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Abstract 
 

More and more SME’s, which create entrepreneurial spirit and innovation, which are 

primarily responsible for wealth and economic growth, are internationalizing. This 

increases their probability of business closure due to the increased risk they face from 

operating in foreign markets. Much of the world blames the U.S. financial excesses for 

these business closures, but at the same time there are also SME’s withdrawing 

activities from foreign markets in economic stable times. This indicates that there are 

more and other reasons for de-internationalization and raises the problem of how do 

SME’s close their businesses in foreign markets. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore how the drivers and determinants of de-

internationalization affect the form and the paths of de-internationalization for SME’s. 

The aim is to provide and contribute to a better understanding of de-

internationalization. 

 

This was studied through developing four case studies with Dutch SME’s with a 

qualitative research approach. For empirical data collection interviews were conducted 

with the persons closely involved with the de-internationalization of the SME’s. This in 

combination with the developed theoretical framework, based on a theory discussion 

and synthesis, provided more insight into the de-internationalization topic. 

 

The findings of this study show that a unique combination of drivers and determinants 

of de-internationalization is present in each case study and the relative influence of 

them differs. Most of the de-internationalization took place in a voluntary way, due to 

the nature and predictability of the occurring drivers. Moreover, it was found that the 

drivers of de-internationalization combined with the determinants influence the form in 

which de-internationalization can take place. It was also found that the form of de-

internationalization, which SME’s have chosen, determines the two paths of de-

internationalization, which are partial divestment and full market exit. 

 



 

This study contributes to the better understanding of de-internationalization, by 

identifying the forms and paths which SME’s can choose when withdrawing activities in 

foreign markets. Moreover, the main drivers and determinants have been identified and 

it was analysed how they affect the different forms and paths of de-internationalization 

and this was conceptualized in a model. The recommendations are, that de-

internationalization should be seen as a strategic option SME’s have and should be 

considered in corporate strategies. Therefore, the associations with this phenomenon 

could be seen (more) positive. 

 
Keywords: De-internationalization, divestment, market exit, export withdrawal, 
SMEs, Internationalization, Driver of de-internationalization, Determinants of de-
internationalization. 
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1. Introduction 
In the background the main practical concepts of this thesis, which are the importance 

of SME’s in the global market, their increased globalization along with the increased 

risk which they exposure, the drivers and the determinants of de-internationalization 

and general insights on de-internationalization will be presented, followed by a chapter 

about prior academic research on de-internationalization. This will be combined in the 

problem discussion, which results in the formulated research questions. Last but not 

least, the purpose and the outline of the thesis will be presented. 

 

1.1 Background 
 

1.1.1 SMEs in the global market 
Small and Medium enterprises (SME’s) play a major role in the European economy and 

are important for all economies. They significantly contribute to employment based on 

the fact that SME’s represent 99% of all enterprises in the enlarged European Union 

(EU), where around 23 million SME’s provide about 75 million jobs (European 

Commission, 2005). SME’s create entrepreneurial spirit and innovation and are 

primarily responsible for wealth and economic growth, which makes them the true 

backbone or engine of the European economy (European Commission, 2005; FEE, 

2004). Moreover, all type of business activities are shifting towards globalization, 

becoming more internationalized, interrelated and depended on each other. As a result 

the role and the importance, which SME’s play on the global market, increases (Zoltan 

and Preston, 1997). Therefore, Jansson (2007, p.4) concludes that “more home-market 

oriented small and medium-sized enterprises are internationalizing their business 

operations, becoming more global.” 

 

Based on the increased internationalization and competition from foreign companies, 

domestic ones are forced to move abroad in order to increase their chance of survival 

(Onkelinx and Sleuwaegen, 2008). The increased internationalization can be explained 

by several factors. Companies in general are facing trade liberalizations with the 

opening up of former closed markets (Jansson, 2007; Onkelinx and Sleuwaegen, 2008). 

Furthermore, support programs for promoting SME’s internationalization have been 
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introduced, for example from the European Union (OECD, 2009). Moreover, 

globalization has made it easier, especially for companies with limited resources, to 

gain information about distant markets and communicate with (potential) business 

partners based on technological developments, like the Internet (European 

Commission, 2003). 

 

However, SME’s are facing increased complexity and uncertainty, thus increased risk 

when competing internationally, because they have difficulties financing their 

international activities, which is often based on limited financial resources and the often 

limited international experience (Onkelinx and Sleuwaegen, 2008). Different norms, 

values, thought styles, and cultures need to be dealt with to gain success in foreign 

markets (Jansson, 2007). In addition, SME’s are more risk taking than larger 

corporations, which have different organizational structures and internal control and risk 

management systems that allow them to identify any threats to the survival of their 

business (FEE, 2004). SME’s are largely unable to develop such complex systems, 

based on the small company structure and the costs involved in the development (FEE, 

2004). Moreover, internationalization does not guarantee companies survival, because 

the risks and costs involved in the process are substantial (Onkelinx and Sleuwaegen, 

2008). 

 

1.1.2 Globalization, financial crisis, de-internationalization 
Globalization and the expansion of world trade have brought substantial benefits to 

countries around the world. But the current financial crisis, which began in 2007-2008, 

has put globalization on hold, with capital flows reversing and global trade shrinking. 

(IMF, 2013). The financial crisis also reintroduced the idea of buisiness closures, 

resulting in de-internationalization, into peoples’ minds. Empirical findings reveal, taking 

as an example The Netherlands, that a record number of businesses went bankrupt in 

2012, in total 12.397 businesses were closed, which is 21% more than in 

2011(Flanders, 2011). 

 

Concrete examples of business closure, thus de-internationalization, can easily be 

found for large Multinational Corporations (MNC’s), even in economical stable times. 
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As for example the case of Tesco, where the U.K. retail company divested foreign 

activities in Ireland and France with the aim to restructure the company. This 

divestment helped management to refocus the company’s internationalization process. 

(Palmer, 2004). Others examples are the large Swedish firms SAAB and Ericsson, 

which were operating in Iran. SAAB has withdrawn its export activities based on not 

being able to penetrate the market successfully. Ericsson managed to establish a sales 

subsidiary, however, faced difficulties in the market, which led to complete market exit. 

(Hadjikhani, 1997). Although most of the media focus is on business closure and de-

internationalization of larger MNC’s, daily dozens of Small and Medium-sized 

Enterprises (SME’s) go bankrupt (Sanders, 2009). Concrete examples of business 

closure, thus de-internationalization, of SME’s are far more difficult to find based on no 

obligations for SME’s to publish financial data (Sanders, 2009; Pasadilla, 2010). In 

addition, the reluctance of managers to recall negative experiences result in the loss of 

the information (Reiljan 2005). Turner (2012) adds, that the lack of data occurs 

because managers erase failure memories, responsible employees move on and there 

are missing achievements and elements to be analysed. As firms gain knowledge on 

de-internationalization and learn how to deal with the influencing factors, their chances 

of survival will increase (Arasti et al., 2012). 

 

1.1.3 Drivers of de-internationalization 
Drivers in general are identified as the reasons why firms decide to de-internationalize 

(Reiljan, 2005). The impact of the financial crisis is widely known and much of the world 

blames the U.S. financial excesses for occurring de-internationalization (Altman, 2009). 

At the same time there are also companies withdrawing activities in foreign markets in 

stable times, which indicates that there are more and other reasons than just the 

financial recession for de-internationalization (Reiljan, 2005). Therefore, Arasti et al. 

(2012) state, that it is necessary to investigate the reasons why companies are closed 

down. The drivers can come from internal or external causes. Internal ones are for 

example based on insufficient preparation before internationalizing, resulting in an 

inappropriate choice of target market or operational mode (Reiljan, 2005). External 

drivers are for example negative changes in the external environment and can come 
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from war, natural disasters, governmental instability etc. (Karayaka, 2012; Reiljan, 

2007; Benito and Welch, 1997). 

 

1.1.4 Determinants of drivers on de-internationalization (exit barriers) 
As markets become global, more and more companies internationalize, thus their 

investment and commitment to foreign markets increases. Companies invest in order to 

get access to resources and to exploit growth opportunities. However, sometimes 

companies do not achieve satisfying results out of these expansions, but are reluctant 

to leave foreign markets due to the previous made investments. This can result in that 

the motives for internationalization become the obstacles for de-internationalization to 

take place. There might be exit barriers in place, which hinder companies to leave a 

foreign market. Meaning, if the costs for leaving the market are higher than the invested 

resources, companies might decide to remain operating in the market although 

operations are unprofitable and result in losses. (Benito and Welch, 1997; Karayaka, 

2012). 

 

1.1.5 De-internationalization 
In general, many different terminologies are used to describe de-internationalization, 

such as firm closures, entrepreneurial exit, dissolution, discontinuance, insolvency, 

organizational mortality and bankruptcy (Arasti, et al., 2012). De-internationalization 

has rather a negative association since the general believe is that firms did not succeed 

to meet expectations (Watson & Everett 1996; Head 2003). However, as entrepreneurs 

are aiming to grow and achieve success, they sometimes strategically de-

internationalize, sell while the business is making a profit and before losses occur, 

design an exit strategy and move on to other opportunities. All these actions could be 

defined as de-internationalization while being successful, and facilitate the process of a 

positive exit (Headd, 2003). Other reasons for business closure during a successful 

period, could occur for various other reasons such as the owner retiring, accepting 

employment by another firm, death or cannot find any suitable following up or the like 

(Headd, 2003; Karayaka, 2009). 
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1.2 Prior research on de-internationalization 
The term de-internationalization was introduced for the first time by Welch and 

Luostarinen (1988, p.37) in their argument “once a firm has embarked on the process 

[of internationalization], there is no inevitability about its continuance”. They imply the 

idea that internationalization might not be continued forever, resulting in de-

internationalization. 

 

Benito and Welch (1997) divided the drivers for de-internationalization into internal and 

external ones. Reiljan (2005) clusters the drivers for de-internationalization into four 

groups, building on the assumption that several different reasons affecting firms at the 

same time. Therefore, the groups she introduces are covering internal, external and a 

combination of internal and external drivers.  She is building up on the seven groups of 

drivers introduced by Boddewyn (1979).  

 

Since the decision to de-internationalize is not only linked to current developments, like 

the drivers for de-internationalization, but also to the past investments and 

commitments companies have made, there might be reasons hindering companies to 

leave foreign markets (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). The reasons for 

hindering companies to leave foreign markets have been researched in the form of exit 

barriers (determinants of drivers), for example by Porter (1976) or Karayaka (2012). 

Reiljan (2005) is building partly on these barriers and introduces three determinants, 

which are influencing the impact of the drivers of de-internationalization and can both, 

increase or decrease the probability of de-internationalization. 

 

Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999) relate with their definition of export withdrawal, as a 

firm’s strategic decision to remove a product/market combination from its international 

portfolio, another term to de-internationalization.  Reiljan (2005) argues that divestment 

and export withdrawal can be seen as part of de-internationalization. Nevertheless, she 

explains “the main distinctive feature of de-internationalization is that it can be analysed 

along several different dimensions (operational mode, target markets, products) while 

both export withdrawals and divestments are focusing on the operational mode aspect” 

(Reiljan, 2005, p.8). Benito and Welch (1997, p.9) contribute to the research of de-
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internationalization by differentiating between partial and full de-internationalization. 

They describe it as “any voluntary or forced action that reduce a company’s 

engagement in or exposure to current cross-border activities”. Thereby they provide the 

basis for relating another terminology to de-internationalization, which is market exit. 

Karayaka (2000) mentions that market exit is referring to that a product or service is no 

longer available for customers or that a company is no longer represented in a market. 

 

1.3 Problem discussion 
The relation between internationalization and de-internationalization is seen by Turcan 

(2013) as a cause-effect relationship. He argues that de-internationalization (effect) 

cannot be in place without internationalization (cause). One of the problems that occur 

when looking at research of companies in de-internationalization, the decline or in the 

exit from foreign operations is that only few contributions exclusively are covering these 

issues (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). This means that in general more 

research on de-internationalization needs to be conducted in order to understand the 

complete process of internationalization.   

 

De-internationalization has not clearly been defined, although the single terms and 

paths in which de-internationalization can take place such as divestment, export 

withdrawal and market exit (terms belonging to de-internationalization) have been 

researched since the 1970s (Reiljan, 2005).  However researchers have taken contrary 

viewpoints. As for example Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999) relate with their definition 

of export withdrawal, as a firm’s strategic decision to exit the market by removing a 

product/market combination from its international portfolio, to market exit, which results 

in the complete form of de-internationalization. However, Reiljan (2005) argues that 

divestment and export withdrawal can be seen as partial de-internationalization. 

Resulting from the mixed different terminologies, which are related to de-

internationalization and are used to describe this phenomenon, the definition of these 

activities and processes becomes unclear. Thus, the relation towards each other 

cannot be described properly. Also it remains unclear which path of de-

internationalization companies can take. The theoretical problem and research gap 

arises due to the lack of a standardized definition in research to describe de-
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internationalization this makes the theoretical understanding of these phenomena 

difficult. 

 

The limited research that is available on de-internationalization focuses mostly on 

examples of large MNC’s (Turcan, 2003). The lack of research on de-

internationalization may be attributed to the negative and undesirable associations with 

these phenomena, which are failure and retreat (Benito and Welch, 1997; Karakaya, 

2000). Also media has primarily focused on explaining how de-internationalization has 

negatively affected large enterprises. However, daily dozens of SME’s are also 

confronted with business closure, as their bills are not paid (Sanders, 2009). This is a 

problem, because Small and Medium sized enterprises create entrepreneurial spirit, 

innovation, bring economic recovery and growth and are important for all economies 

based on the fact that they represent 99% of all enterprises in the enlarged European 

Union (EU), where around 23 million SME’s provide about 75 million jobs (European 

Commission, 2005). These factors, combined with the increased globalization of SME’s 

resulting in increased international activities, which increases the probability of 

business closure, raises the general need for a deeper investigation of SME’s de-

internationalization. 

 

Much of the world accuses the U.S. financial excesses for de-internationalization, but at 

the same time there are also companies withdrawing activities in foreign markets 

during stable times as seen in the examples of the large MNC’s. This indicates that 

there are more drivers which foster de-internationalization to occur. Uncertainty 

remains about if the drivers’ voluntary or involuntary force companies to de-

internationalize (Benito and Welch, 1997; Turner, 2012).  Moreover, most of the 

underlying reasons of why and how businesses go down, especially in foreign markets, 

thus de-internationalize, are not further researched. This raises the need to further 

investigate the reasons for de-internationalization. 

 

The research area of SME’s de-internationalization needs more research and needs to 

be developed further since the discussion above proves that there is a gap coming 

from empirical findings and in the existing literature. Past research has mostly focused 
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on de-internationalization of large multinationals, but not much has been focused on 

SME’s. The research has neither clearly defined what de-internationalization is and 

which single terminologies are related to it nor which path and form companies can 

take when they are involved in this process. Moreover, SME’s are very important to the 

economy as they represent 99% of all enterprises in the EU. Getting a better general 

understanding of de-internationalization and finding out the underlying process, which 

includes the main drivers, determinants, path and form of de-internationalization will 

eventually lead to a higher chance of economic recovery and/or growth and will be 

beneficial for the whole society (European Commission, 2005; FEE, 2004). 

 

1.4 Research questions 
Two research questions have been formulated in order to set borders and to create a 

clear outline for the thesis: 

1. Which main drivers and determinants can be identified for de-
internationalization of SME’s? 

2. How do the drivers and determinants affect the form and the path of de-
internationalization for SME’s? 

 

1.5 Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to describe de-internationalization of SME’s and to 

develop a better understanding of this topic. The focus will be on identifying what the 

underlying main drivers and determinants are and on analysing how these affect the 

possible forms and paths in which de-internationalization for SME’s can take place. 

Conclusions will be drawn about how SME’s can handle and react to de-

internationalization. Thereafter, suitable theoretical and managerial recommendations 

will be provided. 
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1.6 Thesis outline 

The outline of this thesis is organized in the following categories and can be described 

as: 

 

 

  

1.	  
Introduction	  

• The	  background	  of	  the	  thesis	  and	  introducing	  the	  main	  concepts	  
used.	  It	  also	  includes	  the	  problem	  discussion,	  research	  questions	  &	  
the	  purpose.	  

2.	  
Methodology	  

• The	  method	  of	  study,	  validity	  &	  credibility	  issues	  as	  well	  as	  
introduction	  to	  approach	  and	  motivation	  of	  the	  chosen	  concepts	  
are	  presented.	  

3.	  Theory	  and	  
Framework	  	  

•  In	  this	  chapter	  the	  main	  concepts	  such	  as	  the	  drivers,	  the	  
determinats	  and	  de-‐internationalization	  will	  be	  discussed	  
thoroughly,	  coming	  from	  different	  theoretical	  backgrounds.	  For	  
analysing	  the	  empirical	  data	  a	  theoretical	  framework	  is	  
developed	  capturing	  all	  the	  main	  concepts	  discussed.	  

4.	  Empirical	  
data	  	  

• Empirical	  data	  is	  collected	  through	  semi-‐structured	  interviews	  
with	  four	  Dutch	  case	  companies	  and	  will	  be	  presented	  in	  this	  
chapter.	  

5.	  Analysis	  

• Analysis	  and	  discussing	  the	  outcome	  of	  the	  empirical	  data	  
presented	  by	  applying	  the	  theoretical	  framework	  developed	  
previously	  in	  chapter	  3.	  

6.	  
Conclusions	  
recommenda

tions	  

• Conclusions	  will	  be	  drawn	  based	  on	  the	  results	  coming	  from	  the	  
analysis	  in	  chapter	  5.	  Moreover,	  recommendations	  are	  presented	  
in	  the	  managerial	  and	  theoretical	  implications.	  
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2. Methodology 

In this chapter the methods for collecting and analysing the data used during the 

research are presented. 

 

2.1 Research approach 
A research approach can be described as the scientific method used, which 

incorporates three different types of methodologies of science: abduction, deduction 

and induction (Pierce, 1974). Pierce (1974 p.106) describes the individual steps as 

follows: “Deduction proves that something must be; induction actually shows that 

something actually is operative; abduction merely suggests that something may be.” 

 

The method selected for this thesis is the abductive approach, which starts by 

developing a framework in order to explain a surprising phenomenon (Fisher, 2010). It 

allows the researcher to go back and forth between theory and empirical findings, 

offers the possibility to adapt theory and empirical data during the study, and provides 

researchers with an understanding of the underlying process (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 

2009). The abductive approach was chosen because the above mentioned flexibility in 

defining the research area during the study is suitable for this thesis since limited 

theory is available and not much about the contextual concept (SME’s), the theoretical 

context (de-internationalization) and especially the combination of both exist.  Moreover, 
Systematic combining is used for this thesis, which is a process where the theoretical 

framework, empirical data and analysis are developed simultaneously. It allows to 

match theory and reality, which helps to get a better general understanding of de-

internationalization and since this subject has been neglected by theory so far it is 

beneficial for this thesis to have the ability to switch between theory and empirical data 

in order to create a more realistic and holistic insight into the research topic (Alvesson 

and Sköldberg, 2009). Furthermore this approach is supporting the idea behind 

abduction, that existing theory and empirical data are both necessary to describe 

certain phenomenon (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).   

 

General criticism exists when using only one standalone research approach such as 

induction and deduction. This is based on the fact that the inductive approach involves 
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a risky leap when creating general truth from a collection of single cases and the 

deductive approach limited the researcher to explain phenomenon based on 

predetermined theories and the explanation based on the general rule. Due to the 

nature and the complexity of the study a combination of these approaches was 

desirable and since abduction is using elements of deduction and induction, by 

combining existing theory to narrow the focus and by researching specific phenomena 

in-depth, this approach was found the most suitable. This resulted in that the starting 

point of this thesis is in deduction, because theory was used first by researching 

existing literature and developing theoretical knowledge and insight. Collecting 

empirical data, in order to get a deeper understanding of the relationship of the two 

mentioned contexts, covers the induction. (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). 

 
2.1.1 Limitation of the research approach 
Developing a proposition in an abductive way only identifies necessary or minimum 

conditions of an occurring surprising phenomenon. This is based on the fact that there 

might be other factors that need to be in place for a phenomenon to occur as well, 

which are currently unconsidered, because they are not noticed or focused on. This 

could therefore be seen as a limitation of this approach. Nevertheless, if no other 

factors could be identified the made hypothesis remains valid unless it is proven wrong. 

(Fisher, 2010). However, using an abductive approach gives the researchers the ability 

to understand a current phenomenon in-depth. This will help to identify all important 

and influencing factors related to the de-internationalization of SME’s. 

 

2.2 Research method 
The research method can be separated into qualitative or quantitative (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2009; Merriam, 2009). The quantitative method is usually found in natural 

sciences focusing on testing certain variables with the aim to control, confirm or predict 

made hypothesis or theories, which are often presented in a numerical form 

(Denscombe, 2010; Meriam, 2009). Research questions involved in this method are 

starting with ‘what, where and when’ and are often tested in large samples 

(Denscombe, 2010). Whereas qualitative studies are usually found in social sciences, 

where researchers seek to discover and gather a realistic in-depth understanding of a 
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phenomenon, a process, the perspectives, worldviews and the reason of certain 

behaviour of the people involved. This means, finding out the underlying motives of 

how people interpret their experiences, construct their worlds and what meaning they 

attribute to their experiences. This type of research tries to understand these different 

interpretations of reality at a specific point in time and in a particular context (Merriam, 

2009). Research questions involved start mostly with ‘how and why’ and samples are 

often analysed in small, but more focused, settings (Denscombe, 2010). 

 

For this thesis a qualitative research method is chosen, because it allows a thorough 

understanding of de-internationalization enables the exploration of new findings 

regarding this topic and is used because there is a lack of theory or existing theory fails 

to adequately explain this phenomenon. This goes in line with the limited research 

available on the topic of de-internationalization and with the main focus of this thesis, 

which is on learning how individuals experience and interact with their social world, the 

meaning it has for them and on gaining in-depth knowledge and understanding about 

the underlying motive, structure, influence and process of SME’s decisions on 

withdrawing or reducing activities in foreign markets. Also, the research questions 

formulated indicate that this type of research method is the most suitable, since one of 

them starts with how – see research question two. This thesis is focusing on exploring 

and describing specific motives of SME’s to de-internationalize and not on explaining 

the average behaviour. Therefore, an interpretive and descriptive qualitative study 

is developed. In this particular method, the researcher is interested in understanding 

how participants make meaning of a situation or phenomenon. This meaning is 

interpreted by the researcher and the outcome is presented in a descriptive way, since 

it is argued that the outcome of qualitative research inquiry is richly descriptive and 

providing a holistic view on a certain situation. This is necessary in order to get a better 

understanding of the complex process of SME’s de-internationalization. (Merriam, 

2009). 

 

The quantitative research approach was not suitable because it requires a statistic 

formulation of the research question and is often tested in large settings. Formulating 

the research questions in a quantitative way and testing it in a large setting was not 
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desirable for this thesis, since it would not provide enough opportunities to find out the 

deeper holistic reasons behind the process of de-internationalization (Fisher, 2010). 

 
2.2.1 Limitation of the research method 
When conducting research, it is important to be aware of existing criticism. Since the 

main instrument for conducting research in general is the researcher itself, it brings the 

risk of bias and subjectivism, which influences the study due to human shortcomings. 

The risk of completely avoiding this is inevitable in qualitative research. Nevertheless, 

in this thesis it is reduced by providing clear and transparent insights in, which methods 

are used for collecting and analysing the data. The interpretation of data is discussed 

critically and reviewed to reduce bias and subjectivism. These issues are further 

addressed in the next chapters. (Merriam, 2009). 

 
2.3 Research strategy 
According to Schutt (2012) there are several research options for qualitative research, 

for example ethnography or ethnomethodology, narrative, grounded or systematic 

theory, case study oriented understanding and computer assistant research strategy. 

For further insight into these alternatives please see Schutt (2012). 

 

The choice to use case studies is made because it enables this research to get 

meaningful insight and in-depth understanding of organizational and managerial 

processes, which in this thesis is referring to how SME’s decision to de-internationalize 

is affected by the influence of the drivers for de-internationalization. Moreover, relations 

between different individual aspects such as the drivers and their determinants, and 

their influences on the form and path of de-internationalization, need a more holistic 

understanding and more in-depth insight, because the borders between these 

phenomena are currently not clearly defined. Moreover case studies are most 

appropriate when using how or why research questions, which applies in this study. 

(Yin, 2009). 

 

Ethnography is a research strategy, which focuses on cultural understanding shared 

by groups or people. However cultural understanding is not necessary for explaining 
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de-internationalization, therefore ethnography is not considered. Narrative strategy 

focuses on how respondents are influenced by experience in their lives and thus make 

uses of events and actions in which they have participated. However the narrative 

strategy is not suitable, because the focus of this study is not solely on the experience 

gained from being involved in certain events. Therefore, this would not capture every 

aspect related to de-internationalization. Moreover, events related to de-

internationalization cannot be observed since phenomena already took place. The 

grounded theory strategy is based on an inductive strategy with observing 

phenomenon, but since this thesis is following the abductive approach and de-

internationalization has already taken place, no phenomenon can be observed, 

meaning that this cannot be applied in this thesis. In addition, the computer assistant 
strategy is not used, because no computer programs are used to analyse empirical 

data. (Schutt, 2012). 

 
2.3.1 Limitation of the research strategy 
Although it is generally argued that case studies lack representativeness, since only 

one case is analysed, they do not lack generalizability (Fisher, 2010; Yin, 2009). 

Generalisation about organizational processes, which in this study would be SME’s 

decision to reduce commitment in foreign markets, might be transferable and used in 

similar settings (Yin, 2009). That means theoretical generalisation is possible, 

compared to statistical generalisation, which would be based on the small samples 

used (Yin, 2009). In order to strengthen the made assumptions and increase the 

statistical generalisation multiple case studies are carried out in this thesis (Fisher, 

2010). Moreover, case studies might have a higher bias than other research strategies. 

This is based on the fact that in case studies often only single persons are interviewed 

resulting in one-side stories. Therefore, it is necessary to create a comfortable setting 

for the interviewee, in order to be as objective as possible. As the researchers are the 

primary instrument of data collection and analysis, much depends on their skills, 

sensitivity and interpretation. Therefore, being aware of this shortcoming will minimize 

the misinterpretation within the thesis. (Fisher 2010). 
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2.3.2 Case study design 
Case studies can be carried out by single or multiple case studies. The single case 
study mostly aims to test a theory or to investigate one unique phenomenon, whereas 

the multiple cases is mostly used to study and compare cases in their totality (holistic) 

and offers the possibility to study various units within identifiable cases (embedded). 

 

The holistic multiple case study is chosen for this thesis because if offers the 

possibility to investigate different viewpoints and contribute to new dimensions of the 

research problem, which is de-internationalization. Moreover, different phenomena 

involved with de-internationalization such as the drivers and the determinants, coming 

from the different cases, can be compared and thus, increase the validity of the 

assumptions made. 

 

The single case study is not considered because it would give only a limited viewpoint 

and since no existing theory is tested and the aim is to get more deeper and all-round 

understanding of de-internationalization, this design is not seen as appropriated for this 

thesis (Yin, 2009). 

 
2.3.3 Selection of case companies 
As the opposite of quantitative research, random selection of cases is neither 

necessary nor desirable in qualitative research, since the need is to understand a 

phenomenon from the perspective of the participant. Therefore, it is necessary for this 

thesis to select samples from which can be learned the most. This process is called 

purposeful sampling. Before starting purposeful sampling, the following essential 

criteria for choosing the case companies are determined. (Merriam 2009):   

● The case company needs to full fill the standard criteria of a Small or 
Medium size Enterprise (SME). According to Article two of the Commission 

Recommendation 2003/361/EC, SME’s can be defined as Micro, Small and 

Medium-sized Enterprises, which are made up of enterprises employing fewer 

than 250 people and having an annual turnover not exceeding 50 million euro, 

and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro. This is 

considered in order to ensure acquiring similar information related to the topic 
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investigated and to increase the validation of generalisation in the conclusion 

based on the selection of equal company characteristics. 

● The case company has de-internationalized from foreign markets. This 

criterion ensures that all unique forms in which de-internationalization can take 

place are captured for this thesis. 

 

In addition, convenience sampling is taken in consideration for this thesis as well. 

This is based on limited time, money, location and availability of respondents and is 

therefore considering the most convenient to investigate samples. In this thesis the 

criteria for convenience sampling are (Merriam, 2009): 

● The case companies are located in the Netherlands based on network 
accessibility and geographical scope. Informal relationships in the 

Netherlands, which were already established, were used when selecting the 

case companies. This was of high importance, because de-internationalization, 

which is the main topic of this thesis, can also have a negative interpretation and 

is often associated with failure. Thus creating a relaxed atmosphere to speak 

about this sensitive topic with respondents would increase their willingness to 

participate in an investigation and will result in getting the most valuable input as 

possible. The second criterion is considered based on the limited geographical 

scope within a small country as the Netherlands resulting in limited traveling 

costs and time. 

 
2.3.4 Case companies presentation 
Based on network accessibility, a list of ten companies, which have been fulfilling the 

different forms of de-internationalization, was set up. First, initial screening with the 

selected companies took place by phone and/or email and was done in order to 

investigate if the companies were willing to share information needed for the research. 

This was ensuring that the different forms of de-internationalization were captured and 

to secure that the involved persons with the decision to de-internationalize was 

available at a specific time. After this screening, four companies were not able to 

cooperate. The reasons for not cooperating could be found in the planned time 

schedule and the nature of the research. This was expected after reviewing literature 
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and understanding that companies are reluctant on participating due to the negative 

association with de-internationalization. Next, a final selection of the six case 

companies took place based on the openness and the willingness of the companies to 

share information and based on the geographical distances.  As a result, four 

companies were selected (C.N.E. B.V., Promat B.V., Schipper Technisch 

Handelsbureau B.V. and Reef Hout B.V.) and two companies were not further 

considered for primary research. However, one of the two not selected companies was 

willing to anonymously cooperate as a test pilot for the questionnaire, which is further 

explained in the next chapter. 

 

Table 1 presents the interviewed persons for each company, their function and when 

and where the interview took place. 

 

Company Date Time Location Person Function 

C.N.E B.V.* 01/05/2013 17.00 -
18.00 

Hengelo, 
private 
setting 

Erik 
Eenkhoorn 

Founder and owner 

Promat B.V.** 02/05/2013 10.00 -
11.00 

Houten, 
company 
headquarter 

Jan 
Tijman 
 
 
Hans  
Borghuis 

Business 
Development 
Manager Marine 
 
Technical and 
Commercial 
representative 

Schipper 
Technisch 
Handelsbureau  
B.V. 

02/05/2013 15.00 -
16.00 

Almelo, 
company 
headquarter 

Johan 
Schipper 

Owner 

Reef Hout B.V. 02/05/2013 19.00 -
20.00 

Goor, 
Private 
setting 

Herbert 
Reef 

Owner 

  Table 1: Summary of the case companies and the participants of the interviews 

 
* In the case of C.N.E. B.V. the interview with the owner Mr. Eenkhoorn provided two examples 

of de-internationalization regarding different products. Therefore, the case company is divided 

into two parts for the description of the empirical data and the analysis.  

** For the case company Promat B.V. two employees where simultaneously interviewed and 

therefore considered in this thesis as one interview with two voices. 
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2.4 Data collection strategy 
According to Fisher (2010) and Merriam (2009) there are three major sources of data 

collection for a qualitative research study - observations, documents and interviews.  

 

Documents are used in this thesis for collecting secondary data. Secondary data is 

based on information that is collected by others. Documents used in this thesis are 

scientific books and journals, notes taken during meetings, newspapers, articles, 

annual reports, brochures and the Internet. They provide insight and good 

understanding about current trends and developments regarding de-internationalization. 

The advantage of documents is that they are not influenced by the presence of the 

investigator, thus providing always the same data. Especially, when dealing with loaded 

or sensitive themes, such as de-internationalization, documents are more reliable than 

interviews, because respondents might change facts in order to address positivisms. 

(Fisher, 2010). This thesis will also make use of interviews for collecting primary data. 
Primary data consists of data that is collected for the first time directly from the source 

of information. Since the authors are entering an area between an exploratory study, 

which means entering a less researched area, but already have gained certain pre-

understanding, open structured questions resulting in semi-structured interviews will 

be used in this thesis. (Fisher, 2010). The open structure will lead to in-depth 

knowledge about specific issues and will present new insights and allows comparison 

between different viewpoints and experiences, which might be the first step for 

generalization. (Fisher, 2010). The strength of semi-structured interviews is the strong 

element of discovery, because the structured focus allows analysis in terms of 

commonalities and prompts or probes could achieve equivalent coverage of the topic of 

de-internationalization (Gillham, 2005). Additionally, the questions asked during the 

interviews are labelled, a process called coding, with specific keywords that suggest 

how the associated data segments inform the research objectives. This is done in order 

to make sure that all the important aspects related to the identified theoretical patterns 

for this thesis are captured. Coding is an interpretive form that helps to organize and 

structure the collected (empirical) data. (Yin, 2009).  
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In observations the researcher observes the social interactions and behaviours of 

participants over a time period and it is assumed that what people say and do is a 

product of how they see and interpret the world. However this will not be used within 

this study, since activities of de-internationalization have already been withdrawn and 

can therefore not be observed (Yin, 2009). 

 
2.4.1 Limitations of data collection strategy 
A disadvantage of documents is that they are not primarily produced for the purpose 

of the current study, which makes the suitability to the field of study questionable 

(Merriam, 2009). Therefore, a critical filtering of the used information coming from 

documents is applied in this thesis in order to identify and use only relevant information. 

A weakness of interviews is the so-called response effect, were the character of the 

interviewer or the formulation of questions could influence the interviewed person 

negatively. The aim is to get to know the true opinion and minimize biases in response. 

(Mishler, 1993). Due to the fact that informal relationships with the interviewed persons 

have already been established, the risk of being negatively influenced by the 

researchers is kept low. This assures that the interviewed persons feel comfortable and 

relaxed and increases the chance to hear true opinions. In general, the researcher 

should take the role of disinterests’ while researching, which means that no personal 

opinion should be revealed on the researched subject when interacting with people, 

because the focus is on finding out more information from the respondents and not 

judging their statements (Fisher, 2010). This means that sufficient preparation was 

taken prior to the interview in order to secure the most neutrality as possible. 

 
2.4.2 Interview design 
The development of the interview questions is based on the design provided by Gillham 

(2005). First, the interview questions are written down in a broad way in a 

brainstorming session, covering all possible interesting aspects. After that a systematic 

approach of clustering, removing redundant and prioritizing questions takes place. In 

the last step the interview questions were anonymously tested by phone with one of the 

not selected case companies, this process is called piloting. Than the questionnaire 

was revised in order to optimise the response quality and the final version of the 
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questionnaire was developed. The questionnaire and the interviews were conducted in 

English to avoid translation mistakes and misinterpretation as much as possible. The 

final version of the interview questions can be found in Appendix 1: Interview outline. 

 

2.4.3 Conducting the interviews 
Before conducting the interview a short (social) acquaintance (+/- 10 min) between the 

interviewers and participants took place in order to create a relaxed atmosphere. 

During this acquaintance the purpose of the interview, the research and the 

confidentiality aspect regarding the information storage and usage coming from the 

interview was explained to the participant. Then the actual interview took place which 

approximately lasted for one hour. All the interviews were conducted in The 

Netherlands and the selected participants had good insight about the general company 

processes and were closely involved with the de-internationalization of the company. 

The conducted interviews were recorded and offered the possibility for the interviewers 

to filter the detailed information in a stable setting, which increased the credibility of the 

interviews. When ending the interview a summary of the most important aspects of the 

interview were presented to the participant to ensure that everything was covered and 

had been understood in the intended way. Later, after writing out the recorded interview, 

a second check-up was done by email with the participant to ensure again that the 

researchers had understood all the information in the intended way. 

 

2.5 Structuring the data for theory building 
This part services as a transition stage between the data collection and the data 

analysis where the theoretical basis is developed. The focus here is to provide insight 

how the secondary data collected is structured with the aim to provide solid theoretical 

foundation for developing the theoretical model, which is used to analyse the empirical 

data. Using a theory discussion, theory synthesis and building a theoretical 
model will do this. 

 

A critical theory discussion is conducted in this thesis. It gives an overview of 

significant, already existing literature published on a certain topic. It highlights different 

standpoints of current knowledge by integrating, synthesizing, and critiquing main 
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contributions of previous researchers (Merriam, 2009). The content is selected based 

on the theoretical concepts, which this thesis is built up on. It explains from a broad 

theoretical viewpoint which terminologies are related to de-internationalization and 

ensures that concepts, theories and arguments coming from literature are valid. This 

adds strength and credibility to the claims, which are made later in the thesis. Thus, 

presenting relevant theory provides the reader with the knowledge needed to interpret 

and understand made argumentations and conclusions. (Merriam, 2009). In order to 

set borders for the theory discussion and frame the amount of literature that is used in 

this thesis, mapping out and identifying key works is necessary to become aware of the 

breadth of literature related to the topic of de-internationalization. This process, which is 

called mapping, is useful to present arguments about which literature will be 

concentrated on (Fisher, 2010). Table 2 provides an overview about the chosen 

literature construct that was looked into for this thesis. 

 

 
        Table 2:  Mapping key words related to theory discussion 

 

After mapping the keywords and getting more knowledge about them, the main 

arguments and debates are filtered, structured and selected in a reasonable and logical 

De-‐
internationaliza

tion	  

Divestment	  
Market	  
exit	  

Export	  
withdrawal	  

Drivers	  
of	  de-‐
internat
ionaliza
tion	  

Determinants	  
of	  drivers	  

Business	  
failure	  

Sme's	  

Internatio
nalization	  

Multi-‐
nationals	  

Foreign	  
operations	  
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way. A selection of the keywords is provided covering the main concept of this thesis. 

The selected keywords (patterns) are: 

● Internationalization 

● Drivers for de-internationalization 

● Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 

● De-internationalization 

● Effect of drivers and determinants on de-internationalization 

 

The keywords are codified and related to the interview questions to ensure that all the 

aspects are covered by empirical data. The keywords are further discussed in the 

‘theory discussion’ chapter found in Chapter 4 to identify their individual meaning and 

the relation towards each other. Different arguments from researchers are compared 

and contrasted, the strengths and weaknesses of argumentations are evaluated and 

the relations are argued, by stating why this specific information is relevant. (Fisher 

2010) 

 

The theory synthesis is used in this thesis to further clarify and provide more insight 

about what the previous presented keywords (patterns) mean and how they are seen 

according to their relevant meaning, in this thesis. It represents a phenomenon based 

on an interrelated set of concepts, statements and actors that influence a particular 

event or effects that occur after some event can be focused on (Pearson Education, 

2010). The Oxford dictionary (2013) states, that a synthesis is “a complex whole 

formed by combining”. In the theoretical synthesis, scientific information is put into a 

more theoretically organized form. The richer the pool of existing theory and research 

information is, the greater the complexity and precision possible in a synthesized theory. 

(Fisher 2010). 

 

The theoretical model in this thesis gives shape and structure to the research, brings 

it down to the relevant theory and concepts of the topic of de-internationalization and 

relates them to the research questions (Fisher 2010). It is a logically structured 

representation of the concepts, variables and relationships involved in a scientific study 

with the purpose of clearly identifying what will be explored, examined, measured or 
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described (Kenny et al., 1997). A model provides a description of relationships, a so-

called conceptual framework, between the concepts used. The theoretical model is 

building on the identified patterns and relations. Moreover, the theoretical model can be 

seen as a proposition, which needs to be validated and tested with empirical findings 

(Kenny et al., 1997). Since the relevant theory in this thesis is described and further 

development of the theoretical model takes place after primary data collection, but 

before data analysis, a structured approach is used, in contrast to the grounded 

approach, where theory is developed after the analysis. A structured approach helps 

the research to be more focused towards specific issues. (Fisher, 2010). 

 

2.5.1 Limitations of the data structure 
One of the limitations of the presented data structuring methods is, that it could limit the 

findings in the research, based on not capturing all the aspects by having a to narrow 

approach. Nevertheless, using the abductive approach and being able to go back and 

forth between theory and empirical findings, has led to adjusting existing theory with 

current empirical findings. This approach helped the researchers to have a wide view 

starting point (Fisher 2010). 

 

2.6 Data analysis 
The data analysis is simultaneous with data collection in qualitative research (Fisher 

2010, Merriam 2009). Since this thesis is following an abductive approach it allows 

researchers to immediately make adjustments, which is necessary to redirect the data 

collection process, and to ‘test’ emerging concepts, themes and categories against 

subsequent data. This approach allows the research to go back and forth between 

theory and empirical findings. Based on the chosen research strategy, which are case 

studies, there are only five analytic techniques (pattern matching, explanation building, 

time-series analysis, logic models, cross-case synthesis) for how to analyse empirical 

data (Yin, 2009). 

 

The analytic technique chosen in this thesis is the in-case analysis, following the 

pattern matching logic, which compares an empirically found pattern with a predicted, 

theoretical based one (or with several alternative predictions) (Yin, 2009). The 
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predicted patterns need to be defined prior data collection in descriptive case studies. 

This supports the deductive starting point of this thesis, where a theoretical framework 

is developed first. The keywords, which were identified after the mapping process 

(table 2) are found in the theory discussion and have led to the discovery of a 

theoretical pattern. The same keywords can be found in a codified way in the interview 

outline (see Appendix 1) and have led to finding empirical patterns (conclusions). 

 

For the multiple case analysis, a technique specifically used for this purpose is 

applied, which is called cross-case synthesis (comparative case analysis). Findings, 

which are based on multiple cases, are more robust and can be performed as a 

predesigned part of the same study. First, each case is treated individually and then 

findings are aggregated across series of individual cases. (Yin, 2009). For the cross-

case synthesis this thesis will use a specific form of the pattern-matching logic, which is 

called logic models. This form purposely stipulates a complex chain of events over an 

extended period of time. The events are staged in repeated cause-effect patterns, 

whereby a dependent variable (event) at an earlier stage becomes the independent 

variable (causal effect) for the next stage. For example, internationalization (event) 

needs to happen before the drivers of de-internationalization (causal effect) can occur. 

The logic model is building on the idea behind the model, which was developed in the 

theoretical framework. This logic is following the general idea of pattern matching. 

However, because of its sequential stages, the logic models deserve to be 

distinguished as a separate analytical technique. Since an individual organization is the 

unit of analysis, the logic model can be described as the firm or organizational-level 
logic model. (Yin, 2009) 

 

Rival explanations as patterns can be used when several analysed cases have a 

certain outcome, which was investigated by focusing on how and why this outcome 

occurred in each case. The analysis could lead to identifying rival chains of events, as 

well as the potential importance of wrong external events. In this thesis, rival 

explanations are found at several stages in the theoretical model, where different paths 

are possible (voluntary vs. involuntary, de-internationalization vs. non de-

internationalization, partial vs. full de-internationalization). (Yin, 2009).   
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Since the explanation building technique is focused on explaining patterns and 

follows a qualitative approach, it does not suite with the aim of this research. The time 
series describes events in a chronological order without exploring the reasons why 

events take place, but directly making conclusions. This is not desirable due to the 

nature of this research and therefore not used. (Yin, 2009). 

 

2.6.2 Limitations of data analysis 
Since the data analysis is built to a large extent on the interpretation of the researchers, 

it is difficult to reach objectivity, because human beings are always faced with 

emotional and rational behaviour. Therefore, the aim is to be as transparent as possible 

and present findings and conclusions in a way that the reader can form their own 

judgement. Building on existing theory will strengthen the findings and conclusions 

made. However, since a relatively unexplored area of research is entered new, 

unpredictable findings are possible. (Fisher 2010) 

 
2.7 Research quality 
In order to make research in general, respectively this thesis, trustworthy and authentic, 

the quality level needs to be high. This is achieved through securing the internal 
validity, reliability, external validity and by considering ethical issues (Fisher, 2010; 

Merriam, 2009). 

 
2.7.1 Internal validity 
In general, validity is referred to saying something that is true. Internal validity is 

concerned with the believability of the interpretations made by researchers and if the 

findings match reality (Fisher, 2010; Merriam, 2009). Internal validity is considered as 

strength of qualitative research, especially when taking an interpretive standpoint, since 

reality is interpreted directly through primary data collection (Merriam, 2009). 

 

In order to ensure the internal validity, this thesis makes use of the triangulation 
method, which refers to using independent investigators in order to establish validity 

through pooled judgment and using outside sources to validate case study materials. 

Four types of triangulation are identified: multiple theories, multiple sources of data, 
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multiple investigators, and multiple methods to confirm emerging findings. Multiple 
investigators are assured due to the fact that two researchers are working together on 

this thesis, which can be called collaborative or team research. Multiple sources of 
data refer to comparing the collected data at different times, for example by follow up 

the interview outcome. Also multiple methods to confirm emerging findings are 

assured within this thesis due to the member checks, which took place. Here, the 

researchers go back with their interpretations of data to participants to check if they 

agree with the made interpretation. This took place in the form of follow-up questions 

with the interviewed persons after having analysed their data and summarized the 

made statements. This gave the interviewed persons time to reflect if the author’s 

interpretations are in line with the made statements, which increases the validity. 

(Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) states researchers must develop reflexivity, which 

means reflecting critically on themselves as researchers. This is achieved by stating 

the motivation for conducting the research and the connection to the topic to make 

interpretations and assumptions more understandable for readers (Merriam, 2009). The 

motivation of this thesis and the connection to the research lies in the fact that the 

authors believe that much more can be learned from de-internationalization than from 

success stories, because just a few firms achieve significant success, but much more 

are faced with the need to close down or withdraw activities in order to survive. By 

developing, motivating and explaining the underlying factors of de-internationalization 

through literature and empirical findings, the authors present a deeper insight into this 

topic. Moreover, multiple processes are visualized, which makes the connection to the 

topic, the interpretation and the assumptions within this thesis, more understandable for 

the reader, thus more valid. 

 
2.7.2 External validity 
The external validity or generalizability is referring to the transferability of results, 

which means to what extent apply the findings and interpretations made to other 

contexts (Merriam, 2009). To which extent general assumptions from the four case 

studies used in this thesis towards other situations can be made is questionable. 

However, the intent is to understand and acquire more in-depth knowledge about de-

internationalization and not finding out what is true for many (Merriam, 2009). 
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The most probable way of reaching external validity in qualitative studies is the user 

generalizability or reader judgement, which is also called case-to-case transferability, 

where the reader decides how much of the findings are useful in their own situation 

(Fisher, 2010; Merriam, 2009). A condition for this is that researchers provide enough 

detail of the study’s context, which in this thesis is done by carrying out and presenting 

a thorough theoretical framework and empirical findings. Providing rich, thick 
descriptions is a major strategy to ensure external validity (Merriam, 2009). Therefore, 

this thesis uses a multiple case study, because the diversity in the participants 

interviewed is higher and can be applied to a larger amount of situations, thus 

increasing the external the validity (Merriam, 2009). 

 
2.7.3 Reliability 
Reliability is the extent to which a research and thus, the findings can be replicated by 

others. In social science reliability is difficult to achieve, because human behaviour is 

never static and refers to the experiences of individuals. Since these different 

interpretations exist, the focus is rather on if the results are consistent with the data 

collected. (Merriam, 2009) 

 

Consistency is assured in this thesis by providing an audit trail, where the reader can 

identify the path the researchers have taken (Merriam, 2009). This is achieved by 

describing how the study was conducted, how data was collected, how categories were 

derived, how decisions were made throughout the inquiry, how data were analysed and 

by explaining how results were determined. Most of these aspects are already covered 

in this chapter, the methodology chapter. The aspects not mentioned so far, for 

example how results were arrived at, will be explained in the suitable chapter later on. 

In addition, the reliability can be improved through using written down documents and 

triangulation, which provides the reader with the facts the researchers, built their 

argumentations on (Merriam, 2009). This is guaranteed in this thesis due to the 

understanding, which is created towards the related topics of this thesis by building up 

on literature, providing good examples and insights in the methods and references 

used, and presenting the empirical data in an objective and clear way. 
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2.7.4 Ethical issues 
Lastly, ethical issues are addressed in this thesis. A study, which is conducted in an 

ethical manner means that even contrary findings are described objectively, that data is 

collected in an appropriate way and that findings are spread. Since most is dependent 

on the ethics of the researchers, the need to be as transparent as possible is raised. 

(Merriam, 2009) 

 

One criterion in the case selection process was that the case companies needed to 

have covered different forms of de-internationalization, thus increasing the variety of 

analysis options and being able to present contrary findings. As interviews are a 

major part of the data collection process in this thesis, special attention is paid to the 

researcher-participant relationship and that gathered data is treated confidential. 
The spread of findings is covered by going back to the interviewees and checking if 

made interpretations were in line with their intentions. In addition, this research will be 

publicly accessible after it is finished, giving the readers the ability to follow the audit 

trail and decide for themselves if the interpretations and conclusions made are robust. 

This will also strengthen the reader judgement. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide insight into the scope of utilized theories, 

which will be the theoretical basis for answering the research questions. Therefore, first 

a theory discussion will provide relevant theoretical streams related to the main drivers 

and determinants for de-internationalization (RQ1) and the form and path of de-

internationalization for SME’s (RQ2). After that, in the theoretical synthesis, these 

different theories are combined according to the researcher’s interpretation. It will be 

described how different terminologies and theories are seen within this thesis. Finally, 

in the theoretical model, the combined and used theories are presented visually in a 

theoretical well-anchored model and the relationships between the individual theoretical 

constructs are explained. This model will be further used in the analysis chapter to 

analyse the data coming from the empirical findings. 

 

3.1 Theory discussion 
In this chapter the main contributions, from a theoretical viewpoint, to the relevant 

theories related to the drivers and determinants of de-internationalization (RQ1) and 

the form and path of de-internationalization (RQ2) are presented. These different 

terminologies can be seen as the underlying patterns of this thesis. The existing 

theories will be mentioned and different standpoints will be discussed. 

 

3.1.1 Drivers of de-internationalization 
Benito and Welch (1997) state that the drivers of de-internationalization can be seen as 

the current developments affecting de-internationalization decisions. Leonidou (1995) 

argues that there is no agreement about the drivers and their nature for de-

internationalization. However, Welch and Wiedersheim-Paul (1980) and Katsikeas and 

Morgan (1993) suggest internal problems as the drivers for de-internationalization. This 

is in contrast to Kedia and Chhokar (1986), who argue that external obstacles are the 

main factors. Benito and Welch (1997) conclude that the nature of drivers of de-

internationalization can come from two different viewpoints and can either be internal or 

external and is not in line with Leonidou (1995). Reiljan (2005) emphasises that in most 

of the cases several different reasons are affecting firms simultaneously and that the 
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reasons are interrelated. She argues that internal drivers, external ones and a 

combination of both are influencing companies in their decision to de-internationalize. 

 

Groups of drivers 

In contrast to the view of Leonidou (1995), Boddewyn (1979) has agreed and identified 

certain drivers and divided the drivers for de-internationalization into seven groups: 

1) Poor pre-investment analysis 

2) Lack of fit and resources 

3) Structural and organizational factors 

4) Adverse economic conditions 

5) External initiating pressures 

6) Foreignness and national differences 

7) Financial considerations 

 

Firstly, in order to reach simplification in the seven mentioned groups by Boddwyn 

(1979), Reiljan (2005) categorizes these groups of drivers into two categories and 

further describes and identifies different drivers belonging to these categories. The poor 

pre-investment analysis, lack of fit and resources and structural and organizational 

factors are classified as mistakes in pre-internationalization decisions and 
activities. Adverse economic conditions, external initiating pressures and foreignness 

and national differences are clustered as changes in (target) market conditions 

(including government interventions). However, in the later stage a third and fourth 

group are added to the overall aspects. The third group of drivers is highlighted by 

Reiljan (2005), covering the financial consideration group identified by Boddewyn 

(1979), namely poor performance. In addition, Reiljan (2005) identifies more drivers, 

which are not fitting in the current groups of Boddewyn (1979). Therefore, a fourth 

group of other drivers is introduced, capturing drivers not falling into the previously 

mentioned groups. Table 3 gives an overview about the four groups mentioned by 

Reiljan (2005) and the drivers belonging to the respective groups. 
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Lack of 
international 
experience 
   

• Insufficient pre-internationalization analysis  
• Too rapid and/or early expansion to the foreign market 
• Lack of knowledge  
• Inadequate interpretation of market signals 
• Choice of inappropriate target market 
• Choice of inappropriate operational mode 
• Misfit of product and/or insufficient adaptation to the market 
• Decrease in the value of previous experiences and knowledge due to the 
rapid changes in target market 
• No previous inward internationalization 
• Insufficient attention to foreign market (focusing on sporadic export) 

Change in 
strategy 
   

• Focusing on core markets   
• Focusing on core activities   
• Change of (foreign) owner’s strategy    
• New managers with different strategic perspectives 
• Increase in demand at home 
• Scarcity of resources and qualified personnel 
• Constraints of manufacturing capacity 
• Inadequate growth in target market   
• Maturing of the product in the target market  
• Change of operational mode 

Poor 
performance or 
increase in costs 
   

• Increase in production costs 
• Increase in transport costs and tariffs 
• Increase in competition (from the home country, host country, or third 
country)  
• Poor performance 

Other reasons 
   

• (De)internationalization of related industries 
• External shocks (including government interventions) 
• Existence of foreign owner 

 Table 3: Groups of drivers de-internationalization (Reiljan, 2005) 

 

Mistakes in the pre-internationalization decisions and activities are usually applied 

to international inexperienced firms, because they “do not realize the necessity of 

careful target market selection process and tend to underestimate the importance of 

thorough analysis of the target market” (Reiljan 2005, p.61). Poor decisions may be the 

outcome of insufficient data collection based on not knowing how to collect it or not 

having enough resources to acquire or analyse it (Reiljan, 2005). Previous empirical 

studies argue that most of the de-internationalization is caused by internal causes and 

could have been avoided by carrying out more thorough market research and better 

planning before venture (Luostarinen, 1989). Mostly firms become aware of this need 

when foreign operations are underperforming, but often it is easier to withdraw than to 

find resources for improving performances (Tornedon and Boddewyn, 1974). Selecting 

the wrong degree of commitment to the foreign market may also drive firms to withdraw 
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activities (Reiljan, 2005). If firms commit to many resources and these investments 

induce huge losses, it could result in withdrawal based on the need to rationalize 

resources (Sachdev, 1976). However SME’s quite often underinvest in foreign markets, 

because they want to ensure that they have the flexibility to leave these markets with 

the lowest costs possible (Bonaccorsi, 1992). Hence, they tend to avoid investment 

needed for guaranteeing success in the market (Reijlan, 2005). Not actively seeking 

international business activities and just accepting export orders, because it is 

profitable, will lead to early withdrawals from international markets once the order is 

progressed (Luostarinen, 1989). Reiljan (2005) summarizes the above stated 

arguments for mistakes in pre-internationalization decisions as the result of 

inexperience in international processes. These drivers are described as well by Benito 

and Welch (1997, p.12) under the heading ‘internationalization - management 

perspective’. 

 
Changes in market conditions are identified as external drivers for de-

internationalization (Welch and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1980). Therefore, the developments 

in foreign target markets need to be monitored constantly in order to be able to adopt 

firms strategies (Reiljan, 2005). Most of the research has emphasised the negative 

changes in external conditions (Reiljan, 2005). However, Elango (1998) points out that 

positive changes are possible as well in the form of sudden growth in the domestic 

market. Withdrawals may also be caused by acquiring knowledge about requirements 

for international operations (Benito and Welch, 1994). Recognizing that current strategy 

is not suitable for successful servicing the target market anymore may lead to 

temporary or permanent de-internationalization (Reiljan, 2005). Another driver is 

introduced by Boddewyn (1983) as following the leader principle, where companies are 

exiting markets, because competitors or network members like customers or suppliers 

have left the market before. Thus, other firms might imitate an initial withdrawal. These 

external factors come along with certain unpredictability, because companies cannot 

change the external environment, however, they can try to strategically influence how it 

is affecting the company (Turner, 2012). These drivers have been described by Benito 

and Welch (1997) as ‘strategic’ drivers as well. 
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A third group of drivers is highlighted by Reiljan (2005), covering the financial 

consideration group identified by Boddewyn (1979), namely poor performance, which 

is often highlighted by different researchers (Pauwels and Matthyssens 1999; Tornedon 

and Boddewyn, 1974). Poor performance might be resulting from insufficient existing 

managerial and personnel capabilities (Luostarinen and Welch, 1997) and are 

described by Benito and Welch (1997) as ‘economic’ drivers. 

 

After the research conducted on identifying the drivers, Reiljan (2005) adds another 

category of drivers, which are other reasons. This group covers external, 

unpredictable drivers as for example external shocks. External shocks like war or 

economic crises can be related to extreme unpredictable changes in market conditions 

(Hadjikhani, 1997). 

 

3.1.2 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
Reiljan (2005, p.75) states that “de-internationalization decisions are not taken in 

vacuum”, which means that beside the drivers other factors are influencing companies’ 

decisions on de-internationalization. This is underlined by Benito and Welch (1997, 

p.19) who suggested in their framework that “de-internationalization is seen as an 

outcome of a set of forces which are linked to past international operations and 

commitments, but are also affected by current developments within and external to the 

company”. The current developments coming from internal or external factors are 

covered by the groups of drivers of de-internationalization identified by Reiljan (2005). 

The set of forces linked to past international operations and commitments, can be seen 

as the reasons hindering companies to leave and reduce commitment in foreign 

markets, and are classified by Reiljan (2005) as external sources of additional 
knowledge, reasons for internationalization, and costs related with de-
internationalization. The three aspects determine the influence and relative 

importance of the current developments, which are the drivers, and can both increase 

or decrease the probability of de-internationalization (Reiljan, 2005). 

 

External sources of additional knowledge are based on gaining accumulated 

knowledge about international operations, due to interacting with players in the market, 
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which can be described as experiential learning, or collecting third party knowledge by 

for example conducting market research. This leads to decreasing the lack of previous 

international experience. Moreover, it could also lead to strategy changes due to 

gaining new insights, which could increase or decrease the possibility of de-

internationalization. (Reiljan, 2005) 

 

The reasons for internationalizing are multifaceted. Researchers often highlight the 

relationship between the reasons for internationalizing and the chosen operational 

mode in foreign markets. The primary motive for internationalizing companies is 

seeking for new markets for their products. As the commitment to markets increases, 

more activities become available for firms. (Reiljan, 2005). Dunning (2000; 2001) has 

distinguished four different motives for foreign investments: market seeking, efficiency 

seeking, natural resources seeking, and strategic assets seeking.  

 

The costs related to de-internationalization refer to the costs of selling off or closing 

down previously made investments in foreign markets. The costs of closing a 

production plant are usually higher than the exit costs for export withdrawals, due to the 

higher previously made commitment. Based on learning effects from previously 

withdrawals companies are able to minimize costs that arise from de-

internationalization processes. Thus, the effect of this factor depends on the level of 

commitment and experience. (Reiljan, 2005) 

 

If the reasons for internationalization and the costs for de-internationalization combined 

with the knowledge gained from external sources are out-weighting the drivers of de-

internationalization, then firms are locked in the de-internationalization stage, meaning 

they will continue operating in foreign markets even though there are reasons for 

leaving the market in place. If the drivers for de-internationalization, on the other side, 

have stronger influence, than the reasons for staying in the market, firms will de-

internationalize. (Benito and Welch, 1997; Karayaka, 2000; Reiljan, 2005) 
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3.1.3 De-internationalization, divestment, market exit and export withdrawal 
Different researchers have already analysed single aspects of de-internationalization 

such as divestment, market exit and export withdrawal. They have identified that there 

is a relation between this different terminologies and that the theoretical background of 

each of the aspects differs, but when activities are described and justified with 

theoretical findings they show great similarities. It is important to provide a clear insight 

to these different theories because researchers describe similar phenomena with 

different terminologies. These different terms are mixed up sometimes, because of their 

interchangeable meaning. This results in that no standardized scientific definition 

exists when explaining the relationship of de-internationalization, divestment, market 

exit and export withdrawal. Therefore, it is necessary to describe the similarities and 

differences between these terminologies in order to understand their relationship and 

provide a theoretical proved foundation for further developments. Although it is argued 

by Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999) that export withdrawal is the form of de-

internationalization, which occurs the most for SME’s, all other potential options need to 

be considered and described as well. Therefore, in the next subchapters a more 

thorough explanation of how these terms are related to each other will be presented. 

 

3.1.4 De-internationalization 
Some authors, for example, Turcan (2003), argue that de-internationalization is just the 

reversal process of internationalization. Recent findings by Vissak et al. (2012) and 

Vissak (2010) have shown that internationalization is not a stepwise process as argued 

by Johanson and Vahlne (1977) in their Uppsala model. However, it is also not 

completely following the network approach, which Johanson and Vahlne (2009) 

presented in their revised version of the internationalization process. The network 

approach is explaining internationalization by creating market knowledge coming from 

relationships developed by interacting in the foreign market network. Vissak (2010) is 

showing that internationalization is a non-linear process and uses a combination of the 

two main theories for internationalization, which is supported by findings made by 

Masum and Fernandez (2008). Vissak (2010) and Masum and Fernandez (2008) argue 

that de-internationalization, if seen as a reversal of internationalization, would be non-

linear and may possibly skip some suggested stages. The result could be that 
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companies do not de-internationalize in the way they have internationalized as suggest 

by Turcan (2003). Therefore, Turner (2012) concludes that de-internationalization 

cannot only be conceptualized as internationalization in reverse. 

 

Research has defined de-internationalization as companies that reduce commitment, 

activities or engagement in foreign markets (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005; 

Turner, 2012). The decrease in involvement, thus the form of de-internationalization, 

may take place in terms of products, markets served or operational mode (Reiljan, 

2005). In analysing de-internationalization it is argued, that not only changes between 

the operational modes need to be taken into account, but also changes within the same 

mode to a lower level of commitment is possible (Reiljan, 2005). The decrease in one 

form does not necessarily lead to an overall company decrease (Chetty, 1999; Dass, 

2000). That also means that the combination of different forms can take place at the 

same time in one company. For example, a company reduces the variety of products 

offered, but at the same time increases the number of markets served and changes the 

operational mode from exporting via an agent to exporting through their own sales 

office. Another example would be, if a company decides to serve all markets by 

exporting and therefore closes down some foreign production plants, but at the same 

time increases the variety of products offered and markets served (Chetty, 1999). 

 

De-internationalization: a voluntary or involuntary decision? 

Mellahi (2003, p.151) has defined de-internationalization as “a voluntary process of 

decreasing involvement in international operations in response to organizational 

decline at home or abroad, or as a means of enhancing corporate profitability under 

non-crisis conditions”. However, Reiljan (2005) argues that this definition is not 

covering the involuntary processes, which are based on unpredictable external 

influences. She argues that de-internationalization can be seen from two angles either 

as a voluntary proactive strategic approach companies have or as an involuntary 
reactive approach to changed market conditions (Reiljan, 2005).  
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De-internationalization: full or partial? 

De-internationalization can be full, in the form of complete market exit or partial by 

divesting parts of the companies’ assets, with the aim to reduce commitment in foreign 

markets. As companies make investments into foreign market activities, thus increasing 

the commitment, the willingness to complete de-internationalize decreases. Benito and 

Welch (1997, p.17) put it in the way “that the probability of complete withdrawal from 

international operations declines as the commitment to these operations increases.” 

The same pattern can be identified for partial de-internationalization. As companies do 

not want to lose all the made investments they prefer partial over complete withdrawal. 

Controversy, the probability of partial de-internationalization could increase again for 

established large global multinationals operating in many different foreign markets, 

which might divest some foreign activities based on corporate (strategic) misfit. (Benito 

and Welch, 1997). 

 

De-internationalization: internal or external causes? 

Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999) argue that de-internationalization can occur based on, 

endogenous misfit, meaning insufficient market commitment and poor implementation 

of current strategy. On the other hand, exogenous misfit referrs to the current 

approach being no longer suitable due to changes in the environment. This means they 

see the motives for de-internationalization as either internal or external. Moreover, 

they conclude that the withdrawal of foreign activities does not necessarily mean a 

failure (Pauwels and Matthysens, 1999) but can also derive from changes in strategy 

(Benito, 1997). This is supported by Vahlne and Nordström (1993) who see de-

internationalization as a normal process of global firms enabling them to make better 

use of scarce resources. Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999, p.32) add that “a successful 

strategic withdrawal may lead to a better strategic foundation of the entire international 

market portfolio”, thus emphasising the learning aspect of past withdrawals. This is also 

argued by Benito and Welch (1997), who state that de-internationalization takes into 

account past international experiences and current developments. 
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3.1.5 Divestment 
As stated by Wallender (1973), situations, which put companies into the position to 

divest, develop slowly and without attracting attention. Extreme cases are easy to 

monitor and therefore less problematic to predict. Most risk, however, lies in the small, 

difficult to predict aspects that may have large consequences. (Wallender, 1973). Past 

researchers, who have argued and contributed to the divestment literature, have mainly 

taken three streams into account.  

 

Harrigan (1985) argues divestment from a strategic management perspective and 

takes the product life-cycle (PLC) approach as the basic foundation for strategic 

decisions in declining industries. It also focuses on asset specificity as a barrier to exit. 

Companies often develop through the different stages of the PLC typically as following: 

introduction, growth, maturity and decline (with the option to divest). The option 

Harrigan (1985) developed in this stage is called ‘end games’ and refers to companies’ 

option to adopt different divestment strategies to deal with decline. In total five options 

are developed ranking from investment to divestment. In the divestment route it is 

highlighted that this perspective is in particular an appropriate way for companies 

ending activities due to high volatility in industries and high uncertainty regarding future 

returns. 

 

Another angle, which researchers have taken when explaining divestment, comes from 

a corporate portfolio perspective. This includes both the financial and strategic 

viewpoint and examines the corporate strategy along with the financial performance 

(Chow and Hamilton, 1993). Units, that do not meet the financial objectives, are more 

likely to become candidates for divestment. Furthermore, the overall corporate financial 

performances also influence companies’ decisions to divest. In addition to the financial 

performance, the strategic focus and fit is an important aspect in the corporate portfolio 

perspective (Benito, 1997). Researchers (Benito, 1997; Chow and Hamilton, 1993) 

point out that units operating in unrelated fields, which are not directly in line with the 

overall corporate strategy, are also more likely to be divested. 
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The third and last stream identified, argues divestment from a transaction cost 
perspective and deals with reducing costs, with the aim of increasing the shareholders 

quotas (Benito, 1997). The literature often distinguishes between sell-off and spin-off. 

The sell-off is referring to a possibility companies have to sell assets of the firm; for 

example, a subsidiary, division or product line. In a spin-off the company gives out the 

ordinary share to the shareholder holding these in the specific unit. (Chow & Hamilton, 

1993). Due to divestment the market value of a company often increases. However, 

only limited research has proved this. The reason behind the value increase could be 

explained by the fact that mostly underperforming units are divested. Another logical 

explanation could be found in the fact that operating, bonding and monitoring costs in 

foreign markets are more costly than in the home market. By divesting foreign 

operations these costs could be saved and eventually lead to a higher wealth for the 

shareholders. (Benito, 1997).   
 
Divestment: a voluntary or involuntary decision? 

Chow and Hamilton (1993) argue that voluntary divestment will have a positive effect 

on the share prices of investors and that involuntary divestment will have a negative 

effect. Decker and Mellewigt (2007) see divestment as a strategic voluntary partial 

business exit, where certain assets are sold in line with corporate strategic re-

orientation, or as a status-quo preserving action, where company’s assets are reduced 

in order to avoid complete market exit. Companies can make a proactive, voluntary 
decision, which has rather positive associations (Benito and Welch, 1997; Decker and 

Mellewigt, 2007). This is due to the strategic re-positioning of a firm, which is seen as 

an activity to react to changed conditions in foreign markets based on gained 

experiential learning (Benito and Welch, 1997; Decker and Mellewigt 2007).  Sachdev 

(1976) argues that involuntary decisions regarding divestment are coming from 

aspects, which leave no room for choices for the company involved. He further explains 

that these situations occur due to changes in the external environment, mostly through 

takeover of the host country government leading to nationalization, expropriation, or 

confiscation. 
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Divestment: full or partial? 

Different researchers have taken contradictive perspectives on what can be classified 

as divestment. Some scholars such as Boddewyn (1979) argue that divestment can 

include the sale of all or of a major part of an active operation. This includes full 
closure of a foreign plant or selling it and is the end decision a company can make in 

divestment. On the opposite, some researchers argue that divestment incorporates 

also partial reduction in the commitment to the foreign market. For example scholars 

such as Decker and Mellewigt (2007, p.1) define divestment as: “Business divestiture 

means that a firm disposes a significant part of its assets [...] in terms of, e.g., sell-off or 

dissolution”. Sachdev (1976, p.3) takes a similar approach when defining divestment 

and identified it as a “reduction of ownership percentage in an active direct foreign 

investment on a voluntary or involuntary basis." Also Chow and Hamilton (1993) 

support this perspective and build on this definition of divestment, which according to 

them, is the partly sale of company assets, product lines, subsidiaries or divisions in 

exchange for cash, security or the combination of both. 

 

3.1.6 Market exit 
As mentioned by Bentio and Welch (1997) market exit is seen as the full or complete 
form of de-internationalization and is aiming for reducing commitment and activities in 

a foreign market. Market exit means that a product or service is no longer available for 

customers or that a company is no longer represented in the market (Karayaka, 2000). 

Different activities can be undertaken such as eliminating single products or full product 

lines, shutting down branches or subsidiaries, or closing the whole business in specific 

countries. It could be that products are no longer profitable or that companies choose to 

replace them with newer, more advanced ones or companies are no longer profitable 

due to bankruptcy (Karakaya, 2000). The literature on market exit shows, that decisions 

regarding market exits do not always match the traditional route in strategic planning 

stages (Matthyssens and Pauwels, 2000). “In fact, a number of different moves toward 

exit have already been taken before management eventually formalizes the ‘fait 

accompli’ in a strategic exit decision” (Matthyssens and Pauwels, 2000, p.701). 
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Market exit: a voluntary or involuntary decision? 

Complete market exit could be voluntary or strategic, as for example, with the aim to 

free resources, which could be invested in more profitable markets (Karakaya, 2000; 

Matthyssens and Pauwels, 2000). Reiljan (2005) also adds the aspect that market exit 

could take place country wise and defines this as a reduction in markets served. 

Hadjikhani (1997) on the other hand argues that in extreme cases companies 

sometimes are involuntary exiting markets due to war in the host country or due to 

supplier or distributor exit (Karayaka, 2000). 

 

3.1.7 Export withdrawal 
An export withdrawal can be defined as an elimination of product/market combination 

from a company’s portfolio of export ventures, which is in line with the definition of full 
market exit. Especially SME’s often use this type of market exit, since they tend to 

have less Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) due to the scarcity in financial resources 

and high investment costs involved. Due to the low risk involved and low commitment 

from exporters, which are facing low entry and exit barriers (Porter, 1976), compared to 

other operational modes, Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999) assume that this form of 

de-internationalization occurs the most for SME’s. 

 

Export withdrawal: a voluntary or involuntary decision? 

Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999) see export withdrawal as a type of international 

voluntary strategic market-exit decision used by companies with the aim to drastically 

reduce its engagement in market related activities in an export market. This strategic 

approach is taken by Pauwels and Matthyssens (1999), because it includes internal as 

well as external causes, which companies can react to. Therefore, it should not be 

seen as a re-active strategy or failure. Given the limited resources of SME’s and the 

need to internationalize in a controllable way raises the need for reassessment of 

foreign portfolio activities and the reallocation of resources might be necessary. 

Performing a market exit could free resources that can be invested in other more 

profitable markets. (Pauwels and Matthyssens, 1999). Whereas the involuntary forced 

withdrawal is just influenced by external causes and gives the company no opportunity 
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other than exiting (Pauwels and Matthyssens, 1999). Welch and Wiedersheim-Paul 

(1980) argue that exporting is often seen as an experiment by firms, therefore they 

assume that many new exporters fail or withdraw export activities in the early stage of 

exporting. They argue that exporting is often started to early, leaving the company not 

well prepared for dealing with additional issues coming from foreign orders (Welch and 

Wiedersheim-Paul, 1980). Bonaccorsi (1992) found in his study about Italian 

manufacturing firms, which exported, that only a few were stable exporters. Bonaccorsi 

(1992) concludes that small exporting firms have high exporting mobility as well as high 

country mobility. This could be explained with firms just accepting orders from different 

foreign markets because of economic reasons. As soon as the order is fulfilled, the 

company technically withdraws their exports (Luostarinen, 1989). Therefore, initial 

exports could lead to export withdrawal, since it is not in the strategic focus of 

companies. 

 
3.2 Theory synthesis 
Different angels on the patterns, such as the drivers and their determinants, de-

internationalization, divestment, market exit and export withdrawal, were previously 

presented and evaluated on their relative importance coming from literature. This 

chapter will explain their significant meaning and highlight how these terms will be used 

in this research. 

 

3.2.1 Drivers of de-internationalization 
Since it is argued that several different reasons have simultaneous effect and are often 

interrelated it lies beyond the scope of this thesis to describe every single possible 

combination of drivers influencing the decision to de-internationalize. This thesis will 

built upon previously identified drivers and divides them in four groups of reasons 

influencing the decision to de-internationalize. The first group, lack of international 
experience, is covering internal drivers. The lack of (internal) international experience 

is based on lacking knowledge about processes and developments in target markets. 

The second and third group, change in strategy and poor performance or increase 
in costs, is defined by combining internal and external drivers.  The change of strategy 

(internal) is dependent on changed market conditions (external). The poor performance 
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or increase in costs is caused by strategic (internal) misfit between the company and 

the foreign market (external) operated in. The last group, other reasons, is solely 

based on external drivers. The drivers covering influences coming from internal, 

external and combinations of both, and are used and clustered as the following in this 

thesis: 

 

  Table 4: Influences groups of drivers 

 

Based on the prior argumentation, the influence of the internal and external drivers in 

this thesis can be cluster into two groups. On the one hand are the predictable drivers, 

which are covering internal ones and internal ones in combination with external ones. 

Although external drivers are seen as unpredictable, when combined with internal ones, 

by monitoring the current developments in markets and changing strategies proactively, 

they become more predictable. Resulting in strategically adjustments of firms to 

changed market conditions, which is described as voluntary de-internationalization. 

On the other hand are the unpredictable drivers, which are based on the external 

ones only. The external drivers are difficult to predict, based on their random 

occurrence. Therefore, this group of drivers are forcing firms to react, which in this case 

means involuntary de-internationalization. 

 

3.2.2 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
The determinants are determining the relative impact of the drivers of de-

internationalization on the de-internationalization. The determinants of drivers can be 

clustered into three groups: 

Group of Drivers Influences  

Lack of international experience 
   

Internal (predictable)  

Change in strategy 
 

Internal (predictable)
  

External (unpredictable) 

Poor performance or increase in costs 
   

Internal (predictable) 
   

External (unpredictable) 

Other reasons 
   

 External (unpredictable) 
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• Knowledge gained from external sources: acquiring experiential knowledge 

• Reasons for internationalizing: market, efficiency, natural resources and 

strategic assets seeking drivers 

• De-internationalization costs: costs of withdrawing previous made 

investments 

 

3.2.3 De-internationalization 
In this thesis de-internationalization is seen as the overall leading process, which 

incorporates sub processes such as divestment and market exit, including export 

withdrawal. This is based on the common aim of these processes, which is to reduce 

the amount of company assets or commitment in the foreign market. This thesis 

defines de-internationalization as companies that reduce commitment, activities or 

engagement in foreign country markets. It can be full or partial and can be done by 

either partly divesting parts of the companies’ assets or by directly fully market 
exiting, which can also take place as export withdrawal. This thesis builds on the 

idea where divestment is undertaken in order to avoid full market exit. All the processes 

belonging to de-internationalization share the same characteristics and can all take 

place from two angles either as a voluntary proactive strategic approach companies 

can make or as an involuntary reactive approach. 

 

Forms of de-internationalization 

This thesis builds de-internationalization up on the four forms in which it can take place: 

1. Changes Operational mode: is referring to a change into a lower level of 

commitment by switching to a different operational mode. but also changes 

within the operational mode. It can take place through divestment or complete 

market exit. 

2. Markets served: means that a company is not serving the foreign country 

market anymore and can therefore only be seen as complete market exit 

including export withdrawal. 

3. Products offered: is referring to that a product is no longer available in foreign 

markets and is therefore seen as complete market exit product wise. 

 



45	  
 

Reiljan (2005) does not distinguish between divestment and export withdrawal in her 

research and argues that both can be permanent, this results in that the above-

mentioned aspects are also more permanent than partial. This thesis defines 

divestment as partial de-internationalization, therefore, the above mentioned 

dimensions are not capturing all possibilities of how de-internationalization can take 

place, resulting in that a fourth dimension needs to be added in order to capture the full 

de-internationalization. The fourth dimension, which is added, is:   

4. Reduction in company assets: means partial or complete sale of company 

assets and can result in divestment or complete market exit. 

 
Path of de-internationalization 

In order to provide more insight into the purpose of this thesis a triangle model (table 5) 

is presented to explain in which form de-internationalization can take place and which 

paths of de-internationalization can be taken for SME’s. 

 

   
   Table 5: Path of de-internationalization 

 

From the theory synthesis two main paths of de-internationalization are identified. 
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● Path 1 of de-internationalization: Divestment – Market exit 
The first path is pictured with blue dotted lines and includes partial de-

internationalization, which is defined as divestment. Divestment can occur in two forms, 

first, by divesting foreign activities with the aim of reducing the amount of commitment, 

second, by selling company assets, which are mostly done, in order to reduce the costs 

involved and to stress the length of the process or to avoid direct market exit. However, 

divestment could eventually lead to market exit. The path from divestment to full market 

exit will then result in a reduction in markets served or products offered. 

 

● Path 2 of de-internationalization: Market exit 
The second process is pictured with the straight purple line and includes full de-

internationalization by directly exiting the market. Direct market exit can occur in two 

forms. First, by reducing the amount of markets served, this results in companies 

leaving specific foreign markets. Second, by not offering certain products anymore, this 

then results in market exit specified on products. 

 

3.3 Theoretical model 
The theoretical model is build up on the previous presented literature discussion and 

the theory synthesis. The aim is to create a better understanding and provide more 

insight into de-internationalization, especially which drivers and determinants for de-

internationalization can be identified, in which form can de-internationalization take 

place, which path can be taken when de-internationalizing and how do the drivers and 

determinants affect the form and path of de-internationalization. 

 

The developed model (table 6) is a step-wise logic model and is built upon the 

previously identified theoretical constructs. The model is logically linking together the 

patterns, which are presented and visualized in the model below. The model consists of 

two stages. The first stage is the influence of the drivers, which includes recognition of 

drivers for de-internationalization, identifying their nature and determining their relative 

influence through the determinants. This will lead to a positive or negative decision for 

de-internationalization, considering one of the four possible forms of de-

internationalization. The second stage is the pathway of de-internationalization. After 
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having made the decision to de-internationalize, companies need to decide which path 

they will choose. A more detailed explanation of how the theoretical constructs are 

related to each other is given after the model. 

 

 
  Table 6: Theoretical de-internationalization stage model 

 

Drivers of de-internationalization 

The drivers are the reason why firms start to de-internationalize. The four groups of 

drivers identified are: the lack of international experience, change in strategy, poor 

performance or increase in costs, and other reasons. The first three identified groups of 

drivers can be described as internal and the combination of internal and external 

drivers. The last group of drivers, other reasons, captures only external drivers. Internal 

drivers are factors, which the company can predict and the external drivers are factors, 

which the company cannot predict. Nevertheless, if the internal drivers are combined 

with external ones, the unpredictability is reduced. Therefore, the drivers can influence 

de-internationalization in a predictable or unpredictable way as visualized in the model.  

 
Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 

How strong the drivers influence the specific forms in which de-internationalization can 

take place, is depending on the impact of the determinants on the drivers, which are 

therefore visualized in a separated box in the model. The determinants, which influence 
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the impact of the drivers on the form of de-internationalization, are divided into three 

groups: the knowledge gained from external sources, reasons for internationalization 

and de-internationalization costs. The determinants can either increase or decrease the 

probability of de-internationalization. If the impact of the drivers of de-

internationalization is lower, based on the influence of the determinants, than the 

reasons for continue operating in a certain market, based on for example high de-

internationalization costs or being dependent on resources from a certain market, then 

companies are locked in the de-internationalization stage. Being locked in the de-

internationalization stage means, the company is hindered to leave the market and will 

therefore continue operating in foreign markets, even though there are reasons for 

leaving the market in place. At the other hand, if the drivers are determined to have 

greater impact than the reasons for staying, then companies will proceed with de-

internationalization.  

 

De-internationalization 

The drivers and the determinants combined influence de-internationalization regarding 

one of the four forms in which de-internationalization can take place. These forms are: 

change in operational mode to a lower level of commitment or lowering the commitment 

within the operational mode, reduction in company assets, the markets served or the 

products offered in a foreign country market. The path of de-internationalization starts 

when the company passes the pictured dotted vertical line and enters the triangle, as 

visualized in the model. De-internationalization can take place via two pathways. The 

first path is divestment - market exit. Divestment can be achieved by changes in the 

operational mode to a lower level of commitment or by selling off company assets, a 

reduction of markets served or products offered. The second path is the direct market 

exit and can be achieved by reducing the amount of markets served, which result in 

companies directly leaving specific foreign markets, or by not offering certain products 

anymore, which then results in market exit product-wise. 
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4. Empirical data 
In this chapter the empirical data, which was collected through personal interviews, is 

presented. The empirical data is developed into descriptive case studies, which are 

presenting the data according to the underlying identified patterns to make sure 

relevant information is provided. 

 

4.1 C.N.E. B.V.  
For this case study the managing director and founder Mr. Eenkhoorn was interviewed 

about two products, which the company was offering. These were the leak free 

couplings and the technical robots. Therefore, two different sections are made in order 

to separate the products and to provide a clear insight. However, the provided general 

information and the learning effects for the company are valid for both products. 

 

C.N.E. B.V. is a Dutch engineering company founded in 1997, whose core business is 

to deliver technical services and expertise to the industry. The main activities of the 

company can be divided into three areas: 

●  Asset  Management & Problem Analysis 

●  Product development 

●  Training & Courses 

 

The company was original involved in engineering leak free couplings for hoses, which 

are often used between pipes and are connected to storage tanks where liquid cargo is 

loaded into trucks for shipping. The company is operating in the piping and hoses 

industry. Customers are mostly operating in the process, storage or transportation 

industry. The main markets are The Netherlands, Belgium and the UK. Mr Eenkhoorn 

is the founder and managing director. His task was setting up the company, realize 

turnover, marketing and sales. “The first aim of the company was to become a trade 

company in new innovative end products like these leak free couplings. The focus was 

on identifying more of such products” (Eenkhoorn, 2013).  

 

Next to the leak free couplings, C.N.E. B.V was offered the opportunity to buy out the 

intellectual property of a bankrupt robot-manufacturing factory, which had around 500 
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to 1000 international customers. These robots could be used for packaging or picking 

up boxes from pallets and putting it on production lines. Typical customers would for 

example be large MNCs like Unilever, Shell or DuPont. 

 

In regard to the leak free couplings, Mr Eenkhoorn joined some exhibitions and fairs in 

Spain, Denmark and Ireland in order to meet potential customers. These fairs have 

been organized and subsidized by the EU with the aim to introduce small companies to 

customers in the European Market. “We joined some exhibitions and fairs, especially 

as a starting company using the EU possibilities, which were rather luxurious at that 

time. They have set up at those times three to four events a year for small new 

companies to introduce themselves within a new concept of the European Union. [...] 

We had basically a stand for free there. It was a very small stand, amongst other 

people selling marmalade or other odd products” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). Another way to 

get into contact with customers and to generate sales was setting up meetings with 

specialized companies and selling through the website. This has led to selling and 

exporting some couplings to foreign markets in the starting phase. 

 

Due to the already existing international customer base for the technical robots, C.N.E 

B.V. immediately started taking orders for the robots and exporting them to foreign 

markets, which resulted in a lot of international trade activities. “We bought it [the 

intellectual property] so that we have access to the international range of customers 

and there we also did a lot of international trading. We sold spare parts to robots in 

Germany, Belgium, we shipped robots from Spain to the main factory of  the client near 

Scotland. We replaced all the electronics of a robot for Shell in Malaysia. Again there, 

we used the package which we brought to make turnover and a profit” (Eenkhoorn, 

2013). 

 
4.1.1 Drivers of de-internationalization (leak free couplings) 
The company was not able to generate more sales, because it realized that having two 

different core businesses at the same time that did not complement each other, was 

difficult. The company tried to become a trade company in end products and an 

engineering business development company, who was seeking market opportunities 
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for new innovative products. “That was at the start a dilemma, because you are either a 

trade company in end products or you investigate your markets and see whether there 

is a need for a new innovative product. To do both appeared a little bit difficult. Selling 

ice cream and cars in one shop does not work” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). Another problem 

was that the target group of specialized customers was not represented at the fairs. 

“We never managed to get to the target group of specialized companies. [...] Everybody 

in the market comes to this fair, whether you sell letters, cheese or leak free couplings 

for hoses. It does not matter. So we were not reaching our target groups. We only 

participated because it was free and it was pleasant” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). In addition, if 

meetings with these specialized companies were finally set up, C.N.E B.V. realized that 

their product offering was too limited regarding the expectations of the customers. 

 
4.1.2 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization (leak free couplings) 
The leak free couplings is a very specialized product and in the Netherlands only 

limited customers, around ten large trading companies and wholesalers, are available. 

This was an insufficient number for the company to rely on. Therefore, the company 

directly needed to internationalize. When participating in the market, C.N.E B.V. 

learned that offering only one product and having a limited product range was not 

attractive, because customers were demanding total solutions and packages. “We 

found out that we were in a market where people wanted to have total systems, not 

only the couplings, but also the hoses, the flushes, the appendages, the valve, maybe 

even the vessels, the pumps. It is a big market and you only sell one component” 

(Eenkhoorn, 2013). 

 
4.1.3 De-internationalization (leak free couplings) 
Nowadays the company still makes occasional sales for leak free couplings, but they 

have recognized this is not the way to succeed. Therefore, the strategy changed from 

selling end-products towards selling the patents and the intellectual property to make 

and develop the products, to other manufacturing companies. “We never progressed in 

advertising or marketing. Nevertheless, we still occasionally sell a few couplings to 

some party finding us. Even though, we do not do any activities anymore in that area. 
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So de-internationalization means to us only that we do not put in any effort, but what is 

ordered automatically we still deliver” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). 

 
4.1.4 Drivers of de-internationalization (technical robots) 
“So, we de-internationalized, because either the robots went into defects and were 

replaced by much faster working robots [from competitors], or the client went bankrupt, 

or the client bought all the drawings and the spare parts lists, the specifications, and did 

the work themselves. So, in the end we were left virtually with no clients. [...] So we de-

internationalized just by letting the product run out of steam” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). 

Moreover, the company neglected investments in R&D. The result was that no newer 

version of robots was developed. This decision was made, because competitors came 

up with updated models like the one armed robot and were already way ahead in R&D. 

The robot industry was fast changing, competitive and already saturated, resulting in 

declining prices for robots in general. “We did not want to go into that competitive 

market. The investment was very unattractive, as the market for robots was saturated 

already and the price of robots was in decline already over a period of ten years” 

(Eenkhoorn, 2013). The bankruptcy of the acquired robot manufacturing company was 

mainly due to the lack of innovation, which was a direct result of the neglected 

investments in R&D activities. 

 
4.1.5 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization (technical robots) 
The opportunity was seen in acquiring the robots for little money and selling them with 

the biggest profit possible. In addition, the access to these international customers was 

identified as a chance to introduce other products of C.N.E B.V. to these clients. “We 

bought the package for little money and we earned far more than we ever paid for the 

package of these robots. It gave us a network of clients, which we still use, but for other 

products” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). However, the realization that market potential had 

decreased left C.N.E B.V. with a declining customer group and the decision to not 

invest in any marketing activities in this area anymore. “Today I have suddenly no wish 

to make robots” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). 
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4.1.6 De-internationalization (technical robots) 
The unwillingness of C.N.E B.V. to invest in what they saw as an unattractive market, 

led to the literal death of the acquired robots. “So, because the robots were old 

fashioned and we did not develop any new single arm robots [...] like other companies 

have already done many years before, we just led the robots virtually die” (Eenkhoorn, 

2013). 

 

4.1.7 Learning effects for C.N.E. B.V. (leak free couplings and technical robots) 
“Is the market potential success or not, and at which point do you decide that the 

chances of success are to small to continue with your effort in setting up that market. I 

find this a better description [for de-internationalization]” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). C.N.E. B.V. 

is still operating and occasionally sells leak free couplings as well as robots or spare 

parts to international customers. However, the company is now offering completely 

different products. The focus nowadays is on Cairbags and Linerbags, which are used 

for stabilization of liquid cargo in tank trucks, and liquid natural gas (LNG) thermal 

isolation applications for carrying ships. The company holds several patent rights 

worldwide for these air cushion applications. In this sense the company is still focusing 

on one of their first aims, identifying needs in society and solving it with innovative 

product solutions. “As soon as you have one good product all your resources should be 

focused to make a success out of it. So, it is not that we invent ten new products, 

because from the invention you make no money. If it is a good invention you have to 

protect it through patents and they cost a lot of money. And to pay that you need 

income. So you better focus on one product and make it sell-able so that you can pass 

the break-even point and make more money than you spent. From that moment you 

can start thinking about a new invention” (Eenkhoorn, 2013). 

 

4.2 Reef Hout B.V. 
For this case study the owner Mr. Reef has been interviewed about his timber company 

Reef Hout B.V. 

 

Reef Hout B.V., a Dutch family owned company operating in the timber industry, was 

located in Goor and taken over 1992 by the Reef sons. The core business was 
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importing timber from Africa and South America and selling it to customers in the 

hydraulic industry, where the timber is used outdoors. The goal was to develop, 

manufacture and market timber proprietary products, with the emphasis on providing 

added value to the customer, based on often tailor-made products. Most of the 

products were delivered to (sub) contractors, water authorities and governments. 

 

The company was already importing timber from Cameroon before the 1990s and 

started by buying timber from local saw mills. In a reaction to the growing importance of 

environmental groups in that time, the company decided to start with exporting 

ecologically timber from Cameroon by acquiring a saw mill in 1999. “In the early 1990s 

started, that is also one of the reasons why we went to other countries, that the 

environment groups were fighting against the tropical forest [...]. We were one of the 

leaders; one of the beginners in the whole world to create a situation for ourselves and 

for our company to start with ecologically exported wood. We went to Africa and 

brought timber there from saw mills and finally we bought a saw mill ourselves in 1999” 

(Reef, 2013). Being represented and established in the market was required by the 

Cameroon government in order to be eligible to own forest concessions of up to 

300.000 ha. Such concessions would assure the complete control of the work chain 

from exploring, cutting down forest, to processing the timber and was required to obtain 

the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certificate, which proved the ecological use of 

the forest. In 2005 such a concession was finally assigned from the Cameroon 

government to the company and was valid for 30 years. “The main strategy was to 

have a company in a country with a forest concession, so that we could be 100 % sure 

[about working processes and quality of the timber]. If you have a certificate and are 

100 % sure you can go into the market. We did not want to buy from other people 

because we do not know [how they got the timber]” (Reef, 2013). 

 

4.2.1 Drivers of de-internationalization 
The FSC-certification resulted in a large number of costs, since the Forest Stewardship 

Council measures and requires working standards on European level in Africa. 

However, the working standards in Africa are far below the European level and lead to 

high investments in technical processes and equipment. In the end the company was 
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required to build a new, more up-to-date saw mill. The final decision for building the 

new sawmill was made in 2007 and the construction of it began in 2008. An investing 

company in the form of a bank was found in the Netherlands to finance the six million 

Euros, which were necessary to complete the project. However, the timing could not 

have been worse, because the financial crisis began at the end of that year. As a result 

of this, the bank was put in a difficult financial position and the amount of capital 

available for investment was drastically reduced and the requirements for getting loans 

became much stricter. “The banks, before 2008, were giving good conditions to 

companies, good, healthy growing companies. When the financial crisis came, they 

turned back all these conditions” (Reef, 2013). Due to those changes, the money from 

the loan with the previously agreed conditions was not paid and therefore, never 

reached Cameroon. Moreover, in 2009 a General Manager was appointed, which was 

responsible for managing the company. His primary task was to find an investment 

company to afford the required investments needed in Cameroon, but was believed to 

be putting his own interests above those of the company. “In 2009 we also created 

another structure in our company, we took a General Manager, and we have been 

looking for an investment company to invest money in our company to do the big 

investments in Cameroon. We had to build a new saw mill, because old saw mill we 

had was not good for the FSC-certification” (Reef, 2013). 

 

4.2.2 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
Reef Hout B.V. internationalized into Cameroon in the first place, because the timber 

there provided exactly the input needed for the family business. Moreover, Mr Reef was 

familiar with the country, based on previous working and living experiences. “In 1987 I 

was working for a German company in Cameroon. I went with my wife to Cameroon 

and we were working in a saw mill. So we have stayed there three years. We were very 

good orientated in Cameroon and that was also the country where the main species for 

what my father and uncle needed for trading, was coming from. We always spoke the 

language, we know the country, so it was a logical decision” (Reef, 2013). In order to 

gain more control on working processes and to assure the ecological aspect, first an 

own saw mill was acquired and later an updated one needed to be built, which resulted 
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in large investments in Cameroon. However, due to the inability to get money from the 

banks, the company de-internationalized. 

 

4.2.3 De-internationalization 
“In 2011 we have split up the company here in Goor to the General Manager and we 

stayed in the company in Cameroon, but the disaster was already there. We could not 

stop it anymore” (Reef, 2013). The appointed General Manager was responsible for 

The Netherlands and Mr Reef took over responsibilities for the part in Cameroon. 

Nevertheless, the parts of the company in The Netherlands were closed in the 

beginning of 2012. The company was not able to finance the investment project in 

Cameroon, which led to the closure of their own production plant in September 2012, 

and 1100 employees in Cameroon were laid-off. 

 

4.2.4 Learning effects 
Nowadays, Mr Reef has created two new companies, which still import timber from 

Cameroon, based on the dependency in quality of the timber coming from this region. 

The current strategic focus of the company is to stay small and only take reactive, less 

risky decisions. Foreign investments and dependency on other people or parties are 

not considered as an option anymore. 

 

4.3 Schipper Technisch Handelsburo B.V. 
For this case study the owner of the company Mr Schipper was interviewed. 

 

Schipper B.V. is a Dutch stockholding technical wholesaler with its Headquarter in 

Almelo. The total supplier in engineering services customers in industries like 

engineering, textile, chemical or food industry with mechanical and electrical 

components, clothing, tools and applications from different premium brands. The family 

owned company was established in 1981 and focuses on customized service, fast and 

reliable deliveries, local presence and high quality. Next to the wholesale activities, 

Schipper B.V. also undertakes activities in repair and overhaul of technical equipment 

(Technisch Serviceburo), support and sell of water and environmental systems (Water- 

en Milieutechniek) and sell and advice on LED lighting (Licht Techniek). 
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The main focus of the company is the Dutch market but Schipper B.V. also has 

international activities in Poland and Germany. Foreign markets were entered 

previously by exporting or by setting up own sales offices and/or warehouses. This was 

also the case in 2008, when the decision was made to open a sales office in Dubai. 

The first contact to investors from Dubai was established after going to international 

trade fairs organized by the Dutch government. 

 

4.3.1 Drivers of de-internationalization 
After the unprepared entry, without market research or prior entering, the company 

realized that products were not unique enough and most of the products where already 

available in Dubai. “We did not have an unique selling point, there was already a lot of 

these kind of products available. If I would have done a good market research before, I 

should have known” (Schipper, 2013). Moreover, the lack of knowledge about cultural 

differences and dealing with different business procedures, made it difficult for Schipper 

B.V. to acquire customers. “When we started there it appeared that it was a little bit 

different, it was really hard to make good solid agreements with people from this part of 

the world. [...] It is a complete other world” (Schipper, 2013). In addition, the 

responsible manager in Dubai had limited international experience and was not 

prepared or aware of the business differences between the Middle East and the 

Western world. 

 

4.3.2 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
The expansion into foreign markets for Schipper B.V. is based on the exploration of 

market opportunities, the aim to internationalize the company and to expand based on 

truly entrepreneurial spirit. Entering Dubai was based on good stories from the personal 

network of Mr Schipper on personal experience with that country and on market and 

growth opportunities, which seemed promising. However, the company quickly learned 

that the products and strategy did not fit the customers’ expectations and business 

procedures. 
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4.3.3 De-internationalization 
“You are looking at the opportunities and the perspectives and when there is no 

forecast of a better situation; then, of course, you have to decide to quit” (Schipper, 

2013). The decision to close down the subsidiary was made by Mr Schipper at the end 

of 2011 and took a long time due to the personal involvement of the owner. “[The 

decision to de-internationalize took] too long. Of course, you are also emotionally 

involved. When you start something you want to be successful. So, you do not want to 

give up. You are always hoping for better times and hoping for opportunities, which you 

want to believe. I think after one year in 2009 we could have concluded that there was 

no opportunity, at least not for the way we did it. We waited too long and finally closed it 

in the end of 2011” (Schipper, 2013). Schipper B.V. is currently still exporting to three 

main customers in Dubai. However, Dubai is not considered as a focus market 

anymore. Employees felt relieved after the closure, because many of them had never 

understood the decision to internationalize into this market in the first place. The reason 

for not understanding this decision was due to the lack of internal communication from 

management. “There was a lack of communication. People were wondering, ‘he is 

going to Dubai, why? Is he lying on the beach?’ [...] I can imagine that people were 

thinking, ‘we have so much to improve here [in The Netherlands] why start in Dubai?’ If 

you not explain it to people, not make them aware of the advantage for the whole 

company, the whole group, then it is very hard to understand. Because I did not 

communicate it enough, people were not motivated to participate or support and think. 

It seems that communication and trying to get people in your team involved is very 

important. But you are not always aware of that” (Schipper, 2013). 

 

4.3.4 Learning effects 
Nevertheless, Mr Schipper is now considering re-entering Dubai based on the attractive 

market developments, but more market relevant knowledge and international 

experience is required. “You really need to prepare and do research and know the 

market, have to have knowledge and it [the expansion] has to strengthen your other 

departments. If that is not the case, keep your hands off. That is what I have learned, 

too late, unfortunately” (Schipper, 2013). The person in charge must be able to 

understand the cultural differences such as the local habits and language because 
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closing down the subsidiary resulted in losing customers in Dubai. “If you have people 

from here who are not able to mix and integrate and blend with the Arab people, then it 

will be hard. The best way is to find someone who is speaking Arab, who knows the 

Arab history, mentality, religion. Then you can make a connection with customers and 

build up a relation, otherwise there is always this distance. The differences in these 

worlds are too big” (Schipper, 2013). In addition, former customers are reluctant to pay 

their open invoices, since Schipper B.V. is not directly represented in the market 

anymore. The closure is seen as an improvement of the business performance in 

Dubai. Since the company is currently only exporting to three western companies, 

which are doing business in a, for Schipper B.V., known way. The lesson learned here, 

according to Mr Schipper, is that more research prior to market entry is needed. 

Currently, the company focuses and concentrates on the core domestic market to fully 

exploit opportunities and potential there. 

 

4.4 Promat B.V. 
For this case study two persons, Mr Tijman, the Business Development Manager for 

the Marine segment and Mr Borghuis the Technical and Commercial representative, of 

Promat B.V. were interviewed simultaneously. 

 

Promat B.V. is a consultant, manufacturer and supplier of fire protection and high 

quality insulation materials based in Houten, The Netherlands. The company was 

original founded in Belgium in 1958, the European headquarters is in Disselt, Belgium, 

and it belongs to the Etex group. The Etex group is a Belgian industrial group 

specialized in the production and marketing of high quality building materials and 

insulation systems. All the companies belonging to the group are independent 

subsidiaries and Promat B.V. in the Netherlands fulfils the standard European 

requirements of an SME. “Promat is a world player in the fire prevention segment”  

(Tijman, 2013). The main fields of applications and activities are: proactive fire 

protection for buildings, marine and tunnels and insulation from high and low 

temperatures, acoustics, impact and humidity. 
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“Promat B.V. is mostly represented directly in the more developed countries around the 

world, the biggest core market is Europe and current growth markets are Asian-pacific 

and South America” (Tijman, 2013). The common way to enter is to set up an own 

subsidiary, sales office, distribution centre, production plant or a combination of these. 

In the Netherlands an own sales offices and distribution centres were set up. “Promat 

can be described as an international player with local focus. Based on the need of each 

company to meet the local [country] fire regulations” (Borghuis, 2013). 

 

4.4.1 Drivers of de-internationalization 
“The board of directors from Promat International and the managers from individual 

subsidiaries among Europe decided to set up the EDIP (European Distribution 

Improvement Promat program). The aim was to increase synergies among subsidiaries, 

create cost savings and the improvement of customer service, based on centralizing 

purchase and distribution decision from the Headquarter in Belgium” (Borghuis and 

Tijman, 2013). The European Distribution Improvement Promat (EDIP) program was 

based on a visibility study conducted by KPMG and implemented 7 year ago within the 

company. The program is constantly monitoring the market and has forecast the 

decline in the manufacturing industry and identified a fierce price competition in the 

market. These factors have led to a strategic re-orientation strategy, whereby the focus 

is to go back to the core business with the aim to fully exploit market opportunities 

available there. 

 

4.4.2 Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
“Promat B.V. entered the Dutch market because it saw potential growth opportunities 

based on the government regulations, which oblige companies to take responsibility 

towards fire protection” (Borghuis, 2013). However, the knowledge gained from the 

EDIP program resulted in de-internationalizing in The Netherlands. 

 
4.4.3 De-internationalization 
“Promat B.V. is involved in an on-going company strategy which aims to save costs, 

optimize processes and enhance the focus strategy, which was setup after the 

implementation of the European Distribution Improvement Promat program. Due to this 
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Promat B.V. in the Netherlands became completely depended on the Belgium 

headquarter since they took the control over major parts such as the purchase of raw 

material, the stock and the central distribution” (Borghuis and Tijman, 2013). As a result 

of this implementation several business units where closed European-wide in order to 

save costs and optimize centralization, which was the main aim of this program. “In the 

Netherlands four distribution centres in Kawi, Goor, one near Zwolle and one near 

Utrecht were closed. Moreover, the headquarter, which was previous based near 

Utrecht moved to a smaller office in Houten, since it is a cheaper location and it was 

not necessary anymore to own such a big parcel, since the warehouse was now 

centralized from Belgium” (Tijman, 2013). The centralization of company components is 

still increasing. “The future aim is to further save and centralize components such as 

the financial administration and the organisation of all costs” (Borghuis, 2013). The 

implementation of EDIP has some influences on the customer. “Previously it was 

possible for the customer to pick up the stock, which they directly needed, without pre-

order from the warehouse in Goor, but with the closure and the restructure of business 

components this was not possible anymore” (Borghuis, 2013). 

 

4.4.4 Learning effects 
“The most important learning after implementing the EDIP program was to strive to 

improve and increase the quality of the customers service, to save costs in order to 

offer better prices to the costumers, which resulted that the company was able to 

compete better in the market” (Borghuis and Tijman, 2013). 
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5. Analysis 
In this chapter the analysis of the empirical data will take place by using the previously 

introduced theoretical constructs, which are building the logical basis for the developed 

model presented in the theoretical framework for the in-case analysis and the cross-
case synthesis. This will provide the basis for answering the research questions in the 

conclusions and recommendations chapter. The structure of the analysis will be built on 

the related theoretical construct, the empirical findings and the researcher’s voice, 

which comes into play by interpreting the empirical data and linking it to the theoretical 

concepts. To start, an overview about the possible theoretical options SME’s have, 

when following the model, is given and will be referred to during the analysis. 

 

Theoretical construct 
 
Drivers of de-internationalization 
Benito and Welch (1997) have described the drivers of de-internationalization as 

either internal or external. Reiljan (2005) argues that internal drivers, external ones 

and a combination of both are influencing companies in their decision to de-

internationalize. Therefore, she clusters the different drivers of de-internationalization 

into four groups based on the nature of the drivers. The four groups are the lack of 
international experience, which is covering internal drivers, the change in strategy 

and poor performance or increase in costs, which are defined by combining internal 

and external drivers, and the last group, other reasons, which is solely based on 

external drivers. The theory synthesis has shown that the drivers of de-

internationalization can, based on their nature, influence de-internationalization in a 

predictable or unpredictable way. 

 

Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
Reiljan (2005) has identified three determinants of drivers of de-internationalization, 

which are the knowledge gained from external sources, the reasons for 
internationalizing and the de-internationalization costs. These determinants 

influence the impact of the drivers on de-internationalization. 
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De-internationalization 
De-internationalization can be described as partial and full (Benito and Welch, 1997). 

 

Form of de-internationalization 

Theory has revealed that de-internationalization can take place in four forms (Reiljan, 

2005): change in operational mode to a lower level of commitment or lowering 
the commitment within the operational mode, sale of company assets, reduction 
in markets served and reduction in products offered. 
 

Path of de-internationalization 

From the theoretical viewpoint, it is argued that companies are able to follow two paths 

when de-internationalizing, which are divestment to market exit or direct market exit 
(Benito and Welch, 1997; Pauwels and Matthyssens, 1999; Reiljan, 2005). 

 

5.1 In-case analysis 
For the in-case analysis all individual theoretical constructs presented in chapter three 

will be linked to the relevant empirical data from the previous chapter. This pattern 

matching will follow the logical structure of the developed theoretical model see: Table 
6: Theoretical de-internationalization stage model. Each case will be described 

separately. After each case a summary of the key theoretical constructs and the related 

empirical data is presented and will be used as a basic input for the cross-case 

synthesis.  

 

5.1.1 In-case analysis C.N.E. B.V. (leak free couplings) 
 

Drivers of de-internationalization 
C.N.E. B.V. is regarding the leak free couplings facing only internal drivers of de-
internationalization (Benito and Welch, 1997). Therefore, these drivers are belonging 

to the theoretical identified group of lack of international experience (Reiljan, 2005). 

These drivers were the inability to get access to the target group and the limited 

product offering, which did not fulfil customer expectations. Insufficient data collection 
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in the pre-internationalization stage from the company about market procedures and 

customer demands has resulted in not knowing how to get access to specialized target 

groups and misfit of the product. C.N.E. B.V. is only affected by internal drivers this 

resulted in a predictable influence on de-internationalization. 

 

Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
In the case of C.N.E. B.V. regarding the leak free couplings, the combined 

determinants of drivers for de-internationalization (Reiljan, 2005) resulted in a high 

influence on the drivers of de-internationalization. Although the company had strong 
reasons for internationalization based on its specialist product and the few 

customers in the domestic market, the knowledge gained from external sources out 

weighted them, because the company learned that their product offering is not fulfilling 

customer demands completely and their approach of reaching customers is not 

appropriated because target group was not located on the fairs. This was combined 

with low de-internationalization costs based on that the company is only exporting 

and had made little investments for the development of the product. 

 

De-internationalization 
Therefore, C.N.E. B.V. de-internationalized by trying to sell the patents and intellectual 

property to manufacturing companies and is occasionally accepting orders. Thus C.N.E. 

B.V. de-internationalized in a, from theory described, partial way (Benito and Welch, 

1997). This is based on that the company is still serving customers in foreign markets. 

 

Form of de-internationalization 

The form of de-internationalization for C.N.E. B.V. is therefore theoretically 

described as reducing the commitment within the same operational mode (Reiljan, 

2005). This is based on the fact that the company has not changed the operational 

mode of exporting to customers, but is trying to sell the intellectual property. 

 

Path of de-internationalization 

According to the theoretical interpretation, the result is that C.N.E. B.V. has regarding 

the leak free couplings taken the divestment path this is based on partial de-
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internationalization. Currently the company is in the divestment stage, since C.N.E. 

B.V. is still searching for potential customers to buy their patents. 

 

In the following table 7 a summary of the drivers, determinants, de-internationalization, 

forms of de-internationalization and chosen pathways is given. The data is presented in 

the logical way, following the stages of the theoretical model. Therefore, the empirical 

data is linked to the theoretical patterns, which are presented first and in bold, in the 

following table. 

 

Drivers for  
de-internationalization 

Determinants of drivers of de-
internationalization 

De-internationalization 

Lack of international 
experience (internal) 
- No access to target group 
- Limited product offering 
 
-> Predictable influence 

Reasons for internationalizing 
- Specialist product 
- Few customers in domestic 
market 
 
Knowledge gained from 
external sources 
- Not fulfilling customer demands  
- Inappropriate approach of 
reaching customers 

Partial 
- Still accepting orders 
occasionally 
 
Form: Change of commitment 
within the same operational 
mode 
- Continue exporting, but trying 
to sell intellectual property 
 
Path: Divestment 
- Partial de-internationalization 

 Table 7: Overview de-internationalization of C.N.E. B.V. (leak free couplings)  

 

5.1.2 In-case analysis C.N.E. B.V. (technical robots) 
 
Drivers of de-internationalization 
Regarding the robots, the drivers of de-internationalization for C.N.E. B.V. were the 

lack of innovation and the highly competitive and saturated market. These drivers are 

belonging to the theoretical groups of drivers of lack of international experience and 

poor performance or increase in costs (Reiljan, 2005). This means the company 

was affected by internal and a combination of internal and external drivers (Benito 

and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). This resulted in a predictable decision to de-

internationalize. 
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Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
The theoretical identified determinants of the drivers of de-internationalization (Reljan, 

2005) increased the impact of the drivers for C.N.E. B.V.. The reasons for 
internationalization, which are part of the determinants, were the profit potential 

C.N.E. B.V. has seen on/and getting access to a new international customer base. 

However, these reasons were out weight by the acquired experiential knowledge by 

operating in the market. C.N.E. B.V.’s product was lacking behind in innovation and 

developing more up-to-date versions would require huge investments in an, for the 

company, unattractive product. This has led to the decision to not invest in this product 

anymore. In addition, low de-internationalization costs occurred based since the 

company was only exporting to the market and previous made small investment for 

acquiring the product. 

 
De-internationalization 
This resulted in letting the product phasing out and a theoretical construct where de-

internationalization can be described as partial (Benito and Welch, 1997). However, 

the company is still accepting orders from foreign markets occasionally. 

 

Form of de-internationalization 

The form of de-internationalization is theoretically described as reducing the 
commitment within the same operational mode (Reiljan, 2005). This is based on 

that C.N.E. B.V. has not changed the operational mode and is currently still exporting 

and thereby serving the last international existing customers by accepting occasional 

orders. 

 

Path of de-internationalization 

Therefore, the path chosen for de-internationalization can from theory be described as 

divestment (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). Divestment was reached, 

because the company decided to not further invest in the development of new robots. 

Due to this, the products phased out, since customers were replacing and buying 

newer types of robots from competitors or repairing the old robots themselves. The 



67	  
 

company is currently in the divestment stage, but about to enter the market exit 
stage for the robots, since they are currently serving the last few existing clients. 

 

In table 8 an overview about the theoretical constructs (bold) matched with empirical 

findings is given.  

 

Drivers for  
de-internationalization 

Determinants of drivers of de-
internationalization 

De-internationalization 

Lack of international 
experience (internal) 
- Lack of innovation 
 
Poor performance or increase 
in costs (internal and external) 
- Highly competitive and 
saturated marke 
 
-> Predictable influence 

Reasons for internationalizing 
- Profit potential 
-International customer base 
 
Knowledge gained from 
external sources 
- Product was lacking behind in 
innovation  
- Developing more up-to-date 
versions would require huge 
investments 

Partial 
- Occasionally accepting orders 
 
Form: Change of commitment 
within the same operational 
mode 
- Continue exporting, but 
phasing out of product 
 
Path: Divestment 
- Partial de-internationalization 

 Table 8: Overview de-internationalization of C.N.E. B.V. (technical robots) 

 

5.1.3 In-case analysis Reef Hout B.V. 
 
Drivers of de-internationalization 
Reef Hout B.V. was confronted with external and combinations of internal and 
external drivers of de-internationalization (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). 

This is based on the fact that the identified drivers belong to the theoretical group of 

poor performance or increase in costs and other reasons group (Reiljan, 2005). 

The drivers were the large investments needed, which were required to continue 

operating in Cameroon in a FSC certificated way, the stricter conditions for lending 

money, which was a result of the financial crisis, and the appointed GM, who was not 

working in the interest of the company. Since a combination of predictable and 

unpredictable drivers was affecting the company at the same time, the effect of the 

drivers was unpredictable. 
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Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
All three theoretical determinants (Reiljan, 2005) were involved in determining the 

influence of the drivers of de-internationalization for Reef Hout B.V. The reasons for 
internationalization, which were the quality of timber in Cameroon, gaining full control 

over the production chain and being FSC certified, lowered the impact of the drivers of 

de-internationalization. The previously acquired market knowledge, in combination with 

the high de-internationalization costs, based on the dependency on this market and 

the past investments in form of the saw mill and forest concession were reasons for not 

leaving the market. However, the knowledge gained from external sources, 
influenced by external shocks, leading to the inability to make the necessary 

investments, was strengthening the influence of the drivers for de-internationalization 

drastically. 

 
De-internationalization 
This eventually resulted in the closure of the saw mill and in the bankruptcy of the firm. 

This is theoretically described as full de-internationalization (Benito and Welch, 1997). 

 

Form of de-internationalization 

The form of de-internationalization is theoretically described as a reduction in the 
markets served and products offered (Reiljan, 2005). Two forms are occurring at the 

same time, because no distinction can be made between then due to the bankruptcy of 

the company. 

 

Path of de-internationalization 

Reef Hout B.V. took the theoretical described path of direct full market exit (Benito and 

Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). This is due to the closure of the sawmill in Cameroon and 

the bankruptcy of the company. 

 

In the following table 9 an overview about the de-internationalization of Reef Hout B.V. 

is provided. The theoretical constructs are presented in bold and are matched with 

empirical findings. 
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Drivers of  
de-internationalization 

Determinants of drivers of de-
internationalization 

De-internationalization 

- Poor performance or 
increase in costs (internal and 
external) 
- Large investments needed 
- Appointed GM not working in 
the interest of the company 
 
Other reasons (external) 
- Stricter conditions for lending 
money 
 
-> Unpredictable influence 

Reasons for internationalizing 
- Quality of timber 
- Gaining full control over 
production chain (FSC 
certificate) 
- Previously acquired market 
knowledge 
 
Knowledge gained from 
external sources 
- Inability to make the necessary 
investments 
 
De-internationalization costs 
- Closure of saw mill 
- Dependency on this market 

Full 
- Closure of sawmill 
- Bankruptcy of whole firm 
 
Form: 
- Markets served 
- Product offered 
- Closure of sawmill 
- Bankruptcy of whole firm 
 
Path: Market exit 
- Full de-internationalization 

 Table 9: Overview de-internationalization of Reef Hout B.V. 

 

5.1.4 In-case analysis Schipper B.V. 
 
Drivers of de-internationalization 
Schipper B.V. faced internal and a combination of internal and external drivers 
(Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). The empirically identified drivers are the lack 

of prior market research, the not unique product offering, culture and business 

procedures differences and the existing competition. These drivers belong to the group 

of lack of international experience and poor performance or increase in costs, 

which are identified from theory (Reiljan, 2005). This results in a predictable influence 

of the drivers based on their nature. 

 

Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
All of the three theoretical described determinants (Reiljan, 2005) are influencing the 

impact of the drivers of de-internationalization for Schipper B.V.. The drivers for 
internationalization were based on the exploration of market opportunities and the 

aim to internationalize and expand the company. De-internationalization costs were 

in place due to prior investment in setting up a sales office in Dubai. The knowledge 
gained from external sources was another reason for internationalizing into this 

market, because of the personal experience of the owner and positive network advices. 
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However, the acquired experiential knowledge gained by operating in the market was 

also one of the main reasons to leave the market again, because the company faced 

differences in culture and business procedures. Thus, the drivers of de-

internationalization were determined as having a higher influence as the reasons for 

staying in the market. 

 

De-internationalization 
Due to the influence of the reasons for internationalization and growth opportunities in 

Dubai, which are still in place, the company is still operating in this market and exports 

to remaining customers. Nevertheless, the closure of the sales office took place. De-

internationalization is therefore theoretically seen as partial (Benito and Welch, 1997). 

 

Form of de-internationalization 

Schipper B.V. de-internationalized in the form, which from theory can be described as a 
change of the operational mode to a lower level of commitment (Reiljan, 2005). 

This is based on the fact that the company went from a subsidiary (FDI) to exporting. 

 

Path of de-internationalization 

Thus, the path of de-internationalization can be seen as divestment (Benito and Welch, 

1997; Reiljan, 2005). The company is in the divestment stage because it has closed 

down the sales subsidiary. 

 

Table 10 provides an overview of the de-internationalization of Schipper B.V. by 

matching the theoretical patterns, which are presented in bold, with the empirical ones. 

 

Drivers of  
de-internationalization 

Determinants of drivers of de-
internationalization 

De-internationalization 

Lack of international 
experience (internal) 
- No prior market research 
- Not unique product offering 
- Cultural differences 
- Different business procedures 
 
Poor performance or increase 
in costs (internal and external) 

Reasons for internationalizing 
- Exploration of market 
opportunities 
- Internationalize the company 
- Expand true entrepreneurial 
spirit 
- Personal experience 
- Network advice 
 

Partial 
- Closure of sales office, but still 
exporting to the market 
 
Form: Operational mode 
change to a lower level of 
commitment 
- Going from a sales office (FDI) 
to exporting 
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- Existing competition 
 
-> Predictable influence 

Knowledge gained from 
external sources 
- Not unique product offering 
- Cultural differences 
- Different business procedures 
 
De-internationalization costs 
- Closure of sales office 

 
Path: Divestment 
- Partial de-internationalization 

 Table 10: Overview de-internationalization of Schipper B.V. 

 

5.1.5 In-case analysis Promat B.V. 
 
Drivers of de-internationalization 
Promat B.V. was monitoring the market and identified market decline and price 

competition in The Netherlands, which resulted in a strategic reorientation program. 

Since these drivers are classified as belonging to the change in strategy and poor 
performance or increase in costs groups, according to theory (Reiljan, 2005), the 

influence of them is a combination of internal and external drivers (Benito and 

Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005), which resulted in a predictable influence. 

 

Determinants of drivers of de-internationalization 
The theoretical described determinants of drivers of de-internationalization for Promat 

B.V. are based on the reasons for internationalization, the knowledge gained from 

external sources and the de-internationalization costs (Reiljan, 2005). The reasons for 
internationalizing into The Netherlands were the market growth opportunities and the 

high requirements of the market in terms of fire protection regulations, which oblige 

customers to take responsibility regarding this issue. This determinant combined with 

the determinant of de-internationalization costs for closing four distribution centres, 

lowered the influence of the drivers for de-internationalization. However, the third 

aspect of the determinants increased the influence again, since the knowledge gained 
from external sources, revealed that the current strategy is not suitable. 

 
De-internationalization 
This resulted in the closure of four distribution centres, which is identified by theory as 

the partial form of de-internationalization (Benito and Welch, 1997). It is partial, 

because the company continues operating in The Netherlands due to the benefits 
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gained from the de-internationalization decision. The benefits included for example 

synergy creation and centralized control, which resulted in increased service offerings 

towards the customers. 

 

Form of de-internationalization 

Promat B.V. de-internationalized through the form, which from theory can be described 

as a reduction in company assets (Reiljan, 2005). This is based on the closure of 

four distribution centres in The Netherlands, but still offering the same service to 

customers as before the closure. 

 

Path of de-internationalization 

According to the theoretical interpretation the company has taken the path of 

divestment (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). Promat B.V. is in the divestment 
stage as well. However, the process is still going on due to the EDIP program, which is 

constantly monitoring the market. 

 

In table 11 an overview of the de-internationalization of Promat B.V. is given. 

Theoretical patterns (bold) are matched with empirical ones. 

 

Drivers of de-
internationalization 

Determinants of drivers of de-
internationalization 

De-internationalization 

Change in strategy (internal 
and external) 
- Market decline 
- Strategic reorientation 
 
Poor performance or increase 
in costs (internal and external) 
- Price competition 
 
-> Predictable influence 

Reasons for internationalizing 
- Growth opportunities 
- Fire protection regulations 
 
Knowledge gained from 
external sources 
- Current strategy not suitable 
 
De-internationalization costs 
- Closure of four distribution 
center 

Partial 
- Closure of distribution center, 
but of still operating in the 
market 
 
Form: Sale of company assets 
- Closure of four distribution 
center 
- Offering same service 
 
Path: Divestment 
- Partial de-internationalization 

 Table 11: Overview de-internationalization of Promat B.V. 
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5.2 Cross-case synthesis 
The empirical data has been linked to the theoretical constructs in the prior subchapter, 

in this chapter the findings from the individual cases are compared and cross-analysed 

in order to find common patterns. This is done based on the theoretical developed 

model, to analyse the effects of the individual theoretical constructs to each other. The 

theoretical developed model see: Table 6: Theoretical de-internationalization stage 
model shows the interrelatedness of individual theoretical constructs and the effect 

they can have on each other. The results of the in-case analysis will be taken to show 

the effect of the theoretical constructs towards each other on a more general level. 

 

The comparison between the separate cases, thus the cross-case analysis, shows that 

different combinations of reasons for withdrawing activities from a market are given in 

the individual cases. Companies are affected by various combinations of individual 

drivers, which can be internal, external or a combination of both, which was abstracted 

from theory (Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). The result was a voluntary or 

involuntary effect of the drivers of de-internationalization.  

 

The determinants, which can be described according to the theoretical definition as 

reasons for internationalizing, knowledge gained from external sources and de-

internationalization costs, are defined by determining the impact of the drivers of de-

internationalization (Reiljan, 2005). The determinants can either increase or decrease 

the probability of de-internationalization. The empirical findings reveal that the 

determinants are built on different various reasons in the single cases, leading towards 

individual determination of the impact of the drivers for de-internationalization for each 

case. In some cases the impact of the drivers of de-internationalization was lowered 

based on the influence of the determinants. However, in the end the impact was always 

determined as stronger, resulting in de-internationalization. 

 

The drivers of de-internationalization combined with the determinants of drivers of de-

internationalization have led to differently strong impact of the drivers within each case 

and resulted in that the different case companies have taken different forms of de-

internationalization. The four forms predicted by theory were the change of operational 
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mode to a lower level of commitment or changing the commitment within the same 

operational mode, sale of company assets, reduction in markets served and reduction 

in products offered (Reiljan, 2005). 

 

Theory has provided two possible paths for SME’s when de-internationalizing, partial 

divestment or full market exit, including export withdrawal (Benito and Welch, 1997; 

Pauwels and Matthyssens, 1999; Reiljan, 2005). It can be abstracted from the empirical 

data that one case company has taken the market exit path, by directly, fully exiting the 

market. The other three companies have taken the divestment path, by selling off 

company assets or changing the operational mode. 
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6. Conclusions and recommendations 
In this chapter the outcome of the research will be presented. Answering the two 

formulated research questions separately and presenting insight in the similarities and 

the differences from theoretical angle and empirical findings do this. After that 

recommendations are given for the usage and implications of the outcome. 

 

6.1 Conclusions research question one 
● Which main drivers and determinants can be identified for de-

internationalization? 

 

The empirical findings have shown that different combinations of various drivers and 

determinants are affecting de-internationalization in each individual case. This is in line 

with theoretical predictions about the simultaneous and interrelated effect of the drivers 

(Reiljan, 2005). Therefore, it is beyond the scope of this thesis, to identify all possible 

combinations. However, it is still possible to cluster the individual empirical found 

drivers according to their nature, which is identified from theory (Benito and Welch, 

1997; Reiljan, 2005) as either internal, external or a combination of both. 

 

It was argued by theory that most of the drivers for de-internationalization are internal 

(Luostarinen, 1989). The empirical findings of this study have shown that internal and 

the combination of internal and external drivers occurred most often, whereas solely 

external drivers affected only one case company. This resulted was that for most of the 

case companies in this study, de-internationalization was predictable. 

 

Due to the limited amount of case studies, no common main driver could be identified 

for de-internationalization. Larger quantitative studies might be able to identify common 

drivers or drivers which have more influence than others. However, due to the 

individual combination in each of the case studies, it is questionable if there are certain 

drivers, which have more influence than others. 
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For the determinants it can be said that the knowledge gained from external parties 

occurred to be the most often influencing determinant. It is therefore assumed that this 

determinant is seen as the most influencing one. 

 

6.2 Conclusions research question two 
● How do the drivers and determinants affect the form and the path of  de-

internationalization for SME’s? 

 

The individual combination of various drivers and determinants in each case has led to 

an individual determination of the impact of the drivers of de-internationalization and 

thus a different relative impact of the drivers combined with the determinants for each 

case company. 

 

The empirical findings have shown that the drivers of de-internationalization coming 

from the case studies could be clustered into the theoretical defined groups. Therefore, 

it was possible to categorize them into voluntary or involuntary influence. Thus, the 

drivers were influencing de-internationalization in a voluntary or involuntary way, 

although different drivers were in place for the individual case companies. 

 

Empirical findings have shown that the relative impact of the drivers can be increased 

or decreased by the determinants. Although, in all of the case studies the drivers of de-

internationalization had a higher influence than the reasons for staying in the market, 

which was based on the previously defined case selection criteria. There was also 

empirical evidence that the impact of the drivers for de-internationalization was lowered 

by the determinants. Thus it can be concluded, that de-internationalization is affected 

by the combination of drivers and determinants. This also shows that the decision for 

SME’s to de-internationalize is based on the relative impact of the drivers and 

determinants. 

 

Although all the case companies have de-internationalized in a different form, they 

were all affected by the drivers of de-internationalization and their determinants. Since 

generalizability is difficult from only four case studies, the relative effect of the drivers 
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and determinants on the form of de-internationalization is difficult to identify. However, 

a slight trend can be described. It seems from the empirical findings that the higher and 

more unpredictable the impact of the drivers is, the more drastic the form of de-

internationalization. In most of the case companies the influence of the predictable 

drivers has led to divestment, whereas the influence of the unpredictable drivers has 

led to direct market exit. It is therefore concluded that external drivers have higher 

influence than internal ones based on their unpredictability and the randomness in 

which they occur (Turner, 2012). 

 

Theory and the empirical findings have shown that the drivers and determinants 

indirectly affect the paths of de-internationalization. This is based on that the form of 

de-internationalization predicts the path SME’s will take. The change of operational 

mode or the sale of company assets will lead to the divestment path, whereas the 

reduction in markets served and products offered will lead to the market exit path 

(Benito and Welch, 1997; Reiljan, 2005). As concluded previously the drivers and 

determinants affect the form of de-internationalization and therefore have an indirect 

influence on the paths. 

 

Although it was assumed previously that SME’s would avoid large investments in order 

to keep their flexibility (Bonaccorsi, 1992) and use exporting as the preferred 

operational mode in foreign markets, which would raise the probability of export 

withdrawal, thus market exit (Pauwels and Matthyssens, 1999), it was found that 

beside one case company all have used the divestment path. This could on the hand 

be based on the non-random samples used for analysis; on the other hand this could 

also lead to the conclusion that once SME’s have invested in a foreign market, they are 

more reluctant to completely leave this market. 

 

6.3 Limitations 
Some limitations for this thesis can be pointed out. First of all, the qualitative research 

approach has led to only focusing on a small sampling of companies. Therefore, the 

representativeness is lacking, based on only focusing on four (example) SME’s. 

However, theoretical generalisation is still possible about organizational processes, 
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which would be SME’s decision to reduce commitment in foreign markets. This might 

be transferable and used in similar settings. 

 

In addition, the model is a linear process with a beginning and an end. As soon as 

companies have exited the market the model will describe this as a final process. 

However, companies sometimes re-enter previously exit markets and sometimes re-

invest in the development of an ‘old’ product. Furthermore, the model is not able to 

cover export withdrawal and directly re-entering based on occasional order placement 

from foreign customers. Right now, it is assumed that companies need to go through 

the entire model in order to exit markets. However, the empirical findings have shown, 

that companies also accept orders from foreign customers to serve them, even though 

the main focus is not on the market the order is coming from. Basically companies 

perform export withdrawal, thus market exit, once the order is progressed. 

Nevertheless, directly re-entering is not considered as a possibility in the model. 

 

Another limitation of this model is that it does not consider internationalization as an 

option, which is expressed in the linear approach. Therefore, it does not have a loop 

back to enter different phases of the model. 

 

Although the developed model stands the validation by empirical findings, it cannot 

predict the form or path companies are going to choose. This is based on the unique 

combination of drivers and determinants, which are present in individual situations, and 

the rival explanations at certain stages, which means companies can chose from more 

than one option. 

 

Moreover, exit barriers are in this thesis generally described as de-internationalization 

costs and drivers for internationalization, which are seen as a part of the determinants 

of the drivers. It could therefore be said that not every possibility, in which an exit 

barrier can occur, is taken into consideration. 

 

In addition, this thesis considers market exit as a reduction of country markets served 

and does not specify it to a branch or industry markets. 
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6.4 Managerial implications 
The proposition in this thesis, which is represented in a form of the model, can directly 

be linked to some managerial implications. The managerial implications refer to the 

practical use of the observed phenomenon (Brickley and Zimmerman, 2009). 

 

As discussed previously much of the prior research has focused on the success stories 

of internationalization. However, much can be learned from past experiences and even 

more from less successful cases. If companies and their managers understand more 

about the underlying factors, which cause de-internationalization, then they can also 

better prepare and anticipate on these causes. Therefore, it could be said that the 

model represents a learning curve, which might help companies to understand this 

phenomenon better. 

 

As the model revealed, the drivers causing de-internationalization can come from 

internal, predictable and external, unpredictable causes. It can be argued that the 

internal and the combination of internal and external drivers can be influenced to a 

certain extend by the company. This can be done by monitoring the market and 

creating a better understanding of how these drivers could influence de-

internationalization. The model presents more insight in this and could therefore be 

used by companies to try to predict de-internationalisation and lead to strategic 

adjustments. 

 

Furthermore, due to the unpredictability of the external drivers and the randomness in 

which they occur, it seems that de-internationalization can never be captured 

completely and always needs to be analysed individually for every situation. 

 

Moreover, the model provides touchable insight about the paths of de-

internationalization, which a company can take. This makes it easy for companies to 

understand what the choices are, when facing de-internationalization, and decide how 

to deal with it. 
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In addition, as most of the drivers are classified as predictable, thus being influence-

able by companies, de-internationalization should be seen as a strategic option 

companies have and should be considered in corporate strategies. Therefore, the 

associations with this phenomenon could be seen (more) positive. 

 

6.5 Theoretical implications 
Literature on de-internationalization has not distinguished between inward and outward 

de-internationalization. Most often, de-internationalization is referred to outward 

activities, for example when taking a look at the forms of the de-internationalization, 

which are described as a reduction of markets served or products offered. 

Nevertheless, de-internationalization can also occur inwards, by reducing the foreign 

markets from which resources are bought. 

 

In extreme cases of de-internationalization it is not always possible to identify the form 

of de-internationalization and it could be that two forms appear at the same time, where 

both are leading to reducing the commitment. For example in the case of market exit, 

by reducing the number of markets served and products offered at the same time. The 

same could appear for partial de-internationalization. In the case of divestment, the 

change in operational mode most often includes the sale of company assets. Therefore, 

it can be difficult to identify the underlying reason and cluster the form to the right 

category. Theory has explained that similar forms can occur at the same time, but this 

was related to that the reduction of commitment in one form would lead to the increase 

in another form (Chetty, 1999; Dass, 2000).  

 

Furthermore, it could be that companies are in the divestment stage but already have 

taken the strategic decision to let the product phase out or the wish to sell it, in order to 

reach the exit stage. That results in further divestment and less commitment to the 

product. It could therefore be argued that the company is finding itself between the 

divestment stage and the market exit stage. Theory is not capturing the in-between 

stage possibility between divestment and market exit, in which companies can be in 

and argues that companies are always either in divestment or market exit. 

Nevertheless, this phenomenon has already been recognized by Matthyssens and 
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Pauwels (2000, p.701) as well, as they state, “In fact, a number of different moves 

toward exit have already been taken before management eventually formalizes the ‘fait 

accompli’ in a strategic exit decision.” 

 

Theory has not captured the option to de-internationalize, but at the same time 

increase the level of commitment. However, theory already provides the scientific 

explanation for this phenomenon (Reiljan, 2005). This is referring to the knowledge 

gained from external sources, which is described as one of the determinants of de-

internationalization and can increase or decrease the probability of de-

internationalization. Due to gaining this experiential knowledge, companies might find 

out that the current strategy is not appropriate anymore and divest, in the form of 

changing the operational mode to a lower level of commitment or selling off company 

assets. This divestment will allow them to better serve customer needs. Thus, the aim 

to provide better service to a foreign market can be understood as the increase in 

commitment, even though the company needs to de-internationalize. 

 

Another phenomenon, which is currently not captured in theory, is the fact that 

companies can completely exit markets, but could still be committed to the market, 

based on the resource dependency from that market or the growth opportunities, which 

are still present there. This phenomenon was only touched upon by Hadjikhani (1997). 

This might eventually lead to re-internationalization; however, this aspect was not 

covered in this thesis. 

 

6.6 Further research 
The authors argue that further research in the area of de-internationalization is 

necessary due to the need to gain more insights into this area and to develop better 

argumentations, which will contribute to more clearly defined definitions and stronger 

propositions. 

 

The model, which is presented in this thesis, is tested with a limited amount of samples. 

In order to create a deeper and better understanding about de-internationalization and 

to test the validity, it should be tested in a larger setting. In addition, parts of the model 
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could be tested separately, for example, the triangle, capturing the different paths of 

de-internationalization. This could lead to further research regarding the identification of 

alternative paths for de-internationalization. Another aspect could be finding out which 

other activities could be related to de-internationalization, thus expanding the forms and 

paths of de-internationalization. 

 

Moreover, testing the model in a larger quantity could maybe reveal which drivers 

appear the most and which determinants have the strongest influence on de-

internationalization. However, due to the individual combination in each case and the 

varying importance in different situations, it is questionable if this could ever be 

achieved. 

 

Since it is assumed that external drivers have higher influence on de-

internationalization than internal drivers, based on their unpredictability and the 

randomness with which they occur, this could be an interesting topic for further 

research as well. 

 

Another interesting aspect to research could be the effect of the drivers and 

determinants on the form of de-internationalization. As empirical findings in this thesis 

have indicated that the higher and more unpredictable the impact of the drivers is, the 

more extreme is the form of de-internationalization. This indication could be tested in a 

larger quantity. 

 

Furthermore, as the current literature has not given an explanation for companies being 

between the stages of divestment and market exit, but empirical findings in this thesis 

have shown that this could actually happen, further research could help to identify if this 

is an exception or if there are more cases where this is the case. 

 

Last but not least, as the current literature on de-internationalization does not 

distinguish between inward or outward de-internationalization, it could be of interest 

and contribute to the further understanding of de-internationalization to analyse if there 

are differences or similarities between these two forms. 
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Appendix	  
Appendix 1: Interview outline 
Purpose of Interview/Study 
Introducing the researchers and the purpose. 
Purpose is to get a better understanding of how companies in practice de-
internationalize. 
Interview will probably take one hour. 
Information will be treated confidentially and just used for this study purpose. 
 
General Information 
Company: 
Place: 
Date: 
Interviewed person(s): 
Position: 
Responsibilities within the firm: 
 
Internationalization 

1. In which industries is the company operating?   
2. What is the main industry? 
3. What is the core market you are operating in? (most market share) 
4. In which other (foreign) country markets are you present? 
5. Why did you  decide to internationalize? 
6. When did the internationalization of the firm start? 
7. How did you  enter markets in the past? (entry mode) 
8. What kind of  activities do you have in these markets? (why do they differ?) 

 
De-internationalization 
In this part the path of de-internationalization is investigated. 

1. How would  you describe de-internalization within your company? 
2. From which  (country) markets have you withdrawn activities? 
3. What kind of  activities did you withdrawal? (more than one?) 
4. How did you  withdraw activities? (divesting, export withdrawal or complete 

 market exit) 
5. Why did you  choose this specific activity and not another form of  de-

internationalization? 
 
Market conditions of de-internationalized markets 
In this part it is asked for the drivers of de-internationalization, which can be internal or 
external, plus it is asked if the decision was planned or forced. 

1. Why internationalized into this market in the first place? 
2. What has changed in the market? (external changes) 
3. Which where the motives/reasons for de-internationalizing? (internal or external 

 causes - voluntary or forced decision) 
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Process 
This part is covering questions, which lead to a better understanding of the general de-
internationalization process and will help to classify it as failure or strategic option. 

1. How did the  de-internationalization process take place? 
 (external/overall/timeline perspective) 

2. How much time did it take from start/finish the process? 
3. Where stakeholders effected by this decision? If yes how did it influence  them 

and how did they react to it? 
4. Who took the (final) decisions for this withdrawal? 
5. Who where involved in this decision? (hierarchical layers) 
6. Did this process always look the same for different countries? 
7. Do you have  guidelines in general about how to withdraw activities? 
8. Are you considering de-internationalization as an strategic option?  (included in 

market entry/forecasting plan?) 
 
Time 
In this part the time period of de-internationalization is covered, identifying stable or 
unstable conditions. 

1. In which time period did the company withdraw activities? (economical 
 crisis/stable time) 

2. Did you withdrawal more than one activity at the same time in different 
 markets? 

3. Which were the drivers for de-internationalization ? 
4. Is their one  specific reason, which could be defined as being the most 

 influencing one? 
 
Results 
In this part the effect of de-internationalization is referred to. 

1. How did this  de-internalization affect the performance in this country? 
2. What was the effect for the organization itself? 
3. How do you feel about this market after withdrawing? (is re-entering an 

 option?) 
 
Learning 
This part covers the learning effects from previous de-internationalizations, which helps 
to get a complete understanding of the process and will be integrated in the effect 
aspect. 

1. Did you record the path of de-internationalization you took?  
2. Which learning effects do you have from previous withdrawals?    
3. How is knowledge from past de-internationalizations used for 

 recent/upcoming activities of withdrawal? 
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