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Abstract 

Firm internationalisation has been a broadly examined subject, which has generated 

various established theories. Previous business activities are described as structured, 

incremental and predictable, which has enabled the development of frameworks that 

describe how the business internationalisation is conducted. Today’s technological 

advances, globalisation and changes in demographics are contemporary 

environmental forces of change, and the Swedish tech industry is growing in a steady 

phase. The tech start-ups internationalise rapidly and from an early age but in various 

ways, and therefore, reflecting diverse internationalisation theories to different 

extents. The wave of tech start-up is increasing and are seemingly operating in an 

unconventional manner and contradicts well-known theories, leaving scholars in the 

search for profound understanding about this phenomenon. Consequently, lack of 

previous research based on tech start-ups internationalisation processes has provided 

motivation for this study, with the intention to provide knowledge to companies and 

contribute with new theory angles to the existing literature. 

 

The purpose with this study was to fill the research gap on tech start-up 

internationalisation by investigating and analyse how the Stockholm-based tech 

start-ups internationalise, what barriers and drivers they have encountered while 

pursuing the expansion as well as, how these have affected the internationalisation. 

The literature review emphasises on internationalisation theories as well as, barriers 

and drivers of the internationalisation process and is summarised with a conceptual 

framework. The study was conducted through a qualitative case study including four 

companies of, which all four had established international operations and therefore, 

generated insightful information about the subject. Moreover, interviews with 

founders and CEOs of the companies were conducted through semi-structured 

approach, which including questions related to their internationalisation process and 

the barriers and drivers. The empirical data was thereafter organised and paralleled 

with previous theories as well as, with the authors' considerations. Finally, the 

conclusion highlight answers to the research questions and provide theoretical and 

practical implications, as well as suggestions for further research. 
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1 Introduction 

“The only impossible journey is the one you never begin” – Tony Robins 

 

This chapter presents the basis of the thesis and includes a background of the thesis 

topic. Furthermore, the problem discussion will highlight the topic importance 

followed by the research question and the purpose behind the study.  

1.1 Background 

Firm internationalisation is a phenomenon that has been discussed, attempted to be 

understood and explained by many scholars (Johanson & Vahlne 1977; Vahlne & 

Johanson 2017; Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Madsen & 

Servais 1997). While older internationalisation frameworks have been focused on 

large manufacturing firms’ behaviour (Johanson & Vahlne 1977), the shift in the 

economy based on globalisation and technological advances (Audretsch & Thurik 

2004; Wennekers & Thurik 1999), has led researchers to take concepts like 

international entrepreneurship, innovation and networks into consideration (Kalinic 

et al. 2014; Evans 1989; Coviello & Munro 1997). Instead of following a stepwise, 

decision-based process to international markets; modern tech-firms have been found 

to have a more rapid internationalisation with an international vision from the start 

(Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Madsen & Servais 1997; Prieto 2018; Keeble et al. 

1998). Furthermore, Keeble et al. (1998) found that firms from countries with 

smaller markets, such as Sweden, may not only desire to expand internationally but 

are more or less forced to broaden their horizon to reach sales numbers, sufficient 

enough for survival.   

1.1.1 Swedish tech-companies  

Technological advances, globalisation and changes in demographics have 

historically caused disruptions in business models but are also current forces of 

change (Schreiber & Forer 2016). The rapidly growing Swedish tech industry has, 

together with the country’s supporting and thriving technological growth been 

broadly recognised in the global tech industry. The current technological trends are 

driving both start-ups and established firms to consider tech development and strive 

to influence their environment when initiating new business ideas (Ibid.). In general, 

tech firms appear to be facing substantial market changes and uncertainties because 

of disruptive forces.  
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Tech start-ups can be explained as companies that aim to present new technological 

products or services to the market, to solve a problem of which the solution has yet 

to be offered (Tech Startups 2017). The entrepreneur and author Steve Blank give a 

more precise definition of the phenomena: “a startup is an organisation formed to 

search for a repeatable and scalable business model.” (Steve Blank 2015). Start-ups 

are firms in their initial stages of operations that are often financed by their 

entrepreneurial founders, as an effort to exploit an opportunity and offer a product 

or service they believe will soothe a customer pain (Grant & Kenton 2019). 

Furthermore, tech start-ups seem to incorporate innovative thinking when creating 

their business model to a large extent. 

Innovation is a term that has been widely discussed in global business during recent 

years but is still difficult to define (Greenwald 2014). Innovation can be explained 

as the ability to spot opportunities, come up with new ideas and successfully exploit 

them. Furthermore, innovation can also be turning an idea into a value-added offer, 

that creates customer demand and is highly relevant when developing new products 

and services (Tidd & Bessant 2013). Some major trends in the technological 

innovation landscape are shifts toward more open innovation models, moving away 

from physical products towards industrial services and moving from being an 

analogue world to be a digitalised world (Frishammar et al. 2019). The world is also 

more educated, and production and labour costs are still relatively low in foreign 

markets, and these components have opened up success opportunities for start-ups. 

Therefore, important aspects marketers should consider is how they can cooperate 

with other firms to construct successful innovations (Greenwald 2014). 

One of the biggest countries in Europe concerning innovation and tech start-ups is 

Sweden, a nation famous for its widely successful and international giant billion-

dollar tech companies. Sweden has become recognised for its many small tech firms 

(Wallenberg 2017), and Swedish marketers have contributed with hits in the gaming 

industry by developing several global games including Angry Birds, Uncharted and 

Minecraft (Rosenthal 2016). Businesses that seem to have grasped the importance of 

exploiting opportunities are the unicorn companies. The term “unicorn” was created 

in 2013 by Aileen Lee, founder of the equity-based financing company Cowboy 

Ventures and is best described as a privately-owned start-up company, which reaches 

a value of more than 1billion USD (Market Business News 2019). The usage of the 

expression ‘unicorns’ in media has had an annual growth rate of 775 per cent since 

Lee coined the term (Rodriguez 2015). 
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1.1.2 Stockholm as a unicorn factory 

Some areas around the world have gained attention as innovation clusters. These 

regions are categorised by the density of the webs of tech-companies, suppliers and 

customers. Tech clusters are known to support entrepreneurs with their ground-

breaking ideas (Rizk 2015). Every national, regional and state are featured by 

clusters, which are predominantly found in the developed countries (Porter 1998). 

However, one ought to assume that clusters are unique, but this is not true. 

On the contrary, clusters are highly representative hence the contradiction: “the 

enduring competitive advantages in a global economy lie increasingly in local things 

– knowledge, relationships, motivation – that distant rivals cannot match” (Porter 

1998). Research has shown that venture capital financing, and liberal imagination 

laws have contributed to increasing the chances of clusters’ success (Regalado 2013). 

At times, clusters can be formed from the work of a university, a company or as a 

result of supporting government actions (Rizk 2015). Examples of such clusters 

include Silicon Valley in the US, Tech City London, Israel and Stockholm (Regalado 

2013; Rosenthal 2016). 

“Stockholm has reached the future first.” – (Rosenthal 2016) 

The Swedish capital Stockholm has, until recently, had the second highest number 

of unicorns per capita, which makes Stockholm one of the lead tech city in the world 

(Rosenthal 2016). The companies Spotify, Skype, King, Mojang and iZettle all 

emerged in Stockholm and have brought great global attention to Sweden (Michael 

2017). The global attention has focused on how Stockholm’s start-up market has 

spurred these companies to gain market success, and what components that 

contribute to making Stockholm a renown tech-cluster. According to Berthling and 

Andresen (2015), the evolution of Stockholm’s tech market has developed largely 

because of the governmental support, close access to established business, tech 

schools and the closeness to supportive industries. Also, Rosenthal (2016) argues 

that Swedish marketers’ main focus is to, through new technologies and new ideas 

create a better Stockholm and thereby, generate in an improved world for all 

individuals. This Swedish mindset al.lows the country to be a step ahead in 

innovation and tech development. Therefore, Sweden creates the future, rather than 

resisting it (Rosenthal 2016). These circumstances generate thriving environments 

for entrepreneurial activities and enable firms to turn ideas into business (Berthling 

& Andresen 2015; Michael 2017). 
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1.1.3 Internationalisation of tech firms 

The internationalisation of tech start-ups can be affected by global changes, thus 

differ to the conventional firms. Companies that are international from young age or 

inception (Born Global’s) are exposed to a rather fluctuating business environment 

since they take on several markets simultaneously as oppose the traditional 

internationalisation methods (Oviatt & McDougall 1994). Research shows that 

technology-intense firms, especially small firms, require early-stage 

internationalisation due to the global and narrow nature of the tech-market, which 

they are set up to exploit (Keeble et al. 1998). Many tech-firms are embedded in 

large international networks where research collaboration, internationalisation of 

market and labour recruitments are reoccurring factors of their internationalisation 

processes. Furthermore, Keeble et al. (1998) found that firms with a high level of 

internationalisation display excessive amount of local networking and both research 

and technology collaborations. These factors seem to set the ground for the firms’ 

internationalisation. 

1.2 Problem discussion 

The re-emergence of small businesses and entrepreneurship became more evident in 

the US and Europe from the 1970s and onward (Audretsch & Thurik 2004; 

Wennekers & Thurik 1999). Some important hypothesis about the increased 

dominance of small firms were that: 1) technological advances reduced the 

importance of large-scale production economies, 2) a decreased interest in 

standardised and mass-produced products and an increased consumer demand for 

product customisation; and 3) innovation’s enlarged role and mass-production’s 

decreased significance in developed economies drove entrepreneurial behaviour 

forward (Brock & Evans 1989). Brock and Evans’s (1989), theory confronted the 

established and managed economy by highlighting innovation and entrepreneurship 

as drivers of the economy. These previous assumptions can be seen as the foundation 

for how today’s business environment and how firm offerings are shaped. It can be 

assumed that these assumptions have been one of the contributing factors in creating 

the current and constantly increasing entrepreneurial creativity among Swedish 

firms. 

Unicorn companies have gained significant business attention during recent years for 

the mystery behind their instant success (Rodriguez 2015). These companies are 

essentially tech start-ups that have developed rapidly and reached a value of over 1 

billion USD in a short period after their inception (Market Business News 2019). 

Not only has the number of unicorns increased, but the companies reaching the 1 



 

5(64) 

 

billion USD mark are getting younger in age. The average age of a unicorn was 3.4 

year in 2011, while it was 1.8 years in 2018. Another significant change is that 

unicorns were nearly exclusively companies formed in the US back in 2011, as 

opposed to 2018, where the majority of unicorns are companies born outside the US 

(Prieto 2018). China has produced a substantial number of unicorns these past years 

(Prieto 2018), as well as Sweden (Rosenthal 2016). Many of the Swedish unicorns 

are tech start-ups, which are based and founded in Stockholm (Rosenthal 2016). A 

collective factor for these private, billion-dollar companies is that they have a global 

and rapid expansion (Iberdrola 2019). The “get big fast” strategy, and global 

mentality is often present from inception (ibid.), much like the internationalisation 

of Born Globals (Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Having a 

scalable business model and fully investing in internationalisation is essential to 

fulfilling those ambitions (Ibederola 2019). 

Foregoing firm activities have been categorised as structured, incremental and 

predictable by numerous scholars, making it feasible for them to develop theoretical 

frameworks covering firm internationalisation. However, the contemporary business 

climate has evolved from the predictable and production-based manufacturing 

industries and emphasises intangible qualities and resources. The focus on intangible 

resources and services has laid the foundation for the tech industry, which has 

experienced a booming expansion over the last twenty years (Fischer-Baum 2017). 

This phenomenon allowed the creation of small tech start-ups, which have increased 

in numbers and constitutes a large part of the present business economy. The tech 

start-up environment is constantly shifting and is much influenced by rapid trends in 

society (Schreiber & Forer 2016). Subsequently, today’s ever-changing 

environment, have made established theories of internationalisation insufficient in 

regard to explaining the behaviour of firms in the modern and entrepreneurial 

economy. Although, the tech start-ups seem to have managed the internationalisation 

process to such extent, that some of them are categorised as unicorn phenomenon.  

This deviates from established theories of firm internationalisation, which have 

referred to internationalisation as an incremental process (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). 

Network theories have argued against incremental theorists by stating that modern 

high-technology firms’ internationalisation process is shortened thanks to the use of 

experience and resources from network partners, resulting in a high degree of 

international involvement from a young age (Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Madsen & 

Servais 1997; Coviello & Munro 1997).  Furthermore, International New Ventures 

(INV) and Born Global theory (Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004; 

Madsen & Servais 1997) touches the issue but does not allow a completely accurate 
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explanation of how tech start-ups internationalise. Mitgwe (2006), maintains that the 

issue of insufficient theories is reflected in the International Entrepreneurship theory, 

as it fails to incorporate small entrepreneurial firm behaviour, even though these 

types of firms are increasing in numbers. Previous theories have yet to discuss the 

internationalisation of these types of firms. Furthermore, it is interesting to identify 

whether there have been any specific governmental, cultural, legal, funding or cluster 

related factors, that drove or hindered the tech start-ups internationalisation, as these 

factors have been identified as influencers (Thornton, Campbell & Owusu 2019; 

Lenidou 2004; Fillis 2002; Jansson 2007; Daniels 1995; Azar & Drogendijk 2016; 

Valldes 1990; North 1990; Aldeshev 2009; Tong et al. 2008; Porter 1990, 1998, 

2000; Pekmezovic & Walker 2016). 

We have acknowledged a gap in research, which implicates that previous scholars 

are unable to explain the phenomenon of the tech start-ups internationalisation. We 

believe this gap has occurred since their internationalisation process does not fully 

fit into any classic internationalisation framework. This gap is interesting to 

investigate to understand what lies behind the rapid success of these tech start-ups 

and explain how and why they internationalise. Is the environment they operate in 

the most determining factor? Or are there any collective barriers and drivers, which 

are specific to the tech start-ups and how do they affect the company’s 

internationalisation process. The answer to these questions can influence firm 

behaviour and have important managerial implications. The purpose of this thesis is, 

therefore, to identify key barriers and drivers of Stockholm-based tech start-ups 

internationalisation. 
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1.3 Research questions  

How do Stockholm based tech start-ups internationalise? 

o Which are the main barriers and drivers Stockholm based tech-firms’ face 

when internationalising? 

o How do the barriers and drivers support or hinder the tech-firms’ 

internationalisation process? 

1.4 Purpose  

The purpose of this thesis is to acquire a deeper understanding for the success of 

Swedish tech companies. The research focuses on how these companies deal with 

internationalisation and what their main drivers and barriers have been during their 

internationalisation process.  In later years, companies like Spotify and Klarna have 

brought great global attention to Sweden. The aim is to obtain and understanding of 

how Stockholm-based tech start-ups behave in relation to international opportunities 

and foreign markets. Furthermore, the authors seek to contribute with useful 

knowledge about how tech start-ups behave when internationalising, and what 

drivers or barriers they encounter during the process. This knowledge will allow 

external actors such as the government, investors and various organisations to 

acquire a deeper understanding for the phenomenon. 

1.5 Delimitations  

The research is solely focusing on the Swedish Stockholm-based tech start-ups with 

international activities, in order to delimitate the research from being too extensive. 

Furthermore, the research will be limited to the service industry and will not include 

manufacturing firms. 
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1.6 Outline 

 
  

Chapter 1

• Introduction
This first chapter will present the background of the research 
area, emphasise the problem discussion, research question, 
purpose and delimitation of the thesis.

Chapter 2

• Literature review
This chapter will present relevant literature of the chosen 
topic; internationalisation and its barriers and drivers

Chapter 3

• Methodology
This chapter explains the research approach used to conduct 
the research and argues for the choice of methodology

Chapter 4

• Empirical findings
This chapter will present the gathered empirical material, 
gained through the qualitative research allowing 
complementary angles to the research topic. This part will set 
the foundation for the analysis.

Chapter 5

• Analysis
This chapter will analyse the links and differences between 
theoretichal literature and the empirical data.

Chapter 6

• Conclusion
This final chapter will summarise the information that has 
been gathered and analysed throughout the thesis to fill 
research gap and provide answers to the RQs. Thus, illustrate 
possible effects of the findings, as well as, recomendations 
for further research.
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2 Literature review 

“People never learn anything by being told, they have to find out for themselves” – 

Paulo Coelho 

The theory chapter constitutes the foundation of the thesis and includes established 

research that supports the concepts revealed in the background and is divided into 

two parts. The first part addresses internationalisation theories. The second part 

presents barriers and drivers of internationalisation process, which are conclusively 

summarised in a conceptual framework. 

2.1 Internationalisation 

Internationalisation is an on-going subject of discourse among scholars and is a 

concept that is frequently discussed in the field of international business (Knight, 

2015; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Vahlne & Johanson 2017). According to Benito 

(2015), the incentive behind companies internationalising their operation is goal-

oriented, and the cross-border activities are conducted for several purposes. For 

instance, the company might want to lower the supplier costs through purchasing 

cheaper goods from foreign suppliers or, to extend the customer base, establish brand 

recognition, or obtain more knowledge. Firm internationalisation can also provide a 

quicker maintainable advantage over competitors than if the firm would stay in the 

home market (Benito 2015).  

Firms operating in several countries are continuously searching for opportunities in 

places where they have established business contacts. Alternatively, some firms 

focus on serving in specific regions with the use of foreign resources (Oviatt & 

McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Firms can leverage the foreign markets' 

high level of uncertainty and risk by using localised knowledge and capabilities 

(Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Such firms gain competitiveness through coordination 

and successful allocation of resources. Their knowledge advantage may also be well 

protected as a result of the proximity of network alliances within a concentrated 

geographical area (Oviatt & McDougall 1994). The use of international contacts 

enables a certain amount of flexibility, which facilitates the exploration of 

international opportunities (Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Coviello & Munro 1997). The 

network theory emphasises the influence relationship, and network-ties has on 

internationalisation processes, making a significant contribution to firm 

internationalisation theory (Coviello & Munro 1997; Mitgwe 2006). Furthermore, 

the Johansson and Vahlne's (1977) Uppsala model establishes how firms respond to 

the increased levels of uncertainty that accompany internationalisation. The scholars' 
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framework has influenced the development of internationalisation theory will thus 

be discussed in the following section.  

2.1.1 The Uppsala model 

Previous scholars have focused on the Uppsala model as the primary 

internationalisation method for firms to expand their operation into foreign markets 

(Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The Uppsala model is used to describe firms' 

internationalisation process and was created in 1977 by Johanson and Vahlne. The 

scholars conducted firm observations, which lead them to conclude that companies 

preferred to internationalise incrementally. The incremental method allowed the 

companies to increase their foreign investment step by step, and therefore lower the 

risk and uncertainty connected with internationalisation (Ibid.). Moreover, Johanson 

and Vahlne (1977) identified that firms initiated the expansion to countries located 

close to the home market. For instance, Swedish firms moved their operations 

incrementally to Norway, then Denmark and further on to various European 

countries. The Uppsala model enabled firms to acquire market knowledge before 

involving in further market commitments (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).  

Johanson and Vahlne's (1977) first publication of the Uppsala model explained the 

internationalisation process as an incremental series of decisions based on market 

knowledge and psychic distance. The original study was based on four 

manufacturing multi-national enterprises (MNEs) and has been updated several 

times since the original publication (Vahlne & Johanson 2017). In a more recent 

discussion of their model, Vahlne and Johanson (2017) use the term multi-national 

business enterprise (MBE) instead of MNE to emphasise the critical aspects of 

modern firms. In contrast to MNEs, MBEs are more embedded in networks; and they 

focus on business exchange rather than production, they are more decentralised and 

commonly both pro-active and entrepreneurial. The updated and process focused 

view incorporates resource accumulation and experimental knowledge's effect on 

decision-making processes (Vahlne & Johanson 2017). However, the Uppsala model 

is mostly applicable when analysing manufacturing firms, and since the tech-firms' 

operate in a different environment, the model is not as relevant.  

2.1.2 Network approach 

Firms are continually interacting with their environment and must thus adapt to 

disruptive changes. The idea of the firm as an independent actor is, therefore, 

insufficient and deterministic to a fault. Coviello and Munro's (1997) research on 

small software firms illustrates the networks' role in internationalisation processes. 
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The study shows an acceleration in the firms' internationalisation, which is driven 

and facilitated by network actors. The relationships affected the firms' entry mode, 

choice of market and the foreign market activities. Coviello and Munro (1997) 

emphasise the significance of networks in internationalisation by integrating the 

incremental "stage" approach with the "network" approach. The theory ascertains 

that a firm can be driven to internationalise by network partners who have 

international experience or operations even if the firms had no previous strategic 

intention to participate in the international arena (Mitgwe 2006).  

Regardless of "accidental internationalisation" by virtue of network actors, firm 

strategy is still essential, and the creative ability of managers as described by 

Sarasvathy (2001) should not be neglected. Consequently, stability and constant 

change in the environment should be interdependent forces that can create the 

potential for capability building (Vahlne & Johanson 2017). However, successful 

firms are not inactive in their adjustment to external changes. Instead, they 

consciously reach and aim to affect their environment with entrepreneurial efforts 

such as technological innovations or new partnerships (Sarasvathy 2001). Managers 

of successful firms often take these sorts of measures simultaneously as a mean to 

exploit created or discovered opportunities (Vahlne & Johanson 2017). The 

augmented Uppsala model, as suggested by Vahlne and Johanson (2017) offers 

realistic assumptions about inevitable risk and uncertainty, which can aid the 

understanding of multi-national business enterprise behaviour. 

2.1.3 Services 

As established internationalisation theories like the Uppsala model and network 

approaches have been based on studies on manufacturing firms (Johanson & Vahlne 

1977; Madsen & Servais 1997; Coviello & Munro 1997; Oviatt & McDougall 1994; 

Vahlne & Johanson 2017), they remain relevant but not entirely applicable to tech 

start-ups internationalisation. Formally, companies with service offers have been 

restricted to the domestic market. However, technological advances and trade 

liberalisation has spurred the internationalisation of service firms (Rammal & Rose 

2014). A development, which has driven service firms to internationalise, is the 

emergence of tech-based virtual platforms. These advancements have enabled the 

separation of production and consumption, which commonly happen simultaneously 

in the service sector, thus facilitating the internationalisation of firms with service 

offerings (Rammal & Rose 2014). 

Firms that follow clients into new markets (client-following) have access to market 

knowledge through their clients and are able to move across borders more rapidly 
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than firms who actively search for new markets to enter (market-seeking). This form 

of internationalisation limits the risk and uncertainty by increasing market 

knowledge (Welch 2004), which is one of the critical drivers of the Uppsala model 

(Johanson & Vahlne 1977; Vahlne & Johanson 2017). The client following approach 

does not only affect the choice of market, timing of entry, market knowledge and 

entry mode of choice, and it also emphasises the importance of networks (Welch 

2004). The findings of Welch's (2004) study showed that internationalisation through 

the client following approach were more common in-service firms, than the market-

seeking method. Thus, tech start-ups instant internationalisation is arguably enabled 

through their global network connections including suppliers, global customers and 

various global venture capitalists (Oivatt & McDougall 2005). 

2.1.4 International Entrepreneurship theory 

Mitgwe (2006) argues that established international business theories are inadequate 

as they fail to incorporate small entrepreneurial firms' behaviour, as they previously 

have been unsuccessful in competing on a global scale. However, small businesses 

are increasing in numbers in most modern economies and play a significant role in 

the domestic economy and international business. International entrepreneurship 

theory can be seen as a mixture of incremental and network theory, since the first 

focuses on large MNEs while the latter centres around rapidly internationalised 

firms. Both firm and individual behaviour are assumed to be the foundations of 

foreign market entry. While there are many similarities between network theory and 

international entrepreneurship, there is one fundamental difference, according to 

Mitgwe (2006). The main distinction between the theories is that international 

entrepreneurship can be present outside of formal networks. Internationalisation can 

result from formalised networks, but also without network assistance, which is why 

these two theories should be seen as complementary to each other rather than 

synonymous (Mitgwe 2006).  Conclusively, Mitgwe (2006) description offers a 

broader definition of international entrepreneurship that is not predominantly and 

singularly persevered for the explanation of small high-tech start-ups. 

Kalinic, Sarasvathy and Forza (2014) maintain, that if a firm does not possess 

effectuation behaviour, they are likely to internationalise slower than firms with 

developed effectuated thinking. Therefore, the presence of effectuation logic within 

management can quicken the internationalisation process. Additionally, Madsen and 

Servais (1997) claim that knowledge sharing, and valuable network relationships are 

imperative for early internationalisation. Madsen and Servais (1997) also found that 
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overall advances and increased international activity have spurred international 

entrepreneurial behaviour. 

2.1.5 International New Ventures and Born Global’s 

Technological advances and societal developments have opened up opportunities for 

new ventures to take advantage of opportunities on an international scale (Oviatt & 

McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Oviatt and McDougall (1994) define an 

INV as a business organisation that is international from its inception. These firms 

aim to gain competitive advantage through the use of resources and sales in several 

countries. The emergence of INVs challenges the traditional theories of 

internationalisation as an incremental process. Oviatt and McDougall (1994), 

suggested that Johansson and Vahlne's update of the original Uppsala model from 

1977, required additional adjustments to be applicable to INV theory. This indicates 

that INV's internationalisation differs significantly from incremental 

internationalisation. The success of INV's has seemingly emerged from having an 

international vision at the founding stages with a focus on international sales growth 

and having an innovative offering, which uses marketing through network 

connections. Proactive international strategies and resources from several countries 

are common traits of INVs (Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). 

However, this does not necessarily entail foreign assets or foreign direct investments 

(FDI) (Oviatt & McDougall 1994).  

Oviatt and McDougall (1994) define Global Start-ups as a radical form of 

international new ventures. Global Start-ups require extensive resource and activity 

and resource coordination since they respond to global markets and have proactive 

opportunity exploiting strategies (Oviatt & McDougall 1994).  Global start-ups are 

commonly referred to as 'Born Globals' (Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Madsen & Servais 

1997). These international firms, which forcefully seek to achieve international 

success commonly, develop differentiated offerings in smaller markets to compete 

with large and established firms (Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Madsen and Servais 

(1997) argue that the increased number of Born Globals are mainly driven to 

internalise by three important and interrelated factors: 1) new market circumstances, 

2) technological advances in areas like communication and production and 3) 

intricate capabilities within individuals, including entrepreneurial founders of Born 

Global firms.  

INVs can use private knowledge as a locational advantage. For instance, the 

infrastructure of modern communication provides great mobility for knowledge once 

it has been produced. Knowledge transferability can contribute to differentiation and 
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competitive advantage by enabling firms to overcome competitors' advantage in 

several countries simultaneously (Oviatt & McDougall 1994).  This helps explain 

why knowledge focused industries tend to globalise rapidly. Barney (1991) 

suggested that resources have to be unique in order to gain sustainable competitive 

advantage, which indicates that knowledge-based firms' uniqueness might be short-

term. Such firms must, therefore, limit the outflow of knowledge. However, 

knowledge spillovers in the cluster like Silicon Valley have been suggested as 

underlying factors for regional success (Audretsch & Thurik 2004). Nevertheless, 

the use and transferability of knowledge can be determining firms' competitiveness. 

As established internationalisation theories like the Uppsala model, network 

approach and Born Globals have been based on studies on manufacturing firms 

(Johanson & Vahlne 1977; Madsen & Servais 1997; Coviello & Munro 1997; Oviatt 

& McDougall 1994; Vahlne & Johanson 2017), they remain relevant but not entirely 

applicable to tech start-ups internationalisation. Rialp, Rialp and Knight (2005) make 

an important contribution to the mentioned theories through investigating early 

internationalising firms. The authors (Rialp, Rialp & Knight 2005) exploratory 

resource-based model of early internationalising firms presents three main issues: 1) 

various forms of intangible resources within a firm could be imperative for the firm's 

capability to internationalise. 2) The firm's international capability can be viewed as 

a tacit and invisible strategic asset. The chances of a firm-specific capability 

becoming the source of sustained competitive advantage will increase if the 

capability is difficult to grasp by others. 3) The firm's external environment, such as 

geographical surroundings, type o sector and networks will affect the international 

capability's contribution to early internationalisation and sustained competitive 

advantage on the international arena (Rialp, Rialp & Knight 2005). This focus on the 

firm's capabilities can facilitate the understanding of early internationalising firms, 

and their continued development of sustainable competitive advantage abroad. 

2.2 Barriers and drivers  

Previous theories about internationalisation have shown that the process can be 

affected by different barriers and/or drivers, which enables or hinders firms in their 

attempt to reach foreign markets. The barriers and drivers impact on the 

internationalisation will be discussed and described in the section below to provide 

a wider understanding of the different aspects of tech start-ups' internationalisation. 

Consequently, some barriers and drivers have a relatively narrow focus, whilst others 

maintain a broader perspective.  
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2.2.1 Barriers 

2.2.1.1 Foreign government 

The government is an influential institution, which can impact organisations and 

present challenges that are difficult for firms to overcome (Jansson 2007; Daniels 

1995). It is essential to consider governmental policies of host countries as 

government bodies constitute, laws, regulations and set the foundation of the 

environment businesses to operate in (Bianchi et al. 2015; Svetličič et al. 2007). 

Furthermore, governmental action and interventions are argued to cause market 

disruptions and become a liability due to potential corruption and inefficient resource 

allocation. The cost of government interaction can outweigh the gains since there is 

limited theory explaining at what time governments should intervene, or when it is 

most profitable to act passively (Wang 2018). Thornton, Campbell and Owusu 

(2019) also found that the government's failure to recognise INVs and firms' 

interactions with institutional distances could generate difficulties for firms. 

Examples of this include a substantial lack of governmental support, which can 

disrupt small firms ability to gain governmental assistance in host countries.  

2.2.1.2 Law and regulations 

Laws, regulations and institutional difficulties in nations can hinder firm 

internationalisation (Oviatt & McDougall 1994). Both Lenidou (2004) and Fillis 

(2002) discovered that complicated export procedures and other legal or political 

factors could hinder firms' international activities. For instance, companies might 

face the need for product adaptation in order to meet quality standards of overseas 

markets. Governments often set up regulations affirm product quality and protect the 

national population's safety and health (Lenidou 2004). Still, the firms should 

comply with these rules in order to maintain a positive image in the home nation 

(Lenidou 2004). Thornton, Campbell and Owusu's (2019) reveals that firms 

operating in a sector that is seen as disruptive may encounter resistance since they 

commonly operate outside regulations that have initially been set up for traditional 

firms. The authors view lack of awareness and understanding of the host country's 

laws and regulations as a barrier for internationalising firms, by exemplifying that 

laws' clarity, effectiveness and enforcement of taxes can differ in from country to 

country (Thornton, Campbell & Owusu 2019). This may be applicable to tech start-

ups as these firms been identified as creators of new business models and innovative 

solutions to previously non-existing problems (Tech Startups 2017), indicating that 

they operate outside of traditional sectors. 
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2.2.1.3 Funding 

Engaging in international business operation often require a significant amount of 

financial means. This can be a burden for firms, especially SMEs since they are often 

financially constrained. However, there are government agencies and banks that can 

provide financial assistance for small firms aiming to expand their business abroad 

(Lenidou 2004). The global financial crisis in 2008/2009 caused tightened bank 

credit, which constrained SMEs' access to capital. Along with technological 

innovations, the restriction in capital has led to an increased availability of alternative 

fundraising (Pekmezovic & Walker 2016). These new and entrepreneurial financing 

sources widen the variety of financial support available for SMEs by enabling micro 

angel and retail investors to partake in early start-up financing to young companies 

with promising potential (i.e. angel financing or venture capital). Crowdfunding has 

incentives to expand and accelerate the access to finance for SMEs, which struggle 

to attain traditional sources of financing (Pekmezovic & Walker 2016).  These types 

of investors operating in geographical clusters, one being Silicon Valley, have 

funded companies like Apple, Google, Facebook, Tesla and many other tech 

companies. One explanation for this trend is that concentrated geographic regions in 

traditional entrepreneurial finance decrease investor pre- and post-investment 

(Ibrahim 2015). 

 

Moreover, Sarasvathy's (2001) effectuation logic, highlights the principle of 'crazy 

quilt', which refers to the potential of gaining funds through network ties and entering 

new partnerships, again strengthening the argument of networks' essential role in 

internationalisation (Coviello & Munro 1997; Madsen & Servais 1977; Welch 2004). 

As mentioned before, research on INVs and Born Globals seem to focus on the 

exportation of goods to some extent and thus not exclusively aligned with the 

internationalisation of service firms. Nevertheless, the theories have made 

substantial contributions to internationalisation theory and have significant 

similarities to service firms and tech-firms internationalisation (Rammal & Rose 

2014; Welch 2004; Lopez, Kundu & Ciravegna 2009). Studies have shown that INVs 

and Born Globals commonly already obtain intangible resources like knowledge and 

entrepreneurial managers while lacking in other areas such as financial capital 

(Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Insufficient resources would 

affect the firm's potential for sustainable competitive advantage, and thus be a barrier 

for the firm's internationalisation process. 

2.2.1.4 Culture 

In defiance of globalisation, national borders are still prevailing and contribute to the 

individuality of national markets in different aspects, and culture is one of them 
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(Azar & Drogendijk 2016). Cultural distance is an important source of uncertainty, 

and the original Uppsala model identifies cultural differences as a source of 

uncertainty for firms' internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The scholars 

suggest that managers often internationalise to markets they perceive as familiar to 

the domestic market, in terms of culture (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Azar and 

Drogendijk (2016) make a distinction between perceived and "objective" culture 

distance through the argument that the level of uncertainty is not solely dependent 

on of the external environment' attributes, but also manager's perception of the 

environment. Thus, managerial decisions are often based on a subjective perception 

of the actual cultural distance (Azar & Drogendijk 2016). The perceived distance 

will, therefore, influence the perception of internationalisation barriers and 

consequently form firm behaviour (Fillis 2002). Nevertheless, some international 

markets present firms with a higher level of uncertainty than others, particularly 

markets with objectively vast cultural differences (Azar & Drogendijk 2016). The 

risk of international failure can contribute to increased uncertainty and therefore, be 

an internationalisation barrier (Barney 1991; Johanson & Vahlne 1977). 

 

Lenidou (2004) reasons that substantial psychological and geographical distance 

underpins insufficiency and irregularity in communication, which creates a gap 

between actors on the international market. A country's spoken language mediates 

more than solely through external expression, and scholars indicate that languages 

are much influenced by cultural backgrounds (Hofstede 1980; Valdes 1990).  Thus, 

as language is directly interlinked with culture, individual's behaviour, social norms 

and values are being transferred through their communication (Valdes 1990). The 

language aspect can, therefore, be perceived as a barrier when firms are in the process 

of internationalising their operation, which could determine what country the firm 

will enter, or hinder the entire internationalisation process (Feely & Harzing 2002). 

2.2.1.5 Competition 

Small technology-intense firms can benefit from the local embeddedness of networks 

within a regional cluster, yet they aim to internationalise from early stages of 

operations (Keeble et al. 1998). Internationalisation at an early stage reflects 

entrepreneurs' awareness of favourable international opportunities, as well as their 

competencies that have derived from previous experience, existing international ties 

and technological expertise (Coviell & Munro 1997; Madsen & Servais 1997). These 

entrepreneurs are generally more perceptive to upcoming international market 

opportunities, in ways entrepreneurs with domestic-market focus are not (Keeble et 

al. 1998). Furthermore, Oviatt and McDougall (1994) explain that the reason behind 
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many firms' rapid internationalisation, lies within the firm's perception of having an 

advantage over domestic firms in foreign markets.  

Lenidou (1995) found that the increased competitiveness on international markets 

has been an effect of globalisation. The argument is supported by Keeble et al. 

(1998), who state that globalisation has contributed to trends that are directly linked 

to the increasing number of technology-intense SMEs. One of the trends is the 

increased importance of knowledge exchange. The second trend concerns the rapid 

technological advancements, which has enabled rapid knowledge sharing through 

electronic networks. The third trend is the intensified competition in the global 

environment, which forces firms to become "global" at early stages if they aim to 

compete and grow profitably (Keeble et al. 1998). Conclusively, research shows that 

the expansion and development of technology contribute to elevated market 

uncertainty and intensified global competition, which presents substantial challenges 

for tech-firms' internationalisation (Lenidou 1995; Lenidou 2004; Keeble et al. 

1998).  

2.2.2 Drivers 

2.2.2.1 Legal and political 

The political and legal environments in the home market are often perceived as 

drivers of international firm performance (Tan & Chintakananda 2016). Scholars 

maintain, that the home nation is imperative for firm performance (Dunning & 

Lundan 2008; Dunning 2009; McGahan & Victer 2010), and through a closer lens, 

the political and legal institutional aspects in the home nation determine the level in 

which firms can exploit assets and obtain value (Barney 1991; Williamson 1971). 

The definition of institutes is according to North (1990), actors that set the norms in 

the society, which ultimately enables structure and shapes national firm behaviour 

(North 1990; Scott 2008). These norms also contribute to decreasing uncertainty, and 

through stimulating the development of means, facilitating firms in creating new 

business models (Meyer et al. 2009).  

The two institutes that predominantly influence and support firm growth in both 

domestic and international markets are the political and legal institutions (Aldashev 

2009; (Shamsuddoha, Yunus Ali & Oly Ndubisi 2009). While these institutes appear 

parallel to each other, the processes and backgrounds differ significantly (Aldashev 

2009; Cerar 2009). Political institutions are fluctuating, flexible and adjustable are 

strongly influenced by political players and include political parties and authorities. 

The political institution manages the social and economic system through generating 

and implementing policies (Cerar 2009). Legal institutions, however, manage the 
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social structure and behaviour through binding contracts such as regulated structures, 

rules, court rulings and various rights (North 1990; Heinsz 2000). The legal institutes 

are not as flexible and adaptable as the political institutes and do, therefore contribute 

to protecting firms and consumers (North 1990). Furthermore, a high level of 

political and legal stability generates decreased uncertainty, increased dependability 

and confidence when conducting business in the home nation (Aldashev 2009; North 

1990). 

Political stability in a country constructs the environmental scene for businesses, 

allowing the emergence of new firms, which generates more supporting businesses 

that ultimately creates a driven business environment (Murtha & Lenway 1994; 

Kulatilaka & Perotti 1998; Tong et al. 2008). As a high level of political stability 

spurs the creation of a driven business environment, a legally stable country enables 

firms to acquire simpler financing, decreased transaction costs when doing business, 

as well as, it protects firms from being subject of replication by other firms and 

(North 1990; Scherer & Ross 1990). Consequently, the home nations level of 

stability in the political and legal institutes generates an aggregation of firm creation, 

decreased uncertainty and dependability when doing business, which contributes to 

facilitating national advantages. Low levels of uncertainty increase firms' likeliness 

of internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne 1977).  

Knight (2004) stresses the importance of understanding internationalisation on both 

national/sector level and institutional level. Although many different countries, or 

institutions in different countries, have the same view on internationalisation, the 

degree of which they prioritise internationalisation may vary. The level of priority is 

dependent on factors like culture, history, resources and politics and will reflect the 

national/sector approach to internationalisation (Knight 2004).  

2.2.2.2 Government 

As previously mentioned, stable political and legal institutions create favourable 

business environments, which spurs the formation of new firms, increases the 

number of supporting businesses and thereby enables driven business environment 

(Aldashev 2009; Murtha & Lenway 1994; Kulatilaka & Perotti 1998; Tong et al. 

2008). According to Méndez-Picazo, Galindo-Martin and Ribeiro-Soriano (2012), a 

country's economic performance is determined by the market and government 

connection Furthermore, the scholars argue that market and government are co-

dependent, as the market often relies on governmental policies when for instance, 

determining income distribution and handling taxation policies, which directly 

influences the market advances (Ibid.).  
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The government is a contributor to the development of economic growth through 

generating highly talented labour force, technological advancements and economies 

of scale via implementing educational policies. Additionally, governmental bodies 

enable legal enforcement, allowing firms to improve their business operations 

(Méndez-Picazo, Galindo-Martin & Ribeiro-Soriano 2012). The government also 

facilitate fiscal incentives and governmental grants that account for a larger part of 

business resource development (Young 1998). Firms experiencing uncertainty in 

making large investments that will lead to attaining long term return on investment 

(ROI), will often hinder the firms to under-invest in research and development 

(R&D), making interventions from the public sector a crucial facilitator (Wang 

2018).  Shamsuddoha, Yunus Ali and Oly Ndubisi (2009) found that SMEs 

internationalisation is greatly influenced by government export assistance 

programmes, which is supported by Katsikeas, Piercy and Ioannidis' (1996) findings 

that national export promotion policies impact export performance positively. The 

incentives influence management and firm-related elements that are imperative for 

the firms' international performance (Shamsuddoha, Yunus Ali & Oly Ndubisi 

2009). However, Porter (1990; 1998) argues, that the home nation attributes could 

also be the foundation to why location specific clusters contribute to the emergence 

of national advantages. 

2.2.2.3 Clusters 

” At the intersection of clusters, insights and skills from various fields merge, 

sparking new businesses”. – Michael E. Porter (1980 

Clusters can simplest be described as a concentration of unified firms within the same 

field of business, comprising related businesses enabling certainly needed 

competition (Porter 1998; Porter 2000). Except including suppliers of various kind, 

clusters also facilitate channels to customers, supporting industries, government and 

other institutions, i.e. universities, incubators and trade associations, which offers 

information, technology and educated personnel for firms to exploit (Porter 1998; 

Porter 2000). According to Porter (1998), clusters influence competition through 

firstly, increased company productivity, allowing firms to access knowledge and 

technology. Secondly; clusters encourage innovativeness and its direction, which 

strengthens the forthcoming productivity and thirdly; it stimulates the creations of 

new firms allowing the cluster to grow even stronger. Additionally, companies 

operating within clusters enjoy the closeness to innovation generated by similar 

factors as productivity, although knowledge and technology have a larger effect on 

innovation (Porter 1998). Conclusively, the number of high-level marketers included 

in clusters enables advantages circumstances for the businesses to perceive market 
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opportunities, compared with businesses outside clusters (Porter 1998; Porter 2000; 

Lechner & Leyronas 2012). 

Bell (2005) examined the relationship between clusters, networks and firm 

innovativeness and found that firms' level of innovation increases when the firm is 

located within a cluster. The firms' innovation is not only affected by the network 

but continues the innovation development as individual actors as well. However, the 

benefits of network ties were found to be on an individual level, rather than 

organisational indicating that the managerial ties contribute to innovation and 

knowledge more than institutional ties. Consequently, the study shows that different 

networks influence crucial outcomes variously (Bell 2005). 

Lechner and Leyronas (2012) found that network ties outside of regional clusters had 

a negative effect on firm performance, in contrast to network ties within clusters, 

which strengthens the argument that networks within clusters substantially influence 

firm performance. The scholars also contribute to Porter's (1990, 1998) argument 

that a stable regional home base strengthens firms' international competitiveness, by 

constituting that firms need networks to successfully build a strong home base in 

order to obtain regional advantage (Lechner & Leyronas 2012). Furthermore, Zaheer 

and Bell (2005) found that the degree of knowledge flow between institutions is 

higher between institutions that are in the close geographical proximity of each other, 

rather than those in geographical distance. Geographically proximate ties tend to 

consist of actors that share similar backgrounds and attitudes, which facilitates the 

establishment of trust between and the actors and increases the chances of casual 

meetings and communication. As the distance between the actors increases, the 

actors common ground decreases, as well as the chances of informal meetings, 

building trust, and transferring knowledge (Bell & Zaheer 2007). Thus, the findings 

of previous research imply that high performing firms located within regional 

clusters, influence other companies within that cluster to optimise their performance. 

2.2.2.4 Tech and Innovation  

Successful firms deliberately seek to influence the market with entrepreneurial 

activities, which may include innovations in technology and relationship building 

(Sarasvathy 2001). Innovation can be described as the ability to reconstruct old 

means/products or the development of a new service that the involved individuals 

perceived as new, irrelevant of its similarity to other already existing services or 

means (Van de Ven 1986). According to Schumpeter (1934), entrepreneurial firms 

reach monetary profit and continuing success if they emphasise on being innovative. 

A firm's aptitude to produce and introduce innovative means, strategies and methods, 
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allows the firm to stand out against competing firms (Porter 1980). Arguably, firms 

focusing on generating unique, innovative opportunities might, therefore, enjoy the 

advantage of decreased price sensitivity and increase the buyers' brand loyalty 

(Lieberman & Montgomery 1988). 

The contemporary economic landscape has caused firms to reconsider innovative 

competition emerging from other businesses, and thereby, exploit opportunities, 

generate strategically valuable offerings and optimise usage of firm resources to 

remain competitive (Hagen, Denicolai & Zucchella, 2014). Other scholars suggest 

that it is imperative for firms to acknowledge innovation as a driver for competitive 

advantage on a national and international arena (Kafouros et al. 2008; Rosenbusch, 

Brinckmann & Bausch 2011). Rosenbusch, Brinckmann and Bausch (2011), 

suggests that newly established SMEs derive value through both applying innovative 

activities and innovative orientation as these factors enable the business to 

distinguish itself from competing firms. Although, the scholars acknowledge that 

firms, which profit from innovation, normally obtain necessary synergy between the 

company competencies and means (Ibid.). Furthermore, newly established tech start-

ups often are faced with challenges as their firm model and service/product 

development is highly categorised by strong innovativeness, along with with almost 

instant business internationalisation (McDougall 1989; Jones 1999; Brush 1992; 

Preece Miles & Baetz 1999).  

According to Johanson and Vahlne (1977), firm internationalisation occurred 

incrementally, and innovation was an alternative factor to firm growth. Although, 

much has happened since 1977, and in today's ever-changing business environment 

tech start-ups internationalise from inception, as innovation and internationalisation 

are considered unified. Scholars suggest that the direct internationalisation is 

primarily based on firms' aptitude in making use of firm knowledge, location 

advantages and global networks (Powell et al. 2005; Schweizer 2005). Jones (1999) 

maintains that tech start-ups interconnect innovation and internationalisation, 

whereby firms' are benefitted from internal and external dimensions of resource 

needs and contemporary technology. Thus, highly innovative tech start-ups 

internationalise from inception or shortly after their establishment.  

2.3 Conceptual framework based on literature review findings 

 

Internationalisation is a process that firms pursue in their journey to establish their 

operation in foreign markets. This process can be influenced by the five key barriers 

and four key drivers displayed in the conceptual framework. Based on the literature 
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review, the authors have identified following barriers: Foreign Government, Law & 

Regulation, Funding, Culture and Competition; and following drivers: Legal & 

Political, Cluster, Government and Tech & Innovation. 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework, designed by the researchers 

3 Methodology 

“Do not go where the path may lead, go instead where there is no path and leave a 

trail.” - Ralph Waldo Emerson 

The following chapter will clarify the methodology the researchers have applied to 

answer the research questions. The approaches, methods and designs are presented 

along with an explanation to how they are appropriate for the thesis.  

3.1 Abductive approach 

The choice of research approach is based on whether the researchers are clear about 

the theory from the inception of the research process. The two foremost used 

approaches, which are being applied in research are the inductive approach, which 

is based on gathered evidence and the deductive approach, which is based on the 

researcher’s development of the theory (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). The 

deductive approach is predominantly applied in quantitative research, and it is built 

on the anticipation of the phenomenon. These phenomena are later tested and 

evaluated in order to forecast their origin and control them (Collis and Hussey 2003). 

The inductive approach, on the other hand, is mostly applied in the qualitative 
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research where the researchers collect data and create research questions, which are 

analysed through empirical data (Boeije 2014; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Though the two previously mentioned research approaches are very well known, 

there is a third approach: the abductive approach. The abductive approach is distinct 

from the inductive and deductive approaches by its logic forms (Timmermans and 

Tavory 2012). According to Timmermans and Tavory (2012), the abductive 

approach is when the researcher recognises how the phenomenon is related to recent 

observations (Timmermans and Tavory 2012). The abductive approach comprises 

both parts of the inductive and deductive approaches (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009). 

However, the abductive approach begins in the empirical research from, which the 

approach connects to previous observations and then creates a hypothesis. 

Furthermore, the abductive approach combines an iterative discourse between 

existing theories and the empirical data (Rahmani & Leifels 2018). Although the 

approach might origin in an inductive manner, it does not dismiss the deductive 

resemblances, including the theoretical biases, which goes in line with the deductive 

approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009). Boeije (2014) maintains that the choice of 

research approach is imperative since it affects the authors’ research result and 

determines if the research will examine an existing theory or, generate a new theory. 

Since the abductive approach combines the two different approaches, it allows the 

researchers to apply both an empirically grounded thinking, as well as, existing 

theories which generate broader explanation and understanding (Brinkmann & Kvale 

2015). 

This thesis will be conducted through the abductive approach, as it will combine and 

analyse the empirical data with existing theories and prior research. The Swedish 

tech start-up boom has created a fairly new phenomenon, which is highly 

acknowledged by other marketers, but there is deficient research on how these tech 

companies successfully reach the international market. It is, therefore, necessary, to 

base this research on new theoretic framework along with previous studies. The 

abductive approach will enable in-depth analysis where previous studies and the 

empirical data together can generate the founding of internationalisation patterns 

among tech start-ups. Moreover, the approach will also contribute to understanding 

how barriers and drivers influence the firm’s internationalisation process. 

3.2 Qualitative method 

Studies within social sciences are conducted in two different ways, either qualitative 

or quantitative (Ahrne & Svensson 2011). Qualitative methods are often in 
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interpretative contexts when researchers aim to make sense and gather an in-depth 

understanding of socially constructed meaning conveyed about the studied 

phenomenon. Studies of such kind can be referred to as 'naturalistic' as the 

researchers are required to operate within natural settings (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill 2016). In contrast, quantitative studies are characterised by researchers' 

attempt to identify the correlation between variables, commonly numerical, that are 

analysed through graphical and statistical methods (ibid.). 

Some of the most common reasons why researchers choose qualitative methods 

rather than quantitative is because they aim to explore areas that have not been 

researched thoroughly previously, to collect a holistic and widespread approach to 

the phenomena that is being studied and discover relevant variables that can be tested 

through quantitative research in the future (Corbin & Strauss 2015). Kumar (2014) 

strengthens the argument by explaining that qualitative studies are perceived as 

superior to quantitative in regard to understanding the complexity of a certain 

phenomenon. The relevance of each research approach should, therefore, be related 

to and determined by the purpose of the study. Since the objective of this study is to 

gain insight on factors influencing internationalisation of tech-firms, the researchers 

acknowledged that the qualitative method in the form of the case study was the most 

suitable approach. Therefore, this approach will pre-eminently assist the 

identification of barriers and drivers that are most predominant in Swedish tech-

companies. 

3.3 Research design 

There are several different qualitative research designs, and individually these 

designs indicate the essential of the study by providing a framework describing how 

the data will be collected (Creswell 2007; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012). 

Furthermore, the various designs allow diversity by having a different focus, which 

sometimes overlaps each other (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Creswell 

(2007), the case study design is common in the qualitative approach and can be 

described as the method the researcher is applying when studying one or multiple 

bounded cases. This discovery process runs over time as the researcher collects 

details and in-depth information from various sources to finalise a case description 

and case-based subjects (Ibid.). The time limit and/or the number of respondents 

must, however be limited, as the case study cannot be qualified as such if it is not 

properly bounded (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Furthermore, the case study design 

itself is widely applied among social scholars in different disciplines and is often 

applied to acquire comprehensive data. These features allow the researchers to 
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conduct a meticulous analysis and deeper understanding of the subject that is studied 

(Creswell 2007; Collis & Hussey 2014). 

To obtain deeper knowledge about the internationalisation of tech start-ups, this 

thesis applies the case study design, which allows the researchers to grasp the 

perspectives and experiences the respondents mediates.  Furthermore, the case study 

design enables the researchers to study the phenomenon of internationalisation of 

tech service companies to a larger extent. Marshall and Rossman (2016), maintains 

that the method is trustworthy and that choosing the case study design in qualitative 

research assists the scholars in revealing patterns and identifying the research 

objectives thoroughly.  

3.3.1 Multi-case study design 

The case study design includes the two approaches; single-case study and multiple-

case study (Yin 2014). When conducting a single-case study, scholars focus on 

thoroughly understanding the study objectives based on one company. By applying 

a single-case study, the empirical data collected from the respondent in the company 

is not generalisable external to that company (Bryman & Bell 2015). As contrasting, 

when researchers apply the multiple-case study, they investigate several companies 

paralleling them to identify patterns, and thereby receive profound understanding for 

the research objectives. When identifying broader phenomenon, Yin (2014) argues 

that the multiple-case study is more effective than the single-case study as it 

generates more insightful data. As the aim of this dissertation is to obtain a broader 

understanding of the Stockholm based tech start-up companies whole process of 

internationalising, the researchers decided to conduct a multiple-case study.  

3.3.2 Purposive sampling 

Collecting data from all available sources is an immense job that consumes much 

time, and therefore researchers use sampling, which allows them to collect suitable 

as well as, representative data (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012). According to 

Boeije (2010), the sampling begins after the researchers have formulated the research 

questions and completed the purpose. The sampling techniques are many, but the 

most common versions are the purposive sampling and the quota sampling 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). The purposive sampling is used when the 

sample is much smaller in size and is usually applied during studies where the 

scholars are conducting case study research. Since the purposive sample normally 

includes fewer cases, it facilitates researchers to examine and comprehend the 

specific objectives in the thesis (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009; Denscombe 

2014). Merriam & Tisdell (2016), maintains that the purposive sampling enables the 
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scholars to practice their own judgment when choosing the right case for the 

research, which also allows them to set aside impractical cases. These factors make 

purposive sampling suitable for qualitative research. 

The choice of sampling method is, according to Boije (2010), determined by the 

research method, i.e. qualitative or quantitative research. Subsequently, this is a 

qualitative thesis and will thereby apply the purposive sampling, which will allow 

the researchers to explore and obtain insightful information about the 

internationalisation process and the drivers and barriers of Stockholm based tech 

start-ups. Furthermore, the selection of companies for the interviews will be chosen 

based on the following four criteria: 

•    The company must originate from Sweden 

•    The company is based in Stockholm 

•    The company is a tech start-up 

•    The company must operate internationally 

The respondents are asked to participate in the interviews to contribute with their 

specific knowledge and experience from when the company internationalised its 

operation and onwards. Since the thesis is focusing on tech start-ups located in 

Stockholm, the respondent must, therefore, be working in a Stockholm based 

company, which originate and still has its operation in Stockholm. Furthermore, the 

chosen company must operate internationally to generate insightful data on how the 

company internationalised, and what drivers and barriers there have been in the 

process. It was important for the researchers to interview respondents who were 

either founders or CEOs in the selected companies since they have been involved in 

the whole process and know in depth how it has progressed. Thus, allowing the 

researchers to acquire insightful and valid information, which will contribute to 

answering the research question. 

3.3.3 Cases 

The following four companies have been chosen based on the previously mentioned 

sampling criteria. The companies will be briefly described below in the case 

presentation:  

1. Tink – Delivering digital banking service to customers.  
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Tink is a Stockholm based tech start-up launched in 2012. Daniel Kjellen, CEO of 

Tink, is representing the company in the interview. 

2. Company X – Creates modes enabling gamers to excel in e-sports. The company 

is a Stockholm based tech start-up founded in 2014 by respondent X, CEO and 

founder who is also the respondent in the interview. 

3. MaginePro - Creating cost-efficient streaming services.  

MaginePro is a Stockholm based tech start-up founded in 2011. Håkan Tranvik, 

Head of PR and founder of MaginePro, is representing the company in the interview. 

4. Company Y – Financially supports companies globally through digital platforms. 

Company Y is a tech start-up based and founded in Stockholm. It was established in 

2011 by respondent Y, who is founder and CEO. 

3.4 Data collection 

It is imperative for researchers to collect relevant and correct information to answer 

the research questions, which have been formed and conduct a thorough analysis 

(Creswell & Poth 2018). Different methods can be used to collect data, and a 

common way to classify data is to distinguish between primary and secondary data. 

Furthermore, it is the researchers' choice of design that will determine their choice 

of data collection (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016).  Primary data refers to new 

and original data that has been obtained by the researchers for a specific reason, while 

secondary data refers to existing information that has been collected for another 

purpose by other researchers (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). The empirical 

part of this study will both be collected through primary and secondary data to 

acquire a deeper understanding of the research subject. 

3.4.1 Primary data 

Primary data is, as the word stipulates, the original data collected by the researchers 

through face-to-face interviews, telephone interviews or email, and is gathered to 

generate information about the research question, as an additional source of 

information next to the secondary data (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010; Bryman & Bell 

2015). Primary data collection is conducted to enable the researchers with a more 

profound insight into the research objectives. The methods of collecting primary data 

vary, but the commonly used techniques are; interviews, observations, experiments 

and surveys (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Researchers imply that interviews as a 

source of primary data generates more reliable data since it facilitates a broader 

understanding of the respondent's answers combined with their expressions, which 



 

29(64) 

 

allows a greater and holistic understanding (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016; 

Merriam & Tisdell 2016; Bryman & Bell 2015). As this dissertation is qualitative 

research, the most suitable choice of primary data collection is applying the interview 

technique. The interview technique comprises three different categories; Structured, 

semi-structured and unstructured (Bryman & Bell 2015). However, this thesis has 

solely used semi-structured interview methods with Skype interviews and telephone 

interviews, since the authors found it most suitable based on the location. The semi-

structured Skype and phone interviews have enabled the authors to collect rich and 

detailed primary data about the chosen tech start-ups.  

3.4.2 Secondary data 

The researcher often uses secondary data in order to construct a nuanced analysis 

and answer research questions (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). In this thesis, 

secondary data has been used in the form of research papers, academic journal 

articles, books and online news articles. This data has assisted the triangulation the 

findings of the primary data collection that has been obtained through interviews. 

Some advantages of using secondary data are that it is resource and time sparing; it 

can be the foundation of comparison with primary data and lead to unexpected 

discoveries. On the other hand, a disadvantage can be that some definitions may be 

unsuitable since the data was originally collected for a different purpose (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill 2016). In this case, the lack of suitable definitions and 

explanations of Stockholm tech-firms internationalisation is what drew the attention 

to the phenomenon. Therefore, the choice of secondary data has been used as a 

starting point for the analysis. 

3.4.3 Interviews 

The interview approach can according to Cooper and Schindler (2011), Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill (2012) and Ghauri & Grønhaug, (2010) be divided into three 

different categories; unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews and 

structured interviews. These three styles contrast based on the execution. For 

instance, the structured interview can be described as a homogenous approach based 

on the researchers have determined a set of questions, which they will strictly follow 

and expecting the respondent to answer accordingly (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 

2012). The semi-structured interview on the other, hand is similar to the structured 

interview by including a set of strategic pre-determined questions but enable the 

researchers to conduct the interview in a rather open manner. The respondent is 

allowed to provide descriptive answers, and the researchers can add spontaneous 

questions, which generate more insightful data to the empirical chapter (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill 2012). The unstructured interview approach is commonly 
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individualised based on who the respondent is and does not include a specific topic 

organisation (Cooper & Schindler 2011; Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010).  

The aim of his dissertations was to acquire a deeper understanding of how Stockholm 

based tech start-ups internationalise their operations, and what drivers and barriers 

they encounter during the internationalisation process. To obtain this understanding 

and to answer the research question, the researchers needed to organise a set of 

questions as well as, spontaneously converse with the respondents to gain more 

profound and detailed answers.  Consequently, this thesis was benefitted by an 

interview method that allowed additional questions and discourses between the 

respondent and researchers. Subsequently, the semi-structured interview facilitated 

broader information inflow and somewhat flexible execution; thus, a semi-structured 

interview was the most suitable to this exploratory study. Furthermore, interviews 

can be conducted with a face-to-face meeting, through a telephone call or via email. 

However, the researchers were not able to conduct the interviews through face-to-

face meetings and did, therefore, choose to have Skype and telephone meetings. The 

interviews were held in person between the respondent and the two researchers, 

where the respondent was asked for permission to record the procedure. The 

interviews lasted approximately 30-40 minutes and began with a few background 

questions, and thereafter continued with the questions designed to answer the 

research questions, which are found in the interview guide (see Appendix B). 

3.5 Operationalisation 

To attain the thesis objectives, the researchers must transform the developed 

concepts into concrete categories (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012). 

Operationalisation is commonly used in deductive studies but can also be applied in 

the abductive thesis since the abductive approach comprises deductive angles 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009). The operationalisation is, according to Bryman and 

Bell (2015) formed to enable researchers to locate the way of investigating the 

chosen phenomenon and thereby obtain a deeper understanding of it. This thesis will 

apply the operationalisation method through the following table to illustrate the links 

between the formed questions and the theoretical framework. Consequently, 

operationalisation will serve as a guide, allowing the researchers to acquire insightful 

information to reach the thesis objectives.  

CONCEPTS INTERVIEW 

QUESTIONS 

REASONING 
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Business Operations 

 

2-5 Question to attain a general understanding of the 

respondent, the company, the offerings and the 

services. 

Internationalisation 

 

6-8 Questions concerning the firm 

internationalisation and their current 

international operations. How and why they took 

the first step to expand on the international arena 

Barriers for the 

internationalisation 

process 

 

9-12 These questions were formed to recognise the 

factors that could have challenged the firm’s 

internationalisation and to what extent they 

might have influenced the firm’s behaviour. 

Drivers for the 

internationalisation 

process 

 

13-18 Questions have been formed to generate 

understanding of what drivers that 

have motivated the company to initiate 

international operations, which factors might 

have had an impact on the process and how? 

Other 

 

1, 19-21 The first question involves however the 

respondents want to be anonymous. The last 

questions concern additional information as well 

as, if the respondent has any further 

contributions about his international experience. 

Figure 2: Summary of operationalisation 

3.6 Method of data analysis 

The method of analysis is the process where researchers analyse the evidence and 

answers gathered from the collected data, which generate answers to the research 

question (Boeije 2014). Furthermore, the analysis method varies depending on what 

kind of research approach the authors have chosen, i.e. qualitative or quantitative 

research. Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010), argue that it is imperative for the researchers 

to thoroughly organise the amount of gathered data to enable a deeper understanding 

and analysis of the material. Moreover, the researchers are suggested to categorise 

and code the gathered data to recognise similarities, themes and other patterns, which 

will facilitate the scholars with answers to the research question (Bryman & Bell 

2015; Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010). Through meticulously condensing and organising 

the collected data, the researchers will simpler handle the analysis, presenting the 

findings and make relevant conclusions (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010).  

To generate a clear structure to the interview questions, they were organised and 

separated into main fields following the literature review. After finalising the 

interviews, the data was transcribed by the authors to extract all information and 

reassure validity in the process. The transcribed data was thereafter carefully 

summarised, organised and re-written to generate insightful empirical data. 

Subsequently, the researchers were enabled to conduct a comprehensive analysis 
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comparing the previous theories and the empirical findings, to recognise patterns and 

reasons to how the Stockholm based tech start-ups internationalise and also gain a 

deeper understanding for barriers and drivers the start-ups encounter in the process. 

3.7 Quality of research 

It is essential for the authors to guarantee high quality, significance, objectivity and 

honesty when conducting the research (Merriam & Tisdell 2016; Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill 2016; Denscombe, 2014). To ensure quality in the collected data, it must 

be assessed through logical criteria, where the researchers actively ensure that the 

process guarantees reliability and validity (Yin 2014). Reliability and validity are 

aligned, as the research will not be valid unless it is reliable (Cooper & Schindler, 

2011). 

3.7.1 Validity 

The term validity serves to ensure truthfulness and quality to the collected empirical 

data, which allows the researchers to conduct valuable conclusions (Saunders, Lewis 

& Thornhill, 2016). Furthermore, validity is used to guarantee that the analysis is in 

line with the previous theories and empirical findings as well as identifying whether 

the final result reflects the research purpose (Ibid.). Validity can be divided into 

internal and external and is commonly applied in quantitative research (Bryman & 

Bell 2015; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). However, when validity is applied 

in qualitative research, it is referred to as transferability (external) and creditability 

(internal) (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016). Pellissier (2007), simplifies the two 

terms by describing the creditability as the degree to which the research results 

connect with the actuality and the transferability as the results degree of replicability 

in alternative contexts. Scholars argue that creditability is most relevant in 

explanatory studies, where the researchers are explaining the process of events and 

their connections (Pellissier 2007; Yin 2014). When conducting qualitative research, 

the authors cannot separate themselves from the process itself. However, it is 

imperative for the researchers to remain unbiased and transparent to be credible 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016; Yin 2018; Bryman & Bell 2015). To ensure creditability, 

the researchers collected information from multiple sources, i.e. interviews and the 

transcribed documents, journals and websites. Furthermore, the researchers 

emphasised on conducting the interviews with a variation of open and closed-ended 

questions, allowing the researchers to obtain broader insight into the objectives. 

3.7.2 Reliability  

According to Denscombe (2014), reliability determines the consistency of the study 

and whether the given result would present an equivalent result if being repeated in 
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other studies. The higher the consistency, the more reliability. However, social 

behaviour is unpredictable and complex as it is ever-changing and has, thus, been 

debated that obtaining reliability through replication might be unrealistic (Merriam 

& Tisdell 2016). There are, however, methods the qualitative researchers can apply 

to ensure reliability in the study. For instance, the researchers ought to conduct the 

interviews with a consistent approach in similar settings (Denscombe 2014; Merriam 

& Tisdell 2016). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) maintain that the results collected from 

interviews held in with a consistent approach in similar settings will be supported by 

the data offered and can thereby be reliable.  

 

Moreover, if the dissertation includes more than one researcher, the reliability of the 

gathered data could be perceived as both weak and solid. The reason behind this 

ambivalent reliability lies in the risk of different data perception, which appears 

when there are more researchers involved. This might result in data inconsistency or, 

that the reliability in the collected data is strengthened as the perception can be less 

subjective when being interpreted by more researchers (Denscombe 2014). 

Regardless of the human factor involved, the gathered qualitative data can still be 

reliable if it is confirmable and dependable (Kumar 2014; Merriam & Tisdell 2016). 

The researchers ensured reliability in this thesis by conducting the interviews 

systematically and in a similar manner. The interviews were recorded with the 

respondents' consent and were transcribed thereafter. Thus, external individuals can 

verify the research findings and collected data. 

3.7.3 Ethical considerations 

The ethical considerations are, according to Cooper and Schindler (2011), the norm 

and value considerations that differentiate acceptable and unacceptable behaviours 

and relations when conducting the research. Researchers should strive to eliminate 

every iota of discomfort the respondent might experience when partaking in the 

research process (Cassell & Symon 2005). Furthermore, all data collected during the 

research process must be presented, irrelevant of whether it is negative or positive to 

be scholastically honest (Ibid.). Hence, the researchers cannot distort the description 

of the respondent but shall remain transparent throughout the whole dissertation 

(Cassell & Symon 2005; Bryman & Bell). 

In line with the ethical considerations, the researchers began the interviews by 

offering the respondents anonymity and confidentiality (Collis & Hussey 2014; 

Bryman & Bell 2015). Out of the four respondents participating in the interviews, 

two asked to remain anonyms, obliging the researchers to reassure that the 

respondents' answers are untraceable. All the respondents were in beforehand 
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informed about the thesis topic and its purpose, as well as, to some extent, what the 

interview questions involved. Thus, allowing the researchers to obtain understanding 

and trust between themselves and the respondents. 

3.7.3.1 Societal considerations and contributions 

Vis-à-vis the societal considerations and contributions, the researchers aim to 

contribute in generating easy to understand data, which will enable individuals to 

grasp tech start-ups internationalisation process as a whole, including the barriers 

and drivers they encounter. Tech start-ups contribute to society through several 

aspects, for instance through monetary taxations and job opportunities. It is therefore, 

central that people within the society know what they are and how they operate. 

Furthermore, the term unicorn is widely spoken among economy academics. 

Although, it is not founded within the population, nor do they know that most 

unicorns are tech firms. Thus, the researchers strive to extend the general knowledge 

of the term unicorn in the society and how such phenomenon is constructed. 

3.7.3.2 Author contributions 

The process of generating this thesis has been divided equally between the two 

authors. There have been no difficulties in doing so, as both are evenly determined 

to conduct a thorough and insightful end product. 
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4 Empirical findings 

“Success is not final; failure is not fatal: It is the courage to continue that counts” – 

Winston S. Churchill 

 

This chapter will present the gathered empirical data about Stockholm based tech 

start-ups internationalisation process. Each company and representative will be 

introduced along with what operations the company pertain. Thereafter, the 

empirical findings are presented in accordance with the interview guide. 

4.1 Cases 

4.1.1 Tink 

Daniel Kjellen and Fredrik Hedberg established Tink as a third-party buyer to a 

consumer app in 2012, and the company has undergone remarkable changes since. 

The app is still available in Sweden, although the usage in Sweden stands for less 

than one per cent of their current operations. Tink is what can be referred to as 

"platform as a service", meaning that the company replaces the hardware with 

software, making data available in the 'cloud'. Tink constructs European bank 

infrastructure and thereby assist large banks in building services. Banks and 

businesses such as Klarna use Tink's products as building blocks to facilitate their 

business, and to perform both faster and better. Tink offers account aggregation and 

payment initiation, which is infrastructure for banks to collect monetary transactions 

from other banks in various forms. They also build enrichment products and personal 

finance management products, which are services that take raw transaction data and 

turn them into meaningful inside analysis enabling banks to understand customers 

better, as well as, allowing the user to understand her finances better. Kjellen is the 

CEO and responsible for all operations; including the international business, they 

conduct across the twelve different European markets. 

Internationalisation 

Tink was founded and launched in 2012 and operated in twelve countries within the 

Nordics, Benelux, France, Spain, Germany, Austria and the UK. The company 

gained its first international customer, a Dutch bank in 2015-2016, which was one of 

the reasons behind the company internationalisation.  

Kjellen and Hedberg had the early ambition to extend Tink further and to acquire 

larger market shares, which lead them to search for customers in other markets. 

Furthermore, Kjellen stresses the importance for Tink to assess the maturity and the 
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technical development in specific markets before internationalising, since the 

company offers digital banking products. 

Barriers 

Tink was initially funded by the founders before gaining 5 million SEK from angel 

investors at the beginning of 2013. Kjellen explained that angel investors were not 

as common then as they are today: "You could not walk around and ask people for 

money, it wasn't typically that people did a lot of angel investments and you knew 

who they were". Even if the 5 million SEK were vital for the establishment of Tink, 

he is convinced that capital was not as significant for the company's 

internationalisation as it was for its foundation. According to Kjellen, entering 

foreign markets has been a challenging process for the company. Tink operates in an 

area, which is relatively new and partly regulated but does also face additional 

upcoming regulations. These unforeseen regulations force the company to spend a 

significant amount of time on regulatory issues. Furthermore, Kjellen states that 

there are several restrictions causing problems for the company, not necessarily 

because he dislikes rules but because the rules are a bit unclear, constantly changing 

and thus generating complex work circumstances. Also, security poses a barrier, as 

it is time-consuming seeing as most of Tink's customers are banks concerned with 

many security issues. Kjellen emphases the need to operate accordingly from start, 

since banking regulations leave no space for trial and error. These issues are more 

evident in some markets than others, adding to the complexity of market entry. 

Another barrier Kjellen feels Tink has encountered when internationalising the 

operation is the challenge of recruiting top-talent abroad, as the company brand is 

not as established internationally as it is in Sweden. Thus, the company does not 

attract talented employees to the same extent.  

Kjellen explains that "It is harder to manage an organisation that are in multiple 

locations, rather than being in one place". Especially when it is a matrix organisation 

including product specialists, product development and other important departments 

in Stockholm. Close proximity to customers would be preferable, although it cannot 

be achieved when dealing with international customers. Cultural differences have 

also been challenging, where one aspect has been the appetite for Tink's products, 

which Kjellen believes is connected to specific markets' technological advancement. 

He maintains that "some markets are more open to bringing in external innovation" 

and are also more skilled when it comes to speaking English. Countries like 

Germany, France, Italy and Spain often require contact through the use of the local 

language and are not accustomed to buying international services. However, the 
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Netherlands has distinguished themselves in its similarities to Sweden in many 

aspects, size being one of those. Kjellen describes the Netherlands business climate 

as opened and welcoming to foreign businesses, as the local companies have the 

desire to collaborate with the most qualified partners in the world. This mindset has, 

according to Kjellen, made a large difference for Tink's operations in the 

Netherlands. 

Drivers 

The founders identified interest for their services in markets, where they successfully 

already had built products and concluded that the demand for the company services 

was also going to be large in similar European markets. Thereafter, the company 

worked proactively on marketing their services in other international markets. 

However, Kjellen does not think that these factors determined their choice of 'first 

country' and explains that other important aspects behind the firm 

internationalisation were competition and the maturity in the potential markets. 

Hence, he would not consider internationalising the operation into "old-school" 

countries. Another factor that drove the firm to the international arena was the size 

of the Swedish market in the business-to-business sector. Since Tink switched from 

being a consumer app to focusing on business clients; instead, the Swedish and the 

Nordics were perceived as too small markets with an insufficient number of actors 

as potential customers. 

Kjellen pronounces that they operate in an industry, which is run in governance with 

the Swedish finance department, and since the company faces a lot of regulatory 

issues, they are often in contact with reference groups from the government when 

new laws concerning their business are implemented. The regulatory issues could be 

perceived as barriers; however, Kjellen thinks that their constructive involvement 

with the Swedish government has strengthened the company credibility and thus, 

been encouraging the company in its operation. When asked if he had been inspired 

by the international success of other acknowledged tech firms, Kjellen replies that it 

was not as much inspiration as eye-opener what is possible. He believes that: "you 

set your own benchmark and your own goals, and you set the bar higher for yourself 

when you see what is achievable". In that sense, the role of Klarna, iZettle and 

Spotify has been significant for it has shown the possibilities that are accessible. 

When it comes to being situated in Stockholm, Kjellen thinks it has been beneficial 

for brand building, since Stockholm is known to produce quality companies and 

quality products. He compares it to Gothenburg by saying that the chances of being 

perceived as a credible tech business are higher for Stockholm based tech companies 
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than those from Gothenburg, due to the well-known tech-cluster. He continues by 

saying that the fact that the cluster exists in Stockholm certainly aids the recruitment 

of people creates a buzz around the industry and has been generally helpful. 

Furthermore, Kjellen thinks the competition for top-talent certainly is fierce, but that 

the industry rivalry has not been a contributing factor to Tink's international 

experience. He says that it might have been different if the industry was dominated 

by a small number of companies, but that is not typically the case. However, the 

industry competition helps the companies to set benchmark record to show just how 

good things can be. 

4.1.2 Company X 

This interview was conducted with the CEO of a company with the desire to keep 

both the company and him anonymous. The authors have therefore chosen fictional 

names, and the firm will be referred to as Company X, and the respondent will be 

called respondent X. The company was established in 2014 as an online platform 

where gamers can participate in high-quality e-competitions online, such as 

tournaments and matchmaking for the best game in the world. The platform makes 

it possible to find competitions for anything from football games like the FIFA world 

cup, to community tournaments in shooting games like Counter-Strike. The service 

Company X offers can be described as e-sport infrastructure, and respondent X 

compares it to streaming services such as Netflix or YouTube as those are used to 

watch videos. Company X can be used to find e-competition for personal 

participation in games, instead of merely watching. 

Internationalisation: 

Company X's platform expanded to different markets on a yearly basis, starting with 

the Nordics "as a next step because of our similarities with Sweden", followed by 

Western Europe and lastly Eastern Europe. The decision to go abroad was anchored 

in the desire to reach critical mass. Once the company had been successful in one 

market, they decided to move on to the next. Respondent X maintains that the 

company decided to enter the Nordics first since they perceived it as culturally 

similar to Sweden. The perceived similarities concerned the high level of English 

proficiency, economic stability, and the positive mindset towards trying new things 

(i.e. early adopters). Furthermore, respondent X forecasted that if the company 

services were to be successful in countries with similar attributes, the company 

would bloom elsewhere as well. 

Barriers 
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Even if Company X has had a successful international expansion, they have still 

faced difficulties during the process. The company was originally funded through 

moving around the company means; however, after approximately one year of 

operation, they received their first funding of 700 000 USD. When discussing the 

encountered challenges when entering foreign markets, respondent X mentioned 

legislative barriers as one of the difficulties.  Some countries perceive electronic 

sports as equal to gambling, even though there are no monetary transactions 

involved. The legislative barriers are funded in cultural differences between 

countries and have definitely determined company X's choice of foreign market. 

Respondent X further pronounces the language difference, which has hindered the 

company from internationalising the operation to Asia and the Middle East. He 

considers this to be the reason why most tech start-ups avoid moving into areas where 

the languages are too different. Further barriers company X has encountered, which 

have affected the choice of the international market is poor infrastructure and internet 

connection. As the company offers online gaming platform as its product, countries 

with less governmental support in terms of infrastructure would hinder the company 

from successfully establishing operations in the nation. 

Respondent X perceives the competition in the tech-industry as very intense. 

Although he maintains, that it has, in a way, contributed to the company's 

international expansion, because the constant competition has spurred the company 

to evolve and therefore continuously grow. Furthermore, respondent X describes 

competition as "good" since it forces companies to actively boost their performance 

in order to stay competitive, he explains:" It is like a 100-metre race, you run a 100-

metre race to become the first. To get in the first place, you need to run as fast as 

you can, if the competition is very slow, you don't need to move as fast to win". He 

further maintains that internet access and education are spreading globally, which 

generates the probability that more people can have the same innovative ideas and 

opportunities. Thus, this development might diminish the chances of having a unique 

offering. Conclusively, respondent X believes it is foolish to think that one is alone 

with the idea that is completely unique because ideas have usually been tried, and 

only the strongest ones have survived. 

In contrast to the previous statement about being first, respondent X states that it is 

rarely about who is first in entering the market and presents the former social media 

platform MySpace as an example. MySpace can be considered as the first 

international social media platform. However, they did not become a global de-facto 

permanent social media network, which is what respondent X is trying to prove by 

saying that: "It is not about first to market, it is about finding a way conquer a market 
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permanently; lock-in effect and all that". From a feature perspective, MySpace had 

many more features than Facebook, meaning that the company should have had the 

best conditions to obtain market shares, even when they saw Facebook coming. 

However, they did not, and the question remains: Why is that? Why did they not 

win? Respondent X argues that if one figure out the answer behind this failure and 

applies the lesson to their company, then one will probably have a successful 

company. 

Drivers 

The main driver behind Company X decision to internationalise its operation was 

because they aimed to be "number one", which is the reason why the company 

accepted venture capital in early stages. Respondent X believes that the current 

business environment requires companies to attain all help possible, in order to grow 

rapidly and presents Apple and Tesla as examples of companies, which have done 

the same. However, the goal to be number one did not affect their choice of the first 

market. Company X was mostly driven to internationalise by their ambition to be 

first on a new and underserved market. Other important aspects that contributed to 

Company X's willingness to engage in international business were revenue growth 

and expanding the user's face. Lastly, respondent X identifies new talent acquisition 

as a driver of their internationalisation and explains that certain markets have better 

access to high-skilled labour, which can be determining the choice of market. When 

discussing company X's involvement with the Swedish government, respondent X 

maintains that there has been no such involvement, nor with any international 

government.  

Respondent X claims that the company has benefitted from being situated in 

Stockholm both in terms of network connections and inspiration. Two out of the 

seven Swedish billionaires are investors in Company X, which respondent X says is 

due to their location in Stockholm. Furthermore, the fact that Stockholm is a "unicorn 

factory" has led to the company being able to acquire talented employees with 

experience from successful companies like Google, Spotify and Microsoft. 

Respondent X interpretation of Stockholm is: "It is a very small city and its 

ecosystem of successful entrepreneurs that makes it and then takes a part of their 

fortune and invest it back into the ecosystem" The combination of the density of 

companies in Stockholm and the investment cycle has expanded respondent X’s 

networks, which have been useful because "there is always someone who knows 

someone that can be beneficial for where you are headed". The tech innovativeness 

of Stockholm has in respondent X's opinion, also been valuable in a way he thinks is 

obvious. The tech-knowledge base is high, and the majority of the employees have 
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impressive backgrounds, which is mirrored in the high number of successful 

companies in the area. 

4.1.3 MaginePro 

MaginePro was established in 2011 by the co-founder Håkan Tranvik and his 

partner. The concept behind MaginePro emerged from two previous concepts from 

two different companies. The initial idea surfaced when the founders searched for 

technical solutions functioning in Germany, where internet streaming would 

represent part of the platform. In collaboration with a tech-solution team, the 

founders constructed two squads originated in an internet/tech tribe and a TV tribe; 

contributing with network connections and various content and together they became 

MaginePro. 

Expect from being a board member in MaginePro, Tranvik's current position 

involves business development, establishing partnerships with content providers 

(both domestic and international) who want their content on the platform, 

communication and marketing management. Tranvik believes the international 

connection involved in his role influences his work as he has adopted the use of 

digital and online tools as substitutes for physical client meetings. 

Internationalisation 

The company launched its service in Sweden and Germany in 2013 and was at that 

point a unique consumer service, which aggregated all TV-channels into one 

streaming platform. The original concept was to combine all TV-channels into one 

app, and Tranvik explains that "At that time, it was something unique. This was three 

months before Netflix, and no other platforms could handle live streaming at an 

acceptable quality-rate." MaginePro started their operation in Stockholm, Sweden 

but are currently present in several parts of the world and have clients from the US, 

South America, Middle East, France, Spain, The UK among others. The company's 

operations in Sweden were unprofitable since national TV-channels did not allow 

the company access to streaming rights, which resulted in an insufficient amount of 

customer response. The internationalisation of MaginePro started within a year of 

the company's foundations and the international business development commenced 

simultaneously as the platform launched in Sweden. One of the advantages the 

MaginePro teams saw of using the Internet as a platform for TV was its global 

scalability, which drove the company's internationalisation. Tranvik's team decided 

to target Germany first as it was one of Europe's largest consumer markets. However, 

MaginePro increased their international presence in Europe as a way to reach critical 
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mass, which resulted in the development of alternative businesses models in the 

Nordics. The company offered consumer service, including transactional video-on-

demand, i.e. online movies but has actively started to prioritise the business-to-

business (B2B) segment as an attempt to decrease costs. 

Barriers 

Unlike previous years, MaginePro does not have involvements with any 

governments. It is important to be independent in the international arena, according 

to Tranvik. Nevertheless, he believes that access to funds and MaginePro's decision 

to target businesses instead of consumers have strengthened the company's 

competitiveness. Tranvik maintains that the acquisition of funds was necessary for 

the change of customer base. Instead of seeing internationalisation barriers as a 

problem, Tranvik views them as naturally occurring elements and fundamentals of 

international business. Tranvik highly values the experience of the home market and 

having network ties with foreign actors. The significance of having ties with local 

actors differs from country to country, and some markets are reluctant to let foreign 

companies into the local market. Tranvik maintains that "It was really important to 

have experience from the national market and the network and the connections in 

the national markets that you want to enter." The difficulties of entering foreign 

markets are not as evident now that MaginePro is focused on B2B instead of B2C. 

The team discovered that competition in the B2B market was less intense than the 

consumer market. B2B companies are, According to Tranvik, more accustomed to 

involvement with international firms. Furthermore, Tranvik points out that the entire 

tech-market is international and "cloud-based", which diminishes the relevance of 

geographical location. However, there are occasions, like exhibitions abroad, where 

it is important for the MaginePro team to make physical appearances to network with 

external actors. The company has some projects in China and Thailand, which 

requires the team to travel occasionally. In that sense, it can be less demanding to 

conduct business with companies in geographical proximity to Stockholm. 

Drivers 

MaginePro's initial ambition was to become the Spotify of the TV industry, similar 

to what Netflix has done with series and movies. The MaginePro team anticipated a 

change in consumer behaviour, leading away watching linear TV-channels to 

watching video-on-demand. Consequently, MaginePro started moving TV-channels 

online and incrementally implementing video-on-demand. The decision target the 

German market first was influenced by Germany's lack of digitalisation and 

technological advancement. MaginePro saw an opportunity to be first-to-market in 
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that area since they offered high-tech solutions. "It is important to understand that 

Sweden and Scandinavia were quite early in Internet consumer behaviour when it 

comes to digital and mobile use." 

The insight on Swedish consumers' early adaption was advantageous for 

MaginePro's founders, both in terms of understanding consumer behaviour and 

gaining credibility for their digital solution on international markets. Another 

environmental change has been increased market competition, since media 

companies have initiated attempts to build vertical platforms and aim to own 

everything, from production to technical distribution. Tranvik maintains that it was 

not necessarily the increasing competition that drove MaginePro to internationalise 

but the change to B2B. MaginePro's concept was initially inspired by Spotify, and 

the company has benefitted from being situated in Stockholm since it has been 

imperative for competence acquisition. Tranvik views Stockholm as a city with wide 

ranges of talented people in possession of proper competence for tech-businesses. 

However, he also perceives it as a shortage, as the high amount of tech start-ups in 

Stockholm results in employees, like developers, leaving the MaginePro for 

openings in other companies. As for the innovativeness of the city, Tranvik is not 

sure if it has affected the company. He is, however, convinced that the innovativeness 

within the company, the innovative technology and offering has been essential for 

increasing international demand, which is essentially what drove the company to 

internationalise. 

4.1.4  Company Y 

Respondent Y is the CEO and founder of a fin tech-company that was established in 

2011. The company has offices in Sweden, in Finland, Poland, Holland, Dubai, 

Malaysia and Singapore in which respondent Y is the group CEO for all entities. In 

line with his wishes to keep the company anonymous, the firm will be referred to as 

Company Y in this thesis. In a broad sense, Company Y works with breaching the 

gap between old-time finance, where physical meetings were required and new-age 

online meetings, thus offering a platform with modern ways of finance. Respondent 

Y divides their clients into two categories: 1) entrepreneurial clients in need of 

funding and 2) investment clients, who are looking for good opportunities to invest 

in. Company Y mission is to offer the necessary means to fill their customer needs. 

One thing that is mutual for all clients is that Respondent Y aims to make the 

company service attractive enough to have the clients approach the company, instead 

of the other way around.  

Internationalisation 
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Company Y made their first attempt to internationalise in 2013-2014 but withdrew 

from the market due to shortcomings in their business model. Respondent Y explains 

that they misjudged the market and took on full costs, which were overbearing. The 

second attempt was more successful and led the company to operate on a global 

scale. This success is rooted in the development of a new, joint venture/franchise 

type of model, which did not require Company Y to bare the same amount of costs. 

The company internationalisation was predominantly influenced by the size of 

Swedish, as respondent Y perceived Sweden as a small market, which ultimately 

drove his aim to establish an international presence. Moreover, he explains that: "we 

succeed so well internationally, because we think global from day one because we 

have to". Respondent Y maintains that the strength of Swedish entrepreneurship lays 

within the realisation that Sweden, as a market is insufficient in size, which is also 

the reason why many Swedish companies are successful abroad. The respondent 

does not recall if the company's first international expansion was to Norway or 

Finland, but he states that the motivation behind the choice was the markets' 

proximity and its cultural and political similarities to Sweden.  

Barriers 

Company Y gained their first investment through crowdsourcing and angel investors, 

after spending the first 2,5 years of operations bootstrapping and applying for grants. 

Vis-à-vis complications the company encountered when internationalising the 

operation respondent Y maintains that there were few hindrances. He further 

explains that the largest encountered issues were the cultural differences, market 

maturity and lack of presence are reoccurring issues the firm faces when entering 

new markets. Governmental issues and political instability were also factors that 

intensified the complexity when internationalising. Company Y has had much 

involvement with politicians, government officials and security commissions, as the 

financial sector is extremely regulated, adding to the internationalisation hindrances 

the company confronted. Although respondent Y argues, that one cannot fully 

comprehend a country's politics before entering that market, foreign companies are 

not always accepted in local markets and, one might face fluctuations in market 

stability and thus reconsider the market choice. Moreover, the respondent 

acknowledges the existence of legal and regulatory barriers but maintains that 

Company Y actively chose to deal with markets where the risk of encountering such 

barriers are minimal. Other issues, which have hindered Company Y's 

internationalisation, are connected to misjudgements of markets.  
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At times, the respondent presumed that many European markets were as digitalised 

as Sweden, though, that has rarely been the case. He also underestimated the cultural 

differences that are evident in countries close to Sweden. For instance, respondent Y 

assumed that Norway would be simple to internationalise into. However, Norway 

was surprisingly reluctant and old school and backfired the internationalisation 

process. As an explanation, respondent Y believes Norway's large oil funds 

suppresses the entrepreneurial hunger and creates passivity among its population. 

Also, investors commonly capitalise in oil funds, which give steady dividends, rather 

than investing in unpredictable start-ups. Respondent Y concludes that countries 

which are monetarily strong lack of entrepreneurial spirit and hunger since he sees 

the same pattern in countries Switzerland, Liechtenstein and Dubai. Furthermore, 

respondent Y argues that: "If you are entering a new country, they have cultural 

differences and you need to like that and embrace that". 

Concerning the level of tech competition respondent Y generates mixed signals by 

stating, that he would not describe the competition in the tech-industry as intense but 

rather an industry with room for many companies. However, he continues with 

examples like Google, Spotify and Facebook, which he thinks are replaceable and 

replicated to a wide extent, implying that the industry is rather fragmented. 

Nevertheless, respondent Y does not acknowledge the competition as a driver of 

Company Y's internationalisation and reasons "staring yourself blind" at competitors 

will impede on pro-activity. 

Drivers 

As previously mentioned, respondent Y perceives Sweden as a small market. The 

home nation size combined with the company's global customer segment required 

the company to obtain a global presence and global awareness. Furthermore, the 

respondent argues that few companies can rely solely on the home market when 

operating within the tech industry. However, these factors did not exclusively affect 

the choice of foreign markets. Respondent Y describes the foreign market entry as 

opportunistic behaviour based on a strategic decision. Some countries might have 

great opportunities for start-ups but are overruled in the decision process by factors 

including bad reputation and corruption. 

Company Y has perceived the Swedish government as an ally, which they have 

established a solid relationship with. This relationship has facilitated positive 

outcomes for the company in terms of beneficial laws and the government's 

attentiveness and willingness to alter/improv regulations. In reference to the effect 

of being situated in Stockholm, respondent Y understands both advantages and 
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disadvantages. Increasing pool of clients facilitates the process of reaching clients 

and is one of the positive aspects. In contrast, increased control, competition and 

costs are negative aspects. Additionally, being in the proximity of large successful 

companies like Klarna and Spotify makes it problematic to attract and keep talent, 

especially coders, in Company Y. Hence, respondent Y considers Stockholm as 

environment complicates many elements of start-ups business. 

  



 

47(64) 

 

5 Analysis 

“Any fool can know. The point is to understand” – Albert Einstein 

 

This chapter includes an in-depth analogy between the three voices of the thesis. The 

theory and empirical findings will be unified to facilitate an analysis, which 

corresponds with the research purpose. To simplify the reading, this chapter will be 

structured similarly to the prior chapter. 

5.1 Internationalisation 

Internationalisation 

The Uppsala model indicates that companies often seek to minimise uncertainty 

when internationalising by expanding to countries that are perceived as similar to the 

home nation and often in geographical proximity (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The 

empirical findings support the theoretical framework to a certain extent, depending 

on the definition of 'geographical proximity'. Although company X and company Y 

expanded to Nordic countries, Tink and MaginePro internationalised their operations 

beyond Scandinavia, but still within the European borders. Furthermore, all tech 

start-ups internationalised within a few years after inception, which contradicts 

Johanson and Vahlne's (1977) argument that firms often internationalise in an 

incremental and rather slow manner. Instead, the firms' internationalisation is more 

relatable to the international new venture and Born Global theory (Oviatt & 

McDougall 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). One explanation behind the 

phenomenon could be linked to the attributes of service firms, which stipulates that 

technology-based virtual platforms enable rapid internationalisation processes for 

firms offering intangibles (Rammal & Rose 2014). Another explanation could be 

funded in the start-ups' networks ties, which Oviatt and McDougall (2005) identified 

as enablers of rapid firm internationalisation. Furthermore, all expect one respondent 

had international visions from early stages and developed pro-active strategies to 

market innovative offerings internationally, thus supporting INV theory further. 

However, the authors found less support for Born Global theory as the majority of 

the start-ups expanded by targeting one market at a time. Hence it is corresponding 

with the incremental approach of the Uppsala model. However, the 

internationalisation process occurred quicker than the Uppsala framework suggests. 

We believe the reason behind the incremental approach is not solely funded in the 

uncertainty minimising but perhaps the lack of tangible resources, which is common 

among tech SME's 



 

48(64) 

 

Strategy and internationalisation approach 

The reasoning behind all firms' market selection, with the exception of Tink, was the 

perceived similarity to Sweden in terms of culture, politics, market maturity and 

technological development. Tink was driven to internationalise through ties with a 

foreign customer, which corresponds with the network and client-following 

approach as it has been shown to affect the choice of the market (Coviello & Munro 

1997; Welch 2004). Service firms commonly internationalise through following 

network ties, which makes it interesting to analyse why the other tech start-ups had 

a more market-seeking approach. We think that the client-followership emerged 

from the convenient circumstance of having an international customer.  Perhaps 

remaining start-ups lacked the international network ties, driving them toward 

international markets. Thus, creating the need to seek alternative approaches to enter 

foreign markets. The firms' strategies vary; yet an identified pattern based on the 

firms' behaviour indicates a managerial use of effectuation logic and adaption to 

disruptive changes in their environments, as suggested by Sarasvathy (2001) and 

Coviello and Munro (1997). The empirical findings do not only reflect risk-

minimising behaviour as explained in the Uppsala model, but they also mirror the 

influence networks can have on internationalisation. Thus, supporting Mitgwe 

(2006) argument that international entrepreneurship theory is associated with 

technology-intense SMEs internationalisation. We believe that the risk minimisation 

behaviour that corresponds with the incremental approach might be anchored in the 

Swedish mentality, which we perceive as cautious and risk avoiding. Although, the 

younger generation seems to be more open for unconventional methods, as they have 

been influenced by globalisation and technology communication. Conclusively, 

expanding its network through increased access to international actors. 

It is difficult to identify a pattern that is common for all tech start-ups in this study. 

Company X mirror the characteristics of incremental internationalisation as their 

market selection was based on the management's perception that international 

markets were similar to the home market. Additionally, company X focused on 

creating a steady customer base in each market before expanding to the next.  We 

believe that the application of the incremental approach within tech start-ups can be 

deeply rooted in societal and business norms and refers to the idea of how business 

shall be conducted based on previous attempts. However, we argue that those 

experiences are not perfectly accurate in the current fluctuating tech industry. Tink's 

internationalisation occurred by virtue of international network ties, while 

MaginePro and Company Y had ambitions to go abroad from the founding stages, 

due to the size of the Swedish market. However, the speed of the start-ups' 
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international expansion indicates a pattern of these firms' internationalisation. All 

firms commenced international operations within a few years of founding, which 

does not only sync with INV theory, which we think could be explained by the 

managerial capability and entrepreneurship within the firm as Rialp, Rialp and 

Knight (2005) imply. Since the adaptation of effectuation logic has been known to 

accelerate firms' internationalisation (Kalinic, Sarasvathy & Forza 2014), we 

perceive it as probable reasoning for these start-ups' rapid internationalisation. The 

characteristics of the 'crazy quilt' principle (Sarasvathy 2001; Sarasvathy, Kalinic & 

Forza 2014) are reflected in Tink's and Company Y's use of network ties and entering 

new partnerships. Company Y's aspiration to lower costs is also an explanation for 

internationalisation, according to Benito (2015). Conversely, MaginePro's and 

Company X's are more distinguished by their perception of having an advantage over 

domestic firms in foreign markets, as suggested by Oviatt and McDougall (1994). 

Conclusively, all firms in this study have been affected by globalisation, 

environmental changes and technological advances, which have laid the foundation 

for increased online communication and knowledge sharing. We think this is 

reflected in the start-up's innovative offerings, global mindset and entrepreneurial 

management. 

5.2 Barriers 

Funding 

One of the issues firms encounters when internationalising is according to Lenidou 

(2004), the vast amount of monetary resources required, which start-ups often lack. 

Theoretical findings have displayed the difficulties small start-ups face when 

acquiring sufficient financial capital to uphold their operations (Lenidou 2004; 

Pekmezovic & Walker 2016), which is observable in the empirical findings in the 

tech start-ups experience of gaining funds. The start-ups' founders initiated their 

business by funding the operations themselves. However, they managed to gain 

funds in different ways, which was determined for each firm's future. Some of the 

respondents even described access to external funding as essential for firm survival. 

All start-ups received financial support from modern sources of financing, such as 

angel investors and crowdfunding.  

Pekmezovic and Walker (2016) argued that access to modern forms of financial aid 

have the potential to influence the speed of SMEs' internationalisation, which we 

think could be an explanation to the rapid internationalisation of the start-ups. Based 

on the respondents' answers, it is evident that unconventional sources of financing 

have increased in presence during the last few years. However, one rationalisation 
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behind the respondents' perception of the widened access to funds is that these new 

types of investors have been known to invest in companies within Silicon Valley, 

which is comparable to Stockholm unicorn factory. Furthermore, one of the 

respondents explicitly stated that being from Stockholm (both as an individual and 

the firm) has given him access to valuable network ties and has resulted in having 

Swedish billionaires as investors. This strengthens the argument of network 

importance and effectuation as a potential key to gaining funds through network ties 

(Sarasvathy 2001; Coviello & Munro 1997; Madsen & Servais 1977; Welch 2004; 

Bell 2005). It also implies that the access to finance might have been a result of being 

situated in Stockholm, which supports theories on regional clusters' positive effect 

on firm growth and internationalisation (Porter 1998; Porter 2000; Lechner & 

Leyronas 2012). We argue that the Stockholm tech-cluster is a financial supporter of 

the firm establishment and indirect enabler to tech-firm internationalisation. 

Foreign government, law and regulations 

Laws, regulations and institutional difficulties have been presented as likely barriers 

for firm internationalisation (Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Lenidou 2004; Fillis (2002). 

According to previous theory firms ought to include foreign governmental policies 

when contemplating internationalising the firm operation, as these factors might 

negatively influence how the expansion will turn out and present a challenge that is 

difficult for firms to overcome (Jansson 2007; Daniels 1995; Bianchi et al. 2015; 

Svetličič et al. 2007). Three of the respondents confirmed that the difficulties 

imposed by the foreign government did constrain their internationalisation process 

to some extent and required them to invest a considerable amount of time in 

incorporating and/or alter the firm strategy. Furthermore, it became evident that 

foreign governmental rules appeared indistinguishable, which generated complexity 

to the firm function. Although, we recognised that foreign governmental policies 

might impact the firms differently, depending on what business they conduct. 

Tranvik argued that he had no involvement with any government during his firm 

internationalisation. Moreover, he claimed that firms ought to be independent when 

expanding their operation. Arguably, the theory demonstrates a valid point by 

implying the importance of thoroughly understanding what type of foreign market 

the firm is internationalising into. Thus, we suggest preparedness to simplify the firm 

expansion and decrease the level of imposing challenges. 

Lenidou's (2004) argument that governments set up laws to protect consumers health 

and safety are reflected in the empirical findings where the start-ups were confronted 

with similar challenges. MaginePro had difficulties obtaining legal rights to video 
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material; Tink had security-related issues when handling bank customers, Company 

X met resistance from governments that viewed their offering as "gambling" and 

Company Y spent a significant amount of time discussing regulatory issues with 

foreign governments. Furthermore, many of the respondents encountered regulatory 

issues linked to the nature of the sector they operated in. As Thornton, Campbell and 

Owusu's (2019) research indicates, firms operating in a rather disruptive sector often 

face regulatory conflicts. The issue is eminent for firms that fail to operate within the 

regulatory frame set up for tradition, which has been a preeminent dispute for the 

tech start-ups. The findings also suggest that the level of resistance differs from 

country to country, which also relates back to Thornton, Campbell and Owusu's 

(2019) study. The start-ups found that some countries had come further in their 

governmental/regulatory acceptance and support for newly constructed business 

models, while other markets seemed more reluctant to disruptive businesses. We 

believe the degree of resistance versus acceptance could be a result or reflection of 

cultural attributes, which also differs, not only on a national level but regional level 

as well. We include regional level as we acknowledge that regional specific norms 

can distinguish regions from each other, as some areas seem to support business 

operations more than others. 

Culture 

Variations in culture on both micro and macro level can influence managers 

perception of cultural differences. The perceived distance will, therefore, influence 

the perception of internationalisation barriers and consequently form firm behaviour 

(Fillis 2002; Johanson & Vahlne 1977). The empirical findings illustrate these 

theoretical assumptions as all managers' initial market selection was influenced by 

cultural similarity. The managers actively avoided entering markets they perceived 

culturally distant.  However, the findings also mirror the distinction between 

objective and perceived cultural distance, as several respondents were presented with 

unexpected challenges in markets they estimated as similar to Sweden. This supports 

Azar and Drogendijk (2016) conclusions that managerial decisions are based on 

subjective views of the environment. Some of the respondents admitted to 

misjudging the market readiness for their innovative offering, while Company Y 

even had to withdraw and restructure their service before initiating another 

internationalisation attempt. Many of the challenges the managers faced were 

directly linked to the technological advancement of the markets and their openness 

to external businesses. Furthermore, some of the legislative barriers seemed to be 

anchored in a distinct cultural attribute, indicating that culture inhibits a significant 

role in international market selection and success. Markets with extensive cultural 
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differences presented the start-ups with a higher level of uncertainty and risk of 

failure, thus supporting previous research (Azar & Drogendijk 2016; Barney 1991; 

Johanson & Vahlne 1977). 

Other fundamental aspects of culture concern communication and languages, which 

are influenced by cultural backgrounds and have the potential to create gaps between 

actors on the international arena (Lenidou 2004; Hofstede 1980; Valdes 1990).  All 

tech start-ups mention language as a barrier of international business and maintain 

its dominant role in market selection and success as Feely and Harzing (2002) 

findings show. The accumulated international experience of the managers has 

highlighted the distinct importance of communication through the use of local 

languages. Tranvik emphasised the importance of network ties with national actors 

and respondent X stressed the importance of accepting and understanding the culture 

of the selected market. Additionally, Tink internationalised to the Netherlands and 

found that the nation's similarity to Sweden reduced the complexity often interrelated 

with international business operations. Correspondingly, respondent X addressed 

nations with distinct lingual differences, as a common source of uncertainty that 

influences tech start-ups market entry and selection. He claimed that it is not only a 

commutation issue but also a technological issue, where programs and algorithms 

require adjustment to fit into the context. It is interesting to reflect on technology's 

influence on communication and the role of language in technology. Technology has 

facilitated communication by extracting the need for physical presence, yet the 

differences in language add complexity to developing multi-lingual programs. 

Perhaps the role of language and culture could have been altered if the star-ups 

operated in a different sector. 

Competition 

Globalisation has contributed to increasing the number of technology-intense SMEs 

and added competitiveness on international markets (Lenidou 1995; Keeble et al. 

1998). These changes, along with the perception of having an advantage over 

domestic firms, shapes firm behaviour and can explain why they tend to 

internationalise at early stages of operation (Oviatt & McDougall 1994; Keeble et al. 

1998). Based on the empirical data, it is clear that competition has affected the tech 

start-ups' behaviour. The majority of the respondents encounter difficulties when 

recruiting top-talent employees. They face high demand for individuals with 

technological knowledge and find it difficult to compete with large and renowned 

companies like Spotify, Google and Facebook. However, MaginePro experienced a 

decrease in competitiveness when switching from B2C to B2B, which corresponds 
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to respondent Y's opinion that there is room for additional companies in the tech 

sector. Thus, the intensity of the competition diminishes. Furthermore, respondent X 

admits to encountering severe competition as a tech-company in Stockholm but 

perceives it as a force of positive development. Instead of viewing challenges 

through a negative lens, he believes it encourages peak performance. 

Theories state that intensified global competition and increased market uncertainty 

function as barriers to internationalisation, which is somewhat reflected in the 

empirical findings. However, in our opinion, whether competition is "good" or "bad" 

depends on the perspective of challenges as a barrier or driver. It also leads us to the 

conclusion that managerial perception and entrepreneurial spirit could determine the 

firm's response to competition. Entrepreneurs with an awareness of potential 

international opportunities might overcome these challenges and successfully 

expand abroad, as Keeble et al. (1998) suggest, while others might face defeat. 

5.3 Drivers 

Initial drivers for internationalisation 

Most of the respondents uphold that their main drivers behind the internationalisation 

initiation were founded in the environmental factors. Keeble et al. (1998), suggested 

that firms originating from smaller countries such as Sweden are forced to 

internationalise as their home market does not offer long term revenue. Through the 

empirical findings, it became evident that some of the respondents were driven to 

internationalise their operation correspondingly to Keeble et al. 's theory, with the 

argument that companies can seldom rely merely upon the home market to maintain 

sales. The process of locating new markets to expand the operation into was, 

according to Kjellen and respondent X fortified by the identified interest for the firm 

services in a specific nation. They, therefore, concluded that other European markets 

would also be demanding their services. This mindset strongly harmonises with the 

Uppsala model, which emphasise how firms safely internationalise through 

incremental steps and thereby decrease the uncertainty connected with an 

internationalisation process (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Although, other respondents 

seemed to have been driven to internationalise through opportunistic behaviour 

based on strategic decisions, which contrasts the incremental steps strategy. The 

behaviour driven mindset (effectuation logic) can, according to Kalinic, Sarasvathy 

and Forza (2014) enable the firm to quicker obtain international presence. We 

acknowledge that a common factor behind this mentality seems to be the 

respondent's necessity to exploit market opportunities and to be the number one on 

the market. Thus, the logical driver behind tech start-ups internationalisation ought 
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to be funded in obtaining rapid international presence and not necessarily 

establishing operations in few countries at the time. 

Other identified drivers behind the firm's internationalisation were the firms' need to 

acquire revenue and firm growth, along with the awareness of available high skilled 

labour force in some markets. They strive to obtain foreign resources might also, 

according to Oviatt and McDougall Knight and Cavusgil (1994, 2004), determine 

where the companies internationalise. The respondent's attentiveness and ambition 

towards talent acquisition can limit the market uncertainty and strengthen their 

competitiveness. Scholars have maintained that attaining foreign recourses can 

facilitate firm advantage, as it enables flexibility and simplifies the exploration of 

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

which can be essential factors for successful international operations.  

Governmental, legal and political 

The home nation's level of political stability creates a solid foundation for new 

venture creations, thus building a supporting business environment enables an 

ambitious and driven business atmosphere (Tan & Chintakananda 2016). 

Additionally, the level of legal stability does not only offer protection for firms and 

consumers, but it also creates favourable trustworthy conditions for domestic firms 

(Aldeshev 2009; North 1990). These environmental aspects strengthen the domestic 

company conditions, and thereby, their international operations. Kjellen and 

respondent Y affirms with the previous theory and maintains that the home nation 

governments have enabled motivated and solid business activities. Furthermore, 

their perception of the government as a supporter that generates positive outcomes 

concerning the open-mindedness to alter regulations parallels to Knight's (2004) 

theory, that high priority of internationalisation on national/sector level spurs firms' 

likelihood in internationalising. Although the political institutions govern social and 

economic systems through policies (Cerar 2009), Kjellen and respondent Y argue 

that the Swedish government are seemingly positive to interact and involve 

companies in an attempt to ease their adaptation to new regulations. The respondents 

perceived these interactions as beneficial for their business, seeing as their operations 

have collided with regulations of different sorts. However, the Tranvik and 

respondent X lack governmental connection and has not benefited from the 

governmental offer, which leads us to question the government's role as a driving 

factor in tech start-ups internationalisations. Perhaps it is more important for 

traditional firms but seeing as these start-ups often operate in disruptive and new 

sectors with innovative offerings, the government's role can be reconsidered. 
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Although, the subject remains if the governmental support influenced Swedish tech 

start-ups business foundation indirectly and contributed to the creation of a 

favourable business climate with intangible advantages. 

Cluster 

Scholars have previously identified clusters as drivers for firm internationalisation, 

as they contribute to offering prosperous business environments (Porter 1998; Porter 

2000; Lechner & Leyronas 2012). All four of the respondents have acknowledged 

the positive affect Stockholm tech cluster has had on their operations. Although it 

seems as the respondents have a varying perception as to how they have profited in 

detail, the general opinion is that the cluster has facilitated network connections and 

inspiration. These opinions are corresponding to Bell's (2005) and Porter's (1998, 

2000) theory, which upholds clusters ability to spur firm innovation and that the 

creation of network ties is founded both on a company level, as well as, on an 

individual level. Additionally, respondent X includes a new dimension of clusters by 

describing it as an eco-system of entrepreneurs, where the monetary investments are 

circulating. We consider this supplementary dimension to be interesting as it adds 

another element to the previous theories about the cluster effect.  

Moreover, the respondents confirm that the unicorn companies Klarna, iZettle and 

Spotify have been sources of inspiration, which enabled the companies to believe 

everything is possible and reachable. This cluster generated mindset has contributed 

to supporting the firm development, and conclusively, driven them to 

internationalise. Arguably, Porter (1998, 2000), Lechner and Leyronas (2012) and 

Bell (2005), have identified valid firm drivers within the general location-based 

clusters, which are much applicable on the firms that are operating in the Stockholm 

tech cluster. Evidently, we recognised that firms benefit from being situated within 

a cluster, both in terms of innovation, network connections and access to investment. 

Lastly, Kjellen includes a contribution to previous research concerning clusters, 

where he describes Stockholm tech cluster as a generator of the higher status to the 

companies within it, compared to others not as established clusters. We think 

additional contribution is likely to be actual, as the perception of statues is 

generalisable to other organisation comparisons. If this is actual, why do not all start-

ups locate themselves within more established clusters? Also, could this higher 

degree of status be a causative driver to firm internationalisation? 

Tech and Innovation 
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Innovation has been suggested to be a market influencer, with the ability to alter the 

market demand, create advantageous positions towards competing firms and 

generate monetary profit (Sarasvathy 2001; Schumpeter 1934; Porter 1980). Tranvik 

does not consider the external innovativeness in Stockholm tech cluster as a 

supporting factor to MaginPro's internal innovativeness. Although, he recognises the 

closeness to educated personnel, which forms an imperative part of the innovation 

process. Furthermore, he maintains that innovative technology enables international 

demand and thus drove the company to internationalise. This declaration advocates 

previous studies, which highlights that tech start-ups level of innovativeness spurs 

the firm internationalisation process and is therefore considered an essential 

component for firm success. Also, respondent X affirms Tranvik's answer, as he 

maintains that the innovativeness among the employees in the Stockholm tech cluster 

supports the firms in becoming successful. 

The four tech start-ups' business models have either been inspired by or based on 

other successful tech-companies' offerings, which relates to the claim that the 

modern business landscape causes firms to reassess innovative competition 

developed by other businesses (Hagen, Denicolai & Zucchella 2014). The 

respondents mentioned several tech-firms with origins in either Stockholm or Silicon 

Valley when addressing influential companies, which relates back to cluster-based 

theory and regional advantages.  Therefore, we draw the conclusion that the cluster 

could be an underlying source of the innovation found within these start-ups. Jones 

(1999) suggested that when tech start-ups connect innovation and 

internationalisation, they benefit from internal and external dimensions of resource 

needs and modern technology and are, therefore, able to internationalise. Thus, 

highly innovative tech start-ups internationalise from inception or shortly after their 

establishment (Jones 1999), which is mirrored in the empirical findings. We believe 

the explanation behind the tech start-ups internationalisation behaviour, could 

partially be defined by the firms' innovation and ability to exploit global networks, 

knowledge and location advantages as declared by Powell et al. (2005) and 

Schweizer (2005). 
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6 Conclusion 

“The mind once enlightened cannot again become dark” – Thomas Paine 

 

This final chapter presents the answer to the research question and is the result of 

the analysis of the theory and the empirical findings. Furthermore, this chapter 

includes the theoretical and practical implications of the thesis and limitations and 

the researcher’s suggestion for future research.  

6.1 Answering the research question 

Technological advances and globalisation have generated increased cross-border 

activity and the development of technology-based services. Tech start-ups with 

innovative offerings have, therefore, gained in numbers and formed regional tech-

cluster in several parts of the world. Stockholm is one of the cities known to produce 

a significant amount of unicorn companies, which has brought great attention to 

Stockholm as an innovative, tech-intense unicorn factory. The unicorns are 

essentially tech start-ups with the ambition to create innovative market offerings in 

a scalable business model. The purpose of this thesis has been to obtain in-depth 

knowledge of how Swedish tech start-ups deal with the complexity of 

internationalisation processes. The aim has been to identify the barriers and drivers 

these Stockholm-based firms encounter when internationalising their operations. 

Conclusively, this thesis has been conducted to enable answers to the following 

research question: (RQ:1) How do Stockholm based tech start-ups internationalise? 

Followed by the two sub-questions: (SUB:1) Which are the main barriers and 

drivers Stockholm based tech-firms’ face when internationalising? (SUB:2) How do 

the barriers and drivers support or hinder the tech-firms’ internationalisation 

process? 

(RQ:1) The first and main research question aims to study how the Stockholm based 

tech start-ups internationalise, including the speed they internationalise in and their 

market selection behaviour. The empirical findings suggest that there is not solely 

one clear answer to how Stockholm based tech start-ups internationalise. This study 

has enabled observation of a pattern when analysing the start-ups' 

internationalisation. The firms adopted an uncertainty-minimising behaviour by 

internationalising to markets they perceived as familiar to the home market in terms 

of culture, politics, acceptance of innovation and technological advancement. 

Furthermore, the selected markets were countries within geographical proximity to 

the home nation (Sweden). The firms either internationalised to the Nordic countries 
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or other European markets, regardless if the internationalisation was intentional or 

not. Findings also display that the features of the offerings, in terms of language use 

and technology will affect the choice of market and international success.  

Additionally, the firm's clientele base influences the firm's willingness or perceived 

need to expand beyond national borders, which is aligned with theoretical 

assumptions on technology-intense SMEs with innovative offerings. Consequently, 

tech start-ups market selection can be seen as proactive and strategic with ambitions 

to be the first-to-market and reach profitable growth; alternatively, an entrepreneurial 

behaviour with the aim to influence the firm's environment and exploit international 

opportunities. 

The tech start-ups all initiated international business operations within a few years 

of inception, indicating rapid internationalisation processes. However, their 

approach varied, and the study as has identified client-followership, incremental 

internationalisation and use of network ties as routes to international markets. The 

different approaches are seemingly aligned with previous literature about service 

firm international expansion, innovative SMEs and rapid firm internationalisation. 

The study has therefore not been able to ascertain a distinct pattern for the 

internationalisation approach of Stockholm-based tech start-ups, as their behaviour 

is similar, yet different. Conclusively, the lack of a common pattern for all four tech 

firms might be rooted in their variating offerings, which individually require 

different methods of establishment, thus generating differences in 

internationalisation behaviour. 

(SUB:1) The second research question examines how the Stockholm based tech 

start-ups internationalise more thoroughly by observing eventual barriers and drivers 

the firms encounter during the internationalisation process. Vis-à-vis the barriers 

encountered during the internationalisation process, it has been revealed that the 

firms acknowledged several factors, which brought difficulties to their expansion. 

First of all, all four companies had recognised the hinder, which was founded in the 

cultural dissimilarities, country distance and language distinction. However, the 

distance difficulty was not solely applicable to countries geographically far away but 

was even perceived in the neighbouring Swedish countries. Moreover, the lack of 

technological advancement and development in the host markets affected the firms 

in the choice to not expand into some countries despite their potential of being a great 

market. Furthermore, the companies experienced a lack of openness and willingness 

from the host markets to invest in innovation and start-ups, which made the 

respondents doubt and re-consider their initial plan of expansion. Additionally, as 

Tink and Company Y operate in strictly regulated business sectors, their main barrier 
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was described to be restricting and time-consuming laws and regulations. 

Nonetheless, Tranvik and respondent X affirmed the difficulties posed by the laws 

and regulations, making it a general barrier for tech start-ups. The findings show that 

international laws and regulations are not always distinguishable due to foreign 

governments' unwillingness to negotiate with foreign firms. Consequently, the 

foreign governmental mindset could constrain firms from internationalising into 

certain markets. Conversely, the domestic governmental support has been discovered 

to facilitate firm internationalisation as half of the respondents admitted to 

benefitting from governmental collaborations, which has enabled the firms to acquire 

insight and give input on regulatory matters. Furthermore, the absence of financial 

support has been perceived as a general barrier to the internationalisation process. 

The respondents conclude that access to funds is essential for firm survival, 

especially for firms with an international vision. Thus, a lack of international vision 

can constrain the firm's internationalisation initiation.  Further, the study displays 

that the respondents have acknowledged the creation of brand awareness in the 

foreign market as a barrier to their operation. They explained that it is difficult to 

gain credibility in foreign markets, which can generate lowered demand. Finally, 

tech clusters have based on previous literature, been considered a driver behind the 

firm internationalisation. However, some of the respondents maintained that the 

well-known firms (Klarna and Spotify) within the Stockholm tech cluster have a 

tendency to recruit the top talented employees, leaving the other firms fighting to 

keep the current employees and attract new talents. Moreover, the competitiveness 

within the tech sector has increased on a global scale, which all the respondents have 

acknowledged. The intensified competition has become a barrier firms have to 

include when forming internationalisation strategies. 

(SUB:2) The identified barriers in this study have been displayed by respondents as 

time-consuming, costly and caused a significant amount of frustration and 

uncertainty. Majority of the barriers the tech start-ups encountered are, according to 

previous literature, general and applicable to different kinds of firms. These barriers 

include cultural differences, communication difficulties, laws, regulations, lack of 

funding and resources. However, the competitiveness in the tech sector generated 

difficulties in obtaining and maintaining top-talent within start-ups. The intensified 

competition is a result of technology's increasing presence on the global arena and 

the start-ups' location in Stockholm tech-cluster, which sets the benchmark level high 

for new SMEs. Thus, making it challenging to have sufficient resources to compete 

on an international level. Moreover, the cultural difference, including language 

dissimilarities constitutes an invisible wall, which clearly hinders firms from 

expanding to markets with seemingly high potential. The question remains, how 
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could firms tear down these invisible walls, overcome barriers, and exploit the 

potential of these markets? Another evident barrier tech start-up face involves 

funding and access to investments. According to the empirical findings, this issue 

has not solely been displayed in the domestic market but is also evident through some 

nations unwillingness to support new and innovative tech start-ups. Consequently, 

this has hindered the firms from expanding to reluctant markets. Nevertheless, these 

firms seem to benefit from the newly emerged ways of funding and tend to 

internationalise rapidly. 

The identified drivers in this study have been described as great influencers, enablers 

and supporters for firms to establish both national and international business. The 

most predominant driver all respondents acknowledged was the size of the home 

market. The respondents realised that they needed to expand their operations to 

acquire revenue and sought opportunities outside of Sweden in order to attract 

sufficient demand for a profitable business. One of the respondents explicitly stated 

that the smallness of Sweden is what forces Swedes to adopt entrepreneurial thinking 

and global mindsets, indicating that driven individuals are significant. As each firm 

is built by different individuals, the firms will have distinct ambitions, mindsets and 

strategies. The tech start-ups different approaches to internationalisation can, thus be 

a result of individual attributes and personality traits. Furthermore, the most 

emphasised drivers that supported firm internationalisation were as mentioned the 

smallness of the Swedish market. Moreover, the respondents displayed an 

entrepreneurial need to be first on the market with the company-specific offering, 

which adds to the specific hunger found within the majority of the Swedish 

entrepreneurs. Additionally, this study has identified international network ties as 

essential drivers behind tech start-ups internationalisation process. The ties have also 

confirmed to determine what country the firm will initiate the expansion into, as well 

as, lowered the risk of uncertainty associated with firm internationalisation.  

Sarasvathy's theory about the "crazy quilt" engagement is, therefore, seemingly 

applicable as a firm driver since it facilitates the creation of new relations. 

Additionally, the estimated customer demand in the foreign market and establishing 

brand awareness have been discovered as supporting drivers. The respondents 

declare how innovative technology corresponds to increased customer demand in the 

foreign market, which thereby positions innovation as imperative ingredients for the 

tech start-ups to include in their firm organisation. As to brand awareness, two of the 

respondents experienced difficult abroad, which, to some extent, influenced the 

firm's operation negatively. Although, they maintained that being a Swedish tech 

firm was advantageous for brand credibility and supported the international business 
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operation. Consequently, the start-ups had different experiences, although it is 

evident that brand awareness has been an influential element for start-ups operation, 

growth and success. Lastly, the cluster theory had not really been viewed as a driver 

by the respondents, but rather a contributing factor to intensified competition, which 

presented the firms with challenges. Nevertheless, the cluster can arguably be an 

underlying factor presenting benefits that are intangible for firms and invisible to 

managers. 

As one of the identified barriers was limited funding, both research and empirical 

findings suggest that access to sources of finance have increased in presence during 

the last years. Furthermore, one of the respondents incorporates the aspects of 

funding and clusters by claiming that Stockholm has formed a sort of ecosystem. He 

explains it as an area with a stable basis for entrepreneurial growth, where individuals 

exploit profitable opportunities to gain monetary resources, which they choose to re-

invest in local companies. This enables investments to circle around within the 

region and support local businesses' growth through continuous financial 

investments. The combination of increased innovative competition within clusters, 

the smallness of the Swedish market influence on entrepreneurial thinking, increased 

access to funds, and technological development could create the building blocks of 

these start-ups' international foundation. Conclusively, it seems that the drivers in 

the tech industry have been more influential than the barriers as all firms 

internationalised at a young age. 

6.2 Theoretical implications 

The tech industry has not only been thriving for several years, but the service sector 

has also gained in popularity and importance. These environmental forces of chance, 

along with globalisation streams, has led to the emergence of small tech start-ups, 

which embody large sections of the contemporary economy. The rapidness of 

technological advancement and shifting trends in the society presented shortcomings 

in established literature's description of tech start-ups internationalisation. The 

objective of this study has been to gather the information that will contribute to a 

clearer understanding of how tech start-ups in Stockholm internationalise, by 

examining drivers and barriers of their internationalisation process 

The thesis findings indicate that tech start-ups' internationalisation is similar to 

service firm internationalisation and international new ventures. The firms are 

affected by changes in society but also aim to influence their environment through 

innovative offerings. Barriers and drivers, which are generally applicable to firm 

internationalisation such as culture, networks and access to resources, influenced 
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tech start-ups in different ways. However, this thesis has shown that cultural 

attributes were the most predominant and decisive factor in the tech start-ups foreign 

market selection. Another finding generated through this study is the clusters 

negative effect on gaining intangible resources, i.e. skilled personnel. Although, the 

respondents have maintained that Stockholm tech cluster has facilitated in being a 

driver to their internationalisation, which is quite paradoxical. Nevertheless, the 

findings confirm the importance of network ties, entrepreneurial mindset hunger, 

governmental support and the size of the home market is eminent for firm 

internationalisation as established by previous internationalisation theories. 

6.3 Practical implications and recommendations 

After finalising this thesis, it is evident that the emergence of tech start-ups will keep 

growing, as the interest in these flexible and innovation-driven firms is highly 

displayed internationally. Through examining Stockholm based tech start-ups 

internationalisation process, the main barriers and drivers the firms encountered and 

how these factors have affected the firms, this thesis was enabled to contribute with 

a deeper understanding to the influences behind the Swedish tech start-ups success. 

Furthermore, the thesis contributed with valuable insight to how the start-ups behave 

in relation to the opportunities presented in the foreign market. The tech industry 

demonstrates much potential for firms both on a national and international level, 

which underpins the authors urge to contribute in generating useful knowledge for 

societal actors such as; government, investors and various organisations. 

The respondents in this study recognised the necessity of internationalising their 

operations, as the Swedish market is perceivably small. Furthermore, the respondents 

maintained that the internationalisation was also driven by the cluster 

competitiveness, the desire to be first on the market and the availability to the foreign 

market through their network ties. Nonetheless, the firms encountered barriers; 

however, the findings suggest that the firms overcame these as they have seen the 

international success of other tech firms operating in the same field, which 

strengthened their confidence to succeed. 

As the network ties have been significant for tech start-up internationalisation, we 

recommend the Swedish tech start-ups to develop their network actively. Firms 

located in Stockholm should embrace this extensively as they have unicorn 

companies in close proximity, which they can use to share knowledge and generate 

new innovation, or even from favourable collaboration. Additionally, the locational 

advantage could be used to gain funds as the empirical finding suggest that 

entrepreneurs in Stockholm tend to re-invest in various companies and start-ups. We 
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recommend the tech start-ups to establish ties with markets that are considered 

foreign and unexploited, as they offer great potential. In our perception, the tech 

start-ups could benefit from forming network ties in two ways; firstly, by being first 

on the market, and secondly, establish brand awareness before competing foreign 

firms enter the same market. 

Lastly, we recommend the tech start-ups to involve in collaborations with the 

national and international governments. Such activity could support the firm 

operation as a whole through traditional sources of finance, strengthen network ties 

and enable the ability to alter laws and regulations, which might hinder or restrict the 

firm's operations. 

6.4 Policy and societal implications 

As technology and technology intense SME are gaining in numbers and commonly 

seek to influence their environment, they will affect society as a whole. As our study 

has generated information that will aid the understanding of tech start-ups behaviour, 

the disruptive forces these firms generate will not be as foreign and incomprehensive 

to actors within the society. This could lead governments, public and private 

institutions to grasp the operation of tech start-ups and make them more open and 

supportive to start-ups operations when constituting laws and regulations. This will 

not only be beneficial for firms, as they do not need to spend as much time discussing 

and negotiating regulatory issues, but it will also be less concerning for governments 

as they understand how to handle the influence these firms have. The support for 

tech start-ups could spur their business further, increasing the monetary inflow of 

taxation give them access to resources they need to develop innovative products that 

can change society in a positive way.  The Swedish government could use financial 

capital to develop infrastructure, invest in health care and education. As a result, the 

Swedish economy might contribute to the global economy as these firms tend to 

internationalise almost from inception. Furthermore, the term unicorn is widely 

spoken among economy academics. Although, it is not founded within the 

population, nor are they aware that most are unicorns are tech firms. This thesis has 

through investigating tech start-ups enabled a broader knowledge  

6.5 Limitations 

This thesis has included few limitations, whereby finding fitting respondents and 

getting interview meetings was one of them. As our research needed respondents 

with overall firm responsibility/control, it became evident that we had to interview 

founders and/or CEO. These individuals were, however, hard to get in contact with, 
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which generated few dropouts. Furthermore, as this thesis is a qualitative study based 

on four companies, it gives an insightful comprehension of these firms' behaviour. 

However, as the sampling size is relatively small and focused on Stockholm, it is 

only generalizable to tech start-up internationalisation to a certain extent. 

Furthermore, as the four-firm offerings and customer segment differed, the 

generalizability of the results are rather wide. Arguably, the end finding cannot be 

applied explicitly to one particular segment of the tech sector. 

6.6 Suggestions for future research 

The research conducted in this thesis has gathered insight on Stockholm-based tech 

start-ups. Since technological advances have formed and continue to shape society, 

there are still many topics in need of further investigation. Based on the study results 

and limitations, suggestions on further research are:  

• To investigate the perspective of clusters as ecosystems. By researching 

firms' perception of the ecosystem as a driver of internationalisation. Thus, 

enabling a contemporary angle, which might be underpinning national firms' 

success in their attempt to expand. 

• To investigate if the government supports indirectly influenced Swedish tech 

start-ups business foundation. By researching through the use of a 

quantitative method, the results could be more generalisable and generate 

analysis on the government's contribution to the creation of a favourable 

business climate with intangible advantages. 

• To investigate clusters' effect on brand-awareness. By researching if firms' 

international success is influenced by the cluster-specific reputation. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A Interview Chart 

 

Reference  Interview  Role  Org.  Date  

Daniel Kjellen Telephone CEO Tink AB 3 May 2019 

Interview X Skype CEO and founder Org. X 7 May 2019 

Håkan Tranvik Telephone Founder and PR manager MaginePro AB 8 May 2019 

Interview Y Telephone  Founder and CEO Org. Y 17 May 2019 

Figure 3: Respondents interview details 

Appendix B Interview questions 

Questions about the company and the respondent: (Biographical questions)  

1. Is it okay if we record the interview and do you wish to be anonymous? 

2. When was the company established? 

3. Could you shortly describe the company’s operations and introduce your role 

in the company? 

4. What service would you say the company offers and how? 

5. What international operations are included in your current role? 

 

Internationalisation process: 

6. What markets are you currently operating in? 

7. When did you internationalise? 

a. What made you decide to internationalise when you did?  

8. Which was the first country you had international involvement with, and why 

was it that specific country? What made that market attractive? 

Barriers 

9. Did you start with external funding/financing or was the company financed 

by the founder? 

a. If no, why? (Was it obtained at a later point?)  

b. If not the founder, from who? (E.g. Angel investors, crowdsourcing, 

banks, government, venture capitalists, etc.). 

 

10. Did you face any difficulties when entering foreign markets such as cultural 

variation, complicated laws and regulations, governmental issues and/or 

political instability? 

a. Can you think of any other barriers for your internationalisation? 
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11. Has there been any country or market which you perceive as more difficult 

to internationalise in? 

a. If so how? 

12. Do you think the competition in the tech-industry is intense?  

a. Has the competition contributed to international expansion? 

 

Drivers: 

13. What do you think drove the firm to internationalise?  

a. did these factors determine the choice of country? 

b. Can you think of any other drivers to your internationalisation? 

14. Have you been inspired by the international success of other acknowledged 

tech firms and did that influence your internationalisation? 

15. Do you feel like you have benefitted from being situated in Stockholm, if so 

how? 

16. Has Stockholm tech innovativeness supported your business? 

a. Can you describe how?? 

17. Do you think that the internationalisation of the firm was somehow connected 

to the amount of innovation/innovativeness in the company? If so, how? 

18. What is your involvement with the Swedish government? 

a. Can you please explain in what way the involvement has affected your 

business? 

b. Can you explain your involvement with governments of foreign 

countries you have entered? 

 

19. General closing questions: 

20. What is the most important thing you have learned from your international 

experience?  

21. Is there anything you would like to add? 

22. Is it ok to send you an email if we have followed up questions? 
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