen pandemian selattdmiseen odotettiin tulevan terveydenhuoltoalalta. Suomessa
terveysteknologia-ala kukoistaa, ja ala tunnetaan maailmanlaajuisesti edistyksellisten
teknologioiden ja innovatiivisten ratkaisujen edelldkdvijand. Téssa tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan,
miten koronaviruspandemia on vaikuttanut suomalaisiin terveysteknologia-alalla toimiviin pk-
yrityksiin ja miten pandemia vauhditti kansainvélistymismahdollisuuksien luomista.

IImion  syvéllisen  ymmartdmisen saavuttamiseksi  tutkimus toteutettiin  laadullisia
tutkimusmenetelmid hyodyntden. Empiiriset tulokset koostuivat kahden suomalaisen
terveysteknologia-alan asiantuntijan ja kuuden suomalaisen terveysteknologia-alan pk-yrityksen
haastatteluista, jotka toteutettiin koronaviruspandemian aikana. Tutkimuksen tuloksia analysoitiin
teoriaa hyodyntden, ja ne osoittivat, ettd pandemia loi myds onnistumisia terveysteknologia-alalla
toimiville pk-yrityksille. Tdmé puolestaan vahvisti sen, ettd jokainen kriisi on myds mahdollisuus.
Lisaksi pandemia loi kansainvalistymismahdollisuuksia sellaisille pk-yrityksille, jotka olivat
joustavia ja joilla oli kyky ja valmius nopeasti mukauttaa liiketoimintaansa ja strategioitaan
vastaamaan digitaalisten ja etaratkaisujen kasvavaan kysyntaan seka ratkaisuja viruksen leviamisen
estamiseksi.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The first chapter of this study introduces the chosen topic of the research and highlights the choices
behind the decision. To familiarize the reader with the topic, the background of the study is
presented, along with the preliminary literary review, the research questions and objectives, the
theoretical framework, the key concepts of the study, the research methodology, the delimitations,

and the structure of the study.

1.1  Background of the study

This master’s thesis research was conducted to study how the ongoing coronavirus (COVID-19)
global pandemic has created internationalization opportunities for Finnish small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) operating in the field of health technology (health tech).

In December 2019, the highly infectious COVID-19 respiratory disease emerged and in March
2020 it was declared as a global pandemic and thus, a worldwide crisis by the World Health
Organization (WHO) (World Health Organization 2020a). COVID-19 has also been described as
the deadliest virus of recent history (Sharma, Leung, Kingshott, Davcik & Cardinali 2020). Today,
more than two years later since the declaration of the virus and despite of vaccinations, COVID-
19 is still part of our everyday lives and can therefore be described as one of the utmost social,
economic, and financial crises of modern time (OECD 2020). The crisis brought along unfamiliar
societal lockdowns and many uncertainties, that will evidently leave a trace for years to come
(Kraus, Clauss, Breier, Gast, Zardini & Tiberius 2020).

The crisis also greatly affected worldwide trade, as it resulted in a decline in global demand, also
disturbing the Finnish exports (Ministry of Finance 2020). The pandemic hit the Finnish economy
drastically by declining economic activity and growth, and overall shrinking the economy by

around 5.5 percent in 2020 (Ministry of Finance 2020). This is extremely distressing, as Finland is



a small country and highly reliant on foreign trade and exportation, which accounted for 78 percent
of the gross domestic product (GDP) in 2018 (Trade Portal 2020).

In the era of globalization, the ability for an SME to internationalize has become more of a
requirement rather than an advantage for survival and growth (Joensuu-Salo, Sorama, Viljamaa &
Varamaki 2018). Therefore, it can be stated that globalization and the rise of internationally active
SMEs can be considered as key worldwide trends (Knight 2000). SMEs have been major victims
of COVID-19, as they are more vulnerable to external catastrophes due to their smaller size and
limited resources, in comparison to larger firms (Shafi, Liu & Ren 2020). Hence, it has been evident
that the global pandemic has forced SMEs to start operating more rapidly in new unique,

innovative, and resistant ways to survive (Verma & Gustafsson 2020).

SMEs are the cornerstone of the Finnish economy, as they make up 99.8 percent of all the
enterprises in Finland, hence creating employment for many people (Yrittajat 2020). In 2018, the
Finnish SMEs generated more than half of the total turnover for firms with 58.1 percent and their
share of the GDP was around 40 percent (Yrittdjat 2020). For Finland to compete globally even in
the future, it is highly reliant on new developments and innovations, creative research, globalization
of SMEs and foreign direct investments (FDI), for instance (Business Finland 2020a). Therefore,
the Finnish SMEs have a very significant role to play in fostering the economy and more
specifically in this case, the Finnish health tech SMEs that can adjust their businesses rapidly and

provide winning solutions and innovations to tackle the global pandemic (MobiHealthNews 2020).

Furthermore, the solutions to hinder the spread of COVID-19 are expected to arise from the health
tech sector, as there is an emerging global need for digital and remote healthcare solutions (Verma
& Gustafsson 2020). In Finland, the health sector is rapidly growing both domestically and globally
and it is one of the fastest growing high-tech export sectors in Finland, offering excellent
opportunities for Finnish SMEs to develop business operations globally (Healthtech Finland 2020;
Laaketietokeskus 2020). Additionally, Finland is in the top three health tech economies globally,
providing exceptional expertise, solutions, and an understanding of the actions needed to avoid

risks and save lives during the pandemic (Business Finland 2020b). As the demand for health tech
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solutions has increased due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, it has provided major exposure to
Finnish health tech know-how and new opportunities in the fields of diagnostics, treatment,
coronavirus testing, digital and remote healthcare solutions (Good News from Finland 2020). All
in all, Finland can be considered as a forerunner in introducing new smart health tech solutions,
knowledge, and expertise in tackling the COVID-19 global pandemic (Health Capital Helsinki
2020a).

Therefore, the goal of this master’s thesis is to study the impact that the ongoing COVID-19 global
pandemic has on the Finnish health tech SMEs that are at different stages of internationalization
and how the SMEs are reacting to the crisis, overcoming challenges, and seizing opportunities to
internationalize. For the researcher to grasp the main goal of this study, there is a need to explore
what is known in academia of several important topics. These topics include the
internationalization of SMEs and of high-tech SMEs, internationalization opportunities, impact of
the external environment on the internationalization of SMEs, the dynamic capabilities and firm

preparedness in rapidly changing environments.

To conclude, this study serves an academic purpose, as the topic focuses on an ongoing and current
global matter, that the world is presently still facing. Hence, the topic is new in that sense and for
that reason it has not been studied in depth in the academic literature previously. Besides being a
current topic and of great interest for the researcher, it is important to fill in this gap in research
and to study this new health crisis in more detail to compile information and share knowledge on
the challenges and the opportunities that the COVID-19 global pandemic is creating for Finnish

health tech SMEs in terms of internationalization.

1.2 Preliminary literature review

The objective of the preliminary literature review is to provide a brief overview of the main
concepts of the study and what is known of the topics in academia. As the COVID-19 global
pandemic is relevantly new, academic articles about the precise topic of internationalization of



Finnish health tech SMEs during the COVID-19 global pandemic were not found. Hence, the
existing literature found focuses mainly on the internationalization of SMEs and of high-tech
SMEs, as health tech SMEs are considered as high-tech firms, as well as, on the internationalization
of SMEs during a crisis such as the economic crisis, in reflection to crisis management. Therefore,
this part will firstly focus on summarizing these topics, to fill in the gap in literature. The academic
articles that explore these topics can be found in Appendix 1. The articles have been divided

according to the author(s), objectives, methods, and findings of the articles.

1.2.1 The internationalization of SMEs and of high-tech SMEs

The internationalization of SMEs has been studied in literature from various perspectives and it is
commonly discussed in connection to international business (Bose 2016). Thus, it is not a new
phenomenon but a common practice among Western organizations (Bose 2016). SMEs play an
extremely critical role in international trade and are active in international markets due to advances
in globalization, information and communication technologies and other trends (Knight 2001).
Thus, SMEs are a driving force in terms of export growth and future economic success in various
countries (Knight 2001). The internationalization of SMEs is a critical factor for a firm to attain
competitiveness, growth, and a superior performance (Mudalige, Ismail & Malek 2019). Overall,
internationalized SMEs survive better than non-internationalized SMEs, due to economies of scale
and diversification advantages (Mudalige et al. 2019).

The existing literature underlines especially the important success factors that lead to the
internationalization of SMEs, which are critical to strive. It is highlighted that there are four
significant factors for long-term success of SME internationalization, which are the current
internationalization scenario, future internationalization prospects, internationalization
competencies and strategies for internationalization (Bose 2016). Other factors that enable the
internationalization success of SMEs and bring a superior performance in foreign markets are
partners and networks that are well-connected, reliable, and trustworthy, alliances and clusters,

capacity building, innovations, profiling and benchmarking capabilities, timing of



internationalization, managerial factors, and strategies (Bose 2016; Knight 2001). Furthermore, a
firm’s dynamic capabilities, such as its assets, processes, and structure, are also considered as a
key to success in terms of internationalization, as they enable a firm to see new opportunities and
renew its existing asset base (Jantunen, Puumalainen, Saarenketo & Kylaheiko 2005). Further,
competitive advantages play an important role in internationalization and the organizational and
technological capabilities of a firm can also be considered as a source of competitive advantage
and success (Jantunen et al. 2005). Moreover, international entrepreneurial orientation is also a
repeating theme in SME internationalization literature as a success factor, as it reflects the firm's
overall reactiveness and fierceness in its pursuit of international markets (Knight 2001). It is
important to highlight that a global mindset driven by managerial experience is also one of the key
factors of successful international performance of SMEs (Nummela, Saarenketo & Puumalainen
2004). For an SME to succeed internationally, it is highly essential to be well prepared in advance,
hence, firm preparedness plays an important role in successful internationalization (Hollensen
2019).

On the other hand, SMEs face many challenges and risks in internationalization. For instance,
obtaining rapid growth is not an easy task, as SMEs suffer from two liabilities: the liability of
smallness and the liability of newness (Eggers 2020; Partanen & Goel 2017). The liability of
smallness refers to the fact that SMEs usually have less resources and they are more defenseless to
internal and external events, such as a global pandemic (Eggers 2020; Partanen & Goel 2017). The
liability of newness refers to the fact that SMEs usually face a larger risk of failure in comparison
to larger firms, due to the lack of business models, for instance (Eggers 2020; Partanen & Goel
2017). However, despite these two liabilities, SMEs have specific characteristics that aid them
during a crisis such as being more flexible with the firm’s decision-makers being closer to their
customers and stakeholders due to their size, which can be beneficial when reacting to a crisis
(Eggers 2020).

Furthermore, the existing literature on the internationalization of high-tech SMEs has been studied
from the viewpoint that technology-based SMEs are the principal drivers for building innovations

and therefore sustaining economic development (Macds Nunes, Serrasqueiro & Leitdo 2012;
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Partanen & Goel 2017). Thus, research and development (R&D) activities of high-tech SMEs are
highly important to create new products (Macds Nunes et al. 2012). The internationalization of
high-tech SMEs has also been studied from the perspective of SMEs operating in the field of
information and communications technology (ICT). These firms are usually referred to as born
global firms, due to their rapid international growth, that is supported by external recourses such
as networks and partnerships (Saarenketo, Puumalainen, Kuivalainen & Kylaheiko 2004). It is
emphasized that the motives behind internationalization of high-tech SMEs operating in the
healthcare sector are to obtain business growth, profits and access to larger markets and finding a
right partner is usually the key to success (Barnes, Chakrabarti & Oalihawadana 2006). Moreover,
reputation plays an extremely important role in terms of international growth of technology-based
firms (Eggers 2020; Partanen & Goel 2017).

1.2.2 The internationalization of SMEs during a crisis: The COVID-19 perspective

Today’s societies are more frequently faced with different crises and a crisis can be defined as
being a “temporarily limited event that, while being important, does not establish the bulk of our
existence” (Alon, Farrell & Li 2020). A crisis in business is a disturbance that generates negative
reactions and influences financial security (Alon et al. 2020). The COVID-19 global pandemic
crisis has been described as a “black swan,” implying to an unpredictable occurrence that creates
vast concerns and is reshaping the economic and political environment drastically (Kuckertz,
Brandle, Gaudig, Hinderer, Reyes, Prochotta & Berger 2020). Hence, the COVID-19 global
pandemic represents a new kind of a challenge for SMEs, as SMEs are more prone to external
shocks, yet a crisis can also bring along new opportunities (Eggers 2020). SMEs that are prepared
for a crisis are usually better set to detect and manage them and make appropriate decisions during
such times (Labas 2017). Thus, firm crisis preparedness is important and has substantial effect on
business (Labas 2017). Therefore, it can be stated that every crisis creates new opportunities, and
the COVID-19 global pandemic can play as an important motive behind the internationalization of
SMEs (Labas 2017).



The existing literature on the internationalization of SMEs during a crisis focuses mainly on the
internationalization during the economic crisis or during the London 2011 Riots, for instance
(Cortez & Johnston 2020; Doern 2006). The literature in terms of the COVID-19 global pandemic
affecting internationalization of SMEs is new, as the crisis is ongoing and has only occurred very
recently. However, literature around the consequences of COVID-19 global pandemic on
specifically the B2B firms has been explored and how a crisis requires the managers of firms to
come up with new approaches rapidly (Cortez & Johnston 2020). Therefore, the importance of
entrepreneurial crisis management has been emphasized significantly. Entrepreneurial crisis
management is an organization’s ability to continue operating after external shocks such as the
COVID-19 global pandemic (Kuckertz et al. 2020). Thus, it is highly important for an organization
to minimize the impacts of the ongoing global crisis, to tackle the burden of the crisis (Kuckertz et
al. 2020). The COVID-19 global pandemic has also been studied from the viewpoint of family
firms, and it is re-emphasized that effective entrepreneurial crisis management is important in terms
of firm survival (Kraus et al. 2020). Previous literature has also studied how the COVID-19 global
pandemic has greatly affected the sports sector and emphasizes that crisis management is the key
for long-term firm survival and has urged entrepreneurial thinking in terms of creating new
business models (Ratten 2020). Furthermore, international business is connected to a certain level
of risk and uncertainty and managing uncertainty is an important capability of managers (Sharma
et al. 2020). Hence, it is important for managers to understand and to learn how to cope with

occurring uncertainties, to have the capabilities to guide a firm through a crisis (Sharma et al. 2020).

1.3 Research questions and objectives

To answer the main objective of the research, there are various other topics that need to be studied
in more depth. As aforementioned, the existing literature found concentrates on the
internationalization of SMEs or on high-tech SMEs during a crisis, such as the economic crisis.
There is literature also found on the topic of the COVID-19 global pandemic, but it is not associated
with the internationalization of the Finnish health tech SMEs. Furthermore, secondary data and

statistics on the Finnish health tech SMEs and their internationalization aspects are also found to



an extent. However, no precise articles or data is found on the specific research topic, as the
COVID-19 pandemic is a new health crisis. Therefore, the study aims to fill in the research gap to
provide valuable information for researchers and firm decision-makers and to explore how the
pandemic has impacted the internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs. Therefore, the main

research question is:

RQ1: “How has the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic created internationalization
opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs?”

The main research question is very multi-layered, hence there was a need to formulate more
specific sub-research questions to provide an answer to the main question. The second sub-research
question focuses on examining the motives behind firm internationalization. As the focus of the
study is on the internationalization of SMEs, it is also crucial to examine has the COVID-19 global
pandemic been a motive for Finnish health tech SMEs to seek internationalization opportunities.
The pandemic brought along vast challenges for SMEs, but a crisis can also have positive results
in terms of boosting creation of new innovations, and therefore creating opportunities for those
firms that are able to manage through such crisis (Ratten 2020). The pandemic as a health crisis,
brought along opportunities for SMEs operating in the healthcare field and therefore motives to
internationalize. In researching these motives, their differences, and similarities, it helps in
understanding how the new health crisis has motivated firms to internationalize and to learn about

the opportunities and challenges it created.

RQ2: “What motives does the COVID-19 global pandemic create for the Finnish health tech

SME:s to internationalize and expand to foreign markets?

The third sub-research question focuses on gaining an understanding on how the Finnish health
tech SMEs have adjusted their internationalization processes and entry mode selections during the
global pandemic. Internationalization of SMEs has been greatly affected by the global pandemic
and locking down of economies (Kersan-Skabi¢ 2022). Hence, this question examines what

internationalization processes and entry modes have been utilized by the Finnish health tech SMEs
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during the global pandemic and how the global pandemic has affected their internationalization

strategies.

RQ3: “What are the processes and entry modes of Finnish health tech SMEs to internationalize?

The fourth sub-research question addresses the success factors of internationalization and to
understand how the SMEs have adjusted their dynamic capabilities to the changing external
business environments. Dynamic capabilities are a firm’s ability to sense, learn and transform with
the fast-changing external environments (Mudalige et al. 2019), which are a key to success
especially during the global pandemic. Thus, it is important to study these factors and to analyze

them as determinants of successful internationalization during the pandemic.

RQ4: “What are the dynamic capabilities as determinants of successful internationalization of
Finnish health tech SMEs?”

The last sub-research question examines firm readiness, which plays an important role in tackling
external challenges. The level of preparedness of a firm is important for overall success and
readiness to internationalize, to seek for new opportunities and to face challenges in evolving
environments. The global pandemic has created an immense external shock, and SMEs need to be
well prepared to survive such crisis. Thus, this sub-research question aims to understand how the
pandemic has affected firm preparedness to face a crisis and to study how well the Finnish health
tech SMEs have been prepared in the face of the pandemic, and how their level of preparedness

has affected the ability to seize new internationalization opportunities.

RQ5: “What is the level of preparedness of Finnish health tech SMEs to internationalize during
the COVID-19 global pandemic?”



1.4 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework summarizes the key concepts of the study in one figure to provide a
better understanding of the phenomenon of the research. The internationalization of Finnish health
tech SMEs during the COVID-19 global pandemic is studied in terms of the internationalization of
SMEs with the focus on the motives to internationalize, internationalization models, entry modes
and barriers to internationalization. Further, the impacts of the external environment on the
internationalization of SMEs are studied from the COVID-19 perspective. Additionally, the firm
dynamic capabilities and preparedness in rapidly changing environments is studied to examine the
overall impact of how the COVID-19 has created internationalization opportunities for the Finnish
health tech SMEs. The empirical part of the research focuses on the research design and methods,
empirical results and findings and discussion and conclusions. The figure 1 below demonstrates

the theoretical framework of this research.

Figure 1. Theoretical framework
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1.5  Key concepts of the study

The objective of this part is to highlight and define the key concepts of this study that are repeatedly
used throughout the research. Therefore, this part helps the reader to understand the main key

concepts in more depth, which are defined below.

Competitive advantage is a firm’s “ability to add value to its products or create a higher value
than its competitors” (Parniangtong 2017). A firm can sustain competitive advantage when it can
constantly outperform competition (Parniangtong 2017). This can be the result of creating and
capturing value and then having the ability to sustain the competitive advantage (Parniangtong
2017). Creating competitive advantage can be done at any point in time but sustaining it happens
over a long period of time (Parniangtong 2017). Thus, competitive advantage arises from the firm’s

resources that are valuable, rare, and difficult to imitate by competition (Hinterhuber 2013).

Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) global pandemic is a highly contagious viral disease caused
by a newly discovered coronavirus called SARS-CoV-2, which was first identified in December
2019 in Wuhan, China (OECD 2020). WHO confirmed the outbreak of the virus as a public health
emergency of international concern in January 2020 and later it was confirmed to be a worldwide
pandemic in March 2020 (World Health Organization 2020a).

Firm dynamic capabilities can be defined as the ability to “integrate, build and reconfigure
internal and external competencies to adapt to quickly altering environments” (Mudalige et al.
2019, 47). Another definition is that “a dynamic capability is the capacity of an organization to
purposefully create, extend, or modify its resource base” (Vahlne & Johanson 2013). Overall,
dynamic capabilities describe an organization’s ability to alter to the changing business

environments (Vahlne & Johanson 2013).

High-tech SMEs are defined to be firms that have the characteristics of cutting-edge knowledge
and technological capabilities, an educated workface and have the capability to adapt rapidly to
fast changing environments (Crick & Spence 2005). These characteristics enable

internationalization, as high-tech SMEs are known for being more adaptive, innovative and have
11



quick responsiveness (Crick & Spence 2005). Therefore, High-tech SMEs are also perceived to be
more capable than non-high-tech SMEs in terms of succeeding in competitive environments
(Booltink & Saka-Helmhout 2017).

International readiness refers to the level of preparedness and tendency for a firm to
internationalize, hence preparedness to begin export activities overseas (Pinho et al. 2018;
Hamidizadeh & Zargaranyazd 2014). A firm’s commitment to exporting is an evaluation of its
readiness to internationalize (Pinho et al. 2018). Other important factors that predict a firm’s
readiness are its resources, capabilities, innovations, technological orientation, and ability to
recognize foreign market opportunities (Pinho et al. 2018). Firm preparedness can also refer to the

readiness and flexibility to face uncertain times caused by, for instance a crisis (Labas 2017).

Internationalization can be defined as the “process of increasing involvement in international
operations” (Welch & Luostarinen 1988, 36) or by “the process by which a firm both increases its
awareness of the direct and indirect influence of international transactions on their future and
establishes and conducts transactions with other countries” (Beamish 1990, 77). More specifically,
through internationalization, a firm enlarges the sales of its goods or services across national
borders, into different geographic markets or locations (Attig, Boubakri, EI Ghoul & Guedhami
2016). Internationalization increases a firm’s competitive advantage through offering growth and
diversification opportunities, providing access to new resources, knowledge, and production

capabilities, for instance (Attig et al. 2016).

Internationalization opportunity is about identifying and exploiting foreign market opportunities
and can be defined as the “discovery, enactment, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities

across national borders to create future goods and services” (Oviatt & McDougall 2005).

Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) are defined by the European Commission and
demonstrated in the Table 1 below, as firms with less than 250 employees, that have an annual
turnover of up to 50 million euros or a balance sheet of no more than 43 million euros (European

Commission 2020).
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Table 1. Definition of SMEs (European Commission 2020)

Firm category Staff headcount Turnover Balance sheet total
Medium-sized <250 <€50m <€43m

Small <50 <€10m <€10m

Micro <10 <€2m <€2m

The health technology (health tech) sector is defined by WHO as the “application of organized
knowledge and skills in the form of devices, medicines, vaccines, procedures, and systems
developed to solve a health problem and improve quality of lives” (World Health Organization
2020b).

1.6 Research methodology

In terms of the research methodology for this study, the qualitative research method is used. As
one type of a scientific research, the qualitative research method targets to produce new theories or
a phenomenon from the research results (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). Qualitative methods are
used when the questions are based on meaning, experience, and perspectives, rather than on
counting or measuring (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). The main method for collecting data through
qualitative methods are interviews with the purpose to produce empirical data to answer the
research questions. The interview questions were formulated based on the theoretical framework
of the study (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). The interviews for this study
were carried out online through digital platforms, as the world situation did not support face-to-

face meetings during the time of the interviews.

This research is based on semi-structured interviews, as they are an effective method for collecting
exploratory, qualitative, and open-ended data (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi
2018). The study is based on open questions to find out viewpoints to the main topic from various
perspectives and semi-structured interviews are beneficial, as they study both the “what” and
“how” questions offering adjustability for the researcher, as there is a possibility to re-formulate
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the questions for each interview (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). This
allows the interview to be more conversational and information, thus enables the interviewee to
provide important insights and the researcher to explore the participant’s feelings and beliefs about

the topic, as the questions are open ended (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018).

As the objective of the search was to find out how the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic enables
in creating international business opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs, the research is based
on a case study, which is a form of a qualitative method research (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008).
In this instance, the research is based on a multiple case study, as the results are based on
anonymous interviews from two health tech experts and six Finnish health tech SMEs. The

interviews were recorded and then analyzed for the research.

1.7 Delimitations of the thesis

It is important to recognize that there are delimitations that apply to this study. The primary
delimitation is that the study focuses on the internationalization of SMEs and therefore excludes
all other firms, such as large firms from the study. Another delimitation is that the study focuses
only on the health tech sector, excluding all other sectors and industries. Thus, the study
intentionally excludes how the ongoing crisis may provide internationalization opportunities for

other sectors.

Furthermore, as the research is based on a multiple case study and the data is obtained from
anonymous interviews with six health tech firms, it causes a limitation as there are over 400 active
firms operating in the health tech sector in Finland (Health Incubator 2021). Moreover, the COVID-
19 global pandemic has also affected and created internationalization opportunities for other fields
within the high-tech sector, which could be further studied. It is important to emphasize that the
aim of the study is not to provide a recommendation on how and when a health tech SME should
internationalize but rather provide an increased understanding to how the Finnish health tech firms

are seizing internationalization opportunities during a global pandemic. Lastly, as the study follows
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the qualitative method, and it can be emphasized that there is a delimitation, as the sample size of

the study is small.

1.8  Structure of the study

The structure of this study is divided into five major sections. The five sections include the
introduction, theory, research design and methods, empirical findings and discussion and

conclusions.

Section 1 introduces the study including the background of the study, preliminary literature review,
research questions and objectives, theoretical framework, key concepts of the study, research
methodology, delimitations of the thesis and the structure of the study.

Section 2 presents the theory, which is gathered through using secondary data, thus academic
articles. This section emphasizes on the following theories, to analyse the successful
internationalization of Finnish health tech SME’s during the ongoing global pandemic COVID-19:
internationalization of SMEs as well as internationalization of high-tech SMEs, the motives of
internationalization, internationalization models and entry modes, barriers to internationalization,
dynamic capabilities in internationalization, firm preparedness in internationalization,
internationalization opportunities, impacts of the external environment on internationalization from
the COVID-19 perspective, and the opportunities and challenges for the Finnish health tech SMEs
from the COVID-19 perspective.

Section 3 presents the research design and methods including the data collection and analysis
methods. This section includes the case descriptions of the health tech sectorial experts and the
Finnish health tech SMEs that were interviewed for this study. This section also examines the

reliability and validity of the study.
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Section 4 presents the overall results of the study, hence the findings from the interviews with the

health tech sectorial experts and Finnish health tech SMEs interviews.

Section 5 presents the discussions and conclusions of this study including the theoretical

contributions, practical and managerial implications and limitations and future research.

2 THE INTERNATIONALIZATION OF SMES

The second chapter of this study presents what is published in academia about the
internationalization of SMEs as well as of the internationalization of high-tech SMEs, which
includes the health tech sector. This chapter also highlights the existing literature on the
internationalization motives, the internationalization models, barriers to internationalization, the
dynamic capabilities in internationalization and firm preparedness in internationalization.
Furthermore, this chapter also accentuates the impacts of the external environment on
internationalization from the COVID-19 perspective, also introducing the opportunities and

challenges that the global pandemic has created for Finnish health tech SMEs.

Globalization has connected the world economies, which has increased global trade and
international business (Sharma et al. 2020). Thus, country borders no longer impose barriers for
firms to expand to international markets, the same way they used to in the past (Campos, Axinn,
Freeman & Suder 2018). In other words, globalization is narrowing the gap between domestic and
international market boundaries and is therefore increasing the dependence of worldwide
economies and connecting consumers, producers, suppliers, and governments (Knight 2000). In
the era of globalization, many firms aim for international markets, as it opens new opportunities,
offers access to new and larger markets to make profit and to grow, increases competitiveness and
enables access to the latest technology, for instance (Hollensen 2019). Globalization and the rise
of internationally active SMES are key worldwide trends and thus, SMEs are chasing opportunities
in foreign markets (Knight 2000).
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Internationalization has been defined “as a process and in terms of the activities firms undertake to
access foreign markets” (Ribau, Carrizo Moreira & Raposo 2018). Over the last two decades, the
internationalization of SMEs has grown quickly, as their great potential has been recognized
(Child, Karmowska & Shenkar 2022). SMEs play an important role in providing employment
opportunities and can be considered as the engines for providing growth opportunities in many
countries (Knight 2000). Internationalization of SMEs is influenced by the characteristics of the
firm, hence their competitive advantages and by the home country and the foreign target country
(Falahat, Ramayah, Soto-Acosta & Lee 2020). In comparison to larger firms, SMEs have two
liabilities: the liability of smallness and the liability of newness (Eggers 2020). The liability
smallness refers to having limited resources and the liability of newness refers to the fact that SMEs
can suffer from a greater risk of failure in comparison to older businesses, as they lack business

models and are dependent on cooperation (Eggers 2020).

Internationalization of SMEs reinforces their competitiveness, survival forecasts and creates a
superior performance (Mudalige et al. 2019). Internationalization also fosters an increased growth
and revenue, supports innovative capability, and improves productivity (Mudalige et al. 2019).
Thus, it is a critical success factor due to enabling diversification advantages, economies of scale
and learning advantages (Mudalige et al. 2019). Moreover, many SMEs face increased competition
and a shortage of opportunities in their domestic markets, which pushes them to search for business
opportunities abroad (Pinho et al. 2018). As the internationalization of SMEs plays such a critical
role in the world economies, many countries take extensive measures to support the

internationalization of domestic firms (Pinho et al. 2018).

Internationalization takes place when a firm expands its production, R&D initiatives, and other
business activities to foreign markets (Child et al. 2022). The internationalization process of SMEs
does not automatically follow the same patterns, as it happens discretely, and each
internationalization process may differ (Child et al. 2022). The timing of internationalization plays
an important role for firms from small economies, where the opportunities for expansion are scarce
(Child et al. 2022). Other firms internationalize earlier than others and the timing of

internationalization is associated with the firm-level internal and external resources (Child et al.
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2022). The timing of internationalization is also associated with the entrepreneurial assets, know-
how and attitudes of the managers (Child et al. 2022). The decision whether to internationalize is
highly dependent on the risks related with entering new markets. Thus, if the managers of firms
are more prone to taking risks, the firm is more likely to internationalize at an early stage
(Ciravegna, Kundu, Kuivalainen & Lopez 2019).

Internationalization modes are institutional arrangements that allow firms to use their products
and/or services in a foreign country, these modes are license/franchise, indirect export, direct
export, sales subsidiary, joint venture, and wholly owned production subsidiary (Calof & Beamish
1995). Exportation is the most common foreign market entry mode of SMEs, as exporting does not
require huge amounts of capital investment and has less financial and commercial risks than other
forms of entry and FDI (Al-Hyari, Al-Weshah, Alnsour & Camra-Fierro 2012; Child et al. 2022).
Exporting provides SMEs with knowledge about the foreign target markets and about technology,
which helps improve firm performance (Love & Ganotakis 2013). As the preferences and tastes of
foreign customers may differ from domestic customers, market knowledge can be obtained through
customers, thus knowledge gained helps improve firms to customize their products and solutions
to meet the demands of the market (Love & Ganotakis 2013). Exporting also opens doors to
professional and technical expertise and boosts innovations (Love & Ganotakis 2013). Exportation
can be seen as the first real step in the internationalization process of firm, which usually signifies

physical shipment of goods across national borders (Jones 2001).

2.1  The internationalization of high-tech SMEs

High-tech SMEs refers to firms that have cutting edge technology and mainly operate in highly
innovative sectors (Crick & Jones 2000). High-tech SMEs are commonly characterized as
innovative firms, that can create and develop technological advanced products (Crick & Jones
2000). Further, high-tech SMEs are flexible and are responsive to changes, they have technological
innovativeness and capabilities, and when these characteristics stand out, factors such as firm size,

age and domestics experience are less important (Crick & Jones 2000). High-tech SMEs can also
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be characterized by a high degree of knowledge complexity, which usually creates a competitive
advantage (De Luca, Verona & Vicari 2010).

High-tech SMEs are typically R&D oriented and are associated with radical rather than incremental
innovations (Crick & Jones 2000). The international growth goals for such firms lie within markets
where there is a need to transfer technology rapidly, thus industry and location play an important
role (Crick & Jones 2000). The high-tech industry is global, and the internationalization targets
may therefore be market or technologically led (Crick & Jones 2000).

Furthermore, high-tech SMEs are usually characterized to be born-global, as they start
internationalization at an early stage and demonstrate very quick and intensive international
growth, which is enables by using external partners and networks (Love & Ganotakis 2013;
Saarenketo et al. 2004). The exportation of high-tech SMEs depends on several factors: the
investments in R&D, international experience of the managers, global networks, and knowledge
transfer from abroad (Filatotchev, Liu, Buck & Wright 2009).

2.1.1 The internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs

As aforementioned, the health tech sector is categorized as a high-tech sector. Health tech as a
segment is part of the healthcare sector, which also includes other segments such as
pharmaceuticals, the public health care and social services system and the private health care
services (Healthtech Finland 2019). More specifically, typical other areas of the healthcare sector
may include measuring, imaging and other medical devices, diagnostics, laboratory equipment etc.
and many Finnish health tech firms are providing digital solutions to these services (Healthtech
Finland 2019). The health tech sector also uses the latest technologies including industrial internet
or the internet of things (lIoT), artificial intelligence (Al), robotics and expert services related to
clinical research and regulations (Healthtech Finland 2019). In general, the healthcare sector
worldwide is growing and providing many opportunities for health tech SMEs due to an aging

population, a growing middle class, the rise of chronic diseases, technological advancements,
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evolving care models, high labor costs and the expansion of health care systems in developing

markets, for instance (Deloitte 2020).

The health and wellbeing are the world’s largest sector, growing at an annual rate of five percent
(Kauppapolitiikka 2019). The Finnish health tech sector is one of the key industries of the country
and is flourishing and has been growing at a steady pace since the 90’s, and even the economic
recession did not affect the growth of the sector (Medengine 2018). Thus, Finland is well keeping
up with the global growth pace of the sector and in the past twenty years, the sector has brought
around a twelve-billion-euro surplus to the country (Healthtech Finland 2019). Finland has a great
reputation for top expertise, knowledge and high-quality products and services in the health tech
sector, thus is a forerunner in the field (Healthtech Finland 2019). The sector consists of around
300 firms that are employing over 13,000 people, thus positively generating to the GDP growth of
the country (Healthtech Finland 2019; Kauppapolitiikka 2019).

Finland exports more health tech products than imports and around 80 percent of the Finnish health
tech products are being exported, as the demand for these products in Finland is excessively small
(Healthtech Finland 2019). This is partly since Finnish municipalities that oversee the purchasing
healthcare products, do not have enough budget to purchase expensive health tech products and
services (Medengine 2018).

The health tech sector is one of the fastest growing high-tech export sectors in Finland. The exports
reached a new record in 2019, as the value was around 2.4 billion euros, demonstrating an increase
of 5.7 percent from the previous year (Innokas Medical 2020). Large Finnish health tech firms will
continue to succeed globally but SMEs need to usually join forces with other small firms or pursue
opportunities to become part of a larger exporting firm, as they have lower chances of succeeding
globally, unless they are targeting a niche market (Kauppapolitiikka 2019). Finland is one of the
leading manufacturing countries for dental imaging equipment, which accounted for 66 percent of
imaging equipment exports in 2019, thus monitoring and imaging equipment make up most of the
health tech exports of Finland (Yle Uutiset 2020). In 2019, the exports of healthcare equipment
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such as patient monitoring and x-ray equipment increased by more than five percent to 1.7 billion

euros, which is 70 percent of the total of all health technology exports (Yle Uutiset 2020).

In terms of the main exporting markets for Finnish health tech products, as the figure 2 below
demonstrates, in 2018, USA was and continues to be the largest market for Finnish health tech
exports accounting for 37.5 percent and the total for the North American including the USA,
Canada and Mexico accounted for a total of 41 percent. The second largest export market was
Europe (34.1 percent) followed by East Asia (11 percent), Latin America (4 percent), Russia (2.6
percent), Australia and New Zealand (2.3 percent), Middle East (1.6 percent) and Africa (0.9
percent) (Heathtech Finland 2019).

Distribution of Finnish Health Tech exports by country (2018)
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4,0%

= North America (USA, Canada & Mexico) (41,0%)
Europe (EU & EFTA) (34,1%)
u East Asia (China, Taiwan, Japan and South Korea) (11%)
| | atin America (4%)
m Russia (2,6%)
m Australia and New Zealand (2,3%)
The Middle East (1,6%)
Africa (0,9%)

Figure 2: Distribution of Finnish Health Tech exports by country, 2018 (Healthtech Finland
2019)
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2.2 Internationalization motives

The principal reason behind the motives or drivers of foreign market expansion are for firms to
make profit, and these motives are often also referred to as FDI motives (Benito 2015). There are
usually several factors connected to a firm’s motives to internationalize and to expand to foreign
markets. These reasons include factors such as sourcing services and components etc. from foreign
suppliers due to lower costs or a higher quality than in the home market, internationalizing with
the target to increase customer bases or to acquire knowledge or competitive advantages as well as
available resources, for instance (Benito 2015). Thus, the internationalization motives are goal-
oriented and are the key elements to why a firm internationalizes (Benito 2015). The
internationalization motives can be categorized into four different seeking motives: market-
seeking, resource-seeking, efficiency-seeking and strategic asset-seeking, thus highlighting that the
internationalization motives are in search of something (Behrman 1972; Dunning 1993).

Firstly, the market-seeking motive implies that firms internationalize purely to find new customers
in foreign markets (Hollensen 2019). Thus, market-seeking motives are a process of building and
growing customer bases in foreign target markets (Hewerdine, Rumyantseva & Welch 2014). If
the motive is market-seeking, firms are likely to search for locations with a large population with
a high-purchasing power (Benito 2015). Since market entry is risky and costly, in the early phases
of internationalization, firms tend to choose foreign markets close to the home country, to be close
to the customers and build business relationships (Benito 2015).

Secondly, the motives can be resource-seeking, implying that firms expand to foreign markets to
obtain higher quality of resources at a lower cost than in their home countries (Hollensen 2019).
Thus, resource-seeking may be motivated by the driver to increase competitiveness and to

minimize costs (Dunning & Lundan 2008).

Thirdly, the motives can be efficiency-seeking, implying that firms internationalize to lower costs
of economic activities, hence search for a target market for improvements of overall costs

(Hollensen 2019). When the motive is resource-seeking and efficiency-seeking, firms choose
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locations where the overall costs levels are lower for production, transportation and management,

availability of human resources and a well-developed infrastructure (Benito 2015).

Fourthly, the motives can be related to strategic asset-seeking, implying that firms internationalize
to gain access to resources and capabilities that are not available in the home country, which are
necessary for their long-term strategy and survival and for complementing the core competencies.
(Dunning 1991; Hollensen 2019) If the motive is strategic asset-seeking, firms tend to look for
places with high levels of development, to develop resources and capabilities. This motive is riskier
and forward looking (Benito 2015).

Therefore, the motives for a firm to expand to foreign markets can vary greatly among SMEs, and
SMEs use different strategies such as entry modes to internationalize. These motives may depend
on for instance, the industry of the firm, the firm’s home market and managers’ perceptions and
decision-making tactics (Campos et al. 2018). The motives to internationalize can be internal,
external, proactive, or reactive (Campos et al. 2018). It is also emphasized that the larger the firm,
the more likely it is to internationalize due to proactive motives in comparison to reactive motives
(Hollensen 2019).

2.2.1 Proactive motives

The proactive motives of internationalization are initiated by a firm’s management and generated
primarily by the opportunities to increase profit and growth goals, drivers imposed by managerial
urge, possessing a technology competence or a unique product, foreign market opportunities and/or
market information, economies of scale and tax benefits. (Barnes et al. 2006; Hollensen 2019)

It has been argued that profit gain is the major proactive motivation for internationalization (van
Tulder 2015). The proactive motives of profit and growth goals implies to a firm’s interest in
gaining short-term profit, which is highly important for SMEs that are at the beginning stage of

internationalization (Hollensen 2019). The growth of the firm’s profits in the long term can be the
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outcome from selling more and buying better and cheaper, thus a firm aiming for

internationalization can enable it to sell more (Hollensen 2019).

The proactive motives behind managerial urge are the desires that drive a firm’s management
towards internationalization (Hollensen 2019). The motive can reflect a manager’s interest in being
part of a firm that operates internationally, its entrepreneurial motivation, managerial attitudes,
personal or professional international experience, an internationally open mind etc. (Hollensen
2019). Internationalization can be driven by a manager’s global mindset and awareness to operate

across national borders in tough business environments (Torkkeli, Nummela & Saarenketo 2018).

The proactive motives of foreign opportunities/market information can be classified as the most
common motivation behind internationalization, as it is associated with the recognition of
opportunities existing in foreign markets (Campos et al. 2018; Hollensen 2019). Thus, firms may
decide to internationalize if they are attracted by an opportunity in a foreign market and the decision
to internationalize based on foreign market opportunities tends to be spontaneous (Campos et al.
2018). The proactive motive also implies that foreign opportunities play an important role in
internationalization when a firm has the adequate resources and capabilities to react to these
opportunities (Hollensen 2019). As market entry involved high costs and risks, managers and
decision-makers that are aiming for internationalization usually consider only a certain number of
foreign market opportunities (Hollensen 2019). In terms of exploring the foreign market
opportunities, it is common that the decision-makers search for markets with similar opportunities

than in the home market (Hollensen 2019).

The proactive motives of economies of scale motives implies that when a firm exploits its
capabilities and resources that make up its competitive advantage in the home market, moving them
abroad and then benefiting from economies of scale (Hollensen 2019). Firms need a larger
customer base to acquire economies of scale, as well as, expanding their production base (Campos
et al. 2018).
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The proactive motives of having a technology competence/unique product imply that a firm has
produced a good or a service that has a technological advantage or is considered a unique product
with a competitive advantage, that is not extensively offered by international competitors
(Hollensen 2019). These types of solutions provide a sustainable competitive edge and may result
in positive success in foreign markets (Hollensen 2019).

The proactive motives behind internationalization due to tax benefits implies that there are certain
tax benefits imposed in some countries for exporting firms (Hollensen 2019). These tax benefits
allow firms to offer products and services at a lower cost or help them receive a higher profit
(Hollensen 2019). Government policies such as tax incentives, favorable tax rates, direct funding
or tax incentives can attract firms to internationalize (Campos et al. 2018). These government
policies that encourage FDI in the host country can also be seen as a motivation and these benefits
reduce risks and make the foreign country an attractive destination to invest in (Campos et al.
2018).

2.2.2 Reactive motives

The reactive motives of internationalization imply that a firm responds to the threats imposed in
the home or in the foreign markets and consequently needs to react to them by changing activities
and strategy over time (Hollensen 2019). The reactive motives of internationalization include
factors such as competitive pressures, the domestic market being small and saturated,
overproduction and excess capacity, unsolicited foreign orders, extension of sales of seasonal

products and closeness to international customers and psychological distance (Hollensen 2019).

The reactive motive of competitive pressures implies that a firm is faced with competition within
its home markets from global firms (Hollensen 2019). A firm might be afraid of losing domestic
market share to competitors that are able to offer better products and lower costs, which motivates

them to internationalize (Hollensen 2019). A company may also internationalize, if it feels

25



pressured to do so by competitors that have internationalized, to avoid taking risks in losing market

share to competitors in foreign countries (Campos et al. 2018).

Internationalization is a substantial opportunity for firm growth and in value creation. Firms
operating especially in small saturated markets, seek growth through internationalization
(Kyldheiko, Jantunen, Puumalainen, Saarenketo & Tuppura 2011). The reactive motive of the
domestic market being small and saturated implies that a firm may be forced to internationalize
because the opportunities in the home market are small or non-existent (Hollensen 2019). Thus,
firms may enter foreign markets because they are having difficulties and are facing restrictions of
selling their products and services in the home market (Hollensen 2019).

The reactive motive of overproduction and excess capacity implies to the fact that if a firm’s sales
within the home market for a product or a service do not meet the expectations, as the inventory is
beyond preferred levels (Hollensen 2019). Thus, this can be a motive for beginning exporting
through short-term price reductions of those products for the time being until the demand in the
home market returns, for instance (Hollensen 2019). The reasons behind firms having excess
capacity are due to fluctuating demands in the domestic market or there is a new substitute product
in the market (Hollensen 2019).

The reactive motive of unsolicited foreign offers implies that SMEs have become aware of
opportunities in foreign markets due to their products and/or services generating enquiries and
interest from foreign firms and/or markets (Hollensen 2019). This results in the fact that a big

proportion of exporting firms’ initial orders are unsolicited (Hollensen 2019).

The reactive motive of extending sales of seasonal products implies that seasonal product demand
may vary from the home market to the foreign markets and could therefore be a motive of initiating

internationalization and could result in a steadier demand throughout the year (Hollensen 2019).

The reactive motive of closeness to international customers and psychological distance implies that

physical as well as psychological closeness to the international market plays a significant role in
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the internationalization of a firm (Hollensen 2019). However, it is important to consider that
geographical closeness is an important motive, but cultural, legal, and societal factors can make a
geographically close by market seem psychologically distant (Hollensen 2019). For instance,
psychic distance plays an important role in international market selection (Vahine & Johanson
2013).

2.3 Internationalization models

There are various theories and models that explain the internationalization of a firm (Hollensen
2019). This part of the study introduces and focuses primarily on three models/theories that explain
the internationalization process of a firm, which are the Uppsala model also known as the

Scandinavian “stages” model, new venture model and born global model (Hollensen 2019).

A commonly cited theory on the internationalization of a firm is explained by Johansson and
Vahlne (1977), which is the Uppsala model of internationalization. The Uppsala model explains
that the internationalization of a firm is a process in which a firm gradually increases its
internationalization by acquiring knowledge about foreign markets and increasing commitments to
foreign markets (Johansson & Vahlne 1977). Hence, firms deepen their commitment to
international markets as their experience grows (Johansson & Vahine 1977). The network model
of internationalization explains that the relationships of a firm that it has within the domestic market
can be used as bridges to other networks in foreign markets (Hollensen 2019). Thus, the network
model permits the influence of external organizations and actors on the firm’s internationalization
(Hadley & Wilson 2003). In comparison to the Uppsala model, the born global firms also known
as new ventures, internalize rapidly since foundation (Hollensen 2019). Born global firms tend to
have a niche market strategy and have unique business models that are based on innovation (Paul
& Rosado-Serrano 2019).

Overall, firms internationalize at different stages (Cavusgil & Knight 2015). Early and rapid

internationalization can be connected to international entrepreneurship, which is related to the
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process of discovering and exploiting opportunities that lie outside a firm’s domestic market in

search of competitive advantages (Cavusgil & Knight 2015).

2.3.1 The Uppsala model

The Uppsala model also known as the stages model explaining gradual internationalization was
first established in 1977, to describe the internationalization process of firms (Vahlne & Johanson
2017). The original Uppsala model was built on Swedish studies of multinational firms that were
beginning their internationalization process to markets close by in terms of geographical distance
and then progressively entering markets that were far away, which allowed the firms to benefit
from learning effects (Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017; Vahlne & Johanson 2013) In the Uppsala
model, internationalization through exportation is the most common form of market entry
(Hollensen 2019).

Firms usually lack resources and market-specific knowledge when they decide to expand to foreign
markets (Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017). Thus, firms tend to begin their internationalization
process to close by neighboring countries in terms of psychic distance (Vahlne & Johanson 2013).
Psychic distance can be defined as the “individual’s perceived differences between the home and
foreign country” (Sousa & Filipe Lages 2011). Factors that affect psychic distance are the
differences in languages, culture, level of education and industrial development (Sousa & Filipe
Lages 2011). When the internationalization experience of the firm increases, psychic distance plays
a less important role (Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017). Thus, the Uppsala model emphasizes that
firms tend to choose foreign markets according to their psychic closeness to the home market, as
they tend to be easier to enter to and to internationalize to, as there is minimum commitments,
investments and risks involved (Vahlne & Johanson 2013). Therefore, a lower psychic distance

implies that a country is more likely to be selected (Vahlne & Johanson 2013).

The Uppsala model is built on two essential foundations, the number of resources committed and

the degree of commitment (Bose 2016). The collaboration of these two elements results in two
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effects, the static effect, and the dynamic effect (Bose 2016). The static effect refers to the resources
and knowledge that are devoted to a target market and the dynamic effect is related to the influence
of the resources on timely decision making (Bose 2016). Through the Uppsala model, four steps
were developed for the process of internationalization: irregular export activities, export through
independent agents, establishment of an overseas sales subsidiary and overseas production or

manufacturing units (Bose 2016).

Furthermore, according to the Uppsala model, the foreign market expansion process follows
several stages, as each decision when entering a foreign market is likely to affect the next step of
the process (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The Uppsala model consists of two types of variables: the
state variables (market knowledge and market commitments) and the change variables
(commitment decisions and current activities) (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The state variables
consider the resource commitments to foreign markets (market commitment) and knowledge about
foreign markets (market knowledge) (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The change variables are the
decisions to commit the resources to foreign markets (commitment decisions) and the performance
of the current business activities (current activities), as demonstrated in figure 3 below (Johanson
& Vahlne 1977). The market knowledge of the firm influences the internationalization decision,
and international activities also impact the market commitment and therefore market knowledge
(Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017).

Market Commitment
knowledge decisions
Market Current
commitment activities

Figure 3. The Basic Mechanism of Internationalization — State and Change Aspects
(Johansson & Vahlne 1977)
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2.3.2 The network model

The network model of internationalization refers to the relationships a firm has in its domestic
network that can be utilized as bridges to other networks in other foreign countries (Hollensen
2019. Hence, the network model permits the influence of external factors on the
internationalization process of a firm (Hadley & Wilson 2003). A firm’s existing business
relationships and networks permit to identify and achieve new opportunities in foreign markets
(Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017). Networks also play a significant role in choosing geographic
markets in which to expand to and the market entry chosen (Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017).
Relationships and networks of a firm also foster commitment and trust, which are important factors

when internationalizing and choosing markets to enter (Dominguez & Mayrhofer 2017).

The network model suggests that a firm’s networks enable fast internationalization (Hollensen
2019). Specifically, SMEs in high-tech industries are more likely to expand to foreign markets with
a longer psychic distance to set up their subsidiaries faster (Hollensen 2019). An explanation to
this is that the entrepreneurs and managers behind such firms possess networks of persons involved

with the new technology and these networks foster internationalization (Hollensen 2019).

SMEs tend to also use their networks to establish trust with customers, become familiar with
partners and regulatory and public agencies in the foreign market (Paul 2020). During the
internationalization phase, SMEs have demonstrated a pattern of transferring their activities to their
networks and depending profoundly on them, in terms of market and entry mode selection (Bose
2016). It has also been emphasized that rapid internationalization depends heavily on networks and
the ability to build relationships (Bose 2016). Therefore, by developing financial, technological
and market relationships with network members, an organization has the possibility to increase its
activities across national borders before becoming a fully internationally operating firm (Bose
2016).
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2.3.3 The born global model

Born global firms do not follow the traditional stages model to internationalize, as they aim for
foreign markets rapidly and even internationalize at early stages from the beginning of
establishment (Hollensen 2019). A born global firm can be defined as a “firm that from its inception
pursues a vision of becoming global and globalizes rapidly without any preceding long-term
domestic or internationalization period” (Hollensen 2019, 88). Born global firms tend to be smaller,
yet highly committed and technologically advanced firms that usually have a knowledge-based
competitive edge, which allows them to offer value-added products and services (Bell,
McNaughton & Young 2001).

Born global firms are a result of a firm’s excellent international awareness and the capability to
meet the demand of international markets (Bell, McNaughton & Young 2001). Factors that support
this are, for instance, existing international networks, technological development, and manager’s
entrepreneurial skills (Bell et al. 2001). Born global firms can be for instance SMEs, that are
determined and motivated to succeed in providing solutions with technology-based competitive

and innovative advantages in various international market (Bell et al. 2001).

A born global firm can also be characterized as being a young firm that gains a substantial amount
of their revenue from international sales and have limited recourses, but those resources and
capabilities that they have are distinctive (Cavusgil & Knight 2015). Many entrepreneurial firms
at early stage of development with limited resources are aiming at rapid internationalization
(Kuivalainen, Sundqvist & Servais 2007). Such firms are touched by the globalization of the
markets and customer needs, and by factors that make international operations less costly such as

new communication methods and transportation technologies (Kuivalainen et al. 2007).
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24 Barriers to internationalization

Internationalization involves a high degree of risks, which are much higher for SMEs than larger
firms, due to their smaller size (Hutchinson, Fleck & Lloyd-Reason 2009). SMEs considering
foreign market expansion should understand and identify the barriers to internationalization, as it
helps in minimizing major risks, and identifying the barriers also motivates SMEs to expand

overseas (Al-Hyari et al. 2012).

There are both internal and external barriers to internationalization and it is important to examine
these barriers already in the very early stages of internationalization to be able to overcome them
(Hutchinson et al. 2009). The internal barriers can be categorized as more significant to an SME as
they include lack of finances, competitive advantages, market know-how of the competitors and
way of doing business in the foreign market, export commitment, connections, distribution
channels etc. (Hollensen 2019). Further, the decision to internationalize is ultimately determined
by the firm owner(s)/manager(s) and if the decisionmakers of the firm lack knowledge, attitudes,
and business skills for instance, it can be an internal barrier to internationalization (Hutchinson et
al. 2009). On the other hand, the external barriers to foreign market expansion for SMEs include
technical and governmental barriers, which may originate both from the foreign market as well as
the domestic market (Hutchinson et al. 2009). Other external barriers include exchange rates,
differences in legal systems, financial risks and culture and language barriers (Hutchinson et al.
2009).

Additionally, Hollensen (2019) categorizes internationalization barriers for firms into three groups:
general market risks, commercial risks, and political risks. General market risks refer to for
instance competition in the target markets, adapting products to meet the needs within the foreign
local market, difficulties in finding the appropriate partners and networks, complexity of shopping
the products to the market (Hollensen 2019). Commercial risks refer to, for instance, the
difficulties in getting financial support for exportation, exchange rate fluctuations, damages in the

shipment of the products (Hollensen 2019). Lastly, political risks refer to foreign and domestic
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market political barriers, such as governmental restrictions, export policies, high foreign tariffs,

and wars disrupting foreign markets (Hollensen 2019).

Furthermore, both exporting and non-exporting SMEs may face barriers to internationalization
(Hutchinson et al. 2009). SMEs without experience from market expansion face barriers such as
lack of knowledge, limited contacts and networks in the foreign markets and human resources
(Hutchinson et al. 2009). Whereas SMEs that are already exporting may be more concerned with
market related factors, such as payments, red tape, and economic conditions (Hutchinson et al.
2009).

2.5  Dynamic capabilities in internationalization

Firm capabilities, hence, both physical resources and human resources are essential for firms to
establish a competitive advantage and to maintain competitive (Macpherson, Oswald & Zhang
2004). Therefore, to succeed in rapidly changing business environments, firms need to be able to
create new sets of capabilities, hence dynamic capabilities, which a firm’s competitive advantage
relies on (Macpherson et al. 2004). Dynamic capabilities can be defined as a firm’s ability to
“create, deploy, and protect the intangible assets that support superior long-run business
performance” (Teece 2009, 3). Another definition of a dynamic capability is that it is “a learned
and stable pattern of collective activity through which the organization systematically generates
and modifies its operating routines in pursuit of improved effectiveness (Zollo & Winter 2002,
340). Dynamic capabilities also refer to the “ability of managers to create innovative responses to

a changing business environment” (Macpherson et al. 2004, 162).

To face internationalization barriers and uncertainties, firms need to generate and control various
resources and capabilities (Magni, Chierici, Fait & Lefebvre 2022). In rapidly changing and
moving business environments, competitiveness requires dynamic capabilities to create, upgrade
and protect a firm’s unique resource base (Teece 2009). Dynamic capabilities can therefore be used

to sense new opportunities and threats, and to seize these new opportunities and to sustain
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competitiveness by for instance combining, protecting, and configuring a firm’s intangible and
tangible assets (Teece 2009). Dynamic capabilities help a firm to adapt to new changing
environments and to develop new processes, products/services, strategies, business models, etc.
(Teece 2009). Knowledge is an extremely important element in internationalization especially for
SMEs, hence firms should acquire knowledge about foreign markets to be able to succeed abroad
(Magni et al. 2022). As the knowledge, experience and competences that work within the domestic

market, may not be useful in foreign markets (Magni et al. 2022).

Internationalization does not depend only on the firm’s existing capabilities and resources, but also
on the firm’s ability to adjust them to meet changing customer demands and market trends (Prange
& Verdier 2011). Firm’s also need to have capabilities to make better use of their existing
resources, as firms compete with each other on the basis of their dynamic capabilities, thus on their
ability to learn and apply knowledge to foreign markets (Prange & Verdier 2011). A firm’s
capabilities to internationalize can be fostered by adopting a resource-based view or a knowledge-
based view (Prange & Verdier 2011). The resources that a firm possesses, guide the choice of
foreign market entry and the dynamic capability view suggests a firm’s flexibility to learn, build
and adjust its internal and external competences to succeed in foreign markets (Prange & Verdier
2011).

Firms are faced with changing markets and customer demands, competition etc. thus, adopting the
dynamic capability network is needed (Kindstrém, Kowalkowski & Sandberg 2013). Therefore,
managers need to understand the firm’s technological and marketing capabilities, to be able to
prioritize its competences (Kindstrém et al. 2013). In unstable environments, such as the COVID-
19 global pandemic has caused, dynamic capabilities play an extremely important role, as they are
connected to firm performance (Pavlou & El Sawy 2011). Managers face challenges in unstable
environments to which they need to react to quickly in terms of decision making, and dynamic
capabilities help managers in unstable external situations through extending, modifying, and
reconfiguring existing operational capabilities of the firm to form new ones (Pavlou & El Sawy
2011). Dynamic capabilities can also be seen as an indefinable black box, meaning that managers

find it difficult to make decisions in changing environments, if they are not able to measure
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dynamic capabilities (Pavlou & EI Sawy 2011). Thus, learning, coordinating, and integrating can

help in measuring and reforming old capabilities into new ones (Pavlou & El Sawy 2011).

Furthermore, dynamic capabilities can be categorized as being exploitive and explorative (Prange
& Verdier 2011). The exploitive skills build on existing capabilities and the explorative skills focus
in building new capabilities (Prange & Verdier 2011). These exploitative and explorative
capabilities provide firms with different motivations to address its internationalization process
(Prange & Verdier 2011). Internationalization can take place by utilizing existing know-how and
experiences from the domestic market, hence exploiting these skills to transfer domestic market
know-how to foreign markets (Prange & Verdier 2011). Exploitation signifies control, where less
risks are required. On the other hand, internationalization can take place also by exploration, which

signifies risk taking, experimentation and innovation (Prange & Verdier 2011).

2.6 Firm preparedness in internationalization

International readiness can be defined as a “firm’s preparedness and propensity to commence
export activities overseas” (Hamidizadeh & Zargaranyazd 2014, 44). Firm internationalization
readiness is defined in the firm’s pre-internationalization phase, which is determined by the firm’s
development and learning process (Tan, Brewer & Liesch 2007). A firm moves from the pre-
internationalization phase to the internationalization process once it takes the first exportation
decision (Tan et al. 2007). For a firm to be prepared for international success, it is beneficial to
have experience and competence in international business operations (Hollensen 2019). A firm
may also seek ways to collaborate or form alliances with other firms to be prepared for
internationalization, which may be relevant to SMEs operating in the high-tech sector (Hollensen
2019).

According to (Rosnan, Abdullah, Yusof & Abdullah 2018) aspects that may affect a firm’s
readiness for internationalization are firstly, having the adequate foreign distribution channels, as

external distribution channels in the foreign market play an extremely important role in increasing

35



sales, profits, and market share. Secondly, foreign marketing and strategy implementation are
important in determining the preparedness of a firm to internationalize (Rosnan et al. 2018). Thus,
market segmentation, product adaptation, price determination etc. positively effect export
performance and establishing a marketing strategy is vital to answer to the competitive foreign
market conditions and to differentiate from competition (Rosnan et al. 2018). Thirdly, foreign
networks are important for determining the readiness of a firm, as having foreign networks aid in
gaining knowledge and experience from foreign markets and due to SMEs limited resources,
networks are highly vital to succeed (Rosnan et al. 2018). Fourthly, defining entry strategies and

modes to enter foreign markets are important for firm readiness (Rosnan et al. 2018).

Further, a firm’s commitment to exporting is an evaluation of its readiness to internationalize
(Pinho et al. 2018). A firm’s export commitment can be seen both as an attitude and a behaviour
of a firm’s manager and decision-makers (Faroque & Takahashi 2015). In this context, attitude
refers to the readiness to assign adequate financial, managerial, and human resources to exporting
(Faroque & Takahashi 2015). On the other hand, behavioral commitment refers to these
aforementioned factors that the firm has organized in exporting activities. Signifying that export
commitment is expressed in both words (attitude) and in actions (behaviour) (Faroque & Takahashi
2015).

Importantly, other factors that predict a firm’s readiness to internationalize is opportunity
recognition, the ability to create new innovations as well as technological orientation (Pinho et al.
2018). A new business may be developed due to an entrepreneur’s ability to recognize and draw
on potential market opportunities, thus opportunity driven, ambitious and motivated entrepreneurs
are the key for firm preparedness to internationalize (Pinho et al. 2018). Therefore, entrepreneurs,
managers, and other decision-makers of firms can influence the success of a firm through
opportunity recognition, based on their own actions, experiences and know-how (Pinho et al.
2018). A firm’s networks can be seen as drivers behind its internationalization process and
discovering new opportunities can be network driven and an entreprencur’s earlier experience and
know-how may lay a base for its network capabilities to identity new opportunities (Farogue et al.
2021).
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Innovation is a key factor in firm preparedness for internationalization (Kylaheiko et al. 2011). The
reasons behind a firm’s growth potential lie in either developing new products, hence creating new
innovations or by attracting new customers (Kylaheiko et al. 2011). Innovations result from two
main sources; internal R&D that focuses on a firm’s gathered knowledge and on innovations that
are created based on imitations of innovations of other firms (Knight & Cavusgil 2004). A
considerable amount of business growth and success depends on the combined result of
internationalization and innovations, which are crucial factors for a firm’s competitiveness (Pinho
et al. 2018). Innovation is therefore essential for firms that aim to expand to international markets,
as it usually creates a source for competitive advantage, which is highly important for successful

internationalization in competitive environments (Pinho et al. 2018)

Technology-orientation and technological innovations also contribute strongly to the preparedness
of firm internationalization (Pinho et al. 2018). For instance, if a firm develops a unique
technologically innovative successful product in the domestic market, it contributes significantly
to the firm’s ability to internationalize (Pinho et al. 2018). This is due to three facts, firstly, the
technology is already proven to be successful in the domestic market, hence there is a high
probability that it will be a succeed also in foreign markets (Pinho et al. 2018). Secondly, the
opportunity costs involved with this technology in terms of internationalization are small as the
development costs have already been used in the domestic market (Pinho et al. 2018). Thirdly,
other firms do not have admission to this technology, which defends against foreign competition
(Pinho et al. 2018). Furthermore, high-tech firms are usually better prepared for
internationalization, as they can handle knowledge, learning and social capital, that brings them
superior growth opportunities internationally (Pinho et al. 2018). Technological innovations also
bring internationalization opportunities due to foreign markets being more open to a firm’s
innovative products and technologies, than the domestic market. (Pinho et al. 2018) Moreover, for
firms operating in high tech businesses that are creating innovative products, which have a limited
number of potential customers in the domestic market, internationalization is needed to stay in
business (Kyléheiko et al. 2011).
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2.7  Internationalization opportunities: The opportunity to enter a new international

market

An opportunity can be defined as “a time when a particular situation makes it possible to do or
achieve something” (Oxford Dictionary). International entrepreneurship is about identifying and
exploiting foreign market opportunities and can be defined as the “discovery, enactment,
evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities across national borders to create future goods and
services” (Oviatt & McDougall 2005), hence an opportunity has the elements to discover and to
create (Romanello, Karami, Gerschewski, Evers & He 2022). Identifying and exploiting
opportunities are also critical factors driving the behavior of a firm (Dimitratos, Johnson,
Plakoyiannaki & Young 2016) and entrepreneurs “are those economic actors who seek to exploit
opportunities in the pursuit of wealth creation” (Alvarez, Barney & Anderson 2013). The ability of
an entrepreneur to discover and to create such opportunities are vital to understanding a firm’s

international growth (Anderson & Evers 2015).

Opportunity recognition lies in the core of international entrepreneurship (Faroque, Morrish,
Kuivalainen, Sundqvist & Torkkeli 2021). International expansion of a firm usually requires the
development of an opportunity and an opportunity can be seen as a requirement for the
internationalization of a firm (Romanello et. all 2022). Foreign market opportunities may also
develop in certain settings in the external environment, which can be discovered by prepared and
observant entrepreneurs (Romanello et. all 2022). The development of international opportunities
typically connects previous experience with the know-how and observations of the external
environments and events (Romanello et. all 2022)., which for instance the COVID-19 global

pandemic can be seen.

Despite of causing challenges, the COVID-19 global pandemic has also created opportunities for
firms to expand and to enter new international markets. COVID-19 has created a “new normal”
which will be influenced by new discoveries and new opportunities and has obligated consumers
to change their spending habits and patterns at an impressive speed (Klemes, Fan & Jiang 2021).

Our world today is very different from the pre-covid era, hence there is a need to transform to adapt
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to the new normal and new innovations will be the key to responding to the changes. Thus, the
creation of new innovations generates opportunities for firms to expand overseas (Cugno,
Castagnoli, Buchi & Pini 2022). Furthermore, COVID-19 is accelerating the digital revolution and
the use of digital solutions has increased, which creates opportunities for firms to seek international
opportunities (Anandan, Suseendran, Chatterjee, Jhanjhi & Ghosh 2022).

2.8 Impacts of the external environment on internationalization: The COVID-19

perspective

The COVID-19 global pandemic can be characterized as a global crisis, and a crisis in business is
a major disturbance, that activates negative responses and influences financial security (Alon et al.
2020). A crisis of any kind always results in some forms of unpredicted disbeliefs, as it usually
brings along negative outlooks (Alon et al. 2020). The international Monetary Fund specified that
when COVID-19 appeared, the world entered a crisis that was worse than the 2008-2009 financial
crisis (Cortez et al. 2020). The pandemic affected and changed societies and economies worldwide,

implementing new social behaviors such as social distancing and self-isolation (Ratten 2020).

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic generated a high level of uncertainty causing worries
about a possible economic crisis and recession (Ratten 2020). Thus, it brought along serious
consequences, as a health crisis tends to have an economic, social, and environmental impact and
businesses need to adapt to the change rapidly to survive (Ratten 2020). However, a crisis can also
have positive results in terms of boosting the creation of new innovations, hence creating
opportunities for those firms that are able to manage through such crisis (Ratten 2020). Managing
global crises that evolve from a health pandemic are far more complex to manage than, for instance,
a financial crisis. This is because a global pandemic is very uncommon and can therefore be

characterized as a “black swan”, as aforementioned (Cortez et al. 2020).

A crisis such as COVID-19 causes an extreme external shock to SMEs, affecting both the demand

and supply, as well as internationalization (Juergensen, Guimén & Narula 2020). The COVID-19
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pandemic had a vast effect on SMEs, mainly due to the limited human, financial and technical
resources of SMEs, in comparison to larger firms and has therefore tested the flexibility of SMEs
worldwide to adjust their business models (Juergensen et al. 2020). On the contrary SMESs are more
flexible and adaptable to such external shocks than larger firms, due to their small size, flat
hierarchical structures and commonly being privately owned (Juergensen et al. 2020). All in all,
SMEs are weaker in comparison to larger firms, signifying that it takes them longer to return to a

normal state after a crisis (Juergensen et al. 2020).

The societal lockdowns followed by the pandemic effected SMEs of all types, affecting both the
upstream and downstream activities of SMEs, as well as causing changes in customer behavior and
supply chains (Juergensen et al. 2020). Beyond the lockdown, it is also evident that the pandemic
caused both short-term and long-term implications for SMEs (Juergensen et al. 2020). In the short-
term, SMEs experienced severe financial concerns and in the long-term, other challenges and
opportunities have risen and the pandemic has highlighted the importance of digital technologies,
for instance (Juergensen et al. 2020). The pandemic has increased digital transformation and has
enhanced the adoption of digital technologies by five years in just eight weeks (Klein & Todesco
2021). The pandemic has also highlighted the lack of knowledge in overcoming the consequences
caused by the pandemic, such as the ability to develop vaccines rapidly (Klein & Todesco 2021).
Similarly, the managers of SMEs may experience the lack of knowhow to deal with the economic
distress and effects of the pandemic (Klein & Todesco 2021). Knowledge in this case is highly
needed to understand the new market functions, consumer consumption patterns and their new
behaviors, the new supply-demand relationship, the required digital technology etc. (Klein &
Todesco 2021).

Overall, the pandemic has impacted internationalization and slowed down trade, as it has had a
direct and indirect influence on world production, which highly depends on exports and imports,
directly influencing foreign trade and FDI (Kersan-Skabi¢ 2022). The lockdowns and closing of
country borders to prevent the spread of the virus, imposed limitations to the free movement of
people, disrupting the transport of goods (Kersan-Skabi¢ 2022). The pandemic also affected trade

policies, as countries wanted to make sure that there are enough goods for the country’s population
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at a reasonable cost. The pandemic also caused fear of protectionism that import tariffs and export
barriers will rise (Kersan-Skabi¢ 2022).

2.8.1 Opportunities for the Finnish health tech SMEs: The COVID-19 perspective

According to a study conducted by Health Capital Helsinki (2020b), it can be highlighted that
“every crisis creates new opportunities”. This can be seen in the fact that the COVID-19 global
pandemic has had an overall positive impact for creating opportunities for Finnish health tech firms
(Yle Uutiset 2020). More specifically, the outbreak of the global crisis has created an immense
demand for digital solutions for the healthcare sector and has highlighted the Finnish expertise, as
there are many promising solutions available (Yle Uutiset 2020). For instance, the pandemic has
created opportunities and a demand for SMEs that develop and offer solutions for the following
fields: analysis of the virus, telemedicine, intensive care equipment, diagnostics, solutions for new

hospitals and upgraded care facilities (Yle Uutiset 2020).

The Finnish health tech sector is very versatile, as the firms operating within the sector offer very
different solutions (Kauppapolitiikka 2019). Finland’s competitive advantages in the healthcare
sector include having an internationally excellent reputation for high quality solutions, top know-
how and a skilled and a highly educated workforce in the field (Kauppapolitiikka 2019).
Furthermore, Finland is worldwide known as a pioneer in providing health tech innovations and
being home to many innovative startups (Kauppapolitiikka 2019). Another source to Finland’s
competitive advantage in the sector includes having a fully digitalized heath care database, which
provides data from several decades, as well as world-class medical engineering professionals,

researchers, and experts with vast experiences (Kauppapolitiikka 2019).

Moreover, international health tech investors are also extremely interested in Finland due to several
factors. Firstly, science meets practice, indicating that Finland invests in R&D for the sector
(Good News from Finland 2019). Secondly, the availability of biobanks and health records
dating back to the 1960s (Good News from Finland 2019). Thirdly, innovative medical device
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technology with proven results, thus the health tech sector has very strong IT and software know-
how and there are numerous innovative medical device startups (Good News from Finland 2019).
Fourthly, in Finland there is a deep understanding of the capabilities of technology due to
excellent Finnish IT and technology know-how (Good News from Finland 2019). Lastly, in Finland
there is efficient ecosystems in terms of creating world-changing technologies (Good News from
Finland 2019). These competitive advantages make Finland an optimal choice for investors in
terms of R&D (Good News from Finland 2019). The future of the sector looks bright and
promising, as the demand for health tech products and services is increasing worldwide and new
technology, innovations and medicine are needed for improving the overall wellbeing of humans
(Kauppapolitiikka 2019).

Finnish health tech firms that survive through the current health crisis are the ones that have created
winning solutions for digital health or diagnostics fields and the ones that have been able to adjust
or change their business strategies rapidly to meet the demands of the created by crisis (Health
Capital Helsinki 2020b). Moreover, the pandemic has also created a demand for remote healthcare
and diagnostics, as well as, generated new needs from existing and new customers; therefore, a
shift in long-term strategy has been compulsory (Health Capital Helsinki 2020b). Many health tech
firms are also seeing a bright future ahead of them, as the pandemic has increased the awareness
and need for digital and remote healthcare solutions (Health Capital Helsinki 2020b). Moreover,
the Finnish health tech firms can provide innovative solutions for the fight against COVID-19 if
they have talent and expertise in the areas presented in Appendix 2 (Health Capital Helsinki
2020a).

2.8.2 Challenges for the Finnish health tech SMEs: The COVID-19 perspective

As aforementioned, the COVID-19 global pandemic is the “new normal™ and it has brought new
remote healthcare opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs (Health Capital Helsinki 2020b).
However, COVID-19 has also set barriers and challenges to internationalization of Finnish health

tech SMEs (Medengine 2018). For instance, the pandemic created new problems to which, there
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were no manuals or guidelines to follow for commercializing medical technologies (Medengine
2018). The pandemic has been very educational for Finnish SMEs, but it has required extremely
rapid reactions and adaptability to create new innovations and technologies to answer the immense
growth in demand (Medengine 2018). Another challenge is funding and the accessibility to it
(Medengine 2018). Although there are many funding instruments available in Finland and
governmental support for the earlier stages of internationalization, there is a shortage in funding
for later stages of growth (Medengine 2018). Further, the foreign investments to Finland have
decreased and Finnish health tech SMEs have faced troubles in acquiring domestic funding
(Medengine 2018).

Furthermore, another challenge for Finnish health tech SMEs is the lack of possibilities and
opportunities to test out their innovative devices and technologies (Medengine 2018). Domestic
references are extremely important for Finnish SMEs, and if there are no opportunities to test out
solutions, no references can be received (Medengine 2018). For SMEs, these references would be
vital to obtain, if not a requirement, when pursuing international expansion (Medengine 2018).
Other barriers are the lack of talent, e.g. software specialists, regulations and global competition
(Kauppapolitiikka 2019).

3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

The third chapter of this study describes the research design and methods utilized. Thus, the
research design is introduced, the data collection methods and analysis are explained, the case

experts and firms are introduced, and the reliability and validity of the study is defined.

3.1  Research design

Research design refers to the plan and explanation of the methods utilized to answer the research

questions of the study (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). Thus, the research questions should be
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clearly defined to reach the targets of the study (Saunders et al. 2016). The research design contains
clear objectives based on the research questions, the sources that are used to collect the data and

how the data is collected and analyzed (Saunders et al. 2016).

The first step is to define whether the research will utilize quantitative or qualitative research
methods or a mix of these two methods (Saunders et al. 2016). As aforementioned, this study
utilized only qualitative research methods, as no previous theory was found on the specific topic,
hence how the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic enables in creating internationalization
opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs. Additionally, this study pursues to understand a
phenomenon and the purpose is to describe and provide a meaningful interpretation of the
phenomenon (Kananen 2008). Hence, qualitative method is suitable, as they are used when the
research questions are based on meaning, experience, and perspectives, rather than on counting and
measuring (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). The qualitative research
method is also flexible and adaptable and aims to produce new theories from the research results
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018).

Further, qualitative research methods aim to describe real-life as a basis and this study focuses on
real-life cases and experiences (Kananen 2008). Thus, the target of a quality research is usually the
human world rather than the natural world (Varto 1992) and qualitative research explores the
meaning of how people distinguish and see the real world and | am highly interested in
understanding the phenomenon behind this study topic through texts, words, and images (Kananen
2008). Additionally, this research is based on an exploratory study, meaning that it seeks to find
new insights, and explores a topic that is currently ongoing (Saunders et al. 2016). Interviewing
experts on the study topic is a way of conducting an exploratory study, (Saunders et al. 2016) and
I am interested in gaining new knowledge regarding the topic of research straight from the health

tech experts themselves.

This research was conducted as a multiple-case study, which is a form of qualitative method
research (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Kananen 2008). Qualitative research is frequently carried

out through a case study to achieve a deeper understanding of the phenomenon (Eriksson &
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Kovalainen 2008; Kananen 2008). As the chosen topic has not been studied in-depth, the aim is to
discover new findings. Case studies are common in business research, as they utilize real-life cases
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). Furthermore, case studies have a positive reputation, as they can
present complex business matters in an open, vibrant, personal, and down to earth format (Eriksson
& Kovalainen 2008). In this instance, the research is based on a multiple case study, as the results
are based on anonymous interviews from Finnish health tech experts and health tech SMEs. Hence,
the data for the study was collected utilizing both primary and secondary sources. The primary data
was collected through semi-structured interviews and secondary data was collected through

existing academic literary and theory.

3.2  Data Collection and analysis methods

Qualitative research approaches are concerned with understanding and analyzing, and the main
method for collecting data through qualitative methods are interviews (Eriksson & Kovalainen
2008; Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018). The semi-structured interview method was utilized to collect the
empirical data for the research, as they are an effective method for collecting exploratory and open-
ended data (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). Semi-structured interviews
are beneficial, as they study both the “what” and “how” questions, offering adjustability for the
researcher, as there is a possibility to re-formulate the questions for each interview (Eriksson &
Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). Thus, this gives an advantage of the interview being
more informal and enables the interviewee to provide important insights and the researcher to
explore the participant’s beliefs about the topic, as the questions are open ended (Eriksson &

Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajéarvi 2018).

The interviews for a qualitative study are generally carried out face-to-face but they can also take
place online or over the phone (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). The
purpose of the interviews is to produce empirical data to answer the research questions of this study
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2018). As the aim of this study is to obtain new

knowledge on the matter of how the COVID-19 global pandemic has enabled in creating
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internationalization opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs, the interview method is suitable.
The interviews for this study were carried out online through digital platforms such as Microsoft
Teams and Zoom, as the world situation due to the COVID-19 global pandemic did not support

face-to-face meetings during the time of the interviews.

The research included interviews with two Finnish health tech experts and six Finnish health tech
SMEs. The interview questions for the health tech experts varied from the questions formulated for
the health tech SMEs. The interview questions with the health tech experts can be found in
appendix 3 and the interview questions with the Finnish health tech SMEs can be found in
appendix 4. The interviews were conducted during the timeframe between March 2021 to
December 2021 and the duration of the interviews varied case by case from approximately 30 to
50 minutes. The health tech experts were interviewed first, to gain an understanding of the overall
health tech sector in Finland and the offering and to understand how COVID-19 has affected the
sector and created opportunities and challenges globally. The interviews were conducted
individually with one representative per interviewed entity, to ensure openness of the interviewee.
The researcher approached the case experts and firms via email to introduce herself, the topic of
the study and to check their willingness to participate in the study. It was also suggested that the
interviews will be conducted online, due to restrictions caused by COVID-19. The interview time
was then agreed together according to both parties’ schedules. Moreover, the interview questions
were formulated based on the theoretical framework of the study and were sent beforehand to all
interviewees. This provided the chance for the interviewees to analyze the topic and questions
beforehand, and thus be able to provide insightful answers, as the form of the interview can be

determined by the information obtained in advance (Kananen 2008).

The results of the study were based on anonymous interviews. The anonymity of the interviewees
and the case firms and experts were of importance and therefore these descriptions are introduced
only on a very general level. The interviews were done in Finnish and then translated to English
for the study. The interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees and then

analyzed for the study to ensure the validity of the results. Table 2 below demonstrates the
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interviewed health tech experts and health tech SMEs, the interviewee’s position, area of expertise,

the date and time of the interview and the digital platform utilized to carry out the interview.

Table 2. Interviewed health tech experts and health tech SMEs

Expert (Health tech expert)

Expert

Position of
the inter-

viewee

Area of

expertise

Date of the

interview

Time of the

interview

Digital platform
utilized for the

interview

Director

Public
sector
expert for
health and
wellbeing

companies

Internationa
lization of
Finnish
health and
wellbeing

companies

25.3.2021

50 min

Microsoft Teams

Managing
Director

Health tech
sector in
Finland

Internationa
lization of

Finnish

29.3.2021

30 min

Microsoft Teams
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health tech

firms

Network-
ing
extraordi-

naire

Firm (Heath

tech SME)

Firm

Position of
the inter-

viewee

Area of

expertise

Date of the

interview

Time of the

interview

Digital platform
utilized for the

interview

Project

Manager

Leading

projects

Researcher

specialist

Interest
towards
indoor
hygiene and
health

safetiness

24.6.2021

40 min

Microsoft Teams

VP Sales

Vast
internatio-
nalization

experience

Technologic

al expertise

29.6.2021

50 mins

Zoom
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Sales expert

Marketing &
Communicat
ions

Manager

Experience
from the
health tech
industry

High
personal
and
profession-
nal interest
towards the
health tech
industry

Internatio-
nal mind-set
and vast
interan-
tional

experience

14.7.2021

50 mins

Microsoft Teams

Chief
Product
Officer

Healthcare

expert

Innovator

Internati-

onal

experience

7.12.2021

30 mins

Microsoft Teams
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G Sales Lead Healthtech 17.12.2021 30 mins Microsoft Teams
and sales

expert

Vast
internatio-
nal
experience
H Managing High 29.12.2021 30 mins Microsoft Teams

Director personal
and
professional
experience
and interest
towards the
health tech
sector

Technologi-
cal and
internatio-
nal know-
how and

experience

3.3 Introduction of the case experts and firms

As aforementioned, two Finnish health tech experts and six Finnish health tech SMEs were
interviewed for this study. The criteria for selecting the two health tech experts were that they
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should have vast know-how of the health tech sector in Finland and the ability to provide an overall
picture of what Finland has to offer within the field. Further, the ability to provide a brief
explanation of the SMEs operating within the sector, their offering and competitive advantages.
Additionally, the health tech experts should have the knowledge to highlight the current trends,
opportunities, and challenges within the health tech sector. Importantly, the health tech experts
should also emphasize the internationalization opportunities and challenges of Finnish health tech
SMEs and how COVID-19 has affected the industry and SMEs operating within the industry.

Overall, both experts had vast experience and know-how within these required areas.

Furthermore, the criteria for selecting the six health tech firms were that they all needed to be
SMEs, hence firms with less than 250 employees, that have an annual turnover of up to 50 million
euros or a balance sheet of no more than 43 million euros (European Commission 2020). However,
one of the firms did not fall under this category per se, as it represented a cluster of firms including
SMEs, that had specific plans for internationalization and provided an interesting perspective to
the study. Further, the firms had to be operating within the health tech sector, as well as offer
solutions to tackle the COVID-19 pandemic and preferably also have internationalization plans or
experience. Table 3 below provides information about the six case firms: the year of foundation,
number of employees, main product/ service category, if the firm has international operations and
the target countries of internationalization. As demonstrated, all firms have internationalization

operations, yet very different foreign target markets.

Table 3. Information about the case firms
Firm (Health tech SME)

Firm | Year of Number | Product/service | International | Target countries of
foundation | of category operations internationalization
employees
C 2012 - Indoor hygiene, | Yes Specific country in
infection control the Middle East
and sanitation
solutions
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2020

Micro
<10

Analyzing/scree
ning device to
detect COVID-
19

Yes

Worldwide

2012

Medium-
sized
< 250

Digital
application to
monitor the
wellbeing of
cancer patients

Yes

Europe and North

America

2017

Micro
<10

Digital solution
for remote care
for patients with
chronic
respiratory
diseases, such as
chronic
obstructive
pulmonary
disease (COPD)
and asthma

Yes

Specific markets in
Europe and later the
USA.

1995

Small
<50

Telehealth
service
(communication
between the
healthcare
professional,
and the patient)
utilized for
monitoring,

screening,

Yes

Nordic countries,
Central and Southern
Europe (Germany,
Spain, Portugal) and
the UK
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consultations,
treatment

implementation

and follow-up
H 2014 Micro Healthcare Yes South Africa
<10 software that

connects the
health care
professionals
and patients, to
provide digital
solutions for
high quality
health services
for the whole
rehabilitation

chain

Firm C can be described as a project carried out by a group of firms, rather than a single firm. The
project consisted of a group of approximately thirty firms, including Finnish firms as well as firms
from other Nordic and Baltic countries. Thus, the number of employees does not apply to this case.
This case firm rather demonstrates the power of a cluster of firms aiming for internationalization
together. The project was established in 2012, with the aim of exporting indoor hygiene hence
infection control and sanitation solutions to a specific market in the Middle East. These health tech
solutions are also extremely important in tackling the COVID-19 pandemic, as the spread of the

contagious virus can be reduced with solutions to disinfect surfaces and indoor spaces.

Firm D was established in 2020 and employs under ten persons. The firm is internationally oriented

since foundation, thus depends heavily on internationalization. The firm offers an

analyzing/screening device to detect COVID-19 and the device can be used for fast screenings of
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large crowds, providing results in real-time. The firm aims to internationalize globally, as there is

a vast need for the solution worldwide to tackle the pandemic.

Firm E was established in 2012 and employs over 50 persons. The firm provides a digital
application to monitor the wellbeing of cancer patients and the application can be utilized for digital
measure of symptoms of COVID-19 patients. The firm relies highly on exportation, which accounts
for over 75 percent of the annual turnover. The firm’s main target market for internationalization
is Europe, currently operating in the Nordics, Estonia, the German speaking European countries,
the Netherlands and France. The firm also has operations in the USA and sees future
internationalization potential in the APAC region, more specifically in Australia and New Zealand.

Firm F was established in 2017 and employs less than ten persons. The firm provides a digital
solution for remote care for patients with chronic respiratory diseases, such as chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) and asthma. These chronic respiratory diseases are a risk factor for the
COVID-19 virus and the firm’s digital solution can monitor a patient’s lungs during the pandemic.
The firm’s application is available in approximately twenty European countries. The firm is in the
beginning stages of foreign expansion and targets specific insurance-based markets in Europe to
test out the solution and the future plan is to expand to USA as well.

Firm G employs less than fifty persons and started providing digital healthcare solutions in 2000.
The firm is currently operating in six different countries, the main important markets being the
Nordic countries, Central and Southern Europe (Germany, Spain, Portugal) and the UK. The main
solution of the firm is a telehealth service, which provides secure and reliable collaboration and
communication between the healthcare professional, and the patient, utilized for monitoring,
screening, consultations, treatment implementation and follow-up. The firm was involved in

fighting against the second wave of COVID-19 with its digital tool.

Firm H was established in 2014 and employs under ten persons. The firm provides a healthcare
software that connects the health care professionals and patients, to provide digital solutions for

high quality health services for the whole rehabilitation chain. As COVID-19 increased the demand
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for digital healthcare services, the firm reacted to this demand and created a tracking software to
fight against the virus. The application supports healthcare professionals and is used for
communication in real time and is scaled for international markets. The firm relies on

internationalization, with the first international target market being South Africa.

3.4  Reliability and validity

In conducting qualitative research, it is important to ensure the reader of the scientific nature,
quality, and trustworthiness of the study (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). The trustworthiness of a
qualitative study is commonly described with two terms: reliability and validity, which are an
integral part of the research (Metsdmuuronen 2006). Both terms signify trustworthiness, but
reliability refers to the consistency and replicability of the study (Metsamuuronen 2006). Thus, if
the study was to be replicated utilizing the same research design methods and data collection
techniques, another researcher would be able to obtain the same results and observations (Saunders
et al. 2016). The validity of the research refers to the trustworthiness and creditability of the study
and its findings (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Metsdmuuronen 2006). Hence, whether the study
measures what it is intended to measure, and that the conclusions deliver a truthful description or
evaluation, as to be able to state that the research findings are valid, is to declare that they are true
and certain (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). Overall, to be able to provide findings that are true,
they should accurately represent the phenomenon with evidence (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008).

The accuracy of the interviews and observations play a significant role in the reliability and validity
of the study (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). The reliability and transparency of this study is
guaranteed, as the chosen research design and processes as well as the interview questions are
clearly informed and thoroughly explained (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). The interview plan was
formed according to the research questions and background of the study, to ensure the validity of
the responses. Furthermore, the interviewees received the questions prior to the interviews to

ensure that they have time to consider the theme of the interview and their responses and viewpoints

55



beforehand. Thus, the chosen research methods utilized were appropriate for this qualitative study

to provide reliable findings.

There are also restrictions to the trustworthiness, thus the reliability and validity of the study.
Firstly, the COVID-19 global pandemic brought its own limitations to the study, as it forced the
interviews to be conducted online and not as face-to-face meeting. Thus, the interviews conducted
online were not as personal and could hinder the answers of the interviewees, thus affecting the
results of the study. The interviews were also conducted within a timeframe of nine months, due to
cancelations of interviews and difficulties obtaining interviews. Thus, the results are analyzed over
a long period of time, which could cause limitations. The sample size was also small, and if the
study were to be repeated with a larger sample size, the results may differ. Furthermore, the
COVID-19 pandemic is an ongoing matter, that is ever changing and causing new challenges as
well as creating new opportunities, that firms must react to on a fast basis, which may hinder the
results of further studies. Lastly, it is also important to consider that the interviews were conducted
in Finnish and then translated to English, which may affect the results and cause errors in translation

and interpretation, for instance.

4 EMPIRICAL RESULTS AND FINDINGS

This chapter of the study presents and analyses the key findings from the interviews with the two
Finnish health tech experts and the six Finnish health tech SMEs. The findings are presented and
analyzed in the same order as the questions are categorized in the interviews to describe the

phenomenon.

Firstly, the findings from the interviews with the two Finnish health tech experts are presented and
analyzed to provide an overall picture of the health tech sector in Finland. The interviews with the
health tech experts consisted of a total of 21 questions. The interview questions were structured so
that the experts described their background within the health tech sector, provided an overview of

the Finnish health tech sector, described the internationalization of the Finnish health tech SMEs,
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and analyzed the effects of the COVID-19 global pandemic on the internationalization of Finnish
health tech SMEs. To provide an overall picture of the themes, the findings from the health tech
experts are divided into three main sections: overview of the Finnish health tech sector, overview
of the internationalization of the Finnish health tech SMEs and overview of the effects of the
COVID-19 global pandemic on the internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs.

Secondly, the findings from the interviews with the six health tech SMEs are presented and
analyzed. The interviews with the health tech SMEs consisted of a total of 27 questions. The
interview questions were structured so that the representatives described their professional
expertise within the health tech sector, introduced the firm, explained the firm’s internationalization
experience, and described how COVID-19 has affected the firm in terms of creating challenges
and opportunities with the focus on internationalization. The results are divided into two main
sections: first, internationalization, including the motives to internationalize and target market
selection, the internationalization process and strategies, barriers to internationalization, firm
preparedness and dynamic capabilities in internationalization and crucial elements for successful
internationalization; and second, how COVID-19 created internationalization opportunities for
the SMEs.

4.1  Findings from the interviews with the Finnish health tech experts

4.1.1 Overview of the Finnish health tech sector

The overview of the Finnish health tech sector in the questionnaire consisted of a total of seven
questions. These interview questions were formulated to gain an understanding of the health tech
sector in Finland including the offering, the current and future trends, the challenges and

opportunities, the competitive advantages and dynamic capabilities of the SMEs operating within

the sector and the analysis of the competition within the sector.
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There were vast similarities among the answers from the two health tech experts and their answers
complimented one another when describing the Finnish health tech sector. Both experts
emphasized that the health tech sector is one of the fastest growing high-tech sectors in Finland,
and Finland is a global forerunner in providing healthcare and world-class technology. The health
tech market includes diagnostics, measurements, monitoring, imaging, telemedicine, to name a
few. According to expert B, the health tech sector in Finland has been constantly growing for the
past twenty years and the global demand for health tech solutions is increasing by more than five
percent every year. In the past twenty years, the health tech sector has also brought a fourteen-
billion-euro surplus in foreign trade, which has created many new jobs and brough new investments
to Finland. Finland is also committed to healthcare sector and has also profoundly invested in R&D

in the health tech sector.

“Since the 80s, Finland has heavily invested in technology and in medical R&D, which has
formed the foundation for extensive health tech know-sow.” (Expert B)

According to expert A, in Finland, there are around a thousand firms operating in the health tech
sector of which approximately four hundred can be considered as active firms. Both experts
emphasized that the Finnish health tech sector is unique, and Finland is a forerunner in transforming
healthcare with technology and innovation and has a great reputation globally. Other strengths and
competitive advantages within the sector are that the know-how and expertise is immense, Finnish
health tech SMEs follow the regulations of the sector and take sustainability into consideration,
and the SMEs are also very flexible and open to seek new international opportunities.

“As a competitive advantage, the Finnish health tech SMEs are also flexible, adaptable, and

extremely open to internationalization opportunities.” (Expert A)
“The health tech sector is very regulated and Finnish firms also follow the strict regulations of

the sector within the themes of patient safety, GDPR and cyber security matters, which are highly

important to take into consideration.” (Expert B)
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According to expert B, the research base as well as the cooperation between research, product
development and businesses are very strong. There are for instance, health tech spinoffs from Aalto
University, that have both established abroad and have also remained in Finland to continue R&D.
The environment in Finland has been favorable for firms to operate in and to develop and this can
be seen in the cooperation among for instance, firms and hospitals.

Both experts emphasized that there are also challenges present within the health tech sector in
Finland. Even though firms have access to government funding, on the other hand it has been
difficult to obtain capital investments, which affects the development and growth of the startups
and SMEs. For Finnish SMEs to succeed internationally, it is highly important to test out solutions
in Finland to gain references for international expansion. However, it is not always as easy for
SMEs than it is for larger firms to test out solutions in hospitals due to scarce resources and
networks. Finland as a small and saturated market, Finnish SMEs should also highly consider
partnering up with each other to seek internationalization opportunities, as a determinant of
successful internationalization lies in cooperation and partnerships. Further, as competition in the
health tech sector is fierce, firms could join forces to work together to market their know-how as a
team, or an ecosystem or a cluster to enter international markets. For this reason, SMEs have
merged to succeed internationally.

“SME as a word is a challenge. On a global scale, a medium-sized Finnish company can be
considered small. A cluster or an ecosystem of forms works better, as firms can then be bigger

together and because of this firms have merged.” (Expert A)
“Finnish SMEs should also consider partnering up with other firms to enter foreign markets as
“friends” rather than competitors, as the global market is so large, and this could better support

internationalization opportunities.” (Expert B)

According to both experts, in the future, the focus areas of the health tech sector will be on new

innovations and data, Al, and digitalization. Finland overall has good know-how in data and in Al
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and all in all, the health tech sector looks very promising for the near future and keeps growing at

a steady pace.

“The hot topic will be on how the data can be utilized using Al to create new solutions and to

improve old ones.” (Expert B)

4.1.2 Overview of the internationalization of the Finnish health tech SMEs

The overview of the internationalization of the Finnish health tech SMEs consisted of a total of
five questions. These interview questions explored whether Finnish health tech firms rely on
internationalization to succeed, the motives behind international, the barriers to
internationalization, the entry modes to foreign markets and the determinants to successful

internationalization.

According to both experts, Finland is a small and saturated market and therefore Finnish health
tech SMEs rely heavily on internationalization to succeed and for that reason around 90 percent of
Finnish health tech know-how goes abroad. When aiming for international markets, experience,
know-how and background in internationalization are a key to success. The internationalization
motives for Finnish health tech firms are both proactive and reactive. Proactive in the sense that
the SMEs aim for international markets to increase profits and growth goals, seek for opportunities
lie and due to managerial urges, for instance. The main reactive motive is that, as mentioned the
Finnish market is small and saturated, and there simple are not enough opportunities. Thus, Finnish

health tech SMEs usually aim for internationalization since foundation.

“There are many health tech SMEs in Finland and they are usually international from the start.”

(Expert A)

60



“Finnish health tech SMEs are born global firms. Hence, from the start of foundation, the firms
aim for international markets and only a few firms look at the Finnish market as an only option.”
(Expert B)

Both experts highlighted that the main challenges to internationalization are for instance, the lack
of funding. According to expert B, there are many great starts, but it is hard to develop without
capital investments, especially for SMEs. Other challenges are a firm’s poor management skills,
language barriers, lack of legislative know-how and expertise of regulations in the target market,
and lack of resources and finances. Some SMEs make the mistake of not choosing clear focus
markets to enter to but instead try to enter multiple markets at the same time with the same
strategies, which is a source to failure. Hence, due to scarce resources, it is important for SMEs to
place efforts into choosing the right foreign markets, and usually this means choosing one to two
focus markets. Finnish health tech SMEs enter international markets mainly through exporting,
licensing, partners, and acquisitions, to name a few. To succeed internationally, it is also extremely
important for Finnish SMEs to have a local partner in the target markets, which is usually easier

said than done, as the right partner can be difficult to find.

“The importance of a local partner cannot be highlighted enough, however finding a right
partner requires time and effort and can be difficult to obtain.” (Expert A)

“Internationalization means presence in the focus markets and cannot be taken care of from a

distance and therefore having a local partner or a subsidiary is highly important.” (Expert B)

4.1.3 Overview of the effects of the COVID-19 global pandemic on the internationalization
of Finnish health tech SMEs

The overview of the effects of the COVID-19 global pandemic on the internationalization of the
Finnish health tech SMEs consisted of a total of six questions. These interview questions explored

how COVID-19 affected the health tech sector, what internationalization opportunities and
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challenges it brought along and if the SMEs were prepared to capitalize on internationalization

opportunities under such crisis.

According to both experts, the COVID-19 global pandemic affected many global sectors
negatively. However, the worldwide crisis was rather seen as an opportunity than a challenge
within the health tech sector, as the cure for the crisis was expected from the field. The pandemic
created new opportunities, as there was a sudden need for remote healthcare solutions due to
societal lockdowns. The firms with digital solutions to tackle the crisis as well as preparedness to

adjust their businesses quickly to match the global demand thrived.

“Health tech SMEs are very flexible and innovative, and those traits are important considering
tackling the global pandemic. The health tech SMEs had to develop digital solutions, as the
hospitals were full and patients had to be taken care of remotely, and this created many new

opportunities.” (Expert A)

According to expert B, in 2020, the total exports of health tech increased by half a percent to 2.43
billion euros, demonstrating that even the COVID-19 global pandemic did not hinder the growth
of the sector. According to expert A, overall, Finnish health tech SMEs were fast to react to the
ongoing pandemic by providing innovative health tech solutions. These solutions include
diagnostics and testing, tracking, virtual consultations, remote monitoring and care, infection
control, sanitation, and personal protective equipment (PPE), air purification for hospitals and
mental healthcare and wellbeing solutions, to name the most important areas. According to expert
B, as face-to-face meetings with healthcare professionals decreased, COVID-19 brought up
especially the importance of remote health services for patients. For instance, the barrier to meet
therapists lowered, as the meetings took place on digital platforms. This is a great example, as the

pandemic also brought along many uncertainties.

“COVID-19 has brought up the importance of remote and digital services for patients, and

remote services have lowered barriers for instance to meeting therapists face to face.” (Expert B)
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According to expert B, the B2B online stores in the health tech sector also demonstrated growth
during COVID-19 times, as more and more consumers could not meet healthcare professionals
face-to-face, hence the importance of a highly functional online store has grown in importance.
The growing demand for online stores also placed firms in the same starting line, as it was a matter
of how you do your sales and marketing to stand out from competition.

4.2  Findings from the interviews with the Finnish health tech SMEs

The interview consisted of a total of seven main questions related to the internationalization of the
firm. The interview questions are combined thematically to provide answers to the following
questions: the firm’s motives to internationalize and target market selection, the firm’s
internationalization processes and strategies, the barriers to internationalization of the firms,
dynamic capabilities and preparedness in internationalization and crucial elements for successful
internationalization. The findings are analyzed and portrayed to the theory on these topics to
understand how the COVID-19 global pandemic has created internationalization opportunities for
the interviewed Finnish health tech SMEs.

4.2.1 Motives to internationalize and target market selection

The motives behind internationalization of the interviewed six Finnish health tech SMEs had many
similarities, and the motives were both proactive and reactive. In terms of the proactive motives,
the SMEs aimed for internationalization due to product and growth goals, a managerial urge,
technological and scientific know-how and capabilities, having unique solutions and due to
COVID-19 offering opportunities, for instance. Most firms saw the global health crisis as an
opportunity to extend their internationalization. Firm D had a different tactic as it was the only firm
that began internationalization due to the pandemic, as its solution arose from the need to tackle
the health crisis. The most common reactive motive that stood out was that the domestic Finnish

market is too small and saturated and there is a need to explore foreign markets, as the opportunities
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arise behind the domestic borders. Due to this reactive motive, most interviewed firms began their
internationalization operations since foundation and did not even target the domestic market and
Finland was only considered rather a product development and testing center. Thus, all interviewed

firms can be categorized as being born global.

In terms of the target market selection, the firms had very different targets markets. Firm C, thus
the project founded in 2012, began internationalization operations to a specific target market in the
Middle East. The target market selection was firstly due to the requirements set by the investors of
the project, as the investors required to choose a market outside of Europe. The firms behind the
project also saw that there is great business potential in the specific chosen Middle Eastern market,
as the market is rich, and the decision makers of the country are highly interested in health tech
solutions to take care of their citizens. Finland also has a great reputation in the target country for

its excelling education system, health tech know-how and technological experience.

“Finland has a great reputation in the Middle Eastern target market and is known for its
excellent education, health care and technological superiority. There are also new hospitals
being built in the target country on a constant basis and the target country has strong infection

control expertise, creating a demand for opportunities in indoor hygiene solutions.” (Firm C)

Firm D founded in 2020, hence in the beginning of the global pandemic, had an initial aim to target
all global markets, as there was a huge demand for the firm’s solution worldwide, being is an

analyzing/detecting device for COVID-19.

“COVID-19 created a worldwide demand for our solution, as there will be a need to test and

detect COVID-19 symptoms for several years to come.” (Firm D)

Firm E founded in 2012, began internationalization operations first to Germany and to Switzerland.
Currently, the firm’s main markets are Europe, operating in the Nordics, Estonia, the German
speaking European countries, the Netherlands and France. The firm also sees opportunities outside

of Europe.
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“We also have operations in the USA and see future internationalization potential in the APAC

region, more specifically in Australia and New Zealand.” (Firm E)

Firm F founded in 2017, selected a couple of target markets in Europe with an insurance-based
health tech field, as it is costly to internationalize. Once market expansion to the selected European

markets produces results, the firm is ready to expand further.

“Once there is evidence that business works in these target markets in Europe, we aim for the

USA market, where things move much faster than in Europe.” (Firm F)

Firm G founded in 1995, first began internationalization to the USA. Currently, the firm operates
in six different countries, the main important markets being the Nordic countries, Central and
Southern Europe including Germany, Spain, Portugal, and the UK. The firm has firstly established
customer bases in these target markets and then has started exploring the opportunities that the

markets offer, to gain a foothold.

“We first began internationalization to the USA, simply because there were enthusiastic

customers who were in the very early stages of digitalization and needed solutions.” (Firm G)

Firm H founded in 2014, began its internationalization operations to Southern Africa. The firm has
vast internationalization plans and has visited several other markets to see possible cooperation

opportunities.
“We have utilized old networks to find and search for opportunities in the international markets.

We have for instance visited China, Vietham, and Indonesia to see possible cooperation

opportunities.” (Firm H)
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4.2.2 Internationalization processes and strategies

The internationalization processes and strategies of the firms also had many similarities. The
internationalization decisions within the interviewed firms are usually made by the top
management, hence by the CEO and/or the board of the firm. In some firms, the sales team also
plays an important role in the internationalization decision making process as well. Thus, the
internationalization decisions are made as a team within the firms, due to also their small size. It
was also evident that the background, expertise, and skills of the decision makers within all the
firms affected the decisions regarding internationalization. The decision makers within the firms
all possessed previous international experience, which affected the decisions behind expansion to
foreign markets and the market selection. The internationalization experience of the decision

makers is an important factor in succeeding in international expansion.

Factors that aid the internationalization strategy of the firms are networks, demand for their
solutions, and opportunities in foreign markets, managerial competences and having a
technological superiority, as well as R&D cooperation and networks. For those firms that foreign
sales is currently applicable for, the most common internationalization strategy to enter new
markets for the firms is exporting and/or partnering, and the firms follow the same entry modes
when expanding to different markets. It is emphasized that partners and networks within the health
tech sector are extremely important in internationalization strategies. Firm G highlights that for
them, the internationalization process for entering new markets involves looking for a partner or a
distributor who has the time and know-how to market and sell the solution and who can make the
needed changes to the service platform, for instance customization according to the customer’s
needs. Thus, the firms rely on internationalization, and the foreign sales are a significant part of the

annual turnover.

“Currently, the foreign sales account for less than half of the total annual turnover but it will
significally increase in the following next few years when the foreign customer base expands.”

(Firm G)
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“Exportation is highly important and accounts for over 75% of the annual turnover. Hence,

evidently, we rely on exportation.” (Firm E)

On the contrary, internationalization entry modes were not currently applicable for Firm F, as the
firm is still in the startup phase and does not have previous experience from entering new markets
and is currently testing out what works best as an internationalization strategy. Further, foreign
sales are not applicable for Firm D either, as the firm is also in the startup phase and was only
recently founded, however the aim is to mainly rely on exportation in the future, as an

internationalization strategy.

4.2.3 Barriers to internationalization

The barriers to internationalization for the firms were firstly related to their small size and having
limited resources for internationalization, as its timely and costly. Internationalization requires a
lot of resources, experience, patience, and persistence, as it takes many efforts to visit the targets
markets, to build networks and relationships and to get to know the way of doing business, the
language, and the culture, if they differ from the domestic market.

“Our initial expectations of internationalization have been valid, but it has surprised us that it is

not as fast as expected, and the process takes time.” (Firm E)

As the firms are operating within the health tech sector, it was emphasized by all the firms that
financial support and the certificates required for the health tech sector cause barriers to
internationalization. The health tech sector is highly regulated, and the requirements vary from
country to country.

“The biggest barriers to internationalization are the certificates and regulatory side of the health

tech sector. These require a lot of research and work when entering new markets, as the
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requirements may vary from country to country. The certificates are also costly and require many

investments, such as an outside consultant, for instance.” (Firm E)

Due to an SMEs limited resources, another barrier to internationalization is the ability to provide
appropriate user training for the end customers. The end users need to be able to use the solution
in the correct manner, and there needs to be clear instructions, trainings, and materials, which may
need to be offered in various languages and these require resources. Also supporting the potential
partner in the target market on how the solutions works, takes preparations, time, and careful

planning.

The external barriers to internationalization were also related to the ongoing COVID-19 global
pandemic, especially in the beginning of the pandemic when there was no end in sight. Firm H
views that the COVID-19 pandemic limited face-to-face meetings, which are highly important for
an SME aiming for internationalization, which caused the processes to slow down. Firm D on the
other hand highlighted that it caused a worldwide scarcity of components needed for their device
to detect the virus, as there are only two manufacturers worldwide for disposable components. The

pandemic also affected the logistics such as limited shipping options, costs, product fragility etc.

“The beginning of the pandemic caused limitations to the firm, as face-to-face meetings were not
allowed, which are highly important in the early stages of internationalization and when building

new networks with potential customers and partners/distributors.” (Firm G)

“COVID-19 has also caused barriers to internationalization and more specifically, the pandemic
has slowed down the firm’s business, as all doctors curing respiratory illnesses are taking care of
COVID patients. Thus, the resources are currently limited to further research and collaborate in

the firm’s focus on respiratory illnesses.” (Firm F)
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4.2.4 Firm preparedness and dynamic capabilities in internationalization

Firm preparedness is important to face external shocks such as the COVID-19 global pandemic
and to seek new internationalization opportunities. The firm preparedness was evident, and the
firms have been well prepared for internationalization. COVID-19 as a new health crisis created
challenges but the firms have been committed to internationalization and have had the ability to
address the crisis, ability to reorganize the firm, and to provide innovative solutions to tackle the
pandemic. Factors such as the level of commitment to exporting, having innovative solutions with
competitive advantages, suitable foreign networks, and know-how of the business, culture, and
languages of the target countries as well as clear entry strategies emphasize the readiness of the

firms.

A firm’s dynamic capabilities play a significant role in the preparedness for internationalization
growth. There were similarities in the dynamic capabilities of the firms, which were the ability for
continuous development, converting knowledge into innovations, manager’s earlier
internationalization experience and knowhow within the field of health tech, for instance. The
COVID-19 global pandemic increased the demand for digital healthcare services vastly. The
companies have reacted to this need extremely fast with their commitment to exportation and
innovativeness, demonstrating their preparedness to face the external shock and to seize

internationalization opportunities.

“As COVID-19 hit the world suddenly, the entrepreneurs of our firm reacted to the situation and
the concept was built/adjusted in just four months, hence four years of R&D was completed in

just four months to provide a solution to tackle the global pandemic.” (Firm D)

“The COVID-19 pandemic has increased the demand for digital healthcare services immensely.

We have reacted to this growing demand by creating a COVID-19 tracking software.” (Firm H)
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“We were able to provide and launch a new solution rapidly within only a couple of months to
fight against the second wave of COVID-19, for which we received governmental financing for.”
(Firm G)

4.2.5 Crucial elements for successful internationalization

The factors to successful internationalization had similarities within the firms. Successful
internationalization relies on having an innovative solution that has a current demand and a need.
Other crucial elements to successful internationalization that had similarities were managerial
know-how and strategies, firm employees having previous international experience,
entrepreneurial orientation of the managers and decision-makers, firm reputation, timing of
internationalization and having dynamic capabilities. All firms highlighted the importance of
having the right local partner and networks in the target markets. As choosing the right partner,
planning what you may need and want from the partner and how many partners are needed are
important decisions, which may take time and efforts, but are also the keys to succeed in
international markets. For instance, entering certain markets requires having a local partner and

know-how of the market.

“The importance of having a local partner with the right attitude, connections, and networking

capabilities should never be underestimated.” (Firm D)

“It is also crucial to build customer bases and networks and to gather customer experience from

the target market, which cannot be emphasized enough.” (Firm F)

Firm C highlights that a crucial element for successful internationalization is to firstly place time
and effort into studying the target market in advance, as expansion can then be faster. Firm D
highlights that successful internationalization involves setting clear goals and choosing the right
target markets. Firm H highlights that successful internationalization requires a lot of persistence

and patience, as nothing happens overnight.
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“Successful internationalization requires persistence and patience and a lot of “sisu,” which

signifies strength.” (Firm H)

Firm E emphasizes that firms should be brave to enter international markets to test out their
solutions and to succeed internationally, R&D is also important for gathering evidence as well as
research cooperation. Firm G highlights that know-how and an understanding of the legislation
systems and possible future developments in the target markets are vital. Also, managerial know-
how and the key decision makers of the firm should be involved in the internationalization process
also for it to be successful.

4.3  COVID-19 creating internationalization opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs

The interview consisted of a total of five main questions related to how the COVID-19 has affected
the six Finnish health tech SMEs. The interview questions were combined to provide findings to
how the COVID-19 can be seen as a driver for creating internationalization opportunities for the
SMEs. The examples provided in the results so far, provide an overview of the opportunities that

the global pandemic has created.

Furthermore, it can be concluded that there are similarities to how the COVID-19 global pandemic
has affected the firms. All six firms highlighted that COVID-19 has all in all created new
opportunities for health tech firms and has positively impacted the health tech sector in Finland.
The firms also emphasized that Finland has high-quality health tech solutions, know-how and a
good reputation to provide solutions to tackle the pandemic. The firms also re-emphasized that the
pandemic has increased the demand for digital and remote health care services immensely. Further,
COVID-19 is also seen as the new “normal” and the need for digital health tech solutions will only
grow in the future. For instance, in countries where prior to the pandemic it was impossible for
doctors to write prescriptions virtually, the pandemic highlighted this importance in digitalization

and made it possible.

71



Overall, the pandemic has created immense opportunities for the six Finnish health tech SMEs in
the field of digitalization and remote health care but on the other hand, it has also caused challenges.
Despite the challenges, the firms have been able to manage well under these uncertain times, as
they did not take a step back and wait for the situation to get better but rather came up with solutions
to battle against the pandemic. As an advice from the interviewed firms, to seize the opportunities

created by the pandemic, SMEs should be open-minded, flexible, adaptive, and brave.

“Finnish health tech SMEs should also be more open minded to seize those opportunities. ”
(Firm C)

“To seize the opportunities created by the pandemic, firms should be brave to look for new
opportunities by for instance, finding new segments, attending virtual events to build new
contacts and to gain new insights, and to be in direct contact with potential customers.”
(Firm G)

5 DISCUSSION AND CONLUSIONS

5.1  Answers to the research questions

This final chapter of this research summarizes and concludes the results of the study and examines
the answers to the research questions. Further, the theoretical contributions, practical and
managerial implications, the limitations, and suggestions for future research are discussed and

presented.
This study provides an overview to the internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs during the

ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic and analyses how the pandemic has created
internationalization opportunities. The topic of the study is applicable to the modern world, as it

72



studies an ongoing and current phenomenon. Hence, the study provides beneficial inputs to the

theoretical contributions and practical and managerial implications.

Furthermore, the study includes two categories of interviews, which are the expert interviews and
case firm interviews. The goal of the expert interviews was to gain an understanding of the health
tech sector in Finland, the internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs and the effects of the
COVID-19 global pandemic on the internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs. The case firm
interviews were formed to gain answers and contributions to the research questions. The findings
to the research questions are reflected to the theory, which is presented in chapter two. To address
the objectives of the study and to gain an understanding of the phenomenon, the main research
question supported by four sub-research questions were formed and are presented and discussed

below.

To answer the first sub-research question: “What motives does the COVID-19 global pandemic

create for the Finnish health tech SMEs to internationalize and expand to foreign markets?”

The global pandemic has created various motives for Finnish health tech SMEs to internationalize
and to expand to foreign markets. As aforementioned the demand for digital health tech solutions
and remote healthcare has increased tremendously as well as the need for diagnostics, testing,
patient monitoring, communications, medical devices, screening solutions, for instance. Finnish
health tech firms have seen this growing global demand as an opportunity and a motive to

internationalize or extend internationalization.

Hence, the motives to expand during the pandemic have been both proactive and reactive. Proactive
in the sense that the firms have had the desire to expand to seek profit and growth goals, and the
foreign market opportunities have created immense motives in various fields in the health tech
scope. Further, Finnish SMEs have been able to offer unique products and solutions with advanced
technological competences. Moreover, managerial urges and international backgrounds and
experiences of managers have been a motivational driver to seek internationalization opportunities.

The motives have also been reactive, and it can be emphasized that the smaller the firm, the more
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likely it is to internationalize due to reactive motives, meaning that the motives do not particularly
come from the desire to expand but rather the need to expand to stay competitive, as the Finnish

market is small and saturated.

To answer the second sub-research question: “What are the entry modes of Finnish health tech

SMESs to internationalize?”

Finnish health tech SMEs use various entry methods to internationalize. In general, these entry
methods include exporting, licensing, partnering and acquisition. Most of the interviewed Finnish
health tech SMEs can be categorized as being born global and born global firms use exportation as
their most common form of entry mode (Cavusgil & Knight 2015). Evidently, most of the
interviewed firms utilize exporting as their main internationalization strategy to expand to foreign
markets. Some of the firms utilize a local partner or a distributor, who has the adequate networks
within the target market and has the time and know-how to sell and market the solution of the
Finnish health tech firm. Commonly, the interviewed firms tend to use and rely on the same

internationalization entry modes to enter different foreign markets.

To answer the third sub-research question: “What are the competitive advantages and dynamic

capabilities as determinants of successful internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs?”

Competitive advantages enable firms to outperform and to stand out from competition, which is
fierce within the health tech sector globally. Therefore, competitive advantages are highly
important as they differentiate a firm from competition. The competitive advantages of the Finnish
health tech SMEs as determinants of successful internationalization are firstly that the solutions of
the SMEs are technologically advanced and of high-quality, as well as, accurate and affordable,

following the strict regulations of the health tech industry.

In the era of digitalization, all age groups should be considered. Hence, the SMEs have
acknowledged that the health tech products should be easy to use, with clear instructions, tutorials

and trainings that are easy to follow, which should also be translated into the target market’s
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languages. Furthermore, sustainability is also an important topic and a growing trend, which
Finland is known for, and this creates an advantage. Firms have also achieved references, which

are highly important to have to be successful when entering international markets.

Managerial know-how and an entrepreneurial mindset are a competitive asset of the interviewed
firms, as well as the firm decision makers having an international background and experiences.
Dedicated research teams, well-working firm structures, extensive experience and networks within
the health tech field are highlighted as advantages of the firms. The firms highlighted as a
competitive advantage that when entering international markets, the ability to build partner
networks at a fast pace is extremely important, as having the right local partners that have extensive
networks and know-how of the solution and customer basis are a great asset, if not a requirement

to succeed in foreign markets.

Dynamic capabilities are of importance in the internationalization of SMEs. The dynamic
capabilities of the Finnish health tech SMEs as determinants of successful internationalization are
the abilities and know-how to convert knowledge into innovations and to answer the current global
demand. Furthermore, the ability for continuous research and development and having dedicated
persons or teams for this. The health tech SMEs have also been able to reorganize their firms,
business strategies and models at a fast pace to react to the ongoing pandemic. The learning and
experience capabilities of the firms have been noticeable, and the manager’s earlier experiences

have also been a great asset for continuous development.

To answer the fourth sub-research question: “What is the level of preparedness of Finnish health

tech SMEs to internationalize during the COVID-19 global pandemic?”

Overall, the Finnish health tech SMEs have been prepared to be able to adjust their businesses
during the pandemic and to be prepared to begin, to continue or to expand export activities
overseas. In this case, the level of preparedness refers to having the ability to react to an external
shock quickly and to find new ways to operate. Such external shock has been severe across

industries and has caused various challenges, especially for SMEs. The level of preparedness also
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refers to the SMEs being committed to their internationalization plans and having innovative
solutions with competitive edges to tackle the global pandemic and prevent the spread of the virus.
It is evident that the firms have had innovative solutions with various competitive edges, as
explained in the previous sub-research question. The SMEs have also been prepared to modify their
solutions and businesses quickly to respond to the increased demand in digital healthcare solutions.

A firm’s level of preparedness also indicates to having clear entry and marketing strategies. The
SMEs have modified and renewed their strategies according to their target markets. The SMES
have also been prepared to acknowledge the fact that suitable local partners, networking, and
distribution channels in the target markets are the key to success, as aforementioned.

Lastly, to answer the main research question: “How has ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic

created internationalization opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs?”

The COVID-19 global pandemic that emerged in late 2019, trembled the world and caused severe
economic restraints and societal lockdowns, and greatly impacted businesses and their operations
globally. SMEs being more prone to uncertainties and crises than larger firm due to their smaller
size and limited resources, the pandemic has forced SMEs to quickly adjust and adapt their
businesses and strategies to stay competitive. Health tech SMEs play an important role in tackling
the pandemic and in providing innovative solutions to help prevent the spread of the virus. Thus,
the pandemic created challenges but also opportunities, as there was a growing need globally for
digital and remote healthcare solutions.

It can be stated that every crisis creates opportunities, and this statement can also be applied to the
ongoing pandemic for Finnish health tech SMEs. Finland is a pioneer in providing technologically
advanced and innovative health tech solutions and is known worldwide as a forerunner in the field.
Hence, there is immense know-how in digital technology and the pandemic forced firms to start
utilizing this already existing know-how, as due to societal lockdowns, digitalization and remote
healthcare solutions skyrocketed after the pandemic hit. Digitalization has become a global trend,

especially in the health tech sector and the pandemic has created internationalization opportunities
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for Finnish health tech firms with winning solutions in this field. As we cannot be certain when the
pandemic will be over and how it will evolve, it is fair to say that digital solutions are here to stay

and SMEs with digitally advanced solutions are in a better position to stay competitive.

Internationalization requires commitment, persistence and patience and plays a significant role in
the competitiveness of SMEs. The ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic has positively affected the
internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs, as the pandemic has inspired Finnish health tech
SMEs to seek for international opportunities and to enter new markets with confidence. Thus,
evidently the pandemic has created internationalization opportunities for the SMEs that have been
flexible, open-minded and have had the ability, dynamic capabilities, and preparedness to adjust
their businesses and strategies to find new ways help prevent the spread of the virus and for digital

patient diagnostics.

5.2. Theoretical contributions

The aim of this study is to contribute to and to extend the limited research on the
internationalization of SMEs during the COVID-19 global pandemic. More specifically, the study
aims to add to the scarce literature on the topic. Evidently as the COVID-19 global pandemic is a
new health crisis that has been among us for a couple of years and has been evolving since late
2019, more research has been initiated around the topic, yet theory lacks knowledge on the precise
topic of the research. Thus, even though the sample size of the study is limited, the results

contribute to previous research on the topic, and therefore support the overall phenomenon.

The findings of this study support previous research by firstly contributing to the
internationalization of SMEs during a crisis, highlighting the importance of firm and
entrepreneurial crisis management and firm preparedness in situations of great uncertainty (Cortez
& Johnston 2020; Doern 2016; Eggers 2020; Kuckertz et al. 2020). Further, it is emphasized that
internationalization is associated with great risks, and it is a vital ability of firm managers to learn

how to manage uncertainty and to lead their firm through a crisis (Sharma et al. 2020; Ratten 2020).
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Additionally, the findings also highlight existing theory on the importance of firm dynamic
capabilities as a key source to quickly adapt to a fast-changing external environment and to sense
new opportunities (Mudalige et al. 2019). Moreover, the findings also add to the existing theory by
highlighting that the COVID-19 global pandemic has brought along a new cultural change and
many challenges, especially for family firms and SMEs, yet it has also increased the demand for
industries such as the healthcare, where international opportunities have skyrocketed (Kraus et al.
2020). Lastly, the findings emphasize the importance of technological innovations and

digitalization to recover in the covid era (Cugno et al. 2022).

5.3  Practical and managerial implications

There are several practical and managerial implications to this study, that are valuable for Finnish
health tech SMEs, which are aiming for international expansion or continuing international growth
in the COVID-19 era. The implications from the study are also beneficial for firms in other
industries seeking internationalization. It is evident that the COVID-19 global pandemic has
boosted the internationalization opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs, as the demand for new
innovative digital healthcare solutions has increased tremendously. Hence, the timing of
internationalization is in favor for health tech SMEs, that have technologically advanced solutions
and are open-minded, flexible and can adjust businesses to answer to this growing demand, while

keeping the focus on the vision and mission of the firm.

As Finland is a small and saturated market that relies heavily on exportation and
internationalization of SMEs for economic growth, it is important for SMEs to seek international
opportunities and expand their operations to foreign markets. The study emphasizes that it would
be beneficial for Finnish health tech SMEs to work together as a team, a health ecosystem, or a
cluster and to boost each other and to find solutions together, to enter international markets. Finnish
health tech firms already network and cooperate well together to develop business activities and

internationalization initiatives and should not see one another as competitors or threats but rather
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work together, as the success of one, leads to the success of others. Thus, managers of firms could
more closely discuss the challenges and opportunities they have faced in internationalization to

learn and grow from those experiences as a cluster.

In the era of digital revolution, the COVID-19 global pandemic has also urged the growing need
for digital healthcare solutions. Therefore, health tech SMEs aiming for internationalization should
invest into digitality. Furthermore, to help accelerate international growth, there are also
associations, programs and governmental support and funding accessible for health tech SMEs and
Finland also invests heavily in the health tech sector. Finland is a global forerunner in providing
health technology and innovations and has an excellent reputation globally, which is highly

beneficial for health tech SMEs aiming for internationalization.

Furthermore, it is important for health tech SMEs to place resources and efforts to study and choose
the specific markets where the business opportunities are arising from. Hence, choosing the right
target markets and opportunities to go after is highly beneficial. Moreover, having the right local
partner that has excellent know-how of the solution and the target market as well as networks is
also highly important to succeed in international markets. It is also vital to emphasize that
internationalization takes persistence and patience, and even in the digital era, one should not

underestimate the importance of face-to-face meetings and constant follow-up.

These practical and managerial implications are important to consider, as firms need to adjust to
the current business environments despite of the pandemic, and as we cannot predict how the
pandemic will evolve. It is also important to prepare businesses for possible further upcoming

global pandemics and develop the skills and know-how to manage under uncertainty.

54 Limitations and future research

As in all studies, there are several limitations to this research. Firstly, the internationalization of

SMEs is a very wide-ranging topic, and it could be studied from various perspectives. Hence, this
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study causes limitations, as it only scratches the surface of the internationalization of SMEs and of
high-tech SMEs. Secondly, the sample size was small, as the results only included semi-structured
interviews with two Finnish health tech experts and six Finnish health tech SMEs. Thus, the
empirical findings could be more comprehensive, and the results may have varied more, if the
sample size of the case firms was larger. There are also differences between the interviewed firms,
as they are at different stages of internationalization, utilizing different strategies and targeting
different focal markets, hence the results cannot be generalized. Thirdly, it can be perceived as a
limitation that the study focused only on one specific industry, being the health tech sector. The
COVID-19 pandemic has affected and caused challenges and opportunities for SMEs across all
sectors. Lastly, as the COVID-19 has been ongoing throughout the writing process of this study,
there have constantly been new findings and theories around the topic, thus the literature review

may lack the latest updates.

In terms of suggestions for future research of the topic, it could be useful to combine both
quantitative and qualitative research methods to study the internationalization of SMEs during the
global pandemic in more detail to get a more comprehensive overall picture. As aforementioned,
this research was limited only to the health tech sector, and it would be interesting to further
research how the pandemic has affected the internationalization across industries, and what
challenges and opportunities it has created. Also, the health tech sector was in a good position to
seek international opportunities in comparison to other industries, as the cure and prevention to the
pandemic was anticipated from health tech solutions and innovations. Further, even though most
firms in Finland are SMEs, it would be useful to also include larger firms into the study and to
compare those perspectives, as the SMES were hit harder by the pandemic, since they are more

disposed to external shocks than larger firms.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. Preliminary literature review

the critical success
SME

internationalization.

factors of

methodology.

Authors(s), (year) | Objectives Methods Findings
Internationalization of SMEs
Bose, (2016) The study examines | Literature review | The study added to

developing a model
for successful

internationalization.

Knight, (2001)

The study examines
entrepreneurship and
strategy in the
internationalization of

SMEs.

Series of case studies
involving 23 experts
SME

internationalization

of

and a survey-based
study of 100 firms.

The study describes

the role of
international
entrepreneurial
orientation and

explains that the key
strategic activities
play an important role
on the international

performance of SMEs.

Jantunen,
Puumalainen,
Saarenketo
Kylaheiko, (2005)

&

The study examines

the effect of
entrepreneurial
orientation and

dynamic capabilities
on a firm’s

performance.

Survey data from 217
manufacturing  and

service organizations.

The study explores
that it can be indicated
that a firm’s
entrepreneurial
orientation and
dynamic capabilities
influence its
international

performance and are a

source for creating
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competitive

advantages.
Kuivalainen, The study presents an | An  overview  of | The study explores the
Sundgvist, overview of the | concepts and a | integrative model of
Saarenketo, & | frameworks of the | conceptual framework | internationalization
McNaughton, (2012) | internationalization to study the | and its antecedents and
patterns of SMEs. internationalization outcomes are
patterns of SMEs. presented.
Mudalige, Azizi | The study examines | The research was | The findings of the
Ismail & Abdul | the impact of dynamic | conducted and tested | study  prove that
Malek, (2018) capabilities on the | with 197 SMEs. owner-specific
internationalization of dynamic capabilities
SMEs. have a positive effect
on both firm dynamic
capabilities and
internationalization.
Firm dynamic
capabilities positively
affect
internationalization.
Nummela, The study examines | A web-based | The study emphasizes
Saarenketo & | the role of a global | questionnaire that the managerial

Puumalainen, (2004)

mindset in the
successful
internationalization of

SMEs.

involving Finnish
SMEs that

value-added services

provide

ICT sector.
459
firms were contacted
123

in the

Preliminarily

of which

experience and market
characteristics are
important drivers of
the global mindset,
which is one of the key
factors of international

performance of SMEs.
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answered the

questionnaire.
Torkkeli, The study examines | Sample of 119 | The study emphasizes
Kuivalainen, the impact of the | internationally that institutional
Saarenketo & | institutional operating Finnish | drivers influence the
Puumalainen, (2018) | environment on the | SMEs from five | international

international

performance of SMEs
and how this
relationship is
influenced by network

competence.

industry sectors via a
cross-sectional

survey.

performance of SMEs
directly and indirectly.
Network competence
facilitates the positive
relationship  between
institutional  drivers
and international

performance.

Internationalization of high-tech SMEs

Barnes, Chakrabarti | The study investigates | The study involved | The study emphasizes
& Oalihawadana | the success factors of | 112 SMEs. that important factors
(2006) SMEs operating in of success include
international high-quality products
healthcare markets. and competitive

prices.
Ferro, Préfontaine & | The study examines | Five Colombian | The study emphasizes

Skander, (2009) how social networks | SMEs in the software | that social networks
contribute  to  the | industry. contribute to  the
success of the internationalization
internationalization process of SMEs.
process of  high-
technology SMEs.

Hed & Malmstrom, | The study examines | Master’s thesis, | The study emphasizes

(2016)

the

multiple case study.

understanding the
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internationalization of
SMEs in the medical
technology industry.

process of
internationalization of
medical  technology

industry.

Partanen & Goel,

The study examines

Presents a

The study emphasizes

(2017) how (through which | comparative case of | that reputation is
sources), why (for | four (young vs. old; | highly important for
which managerial | small vs. medium- | the rapid growth and
purposes) and for | sized) business to | internationalization of
whom  (for  which | business firms. SMEs.
audiences) do
technology-based
SMEs  build their
reputation along the
process of rapid grow.

Saarenketo, This study examines | An internet-based | The study focuses on

Puumalainen, the questionnaire was | the creation of an

Kuivalainen & | dynamic knowledge- | used for data | evolutionary

Kylaheiko, (2004) related learning | collection from | knowledge
processes in | Finnish SMEs that | management  model
internationalizing provide value added | for

high-tech SMEs.

services in the ICT-
sector. Two rounds of
data collection, the
first 171 firms out of
366

answered and in the

contacted

second round 87 firms

out of 386 answered.

internationalization of
high-tech SMEs. The
findings include eight
proposals that were
related to the nature of
knowledge and level
of capabilities of the

firms, and their effect
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on

internationalization.

Internationalization of SMEs during a crisis

Doern (2016) This study examines
the impact of a crisis
on small businesses in
terms of the London

riots in 2011.

Data is based on semi-
structured interviews.
The sample involved
of
small businesses that
had
affected

owner-managers
been directly
by  the

London riots.

The study adds to the
of

management. A model

literature crisis

was developed to

capture the factors that

influenced the
vulnerability and
resilience of small

businesses during the

riots.

Eggers, (2020) The study examines

Literature study on 69

The study highlights

the challenges and | manuscripts that | strategies used and
opportunities of SMEs | studied SMEs in | proposed an effective
in times of crisis, from | previous crisis. worldview when
the Covid-19 dealing with situations
perspective. of great uncertainty,
such as a crisis.
COVID-19 and crisis management
Alon, Farrell & Li, | The study examines | Literature review

(2020) the Covid-19 crisis
management from the

political viewpoint.

methodology.

Cortez & Johnston,
(2020)

This study examines
the COVID-19 effects
on B2B firms.

The data is based on

31 participants.

The study emphasizes
8 crisis comparative
dimensions, which are
identified be:
focus,

o

formation,
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temporality,
government
jurisdiction,
preparedness,
normality,  business,
and operational

deployment.

Kraus, Clauss,
Breier, Gast, Zardini

& Tiberius, (2020)

The study examines
how family firms are

coping with Covid-19

and crisis
management in
relation.

Data is collected
through an
exploratory
qualitative  research
method, which is
based on 27 semi-
structured interviews.
The

collected from family

interviews are

firms of all sizes
situated in five
Western European

countries, which are at
different stages of the

crisis.

The study emphasizes
that Covid-19 imposes
a new type of a
challenge for family
firms. It is highlighted
how these firms of
various sizes
representing  various
industries adapt to the
crisis. The crisis is also
bringing along a

cultural change.

Kuckertz, Bréandle,

Gaudig,  Hinderer,
Reyes, Prochotta &

Berger, (2020)

The study examines
startups during a crisis
and how they respond
to the Covid-19 global

pandemic.

The study is based on
a qualitative approach
that utilizes a
quantitative analysis
of international media.
It is based on semi-

structured interviews,

The study emphasizes
the challenges
entrepreneurs are
faced with due to
Covid-19 and how
they are dealing with
them. The findings

provide suggestion of
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16 different

ecosystem actors.

from

how policymakers can
assist  entrepreneurs

during a crisis.

Sharma,
Kingshott, Davcik &
Cardinali, (2020)

Leung,

The study examines

how to  manage
uncertainty during a

global pandemic from

The research utilizes
wide-ranging reviews
of international

business literature in

The study provides

ideas on how
managers can
overcome

an international | order to find out the | uncertainties.
business perspective. | gap by recognizing
different types of
uncertainty, their
antecedents and
outcomes.
Ratten, (2020) The study explores | The study utilizes | The study emphasizes

Covid-19
crisis affects sports

how the

and entrepreneurship.

existing literature on
Covid-19,

emphasizing on crisis,
management and

sports.

that people related to
sports, hence athletes,
managers, consumers,
fans etc. need to use
entrepreneurial

thinking, in order to
survive through
Covid-19 by creative

thinking for instance.
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Appendix 2. Areas of opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs to fight against COVID-19

Areas of opportunities for Finnish health tech SMEs to fight against COVID-19
(Health Capital Helsinki 2020a)

e Coronavirus testing, test manufacturing, test diagnostics

e Personal protective equipment (PPE), testing and enhancing them
e Remote tools for healthcare

e Coronavirus research and drug development

e Coronavirus testing, test manufacturing, test diagnostics

e Personal protective equipment (PPE), testing and enhancing them
e Remote tools for healthcare

e Research tools

e Plug & play nurse call system

e Imaging

e Patient logistics

e Digital health solutions for hospital use

e Real-time resource management for healthcare

e Intelligent patient flow management

e Digital wayfinding solutions to hospitals

e User interface for ventilators

e Digital self-management tools

e Counterfeit detection

e Medical device registrations

e Finding healthcare personnel

e Covid-19 self-reporting & data collection system

e Critical communications

e Citizen communications and preventive guidance

e Tracking stress levels and trends to detect a possible onset of illness

e Tracking wellbeing at work
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Identifying coronavirus symptom patterns
People counting and tracking in retail stores
Public hygiene concepts

Superbug-killing hand sanitizer
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Appendix 3. Interview template for the Finnish health tech experts

Background information:

Taustatietoja:

What is your current position?

Mika on nykyinen asemasi?

Please describe your professional background.

Kuvaile ammattitaustaasi.

What is your area of expertise within the sector of health tech in Finland?

Mik& on erikoisosaamisesi terveysteknologia-alalla Suomessa?

Overview of the Finnish health tech sector:

Yleiskatsaus Suomen terveysteknologiasektorista:

4. Please briefly describe the Finnish health tech sector and know-how.

Kuvaile yleisesti Suomen terveysteknologia-alaa ja -osaamista.
In your opinion, what is the current status and target(s) of the sector? What about the
future goals?

Miké& on mielestési alan nykytila seké taménhetkiset ja tulevaisuuden tavoitteet?

What expertise and know-how does Finland offer within the sector?

Millaista osaamista Suomi/suomalaiset terveysteknologia-alan yritykset tarjoavat?

Can you provide a rough estimate of how many SMEs are operating in the sector and
how many professionals does the sector employ?
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Osaatko antaa karkean arvion siitd, kuinka monta pk-yritysta alalla toimii ja kuinka monta

ammattilaista alalla tydskentelee?

Can you please elaborate, if and what type of policies/limitations/restrictions there are
for SMEs operating within the sector in Finland?

Voisitko kertoa tarkemmin, onko Suomessa alalla toimivia pk-yrityksia koskevia
rajoituksia/kaytant6ja? Minkalaisia?

In your opinion, what are the main challenges for SMEs operating within the sector?

Mitka ovat mielestasi suurimmat alalla toimivien pk-yritysten haasteet?

In your experience/words, what type of professionals and know-how are needed for
the health tech sector to develop/advance/grow? Does Finland have the suitable
professionals and know-how?

Minka tyyppisia ammattilaisia/taitoja kokemuksesi perusteella tarvitaan, jotta
terveysteknologia-ala kehittyisi/edistyisi/kasvaisi? Onko mielestdsi Suomessa riittéavasti

ammattilaisia ja tietotaitoa?

In your opinion, what are the dynamic capabilities of Finnish health tech SMEs?
Mitkd ovat mielestasi suomalaisten terveysteknologia-alan pk-yritysten dynaamiset

ominaisuudet?

In your opinion, what are the competitive advantages of Finnish health tech SMEs?

Mitka ovat mielestanne suomalaisten terveysteknologian pk-yritysten kilpailuedut?

In rapidly changing environments, how can these competitive advantages support
international success?
Kuinka ndma kilpailuedut voivat nopeasti muuttuvassa ymparistossa tukea kansainvalista

menestysta?
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10.

In comparison, in your opinion what are the areas of development of Finnish health
tech SMEs?
Vertailun vuoksi, mitkd ovat mielestasi suomalaisten terveysteknologian pk-yritysten

kehittymisalueet?

What is the position of the Finnish health tech sector in comparison to global
competition?

Mika on Suomen terveysteknologia-alan asema verrattua maailmanlaajuiseen kilpailuun?

Who are the main global competitors?

Ketka ovat suurimmat kansainvaliset kilpailijat?

How do you see that the Finnish health tech sector has evolved in the past decade?
Miten Suomen terveysteknologia-ala on mielestési kehittynyt viimeisen vuosikymmenen

aikana?

What does the future look like for the Finnish health tech sector?

Enté milta suomalaisen terveysteknologia-alan tulevaisuus mielestasi nayttaa?

How do you perceive what the ongoing global trends in the health tech sector are?

Miten naet terveysteknologia-alan tdmanhetkiset globaalit trendit?

In your opinion, does the Finnish know-how within the health tech sector match with
the global trends?
Vastaako mielestdsi suomalainen terveysteknologiaosaaminen naitd em. globaaleja

trendeja?
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Internationalization of Finnish health tech SMEs, from the COVID-19 global pandemic

perspective:
Suomalaisten terveysteknologia-alan pk-yritysten kansainvélistyminen COVID-19 pandemian

nakokulmasta:

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Do you see that the Finnish health tech SMEs rely on internationalization to succeed?
Why or why not?
Néaetkd, ettd menestydkseen suomalaiset terveysteknologia-alan pk-yritykset ovat

riippuvaisia kansainvalistymisesta? Miksi kylla tai miksi ei?

What are the main motives/drivers for Finnish health tech SMEs to internationalize?
Mitkd ovat mielestasi tarkeimmat suomalaisten terveysteknologia-alan pk-yritysten

kansainvalistymisen motiivit/draiverit?

What are the main barriers/challenges to internationalization of Finnish health tech
SMEs?
Mitkd ovat mielestési olennaisimmat esteet/haasteet alalla toimivien pk-yritysten

kansainvalistymiselle?

What are the main entry modes of Finnish health tech SMEs to enter international
markets? (E.g. exporting, licensing, partnering, acquisition, etc.)

Mitkd ovat mielestdsi suomalaisten terveysteknologia-alalla toimivien pk-yritysten
tarkeimmat keinot p&astd kansainvalisille markkinoille? (esim. vienti, lisensointi,

kumppanuudet, yrityskauppa jne.)
What do you consider are the determinants of successful internationalization for

Finnish health tech SMEs? (E.g. managerial strategies, earlier international experience,

innovative products and services, reputation, timing of internationalization, etc.)
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16.

17.

18.

Mitkd ovat mielestasi suomalaisen terveysteknologia-alalla toimivien pk-yritysten
onnistuneen kansainvalistymisen tekijat? (esim. johtamisstrategiat, aiempi kansainvalinen

kokemus, innovatiiviset tuotteet ja palvelut, maine, kansainvalistymisen ajoitus jne.)

Do you think that the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic has affected the health tech
sector in Finland, and if so, how?
Luuletko, ettd meneilldan oleva maailmanlaajuinen COVID-19 pandemia on vaikuttanut

Suomen terveysteknologia-alaan ja jos on, niin miten?

What expertise does Finland/Finnish health tech SMEs have to offer to fight against
the COVID-19 global pandemic?
Millaista asiantuntemusta Suomella/suomalaisilla terveysteknologia-alan pk-yrityksilla on

tarjottavaan COVID-19 pandemian torjumiseksi?

Can you provide examples of Finnish health tech SMEs that have offered solutions to
tackle this ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic?
Voitko antaa esimerkkeja suomalaisista terveysteknologia-alan pk-yrityksista, jotka ovat

tarjonneet ratkaisuja COVID-19 pandemian torjumiseksi?

In your opinion, has the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic raised new promising
growth firms in the health tech sector in Finland?
Onko mielestdasi COVID-19 pandemia nostanut esille uusia lupaavia suomalaisia

terveysteknologia-alalla toimivia kasvuyrityksia?

Can these cases be used as a benchmark for other Finnish health tech SMEs to learn
from?
Voidaanko naitd mahdollisia yrityksid kayttdd malliesimerkkeind muille suomalaisille

terveysteknologia-alalla toimiville pk-yrityksille?
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19.

20.

21.

How do you see that the COVID-19 global pandemic has created new
internationalization opportunities for existing health tech SMEs in Finland?

Oletko  sitd  mieltad, ettd COVID-19 pandemia on  luonut  uusia
kansainvalistymismahdollisuuksia jo olemassa oleville suomalaisille terveysteknologia-
alalla toimiville pk-yrityksille?

On the other hand, what challenges has the COVID-19 global pandemic created for
Finnish health tech SMEs?

Toisaalta, millaisia haasteita COVID-19 pandemia on luonut suomalaisille

terveysteknologia-alalla toimiville pk-yrityksille?

How do you see that the Finnish health tech SMEs have managed under the
uncertainty caused by this pandemic?
Miten suomalaiset terveysteknologia-alalla toimivat pk-yritykset ovat mielestasi yleensa

ottaen parjanneet pandemian aiheuttamassa epavarmassa tilanteessa?

Finally, yet importantly, do you perceive that the Finnish health tech SMEs have been
prepared to capitalize on such internationalization opportunities created by the
COVID-19 global pandemic?

Lopuksi kysyn, koetko ettd suomalaiset terveysteknologia-alalla toimivat pk-yritykset ovat
olleet valmiita hyddyntdmaan COVID-19 pandemian aikaansaamia

kansainvalistymismahdollisuuksia?

How do you see the importance of firm preparedness to seize internationalization
opportunities imposed by the current and possible future global pandemics?

Pidatko tarkeana, ettd pk-yrityksen tulee olla hyvin valmistautuneita hyddyntamaan
tamanhetkisen ja mahdollisten tulevien pandemioiden synnyttamia

kansainvalistymismahdollisuuksia?

Do you think that the COVID-19 global pandemic has created learning opportunities

to overcome new possible pandemics?
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Oletko sita mieltd, ettda COVID-19 pandemia on luonut oppimismahdollisuuksia
terveysteknologia-alalla toimiville pk-yrityksille uusien mahdollisten pandemioiden

voittamiseksi?
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Appendix 4. Interview template for the Finnish health tech SMEs

Brief introduction

Lyhyt esittely:

1. Please briefly describe your current position and main responsibilities within the firm.

Kuvaile lyhyesti nykyinen asemasi ja paavastuualueesi yrityksessa.

2. What are your personal/professional interests in the field of health tech?
Mitka ovat henkilokohtaiset/ammatilliset kiinnostuksen kohteesi terveysteknologia-alalla?

3. Do you have previous international (or other) experience (what, where and when)?

Onko sinulla aikaisempaa kansainvalista (tai muuta) kokemusta (mit&, missa ja milloin)?

Background information of the firm:

Yrityksen taustatiedot:

4. Kindly provide a brief introduction of the firm.

Kertoisitko lyhyesti yrityksesta.

e What is the mission and vision of the firm?

Mitk& ovat yrityksen missio ja visio?

5. Year of foundation and reasons behind the establishment of the firm?

Milloin yritys on perustettu ja mita tarkoitusta varten?

6. Number of employees (please choose one option):
Henkildston lukumaara (valitse yksi vaihtoehto):
e Micro<10
e Small <50
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7.

10.

11.

12.

e Medium-sized < 250

Total annual turnover (please choose one option):
Vuotuinen liikevaihto (valitse yksi vaihtoehto):

o <€2m

o €£2m<€10m

e €I0m<€50m

e €50m+

How much do foreign sales account for the total annual turnover? (Does the firm rely
on exportation)?
Kuinka paljon ulkomaanmyynti muodostaa vuotuisesta liikevaihdosta? Onko yritys

riippuvainen  viennista?

In which countries does the firm currently operate?

Missa maissa yritys toimii talla hetkella?

What are the firm’s main product and service offerings within the sector of health
tech?

Mitka ovat tarkeimmat tuotteet/palvelut, joita yritys tarjoaa terveysteknologia-alalla?

What are the competitive advantages of the firm?

Mitk& ovat yrityksen kilpailuedut?

What are the dynamic capabilities of the firm?

Mitka ovat yrityksen dynaamiset ominaisuudet?

Who are your firm’s main competitors within the health tech industry? (Both national
and international)

Ketka ovat yrityksen paakilpailijat terveysteknologia-alalla Suomessa seka ulkomailla?
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Internationalization experience:

Kansainvalistymiskokemus:

13.

14.

How do you see the condition of the Finnish market concerning your business
operations?

Millaisena ndet Suomen markkinatilanteen liiketoimintanne kannalta?

Does the market offer enough opportunities or is there a need to explore international
markets?

Tarjoaako Suomen markkina mielestési riittavasti mahdollisuuksia vai koetko
tarpeelliseksi tutkia kansainvalisid markkinoita?

What challenges do you face in Finland that affect your business?

Millaisia liiketoimintaanne vaikuttavia haasteita kohtaat Suomessa?

How are the internationalization decisions/plans/ strategies made within the firm?
Milla tavoin kansainvalistymispaatokset/suunnitelmat/strategiat yrityksessanne tehdaan?

Who is in charge of making the decisions?

Kuka vastaa paatoksenteosta?

How does the background, expertise and skills of the firm owners/founders affect the
decisions regarding internationalization?
Miten yrityksen omistajien/perustajien tausta, asiantuntemus ja taidot vaikuttavat

kansainvalistymista koskeviin paatoksiin?

Do the founders of the firm have previous international (and other) experience?

Onko yrityksen perustajilla aikaisempaa kansainvélisté (tai muuta) kokemusta?
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15.

16.

17.

Why did/does the firm want to enter international markets? What are the motives
behind internationalization?
Miksi yritys halusi/haluaa laajentaa kansainvalisille markkinoille? Mitka ovat

kansainvalistymisen motiivit?

Do you think that it was/is essential for the firm’s survival to enter international
markets? Why?

Oletko sitéa mielta, etté kansainvalistyminen oli/on elinehto yritykselle? Miksi?

Please briefly describe the firm’s international experience and stage of
internationalization.

Kuvaile lyhyesti yrityksen kansainvalista kokemusta seka kansainvalistymisen vaihetta.

When did the firm begin its internationalization operations?

Milloin yritys aloitti kasainvalistymisensa?

What was the first country the firm internationalized to? Why?

Miké& oli ensimmainen maa, johon yritys kansainvalistyi? Miksi?

What are the firm’s main international markets? Why?

Mitka ovat yrityksen tarkeimmat kansainvaliset markkinat? Miksi?

Please briefly describe the firm’s internationalization strategy.

Kuvaile lyhyesti yrityksen kansainvalistymisstrategiaa.

What are the firm’s internationalization strategies/processes of entering a new
market? (E.g. exporting, licensing, partnering, acquisition etc.)

Mitka ovat yrityksen kansainvalistymisstrategiat/prosessit kun laajennatte liiketoimintaa
uusille kansainvalisille markkinoille? (Esim. vienti, lisensointi, kumppanuus, yrityskauppa

jne.)
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18.

19.

Does the firm use the same entry modes when entering different foreign markets?

Kayttaako yritys samoja menetelmia laajentuessaan uusille kansainvalisille markkinoille?

Which factors have helped your internationalization strategy? (Technological
superiority, managerial competence, networks, demand and opportunities in foreign
markets etc.)

Mitka tekijat ovat auttaneet kansainvalistymisstrategiassa? (Tekninen osaaminen,

johtamistaidot, verkostot, kysynta ja mahdollisuudet ulkomaisilla markkinoilla jne.)

What challenges/barriers to internationalization have you faced?

Mité kansainvalistymisen haasteita/esteita yritys on kohdannut?

In your opinion, were the firm’s initial expectations of internationalization valid?

Olivatko mielestasi yrityksen alkuperaiset odotukset kansainvalistymisesta oikeita?

What do you consider to be crucial elements for successful internationalization? (E.g.
managerial strategies, international experience and entrepreneurial orientation,
innovative products and services, reputation, timing of internationalization, dynamic
capabilities etc.)

Mitkd ovat mielestasi keskeisia tekijoitd onnistuneessa kansainvalistymisessa? (Esim.
johtamisstrategiat, kansainvalinen kokemus ja yrittdjamainen ote, innovatiiviset tuotteet ja

palvelut, yrityksen maine, kansainvalistymisen ajoitus, dynaamiset ominaisuudet jne.)

How would you advise other Finnish health tech SMEs that are aiming for
international markets?
Kuinka neuvoisit muita suomalaisia terveysteknologia-alalla toimivia pk-yrityksia, jotka

pyrkivat kansainvalisille markkinoille?
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COVID-19 global pandemic as a driver for creating new internationalization opportunities:

Maailmanlaajuinen COVID-19 pandemia draiverina uusien kansainvalistymismahdollisuuksien

luomisessa:

20.

21.

22.

How do you see that the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic has affected the health
tech sector in Finland?
Miten meneillaédn oleva COVID-19 pandemia on mielestasi vaikuttanut suomalaiseen

terveysteknologia-alaan?

Do you see that the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic has created
internationalization opportunities for Finnish SMEs operating in the health tech
sector?

Néaetkd, etta COVID-19 on luonut kansainvalistymismahdollisuuksia suomalaisille

terveysteknologia-alalla toimiville pk-yrityksille?

How has the COVID-19 global pandemic affected your firm?

Kuinka COVID-19 pandemia on vaikuttanut edustamaasi yritykseen?

Has the COVID-19 global pandemic created new international opportunities for the
firm?

Onko COVID-19 pandemia luonut yritykselle uusia kansainvélisid mahdollisuuksia?

Has the COVID-19 global pandemic played as a motive for the firm to
internationalize?

Onko COVID-19 pandemia ollut yritykselle syy kansainvalistya?

What challenges has the COVID-19 global pandemic created for the firm? How has
the firm managed in these times of uncertainty?
Mitd haasteita COVID-19 pandemia on aiheuttanut yritykselle? Kuinka yritys on parjannyt

pandemian aiheuttamassa epavarmassa tilanteessa?
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23. Please evaluate the firm’s readiness and preparedness to seek new opportunities in
foreign markets during the ongoing global pandemic. (E.g., level of commitment to
exporting, having an innovative product with a competitive advantage, having the
adequate foreign distribution channels, foreign marketing strategy, clear entry strategy,
suitable foreign network, etc.)

Arvioi yrityksen valmius etsid uusia kansainvalisia mahdollisuuksia COVID-19 pandemian
aikana? (Esim. yrityksen sitoutumistaso vientiin, kilpailukykyinen tuote, oikea verkosto ja

jakelukanavat jne.)

24. \What are the firm’s learnings from the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic in terms
of possible future pandemics/or similar market disruptions?
Mitd yritys on oppinut COVID-19 pandemiasta ajatellen tulevia maailmanlaajuisia

pandemioita tai vastaavia tilanteita?

Conclusion:

Paatelma:

25. What would you suggest for other Finnish health tech SMEs that are thinking of
entering international markets to seize opportunities that the COVID-19 global
pandemic has created?

Mitd  ehdottaisit  muille  suomalaisille  kansainvalistymistd  suunnitteleville
terveysteknologia-alalla toimiville pk-yrityksille, jotka haluavat tarttua tilaisuuteen, jonka

COVID-19 pandemia on aikaansaanut?

26. Where do you see your firm in the next 5-10 years?

Missa ndet edustamasi yrityksen seuraavien 5-10 vuoden aikana?

27. If you have any additional opinions/comments/thoughts on SME internationalization

in your sector, please feel free to share those.
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Jos sinulla on lisaa kommentteja/mielipiteitd/ajatuksia pk-yritysten kansainvalistymiseen

liittyen, mielelléni ottaisin ne vastaan.
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