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«“ The journey of a thousand miles starts ”
from beneath your feet.

Lao-Tzu (6th-5th century BC)

Philosopher and writer

This study examines the early market internationalization of 32 high-tech startups that oper-
ate internationally from small and open economies. It uses a comparative cross-national
multiple case study research design to explore how such startups may differ in their speed
of internationalization. Based on interviews with the founders, the speed of early market in-
ternationalization in these startups increases significantly due to the application of lean
market development processes. The findings provide a basis for developing propositions for
further comparative studies focusing on the early and fast internationalization of high-tech
startups based in emerging and developed markets. The study contributes to the literature
on networks, internationalization, and international entrepreneurship.

Introduction

Early and fast internationalization of high-tech startups,
particularly ones that could be identified as born-global
firms (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015), is a topic that has attrac-
ted growing attention in the field of international entre-
preneurship, and yet, is among its least researched
topics (Neubert, 2015). A born-global firm that interna-
tionalizes early and fast is often a high-tech startup with
innovative products operating as pioneers in a small
global market niche (Neubert, 2015). And, it has a high
probability of being located in a small and open eco-
nomy with a limited home market (Luostarinen & Gabri-
elsson, 2006).

A born-global firm from a small and open economy is
generally forced to internationalize early and fast to be-
come profitable (Neubert, 2016a). However, early and
fast internationalization is very challenging for entre-
preneurs because it requires specific abilities and excel-
lent preparation including, for example, product
adaptations (Neubert, 2016b). Early and fast interna-
tionalization of a born-global firm is considered entre-
preneurial and risk-seeking (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005).
It is often associated with high ability, experience, and
willingness of the entrepreneur, who might have gone
through the first phases of the Uppsala internationaliza-
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tion process model (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) before
founding their born-global firm.

This study follows from the author’s call for research in-
to the effect of location in a cross-national multiple case
study with born-global firms from different small and
open economies (Neubert, 2016b). The study asks how
and why born-global firms from small and open eco-
nomies differ in their speed of early market internation-
alization using Switzerland and Paraguay as a developed
and as an emerging economy, respectively.

The article is structured as follows. First, the literature
on the classification of high-tech startups and the effect
of their country of origin is reviewed. Then, the research
methodology of a comparative cross-national multiple
case study research design is described. Next, the find-
ings compare the commonalities and differences
between the cases. Finally, the article concludes with a
list of key findings and recommendations.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework of this study is based on a re-
view of the literature on the Uppsala internationaliza-

tion process model (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) and
born-global firms (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015).
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In 1977, Johanson and Vahlne developed the Uppsala
internationalization process model (Johanson & Vahl-
ne, 2009). Their foremost finding was that firms enter
new foreign markets using a so-called establishment
chain. In the first step of this gradual internationaliza-
tion process, firms enter geographically and culturally
closer markets with low-risk market-entry modes, such
as “export”, “licensing” or “franchising” in collabora-
tion with a local partner (Neubert, 2016b). With grow-
ing international success and market knowledge, they
increase their investments, first establishing, for ex-
ample, a wholly-owned subsidiary, and then they
gradually begin to enter more distant foreign markets.
Certainly, if market attractiveness decreases, the level
of resources dedicated to a foreign market might also
decrease, leading to outcomes such as a market exit
(Neubert, 2013). According to this logic, Paraguayan
firms, for example, should be expected to enter (geo-
graphically and culturally closer) foreign markets such
as Bolivia and Brazil before they export to the European
Union (EU), and Swiss firms should predominately ex-
port to neighbouring EU member states such as Ger-
many, Austria, France, or Italy.

Johanson and Vahlne’s second finding is related to the
liability of foreignness and outsidership. Firms need a
firm-specific advantage in every new foreign market in
order to compensate for the liability of being a new for-
eign firm without a client portfolio, a support network
to create market opportunities, or sufficient market
knowledge. The larger the geographical, administrative,
economical, and cultural distance between the home
market and the foreign market, the larger the liability of
foreignness and outsidership, and the larger the firm-
specific advantage needs to be (Johanson & Vahlne,
2009). Local partners, such as distributors or resellers,
help to bridge these differences. The speed of interna-
tionalization depends on the speed of learning (Johan-
son & Vahlne, 2009) about every new foreign market.
This means that the firm must be able to adapt a firm-
specific advantage to a sustainable and relevant com-
petitive advantage in every new foreign market to cover
the liability of foreignness and outsidership (Johanson
& Vahlne, 2009).

Classification of high-tech startups

According to Johanson and Vahlne (2009), the Uppsala
model can also be applied to firms that begin to interna-
tionalize soon after their founding - meaning born-
global firms (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015) — because these
firms select foreign markets where they can enter
quickly and use low-risk and low-cost market-entry
modes such as exporting. Both of these actions (selec-
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tion of market and mode) might be regarded as the first
step of the establishment chain of the Uppsala model
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).

Most empirical research on early and fast international-
ization focuses on high-tech startups in the sense of
born-global firms (Servantie et al., 2016). A born-global
firm (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015; Knight & Liesch, 2016) is
a young firm that is active through early export sales.
Thus, the born-global concept focuses on a market-
seeking internationalization strategy that uses, for ex-
ample, a global exporter internationalization model
(Neubert, 2013). This is the link with the establishment
chain of the Uppsala internationalization process mod-
el (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Both concepts focus on
the market entry mode of “export” as the first step in
entering a new foreign market. Further, the word “glob-
al” in “born global” should not be understood in the
sense that a born-global firm exports immediately to all
global markets. Often, the born-global firm starts ex-
porting to a limited number of the most attractive mar-
kets or to a particular region such as a free-trade area
(Coviello, 2015).

A born-global firm needs to be distinguished from an
international new venture. The concept of an interna-
tional new venture (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005) analyses
all international value chain activities of a young firm
including not only exporting but also offshoring, out-
sourcing, R&D, production, and sourcing. Thus, the
terms born-global firm and international new venture
cannot be used synonymously (Coviello, 2015). The
high-tech startups analyzed in this article focus (in their
current development phase) on market-seeking inter-
nationalization activities using the market entry
strategy “export” in combination with local distributors
to create market opportunities and to acquire clients.
Thus, they are classified as born-global firms.

Rasmussen and Tanev (2015) introduced the lean glob-
al startup as a new type of firm. In comparison to a
born-global firm, a lean global startup is a high-tech
startup that creates a new market niche with an innov-
ative technology using a new business model. The inter-
nationalization strategy is developed in advance and is
part of the initial business plan. Lean global startups
implement their business plan using of Blank’s (2013)
lean startup model. In incremental and iterative
product development cycles, lean global startups devel-
op minimum viable products and test them in the mar-
ket (Blank, 2013). Because of the immediacy of the
feedback, products and services can be quickly adapted
to market needs. Rasmussen and Tanev (2015) and

17



Technology Innovation Management Review

May 2017 (Volume 7, Issue 5)

Lean Internationalization: How to Globalize Early and Fast in a Small Economy

Michael Neubert

Tanev and colleagues (2015) make a clear distinction
between access to upstream and downstream global re-
sources, both of which must be taken into account
when studying lean global startups. The reason for the
emphasis on this distinction could be that many high-
tech startups having a global orientation from their in-
ception may start their global operations through up-
stream activities (e.g.,, R&D and co-innovation with
global partners) before they engage into downstream
activities (e.g., market development and export). In this
sense, lean global startups seem to fit better the defini-
tion of international new ventures instead of born-glob-
al firms. However, the high-tech startups in this study
might also be classified as lean global startups if they
were to use a lean startup methodology for their market
internationalization.

Effect of location on early and fast internationalization
The effect of location on early and fast internationaliza-
tion has gained increasing attention among researchers
(Knight & Liesch, 2016; Hitt et al., 2016), because find-
ings from studies that analyze the fast and early inter-
nationalization of high-tech firms from developed
economies are not necessarily applicable to emerging
economies (Zander et al., 2015). To date, there is little
research on born-global from emerging economies
(Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2016). A study by Ciravegna,
Lopez, and Kundu (2014) emphasizes the importance
of social networks — particularly, the networking ability
of an entrepreneur as a driver of the speed of interna-
tionalization. Hitt, Li, and Xu (2016) and Zucchella, Ha-
gen, Denicolai, and Masucci (2016) reported that the
reputation of the home country and the quality of insti-
tutions in that country also influence early and fast in-
ternationalization.

Small and open economies tend to have a significantly
higher rate of born-global firms (Cavusgil & Knight,
2015) due to the small size of their home market. There-
fore, high-tech startups from small and open econom-
ies have to internationalize early after their
incorporation (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson, 2006) and
will include it in their business plans (Neubert, 2015).
Small and open economies have networks of free-trade
agreements, which allow high-tech startups to freely
move capital, human resources, goods, and services.
This aspect is crucial, because high-tech startups need
access to resources and clients, which are often not
available in their home markets. For the purposes of
this study, the two countries of Switzerland and
Paraguay are classified as small and open economies.
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Research Methodology

The purpose of this study is to answer the following
question: How and why do born-global firms from
small and open economies differ in their speed of inter-
nationalization? To allow comparisons between de-
veloped and emerging countries, cases of high-tech
startups were drawn from two small and open econom-
ies: Switzerland, representing a developed economy,
and Paraguay, representing an emerging economy.

This study uses a comparative cross-national multiple
case study research design to answer the explanatory
research questions (Yin, 2015). In contrast to an experi-
mental design or a survey, a multiple case study has
more flexibility, allows an in-depth analysis of a com-
plex research problem (Yin, 2015) within a highly con-
textualized environment, and also allows for a
comparison between different cases and countries.
This research design also allows the use of the replica-
tion logic as a way to obtain external and internal valid-
ity as well analyzing pattern-matching properties
between theories and cases (Yin, 2015).

This study used different sources of evidence to obtain
robust conclusions and to achieve construct validity.
Therefore, the triangulation concept is applied to the
data collection phase to guarantee that different
sources of evidence were used to collect data from each
case. The primary source for data collection comprised
qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth, individual face-
to-face interviews with subject-matter experts who
were the founders, managers, and shareholders of high-
tech startups. Other sources of evidence were the cor-
porate websites, product and firm brochures, internal
documents provided by the firms, and other secondary
data.

The data analysis followed a logical sequence, starting
with an individual case analysis, followed by a cross
comparison to identify similarities and differences, and
finally a literal and theoretical replication using a pat-
tern-matching approach. The goal of this approach is to
increase the likelihood of transferring and generalizing
the findings to other contexts.

The choice of the sampling strategy is based on the pur-
pose of this study. A random sample from a database of
Swiss and Paraguayan high-tech startups was taken un-
til data saturation was achieved after 20 Swiss and 12
Paraguayan interviews. According to Yin (2015), if at

18



Technology Innovation Management Review

May 2017 (Volume 7, Issue 5)

Lean Internationalization: How to Globalize Early and Fast in a Small Economy

Michael Neubert

least 6 to 10 cases are selected, this sampling strategy
produces a statistically representative sample. The inter-
view subjects are all founders, managers, and sharehold-
ers of their high-tech startups and mainly hold
postgraduate degrees. Evidence of activity in foreign
markets was found in 91% of the sampled high-tech
startups.

Findings

The analysis of the collected data revealed insights into
what influences the speed of internationalization of
high-tech startups. Primarily, the analysis of the similar-
ities revealed that the Uppsala model might be applied
to both countries (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Neubert,
2015). However, although the high-tech startups in each
country used an establishment chain, they took different
approaches to identify attractive foreign markets. The
Paraguayan high-tech startups tended to focus on neigh-
bouring markets, where their liability of foreignness is
lower; the Swiss high-tech startups tended to focus on
their network, thereby reducing their liability of out-
sidership. In both cases, the startups focused on devel-
oping a firm-specific advantage for local competition
and entry into new foreign markets. Indeed, unique, in-
novative, and high-quality niche market products and
local distributors with an existing client network are a
precondition for the attractiveness of every new foreign
market entry because they compensate for the liability
of outsidership and foreignness and ultimately increase
the speed of internationalization (Neubert, 2016a).

The second finding is that all the case study firms can in-
deed be considered born-global firms (Cavusgil &
Knight, 2015; Knight & Liesch, 2016). These young firms
are active through early export sales as their main form
of market entry (Coviello, 2015) with strong attention
paid to a market-seeking internationalization strategy
using, for example, a global exporter internationaliza-
tion model (Neubert, 2013a). The Swiss high-tech star-
tups can be considered traditional born-global firms
seeking market opportunities wherever they are located
(Cavusgil & Knight, 2015). In contrast, the Paraguayan
high-tech startups could be classified a “born regionals”
(Cavusgil & Knight, 2015) because they focus on neigh-
bouring markets at the beginning of their international-
ization process. Thus, the Uppsala model might be
better suited to the Paraguayan high-tech startups, be-
cause they select new foreign markets primarily based
on the cultural, geographical and economic proximity to
their home market, and only to a lesser extent on their
attractiveness in the sense of potential for market
growth and market size.
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Networking and learning ability were identified as the
key abilities of the entrepreneurs (Ciravegna et al., 2014;
Coviello, 2015; Neubert, 2016b) and the main drivers of
the speed of internationalization. Several interviewees
mentioned that their whole network has changed since
the foundation of their high-tech startups. Thus, they
consider the ability to create new contacts in new for-
eign markets as crucial. Others underlined the qualitat-
ive aspect: they believe that the ability to develop
business opportunities from their network is even more
important with respect to learning with whom you can
do business and with whom you cannot. The founders,
managers, and shareholders with an educational back-
ground in higher education, especially at international
institutions, also showed a higher probability and speed
of internationalization (Amordés et al., 2016). Network-
ing in the sense of foreign markets is defined as the abil-
ity to create market opportunities to acquire new clients
and distribution partners with local networks. Thus, the
speed of internationalization depends on the ability of a
high-tech startup to acquire new clients in foreign mar-
kets. Most of the interviewees were involved in foreign
business development activities, even though they
might have little or no prior experience in international
business development, mostly due to their technical
background (Neubert, 2016b).

Although all of the interviewees understand the signific-
ance of early and fast internationalization (Neubert,
2016a), almost all of the high-tech startups in this study
faced significant delays in their internationalization pro-
jects even though they have an international strategy
and often institutional support (e.g., coaches). Thus, the
main challenge lies in the execution, because the busi-
ness plan is often more a hypothesis (Rasmussen &
Tanev, 2015) than a realistic and proven business mod-
el. For example, some of the interviewees complained
about their difficulties in finding experienced sales
managers with strong international networks and ex-
pertise in their small market niche. Even board mem-
bers often lacked the network to develop realistic
business opportunities. Foreign markets are rather se-
lected based on a single business opportunity than the
strategic attractiveness of the market. Several parallel
foreign market entries lead to an overexpansion of the
existing resources without the implementation of effi-
cient market development processes. The founders,
managers, and shareholders interviewed in this study
generally perceived that this learning experience was
necessary to succeed but they admitted that their learn-
ing curve might not have been so steep if they had ap-
plied tools such as Blank’s (2013) lean startup’ model or
a lean market development process (Neubert, 2013,
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2011). Both approaches are supported by the notion
that the speed of learning in small, iterative steps
defines the speed of early internationalization.

Both, Swiss and Paraguayan high-tech startups under-
stand the importance of early, fast, and lean interna-
tionalization. However, they faced significant delays in
the execution of their international market-develop-
ment activities in comparison to the time estimated in
their business plans. Most of the interviewees indicated
that the reason was a disorganized internationalization
behaviour. They are willing and planning to implement
efficient and successful foreign market development
processes such as the example depicted in Figure 1
(Neubert, 2011, 2013), which shows the degree of struc-
tured and disciplined approach that is necessary to
manage a global sales organization successfully in con-
trast to the often creative and unstructured internation-
alization behaviour of many high-tech startups. As one
put it, “the ability to develop new foreign markets
should become one of our core competences”. Due to
this intention, they might be classified as lean global
startups (Rasmussen & Tanev, 2015).

Conclusions

This study provides some new insights on the factors af-
fecting the speed of internationalization of high-tech
startups from emerging and developed small and open
economies. It is based on the theoretical framework of
the Uppsala model and the born-global firm, and it ex-
amines how and why born-global firms differ in their
speed of internationalization.

Key findings include:

1. Successful high-tech startups from small and open
economies understand the importance of early and
fast internationalization.

2. They consider the ability to internationalize success-
fully and efficiently as one of their core competences.

3. The main tool to execute their internationalization
strategy is a lean market development process. As a
pioneer in a small global market niche, high-tech
startups need to penetrate global markets as fast and
as long as they can maintain their competitive ad-
vantage.

4. The entrepreneurial team needs the ability to net-
work, to create promising business opportunities, to
acquire new business in foreign markets, and to de-
velop a global marketing and sales team, or else their
firm will suffer significant delays in their business
plans.

In spite of the differences that distinguish both coun-
tries of origin, the majority of both Swiss and Paraguay-
an high-tech startups in this study consider early and
fast internationalization important for their enduring
survival. The case study firms can be considered as
born-global firms, and they follow the establishment
chain of the Uppsala model. Thus, one of the contribu-
tions of this study is the application of the Uppsala
model on high-tech firms from small and open eco-
nomies that focus on early export.

International Business Development STRATEGY

Step 1. Market Evaluation
and Selection

Management Step 2. Market Preparation

Processes | Step 3. Market Entry

Step 4. Market Development

\/

TASK 1 Each STEP has

TAsK 2 | several TASKS

TASKS | Each TAsK will be | support

TASK4 | completed with Processes

TASK5 | specific TOOLS
MILESTONE

International Business Development GOALS

Figure 1. The market development process (Neubert, 2011, 2013)
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Despite the stated importance of early and fast interna-
tionalization, high-tech startups faced significant delays
in the execution of their international market-develop-
ment activities in comparison to the time estimated in
their business plans, and this was often due to a disor-
ganized internationalization behaviour. High-tech star-
tups often chase international business opportunities
based on their networks or follow existing clients in-
stead of analyzing the attractiveness of foreign markets
or following a pre-defined market-development pro-
cess. Thus, another contribution of this study is that
high-tech startups should apply a lean approach to en-
able an efficient and structured internationalization pro-
cess. It may help them to close the gap between the
aspirations of their strategies and business plans and
the hard facts in their balance sheets.

Most of the interviewees understood that this approach
reduces the speed of internationalization. They acknow-
ledged the importance of a market-development pro-
cess that begins with a detailed evaluation and selection
of foreign markets before a company actually enters
them. Although the Paraguayan high-tech startups initi-
ated their internationalization primarily in neighbour-
ing countries, the Swiss high-tech startups
demonstrated a global approach that depends on the at-
tractiveness of each market. All the firms understood
that the role and the capabilities of the entrepreneur are
crucial for the international success of their high-tech
startups. The faster the entrepreneur (Paraguay) and the
management team (Switzerland) learn techniques for
acquiring clients in foreign markets, the higher the
speed of internationalization. Obviously, this includes
an intercultural sensitivity to differentiate promising
from less promising business opportunities.

The findings of this qualitative multiple case study re-
search project contribute to the research field of interna-
tional entrepreneurship through better understanding
of how and why high-tech startups from small and open
economies differ in their speed of internationalization.
Furthermore, the findings also add to managerial prac-
tice because they will help managers increase the effi-
ciency of international market development. Lastly,
policy makers might also benefit from the findings in de-
veloping improved public support programmes for
high-tech startups.

This comparative cross-national multiple case study re-
search design has several limitations in size and scope
that offer new ideas for future research. Future cross-na-
tional studies can focus on the differences between oth-
er emerging and developed small and open economies.
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Future scholarly work might also include quantitative
assessments of founder and managerial perceptions
combined with qualitative data to provide greater clari-
fication of the statistical significance of the variables of
this study. Finally, it would be valuable to include cor-
relational studies to analyze the relationships between
variable pairs, for example the networking ability of the
entrepreneur and the speed of internationalization.
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