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Abstract
The European Union (EU) is the number one agrofood exporter of the world, exporting to
global markets for €129 billion in 2015, whereas the agrofood industry represents more
than 7% of all goods exported from the EU. Nonetheless, out of the vast number of small
and medium sized enterprises (SMES) in the EU, especially agrofood SMEs (ASMEs)
struggle with their internationalization process. Therefore, this research focuses on the
internationalization processes and entry mode choices of ASMEs.
This research contributes to strategic management literature by answering the following
research question: “How do internationalization processes and entry mode choices of
ASMEs relate to their degree of internationalization?”. A thorough literature review has
been combined with empirical research in the form of semi-structured in-depth interviews
to find a qualitative answer. These interviews have been conducted among a sample of 19
ASMEs from various sectors.
The research identified that an ‘Incremental’ or ‘Radical’ internationalization pattern is the
most common ‘Degree of Internationalization’ among ASMEs. However, there are no
turnkey solutions in terms of internationalization strategies for ASMEs, but there a lot of
factors to consider when developing such a strategy. The results have shown that it is
common among ASMEs to select the international markets (IMS), before selecting the entry
mode (EMS). Furthermore, it has been identified that ‘Ownership Advantages’ and the
‘Level of Control over International Activities’ are important elements for ASMEs during
their decision-making process, and thus development of their strategies.
Keywords: agrofood, small- and medium sized enterprises, internationalization strategy,
entry mode choice.
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Management Summary
The European Union (EU) is the number one agrofood exporter of the world, exporting to
global markets for €129 billion in 2015. As a result, the agrofood industry represents more
than 7% of all goods exported from the EU while achieving a net trade surplus of €16 billion
(DG, 2016). Nonetheless, this would not have been possible if diversification of the export
activities of the industry would not have been taken place (EC, 2016). This diversification
has taken place for several years and resulted in that both imports and exports have
doubled since 2005, due to the increasing number of companies that organized their
production along global production chains. This diversification resulted in the fact that EU
could maintain its position as global number one agrofood exporter, which it took over
from the United States (US) in 2013 (DG, 2016).
When looking at the structure of all the industries it can be stated that 99.8% of all the
enterprises in the EU consist of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Eurostat,
2015). This vast number of SMEs in the EU also characterizes the agrofood industry. Hence,
when combining these two subjects it has been found that especially these agrofood SMEs
(ASMEs) struggle with their internationalization process (Wubben et al., 2012). Regardless
of these difficulties, the overall EU agrofood industry including these ASMEs was able to
achieve positive financial figures (DG, 2016). These ASMEs have that the diversification of
exporting activities has helped the agrofood industry to move forward (EC, 2016). Hence,
what it comes down to is that it is unclear which internationalization strategies the SMEs
within the agrofood industry have developed and applied that gave a sustainable
competitive advantage and distinguished them from their competitors. Therefore, this
research focuses on the internationalization processes and entry mode choices of these
ASMEs.
The objective of this research is to: “To contribute to strategic management literature, by
obtaining knowledge and insights regarding the internationalization processes and entry
mode choices of ASMEs through a literature review and empirical research by the means
of interviews.”. To meet this research objective, three sub research questions have been
formulated to provide a profound answer on the main research question that has been
defined. The main research question was: “How do internationalization processes and entry
mode choices of ASMEs relate to their degree of internationalization?”. The sub research
questions that have been formulated included: (1) “Which internationalization processes
and entry mode choices have been identified and described in literature, in the key
literature classics and how do the relevant concepts mutually relate?”, (2) “What are the
characteristics that distinguish ASMEs from other industries, and how can concepts of the
other industries be applied in the agrofood industry?”, and (3) “What are the
internationalization strategies that made ASMEs successful internationally, and what is
there to learn for other ASMEs?”.
The literature review focused on obtaining knowledge about (1) Internationalization
Processes, (2) Entry Mode Choices, and (3) Characteristics of Agrofood SMEs. This review
identified four key perspectives, applicable for first two concepts, including the Transaction
Cost Analysis (TCA), the Resource Based View (RBV), the Institutional Theory, and
Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm (OLI). Furthermore, numerous factors underlying the three
concepts have been identified and described thoroughly in the literature review. Based
upon the outcomes of the elaborate literature review, a clear and concise theoretical
framework has been constructed. This framework combined the Ownership-, Location-,
and Internationalization (OLI) Advantages of Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm with Entry Mode
Choices ASMEs face, including the International Market Selection (IMS) and Entry Mode
Selection (EMS). Subsequently, these elements led to the Degree of Internationalization
(DOI), which is built upon the scope, scale and timing of internationalization activities. This
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DOI results in one of three internationalization patterns: incremental, radical, or radical
but late internationalization.
In order to create a decent dataset for the empirical research, five criteria have been
defined to determine potential interview companies. Next, a longlist of ASMEs has been
created based on personal networks, a message on LinkedIn, and an extensive research
among various institutions, brand- and trade organizations. The extensive work resulted
in a dataset of 19 ASMEs from various sectors, out of the 90 that have been contacted,
which is a success rate of 21,1%.
Subsequently, a semi-structured interview has been developed based upon the theoretical
framework and the operationalization of concepts. This semi-structured in-depth interview
approach has been chosen over a meta-analysis due to the limited availability of data
regarding the subject in combination with the three concepts. This approach was
considered more appropriate for complex situations as information could be supplemented
and questions could be explained in more detail. To guarantee the validity and reliability
of the empirical research, the interviews have been recorded, which also ensured the
access to the raw data in terms of transparency as personal bias has been included to a
certain extent due to the chosen approach. The measures, scales and indicators that have
been identified in the operationalization of the three concepts have been used to analyse
the outcomes of the interviews in order to identify phenomena, patterns and relationships
within the research subject. This has been done by executing a content analysis focused
on the measures and indicators of the concepts and variables. 7-point Likert type questions
have been included to order the outcomes of more subjective questions that are more
difficult to synthesize and analyse.
The research concluded that there are no turnkey solutions in terms of internationalization
strategies for ASMEs, as every internationalization process is unique. However, there are
a lot of factors to consider when developing such a strategy. The results have identified
that of the OLI Advantages, the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are the most important among
ASMEs, followed by the ‘Location Advantages’ and lastly the ‘Internationalization
Advantages’. Therefore, these ‘Ownership Advantages’ are the key starting point for the
internationalization process of an ASME. Subsequently, it is shown that it is common
among ASMEs to select the international markets (IMS), before selecting the entry mode
(EMS). For this EMS, it was found that the ‘Level of Control over International Operations’
is the most important aspect followed by the ‘Level of Risk Being Exposed To’ and lastly
the ‘Resource Commitments Required’.
These choices and preferences determine the scope, scale and timing of the international
business activities of ASMEs. Therefore, the ‘Degree of Internationalization (one particular
internationalization pattern, either ‘Incremental’, ‘Radical’ or ‘Radical but Late’), cannot be
chosen but is the outcome of the combination of choices and preferences throughout the
internationalization process. The results of this study have shown that an ‘Incremental
Internationalization’ or ‘Radical Internationalization’ pattern is the most common ‘Degree
of Internationalization’ among ASMEs.
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1. Introduction
This first chapter consists of four elements starting with the research background and
problem analysis in paragraph 1.1. Subsequently, paragraph 1.2 discusses the conceptual
research design which consists of the research objective, research framework, research
questions as well as the key concepts and definitions. In paragraph 1.3 the technical
research design is stated, discussing the research design and research material. The
chapter is ended with paragraph 1.4, which presents the structure of the report.

1.1

Research Background and Problem Analysis

This introduction will refer to some global patterns in the agrofood industry, the various
internationalization strategies and entry mode choices that exist in literature as well as the
position of SMEs in related research.
The European Union (EU) is the number one agrofood exporter of the world, exporting for
€129 billion in 2015. As a result, the agrofood industry represents more than 7% of all
goods exported from the EU while achieving a net trade surplus of €16 billion (DG
Agriculture & Rural Development, 2016). Nonetheless, this would not have been possible
if diversification of the export activities of the industry would not have taken place
(European Commission, 2016). This diversification has taken place for several years and
resulted in that both imports and exports have doubled since 2005, due to the increasing
number of companies that organized their production along global production chains.
Moreover, by 2010 the EU changed from a net importer to a net exporter, due to higher
export than import growth figures. However, the Russian embargo decreed in 2014 (DG
Agriculture & Rural Development, 2014), also had an influence on the diversification as
this affected the EU agrofood trade policy significantly. At that moment, the restrictions
imposed by Russia put serious pressure on the EU agrofood industry as the Russian market
represented 4.2% of all EU agrofood exports, and because of the possible effects leading
to oversupply on the internal market due to the volumes involved (DG Agriculture & Rural
Development, 2014). Therefore, in the aftermath of this embargo diversification was the
keyword (DG Agriculture & Rural Development, 2016). This diversification resulted in the
fact that EU could maintain its position as global number one agrofood exporter, which it
took over from the United States (US) in 2013 (DG Agriculture & Rural Development,
2016). When going into detail, the Netherlands is the second largest exporter of agricultural
products after the US but ahead of Germany, Brazil and France (CBS, 2016). These
financial figures underline the importance of the agrofood industry for the EU in general
and the Netherlands in particular.
Regarding the structure of all the industries can be stated that 99.8% of all the enterprises
in the EU consist of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Eurostat, 2015).
Subsequently, this vast number of SMEs in the EU also characterizes the agrofood industry.
Hence, when combining these two subjects it has been found that these agrofood SMEs
(ASMEs) struggle with their internationalization process as this often appears to be driven
by a combination of entrepreneurship, coincidence (trial and error) and ‘being prepared for
it’ (Wubben, Boerstra, & Dijkman, 2012). Subsequently, internationalization has been
defined as follows: “The foreign market a company chooses to conduct business and the
modes it uses to do so.” (Agndal & Chetty, 2007), next they corroborate that
internationalization is a process, which is dynamic and thus leads to changes in the chosen
internationalization strategy in various ways.
Internationalization strategies are a major research subject within international business
(IB) research, while the market entry mode decision is considered to be one of the key
decisions in the internationalization process (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Brouthers &
Hennart, 2007; Morschett, Schramm-Klein, & Swoboda, 2010). This has also been
observed in a study which states that the existing literature focuses on two major aspects
1

including the foreign market to be entered and the entry modes to do so (Agndal & Chetty,
2007). However, it has been underlined by various studies that knowledge regarding the
internationalization of SMEs is rather limited as the research focus is typically on
multinational enterprises (MNEs) (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Agarwal & Ramaswami,
1992; Brouthers & Hennart, 2007; Laufs & Schwens, 2014; Musso & Francioni, 2014). This
unbalance in research has been recognized and described as a gap in the literature (SolanaRosillo & Abbott, 1998; Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2014). As a result, there has been
a specific request in a review study for more extensive research on SME internationalization
(Bruneel & de Cock, 2016), while on the other hand, the interest in researching this subject
for the agrofood industry has risen in general and in particular the internationalization
process and subsequently the export performance (Fischer, 2010; Chevassus-Lozza &
Latouche, 2011) according to Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2014).
There are numerous ways to execute an internationalization process including a range of
entry mode choices related to that. The most well-established and traditional mode to
operate in international markets is exporting, which is still being executed by agrofood
companies who have been involved in IB for a long time already (Fernández-Olmos & DíezVial, 2014). The importance of exporting for ASMEs has also been corroborated by more
than 90% (n=42) of the respondents of Wubben et al. (2012). Within the research area of
entry mode choices, Brouthers and Hennart (2007) identified 16 different options of which
the wholly owned subsidiary and the joint venture were the most commonly chosen ones.
The decision to start exporting is an important factor which affects the competitiveness of
the company, while the particular way of executing the international activities is even more
important (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2014; Musso & Francioni, 2014). This is because
the decision to export influences the allocation of resources, whereas it also involves more
difficulties compared to the domestic distribution channels. Nonetheless, the steps that
have been taken in the internationalization process may enhance the competitive
advantages of the company in the end (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Campa & Guillén, 1999;
Hessels & Terjesen, 2010) according to Fernández-Olmos & Diéz-Vial (2014). When looking
at the decisions taken regarding the internationalization processes, it has been found in a
stratified but small sample that in 50% (n=42) of the researched ASMEs, the board of
directors or senior management is taking care of the IB activities (Wubben, Boerstra, &
Dijkman, 2012). This is partially due to the presence of many family businesses within the
agrofood industry, where IB is perceived as an extension of their national business
activities, but than a bit more difficult (Wubben, Boerstra, & Dijkman, 2012). In other
words, IB is often not a ‘core activity’ of a SME, which makes it a challenging strategic
management issue. As a result, these decisions can have severe consequences in terms
foreign resource commitment, while changing the chosen entry mode can be costly and
time-consuming whilst it can influence the performance of the company significantly
(Brouthers & Hennart, 2007; Morschett, Schramm-Klein, & Swoboda, 2010; Laufs &
Schwens, 2014).
One of the barriers limiting ASMEs to execute an international strategy is the lack of
internal resources including knowledge, skills and means, especially because specific
functions are sometimes executed by the same people or from the same family (Wubben,
Boerstra, & Dijkman, 2012). On the other hand, however, these ASMEs are not stuck in
ongoing analyses but rather go to the execution phase to keep up with the market
developments or to stay ahead of the market. This requires a flexible approach and attitude
during the strategy execution as it has been stated that 30% (n=412) struggle with making
strategic choices (van de Kamp, Lambregts, & van der Veen, 2012). Overall, the lack of
internal resources (Wubben, Boerstra, & Dijkman, 2012) could limit the SMEs in their
choice for an entry mode and thus force them into less expensive modes (Agndal & Chetty,
2007; Bruneel & de Cock, 2016).
2

Even though ASMEs struggle with their internationalization process while being limited by
their lack of internal resources, the overall EU agrofood industry including these ASMEs
was able to achieve positive financial figures (DG Agriculture & Rural Development, 2016).
This would not have been possible if there were no ASMEs who took the courageous
decision to cross borders with their activities and become part of the IB environment of
the agrofood industry. These ASMEs have shown that the diversification of exporting
activities has helped the agrofood industry to move forward (European Commission, 2016).
Research on the internationalization processes of SMEs identified and discussed three
major internationalization patterns (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012) including the incremental-,
radical-, and radical but late internationalization pattern. When reflecting upon the
theories, approaches and strategies involved, review studies arrive at four common
perspectives to IB, namely the Transaction Cost Analysis (TCA) (Williamson, 1985), the
Resource Based View (RBV) (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991), the Institutional Theory,
and Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm (OLI) (Dunning, 1977; 1988) (Brouthers & Hennart,
2007). These four perspectives are well-known and served as a starting point for other
researchers throughout the years. The three internationalization patterns as well as the
four perspectives to IB will be discussed in detail in chapter two.
As indicated above, there are numerous renowned theories, approaches and related
strategies regarding the internationalization process and its entry mode choices. Hence,
what it comes down to is that it is unclear which internationalization strategies the SMEs
within the agrofood industry have developed and applied that gave them a sustainable
competitive advantage and distinguished them from their competitors.

1.2

Conceptual Research Design

This paragraph consists of four elements starting with the research objective in subparagraph 1.2.1. Next, the research framework is stated in sub-paragraph 1.2.2, indicating
the five stages that have to be fulfilled to meet the research objective. In sub-paragraph
1.2.3 the main- and sub research questions have been formulated, whereas in subparagraph 1.2.4 the key concepts and definitions have been stated.

1.2.1 Research Objective
Based on the research background and the problem analysis, the following objective for
this research has been determined:
“To contribute to strategic management literature, by obtaining knowledge and insights
regarding the internationalization processes and entry mode choices of ASMEs through a
literature review and empirical research by the means of interviews.”

1.2.2 Research Framework
The research framework, given in figure 1, provides an overview of the five stages that
have been identified. These five stages will have to be fulfilled to meet the research
objective that has been determined in sub-paragraph 1.2.1. To get a full understanding of
the proposed research framework it should be read from left to right.

3

Figure 1 – The Research Framework.

In the first of the five stages, the concepts related to sub research questions one and two
will be analysed by making use of scientific literature as well as research reports. The
outcomes of these three concepts will be combined and will form the theoretical framework
of the research, which comprises the second phase. The third concept, characteristics of
agrofood SMEs, has been selected as research on internationalization processes and entry
mode choices is often not industry specific, and if it is industry specific it is rarely focused
on the agrofood industry. Therefore, this third concept has been added to determine
whether this literature is applicable in case of the agrofood industry by looking at aspects
that characterize this industry.
In the third phase, these concepts will be used when empirically identifying the
internationalization strategies of ASMEs that are currently being executed. In this third
stage of the research framework and related to sub research question three, various
interviews will be conducted with ASMEs who are in different stages of the
internationalization process. In the fourth stage of the research framework the various
elements of the theoretical framework and empirical research will be analysed and
combined. Out of this analysis the necessary conclusions will be drawn and key
recommendations will be provided to answer the main research question and thus meet
the research objective.

1.2.3 Research Questions
In order to meet the research objective that has been determined in sub-paragraph 1.2.1
and based on the research framework of sub-paragraph 1.2.2, a main research question
has been formulated and supported by three sub research questions. These sub research
questions have been formulated to gather information and subsequently provide a
complete answer for the main research question.
Main Research Question:
•

“How do internationalization processes and entry mode choices of ASMEs relate to their
degree of internationalization?”

By answering this main research question the research objective stated in sub-paragraph
1.2.1 will be met, while the contribution to the strategic management literature will be
focusing on the decisions and considerations taken throughout the internationalization
process. Out of the obtained knowledge and insights from the interviewed ASMEs
4

conclusions will be drawn and recommendations will be formed for other ASMEs who are
about to start the internationalization process or are already in the process.
Sub Research Questions:
The first two sub research questions are answered by the literature review in chapter two,
whereas research question three is answered through the empirical research and thus in
chapter four. Subsequently, the outcomes of the three sub research questions will be
analysed in order to draw conclusions and derive recommendations.
1. “Which internationalization processes and entry mode choices have been identified
and described in literature, and how do the relevant concepts mutually relate?”
2. “What are the characteristics that distinguish ASMEs from other industries, and how
can concepts of the other industries be applied in the agrofood industry?”
3. “What are the internationalization strategies that made ASMEs successful
internationally, and what is there to learn for other ASMEs?

1.2.4 Key Concepts and Definitions
To create a common understanding of certain key concepts and definitions this subparagraph will elaborate upon the most important ones.
Entry mode choice
International entry mode choices are most useful and tractably viewed as a trade-off
between control and the cost of resource commitments, often under conditions of
considerable risk and uncertainty (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986).
Internationalization
The foreign market a company chooses to conduct business in and the modes it uses to do
so (Agndal & Chetty, 2007).
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
According to the European Commission (2017) there are two main factors determining
whether a company is a SME or not. These factors include the staff headcount and either
the turnover or the total of the balance sheet of the particular company. The upper limits
of these factors have been summarized in table 1 provided below. An additional remark
includes that these upper limits solely apply to individual companies. If a company is part
of an overarching organization, the staff headcount, turnover and balance sheet of the
organization needs to be included too (European Commission, 2017).
Company category Staff headcount Turnover or Balance sheet total
Medium-sized

< 250

≤ € 50 m

≤ € 43 m

Small

< 50

≤ € 10 m

≤ € 10 m

Micro

< 10

≤€2m

≤€2m

Table 1 – Upper limits to determine whether a company is a SME or not (European Commission, 2017).

On the other hand, it has been stated that there is no generally accepted definition of a
SME, even though the definition according to the American Small Business Administration
(SBA) has been widely used in entrepreneurship literature (Lu & Beamish, 2001). Their
definition of a SME is: “Stand-alone enterprises with fewer than 500 employees.”.
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1.3

Technical Research Design

In paragraph 1.3, the technical research design, the focus is on the practical implications
of the steps that have been undertaken with the purpose of meeting the research objective
as stated in sub-paragraph 1.2.1. This paragraph comprises of the research design
discussed in sub-paragraph 1.3.1, and the research material discussed in sub-paragraph
1.3.2.

1.3.1 Research Design
This sub-paragraph defines which approach has been taken to execute the research, which
consisted of the literature review and the empirical analysis. Therefore, the aim is to gain
a deeper understanding about the research problem that has been proposed. The literature
review is carried out by conducting desk research as it has been based upon journal
articles, reports and other materials produced by others. The information derived during
the literature review has been used when identifying the current ASME internationalization
strategies empirically through conducting in-depth interviews.
The concepts that have been selected for the literature review, include (1)
‘Internationalization Processes’; (2) Entry Mode Choices’; and (3) ‘Characteristics of
ASMEs’. As extensive research has been conducted to gain a deeper understanding of these
concepts, a systematic approach has been used to categorize the retrieved information
accordingly and subsequently minimize the risk of uncertainties. Therefore, this approach
has been chosen in order to construct a solid and reliable theoretical framework which was
valuable and applicable during the empirical research phase. For the analysis of each of
the concepts, recent scientific literature including journal articles and books have been
identified, examined and read thoroughly. Therefore, in terms of the scientific literature
the focus has been on articles that can be considered as part of IB research.
Empirical research has been conducted to gain a deeper insight regarding the
internationalization processes and related strategies of various ASMEs. Therefore, senior
executives, senior managers or employees involved with (international) business
development of 19 ASMEs have been interviewed which was depending upon the
availability and willingness to cooperate. The focus of the companies that have been
interviewed was on Dutch ASMEs who process and produce fresh (or semi-fresh), thus
perishable, as well as trade agrofood products ranging from fruits, vegetables and juices
to meat and dairy products as well as ornamental plants and fresh cut flowers. These
ASMEs execute their IB activities mainly within the EU, preferably in countries more distant
than their neighbouring countries. Besides having a staff headcount ranging from 1 to 250
FTE, and concurrently having a foreign-sales-to-sales (FSTS) ratio ranging from 30 to 70%.
The aim of this part of the research was to gain a better understanding of the steps involved
in the process and the necessary decisions related to the process which have to be made.
Therefore, some topics that have been discussed include general business questions,
internationalization drivers, level of experience/risk/control/size/investment, choice of
country/continent, entry mode choice, strategy development and adoption. By constructing
a systematic and solid but profound interview structure, the aim was to analyse and identify
the specific internationalization process characteristics and related choices that have been
made. This was necessary to guarantee the reliability and objectivity of the research.
The research mainly used secondary qualitative data gathered during the literature review,
which has been supported with primary qualitative insights and information derived from
the in-depth interviews with various ASMEs. The in-depth interview approach has been
chosen over a meta-analysis due to the limited availability of data regarding the
internationalization process and entry mode choices of ASMEs. Moreover, an in-depth
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interview was considered more appropriate for complex situations, as information could be
supplemented and questions could be explained. The information from the desk- and
empirical research has been combined and analysed in order to come up with
recommendations and learnings for ASMEs who are starting to internationalize or who are
currently in the internationalization process. The information and insights gathered during
the research led to a qualitative answer on the main research question.

1.3.2 Research Material
This sub-paragraph elaborates upon which kind of research materials have been used and
where these have been retrieved. These research materials were needed to provide
answers on the sub research questions and subsequently the main research question, as
stated in sub-paragraph 1.2.3. The research materials needed for each sub research
question as well as the field of research have been summarized in table 2 below. Web of
Science and Scopus have been used as search engines to retrieve the secondary research
materials, whereas the personal network of the author, the network of dr. Wubben and
LinkedIn have been used to create a database of ASMEs for the empirical research.
Sub research question:
(1) “Which internationalization
processes and entry mode choices
have been identified and described
in literature, and how do the
relevant concepts mutually relate?”
(2) “What are the characteristics
that distinguish agrofood SMEs
from other industries, and how can
concepts of the other industries be
applied?”
(3) “What are the
internationalization strategies that
made ASMEs successful
internationally, and what is there to
learn for other ASMEs?”

Materials used:
Scientific articles,
books and research
reports.
Scientific articles,
books and research
reports.

Field of research:
Internationalization
process/pathway, entry mode
option/choice, strategic
management, expansion strategy,
export behaviour.
SMEs, agrofood, strategic
management, strategic decisionmaking process, frontrunners.

SMEs, agrofood, top/senior
management, strategic
management, internationalization
process/pathway,
internationalization drivers, choice
of country/continent, entry mode
choice, frontrunners, strategy
development and adoption.
Table 2 – Overview of research materials needed in relation to particular sub research question and field of research.

1.4

Individual face-toface interviews with
pre-structured open
and closed
questions.

Structure of the Report

This report is structured as follows, in chapter one the research subject along with research
design has been introduced and described. The second chapter covers the literature review
that has been conducted, and which covers the three concepts that have been identified:
‘Internationalization Processes’, ‘Entry Mode Choices’ and ‘Characteristics of ASMEs’.
Chapter three discusses the research methodology, whereas the outcomes of the empirical
research are presented in the fourth chapter. These outcomes are critically analyzed and
combined with literature in chapter five. Next, in chapter six the necessary conclusions will
be drawn by answering the main- and sub research questions. In chapter seven a
discussion of the report as a whole in terms of limitations as well as suggestions for future
research are given. Subsequently, the bibliography and appendices are given.
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2. Literature Review
International business (IB) literature has recognized internationalization as one of the most
important sources of company growth and increasing performance (Lu & Beamish, 2001),
which has been witnessed by the world through rapid internationalization of markets,
industries and firms since the middle of the twentieth century (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012).
As internationalization provides an important opportunity for growth and increasing
performance, the implementation of a such strategy involves many unique challenges in
addition to the challenges faced in the domestic market (Lu & Beamish, 2001). As a result,
for small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), internationalization is a serious challenge
even though numerous theories and approaches exist (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012).
The internationalization process of companies is one of the most researched subjects in IB
(Lu & Beamish, 2001; Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009; Musso &
Francioni, 2014), whereas in particular there has been a growing interest in researching
the internationalization process for agrofood companies, while over the last decade
research on the export performance of these companies has accelerated (Fernández-Olmos
& Díez-Vial, 2014). However, it has to be noted that the focus of research on
internationalization processes and entry mode choices has been on multi-national
enterprises (MNEs) rather than SMEs (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Agarwal & Ramaswami,
1992; Brouthers & Hennart, 2007; Laufs & Schwens, 2014; Musso & Francioni, 2014).
The chapter will be started with a description of the methodology developed and applied
during the literature review. Next, four key perspectives on internationalization processes
and entry mode choices will be discussed as these are overarching for both concepts.
Subsequently, the three identified concepts will be discussed in more detail starting with
the ‘Internationalization Processes’ in paragraph 2.3, whereas paragraph 2.4 provides a
detailed review of the literature regarding ‘Entry Mode Choices’. These two paragraphs will
provide an answer on the first sub research question: “Which internationalization processes
and entry mode choices have been identified and described in literature, in the key
literature classics and how do to the relevant concepts mutually relate?”. Paragraph 2.5
discusses the specific ‘Characteristics of Agrofood SMEs’ (ASMEs) in order to provide an
answer on the second sub research question: “What are the characteristics that distinguish
ASMEs from other industries, and how can concepts of the other industries be applied in
the agrofood industry?”. The chapter will be ended with paragraph 2.6, discussing the
theoretical framework that has been developed based upon the four key perspectives and
the three concepts discussed in this chapter.

2.1

Literature Review Methodology

The literature review has been carried out to gain a deeper understanding of the three
concepts that had been selected, by conducting desk research based upon journal articles,
reports and other materials produced by others. A systematic approach has been applied
to categorize the retrieved information accordingly and to minimize the risk of uncertainties
and loss of information. The information gathered has been retrieved by using the search
engines Web of Science and Scopus. Within these search engines, research has been
conducted on the three concepts by using and combining various search strings within a
pre-defined field of research for each identified concept as shown in table 3.
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Concept:
(1)
Internationalization
Processes
(2) Entry Mode
Choices

(3) Characteristics
of Agrofood SMEs

Field of Research:
•
Agrofood/agrifood/agribusiness/agriculture
•
Internationalization process/pathway
•
Entry mode choice/decision/option/strategy
•
Strategies/strategic management
•
Expansion strategy
•
Export behaviour
•
Key perspectives

•
•
•
•

Small- and medium sized enterprises (SMEs)
Agrofood/agrifood/agribusiness/agriculture
Characteristics
Strategic management in the agrofood
industry
•
Strategic decision-making process in the
agrofood industry
Table 3 – Overview of field of research and search strings used for each concept.

Search strings:
“internationalization”,
“internationalization
process*”,
“internationalization
pat*”, “international*”
“entry mode*”, “entry
mode choice*”, “entry
mode decision*”, “entry
mode option*”, “entry
mode strateg*”,
“expansion* strategy*”,
“export* behavio*”, “key
perspective*”,
“perspective*”
“small enterprise*”,
“medium enterprise*”,
“SME*”, “agro*”, “agri*”,
“characteristic*”,
“strategic decision*”,
“strategic manage*”,

Out of these search strings 19 journal articles have been derived from 13 different scientific
journals in a time frame from 1986 to 2016, as the article published in 1986 was one of
the first ones in this field of research. To access more information and to strengthen the
literature review in general, backward, forward and second citing techniques have been
applied on these 19 articles. The scientific journals ‘International Marketing Review’,
Journal of International Business Studies’ and ‘European Journal of Marketing’ formed the
top three of the journals used. An overview of the identified articles in relation to the year
of publishing and scientific journal can be found in Appendix I.
To review the identified articles accordingly and thoroughly, a review form has been
developed to create a consistent way of analysing and reviewing these articles. These
review forms have subsequently been used and applied during the development of the
literature review. An example of an empty review form can be found in Appendix II. All of
the information derived during the literature review has been used when developing the
methodology and structure of the in-depth interviews for the empirical research.

2.2 Key Perspectives on Internationalization Processes and Entry
Mode Choices
Within the extensive literature regarding ‘Internationalization Processes’ as well as ‘Entry
Mode Choices’ it has been identified that various perspectives exist on both concepts. Some
articles (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007; Musso & Francioni, 2014; Bruneel & de Cock, 2016)
classified that the most of these perspectives are particularly applicable in terms of the
entry mode choice concept, whereas on the other hand these perspectives are also
applicable for the concept of internationalization processes.
As these perspectives are overarching for both concepts, it is essential to elaborate upon
the key perspectives in detail that have been discussed in literature before going into detail
on both concepts individually. The perspectives that have been selected are based upon
the findings of Brouthers & Hennart (2007), who identified four key perspectives which
according to them form the theoretical foundation of nearly 90% of the literature on entry
mode choices as summarized in table 4. However, to keep it overarching both concepts
will be addressed in each of the four sub-paragraphs.
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Besides these four key perspectives there are also other perspectives (e.g.
internationalization, - control-, and agency theory) but these have been used and applied
less frequently and are therefore not discussed (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Key Perspectives:
Transaction Cost Analysis
Resource Based View

Abbreviation:
TCA
RBV

Source:
Sub-paragraph:
Williamson (1985).
2.2.1
Wernerfelt (1984); Barney
2.2.2
(1991).
Institutional Theory
N.A.
N.A.
2.2.3
Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm
OLI
Dunning (1977; 1988).
2.2.4
Table 4 - Overview of key perspectives regarding entry mode choices (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).

2.2.1 Transaction Cost Analysis
The Transaction Cost Analysis (TCA) is about companies choosing a certain organizational
structure during their internationalization process in order to minimize their costs in terms
of controlling and monitoring. Three main factors are underlying this perspective including
(1) asset specificity, (2) uncertainty (both behavioural and environmental), and (3) the
frequency of creating market transaction and control costs (Williamson, 1985).
Furthermore, this perspective has been applied in almost 50% of the literature on entry
mode choices, as the three main factors identified have been used to explain and clarify
this particular choice of the internationalization process (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Asset specificity (1) (Williamson, 1985), the aspect of an asset that makes it useful for one
or more specific purposes, is a central explanatory variable in most of the studies on entry
mode choices (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). Support has been found by several studies in
terms of TCA, that a high asset specificity is related to high control entry mode choices
(Gatignon & Anderson, 1988; Erramilli & Rao, 1993; Hennart & Larimo, 1998; Makino &
Neupert, 2000; Brouthers & Brouthers, 2003; Brouthers, Brouthers, & Werner, 2003)
according to Brouthers & Hennart (2007), whereas on the other hand other studies (Delios
& Beamish, 1999; Palenzuela & Bobillo, 1999) have found the opposite effect.
Nevertheless, the review study indicates that the majority of TCA entry mode literature
tends to find no significant relationship between asset specificity and entry mode choice
(e.g. (Gatignon & Anderson, 1988; Hennart & Larimo, 1998; Delios & Beamish, 1999;
Brouthers & Brouthers, 2003) according to Brouthers & Hennart (2007).
Uncertainty (2) is of key importance in the model of Williamson (1985). This factor can be
divided into external uncertainty and internal uncertainty. The former makes it difficult to
specify all possible contingencies in a contract in advance, whereas the latter makes it
difficult to verify performance later (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). Regarding Williamson
(1985), uncertainty is only a problem when it is linked to asset specificity, or high switching
costs more generally spoken (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Frequency (3) is affecting the firm boundary decisions (Williamson, 1985), which is about
the choice between integrating transactions within the firm and the use of contracts
(Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). In terms of contracts pre-existing enforcement mechanisms
(e.g. courts) are being used, while integration requires companies to develop their own
enforcement mechanisms. For this integration of transactions within the company there
are fixed costs involved, which can only be justified if the volume of transactions is large
enough, that is, if the transactions are repetitive and/or large (Williamson, 1985) according
to Brouthers & Hennart (2007). As a result, frequency is considered as an important
determinant of the choice between contracts and equity (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Review studies found that TCA, as theoretical perspective, dominated research in terms of
entry mode choice and the subsequent performance of SMEs (Laufs & Schwens, 2014;
Bruneel & de Cock, 2016). Additionally, research on entry mode choices found that
transaction costs are substantial, but regarding the entry mode choice it also has been
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stated that institutions involved also play a key role and have an influence on the choices
made by ASMEs (Hill & Chan Kim, 1988) according to Solana-Rosillo & Abbott (1998).
By following the TCA approach during an internationalization process, Anderson & Gatignon
(1986) identified that the efficiency of an entry mode depends on four constructs that
determine the optimal degree of control as summarized in table 5 below.
Construct (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986):
(1) Transaction-specific assets.

Description:
Physical and human investments that are
specialized to one or a few users or uses.
(2) External uncertainty.
This uncertainty is about the unpredictability of
the external environment of the entrant.
(3) Internal uncertainty.
This uncertainty is about the inability of the
entrant to determine the performance of its
agent by observing its output measures.
(4) Free-riding potential.
This construct is about the ability of the agent to
receive benefits without bearing the costs
involved.
Table 5 – Overview of four constructs that determine the optimal degree of control (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986).

When the first construct, the transaction-specific assets, are becoming valuable it is
suggested that companies integrate this particular function in their own operations or
redesign the current system (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986). Next, the second construct is
self-explaining as external uncertainty is about the volatility (or unpredictability) of the
companies’ environment. The third construct, internal uncertainty, is about the companies’
inability to accurately assess the output measures of its agents’ performance. This internal
uncertainty also makes control more desirable regardless of the level of asset specificity
involved (Williamson, 1981) according to Anderson & Gatignon (1986). The fourth and last
construct, the free-riding potential, is about a potential control problem that takes place
whenever one party receives the benefits without bearing the cost (i.e. free-riding). In
terms of the TCA it is suggested that in case of ceteris paribus (i.e. all other things equal)
entry modes offering higher control are more efficient when there is potential for freeriding (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986).

2.2.2 Resource Based View
The Resource Based View (RBV) is about the unique resources that companies should
develop in order to exploit these in foreign markets during their internationalization
process. Or on the other hand, companies should use these foreign markets with the
purpose of obtaining or developing new resource-based advantages (Wernerfelt, 1984).
One of the key authors regarding the RBV, Barney (1991), suggests that to develop a
competitive advantage, a firm must possess a product or process that is “valuable, rare,
imperfectly imitable, and non-substitutable” according to Brouthers & Hennart (2007).
These advantages can be the reason for companies to move to high-commitment entry
modes due to the incremental internationalization pattern (i.e. the Uppsala model)
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; 1990; 2009). The advantages as well as disadvantages by
which companies gain experience in foreign markets during their internationalization
process (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007) are elaborated upon in sub-paragraph 2.3.2 and
2.3.4.
An extension of the resource-based view is the dynamic capabilities approach of Teece et
al. (1997), which argues that in a shifting competitive landscape, the dynamic capabilities
by which firm managers “integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external
competencies to address rapidly changing environments” become the source of sustained
competitive advantage. This extension is about processes of a company that use resources
to match and even create market change. In other words, these dynamic capabilities are
considered to be the organizational and strategic routines by which companies achieve new
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resource configurations when markets emerge, collide, split, evolve, and die (Teece,
Pisano, & Shuen, 1997).
Overall, it has been stated that the RBV presents a holistic view of the internationalization
process of the company as it encompasses the international market selection (IMS) as well
as the entry mode selection (EMS) whereas product strategies are not made on a standalone basis, but within a framework of environmental uncertainties and available resources
and capabilities (Pinho, 2007). In terms of research on this topic it has been found that to
protect resource-based advantages like proprietary knowledge and capabilities, SMEs tend
to prefer full-ownership entry modes (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016). Moreover, two reasons
to internationalize discussed in detail in sub-paragraph 2.3.2, “To exploit the unique
knowledge they possess” (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994) and “To acquire new products or
market knowledge” (Autio, Sapienza, & Almeida, 2000) according to Brouthers et al.
(2009), can be considered as reasons with a RBV background.
Nevertheless, entry mode research in relation to the RBV appears to be limited, therefore
it is suggested that the knowledge about how resources influence entry mode choice may
be advanced by developing other measures of resource advantages and combining the RBV
with other theoretical perspectives like TCA or the institutional theory (Brouthers &
Hennart, 2007).

2.2.3 Institutional Theory
The institutional theory is about the “rules of the game”, or the institutional environment,
according to which companies have to behave in a country and thus influences a company’s
scope of action during their internationalization process (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Hence, there is a distinction between formal and informal institutions according to the new
institutionalism. The formal institutions are about political rules or legal decisions, whereas
the informal institutions focus more on behaviour patterns in a particular culture (Laufs &
Schwens, 2014).
The new institutionalism suggests that the institutional environment of a country consists
of three dimensions: regulatory, cognitive and normative (Scott, 1995) according to
Brouthers & Hennart (2007). The first dimension, regulatory, is about the rules and laws
implied to assure the stability of the society, whereas the cognitive dimension is about the
cognitive structures in society that are taken for granted (Laufs & Schwens, 2014). The
last dimension, normative, refers to the social values, culture and norms of society (Yiu &
Makino, 2002) according to Laufs & Schwens (2014).
These dimensions are country-specific and influence the decisions managers make during
the internationalization process regarding the way business is conducted in a country.
Companies that try to defy these dimensions are taking the risk of losing their legitimacy
if they do not comply with their host market. Overall, this has also been underlined as: “A
company entering a foreign market strives for legitimacy and acceptance by conforming
with the conditions and expectations of the host country.” (Yiu & Makino, 2002) according
to Laufs & Schwens (2014). In addition, studies have revealed that SMEs are likely to react
more sensitively (Brouthers & Nakos, 2004) to challenges arising from the institutional
environment, due to their lack of resources and differences in ownership and dependence
(Nakos & Brouthers, 2002) according to Schwens et al. (2011).
Early research on the institutional theory tended to focus on lists of risks or uncertainties
that were present in host counties and that might influence the entry mode choice of
companies (Okoroafo, 1989; Brouthers K. , 1995; 2002; Delios & Beamish, 1999;
Brouthers, Brouthers, & Werner, 2000; Brouthers, Brouthers, & Werner, 2002) according
to Brouthers & Hennart (2007). The five types of risk or uncertainty that have been
identified and were considered to be relevant for entry mode choices include: product,
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government policy, macroeconomic, materials, and competition (Brouthers, Brouthers, &
Werner, 2002) according to Brouthers & Hennart (2007). Other studies on the institutional
theory have revealed that challenges arising from the host country context have an
influence on the available resources, and hence influence the entry mode choice of SMEs
during their internationalization process (Schwens, Eiche, & Kabst, 2011) according to
Laufs & Schwens (2014).

2.2.4 Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm
The Eclectic paradigm is about three aspects: (1) Ownership, (2) Location and (3)
Internationalization (OLI), that summarize the internationalization process according to
Dunning (1977; 1988). This paradigm proposes that companies go abroad if their skills
can be better made use of in foreign markets. As a result, the Eclectic paradigm is among
the most frequently applied theoretical perspectives regarding entry mode choices
(Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). Furthermore, it has been stated that the Eclectic paradigm
can be conceptualized as a tool and distinguished from other perspectives as it combines
RBV, institutional and TCA perspectives (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Each of three aspects has its own characteristics (Laufs & Schwens, 2014), starting with
the (1) ‘Ownership Advantages’ (O) which are firm-specific competitive advantages and
can be related to the RBV (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). These advantages have to be
unique and sustainable (e.g., international experience, the ability to differentiate a product
or service) (Laufs & Schwens, 2014). Thus, when a company decides to enter a new foreign
market it should focus on effectively exploiting its own competitive advantages (Prahalad
& Hamel, 1990) according to Pinho (2007). Extant literature has stated that if the unique
advantages are not protected accordingly, the company runs the risk of losing this
competitive advantage during their internationalization process whilst it is also vulnerable
to opportunistic behaviour of the competition present in the foreign market (Pinho, 2007).
Therefore, in order to avoid this it has been suggested by literature to choose for an equity
entry mode (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992).
The (2) ‘Location Advantages’ (L) are based upon the institutional theory and consist of
the country-specific advantages of the international market (Dunning, 1988). In addition,
Dunning (1988) stated that these advantages are available to every company entering a
particular market but not every company is able to maximize its return in an equal way.
Nonetheless, these specific factors of the host country are assumed by literature to be
potential drivers for the internationalization process (Pinho, 2007). By entering a foreign
market a company may be confronted with unsecure market circumstances (e.g.,
economic, legal or political) that increase the risks involved in the internationalization
process (Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992). As a result, Pinho (2007) stated that due to the
potential loss of assets and investments these companies may not tend towards a high
commitment entry mode but rather choose for a low commitment entry mode during their
internationalization process.
The last aspect, the (3) ‘Internationalization Advantages’ (I), are the advantages obtained
by selecting a high-commitment entry mode over internationalizing through partnership
arrangements (Dunning, 1988) according to Laufs & Schwens (2014). These advantages
can be related to the TCA (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
Research on the Eclectic paradigm has found that all three OLI advantages affected the
entry modes used by the company, whilst also some interactions among the advantages
have been explored for which it has been stated that the advantages gained in one of the
three areas is often offsetting a lack of advantages in the other areas (Agarwal &
Ramaswami, 1992). Furthermore, a review study has shown the importance of ownership
and location advantages, as in particular it is more likely that SMEs with greater advantages
on these two aspects are more likely to adopt equity-based entry modes during their
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internationalization process (Brouthers, Brouthers, & Werner, 1996; Bradley & Gannon,
2000; Shrader, Oviatt, & McDougall, 2000; Pinho, 2007) according to Bruneel & De Cock
(2016).
Coming back to the first sub research question “Which internationalization processes and
entry mode choices have been identified and described in literature, in the key literature
classics and how do to the relevant concepts mutually relate?”, it can be stated that various
perspectives exist in literature but that the four discussed (TCA, RBV, Institutional Theory,
OLI) come back in most of the studies. Combining these four key perspectives during the
empirical research with the three concepts identified and discussed in the following
paragraphs can lead to the desired recommendations and conclusions.

2.3

Internationalization Processes

In this paragraph, various aspects of the internationalization process of ASMEs will be
discussed in order to answer the first sub research question: “Which internationalization
processes and entry mode choices have been identified and described in literature, in the
key literature classics and how do the relevant concepts mutually relate?”. In subparagraph 2.3.1 the concept will be defined whereas sub-paragraph 2.3.2 discusses the
reasons to internationalize. Sub-paragraph 2.3.3 elaborates upon the ‘Degree of
Internationalization’ (DOI) in relation to the aspects of scope, scale and timing before the
three major patterns that have been identified will be discussed in sub-paragraph 2.3.4.
The paragraph is ended with sub-paragraph 2.3.5 analysing the influence of family
ownership.

2.3.1 Defining the Concept
There are various terms which describe the internationalization processes of SMEs like
patterns, paths or pathways and are often used interchangeably (Bell, McNaughton, Young,
& Crick, 2003) according to Kuivalainen et al. (2012). To create consistency and a common
understanding, the definition of internationalization of Agndal and Chetty (2007) is used:
“The foreign market a company chooses to conduct business in and the modes it uses to
do so.”. In addition, it has been corroborated that internationalization is a process, which
is dynamic and thus leads to changes in the chosen internationalization strategy in various
ways, whereas their research also stated that the existing literature focuses on two major
aspects including the foreign market to be entered and the entry modes to do so (Agndal
& Chetty, 2007), the latter will be discussed more in detail in paragraph 2.4.
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2.3.2 The Advantages and Disadvantages of Internationalization
Out of the extant research (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009;
Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015) on internationalization processes it became clear that
various divergent reasons exist for companies to engage in IB, as shown in table 6.
Reasons to internationalize
according to Brouthers et al. (2009):
(1) To exploit the unique knowledge
they possess.

Description:

Knowledge is to some degree a public good, while
the dissemination threatens its profitability as
knowledge may not remain unique for long, and is
thus the underlying reason to internationalize (Oviatt
& McDougall, 1994).
(2) To potentially reduce costs through
This is one of the opportunities attached to
economies of scale and/or leveraging
internationalization as different countries have
sources.
different factor endowments, in the absence of
efficient markets, which can lead to international
differences in factor costs (Chan Kim, Hwang, &
Burgers, 1993)
(3) To follow customers abroad.
This reason is due to the internationalization
strategies of domestic customers, causing companies
to follow them when they enter foreign markets
(Bell, 1995).
(4) To alleviate competitive pressures in
Companies opt for internationalization as they find
the domestic market.
advantages in transferring some of their moveable
resources across borders to be combined with other
resources or opportunities (Oviatt & McDougall,
1994).
(5) To acquire new products or market
As knowledge, or explicit knowledge in particular, is
knowledge.
a mobile resource it is considered as a flexible
platform for internationalization. This means that it
can be combined with fixed assets for example
leading to the possibility of exploiting
internationalization opportunities more flexibly
(Autio, Sapienza, & Almeida, 2000).
Table 6 – Reasons to engage in IB (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009)

Based on these reasons to internationalize, the advantages that can be gained in IB can
result in increased profits, and with an increasing DOI these advantages also increase (Li,
2001) according to Fernández-Olmos and Díez-Vial (2015). These advantages are related
to three reasons to internationalize (number two, four and five) as stated above, which
should lead to superior firm performance (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015).
However, the tendency to internationalize is counterbalanced by the risks, i.e.
disadvantages, that can be encountered (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers,
2009; Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015) including for example: little market power, a
lack of managerial capabilities and financial capacity, information about foreign market
opportunities, and the level of foreign market expertise compared to MNEs.
A result of these risks is that companies can encounter ‘liability of newness’ and ‘liability
of foreignness’. This ‘liability of newness’ (Stinchcombe, 1965) is about the challenges a
new subsidiary faces as it needs to develop business relationships with stakeholders,
establish its legitimacy, and must recruit and train its new employees, whereas the ‘liability
of foreignness’ (Hymer, 1976) is about the knowledge and skills developed by SMEs in their
domestic market which are often not suited to their activities in the new foreign market
due to the significant differences between both markets according to Lu & Beamish (2001).
Due to these possible liabilities, companies may have to pay some ‘tuition’ in terms of
profit for the mistakes made during the internationalization process (Lu & Beamish, 2001).
By gaining knowledge and experience regarding IB activities, companies develop and
strengthen their strategies to overcome the challenges of increasing their DOI, from which
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it is expected that the benefits outweigh the costs involved in the internationalization
process (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015). These benefits that can be gained include
for example market-seeking, economies of scale and experiential learning (Li, 2001)
according to Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2015), which should outweigh the resources
that have been invested in the process and subsequently prevent the companies from
paying ‘tuition’. In addition, it has to be stated that extant research often concluded that
SMEs internationalize in unforeseeable ways often determined by unexpected and
uncontrollable events that could lead to this ‘tuition’ (Agndal & Chetty, 2007).
From this sub-paragraph, it can be concluded that five various reasons exist for companies
to internationalize. These reasons, however, also have certain risks that can be
encountered besides the advantages that can be derived of which both can have an
influence on the internationalization processes of companies. Thus, even though the
reasons to internationalize can be very strong for a company, the risks involved and
especially the possible ‘tuition’ that can be faced when following a certain
internationalization pattern should not be underestimated.

2.3.3 Degree of Internationalization: Scope, Scale & Timing
Another important aspect related to the concept of ‘Internationalization Processes’ is the
‘Degree of Internationalization’ (DOI) (Kutschker, Bäurle, & Schmid, 1997) as briefly
addressed before, which can be measured at various points throughout a companies’ lifecycle according to Kuivalainen et al. (2012). In relation to the identification of
internationalization processes, it is important for ASMEs to identify their DOI. Three
measures to identify the DOI include: scope (diversification vs. concentration), scale (i.e.
levels of sales derived from internationalization) and time which are seen as the primary
characteristics that distinguish between different internationalization patterns (Zahra &
George, 2002).
The scope of internationalization is related to the number of countries companies are active
in (Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, Saarenketo, & McNaughton, 2012), while in terms of scale the
export intensity of a company is used as measure by analysing the foreign-sales-to-sales
(FSTS) ratio (Sullivan, 1994) according to Kuivalainen et al. (2012). Furthermore, the
distinction between the smaller companies compared to the larger companies, in terms of
scope and scale, has been researched frequently to identify the key factors that lead to
improved export performance for the smaller companies (Brouthers L. , Nakos,
Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009). In particular, because small companies are not simply
smaller versions of larger companies (Shuman & Seeger, 1986), as these smaller
companies face more resource constraints and thus tend to seek safer strategies to grow
their business activities according to Lu & Beamish (2001) and Brouthers et al. (2009).
Therefore, in contrast to MNEs, SMEs are limited by their internal resources causing them
to operate under more difficult conditions (Knight G. , 2000), and subsequently to be
dependent on external resources according to Agndal and Chetty (2007) which could lead
to a lower DOI.
Due to this limitation, the resources of SMEs are expended rapidly, costs will exceed the
benefits of internationalization quickly, causing SMEs to hit the optimal point of
internationalization more quickly than MNEs as well (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, &
Brouthers, 2009). To overcome this limitation several studies found that companies acquire
resources, in particular market knowledge, through their relationships (Johanson & Vahlne,
1990; Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003; Zain & Ng, 2006) according to Agndal & Chetty
(2007). A possible strategy to acquire these desired resources, and thus to increase the
DOI, is to form alliances with companies that possess the local knowledge that is desired
(Lu & Beamish, 2001). To form an alliance, SMEs have three options including a company
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from the host country, a company from the home country or with a company from a third
country (Lu & Beamish, 2001).
Precocity, the time-lag between inception of the company and the start of the
internationalization process, is considered as the key temporal characteristic which
distinguishes born globals from traditional SMEs and born-again globals (Zucchella,
Danicolai, & Palamara, 2007; Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015).
Overall, after more than two decades of research on the internationalization of SMEs, it
can be stated that the literature (Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, Saarenketo, & McNaughton,
2012) characterizes several stereotypical processes of SME internationalization which
include specific characteristics like timing of entry, geographic range and intensity of
commitment to foreign markets.
From this sub-paragraph, it has become clear that the DOI is related to three underlying
measures that can be used to determine the DOI of a company. These measures form thus
an important part of the internationalization process as well as the entry mode choices and
connects both concepts to a certain extent. Therefore, the three measures have been
included in the empirical research to discuss and determine the DOI of the interviewed
ASMEs.

2.3.4 Three Major Patterns
Research on the internationalization processes of SMEs identified and discussed three
major internationalization patterns (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012), which have been
summarized in table 7 below.
Type of internationalization pattern
(Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012):
(1) Incremental Internationalization

Description (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012):

Traditional SMEs that internationalize gradually as
proposed by the Uppsala model of Johanson & Vahlne
(1977).
(2) Radical Internationalization
Born globals who internationalize rapidly after
inception (Bell, McNaughton, & Young, 2001).
(3) Radical but Late Internationalization
Born-again globals who internationalize suddenly due
to critical events like takeovers or management
changes (Bell, McNaughton, & Young, 2001).
Table 7 – Overview of three internationalization patterns (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012).

The ‘Incremental Internationalization’ pattern (1), executed by traditional SMEs and also
well-known as the Uppsala model or stage theory, is about companies who internationalize
gradually and at a slower pace compared to radical and radical but late internationalization
patterns (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). This model can be best described as:
“Internationalization as a self-reinforced and incremental learning process in which firms
gradually acquire knowledge about foreign markets and increase their commitment
towards those markets” (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; 1990), hence it has been used both
by MNEs as well as SMEs (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012).
The objective of this pattern is mainly focused on growth and survival (Bell, McNaughton,
Young, & Crick, 2003), whereas the product development focuses on the domestic market
first and only thereafter on foreign markets (Bell, Crick, & Young, 2004) according to
(Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). The incremental internationalization pattern consists of two
dimensions (the ‘establishment chain’ and ‘psychic distance’) and has been developed by
Johanson and Vahlne (1977).
The first dimension, the ‘establishment chain’, is about the process in which companies
move from low-commitment modes to high-commitment modes over time, as their focus
is on psychically and geographically close markets when they start to internationalize
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(Johanson & Vahlne, 1990; 2009). Psychic distance, the second dimension, has been
defined as: “Factors that make it difficult to understand foreign environments.” (Johanson
& Vahlne, 1977), thus factors like whether there is a similar language, culture, political
system, level of education etc. in those markets (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012).
When a traditional SME has gained more internationalization knowledge and experiences,
they start to develop business activities in markets that are psychically more distant. This
is closely related to the increasing market knowledge companies gain along the process
and the information flow that improves between the company and the foreign market
(Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015), which subsequently influences the decision making
process about commitment levels and the business activities that grow out of them
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; 2009). However, it has been stated that following an
incremental internationalization pattern as SME does not necessarily lead to a better
performance (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009).
Research conducted on family SMEs found that psychic distance had a strong influence on
the foreign market entry of the ones that followed an incremental internationalization
pattern, whereas it did not influence the foreign market entry of family SMEs following a
born global or born-again global pattern (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). In their revision (2009)
on the initial Uppsala model (1977) Johanson and Vahlne state that the problems and
opportunities companies face in IB are becoming less a matter of country-specificity and
more one of relationship-specificity and network-specificity. They underline the importance
of networks in the internationalization process of companies and state that a reciprocal
commitment is required between the company and its counterparts (Johanson & Vahlne,
1990; 2009; Vahlne & Johanson, 2002). Therefore, a distinction has been established
between an ‘insider’ or an ‘outsider’ in terms of involvement in relevant networks, as a
companies’ success requires that it is well established in one or more networks (Johanson
& Vahlne, 2009). If this is not the case and a company tends to enter an international
market where it is not involved in relevant networks, it will suffer from the ‘liability of
outsidership’ and ‘liability of foreignness’. Overall, empirical support has been identified for
the liability of outsidership (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) in relation to family SMEs with the
remark that companies following the radical or radical but late internationalization pattern
cope much better with this challenge (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012).
The ‘Radical Internationalization’ pattern (2), is about companies that start to
internationalize to several foreign markets rapidly (almost from inception) and at the same
time (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015), besides that they are less prone for psychic
distance (Weerawardena, Sullivan, Liesch, & Knight, 2007). As a result, these companies
are also described as born globals (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012), as they do not wait to gain
market knowledge to increase the number of their target markets (Fernández-Olmos &
Díez-Vial, 2015). Consequently, born globals focus on markets that suit their products
while seeking for first-mover advantages within niche markets by applying a reactive
approach (Bell, McNaughton, Young, & Crick, 2003), whilst the product development of
born globals compared to traditional SMEs is not focused on the domestic market but rather
on the targeted international marketing (Bell, Crick, & Young, 2004) according to Kontinen
& Ojala (2012).
What distinguishes born globals is that these companies leverage a collection of
fundamental intangible knowledge-based capabilities in the cultivation of foreign markets
early in their internationalization pattern (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015). These
companies recognize IB opportunities for their products through international
entrepreneurial marketing, and subsequently sell their products in these identified markets
(Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Jones & Coviello, 2005) according to
Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2015). Furthermore, research has shown that international
orientation is important to born globals, which is defined as: “A managerial capability that
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describes the positive attitude of managers towards exporting, international activities and
stays abroad.”, according to Olejnik & Swoboda (2012). On the other hand, a growth
orientation is a precondition for growth for which was found to influence international
growth. This orientation is defined as: “A construct meant to differentiate companies
according to their motivation to seek growth in international markets.” (Olejnik & Swoboda,
2012).
The ‘Radical but Late Internationalization’ pattern (3) (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012), is about
companies who previously focused on their domestic market, but started to internationalize
due to critical events like takeovers, management changes or client followership (Bell,
McNaughton, Young, & Crick, 2003) according to Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2015).
These companies are also known and described as born-again globals (Kontinen & Ojala,
2012). In addition, it has been suggested that the more internationally oriented a firm is,
the more likely it is to follow a born global or a born-again global pattern rather than a
traditional SME internationalization pattern (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). Likewise, the more
growth oriented a firm is, the more likely it is to follow a born-global rather than an
incremental pattern. However, it has also been stated that the born-again global pattern
becomes even more likely with increasing growth orientation (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012).
When SMEs start a radical internationalization pattern, it will be less likely that these
companies will realize the full profit potential of their new IB activities (Fernández-Olmos
& Díez-Vial, 2015). This is particularly the case for SMEs that follow a born-again global
pattern, as they have to adapt their original business model in order to internationalize
radically. In addition, the results of Fernández-Olmos and Díez-Vial (2015) showed that
companies following an incremental internationalization pattern increase their IB
performance up to a point, after which further increases in their IB activities reduce their
performance (inverted U-curve). On the other hand, companies that follow one of the two
radical internationalization patterns tend to increase – reduce – increase (sideways Scurve) their IB performance as they increase their IB activities (Lu & Beamish, 2001;
Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015).
Research also states that the internationalization behaviour of SMEs has a dynamic
character, causing firms to develop differently over time although most companies stick to
their current internationalization pattern whereas some do change (Olejnik & Swoboda,
2012). The companies that do change, do not get locked into their initial market and entry
mode choice but make several strategic changes as they internationalize (Agndal & Chetty,
2007).
These changes may imply an alteration in their internationalization process, but according
to Kuivalainen et al. (2012) this is a subject about very little is known. What has been
found is that business relationships are more important than social relationships in terms
of influencing change, but that it is not always easy to make a clear distinction between
business and social relationships as they are often intertwined (Agndal & Chetty, 2007). In
particular the social relationships are fostered by SMEs as they value the knowledge and
resources of their IB partners. As a result, social relationships are considered to help
creating closer business relationships among SMEs. Overall, the relationships companies
have with other companies can influence the direction of an internationalizing SME in
various ways, indicating the importance of them in the determination of internationalization
strategies of SMEs (Agndal & Chetty, 2007). However, at that point there was a limited
amount of research available regarding the impact relationship have on changes in the
internationalization strategies of SMEs.
Overall, based upon the three major internationalization patterns that have been identified
in literature, the differences between them and the possible changes SMEs can undergo, it
can be concluded that internationalizing ASMEs should value and benefit from the dynamics
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of the available patterns. To be able to benefit from these dynamics it is essential to gain
knowledge and insights regarding the factors that influence the psychic distance of a
particular target market when following an incremental internationalization pattern. In case
of radical internationalization companies should benefit from leveraging their intangible
knowledge-based capabilities, whereas radical but late internationalizing companies need
to be aware of the effects of changing their initial business model. Moreover, the
importance of relationships in internationalization processes should not be underestimated
by ASMEs regardless of the chosen internationalization pattern.

2.3.5 The Presence of Family Businesses
As stated in the research background and problem analysis in paragraph 1.1, family
businesses are characterizing the agrofood industry (Wubben, Boerstra, & Dijkman, 2012),
and are included in this literature review because they often differ from companies
managed by external employees. Moreover, family businesses perceive IB as an extension
of their domestic business activities but than a bit more difficult (Wubben, Boerstra, &
Dijkman, 2012), which makes the presence of family businesses in IB a relevant subparagraph of internationalization processes.
Since the start of the twentieth century it was common for companies to be owned and
managed by families, thus leaving no need to specifically label them as a family company
(Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). This was due to the position of the family within society as it
was seen as the original economic unit, from which all other economic organizations were
derived (Schulze & Gedajlovic, 2010). The world has changed significantly since those eras,
not least because of globalization, but family companies are still of great importance to
any economy (Kraus, Harms, & Fink, 2011) according to Kontinen & Ojala (2012).
For small companies it has been stated that these are often privately owned, employ
relatively few employees and are managed by the entrepreneur or founder of the company
(Zacharakis, 1997) according to Brouthers et al. (2009). Therefore, due to these
management-, ownership- and size characteristics (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, &
Brouthers, 2009), small companies can be closely related to family companies, as the
aspect that distinguishes family companies from non-family companies is related to the
involvement of the family in the ownership and management of the company (Laufs &
Schwens, 2014).
This distinction is often due to a combination of economic and non-economic values of the
particular family embedded within the company (Habbershon & Williams, 1999) according
to Kontinen & Ojala (2012). Overall, the specific features of family companies have been
named as ‘familiness’, which Habbershon and Williams (1999) defined as: “The unique
bundle of resources a particular firm has because of the systems interaction between the
family, its individual members and the business.”. These unique features may lead to
capabilities that are hard to copy, while it can allow family companies to grow and survive
in an adverse economic environment (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012).
The involvement of family in the management of the company has been seen as a factor
related to cautiousness regarding the chosen approach of the internationalization process
(Kontinen & Ojala, 2010). In more detail, family company owners tend to be risk averse
which is related to a decrease in scope and scale of the internationalization (Kontinen &
Ojala, 2010), while they are also often less willing to share control with a partner in a
particular entry mode (Laufs & Schwens, 2014).
On the other hand, in case of external owners (e.g. venture capitalists) there is a related
increase in terms of scope and scale of the internationalization (George, Wiklund, & Zahra,
2005) according to Kontinen & Ojala (2010). Nonetheless, as previously stated, ownership
structures other than external can still result in positive internationalization (Kontinen &
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Ojala, 2012). In addition, the main factors that enhance the internationalization process of
family companies include speed in decision making as well as a long-term orientation,
whereas smaller aspects like willingness to use IT, an innovation capability, commitment,
an ability to distribute power evenly and making use of the available resources are also
considered to be useful (Kontinen & Ojala, 2010). Overall, it was stated that smaller
companies should focus their IB activities only on a few markets and engage actively in
learning about their foreign target markets (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, &
Brouthers, 2009).
Overall, the characteristics that distinguish family companies from non-family companies
emphasize the importance of elaborating upon the presence of family businesses in the
agrofood industry. These characteristics, and thus differences, can be encountered during
the empirical research among ASMEs as they may have an influence on the
internationalization process and the subsequent entry mode choices.

2.4

Entry Mode Choices

In this paragraph, the concept of ‘Entry Mode Choices’ and its aspects will be explained in
detail. Starting with defining the concept in sub-paragraph 2.4.1, which is followed by a
reasoning behind the possible entry mode choices in sub-paragraph 2.4.2. Next, subparagraph 2.4.3 discusses the direct vs. indirect entry mode choices, whilst the subparagraph (2.4.4) elaborates upon the equity vs. non-equity entry mode choice.

2.4.1 Defining the Concept
When ASMEs want to enter a foreign market, they have to decide on an international entry
mode (Solana-Rosillo & Abbott, 1998). As already addressed in sub-paragraph 2.3.1, it
has been stated that the existing literature focuses on two major aspects including the
foreign market to be entered and the entry modes to do so (Agndal & Chetty, 2007). These
two aspects are essential as the decision to start internationalizing is an important factor
which affects the competitiveness of the company, while the particular way of executing
the international activities (the entry mode) is even more important (Fernández-Olmos &
Díez-Vial, 2014; Musso & Francioni, 2014). This is due to the fact that the decision to
internationalize influences the allocation of resources, whereas it also involves more
difficulties compared to the domestic distribution channels (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial,
2014).
The concept of ‘Entry Mode Choices’ has been defined by numerous authors, the one a bit
more detailed than the other. The extant literature operationalizes the entry mode choice
by adhering to the commitment, risk, and control dimensions involved (Laufs & Schwens,
2014). As a result, the definitions used in this report have been chosen as they cover the
most essential aspects according to the author and have been summarized in table 8 below.
Definition of an Entry Mode:
(1) “International entry mode choices are most useful and
tractably viewed as a trade-off between control and the cost of
resource commitments, often under conditions of considerable
risk and uncertainty.”
(2) “The organizational structure used to enter and penetrate a
foreign market.”
Table 8 – Overview of chosen definitions for the concept of entry modes.

Source:
Anderson & Gatignon (1986).

Agndal & Chetty (2007).

These modes are often organised according to the resource commitments required and the
level of control over international operations that the company can afford (Johanson &
Vahlne, 1977; Solana-Rosillo & Abbott, 1998; Pinho, 2007), as well as according to the
risk the company is exposed to (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Pinho, 2007; Laufs &
Schwens, 2014). Hence, the more resources a company commits, the greater the risk of
losing valuable resources if the foreign market engagement fails (Laufs & Schwens, 2014).
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2.4.2 Entry Mode Choice Reasoning
As previously discussed in paragraph 2.3, there are various reasons to start an
internationalization process as it can provide some benefits desired by the companies.
Within the concept of entry mode choices there are also some aspects to be taken into
consideration during the process underlining the relevance of this sub-paragraph.
The two major choices to be made by internationalizing companies (Agndal & Chetty,
2007), the foreign market to be entered and the entry modes to do so, can in fact also be
preceded by an overall decision the one whether to internationalize or not at all
(Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2014). Nonetheless, the choice of the foreign market to be
entered and the entry mode choice have been corroborated (n=221) as two key decisions
by Musso and Francioni (2014) and subsequently described as ‘International Market
Selection’ (IMS) and ‘Entry Mode Selection’ (EMS).
In terms of IMS there are two major traditional approaches according to Musso & Francioni
(2014), including a systematic approach and a non-systematic approach. The systematic
approach is about following a formalized decision-making process, which includes various
statistical methods in order to analyse the potential of target markets (Musso & Francioni,
2014). Subsequently, empirical research found that companies, and in particular SMEs, do
not follow this systematic approach as their entry mode choices are often made by ‘nonrational’ reasons (Musso & Francioni, 2014).
In terms of the EMS process it has been found by Musso & Francioni (2014) that the
majority of SMEs have a passive behaviour during this process, leading to the fact that the
entry mode is not actively chosen but more the result of a passive response to an external
stimulus. This is not the case for every SME as there are exceptions who execute a
systematic comparison including various entry modes while considering many factors prior
to their decision making.
Overall, extant literature considered both IMS and EMS as two distinct processes that are
strongly connected but nevertheless separate decisions, where IMS precedes EMS (Musso
& Francioni, 2014). However, the results (n=221) of Musso & Francioni (2014) also
revealed that only 27,6% carries out IMS before EMS, whereas 44,8% applies no logic or
execute them simultaneously (24,24%) while only 3,2% carries out EMS before IMS. These
results confirm that most SMEs follow an informal and flexible approach, and subsequently
that SMEs (36,2%) who select their entry mode separately and sequentially tend to be
more actively involved in the choices they make.
When elaborating upon one of the major choices of Agndal & Chetty (2007), the entry
mode choice, it has been stated that two major reasons exist, as shown in table 9, why
this choice is a very important strategic issue for an internationalizing company.
Reasons:
Source:
(1) The entry mode choices are important as forces of
Brouthers & Hennart (2007).
globalization that drive companies to expand outside their
domestic market to establish effective firm boundaries.
(2) The entry mode choice has a considerable influence on the
Lu & Beamish (2001);
performance of internationalizing companies.
Brouthers (2002).
Table 9 – Overview of reasons indicating the importance of entry mode choices for internationalizing companies.

Even though the importance has been underlined by these two reasons, only a few studies
addressed the motives for internationalization and the related entry mode choice. On the
other hand, from a theoretical perspective only the resource-based view and institutional
theories tend to discuss how the various motives may affect the decisions taken (Brouthers
& Hennart, 2007). Subsequently, most studies have not specified whether the
internationalization process has been started for market- or resource-seeking purposes,
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globalization or multi-domestic purposes. It has also been identified that besides the
transaction costs and resource-based and/or institutional influences, the motive for a
particular entry mode choice may also influence the organizational structure of the
company in the targeted foreign market (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). Another study
(n=87) found five predictors, i.e. important characteristics of SMEs, in terms of equity
entry mode choices of SMEs including (Pinho, 2007):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

International experience
Ability to innovate
Market sales
Potential for growth
Market specific knowledge

The flexibility of SMEs in combination with the tendency to choose for low-commitment
entry modes is caused by their desire to minimize the risks involved in the
internationalization process (Pinho, 2007). Additionally, it has been stated that the
behaviour of an internationalizing company may also be affected by its domestic and
foreign counterparts in their industry (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007).
As previously stated in paragraph 1.1, extant research has focused on MNEs also in terms
of entry mode choices. Compared with these MNEs, SMEs are limited by their internal
resources which may have an effect on their entry mode choice (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016)
and force them to use cheaper entry modes like exporting or agents (Agndal & Chetty,
2007). Furthermore, clear differences in entry mode choices have been identified between
SMEs and MNEs in literature (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016), but no study has provided a clear
and comprehensive overview of entry mode choices, processes, and outcomes in the
context of SMEs yet (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007; Bruneel & de Cock, 2016). Nonetheless,
Brouthers and Hennart (2007) identified that the most commonly explored choice is
between wholly-owned-subsidiaries (WOSs) and joint ventures (JVs), whereas they
identified 16 different entry mode types in total in their review.
Even though a number of entry mode choices exist, the actual choice is endogenous, i.e.
made by managers, which is complicating the performance of the chosen mode. Research
has found two reasons for this relationship indicating that (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007):
(1) “No particular mode type provides superior performance compared to other mode types
but that (2) firms using theoretically predicted mode choices obtain better performance
than do firms using other mode choices.”. Thus, this should be considered as a company
when being confronted with the entry mode choice.
Overall, out of this sub-paragraph it becomes clear that SMEs have various choices to
consider and decide upon before coming to the actual entry mode that suits their
organization and situation. As a result, it was stated that most SMEs follow an informal
and flexible approach throughout this process. There are various reasons and motives
underlying the entry mode choice, and thus it is good to be aware of these as they can
play a significant role when determining the direction of the entry mode choice as a SME.

2.4.3 Direct vs. Indirect Entry Mode Choices
Following the reasoning behind entry mode choices, is the choice whether to enter foreign
markets directly or indirectly. As each one of them has advantages as well as
disadvantages, it is important to elaborate upon these which will be done in the following
sub-paragraph.
Both alternatives, the direct and indirect choice, have their own advantages as well as
disadvantages, but which one is the best for a company depends on a number of different
factors (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2014). Using intermediaries, thus indirect entry
modes, may enable a company to perform certain activities better or at a lower cost than
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it could if it operated alone, as these intermediaries have the know-how required to enter
foreign markets for example (Li, 2004) according to Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2014).
On the other hand, there are also certain costs related to the use of intermediaries in terms
of transaction costs and fees (Acs & Terjesen, 2006), whilst there is also a potential loss
of control over the IB activities (Blomstermo, Sharma, & Sallis, 2006) according to
Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2014). In addition, when companies start their
internationalization process they face a trade-off between direct and indirect
internationalization regarding the per-unit revenue, sunk and fixed export costs, and
learning-by-doing from exporting. This last point is closely related to the ‘Incremental
Internationalization’ pattern of Johanson and Vahlne (1977) as described in sub-paragraph
2.3.4, because companies are expected to gain initial experience through indirect entry
modes before changing to direct entry modes (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2014).
In this short and concise sub-paragraph, it has become clear that certain aspects related
to the direct or indirect choice, like costs and control for example, need special attention
and consideration before continuing in the entry mode choice process. Moreover, the
mutual relationships, in this sub-paragraph the experiential learning curve, among the
various aspects of the internationalization process and entry mode choices have been
corroborated once more.

2.4.4 Equity vs. Non-Equity Entry Mode Choices
The next element following the direct or indirect entry mode choice is whether or not to
opt for an equity or non-equity entry mode when entering foreign markets. Therefore, the
aspects and effects of this decision will be discussed in this sub-paragraph.
Following the choice of direct or indirect foreign market entry is the equity vs. non-equity
choice. According to the hierarchical perspective of Pan and Tse (2000), this is an important
choice as equity modes differ significantly from non-equity modes in terms of resource
commitment, risk, control and other characteristics according to Pinho (2007). By focusing
on particular segments of its target market, SMEs are able to reduce the resources and
investment risks involved and as a result chose for more investment-intensive entry modes
which enable them to exercise high levels of control (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Nakos
& Brouthers, 2002) according to Pinho (2007). In particular Anderson & Gatignon (1986)
stated that control has a significant influence on the future of an international company,
and is thus considered to be an important aspect that influences risk and performance as
well.
High-commitment entry modes can increase the performance and risk involved, whilst on
the other hand low-commitment modes minimize the resource commitment but often at
the expense of performance. This has also been corroborated by Agarwal and Ramaswami
(1992), especially if the managers involved are unable to predict future contingencies or
to provide competitive alternatives during unstable market conditions. On the other hand,
it has also been corroborated that in high potential foreign markets equity entry modes are
expected to provide greater long-term profitability for a company compared to non-equity
entry modes (Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992). This is due to the possibility to achieve
economies of scale and consequently lower marginal cost of production (Sabi, 1988)
according to Agarwal & Ramaswami (1992). However, if the potential economies of scale
are not that significant, a company may still go for equity entry modes due to the possibility
of long-term establishment in the target market.
Overall, this sub-paragraph underlined the importance of the entry mode choice whether
to involve or exclude equity in the internationalization process, especially the trade-off
between costs and risks on the one hand and performance on the other.
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2.5

Characteristics of Agrofood SMEs

To answer the second sub research question “What are the characteristics that distinguish
ASMEs from other industries, and how can concepts of the other industries be applied in
the agrofood industry?”, this paragraph will discuss these characteristics underlying the
distinction between SMEs from the agrofood industry and other industries. Therefore, the
characteristics that distinguish the agrofood industry will be discussed in sub-paragraph
2.5.1, whereas sub-paragraph 2.5.2 will elaborate upon the specific characteristics related
to SMEs.
Overall, the essence, and thus relevance, of this paragraph is to identify whether ASMEs
differ from other industries and which characteristics are related to these differences.
However, as all companies to be interviewed are SMEs and part of the agrofood industry
there is no need to check for these differences during the empirical research, but rather to
consider them when comparing the outcomes of the empirical research with the literature
during the analysis phase.

2.5.1 Agrofood Specific Characteristics
A key research study on this subject identified and described seven fundamental economic
characteristics of agrofood supply chains in order to distinguish the agrofood industry from
other industries (Sporleder & Boland, 2011). The following agrofood characteristics (table
10) have been identified and will be discussed in more detail.
Agrofood Specific Characteristics (Sporleder & Boland, 2011):
(1) “Risk emanating from the biological nature of agrifood supply chains.”
(2) “The role of buffer stocks within the supply chain.”
(3) “The scientific foundation of innovation in production agriculture having shifted from
chemistry to biology.”
(4) “Cyberspace and information technology influences on agrifood supply chains.”
(5) “The prevalent market structure at the farm gate remains oligopsony.”
(6) “Relative market power shifts in agrifood supply chains away from food manufacturers
downstream to food retailers.”
(7) “Globalization of agriculture and agrifood supply chains.”
Table 10 – Overview of agrofood specific characteristics (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).

1. Risk
The agrofood industry faces high yield risk in terms of quality delivered and quantity
produced, which is unlike from any other industry where production takes place in closed
and controlled environments. Moreover, the production of the agrofood industry differs
from other industries due the supply risk influenced by the weather, biological aspects of
the production cycles as well as the perishability of the produce (Sporleder & Boland,
2011). As a result, three types of risk present in the agrofood industry have been identified
as shown in table 11 below.
Type of Risk (Sporleder &
Boland, 2011):
(1) Quantity Risk

Definition (Sporleder & Boland, 2011):

“Quantity risk is the temporal shortfall in supply, embedded in the
biological nature of agricultural production to shortfall from
weather vagaries or other unforeseen calamities.”
(2) Price Risk
“Price risk is the fluctuating prices from changes in supply and
demand.”
(3) Quality Risk
“Quality risk refers to the specific qualities or grades of a
commodity or a product that are necessary as an input but that
may not be available at a certain time.”
Table 11 – Overview of types of risks present in the agrofood industry (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).
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2. Buffer Stocks
Within the agrofood industry certain products (e.g., wheat and corn) are storable (i.e. nonperishable) causing them to be stocked and thus forming a buffer for price changes
(Breimyer, 1976) according to Sporleder & Boland (2011). These stocks can therefore
‘buffer’ against the quality and quantity risks as discussed above. Nevertheless, these
buffer stocks are not applicable in the case of perishable products (e.g., milk). Overall, it
has been stated that these buffer stocks are held by private entities along the value chain
(up- and downstream) in order to mitigate the risks discussed and to deal with unforeseen
events (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).
3. Innovation
In relation to innovation in agriculture, three eras have been identified (Gardner, 2002)
including the mechanical, the chemical and the agricultural biotechnology era according to
Sporleder & Boland (2011). Due to the involvement of fundamental science, the shift from
the chemistry to the biology era developed rather quickly (Chandler, 2005) as stated by
Sporleder & Boland (2011). Also the needs and wishes of the consumers developed over
time from calories and nutrients intake (Stigler, 1945; Southgate, Graham, & Tweeten,
2007) to taste (Kinsey, 2001), and subsequently convenience (Boland, 2010) according to
Sporleder & Boland (2011). These developments in needs and wishes also had an influence
on the innovation of food, whereas personal health also is considered by the consumers
nowadays (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).
4. Cyberspace and Information Technology
The influence of cyberspace (i.e. the virtual world in which computers communicate) and
information technology (IT) had an influence on the changing business models in the
agrofood industry, by going towards globalized agrofood supply chains. Especially the
developments regarding transportation and communication technologies have resulted in
efficiency gains since the 1970’s (Sporleder & Boland, 2011). Nevertheless, transactions
of goods in the agrofood industry tend to be complex due to supply chain issues like
perishability for example and the quality of the products overall. The rise of IT in the
agrofood industry provided some tools and models (e.g., Just-In-Time deliveries, track &
tracing systems) that resulted in more effective and efficient transactions of the goods
(Sporleder & Boland, 2011). Furthermore, another important aspect of IT in the agrofood
industry has been the harmonization of information used by various businesses along the
supply chain in different countries, resulting in better data being available for research
purposes as well as business intelligence activities (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).
5. Market Structure
Market structure is another important characteristic distinguishing the agrofood industry
from other industries, as the market power of sellers and buyers is unequal for many
commodities as a significant amount of power is enjoyed by the buyers (Marion &
Sporleder, 1976; Marion & Kim, 1991; Rogers & Sexton, 1994) according to Sporleder &
Boland (2011). From an economical viewpoint, market information as well as the regulation
of trade practices are policies intended to balance the availability of information in
commodity markets, especially because this market information (if unbiased and
statistically accurate) promotes competition in the long-term (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).
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6. Market Power
As already addressed in the previous sub-paragraph, the division of market power has
been changing and shifting away from the processors to retailers and food service providers
(i.e. downstream the value chain, closer to the end customer) (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).
This development has been considered as a long-term trend of the agrofood industry.
Subsequently, it has been argued that leaders of a particular agrofood supply chain possess
such a level of economic power, causing them to influence the behaviour and actions of
other stakeholders in their supply chain (Sporleder & Peterson, 2003) according to
Sporleder & Boland (2011).
7. Globalization
The last characteristic of the agrofood industry distinguishing them from other industries
is globalization, which is a complex reality fed by technological changes and inducing
dynamics in living standards and consumer demands around the world (Gallo, 2009)
according to Sporleder & Boland (2011). The previously addressed influence of IT also
affects the trend of globalization. IT enables globalization which results in increases in
market size, returns to scale, competition, capital flows and hence pressure from political
institutions to develop multilateral trade agreements as well as market access among
countries (Boehlje, Akridge, & Downey, 1995) according to Sporleder & Boland (2011).
Overall, globalization allows for and promotes foreign direct investments by allowing capital
to move globally to find the highest returns, while the impact of this trend in general is
extraordinary in various ways as consumers for example benefit directly by getting access
to cheaper and better products in shorter time-frames (Sporleder & Boland, 2011).

2.5.2 SME Specific Characteristics
The focus of internationalization and entry mode research has been mainly on MNEs,
resulting in a lack of knowledge regarding these concepts in terms of SMEs as discussed in
paragraph 1.1. Research conducted on this subject has identified characteristics of these
SMEs, which have an influence on the entry mode choices as well as the entry mode
change, management and its outcomes (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016). These characteristics
according to Bruneel & De Cock (2016) have been listed below in table 12.
SME Specific Characteristics (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016):
(1) “Limited resource base.”
(2) “Different managerial processes and structures.”
(3) “Interact differently with their environment.”
(4) “Internationalize in less foreseeable ways.”
Table 12 - Overview of SME specific characteristics (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016).

1. Limited Resource Base
As previously stated in sub-paragraph 2.3.3 and 2.4.2, compared with MNEs SMEs are
limited by their internal resources which may influence their entry mode choices (Bruneel
& de Cock, 2016). These internal resources have been split up into three aspects including
knowledge, skills and means as discussed in paragraph 1.1 (Wubben, Boerstra, & Dijkman,
2012), as these are necessary to operate in international markets. Overall, it has been
stated that, compared with MNEs, this limited resource base exacerbates the long-term
impact of decisions related to entry mode choices (George, Wiklund, & Zahra, 2005)
according to Bruneel & De Cock (2016).

27

2. Different Managerial Processes and Structures
Another characteristic that has been identified in literature (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016) was
that within SMEs different managerial processes and structures exist, which are less rigid,
sophisticated, and complex whereas they also differ in terms of managerial style,
ownership and independence compared with MNEs (Coviello & Martin, 1999).
3. Interact Differently with Their Environment
Smaller companies are not simply smaller versions of larger companies as stated in
paragraph 1.1, but tend to interact differently within their environment due to their size
(Shuman & Seeger, 1986) according to Brouthers & Nakos (2004). This behaviour has
been related to the limited resource base, as these smaller companies tend to seek safer
growth strategies (Lu & Beamish, 2001; Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers,
2009).
4. Internationalize in Less Foreseeable Ways
Due to this tendency for safer growth strategies, SMEs show a greater preference for
cooperative entry modes, while MNEs prefer independent entry modes in dynamic markets
(Bruneel & de Cock, 2016). SMEs face different challenges and are likely to make different
decisions compared with MNEs, who tend to follow more predetermined strategic plans for
their IB activities. As a result, the internationalization of SMEs is less foreseeable and often
determined by unexpected and uncontrollable events (Hutchinson, Quinn, & Alexander,
2006; Agndal & Chetty, 2007) according to Bruneel & De Cock (2016)
Overall, when reflecting upon the seven characteristics specific for the agrofood industry
(Sporleder & Boland, 2011) that distinguish the agrofood industry from other industries, it
can be stated that the agrofood industry is a unique industry and thus difficult to
benchmark with other industries. As a result, this paragraph provides a clear answer on
the second sub research question by listing the characteristics that were questioned. The
exclusivity of the agrofood industry, due to these characteristics, also indicates that there
are also numerous industry forces and aspects that should be taken into consideration
when developing a corporate strategy, of which internationalization is a part. In terms of
the four SME specific characteristics (Bruneel & de Cock, 2016), it has become clear that
SMEs differ from MNEs when it comes to internationalization processes and entry mode
choices.

2.6

Theoretical Framework

Out of the three concepts that have been discussed in the previous paragraphs of this
second chapter, the following theoretical framework has been formulated as shown in
figure 2.
To get a proper understanding of the theoretical framework it should be interpreted that it
is expected that the light grey dotted boxes directly and indirectly have an influence on
the degree of internationalization (DOI), which is the dark grey dotted box.
The OLI advantages, the pillars of Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm (Brouthers & Hennart,
2007) as discussed in paragraph 2.4, form the start of the theoretical framework. These
advantages include the ownership advantages based upon the resource based view,
locational advantages based on the institutional theory and the internationalization
advantages based on the transaction cost analysis. These OLI advantages subsequently
influence the entry mode choices consisting of the international market selection and the
entry mode selection, and hence lead to the degree of internationalization. Within the DOI
that has been identified in paragraph 2.2, it can be stated that this element is influenced
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by the scope, scale and timing of internationalization which subsequently results in three
internationalization patterns that can be followed by an ASME.
This theoretical framework and the influences of the two elements on the degree of
internationalization has been based upon expectations, as there are no uniform results in
the literature about these particular influences. Therefore, these influences (positive,
negative or neutral) of the identified elements of the theoretical framework will be
researched during the empirical research. The agrofood and SME characteristics that have
been defined and described in paragraph 2.5, have not been included in the theoretical
framework as all companies interviewed are SMEs from the agrofood industry as there is
no need to check for differences between industries. Nevertheless, the outcomes of the
empirical research will be compared with the literature regarding internationalization
processes and entry mode choices, which is based upon other industries as well and not
specifically the agrofood industry.

Figure 2 – Theoretical Framework based upon concepts identified in literature.
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3. Methodology
In this third chapter the applied methodology for the data collection, synthesis and analysis
will be discussed. As the research framework (sub-paragraph 1.2.2) indicated that the
research consisted of five phases, the focus of this chapter will be on two of these phases.
The methodology involved during the literature review has already been addressed in
paragraph 2.1. Therefore, paragraph 3.1 discusses the operationalization of the concepts
that have been identified, whereas the methodology elements of the empirical research
are elaborated upon in paragraph 3.2. Paragraph 3.3 discusses the dataset criteria and
provides a description of the dataset that has been used. The chapter is ended with
paragraph 3.4, which discusses the applied methodology regarding the synthesis and
analysis of the findings.

3.1

Operationalization of Concepts

In this paragraph, two out of the three concepts that have been identified and researched
in the literature review, have been operationalized based upon the information discussed
in chapter two as shown table 13 below. As previously addressed in paragraph 2.5, the
third concept ‘Characteristics of Agrofood SMEs’ has not been included in the empirical
research as it only serves as a check the outcomes with the literature during the analysis
phase if necessary. Nonetheless, this table include two concepts: ‘Internationalization
Processes’ and ‘Entry Mode Choices’ as indicated by the dark grey rows. Each concept has
three columns defining variables in the first column, subsequently measures, scales or
indicators in the second column which led to the third column consisting of the questions
that have been defined for the empirical research. These questions have been based upon
the literature review, and thus the related sources have been indicated once more.
For the variables in terms of ‘Internationalization Processes’ that have been discussed
various measures, scales or indicators have been identified in literature and given a letter
from A to G. These letters are related to the letters mentioned in the third column, where
specific questions have been defined for the measures, scales and indicators that have
been derived. The (Q1) etc. behind the question refers to the particular interview question.
The complete interview protocol can be found in Appendix IV. A detailed interview question
has not been determined for some measures, scales or indicators as the interviews are
semi-structured, so could be discussed in various ways throughout the interview. This
structure is also applicable for the second concept, ‘Entry Mode Choices’.
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Concept 1: ‘Internationalization Processes’
Variables:

Measures/Scales/Indicators:

Questions & Source:

Degree of
Internationalization:
•
Incremental
Internationalization
•
Radical
Internationalization
•
Radical but Late
Internationalization

A.

A.

B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

Internationalization
Timeline
Reasons to Internationalize
Scope, Scale & Timing
Involvement in Networks
Business vs. Social
Relationships
Inverted U-curve vs.
Sideways S-curve
International vs. Growth
Orientation

B.

C.

F.

G.

 Could you describe the internationalization timeline of your company by making use of the following
figure? (Q3)
o
(D) Involvement in Networks (Johanson & Vahlne, The Uppsala internationalization process
model revisited: From liability of foreignness to liability of outsidership, 2009). (Q3)
o
(E) Business Relationships & Social Relationships influencing change (Agndal & Chetty, 2007).
(Q3)
o
Looking back, considering the three measures to identify your degree of internationalization,
what characterizes your internationalization pattern in one sentence? (Q12)
 [Check Question] Internationalization is identified as: “The foreign market a company chooses to
conduct business in and the modes it uses to do so.”. What was or were the key reasons/causes for
your company to engage in international business activities? (Agndal & Chetty, 2007). (Q4)
 After previously discussing your key reasons (or causes) to internationalize, literature identified the
following five reasons to internationalize (Brouthers L. , Nakos, Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009). How
would you score these reasons on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 being do not agree at all and 7 totally
agree. (Q5)
o
To exploit the unique knowledge our company possesses.
o
To potentially reduce costs through economies of scale and/or leveraging resources.
o
To follow customers abroad.
o
To alleviate competitive pressures in the domestic market.
o
To acquire new products or markets.
o
Other:
 Could you elaborate on the outliers of your grading?
[Check Question] An important aspect related to the concept of internationalization processes is the
degree of internationalization (DOI), which can be measured at various points throughout a companies’
life-cycle (Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, Saarenketo, & McNaughton, 2012). There are three measures to
identify the DOI including scope, scale and timing (Zahra & George, 2002; Kuivalainen, Sundqvist,
Saarenketo, & McNaughton, 2012). (Q9)
o
 In terms of scope (diversification vs. concentration), how would you describe your IB
activities as you are active in # countries. (Q9A)
o
 As your FSTS ratio is …%, how, would you describe your IB activities in terms of scale
compared to your domestic sales? I.e. the balance between them. (Q9B)
o
 In terms of time, how would you describe your IB activities as the time-lag between
inception of the company and the start of the internationalization process is considered as the
key temporal characteristic? (Q9C)
When trying to roughly visualize your international business performance by two curves, one curve for
the turnover and one for the profit. How would this look like in the following graph with value in € on
the Y-axis and time on the X-axis? (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, Internationalization pathways and
the performance of SMEs, 2015). (Q11)
 Research identified that growth orientation and international orientation are two important indicators
for a particular internationalization pattern (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). How would you score these two
indicators in terms of importance from 1 to 7, 1 being very low and 7 being very high. (Q10)
o
Growth orientation.
o
International orientation.
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 If you would have to attach a percentage to your growth orientation, how much growth do you want
to achieve internationally? (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). (Q10A)
Concept 2: ‘Entry Mode Choices’
Variables:

Measures/Scales/Indicators:

Questions & Source:

International Market
Selection & Entry Mode
Selection

A.

A.

B.
C.
D.
OLI Advantages
•
Ownership
Advantages
•
Location
Advantages
•
Internationalization
Advantages

A.

B.
C.

Internationalization
Timeline
o
International
Markets
o
Direct vs. Indirect
Entry Modes
o
Equity vs. NonEquity Entry Modes
Resource Commitments,
Risk Exposure & Level of
Control
Active vs. Passive
Behaviour
Flexible vs. Non-Flexible
Approach
Ownership Advantages
o
Valuable
o
Rare
o
Imperfectly
Imitable
o
Non-substitutable
Location Advantages
o
Informal
o
Formal
Internationalization
Advantages
o
Asset Specificity
o
Uncertainty
o
Frequency

Could you describe the timeline of your internationalization process of your company by making use of
following figure? (Q3)
o
International Markets
o
Direct vs. Indirect Entry Modes
o
Equity vs. Non-Equity Entry Modes
o
(C)  Active vs. Passive Behaviour (Musso & Francioni, 2014).
o
(D)  Flexible vs. Non-Flexible Approach (Musso & Francioni, 2014).
B.  Besides the five reasons to internationalize we discussed and the three types of advantages, there
are three aspects underlying the way entry modes are organized (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Pinho,
2007. How would you score these in terms of importance from 1 to 7, with 1 being very low and 7 very
high. (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986; Pinho, 2007). (Q8)
o
Resource commitments required.
o
Level of risk being exposed to.
o
Level of control over international operations.
 Could you elaborate why these are of importance or not to your company and its IB activities in
terms of the entry mode you have chosen? (Q8A)
Literature identified a paradigm that proposes that companies go abroad if their skills can be better made
use of in foreign markets. This paradigm combines three theoretical perspectives, which come down to
ownership, location and internationalization advantages (OLI) (Dunning, 1977; 1988; Brouthers & Hennart,
Boundaries of the Firm: Insights From International Entry Mode Research, 2007; Laufs & Schwens, 2014).
(Q6)
A. Does your company possess any advantages that are firm-specific? (Q6A)
B. Does your target market possess any country-specific advantages? (Q6B)
C. What were the internationalization advantages of your chosen entry mode? (Q6C)
Which of these advantages, one or more, was more important during the decision-making process on
internationalization? Thus, how would you score these in terms if importance from 1 to 7, with 1 being very
low and 7 very high. (Dunning, 1977; 1988; Brouthers & Hennart, Boundaries of the Firm: Insights From
International Entry Mode Research, 2007; Laufs & Schwens, 2014). (Q7)
 Could you elaborate why these are of importance or not to your company and its IB activities, in
terms of the entry mode you have chosen?

Table 13 – Operationalization of the Concepts ‘Internationalization Processes’ and ‘Entry Mode Choices’.
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3.2

Empirical Research Methodology

Following the operationalization of the three concepts is the methodology of the empirical
research in this paragraph. The aim of the empirical research for this study was to gain a
better understanding of the steps involved in the process and the necessary subsequent
decisions related to this process which have to be made. To guarantee the reliability and
objectivity of the research, the aim was to analyse the specific characteristics of the
internationalization process as well as the related choices that have been made by
constructing a systematic and solid but profound interview structure.
For the methodology of the empirical research the following protocol (table 14) has been
developed which encompasses seven steps to come to the semi-structured interviews.
Step:
(1) Identification of
Concepts for Literature
Review.
(2) Literature Review and
Constructing Theoretical
Framework.
(3) Operationalization of
Concepts.
(4) Determination of
Potential Interview
Companies.
(5) Contacting and
Selecting Potential
Interview Companies.
(6) Preparing Interviews.
(7) Conducting Interviews.

Description:
Based upon the research background and the problem analysis the three
concepts for the literature review have been identified, which have been used as
the three pillars for this study.
Thorough research has been conducted on the three concepts which resulted in
an elaborate literature review leading to a clear and concise theoretical
framework.
The information that has been retrieved during the literature review has been
operationalized resulting in a list of variables with relevant measures, scales and
indicators.
Based on the operationalization of concepts the potential sectors of the agrofood
industry and subsequently the potential companies have been determined in
consultation with both thesis supervisors. To come to this list, five criteria have
been used (see sub-paragraph 3.3.1). Moreover, secondary datasets, the
personal network and LinkedIn have been used as well.
By using the list of potential companies, 90 ASMEs have been contacted by phone
and e-mail (Appendix III). Dependent upon their availability and willingness to
cooperate, it resulted in a dataset of 19 participants in this research which is a
success rate of 21,1%.
To conduct semi-structured in-depth interviews that are valuable and reliable, a
thorough interview structure and protocol has been developed (see Appendix
IV).
The last step has been to conduct the prepared interviews with the selected
ASMEs.

Table 14 – Steps involved in Empirical Research Methodology Protocol.

3.3

Dataset

Constructing the dataset was one of the main activities of the protocol discussed above. A
number of criteria for this dataset will be discussed in sub-paragraph 3.3.1, whereas the
final dataset is described in sub-paragraph 3.3.2.

3.3.1 Dataset Criteria
As mentioned above, five criteria have been used to determine the potential interview
companies. The criteria that have been determined for Dutch ASMEs, aimed at senior
executives, senior managers or employees involved with IB development, are shown in
table 15.
Dataset Criteria Description:
(1) Produce, process and/or trade in fresh (or semi-fresh) agrofood products with a short
expiration date.
(2) Products ranging from fruits, vegetables and juices to fish-, meat- and dairy products as well
as ornamental plants and fresh cut flowers.
(3) Execute their IB activities mainly within the EU, preferably in countries more distant than their
neighbouring countries.
(4) Have a staff headcount ranging from 1 to 250 FTE.
(5) Have a foreign-sales-to-sales ratio ranging from 30 to 70%.
Table 15 – Overview of Dataset Criteria.
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3.3.2 Dataset Description
The discussions with dr. Wubben, the personal network as well as the message on LinkedIn
but overall extensive research among various institutions, brand- and trade organizations
resulted in the following dataset, as shown in table 16. These people have been interviewed
mostly at their office (n=18/19) from Tuesday the 6 th of June until Friday the 7th of July.
An average interview took about 56 minutes.
Company:
(1) Anonymous
(2) Eosta B.V.
(3) Anonymous
(4) Anonymous
(5) Looye Kwekers B.V.
(6) Anonymous
(7) Anonymous
(8) Anonymous
(9) Flevolof B.V.
(10) Anonymous
(11) Anonymous
(12) Gipmans Groep B.V.
(13) Anonymous
(14) Evimare Fish International B.V.
(15) Anonymous
(16) Anonymous
(17) Anonymous
(18) Hesselink Koffie Groep B.V.
(19) Banketfabriek Gebr. Van Rooij B.V.
Table 16 – Dataset of Interviewed ASMEs.

Industry:
Fruit
Fruit & Vegetables
Fruit
Fruit & Vegetables
Vegetables
Vegetables
Vegetables
Vegetables
Vegetables
Plants & Vegetables
Plants & Fruit
Plants
Flowers & Plants
Fish
Fish
Convenience Products
Dairy
Coffee
Bakery

Interviewee:
Anonymous
Mr. Michaël Wilde
Anonymous
Anonymous
Mr. Jos Looije
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Mr. Gerald Langerak
Anonymous
Anonymous
Mr. Erik Gipmans
Anonymous
Mr. Kees Kruiten
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Mr. Gerrit Hesselink
Mr. Frank van Rooij

These 19 ASMEs have been asked to provide some key figures, in order to classify them
as SME regarding the criteria of the European Commission (2017), as shown in table 17.
Micro
Small
Staff Headcount
< 10
< 50
Number of ASMEs
3
8
Turnover
≤ € 2 m ≤ € 10 m
Number of ASMEs
0
8
Table 17 – Detailed SME classification of the dataset.

Medium
< 250
8
≤ € 50 m
7

Special*

> € 50 m
4

From this table can be stated that there is no balance between the staff headcount and
turnover for ASMEs, as three ASMEs are considered micro in terms of staff but their
turnover is considered as small. This kind of combinations are also the case for the small
and medium classifications. Overall, all 19 participants can be considered as SME.
The special category has been denoted with an *, as these four ASMEs indicated a turnover
bigger than €50.000.000. These are still considered as SME, as their indicated balance
sheets totals were smaller than €43.000.000. Therefore, these figures are in line with the
categorization of the European Commission (2017), as shown in sub-paragraph 1.2.4.
Overall, it is clear that the fruit-, vegetables- and plants sectors are well represented in
the dataset, as the number of participants from the other various industries are rather
limited. To create not too many sub-sectors, the dataset has been split into three sectors
for analysis purposes: fruit ASMEs (#1 to 4), plants- and vegetables ASMEs (#5 to 13) and
various ASMEs (#14 to 19). Regarding the fruit ASMEs has to be stated that some also
work with vegetables, however, based on the interviews has been decided to consider them
as fruit ASMEs. These considerations were also applicable for the second sector, as certain
ASMEs combined their vegetable or plants business unit with another type of product.
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The various ASMEs have been included and interviewed, with the aim of increasing dataset
and concurrently getting a better representation of the agrofood industry in total.
Therefore, some of these do not meet the first criteria in terms of fresh or semi-fresh
products. Due to the limited number of participants of these industries, no clear statements
can be made about these ASMEs as their results cannot be generalized for their sector.
Furthermore, it must be noted that some interviewees did not work that long yet for their
company, or were relatively young compared to the age of their (family-) business. This
may have had an influence on the level of detail throughout the interviews.

3.4

Synthesis & Analysis Methodology

To come to a synthesis and analysis of the qualitative data that has been retrieved during
the literature review (secondary data) as well as the empirical research (primary data), a
systematic semi-structured interview protocol has been developed based on the theoretical
framework (paragraph 2.6) and the operationalization of concepts (paragraph 3.1).
This semi-structured in-depth interview approach has been chosen over a meta-analysis
due to the limited availability of data regarding the subject in combination with the three
concepts. This approach was considered more appropriate for complex situations as
information could be supplemented and questions could be explained in more detail. To
guarantee the validity and reliability of the empirical research, the interviews have been
recorded, which also ensured the access to the raw data in terms of transparency as
personal bias has been included to a certain extent due to the chosen semi-structured indepth interview approach.
The measures, scales and indicators that have been identified in the operationalization of
the three concepts have been used to analyse the outcomes of the interviews in order to
identify phenomena, patterns and relationships within the research subject. This has been
done by executing a content analysis focused on the measures and indicators of the
concepts and variables. 7-point Likert type questions have been included to order the
outcomes of more subjective questions that are more difficult to synthesize and analyse.
These questions enable to order the outcomes and possibly identify patterns among the
answers and between the interviewed ASMEs.
Five categories will be combined with the outcomes of certain questions in the fourth
chapter on results, in order to identify any patterns between the different categories or
among the ASMEs. These categories include: the DOI, sectors of the industry, geographical
activity, type of entry mode, and family vs. non-family businesses. These will for example
be combined with the outcomes of the Likert-type questions or other qualitative
observations that have been derived and ordered.
The answers of one question about a growth percentage have been excluded from the
results, as there was a misunderstanding throughout the interviews how the question
should be interpreted. As a result, there was too much noise and not enough uniformity
among the answers. The outcomes of this question did not have a direct impact on one of
the research questions, and thus it was possible to exclude these answers.
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4. Results
In this chapter, the results of the empirical research are presented and described. As the
empirical research focused on two concepts during the interviews, this chapter follows the
same structure and thus consists of two paragraphs along with various sub-paragraphs.
Therefore, paragraph 4.1 discusses the results with respect to ‘Internationalization
Processes’, whereas paragraph 4.2 discusses the results in terms of ‘Entry Mode Choices’.

4.1

Results of Concept 1: ‘Internationalization Processes’

This paragraph discusses the following measures, scales and indicators:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Internationalization Timeline
Reasons to Internationalize
Scope, Scale and Timing of the Internationalization
Involvement in Networks
Inverted U-curve vs. Sideways S-curve
Growth Orientation vs. International Orientation

4.1.1 Internationalization Timeline
The conversations held with the interviewed ASMEs regarding their internationalization
timeline show that the interviewees described their internationalization timeline in a clear
and concise chronological order. On the other hand, a few participants described their
timeline in more detail and made more a story of it.
One ASME has been established in the 19th century, whereas 14 were established in the
20th century and five in the 21st century. The particular century did not influence the
internationalization timeline of the companies too much, it was rather World War I from
1914 until 1918 and World War II from 1940 until 1945 that impacted the timelines.
Especially the aftermath of World War II influenced four ASMEs in terms of business
development, for example due to the rise of supermarkets, whereas also consumption
started to increase again. On the other hand, some companies changed their business
activities radically, due to new opportunities that arose or because of changing demand.
Two companies were established almost directly after the end of World War II.
Another important and notable event addressed during some interviews is the fall of the
Berlin Wall and/or the Iron Curtain in 1989, and subsequently the end of the Cold War in
1991. These historical events opened the door to East Germany for Flevolof, whereas it
was the reason for Kees Kruiten and his business partner to start Evimare Fish and to focus
on Eastern Europe with their business activities.
Producer organizations and auctions also influenced fruit- and vegetable producing ASMEs
(n=4/19) during their internationalization timeline. These ASMEs decided to no longer
deliver their produce to those sales organizations or auctions, but to sell their produce
directly to processors, traders or retailers for example. The main cause were the price
levels and the way these prices were formed, which was perceived non-transparent.
One question focused on a recap of the internationalization process, to identify the aspects
that characterized the process based upon the range of business activities, scale of
operations as well as the temporal character. The goal was to summarize the
internationalization process into one slogan or sentence, to get the essence of it. Some of
the interviewees experienced this as rather difficult, whereas others could describe it clear,
concise and to the point. These slogans have been summarized in table 18.
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Company:
(1) Anonymous
(2) Eosta B.V.
(3) Anonymous
(4) Anonymous
(5) Looye Kwekers B.V.
(6) Anonymous
(7) Anonymous
(8) Anonymous

(9) Flevolof B.V.
(10) Anonymous
(11) Anonymous
(12) Gipmans Groep B.V.
(13) Anonymous

(14) Evimare Fish
International B.V.
(15) Anonymous
(16) Anonymous
(17) Anonymous
(18) Hesselink Koffie
Groep B.V.

Slogan:
“You go there were bananas are being bought, and there you try to
sell bananas.”
“There is no sustainability without transparency.”
“We love to sell because of our passion for the job, whereas we are
continuously looking forward while adapting to a changing market.”
“Together for fruity solutions.”
“Look around you, look at what is coming towards you, take your
responsibility, pick things up and try to do something good with it.”
“From a potato collecting company to developing and selling marketoriented potato products.”
“The international demand for organic produce formed the basis of
the company, whereas it is now part of the business activities.”
“By starting to sell the produce ourselves due to the price formation
in the Netherlands, we were more or less forced to go international
which helped us significantly and is something we are happy about
after all.”
"We have built an enormous network, and let this network work
based upon knowledge, experience, passion, enthusiasm and an
interest for the job."
“Internationalization started as an adventure, it was a controlled
adventure but it led our company to the point that we are more than
viable with a 100% focus on one product.”
"Our knowledge and experience were the key to success, which
caused our incremental growth across Europe."
“Our internationalization has been a highly controlled growth
process, which led to a balanced organization as the seasonal
character has been minimized due to this process.”
“Our vision in which price is of secondary importance, while
supplying high quality products and concurrently relieving the
customers perfectly matched with our international customers, and
in particular the events.
“The right moment, the right place and the correct assessment of
the risk involved, along with a bit of luck.”
“Anyway the wind blows.”
“Internationalization was not part of our strategy and came across
our path, and since a year or two it is part of our strategy with the
aim of growing internationally.”
“It has been an exploring journey in the past, which came across
your path and were you made use of.”
“Internationalization has been an interesting learning process, but
has been difficult due to a different coffee culture and other price
formation- and levels.”
"Van Rooy 3.0 ready for the future."

(19) Banketfabriek Gebr.
Van Rooij B.V.
Table 18 – Overview of slogans that characterize the internationalization processes of ASMEs.

For these slogans can be stated that these are very divergent. Most interviewees
summarized their process by reflecting upon it as a whole, whereas some provided a more
future oriented mission or vision statement like slogan. Nonetheless, making use of
opportunities that are being offered throughout the process has been mentioned in various
ways. Furthermore, it also illustrates the steps the ASMEs went through as some changed
or added their business activities which resulted in adventurous and opportunistic
internationalization processes.
Besides the importance of certain historical events, various reasons or causes to change
as well as the slogans there have been various points of attention, which have been
addressed throughout the open internationalization timeline conversations. These points
will be addressed in the following sub-paragraphs. Some measures, scales or indicators
are part of the second concept and thus will be discussed in paragraph 4.2.
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4.1.2 Reasons to Internationalize
Every company has a reason to start new business activities or to come back from decisions
that have been taken. Some of these reasons are due to internal processes and decisions,
whereas other reasons have a more external character like trends, challenges or causes
that cannot be influenced. The results show that “To exploit the unique knowledge our
company possesses.” (avg. 4,79), and “To potentially reduce costs through economies of
scale and/or leveraging resources.” (avg. 4,74) are the most important reasons to
internationalize out of the five key reasons that have been identified in literature (subparagraph 2.3.2). The interviewees were asked to score these reasons on a 7-point Likert
scale, resulting in the average scores as shown in table 19.
Reason 1
Reason 2
Reason 3
Reason 4
Reason 5
Category
N
All ASMEs
19
4,79
4,74
2,68
2,95
4,05
Incrementally
7
5,29
5,43
1,71
4,29
3,71
Internationalized
ASMEs
Radically
8
5,00
4,88
2,88
2,38
3,88
Internationalized
ASMEs
Radical but Late
4
3,50
3,25
4,00
1,75
5,00
Internationalized
ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
4
5,75
5,75
3,00
1,75
4,25
Plants- and
9
4,67
4,67
2,44
4,11
4,00
Vegetables ASMEs
Other ASMEs
6
4,33
4,17
2,83
2,00
4,00
Active Inside Europe
8
4,50
4,25
3,00
3,00
3,38
Active Inside &
11
5,00
5,09
2,45
2,91
4,55
Outside Europe
Non-Equity Entry
14
4,64
4,86
2,93
3,14
4,14
Modes
Equity & Non-Equity
5
5,20
4,40
2,00
2,40
3,80
Entry Modes
Family Business
12
4,75
4,92
2,33
3,67
4,17
Non-Family Business
7
4,86
4,43
3,29
1,71
3,86
Table 19 – Averages of Key Reasons to Internationalize on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7 = Totally agree.
Reason 1: “To exploit the unique knowledge our company possesses.”; Reason 2: “To potentially reduce costs through
economies of scale and/or leveraging resources.”; Reason 3: “To follow customers abroad.”; Reason 4: “To alleviate
competitive pressures in the domestic market.”; Reason 5: “To acquire new products or market knowledge.”.

The overall averages for all ASMEs do not provide any detailed insights. To retrieve this
background information the dataset has been separated into various categories, for which
more specific averages have been calculated. Detailed scores for each individual reason
illustrated in graphs can be found in Appendix V.
Key Reason 1: Out of the results it becomes clear that this reason is not that important for
radical but late internationalized ASMEs, as their average deviates strongly. In terms of
the sectors that have been identified and combined, it is shown that this first reason is
more applicable for fruit ASMEs and less common for the plants- and vegetables and other
ASMEs. Furthermore, for the geographical separation no notable observations have been
derived, which is also the case for the types of entry modes that have been chosen. Also,
the difference between family-owned and non-family-owned ASMEs is negligible.
Key Reason 2: The results show more divergent averages throughout the identified
categories. At first, the same order can be derived for the DOI, that this reason is the most
important for incrementally internationalized ASMEs. The other two categories follow at a
distance, whereas radical but late internationalized ASMEs score significantly below
average. The range of the averages is smaller for the three sectors that have been
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identified, even though fruit ASMEs score one point above average. For the geographical
separation, the results show that economies of scale is more important for ASMEs that are
active outside of Europe as well. No remarkable deviations have been found in terms of
the different entry modes that have been chosen, as well as for the difference between
family and non-family-owned ASMEs.
Key Reason 3: This reason scored relatively low with a general average of 2,68. However,
this key reason is more important for radical but late internationalized ASMEs compared to
the other two degrees. For the following categories, no remarkable observations have been
identified. The only notable observation is that this reason is more applicable for nonfamily-owned ASMEs, however these averages are still not that important.
Key Reason 4: With an overall average of 2,95, the fourth reason also does not score that
high among ASMEs. However, it is notable that this reason is significantly more important
for incrementally internationalized ASMEs, but just slightly above the neutral score. This is
also the case in terms of the three sectors for the plants- and vegetables ASMEs.
Subsequently, the averages for geographical separation do not deviate that much, whereas
the ASMEs with non-equity entry modes showed a slightly higher average but still not that
important. What is remarkable is the significant difference between family and non-family
businesses. For this last group of ASMEs, this reason is completely irrelevant whereas it is
a bit more applicable for family ASMEs.
Key Reason 5: The fifth reason almost scored the perfect average with 4,05 as outcome
on a 7-point Likert scale. Starting with the DOI, it is shown that this reason is more relevant
for radical but late internationalized ASMEs. Especially because of the market knowledge
that can used in terms of new product development or improvement of the current
products. This was slightly less relevant for the other two degrees. Furthermore, no notable
deviations have been identified for the three sectors. In terms of the geographical
separation it can be stated that acquiring market knowledge is important for ASMEs that
are active globally. For the remaining two categories, the deviations are not that relevant.
Besides these five key reasons, the unique key reasons to internationalize of the ASMEs
were addressed during the interviews. An interesting observation in these results is, is
that companies (n=8/19) that have been established in a time period of 25 to 30 years
ago up until now, were more internationally oriented when they started.
The economic integration of Europe and the subsequent level playing field that has been
created formed a reason for entrepreneurs to start new foreign business activities. As a
result, their focus was directly more internationally oriented as these conditions offered a
lot of opportunities. Some (n=5/8) of these companies also needed a European scale to
achieve economies of scale. This has also been reflected in their foreign-sales-to-sales
ratio, which is ranging from 80 to 99%.
Furthermore, it was often a mix of international demand (n=7/19) and international
potential (n=5/19), that formed the key reason for ASMEs to internationalize. The domestic
market was perceived as saturated or limited to a certain extent in some cases, and
therefore caused these ASMEs to look across borders in order to find one or more markets
for their products. However, it has also been mentioned by three companies that they
needed the economies of scale in order to keep their costs of production per unit within
certain limits to remain competitive.
In three situations, it has been a sum of factors that caused the companies to start their
IB activities. Other interesting reasons included: to reduce dependency on one domestic
customer, cheaper production possibilities abroad, price formation in the domestic market,
spreading the production cycle to reduce the seasonal production character.
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4.1.3 Scope, Scale and Timing
To identify the ‘Degree of Internationalization’ the ASMEs were asked to describe the scope,
scale and timing of their activities. Based on these outcomes the ASMEs have been
categorized according to three major patterns that have been identified in literature (see
sub-paragraph 2.3.4). This categorization has already been applied in the previous subparagraphs.
The categorization resulted in that more ASMEs follow an incremental (n=7/19) or radical
(n=8/19) process than a radical but late (n=4/19) process. However, the ASMEs that follow
a radical process, grow incrementally within these markets after their entrance. Of the
ASMEs that follow a radical but late process, are some (n=2/4) who made a significant
change by starting their own sales activities, instead of through producer organizations or
auctions. The other two ASMEs who also took the same step, followed an incremental
process as they went international with their business units focused on plant propagation
before taking that particular decision for their fruit- and vegetable production business
unit.
The results show that in terms of scope most companies (n=13/19) focus on one or two
core product categories, like soft fruits or chicory roots for example, and try to diversity
within these categories in various ways. Other companies (n=5/19) rather focus on what
they are good at and do not see the added value of diversification. There is also one
exception to the mainstream, which is Evimare Fish: their business activities in the fish
industry are driven by matching supply and demand on a global scale. They consider their
business activities almost as spot trading, as fish cannot be standardized which is common
for commodities like wheat for example. Kees Kruiten of Evimare Fish described it as:
“Our live is changing continuously, as this is trading. Real spot trading.
In that case you need to adapt very quickly as you also lose business
along the way.”
Another element in terms of the scope of activities, is the number of countries ASMEs are
active in. These have been categorized and shown in table 20 below.
Category
All ASMEs
Incrementally Internationalized ASMEs
Radically Internationalized ASMEs
Radical but Late Internationalized ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
Plants- and Vegetables ASMEs
Other ASMEs
Active Inside Europe
Active Inside & Outside Europe
Non-Equity Entry Modes
Equity & Non-Equity Entry Modes
Family Business
Non-Family Business
Table 20 – Number of countries active in.

N
19
7
8
4
4
9
6
8
11
14
5
12
7

≤2

3-5

6-10

11-15

≥ 16

1
1
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0
1
1
0

1
0
0
1
0
1
0
1
0
0
1
1
0

4
1
1
2
0
2
2
3
1
3
1
2
2

1
1
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
1
0
1
0

12
4
7
1
4
5
3
2
10
10
2
7
5

The table shows that most ASMEs (n=12/19) are active in 16 or more countries. More
specifically, this tendency is also applicable for all five categories. The only remarkable
observation is that ASMEs active in Europe differ in terms of international presence, as
they tend to a smaller scope of their IB activities.
For the scale of operations, it can be stated that all ASMEs are internationally oriented
when it comes to their business activities. Thich has been indicated by the foreign-salesto-sales (FSTS) ratio, as shown in table 21. Eleven ASMEs achieve 60 to 100% of their
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turnover internationally, which can be considered as a quite significant percentage. Six
companies that achieve up to 40% of their turnover internationally seek to achieve a higher
FSTS-ratio.
Category
All ASMEs
Incrementally Internationalized
ASMEs
Radically Internationalized ASMEs
Radical but Late Internationalized
ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
Plants- and Vegetables ASMEs
Other ASMEs
Active Inside Europe
Active Inside & Outside Europe
Non-Equity Entry Modes
Equity & Non-Equity Entry Modes
Family Business
Non-Family Business
Table 21 – Scores of FSTS-Ratios.

N
19
7

0-20%

21-40%

41-60%

61-80%

2
1

6
3

0
0

4
0

81-100%

7
3

8
4

0
1

2
1

0
0

2
2

4
0

4
9
6
8
11
14
5
12
7

0
0
2
2
0
1
1
1
1

0
5
1
1
4
5
1
5
1

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
2
1
2
2
3
1
3
1

3
2
2
3
4
5
2
3
4

Again, the results have been displayed among the categories that have been identified.
For the DOI category it is shown that it is more common for radically internationalized
ASMEs to have a higher FSTS-ratio. For fruit ASMEs it is obvious that they have a
significantly high ratio, whereas plants- and vegetables ASMEs tend towards a lower ratio.
For the geographical separation and type entry mode no clear deviations can be derived.
Family businesses tend toward a lower FSTS-ratio compared to non-family businesses.
In terms of timing the following time-lags have been noted between the establishment of
the company and the first international sales, as given in table 22.
Category
N
All ASMEs
19
Incrementally Internationalized ASMEs
7
Radically Internationalized ASMEs
8
Radical but Late Internationalized ASMEs 4
Fruit ASMEs
4
Plants- and Vegetables ASMEs
9
Other ASMEs
6
Active Inside Europe
8
Active Inside & Outside Europe
11
Non-Equity Entry Modes
14
Equity & Non-Equity Entry Modes
5
Family Business
12
Non-Family Business
7
Table 22 – Number of years until first international sales.

0

1-10

7
1
6
0
3
2
2
3
4
6
1
2
5

5
3
2
0
1
3
1
1
4
4
1
4
1

11-20

1
0
0
1
0
0
1
1
0
1
0
0
1

21 or more

6
3
0
3
0
4
2
3
3
3
3
6
0

The results are relatively evenly spread, even though there is only one ASME for whom it
took between 11 and 20 years until their first international sale. Furthermore, it is shown
that most radically internationalized ASMEs internationalize in the year of establishment,
whereas it takes a bit longer for the other two degrees. Fruit ASMEs also internationalize
rather quickly, as the results for the other sectors are more spread.
In terms of geographical separation, no obvious differences have been identified. ASMEs
opting for non-equity entry modes internationalize quickly, as the inclusion of equity entry
modes tends to delay the internationalization. Next, it is shown that the time-lag is larger
for family businesses. Regarding the category ’21 or more’, it has to be stated that it took
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for all of them more than 30 years until they went international. The real outlier in this
case is Hesselink Koffie Groep, with a time-lag of 123 years.
Another observation is that ASMEs (n=2/8), who are considered as radically
internationalized, did not internationalize within their year of establishment. These two
companies needed a bit more time, before they entered several international markets with
their products. Nonetheless, these two ASMEs are considered to follow a radical
internationalization process as they entered several countries within two to four years after
establishment.
The other companies (n=3/5), who internationalized after six to ten years, are considered
to follow an incremental internationalization process as they did not enter several countries
concurrently, while it took them a bit more time. Therefore, there is a bit of a ‘grey area’
between the three degrees, as the categorization of the ASMEs has been a subjective
decision-making process.
The way the ASMEs experienced their internationalization process has been covered in the
question to summarize it into one slogan or sentence, as discussed and presented in subparagraph 4.1.1.

4.1.4 Involvement in Networks
Involvement in networks has been a point of attention during the open discussion regarding
the internationalization timeline. 15 out of the 19 interviewees considered themselves
and/or their company as a network insider, or, in other words, (highly) involved in
networks.
The purpose of networking is very divergent for the 19 ASMEs. For the ‘insiders’ this
international network retention is one part of their networking activities. They participate
in or visit international trade shows, try to stay up to date about the latest developments
within their sector, are member of branch organizations. By doing so, these ASMEs try to
not only gain more knowledge and insights into product related developments but also
about developments in terms of payment risks, insurances etc.
Gerald Langerak, Flevolof: “We always say, you can learn from every
conversation.”
The four who consider themselves as outsiders, prefer to spend their time more on staying
in direct touch with their international customer base which they consider as their ‘own’
network. However, one ‘outsider’ who is taking care of his international customer base on
a daily basis, indicated that they did not see the added value of networking and described
it as follows:
“To keep it short, I do not see the added value of it. It is more like
showing off: take a look at my fantastic network how great it is.”
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Furthermore, it has been addressed by three ASMEs that networking on regional and/or
local level has become an important activity for them as well. On the one hand, it is about
showing local involvement through sponsoring sports events or other social activities. On
the other hand, it is about cross-sharing knowledge and experiences to find common
solutions for challenges like residual products and residual heat for example. Often this is
being done with one or more companies that are active in other industries, which benefits
all parties involved as well as the local and/or regional community in the end. One of the
participants who is involved in these kinds of collaborations explained it as follows:
“If you make good use of your local network it can lead to surprising
collaborations or new ideas, which is something we focus on lately. In
order to come to these collaborations, and not trying to find out
everything yourself.”

4.1.5 Inverted U-curve vs. Sideways S-curve
The interviewees have been asked to illustrate their IB performance by drawing two curves,
one for the turnover and one for the profit. The goal of this question was to identify any
patterns among the answers, not to get detailed numbers or percentages. This resulted in
the following seven patterns listed in table 23 below.
Number of observations:
Type of curve:
Turnover:
Profit:
Sideways S-curve
5
5
Slight sideways S-curve
2
Straight / gradual increasing
3
4
Gradual / exponential increasing
5
3
Exponential
4
Stable / fluctuating
6
Gradual decreasing
1
Table 23 – Type of IB performance curves for turnover and profit.

For the turnover five types of curves have been observed, also for the profit five types of
curves have been observed. The two ‘slight sideways S-curves’ that have been drawn for
the turnover, have been separated from the other five ‘sideways S-curves’ as these two
do not show a full sideways S. These turnover curves increase to a certain point until they
face a short decrease, where after the curve shows a rather stable line. In terms of the
five ‘sideways S-curves’, this decrease is more significant and visible in the illustrations.
For a better understanding three of these curves have been illustrated, which can be found
in Appendix V, including the ‘sideways S-curve’ in black, the ‘slight sideways S-curve’ in
red and the ‘stable/fluctuating curve’ in green.
In terms of profit curves, two more different patterns have been noted. At first the
‘stable/fluctuating’ curves, which are curves that have been separated from the
‘straight/gradual increasing’ curves as they do not show that much growth over time. These
six ‘stable/fluctuating’ curves remain more or less on the same level, which is due to
investments in certain situations.

4.1.6 Growth Orientation vs. International Orientation
When it comes to future perspectives, goals and plans the interviewees have been asked
to score their growth orientation and international orientation in terms of importance on a
7-point Likert scale. The results show that on average the growth orientation with a score
of 5,79 is more important for ASMEs than the international orientation with a score of 5,05.
All the scores have been summarized in figure 3. More detailed figures of the results can
be found in Appendix V, where the results have been separated into two figures including
the average scores.
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Figure 3 – Results of the Importance of the Growth vs. International Orientation on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not
important; 7= Totally important. The various colours indicate the ‘Growth Orientation’.

Besides the general averages, the more detailed averages have been calculated too. These
averages are self-explanatory for each category and are given in table 24.
Category
N
Growth Orientation
International Orientation
All ASMEs
19
5,79
5,05
Incrementally
7
5,57
5,57
Internationalized ASMEs
Radically Internationalized
8
6,25
4,63
ASMEs
Radical but Late
4
5,25
5,00
Internationalized ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
4
6,50
4,75
Plants- and Vegetables
9
5,44
5,00
ASMEs
Other ASMEs
6
5,83
5,33
Active Inside Europe
8
6,75
5,13
Active Inside & Outside
11
5,09
5,00
Europe
Non-Equity Entry Modes
14
6,00
4,64
Equity & Non-Equity Entry
5
5,20
6,20
Modes
Family Business
12
5,50
5,33
Non-Family Business
7
6,29
4,57
Table 24 - Averages of Growth vs. International Orientation on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7 = Totally
important.

In terms of the DOI category it is shown that incrementally internationalized ASMEs have
an equal average importance for both orientations, whereas the growth orientation is more
important for radically internationalized ASMEs. The growth orientation is more important
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regardless of the sector, however, for fruit ASMEs it is highly important which is less
applicable for the other sectors.
In terms of the geographical separation it is shown that the growth orientation is highly
important for ASMEs that are only active within Europe. The ASMEs that are globally active
show almost an equal importance. A contradiction is observed in terms of the entry mode,
as growth is more important for ASMEs opting for non-equity entry modes, whereas ASMEs
combining these entry modes tend more towards an international orientation. Family
businesses score a reasonably equal importance for both orientations, whereas it is obvious
that the growth orientation is more important for non-family businesses.
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4.2

Results of Concept 2: ‘Entry Mode Choices’

The following paragraph elaborates upon the following measures, scales and indicators:
•
•
•
•
•

International Markets
Direct vs. Indirect and Equity vs. Non-Equity Entry Modes
Level of Risk, Level of Control and Resource Commitments
Entry Mode Choice Reasoning
Firm-Specific, Country-Specific and Internationalization Advantages

4.2.1 International Markets
The interviewees indicated their IB activities by summing up the international markets they
are active in, as listed in the table below. These international markets have been chosen
over the specific countries, as most of the interviewees were not able to name every single
country their company was or is actively selling its products to.
The results (table 25) show that every ASME is active in Europe, whereas some are active
in several international markets concurrently. For example, fruit- and vegetables that
remain within Europe whereas plants or seeds go to Africa, Asia and the Middle-East.
Nevertheless, it has been noted that Asia and North-America are popular international
markets besides Europe, whereas only a few companies have entered international
markets like Africa, the Caribbean, the Middle-East, Oceania and South-America. However,
here it has to be mentioned that in some of these cases the trade has a more incidental
character or is currently in the beginning stages.
International Markets:
Number of ASMEs:
Africa
3
Asia
8
Caribbean
1
Europe
19
Middle-East
4
North-America
8
Oceania
4
South-America
1
Table 25 – Presence in international markets.

4.2.2 Direct vs. Indirect and Equity vs. Non-Equity Entry Modes
Another important question that has been discussed during the interviews is the entry
mode that has been chosen for the international activities. It is clear that exporting directly
is the most popular entry mode among ASMEs, as shown in table 26.
Number of Entry Modes Used by ASMEs:
1 Entry Mode
2 Entry Modes
3 Entry Modes
10 ASMEs
6 ASMEs
3 ASMEs
Number of ASMEs and their Entry Mode Choices:
Non-Equity Entry Modes
Equity Entry Modes
Export
Equity Joint Venture
Wholly Owned Subsidiary
Direct
Indirect
50/50 EJV
Greenfield Investment
Acquisition
19
6
2
3
1
Number of ASMEs, Entry Mode Choices and International Markets:
Non-Equity Entry Modes
Equity Entry Modes
Inside Europe
Inside &
Inside Europe
Inside & Outside
Outside
Europe
Europe
6
8
2
3
Table 26 – Entry mode choices of ASMEs, type of entry mode and geographical separation.

When looking into more detail, it can be stated that ASMEs are also active outside of Europe
without choosing for equity entry modes to enter these markets. Another statement that
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can be made is that 10 ASMEs apply only one entry mode which is direct export. The other
companies exploit two or more entry modes (n=9/19), of which some combine (n=6/9)
direct and indirect exports. Two of these ASMEs have added an equity entry mode (n=2/6),
whereas the remaining (n=4/6) combined direct export solely with one or two equity entry
modes.

4.2.3 Level of Risk, Level of Control and Resource Commitments
Entry modes are often organized according to three aspects: ‘Level of Risk Being Exposed
To’, ‘Level of Control over International Operations’ and the ‘Resource Commitments
Required’ as discussed in sub-paragraph 2.4.1. The interviewees have been asked to score
these three aspects on a 7-point Likert scale, which resulted figure 4 as shown below. More
detailed figures of each individual entry mode aspect can be found in Appendix VI.

Figure 4 - Results of the Importance of the aspects underlying entry modes on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not
important; 7= Totally important. The various colours indicate the ‘Level of Risk Being Exposed To’.

When looking at the averages of each aspect, it becomes clear that the ‘Level of Control
over International Operations’ is the most important among ASMEs (avg. 5,68).
Subsequently, the ‘Level of Risk Being Exposed To’ (avg. 4,95), whereas the ‘Resource
Commitments Required’ (avg. 3,79) was the least important aspect. However, these
averages do not cover the whole story due to the divergent backgrounds of the dataset,
and therefore the averages of various categories within the dataset have been calculated
as given in table 27.
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Category

N

‘Level of Risk
Being Exposed
To’
4,95
4,71

‘Level of Control
over International
Operations’
5,68
5,57

‘Resource
Commitments
Required’
3,79
3,86

All ASMEs
19
Incrementally
7
Internationalized ASMEs
Radically Internationalized
8
5,50
6,00
3,50
ASMEs
Radical but Late
4
4,25
5,25
4,25
Internationalized ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
4
5,25
6,00
4,75
Plants- and Vegetables
9
5,11
5,56
3,33
ASMEs
Other ASMEs
6
4,50
5,67
3,83
Active Inside Europe
8
5,00
5,25
3,88
Active Inside & Outside
11
4,91
6,00
3,73
Europe
Non-Equity Entry Modes
14
5,36
5,79
3,64
Equity & Non-Equity Entry
5
3,80
5,40
4,20
Modes
Family Business
12
4,83
5,67
3,92
Non-Family Business
7
5,14
5,71
3,57
Table 27 - Averages of three aspects of an entry mode on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7 = Totally agree.

When looking at the degrees of internationalization that have been determined in relation
to the importance of three aspects, it becomes clear that the risk involved and level of
control are the most important for radically internationalized ASMEs, whereas the resource
commitments are the least important indicated by a big difference. For the two other
degrees, the level of control is outstanding as well.
The only two sectors that have been identified within the dataset, show reasonably identical
scores even though the fruit ASMEs noted higher averages. Furthermore, it is remarkable
that the resource commitments are significantly lower for the plants- and vegetables and
other ASMEs, than for fruit ASMEs.
No remarkable deviations have been observed among the division between ASMEs active
inside Europe and the ones that operate on a more global scale. The only observation that
can be addressed is that the level of control is more important for ASMEs who operate
outside of Europe than for the ones operating inside Europe.
For the separation between ASMEs with non-equity entry modes and non-equity as well as
equity entry modes, a first remarkable observation is the deviation between the averages
for the level of risk. Apparently, risk is less important for ASMEs who have chosen for an
equity entry mode besides their non-equity entry modes.
In terms of family businesses, it has become clear that no remarkable deviations exist for
the importance of the risk and control levels involved in the internationalization process.
What is remarkable is the higher average score for ‘Resource Commitments Required’ for
ASMEs owned and managed by families, whereas the other two aspects do not deviate a
lot from the general average.
Besides scoring these three aspects on a 7-point Likert scale, the interviewees were asked
to elaborate on the reasoning behind their score for each aspect. In terms of the risk level,
the importance has been stressed once more (n=8/19) as well as that a lot of risk has
been taken in terms of internationalization (n=4/19). Some (n=3/19) related their
relatively low score to their entry mode choice, direct exporting, in which less risk is
involved according to them.
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Another reason that led to higher scores are the high payment risks (n=4/19) that are
being faced in IB, which leads to credit insurances to take care of this risk. Overall, one of
the interviewees described the essence of this entry mode aspect, which others were not
able to formulate as follows:
“Risk is the leading aspect as you do not want to play around with the
continuity of your company.”
The importance of the ‘Level of Control over International Activities’ was already
emphasized by scoring the highest average, but stressed once more in the elaboration
(n=10/19) for various reasons. Some of them included that it is related to a certain level
of trust or closely related to the success rate of these international activities.
Even though the aspect ‘Resource Commitments Required’ had the lowest average score,
there were more patterns observed among the explanations that were given. There is no
doubt that it is important to have the necessary resources available or at least having
access to them, but no enormous amounts are required (n=8/19) when choosing for direct
export as entry mode.
Furthermore, it was underlined by some of the interviewees (n=6/19) that these resources
were needed to make the next step, and thus to facilitate the growth of the company and
its international activities. Sometimes it is not only about changing or investing in the
(production) facilities, but also about investing in human capital specifically for
international activities as three ASMEs recently appointed an experienced sales
representative specifically for the German market.
Anonymous: “You do not have to completely change or expand your
production facility to grow internationally. We invested in an extra sales
representative for the German market, for which the risk and
investment involved are relatively low.”

4.2.4 Entry Mode Choice Reasoning
There are three aspects in terms of entry mode choice reasoning, which are: an active or
passive behaviour, a flexible or non-flexible approach during the decision-making process
for a particular entry mode, and the ‘International Market Selection’ (IMS) and ‘Entry Mode
Selection’ (EMS). The results of these aspects are shown in tis sub-paragraph.
Starting with the actual decision to select the international market or the particular entry
mode first, do it concurrently or apply no logic in this process. The results in table 28
indicate that the majority of ASMEs (n=10/19) is executing IMS before EMS. No interviewee
clearly indicated that they select this entry mode first, whereas the other two options are
more or less on the same level. Also, in this case these general scores do not provide a lot
of information. Therefore, the scores have been split up among the categories used before.
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Category
N
IMS > EMS EMS < IMS
Simultaneously
All ASMEs
19
10
0
4
Incrementally
7
4
0
2
Internationalized ASMEs
Radically
8
4
0
2
Internationalized ASMEs
Radical but Late
4
2
0
0
Internationalized ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
4
1
0
1
Plants- and Vegetables
9
4
0
3
ASMEs
Other ASMEs
6
5
0
0
Active Inside Europe
8
5
0
1
Active Inside & Outside
11
5
0
3
Europe
Non-Equity Entry Modes 14
8
0
4
Equity & Non-Equity
5
2
0
0
Entry Modes
Family Business
12
6
0
3
Non-Family Business
7
4
0
1
Table 28 – Number of ASMEs following a certein entry mode decision-making process.

No Logic
5
1
2
2
2
2
1
2
3
2
3
3
2

In terms of the DOI the results show that incrementally and radically internationalized
ASMEs tend towards IMS before EMS. For the radical but late internationalized ASMEs it is
shown that no preference can be identified. Regarding the three sectors it also difficult to
identify any clear preference, only that the combination of sectors clearly prefers IMS
before EMS.
The results of the geographical separation show that regardless of the geographical focus,
ASMEs tend towards IMS preceding EMS. Regarding the outcomes for the particular entry
mode choice in relation to the decision-making process, can be stated that these outcomes
also do not show any remarkable observations. The only comment that can be made is
that ASMEs who combine equity and non-equity entry modes tend towards ‘no logic’. For
the last category, family vs. non-family business, it is obvious that no difference exists
between the two, as both tend towards IMS preceding EMS.
When looking at the behaviour and approach during this decision-making process, it has
been stated that the interviewees were not directly asked about these aspects. Based upon
interpretations during the interview, the interviewer tried to summarize the decisionmaking process. This resulted in the subjective outcome that all ASMEs applied a flexible
approach and showed an active behaviour throughout the process. As indicated before, it
is not about ‘simply’ producing or trading or trading with products and waiting for the
customers to call or make the first step. Therefore, every ASME actively thought about how
to flexibly match supply and demand on a global scale, that suits their products and
operations. The answer category ‘no logic’, does not mean that these companies did not
think about it but just do not follow a particular pattern in this process.

4.2.5 Ownership, Location and Internationalization Advantages
In terms of the ‘Ownership-, Location- and Internationalization Advantages’, the results in
figure 5 and table 30 show that ‘Ownership Advantages’ (avg. 6,47) are the most important
for ASMEs. Secondly, ‘Internationalization Advantages’ (avg. 5,26) and lastly ‘Location
Advantages’ (avg. 4,89). These three types of advantages, OLI, form a paradigm identified
by literature that summarizes the internationalization process as explained in subparagraph 2.2.4. In terms of operationalization of concepts, paragraph 3.1, these aspects
have been named firm specific-advantages, country-specific advantages and
internationalization advantages to simplify the interview question.
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Figure 5 – Results of the importance of OLI Advantages on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7= Totally
important. The various colours indicate the ‘Ownership Advantages’.

Again, these overall averages do not cover the underlying reasons and perspectives
perfectly. Therefore, the same categories have been used again to calculate more detailed
averages for the three advantages, as shown in table 29 below.
Category

N

‘Ownership
Advantages’
6,47
6,00

‘Location
Advantages’
4,89
5,00

‘Internationalization
Advantages’
5,26
5,00

All ASMEs
19
Incrementally
7
Internationalized ASMEs
Radically Internationalized
8
6,75
4,63
5,25
ASMEs
Radical but Late
4
6,75
5,25
5,75
Internationalized ASMEs
Fruit ASMEs
4
6,50
5,50
5,75
Plants- and Vegetables
9
6,78
4,56
5,56
ASMEs
Other ASMEs
6
6,00
5,00
4,50
Active Inside Europe
8
5,88
4,75
5,50
Active Inside & Outside
11 6,91
5,00
5,09
Europe
Non-Equity Entry Modes
14 6,36
4,57
5,43
Equity & Non-Equity Entry
5
6,80
5,80
4,80
Modes
Family Business
12 6,42
5,08
5,33
Non-Family Business
7
6,57
4,57
5,14
Table 29 - Averages of importance of OLI Advantages on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7 = Totally agree.

Starting with the DOI that has been combined with the three advantages, it is obvious that
the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are the most important ones regardless of the DOI of these
ASMEs. Remarkable is that the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are slightly less important for the
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incrementally internationalized ASMEs, compared with the other two degrees. No notable
observations have been identified for the ‘Location Advantages’, whereas a remarkable
deviation is the higher average of the radical but late internationalized ASMEs for the
‘Internationalization
Advantages’.
Another
observation
is
that
incrementally
internationalized ASMEs put the ‘Location Advantages’ and ‘Internationalization
Advantages’ on the same level, whereas it is obvious that for the other two categories that
their ‘Internationalization Advantages’ are more important.
Regarding the three sectors it becomes clear that ‘Ownership Advantages’ are more
important for fruit as well as plants- and vegetables ASMEs than for the other sectors.
Furthermore, it is remarkable that the ‘Location Advantages’ are more important for fruit
ASMEs than for plants- and vegetables ASMEs. The last notable deviation for this category,
is the difference between the fruit-, plants- and vegetables ASMEs and the other ASMEs in
terms of the ‘Internationalization Advantages’.
The geographical separation results show that the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are outstanding
for ASMEs that are globally active, whereas these are also the most important for ASMEs
operating within Europe. For the non-equity vs. equity & non-equity entry mode separation,
no remarkable relationship can be derived in terms of the ‘Ownership Advantages’.
However, what is notable is are the contradicting scores in terms of ‘Location Advantages’
and ‘Internationalization Advantages’.
The results for the last category, family vs. non-family businesses, indicates that there are
no remarkable deviations between the averages for each of the three advantages among
ASMEs.
The reasoning behind these scores provides some more background information why
certain aspects prevail over another. Starting with the ‘Ownership Advantages’, it becomes
clear that ASMEs possess certain knowledge and (international) experience from which it
is perceived that it distinguishes them (n=16/19) from competitors. One of the
interviewees underlined and summarized this importance as follows:
“Our knowledge and experience were the key to success, which caused
our incremental growth across Europe."
Furthermore, it has been stressed that possessing certain technologies and/or (cultivation)
techniques (n=8/19) are seen as an advantage as well. Also, language skills (n=4/19),
adapting quickly to needs and demands (n=3/19), selling a distinctive/exclusive product
(n=3/19) and possessing an extensive network of suppliers and customers (n=3/19) were
also mentioned.
Another notable observation (n=4/19) is that for some ASMEs it is not anymore about just
selling a product. These ASMEs addressed that their business activities have changed, as
they now have to offer complete ‘concepts’ to their customers. Here can be thought of
supportive services that simplify the trade or future transactions of the products, like
packaging and labelling the products at the source in a particularly desired packaging with
the correct label and barcode on it for example. One vegetable producer- and processor
stated his experience as follows:
“The service and support around our core product has become of major
important. Customers ask us now: “What needs to go on the shelf? How
should it look like? What kind of varieties? What kind of packaging?”.
That are all kind of challenges we face nowadays.”
The lower average score for the ‘Location Advantages’ has been underlined by indicating
that it is not necessarily important (n=6/19) as it depends on where the demand is coming
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from for the products. Others indicated that choosing for a country and its advantages is
related to the (food) culture in that country (n=5/19), which should fit with the products
of the company. Additional reasons included higher consumption (n=4/19) and willingness
to pay for the products/purchasing power of the country (n=4/19).
For the ‘Internationalization Advantages’ there was one outstanding reason emphasizing
the relative importance of choosing for a particular entry mode, which was having short
lines to communicate with international employees, customers and/or suppliers (n=12/19).
Other reasons that were discussed included more control to decrease the risk involved
(n=7/19), to keep the control within the company and not among others in the supply
chain (n=6/19) and to remain flexible in order to change or adapt quickly in necessary
(n=4/19).
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5. Analysis
In chapter 5 the results of the empirical research, as discussed in the fourth chapter, are
combined with the theoretical framework as presented in paragraph 2.6. This combination
of the literature review and the empirical research provides the necessary input to answer
the research questions. The chapter consists of two paragraphs starting with paragraph
5.1, which analyses the first concept ‘Internationalization Processes’ by continuously taking
the theoretical framework into consideration while going through the results. This principle
will also be followed for paragraph 5.2, focusing on the second concept ‘Entry Mode
Choices’.

5.1

Analysis of Concept 1: ‘Internationalization Processes’

This paragraph will provide a thorough analysis of the first concept ‘Internationalization
Processes’, which consists of the six elements as discussed in paragraph 4.1.

5.1.1 Internationalization Timeline
Reflecting on the conversations regarding the internationalization timelines of the ASMEs,
shows that it can be stated that the aftermath of historical events was important for ASMEs
as it led to new business opportunities for them. The events that have been addressed in
the results, the two World Wars and the Fall of the Berlin Wall, imposed some limitations
on the ASMEs that were established before these periods. However, of the four ASMEs that
were established before World War II only one company was operating internationally. This
eliminates the relevance of this phenomenon from an international perspective, as the
impact was more on the domestic activities of these ASMEs.
The importance of the aftermath has been underlined by the establishment of two ASMEs
shortly after World War II. However, these developments also led to new challenges for
these six ASMEs like the rise of the retail industry taking over the position of grocery stores
in society. On the other hand, the Fall of the Berlin Wall and/or the Iron Curtain in 1989,
had more impact on the ASMEs that were established before this important tipping point
in history. As addressed in the results, this led to the opening of the Eastern European
markets which certainly speed up internationalization process. Even though it has only
been addressed by Flevolof and Evimare Fish.
Regardless of the historical events it is shown that each timeline discussed is unique. Every
ASME has made its own decisions, took certain steps internationally, faced various smaller
or bigger challenges, followed a particular vision or not, developed short- and long-term
strategies or not. Some were a bit more successful than the others during this process,
some made a profit, some lost a bit of money or were happy to reach the break-even point.
Nonetheless, overall each single ASME in this research learned from its international
adventures and experiences, which is sometimes more valuable than anything else.
This underlines the divergence of the dataset, as every individual ASME faced different
internal as well as external challenges and problems, while being confronted with
opportunities too throughout the process. Therefore, the timing of these particular
challenges, problems and opportunities can be considered of significant importance for the
internationalization process.
Overall, these historical events did have an impact on the ASMEs during these periods but
this has been discussed relatively short and concise as these six interviewees were not
born yet during World War I and II. In terms of the Cold War, out of the 13 ASMEs that
were established before this event, only some interviewees (n=6/13) were already active
for their company. Therefore, once more, it were important and interesting events to be
discussed in this paragraph but the relevance within this research is rather limited.
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Another observation that was made during the discussion of the internationalization
timelines, was the influence of producer organizations as well as auctions. These
organizations were taking care of the sales activities of these fruit- and vegetable producing
companies (n=4/19), until they decided to start their own sales activities due to various
developments within their sector. These decisions confirm the findings of Sporleder &
Boland (2011) in terms of agrofood specific characteristics as discussed in sub-paragraph
2.5.1. Especially, their findings regarding the market structure and market power are
corroborated, as these ASMEs have decided to distinguish themselves from the others in
the sector. These are developments that cannot be found within other industries, due to
the unique character of the agrofood industry in that sense. Nonetheless, the timing of
events, decisions and challenges and its influence on the internationalization process is
further analysed and discussed in sub-paragraph 5.1.3.
A challenging question for the interviewees was to summarize their internationalization
process into one slogan or sentence, to get the essence of their experience(s). As stated
in the results, the slogans that have been given are very divergent, in which one division
has been observed. Some provided a slogan with a more future-oriented perspective
(n=4/19), whereas others applied a more reflective perspective (n=13/19). Among the
ones that applied the reflective perspective, the incremental internationalization pattern
can be derived as these ASMEs used words like: controlled adventure, incremental growth,
exploring journey and interesting learning process. For the other patterns, such a
relationship with the slogans could not be derived. Nonetheless, a more detailed analysis
of reasons to internationalize is given in the next sub-paragraph.

5.1.2 Reasons to Internationalize
The five divergent reasons to internationalize, which have been addressed and discussed
in sub-paragraph 2.3.2, have been extensively discussed during the interviews. The
average results have indicated that “To exploit the unique knowledge our company
possesses.” followed closely by “To potentially reduce costs through economies of scale
and/or leveraging resources.”, were the most important reasons for ASMEs to
internationalize.
Key Reason 1: The results of the first key reason, “To exploit the unique knowledge our
company possesses.”, have indicated that this reason was not that important for radical
but late internationalized ASMEs, but more for the other two degrees. Subsequently, this
reason was important for fruit ASMEs, for which it was notable that three out of these four
fruit companies focus on trading instead of producing themselves, whereas there are only
two traders among the vegetable- and plant sector. This is remarkable as it was assumed
that exploiting knowledge would be more applicable for production-oriented ASMEs.
Overall, as knowledge is to some degree a public good (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994), it can
be stated that the results are in line with the literature as the ASMEs are aware that their
‘unique’ knowledge spreads rapidly. Therefore, they seek for international markets to
exploit their knowledge, in which they benefit from the good reputation of the Dutch
agrofood industry with its progressive and innovative character.
Key Reason 2: The results of “To potentially reduce costs through economies of scale
and/or leveraging resources.”, showed divergent averages for each category. However,
these deviations can be explained as there are two types of reasoning underlying these
scores. First, there are ASMEs who need to operate on a certain scale to lower their cost
price to remain competitive in the Dutch market which is highly price driven. As a result,
they produce more than domestically demanded, and thus need to seek for international
markets to sell the remaining of their production. Finding the balance between trading
and/or producing niche products in lower volumes with higher margins, and producing bulk
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products in higher volumes with lower margins has been considered as an important cause
for ASMEs to seek for economies of scale.
Secondly, ASMEs that import fruit- and vegetables (n=3) as core business need to do this
on a certain scale in order to also lower their cost price to remain competitive as well.
However, in their case the amounts they import also exceeds the domestic demand, and
thus sell most of their produce internationally again. This also reflected in their FSTS-ratio
averaging 93,3%, whereas their whole company is organized according to this type of
trading.
For the geographical separation, the economies of scale is more important for ASMEs that
are active outside of Europe as well. Therefore, they also need a certain scale of operations
as explained above. In relation to the literature which focused on the different factor
endowments different countries have, it can be stated that this is not directly applicable
for ASMEs.
Of the ASMEs that have an international branch (n=6/19), only two have chosen for this
because of economies of scale. These two ASMEs have a production facility in Germany,
as they indicated that their costs of production are significantly lower compared with
producing in the Netherlands. This was a key reason for these ASMEs to internationalize,
however, a remarkable note is that these two companies benefit now from the fact that
they produce German products. This additional benefit of their internationalization turned
out to be a unique selling point for the German market, which is a market that specifically
demands local, regional or at least German products according to these two ASMEs.
Key Reason 3: “To follow customers abroad.” scored a relatively low average overall.
However, it was more important for radical but late internationalized ASMEs compared with
the other two degrees. This deviation can be explained as two radical but late
internationalized ASMEs sell their products to international retail organizations. These retail
organizations have given them the opportunity to expand their international activities, by
also supplying their products to other countries where these retailers are active. Therefore,
when relating it to the literature that has been defined, it can be stated that following
customers abroad is not applicable for ASMEs.
Key Reason 4: This fourth reason, “To alleviate competitive pressures in the domestic
market.”, also does not score that high among ASMEs. However, the higher average for
incrementally internationalized ASMEs can be explained by the assumption that they have
continuously grown in the domestic market, until they reached a point where it was
necessary to go international. Furthermore, four outliers have been observed within the
dataset who were all part of the plants- and vegetables sector. These four ASMEs have
indicated that the Dutch market is highly competitive or saturated for their core product(s).
Two of these outliers, Flevolof and Gipmans Groep, indicated that these market
circumstances were one of the main reasons to go international and put their attention to
these markets from the start. Erik Gipmans of the Gipmans Groep underlined it as follows:
“I think what characterizes us, is that we have considered Germany as
our home market, in contradiction to other Dutch companies who
considered the Netherlands as their home market and subsequently
exported to Germany.”
The results of this key reason are logical, when looking at the indicated FSTS-ratios as
eleven ASMEs achieve 50% or more of their turnover internationally. Their focus is not
particularly on the domestic market, but more towards the international market. This is
also underlined by the fact that out of these eleven ASMEs, seven of them focused more
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or less directly since their establishment on these international markets. Or were even
established because of the high potential they saw internationally.
Overall, this reason to internationalize can be considered is relatively unimportant and
applicable for ASMEs, who have chosen to focus on international markets at inception.
Whereas it is relatively important for ASMEs who initially focused on the domestic market,
and had to look across borders due to more competition or saturation of the market. As a
result, an unambiguous answer cannot be provided when relating it to the definition as
stated in the literature review.
Key Reason 5: The last reason to internationalize, “To acquire new products or market
knowledge.”, scored the third highest average, but no clear statements can be made due
to lack of literature in relation to this combination. In terms of the geographical separation
it can be stated that acquiring market knowledge is important for certain ASMEs that are
active globally. In their situation, it is important to gain a thorough understanding of the
markets and consumers they want to enter.
Overall, when looking at the description of this reason in the literature review, it can be
stated that it is not about acquiring new products in case of ASMEs, but more about gaining
knowledge (Autio, Sapienza, & Almeida, 2000). In particular, knowledge about trends and
developments in terms of consumption has been mentioned frequently, but also knowledge
about ‘new’ markets that show a lot of potential for certain products and how to turn this
potential into business opportunities.
One of the important trends internationally is the rise of ‘convenience’ products, which is
a segment that is quite common and accepted in the Dutch market but not necessarily in
all international markets. Therefore, by gaining more market knowledge about these
developments ASMEs try to match supply and demand for those products. As a result, this
reason to internationalize can be considered as relevant and applicable in terms of ASMEs.
Besides scoring these five key reasons to internationalize according to literature, the
interviewees were asked to briefly describe their more personal key reason to
internationalize. As indicated in the results, a mix of international demand (n=7/19) and
international potential (n=5/19) for the products and activities of these ASMEs formed their
reason to go abroad. This is in line with the relatively high average score (4,79) for the
first key reason, “To exploit the unique knowledge they possess.”, as these ASMEs could
turn their knowledge in the form of products into turnover in these international markets.
The observation of the higher international orientation of ASMEs (n=8/19) that were
established in a time period of 25 to 30 years ago until recent years, is therefore in line
with what has been observed at the first key reason. These companies were basically
established because of the international potential as well as demand that existed, leading
them to focus their whole organization on the international market. Instead of starting
domestically, and then making the step to go international. As addressed before too, some
(n=5/19) of these radically internationalized need a certain scale of operations to be viable
as a business, which is in line with the second key reason.

5.1.3 Scope, Scale and Timing
To identify the ‘Degree of Internationalization’ (DOI), there are three measures to identify
this including the scope, scale and timing of activities. (Kutschker, Bäurle, & Schmid, 1997;
Zahra & George, 2002). These three measures have been discussed separately during the
interview, to keep the focus on each individual measure and lower the chances of
confusion. It has been found that timing is the most important measure to identify these
patterns among ASMEs, which will be explained in more detail in this sub-paragraph.
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Starting with the number of countries the ASMEs are active in, the scope of activities, it
becomes clear that the most companies (n=12/19) are active in in 16 or more countries
on various continents. Moreover, when looking at the FSTS-ratios of these 12 ASMEs in
comparison with the number of countries they are active in, it can be stated that there
could be relationship between these factors. Seven of these ASMEs (n=7/12) have a FSTSratio of 50% or higher, underlining the potential relationship between the number of
countries and the FSTS-ratio.
When looking at the turnover, such a relationship cannot be discovered as the turnover
ranges from €2.500.000 to €100.000.000 for ASMEs that are active in 16 or more
countries. This emphasizes the literature that small companies are not simply smaller
versions of larger companies (Shuman & Seeger, 1986), as these small or micro SMEs can
sell to numerous countries as well. The second category of number of countries, is 6 to 10
countries which is applicable for four ASMEs, for which no relationships have been
observed.
The choice between concentration and diversification in terms of business activities, shows
that ASMEs (n=13/19) rather concentrate on one or two core product categories and
subsequently diversify within these categories. Of the remaining companies (n=6/19), five
ASMEs focus solely on concentration.
In terms of scale it is the FSTS-ratio that has been used as a measure. Calculating the
average for this ratio does not make sense, as the spread of the turnover on which the
ratio is based is too large. For example, three of the four fruit companies have a FSTSratio of 90% or more, which is also the case for the two fish companies. In other words,
the foreign sales of one of these fruit companies is a multitude of the total turnover of
these two fish companies together. Nonetheless, what can be stated is that more than half
of the dataset (n=11/19) have relatively a quite significant international turnover. Taking
into consideration the lower FSTS-ratios as well, it can be stated that Dutch ASMEs are
internationally oriented in terms of their business activities.
By closely looking at the sectors within the dataset, it can be stated that the fruit companies
together with the two fish companies achieve the highest turnover share internationally.
None of the plants- and vegetables producing and trading companies achieves a FSTSratio of 90% or higher, which is ‘common’ for the two sectors addressed before. The range
of the FSTS-ratio is larger for these plants- and vegetables ASMEs. However, no pattern
can be observed when dividing them into ASMEs that produce seed or plants for other
producers, and the ones that solely produce for consumption.
Overall, it has become clear that the FSTS-ratio is a difficult measure to categorize.
However, when taking the theoretical framework into consideration, it is a good,
subjective, indicator of the DOI.
The third measure addressed, the timing of activities, in the internationalization timeline
conversation was to get a thorough understanding of the steps that have been taken and
the decisions that have been made. What was even more important was to identify the
precocity, the time-lag between inception and the start of IB activities (Zucchella,
Danicolai, & Palamara, 2007; Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015). When looking at this
particular time-lag, it can be stated that taking an average of the time-lag does not provide
any useful insight due to the enormous range within the dataset.
When considering the categorization of the years it took for each ASME, it becomes clear
that the outcomes are reasonably spread and that most ASMEs (n=12/19) internationalized
within 10 years after establishment. There was only one ASME for whom it took 18 years,
where after there is large gap until the next category. From this it can be stated that ASMEs
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either internationalize within 10 years after starting their business activities, or it has taken
30 years and even more before the first international steps were taken.
The question that arises is whether this category of radical but late internationalizing
companies will become any bigger in the future. When considering the rapid development
of techniques and technologies for production and communication that are available
nowadays for example, as well as the level playing field that has been created especially
within Europe. These developments have also been addressed in the results and analysis
of ‘Reasons to Internationalize’ in the sub-paragraphs 4.1.2 and 5.1.2. This separation
between the time-lags corroborates that ASMEs who have been established in the last 30
years are more internationally oriented.
Coming back to question that arose, it is expected that ASMEs that will be established in
the future will internationalize radically or at least within a few years after their start. Of
course, there will be exemptions of ASMEs who will focus on the domestic market with
their business activities, whereas it also assumed that there are still ASMEs active who
have not been internationally active (yet). This finding corroborates the global character
of the agrofood industry driven by cyberspace and IT, as stated by Sporleder & Boland
(2011).
When looking across the three sectors, not many patterns or relationships can be
discovered. Only for the fruit companies it can be stated, that these internationalize rapidly
after their establishment. Such a pattern does not exist for the plants- and vegetables
sector, whereas nothing relevant can be stated for the ASMEs of the sectors represented
by one or two companies.
As indicated in the results, the categorization of the ASMEs into the three ‘Degrees of
Internationalization’ (incremental, radical, and radical but late) has been a subjective
process. Every ASME has its own internationalization story, which led to the situation that
some of them could have fallen within two categories, but tended a bit more towards one
category than the other as discussed in the results. This resulted in that ASMEs
internationalize either incrementally (n=7/19) or radically (n=8/19), as a few were
considered to internationalize radical but late (n=4/19). As stated in the previous section,
the fruit companies internationalized rapidly and thus are part of the radical
internationalization category.
The companies in the plants- and vegetables sector are almost evenly divided among the
three categories, whereas for the other ASMEs no such statement can be made. The only
striking observation is that among the five ASMEs (n=5/9) with a business unit focused on
plant- or seed propagation, four have been considered as part of the incremental
internationalization category. Therefore, it can be stated that ASMEs with a plant- or seed
propagation business unit tend to internationalize incrementally.
The ASMEs (n=7/19) that have been considered to follow an ‘Incremental
Internationalization’ pattern, comply with the description of Olejnik & Swoboda (2012), as
they internationalize gradually and at a slower pace. Moreover, the definition of Johanson
& Vahlne (1977; 1990) has also been corroborated, whereas the objective of focusing on
growth and survival (Bell, McNaughton, Young, & Crick, 2003) is also applicable in terms
of ASMEs. Only for the product development focus for the domestic market first (Bell, Crick,
& Young, 2004) no support can be found among these ASMEs.
In terms of the ‘establishment chain’ and ‘psychic distance’ (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977),
two dimensions of the incremental internationalization pattern, only partial evidence has
been found among incrementally internationalizing ASMEs (n=7/19). For the
‘establishment chain’ it can be stated that these ASMEs focus on psychically and
geographically close markets first, but that moving from low to high-commitment entry
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modes over time has only been done by two of these seven ASMEs. On the other hand,
‘psychic distance’ is more common as especially language and culture have been
mentioned as challenges, which corroborates the findings of Kontinen & Ojala (2012).
Moreover, the development towards psychically more distant markets after gaining
international knowledge and experience (Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial, 2015) can also be
confirmed, as six out of seven ASMEs followed this development. When incorporating the
aspect of family-owned businesses in relation to ‘psychic distance’, it can be stated that
the findings of Kontinen & Ojala (2012) can be confirmed once more. The results show that
the seven ASMEs that followed an incremental internationalization pattern are all familyowned businesses, whereas they also indicated that they were challenged by ‘psychic
distance’ which influenced their international market entry as confirmed above.
The ASMEs (n=8) that followed a ‘Radical Internationalization’ pattern can be identified
with the description of Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2015) that these companies
internationalize rapidly and to several markets concurrently. Moreover, it can also be
confirmed that these are less prone for ‘psychic distance’ (Weerawardena, Sullivan, Liesch,
& Knight, 2007). The aspect of product development focused on these international
markets is not applicable, as most (n=6/8) of these radically internationalized ASMEs have
more a trading character than a producing character (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). No evidence
could be found for leveraging a number of intangible knowledge-based capabilities, but it
is obvious that these ASMEs do have the capability of recognizing IB opportunities for their
products because of their international entrepreneurial character (Fernández-Olmos &
Díez-Vial, 2015).
For the last category of internationalization patterns, the ‘Radical but Late’ ASMEs, it can
be stated that these ASMEs (n=4/19) also comply with the descriptions according to
literature. As indicated in the results, two of these companies started their own sales
activities after selling together with producer organizations or towards auctions which can
be considered as critical event according to Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2015). On the
other and, no evidence could be found for a relationship between the international
orientation and the internationalization pattern it follows (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012).
Overall, it has become clear that categorizing ASMEs according to these three
internationalization patterns has not been an easy decision-making process due to the
numerous aspects to be considered as well as the ‘grey area’ that exists. Nonetheless, in
terms of the internationalization behaviour of SMEs, which has a dynamic character
according to Olejnik & Swoboda (2012), it can be confirmed that ASMEs stick to their
pattern and do not change too much. As a result, no evidence has been found for the
relationship between business and social relationships and their influence on ASMEs
changing their internationalization patterns (Agndal & Chetty, 2007; Kuivalainen,
Sundqvist, Saarenketo, & McNaughton, 2012). When considering the theoretical
framework, in which the degree of internationalization has been expected as the most
important element, it can be confirmed that timing is the most important measure for
identifying a specific internationalization pattern among ASMEs. Especially because it has
been more difficult to determine and compare the scope and scale of activities of ASMEs.
Therefore, the timing of activities and decisions of these companies has been very useful
in this decision-making process.

5.1.4 Involvement in Networks
The results have shown that most ASMEs (n=15/19) consider themselves and/or their
company as a network insider. However, every ASME has a different view of what a network
insider is, which also results in different purposes of networking as it can take place on
local, regional, national or international level. Nonetheless, networking is considered as
important by these ASMEs, but whether it is solely done for internationalization purposes
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has not been identified. Therefore, the findings of Johanson & Vahlne (1990; 2009) and
Vahlne & Johanson (2002) on the importance and influence of networks in the
internationalization process on decisions like international market selection and entry mode
selection cannot be confirmed.
Even though no empirical evidence has been found, it has become clear taking care of their
network is an important activity for ASMEs. From an international perspective, trade shows
have been indicated as an important aspect, either to stay in contact with current
international relations or to get in contact with new people, companies or organizations.
Another development that has been noted and described in the results, is the growing
importance of networking on local or regional level for different purposes. Whether this
cross-sharing of knowledge and experiences to solve common challenges is typical for the
agrofood industry cannot be confirmed. Nonetheless, it shows that these three ASMEs are
open-minded towards collaboration on local or regional level with companies from other
industries.

5.1.5 Inverted U-curve vs. Sideways S-curve
In terms of the international business performance curves that have been drawn by the
interviewees and discussed in sub-paragraph 4.1.5, it becomes clear that no typical type
of curve exists for ASMEs. For both turnover and profit five types of curves have been
identified. If the results of the two ‘sideways S-curves’ would have been combined, it could
have been stated that this type of curve is applicable for ASMEs to a certain extent.
However, this cannot be stated as two companies did not a draw a ‘full’ ‘sideways S-curve’.
On the other hand, what should be noted is that six ASMEs indicated that their profit follows
a rather stable line that fluctuates slightly without major decreases or increases.
The intention of these illustrations was to identify any patterns among the answers, to
determine whether the company follows an incremental internationalization pattern or a
radical or radical but late pattern. Firstly, none of the companies following an ‘Incremental
Internationalization’ process (n=7/19) have shown an ‘inverted U-curve’ for neither their
turnover curve nor their profit curve, which is not in line with the findings of FernándezOlmos and Díez-Vial (2015). Nevertheless, two of these ASMEs have drawn a ‘sideways Scurve’ and one a ‘slight sideways S-curve’ indicating that these companies have faced an
‘inverted U-curve’ but were able to recover from this decrease in their performance.
This sideways S-curve was more applicable for companies following a radical (n=8/19) or
radical but late (n=4/19) pattern, but only four out of these twelve companies have drawn
such a curve. Therefore, these findings of Fernández-Olmos and Diéz-Vial (2015) cannot
be confirmed in this research, whereas it already has been addressed in paragraph 5.1.3
that the timing of activities and decisions has been the most important measure for
determining the DOI.

5.1.6 Growth Orientation vs. International Orientation
Another element that has been included in the empirical research in order to distinguish
between the different internationalization patterns was the question about growth vs.
international orientation. The results in sub-paragraph 4.1.6 have shown that a growth
orientation (avg. 5,79) is more important for ASMEs than an international orientation (avg.
5,05).
These results do not tell the whole story, as these two orientations have been explained
differently as defined in literature. The definitions of Olejnik & Swoboda (2012) are both
focused on international growth, whereas during the empirical research these have been
distinguished more from one another. In that case, the growth orientation was explained
as: “Achieving more turnover at existing international customers.”. The international
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orientation focused on: “Identifying and attracting new international customers.”.
Therefore, the findings of Olejnik & Swoboda (2012) cannot be confirmed nor rejected, but
the outcomes of these orientations are still relevant for the research.
Nonetheless, when looking at the detailed averages, it is remarkable that the growth and
international orientation averages of the incrementally internationalized ASMEs are exactly
the same. Indicating the relatively high importance of both orientations. These averages
are also reasonably close for the radical but late internationalized ASMEs. On the other
hand, it is obvious that a growth orientation is more important for radically
internationalized ASMEs, which suits their internationalization process.
In terms of three sectors of activities, it can be stated that a growth orientation is of key
importance for fruit ASMEs (n=4/19), even though the international orientation is also not
unimportant. These observations can be considered as logic, when considering their scale
of operations, as well as their global IB activities. For the other ASMEs growth is also more
important than internationalization, but not that much.
The averages of the geographical separation can also be clarified, as most of the ASMEs
that are active within Europe indicated that they do not consider operating in other
international markets, unless, there is a specific demand for a product, when the prices
are good and the risks are low. This explains the high importance of the growth orientation
for these ASMEs. The other ASMEs do not show a preference for one specific orientation,
as they are open-minded towards new international markets as well as growth on their
current markets.
The outcomes for entry mode choices in relation to the growth and international orientation
are rather contradictory, and more difficult to interpret. For the ASMEs who have opted for
equity as well as non-equity entry modes, it is obvious that they want to achieve
international growth as they have invested in their market entry. A reasonable return on
investment is necessary in that case, which could be realized by focusing on achieving
international growth in new markets with new customers. On the other hand, no direct
explanation has been found for the ASMEs that have opted for non-equity entry modes
solely in this case.
For the last category can be stated that a growth- and international are almost equally
important for family-owned ASMEs. The businesses that are not operated by families
indicated a higher growth orientation, which can be related to the presence of external
owners. In case of this type of ownership there is related increase in terms of scope and
scale regarding the internationalization (Kontinen & Ojala, 2010), which is confirmed by
these results.

Overall, when relating the findings of paragraph 5.1 to the theoretical framework, it can
be stated that two key reasons to internationalize are outstanding for ASMEs: “To exploit
the unique knowledge our company possesses.” and “To potentially reduce costs through
economies of scale and/or leveraging resources.”. Furthermore, it has been shown that of
the three measures of the degree of internationalization, timing is the most important one.
Especially because it has been more difficult to determine and compare the scope and scale
of activities of ASMEs.
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5.2

Analysis of Concept 2: ‘Entry Mode Choices’

In this paragraph the second concept, ‘Entry Mode Choices’, will be analysed by following
the order consisting of five elements as discussed in the results in paragraph 4.2.

5.2.1 International Markets
The concept of ‘Entry Mode Choices’ has been divided into two elements in the theoretical
framework in paragraph 2.6: the ‘International Market Selection’ (IMS) and the ‘Entry Mode
Selection’ (EMS). The results show that ASMEs are active on a global scale with a range of
various products. This is in line with the findings of Sporleder & Boland (2011), which states
that the agrofood industry is a globalized industry.
All of the interviewed ASMEs (n=19) are internationally active in Europe, some only do
business with the neighbouring countries like Belgium and Germany whereas others are
active all across Europe. Two interviewees indicated that their companies see Europe is
one big country, due to the level playing field that has been created in terms of economic
integration. Nonetheless, Germany (n=16) and Belgium (n=7) are considered as important
international markets by several ASMEs. Therefore, the importance of these neighbouring
countries for Dutch ASMEs should not be underestimated.
Besides the IB activities in Europe, other international markets have also been entered by
several ASMEs including Asia (n=8/19) and North-America (n=8/19). The divergence of
international markets confirms the global orientation of ASMEs once more. However, it
should not be forgotten that business in some of these international markets has an
incidental, or at least non-regular character. IB activities in Europe have a more regular
and long-term character.
When incorporating the degree of internationalization of the ASMEs in this sub-paragraph,
it becomes clear that Asia (n=4/19), North-America (n=4/19) and Oceania (n=3/19) are
popular destinations for radically internationalized ASMEs, which is in line with their type
of internationalization process. This global presence would also be expected for ASMEs that
followed a radical but late process (n=4/19), but this is not the case. Only two of the four
ASMEs are active other markets than Europe.
Surprisingly, of the ASMEs that followed an incremental internationalization process
(n=7/19), there are four active outside of Europe. This observation of for ASMEs confirms
the findings of Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2015), that these kind of ASMEs enter
psychically more distant markets when they have gained certain internationalization
knowledge and experiences.
As not every ASME could list exactly the number and names of the countries they are active
in, a reliable and valid relationship between the number of countries and DOI could not be
derived. Other relationships, patterns and remarkable observations that have been made
throughout the results in relation to the international markets will be discussed in the
subsequent sub-paragraphs.

5.2.2 Direct vs. Indirect and Equity vs. Non-Equity Entry Modes
As addressed in the previous sub-paragraph, ASMEs have two major decisions to be taken
for the ‘Entry Mode Choices’ concept, of which the EMS is the second decision. The results
show that direct export is the most popular entry mode among ASMEs (n=19), followed by
indirect export (n=6/19). These results confirm the findings of Wubben et al. (2012) and
Fernández-Olmos & Díez-Vial (2014), who addressed the importance of this entry mode
for the agrofood industry.
Furthermore, it is shown that 14 ASMEs have opted for only non-equity entry modes,
whereas only a few ASMEs (n=5/19) have chosen for an equity entry mode as indicated.
Therefore, it can be stated that equity entry modes are not popular among ASMEs, which
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is not in line with the findings of Brouthers & Hennart (2007) who stated that wholly owned
subsidiaries and joint ventures are commonly chosen among SMEs. This indicates a
relevant difference between ASMEs and SMEs of other industries. What should not be
forgotten is that companies can follow several entry mode strategies concurrently, when
dealing with several business units or different types of products for different international
markets.
When taking a closer a look at the entry modes that have been chosen, and in particular
the number of entry modes that have been chosen and applied, it becomes clear that direct
export is the only entry mode for 10 ASMEs whereas others (n=9/19) have chosen for two
or three entry modes. Four out of the six ASMEs that export indirectly combine this only
with direct export. The remaining two also added an equity entry mode to their IB activities.
Not many relationships have been observed by incorporating the DOI into the entry mode
choices that have been made. One remarkable observation is that there is only one ASME
among the radically internationalized companies, that is making use of equity and nonequity entry modes. The other radically internationalized ASMEs (n=7/8) all make use of
direct exports only, and do not combine it with any other entry mode. Other notable
relationships or patterns have not been derived for this combination of results.
Combining the chosen entry modes with the international markets that have been entered
by the ASMEs provided some interesting insights. Choosing for just one or two non-equity
entry modes (n=14/19) does not limit ASMEs to remain within Europe with their activities,
as eight of these ASMEs (n=8/14) are internationally active outside of Europe as well. The
other six ASMEs (n=6/14) remain within Europe with their activities. Such a statement
cannot be made for the ASMEs that combined equity and non-equity entry modes.
Nonetheless, this shows that overseas or more distant markets can be entered as well
without opting for equity entry modes.
An overall remark is that ASMEs sometimes do business with Dutch customers, who
subsequently export these products completely or partially to international markets from
their location. These customers are not seen as international customers, as these sales are
considered as domestic turnover. As a result, ASMEs dealing with this kind of trade often
do not know exactly where their products might end up internationally.
Other relationships between the choice for direct, indirect, equity or non-equity entry
modes and other results as well as observations will be made in the following subparagraphs which form the heart of this paragraph.

5.2.3 Level of Risk, Level of Control and Resource Commitments
From the results of each of the three aspects, on which an entry mode is built, it has
become clear that the ‘Level of Control over International Operations’ (avg. 5,68) is the
most important aspect among ASMEs. Followed by the ‘Level of Risk Being Exposed To’
(avg. 4,95) before the ‘Resource Commitments Required’ (avg. 3,79). These findings are
in line with the findings of Anderson & Gatignon (1986), who stated that control is an
important aspect that a significant influence on the future of an international company.
As already indicated in the results, the general averages do not cover the whole story, and
thus the various averages have been calculated. In general, these follow the same order
as the overall average except for the equity & non-equity entry modes, where the ‘Resource
Commitments Required’ ranked second instead of ‘Level of Risk Being Exposed To’.
The combination with the DOI shows that risk and control are the most important for
radically internationalized ASMEs. These outcomes can be clarified, as seven of these eight
ASMEs have chosen for direct export as their only entry mode. Among the ASMEs with a
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different ‘Degree of Internationalization’, are four companies who also have chosen for an
equity-entry mode resulting in the slightly lower averages.
The only two sectors that have been identified show reasonably identical scores, even
though the fruit companies noted higher averages. However, the difference in the average
for the ‘Resource Commitments Required’ is remarkable, but cannot be explained
completely. Among the fruit companies there is one company with an equity entry mode,
however they have indicated a relatively low score for this third aspect whereas the other
three ASMEs noted higher scores. Nonetheless, one explanation could be that these four
fruit companies all need to operate on a certain scale in order to be profitable and thus
needed the necessary resources to achieve this scale of operations.
For the remarkable results for the type of entry mode that has been chosen in combination
with the three aspects can be stated that these results confirm the findings of Pinho (2007).
This with regarding to the tendency of SMEs to opt for low-commitment entry modes in
order to minimize the risk involved, which is applicable for ASMEs as well. The deviations
for the other two aspects are not as big as for the first aspect, but it is obvious that there
are differences. Furthermore, the above average score for the resource commitments is
notable but logical at the same time, as resources were needed to finance these equity
entry modes. Nonetheless, these results corroborate the findings of Pinho (2007) once
more, that equity entry modes differ significantly from non-equity entry modes for these
three aspects.
Regarding the family businesses it has been shown that no remarkable deviations exist for
the importance of the risk and control levels involved. Therefore, the results in terms of
risk are not in line with the findings of Kontinen & Ojala (2010), who stated that family
business owners tend to be risk averse. Nevertheless, what is notable is the higher average
score for ‘Resource Commitments Required’ for ASMEs owned and managed by families.
This deviation can be explained to a certain extent, as among the seven non-family
businesses are two ASMEs who sold their business partially or completely to a bigger
concern but still operate independently, whereas another ASMEs has sold their business
partially to an investment company. These developments have only been addressed briefly
during the empirical research, and thus it is assumed that these forms of external
ownership have an influence on the resource commitments.
Overall, when relating these findings to the theoretical framework, it can be stated that
the choices made regarding the EMS have a significant influence on the DOI, as well as the
markets that will be entered. Especially the importance of the ‘Level of Control over
International Operations’, can be considered as a major element of the whole decisionmaking process regarding the entry modes. Moreover, it has been shown that focusing on
non-equity entry modes does not limit an ASME from entering overseas or more distant
international markets, whereas it has become clear that equity entry modes are not even
popular among ASMEs.

5.2.4 Entry Mode Choice Reasoning
When considering the results of the reasoning behind the entry mode choices, it becomes
clear that it is common for ASMEs to select their international markets before selecting
their particular entry mode (n=10/19). The other way around, EMS before IMS has not
been done by any of the interviewed ASMEs. The remaining either decided upon its
international markets and particular entry modes simultaneously (n=4/19), or did not
apply any logic to the process (n=5/19). Therefore, it can be stated that the results confirm
the findings of Musso & Francioni (2014), who stated that according to extant literature
IMS precedes EMS.
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The results for the sub-categories have provided some more detailed information, starting
with the degree of internationalization that has been incorporated. At first, there are no
remarkable relationships or patterns among the three degrees, the only notable
observation is that selecting the IMS before the EMS is more common for the incrementally
and radically internationalized ASMEs. For the radical but late internationalized ASMEs no
statement can be made, as the data is limited.
For the three sectors, it can be stated that the results are reasonably evenly spread for the
fruit as well as the plants- and vegetables ASMEs. On the other hand, for the combination
of various industries can be stated that IMS before EMS (n=5/6) is a common practice.
This can be partially explained due to the divergent backgrounds of these ASMEs, but what
can be stated is that four out of these five companies only work with non-equity entry
modes. For these ASMEs who have chosen for non-equity entry modes, it is a common
choice that IMS precedes EMS in their case.
Regarding the outcomes for the particular entry mode choice in relation to the decisionmaking process, no remarkable observations were derived. However, the five ASMEs that
combined these entry modes all had divergent reasons for their equity entry mode choice,
ranging from market entrance and distribution reasons to economies of scale in terms of
production or to achieve year-round production. Therefore, no clear statement can be
made about this observation.
Overall, it can be stated that the results for most of the categories are in line with the
findings of Musso & Francioni (2014). The only exceptions were the radical but late
internationalized ASMEs, ASMEs processing and/or trading fruit, and the ASMEs that
combined equity and non-equity entry modes. However, it is not unusual that SMEs
execute this process simultaneously or apply no logic during this process (Musso &
Francioni, 2014). Moreover, that no evidence has been found for EMS preceding IMS is not
surprising. As a result, all outcomes are in line with the findings of Musso & Francioni
(2014) in terms of the decision-making process.
As stated in the results already, the behaviour and approach during this decision-making
process that have been derived from the interviews and are based upon subjective
observations. This resulted in the fact that all ASMEs indicated to have applied a flexible
approach and shown an active behaviour throughout this process. As a result, no patterns
or relationships could be derived from the answers, and thus no statements can be
attached to these findings.
When relating these findings to the theoretical framework, it becomes clear that there are
no significant differences between the entry mode decision-making process and the DOI of
these ASMEs. As timing is the most important measure for the DOI, it could have been
interesting to identify any relationships or patterns between this aspect and the entrymode decision-making process. However, this was not part of the theoretical framework.

5.2.5 Ownership, Location and Internationalization Advantages
The results, as shown in sub-paragraph 4.2.5, indicated that the ‘Ownership Advantages’
(avg. 6,47) are the most important for ASMEs, followed by the ‘Internationalization
Advantages’ (avg. 5, 26) and subsequently the ‘Location Advantages’ (avg. 4,89). To get
more detailed insights more specific averages have been calculated to identify any
relationships or patterns among the scores.
Starting with the DOI that has been combined with the three advantages, it is obvious that
the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are the most important ones regardless of the DOI of these
ASMEs. Remarkable is that the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are less important for the
incrementally internationalized ASMEs, compared with the other two degrees. No notable
observations have been identified for the ‘Location Advantages’, whereas a remarkable
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deviation is the higher average of the radical but late internationalized ASMEs for the
‘Internationalization
Advantages’.
Another
observation
is
that
incrementally
internationalized ASMEs put the ‘Location Advantages’ and ‘Internationalization
Advantages’ on the same level, whereas it is obvious that for the other two categories that
their ‘Internationalization Advantages’ are more important.
The results for the DOI category has shown that various remarkable observations have
been derived. However, no clear statements can be made for the relationships between
the DOI and OLI advantages, as no literature has been found for this combination.
The remarkable observation in terms of the ‘Location Advantages’ are more important for
fruit ASMEs than for plants- and vegetables ASMEs could be related to the fact that the
four fruit ASMEs are active in numerous countries across Europe, and thus are not
dependent on the demand of one or a few countries. Furthermore, two of these fruit ASMEs
have indicated that they do not see Europe as an international market due to its level
playing field, which is considered as a significant advantage. For the other deviation,
between the fruit-, plants- and vegetables ASMEs and the other ASMEs in terms of the
‘Internationalization Advantages’, no clear explanation can be provided due to the
divergent backgrounds of these various sectors.
In terms of the geographical separation it is shown that the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are
the most important for both types of ASMEs. These outcomes confirm the findings of Pinho
(2007), that these (competitive) advantages should be protected accordingly, as it
otherwise runs the risk of losing them during the process. Especially, when entering a
foreign market, the focus should be on exploiting these advantages (Anderson & Gatignon,
1986), which could be a reason for these ASMEs why these advantages are so important
for them. This has been emphasized by most ASMEs (n=16/19), as they stressed the
importance of the knowledge and experience they possess.
The entry mode showed no remarkable relationship or deviation in terms of the ‘Ownership
Advantages’. However, the contradicting scores in terms of ‘Location Advantages’ and
‘Internationalization Advantages’ were notable. In terms of these ‘Location Advantages’, it
can be stated that being locally present in certain target markets benefitted these ASMEs
that have chosen for an equity entry mode. These benefits included for example: better
market entrance and distribution possibilities, cheaper production possibilities and tax
reasons.
The deviation regarding the ‘Internationalization Advantages’, cannot be explained as the
underlying reasoning for the scores is comparable with that of the ASMEs who have opted
for non-equity entry modes solely. Nonetheless, what can be confirmed is that the results
are in line with the findings of Bruneel & De Cock (2016), who stated that SMEs with
greater ‘Ownership Advantages’ and ‘Location Advantages’ are more likely to adopt equity
entry modes, which is the case for the five ASMEs that have chosen for a combination of
entry modes.
In terms family vs. non-family businesses it has been shown that there are no remarkable
deviations between the averages for each of the three advantages. Therefore, can be
stated that there is no relationship between the OLI advantages and family businesses.
Nonetheless, what has been mentioned is that one ASME considered the fact of being a
family-owned business as an advantage. This statement cannot be generalized, but the
results have shown that family-businesses (n=12/19) are characterizing the agrofood
industry, which is in line with the findings of Wubben et al. (2012). This was a remarkable
observation, as family businesses were not among the search criteria for the dataset.
In general, and as previously addressed, the competitive advantages ASMEs possess
should be protected when entering international markets (Pinho, 2007). To avoid this
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potential loss of competitive advantages, it was suggested to opt for equity entry modes
to overcome this. However, as the results have shown, it is not a common practice for
ASMEs to internationalize by choosing for equity entry modes. Thus, the outcomes for the
‘Ownership Advantages’ are not in line with literature in this respect, even though these
advantages are considered as the most important among AMSEs.
When considering the resource based view, which can be related to the ‘Ownership
Advantages’ (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007), it has been stated that these advantages should
be valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable and non-substitutable. For the main advantage that
has been mentioned, the knowledge and experience these ASMEs (n=16/19) gathered,
can be stated that it meets these four criteria of Brouthers & Hennart (2007). This is also
the case for the technologies and/or (cultivation) techniques (n=8/19) and the
distinctive/exclusive product (n=3/19) that have been mentioned. However, advantages
like language skills and possessing an extensive network are relevant but do not meet
these four criteria. As these advantages are not rare, can be imitated or exchanged by
other products or services. However, the adaptability and flexibility in terms of business
processes, as mentioned by three ASMEs as an ‘Ownership Advantage’, can be considered
as a sustained competitive advantage as it is in line with the findings of Teece et al. (1997).
The ‘Location Advantages’ can be related to the institutional theory (Brouthers & Hennart,
2007), which is the institutional environment of a specific country. What has been
frequently mentioned for these kinds of advantages were the (food) culture, higher
consumption and willingness to pay/purchasing power. These examples are in line with the
distinction between three dimensions according Brouthers & Hennart (2007), which
included regulatory, cognitive and normative dimensions. Especially, the normative
dimension is applicable for ASMEs as these kinds of advantages are related to social values,
culture and society norms. Examples of other ‘Location Advantages’ related to the other
two dimensions have not been identified among the results.
The last theoretical perspective, related to the ‘Internationalization Advantages’, is the
transaction cost analysis which is about choosing a certain organizational structure to
minimize costs in terms of controlling and monitoring. In other words, the benefits of a
certain entry mode. This perspective has been based upon three factors, however, these
have not been discussed during the empirical research and thus no statements can be
made.
What can be stated is that communication is one of the key elements why ASMEs have
chosen for a certain entry mode, with the goal of having as least as possible people,
organizations and companies involved in their supply chain. This can also be related to the
choice for more control as advantage of an entry mode, which should lead to a decrease
in the risk involved in the internationalization process. Whereas also the ability to remain
flexible has been mentioned as an advantage of certain entry modes, with the goal
changing or adapting quickly if necessary which is in line with Teece et al. (1997), as
corroborated before.

Overall, when relating the findings of paragraph 5.2 to the theoretical framework, it can
be stated that it has become clear that ‘Ownership Advantages’ are the most important for
ASMEs, and thus have a significant influence on the entry mode choices. The other two
advantages also have their influence on these entry mode choices, but are slightly less
important. Furthermore, it is shown that the ‘Level of Control over International Operations’
is also important among ASMEs, whereas it has become clear that it is common for ASMEs
that IMS precedes EMS during their decision-making process.
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6. Conclusions
This chapter will provide answers on the main- and sub-research questions that have been
defined for this research. These questions, as given in sub-paragraph 1.2.3, will be
answered in individual paragraphs based on the outcomes of the literature review and the
empirical research. The last paragraph will provide recommendations for ASMEs that are
active in international business (IB) or who are thinking of starting IB activities.

6.1

Sub Research Question 1

To answer the main research question, the first sub research question will have to be
answered which is related to the literature review.
Sub Research Question 1: “Which internationalization processes and entry mode choices
have been identified and described in literature, and how do the relevant concepts mutually
relate?”.
In terms of the two concepts that have been focused on in this study, it can be stated that
four key perspectives have been identified that were overarching for both concepts. The
perspectives included: the Transaction Cost Analysis (TCA), the Resource Based View
(RBV), the Institutional Theory, and Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm (OLI). These four
perspectives formed the theoretical foundation of nearly 90% of the literature on entry
mode choices, but have also been considered as applicable in terms of internationalization
processes. These four key perspectives have been described extensively in paragraph 2.2.
Firstly, the TCA, focuses on companies selecting an organizational structure for their
internationalization process that minimizes costs like controlling and monitoring. There are
three factors underlying this perspective including asset specificity, uncertainty and the
frequency of transactions and costs. Secondly, the RBV comprises the unique resources
that should be developed by companies to exploit these ‘competitive advantages’ on
international markets. Therefore, it has been suggested a company should own a process
or product that is valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable and non-substitutable. The third
perspective, the Institutional Theory, is concerning the ‘rules of the game’. Or in other
words, the institutional environment according to which companies need to behave in a
country. Lastly, Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm, consists of three aspects: ‘Ownership
Advantages’, ‘Location Advantages’ and ‘Internationalization Advantages’. This paradigm
proposes that companies go abroad if their skills can be better made use of in foreign
markets.
Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm is also the theoretical perspective that combines, and thus
mutually relates, the three other perspectives as shown in the theoretical framework in
figure 6. The ‘Ownership Advantages’ can be related to the RBV, the ‘Location Advantages’
to the Institutional Theory, and the ‘Internationalization Advantages’ can be related to the
TCA. Overall, these four perspectives have been combined with the two concepts, the
‘Internationalization Processes’ and the ‘Entry Mode Choices’.
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Figure 6 - Theoretical Framework based upon concepts identified in literature.

This combination of key perspectives and concepts have led to the entry mode choices, as
next element in the theoretical framework. Here, the companies have to make two major
choices in terms of their internationalization: the foreign market to be entered (IMS) and
the entry modes to do so (EMS). These are considered as two distinct processes that are
strongly connected but nevertheless separate decisions, for which it is stated that IMS
precedes EMS. Subsequent entry mode decisions include the choice between direct or
indirect, and equity or non-equity entry modes.
Following the entry mode choices is the ‘Degree of Internationalization’ (DOI), which is
based upon the scope, scale and timing of activities. These three are the primary
characteristics that distinguish between three internationalization patterns that have been
identified, and are considered as the outcome of the DOI. These three patterns include
incremental internationalization, radical internationalization and radical but late
internationalization. The first pattern, ‘Incremental Internationalization’, is applicable for
companies that internationalize gradually and at a slower pace. ‘Radical
Internationalization’ comprises companies that internationalize to several foreign markets
almost from establishment and at the same time. The third and last pattern, radical but
late internationalization, is about companies who previously focused on the domestic
market, but started to internationalize due to critical events.

6.2

Sub Research Question 2

In the following paragraph, an answer will be provided for the second sub research question
based on the literature review, to provide an answer on the main research question.
Sub Research Question 2: “What are the characteristics that distinguish ASMEs from other
industries, and how can concepts of the other industries be applied in the agrofood
industry?”.
Two categories of characteristics have been identified that distinguish ASMEs from other
industries. The two categories are: ‘Agrofood Specific Characteristics’ (sub-paragraph
2.5.1) and ‘SME Specific Characteristics’ (sub-paragraph 2.5.2). In terms of the agrofood
specific characteristics, seven fundamental economic characteristics have been identified
and described:
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1. Risk  This characteristic originates from the biological nature of agrofood supply
chains, and resulted in three types of risk that have been identified: quantity-,
price- and quality risk.
2. Buffer Stocks  Certain products are storable, causing them to be stocked to form
a buffer in case of price changes.
3. Innovation  This has been a key characteristic for the agrofood industry, for which
three eras have been identified: the mechanical, the chemical and the agricultural
biotechnology era. Needs and wishes of consumers have resulted in food innovation.
4. Cyberspace and Information Technology  The development, and thus influences
of cyberspace and IT are closely related to the globalization of the industry.
5. Market Structure  This characteristic is closely related to ‘Market Power’, which
caused un equal divided market for certain products and commodities.
6. Market Power  The division of market power has been changing within the
agrofood industry, and shifted from processors to retailers and food service
providers.
7. Globalization  The industry has been changing, as supply and demand have
globalized due to technological changes and increasing living standards.
For the SME specific characteristics, the following characteristics have been identified and
described:
1. Limited Resource Base  One of the main characteristics that focuses on internal
resources, which include knowledge, skills and means.
2. Different Managerial Processes and Structures  These are less rigid, sophisticated
and complex, leading to a different managerial style with a certain independence.
3. Interact Differently with Their Environment  Due to the ‘Limited Resource Base’,
SMEs tend to seek safer growth strategies.
4. Internationalize in Less Foreseeable Ways  Due to the tendency for safer growth
strategies, SMEs prefer other entry modes as their internationalization is often
determined by unexpected and uncontrollable events.
The concepts that have been identified and derived from other industries can be applied
by relating these ASME specific characteristics to the literature that is considered as
relevant.
The reason for the identification of these characteristics was because the agrofood industry
is known as a rather unique industry, whereas SMEs certainly differ from MNEs. However,
it was not necessary to check for these differences during the empirical research as all
interviewed companies were ASMEs. These characteristics have been used when combining
the literature review with the empirical findings, which will be discussed in the third sub
research question and the main research question.

6.3

Sub Research Question 3

To answer the main research question, the following sub research question will have to be
answered. This answer will be based on a combination of the outcomes of the literature
review and the empirical research.
Sub Research Question 3: “What are the internationalization strategies that made ASMEs
successful internationally, and what is there to learn for other ASMEs?”.
To start, a specific successful internationalization strategy applicable for ASMEs of various
sectors has not been found in this research. Therefore, it can be concluded that there are
no turnkey solutions in terms of internationalization strategies for ASMEs according to the
results of this study, as every internationalization process is unique.
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Furthermore, deciding whether an internationalization strategy of an ASME has been
successful or not is a rather subjective decision. This has been concluded, as on the one
hand the many factors that play a role in this decision-making process. On the other hand,
the divergent interpretations and expectations people as well as companies have in terms
of success. For that reason, no specific definition of international success has been derived,
and put to test.
In terms of what can be learned by other ASMEs, a list of factors or combinations of factors
that have led to the growth of the IB activities of ASMEs is given:
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

The ability and willingness of taking risk, to a certain extent, is one of the factors
that is embedded in IB activities and thus essential for internationalization
strategies of ASMEs (sub-paragraph 5.2.3).
Related to risk is the level of control that is desired, which depends on the
international markets as well as the entry modes that have been selected.
Nonetheless, control has been considered as very important for the ASMEs
operating in international markets outside of Europe (sub-paragraph 5.2.3).
Reducing costs through economies of scale and/or leveraging resources has also
been important for ASMEs. Especially, finding the right balance between trading
and/or producing niche products in lower volumes with higher margins, and
producing bulk products in higher volumes with lower margins has been considered
as an important reason to seek for economies of scale (sub-paragraph 5.1.2).
It is common for ASMEs to select the international markets before selecting an entry
mode, as the entry mode should be selected based on the requirements of the
international market (sub-paragraph 5.2.4).
Combining equity with non-equity entry modes is no guarantee for a positive
international business performance. Opting for non-equity entry modes does not
limit the international potential of ASMEs. Equity entry modes are not common
among ASMEs (sub-paragraph 5.2.2).
The level playing field that has been created within Europe because of the economic
integration, has been beneficial in terms of trade for ASMEs that increased the scope
and scale of their IB activities (sub-paragraph 5.1.3; 5.2.1).
Exploiting the unique knowledge and skills, the company possesses has been an
important factor for internationalizing ASMEs. Thus, focusing on ‘Ownership
Advantages’ by identifying the unique character of the company, which could be
product- or process-related (sub-paragraph 5.2.5).
Continuously acquiring new market knowledge of existing or new international
markets, to stay updated about the last (consumption-) trends and developments
is a common activity as demand changes rapidly. Therefore, translating these
insights into new product concepts should be a key activity on a frequent basis. The
capability of recognizing these IB opportunities is common for radically
internationalized ASMEs (sub-paragraph 5.1.2; 5.1.3).

Thereby, the third sub research question regarding the empirical research has been
answered.

6.4

Main Research Question

In this paragraph, the main research question will be answered based upon the results that
have been retrieved, which results in the achievement of the research objective that has
been stated in sub-paragraph 1.2.1. This main research question combines the results of
the literature review and the empirical research, by reflecting upon the theoretical
framework as shown in figure 7.
Main Research Question: “How do internationalization processes and entry mode choices
of ASMEs relate to their degree of internationalization?”.
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Figure 7 – Theoretical Framework of the Research.

The results have identified that of the OLI Advantages, the ‘Ownership Advantages’ are the
most important among ASMEs, followed by the ‘Location Advantages’ and lastly the
‘Internationalization Advantages’ (sub-paragraph 5.2.5). Therefore, these ‘Ownership
Advantages’ are the key starting point for the internationalization process of an ASME. This
comes down to possessing, developing and discovering products or processes that are
unique and cannot be imitated or substituted easily.
The combination of the OLI Advantages leads to the entry choices that have to be made.
The common sequence among ASMEs is to select the international markets (IMS), before
selecting the entry mode (EMS) (sub-paragraph 5.2.4). In this sequence, the entry mode
can be adapted to specific requirements of the selected international market, as well as
that the desired OLI Advantages can be incorporated in the EMS. As the ‘Ownership
Advantages’ are the most important, it should not be forgotten that these should be
protected accordingly. Therefore, it is important to choose an adequate level of control
over the international activities during the EMS (sub-paragraph 5.2.3). Subsequently, the
results of this study found that the ‘Level of Control over International Operations’ is the
most important aspect of the EMS among ASMEs, followed by the ‘Level of Risk Being
Exposed To’ and lastly the ‘Resource Commitments Required’.
These choices and preferences determine the scope, scale and timing of the international
business activities of ASMEs. Therefore, the ‘Degree of Internationalization (one particular
internationalization pattern, either ‘Incremental’, ‘Radical’ or ‘Radical but Late’), cannot be
chosen but is the outcome of the combination of choices and preferences throughout the
internationalization process. This results in one of the three patterns (sub-paragraph 5.1.3)
that is followed, for which the results of this study found that an ‘Incremental
Internationalization’ or ‘Radical Internationalization’ pattern is the most common ‘Degree
of Internationalization’ among ASMEs.
Overall, from the two concepts that have been identified and describe in the literature
review, it can be stated based on the empirical research that the concept of
‘Internationalization Processes’ can be seen as the whole theoretical framework, leading
from the OLI Advantages through the concept of ‘Entry Mode Choices’ to the final outcome,
the ‘Degree of Internationalization’ of ASMEs. Subsequently, the second concept of ‘Entry
Mode Choices’ can be seen as an important element of this process.
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6.5

Recommendations

The results that have been retrieved during the empirical research, in combination with
the findings of the literature review resulted in the concluding answers on the research
questions as presented above. Based upon these findings and conclusions, the following
recommendations have been developed for ASMEs:
•

•

•

•

In relation to the importance of ‘Ownership Advantages’ and the ‘Level of Control
over International Operations’, it is recommended to develop or acquire the
necessary language skills and cultural knowledge of the international target
markets. This combination of skills and knowledge should be present on various
levels and within several departments throughout the organization as it beneficial
for the internationalization process, whereas it seems to contribute to potential
international success among ASMEs (sub-paragraph 4.1.5; 5.2.3).
In case of ASMEs that are involved in producer organizations and/or auctions, it is
recommended to look outside of this scope and identify what is actually demanded
by the international markets and its consumers. The results of this research show
that leaving such organizations has a positive impact the development of new
(international) business activities, and thus a positive growth of the organization as
experienced by certain ASMEs in this study (sub-paragraph 5.1.1).
The rise of convenience products in international markets has been addressed
frequently during the empirical research. As this market segment is well developed
in the Netherlands, Dutch ASMEs should benefit from this by developing
convenience concepts for these international markets. This could lead to the
development of new ‘Ownership Advantages’, that could be exploited in these
upcoming markets (sub-paragraph 5.1.2).
When selecting Germany as international target market, it is recommended to
identify the possibilities of producing in Germany, which is a combination of
potential the three OLI Advantages. In that case, the products will be seen as
German produce, which is a unique selling point for this market and highly
demanded by its consumers as indicated by the results of this study. Otherwise,
appointing an (experienced) German sales representative can lead to accelerated
growth, as the German (retail) market structure is perceived as difficult to enter
(sub-paragraph 5.1.2).
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7. Discussion
This discussion chapter consists of two paragraphs, starting with paragraph 7.1 discussing
the limitations of the research. Subsequently, suggestions for future research will be
provided in paragraph 7.2.

7.1

Limitations of the Research

This research has provided the necessary insights and information regarding
internationalization processes and entry mode choices of ASMEs. These results should,
however, be considered while taking into consideration the limitations of the research.
Therefore, a number of limitations will be presented in this paragraph.
The first limitation is regarding the main research question that was defined initially.
However, this question matched too much with the third sub research question, as it was
too focused on best practices and learnings for ASMEs. Therefore, the main research
question has been adapted after the empirical research and data analysis, in order to come
to better conclusions for the outcomes that have been derived.
Secondly, the development of the dataset, for which certain criteria had been developed
has been a difficult process. Due to a limited availability of existing datasets and overviews
of companies within the industry, it has been difficult to construct an overview of
companies that could be contacted. As a result, it was a time-consuming activity to retrieve
contact information of potential ASMEs that met the criteria. One of these criteria, the
foreign-sales-to-sales ratio, could not be checked upfront and thus has been eliminated
throughout the process. If better and more detailed overviews of ASMEs would have been
available, a better dataset could have been constructed for this research.
Thirdly, the goal was to create a dataset of several ASMEs representing various sectors of
the agrofood industry. However, the willingness to participate was rather limited in certain
sectors, whereas others were more interested in contributing to the study. This resulted in
an unbalanced dataset with two sectors forming the majority of the dataset, whereas other
sectors were only represented by one or two companies. Therefore, also ASMEs have been
included that produced and/or traded products that were not perishable. If more sectors
of the industry would have participated, a better representation of the agrofood industry
could have been presented as a whole. This is unfortunately not the case.
Fourthly, semi-structured interviews have been used in this research, which covered most
of the questions during every interview. However, this structure resulted in some elaborate
answers during certain interviews, whereas other interviewees provided rather concise
answers due to a limited availability of time. Therefore, some concepts were discussed
more than others, which led to difficulties when analysing and deriving the essence of the
answers. Especially the use of the timeline figure was not a success after all, as the
interviewees preferred to talk only instead of supporting their story with illustrations.
Fifthly, the outcomes of one question of the empirical research about growth percentages
have been excluded from the results, due to a misunderstanding throughout the interviews.
This resulted in too much noise and not enough uniformity among the answers to derive
any relationships or patterns from it, thus overall not enough added value. Nonetheless,
the exclusion of this question did not influence the outcomes of the third- and main
research question.
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7.2

Suggestions for Future Research

During the research process, new insights have been gathered, out of which new
perspectives have been developed. These have been combined and resulted in the
following list of topics for future academic research:
•

•

•

This research tried to cover the agrofood industry as a whole. However, drawing
relevant conclusions and providing useful recommendations for all sectors has not
been possible due to the divergent backgrounds and circumstances. Therefore,
regarding future research in terms of internationalization it is suggested to focus on
one individual sector of the agrofood industry.
During the research, it has become clear that categorizing companies, in this case
ASMEs, according to the three major internationalization patterns is a difficult
decision-making process. Numerous aspects have to be considered for the scope,
scale, and timing of activities, whereas also a ‘grey area’ exists between the
patterns. Therefore, regarding future research of internationalization processes it is
suggested to focus on defining a number of characteristics in terms of scope, scale
and timing.
Germany has been an addressed as an important international market for Dutch
ASMEs, that still shows a lot of potential. However, knowledge regarding the
organizational structure as well as the decision-making process of the German retail
industry is limited. Therefore, regarding future research in terms of international
market entry it is suggested to focus on this high potential market for ASMEs in
particular.
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Table 30 – Overview of articles used in literature review, categorized according to year of publication and journal.
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Appendix II

Example of Review Form

Title
Type of Document
Reference

Scientific Article / Book / Research Report / Other
Authors:
Author of Organization:
Journal:
Volume:
Issue:
Pages:
Year:
Place:
Publisher:

Keywords
Concept

Internationalization Processes / Entry Mode Choices / Characteristics of
ASMEs

Methodology
Type of Industry
Internationalization
Process
Entry Mode Choices
Characteristics of
ASMEs
Summary
Extra Notes
Table 31 – Example of a review form used during the literature review.
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Appendix III

Interview Invitation

Date:

XX – XX – XXXX

Content:

Invitation for an interview for a MSc thesis research project.

Topic:

Internationalization Processes and Entry Mode Choices of Agrofood SMEs

Dear Sir or Madam,
Hereby I would like to invite you via this e-mail for an interview about “Internationalization
Processes and Entry Mode Choices of Agrofood SMEs”, as previously discussed during our
telephone call (on date XX – XX – XXXX). The interviews are part of my MSc. thesis
research project, under the supervision of Wageningen University within the Social
Sciences Group (Management Studies).
The aim of my research is to identify which internationalization strategies the frontrunners
within the agrofood industry developed and applied, that gave them a sustainable
competitive advantage and distinguished them from their competitors. By interviewing
these SME frontrunners of the agrofood industry, I hope to learn more about their
internationalization processes and the subsequent entry mode choices.
The interview I am planning to conduct has the following characteristics:
•
•
•

•

•
•

The interview will take approximately 30 to 45 minutes.
The interview will be conducted by one person which is me, Christian Buiël.
The questions that will be asked are open- and closed questions about two
concepts:
1. Internationalization Processes
2. Entry Mode Choices
With your permission, I would like to record the interview, which enables me to
make a transcript of the interview. This will strengthen the validity, analysis and
results of my research.
At your request, the interview will be kept confidential.
Some preparation is needed in terms of key figures like the size of your workforce
in FTE, turnover and/or balance sheet total, as well as the foreign-sales-sales
ratio in case you want to share this info.

I hope this information is sufficient to give you a basic idea of the research project and the
interviews. For more information and/or remarks you can contact me via:
christian.buiel@wur.nl or +31 6 10 480 340.
Your participation in this research would be of great value and overall highly appreciated.
Thank you in advance.
Yours sincerely,
Christian Buiël
MSc. student Management, Economics and Consumer Studies at Wageningen University

Supervisors:
•
•

Dr. E.F.M. Wubben, Associate Professor Strategic Management, Wageningen
University & Research (emiel.wubben@wur.nl).
Prof. J.H. Trienekens, Professor of Chain and Network Management, Wageningen
University & Research (jacques.trienekens@wur.nl).
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Appendix IV

Interview Structure

Interview on Internationalization Processes and Entry Mode Choices of ASMEs
First of all, thank you for your willingness to participate in this research. This interview is
of major importance in order to successfully complete my MSc. Thesis, whereas I hope
that you experience it as a little effort as I do understand that you have other priorities
and are keen on your time management. As indicated before, your answers can be kept
confidential if desired. Moreover, I would like to know whether I can record our interview
as this enables me to make a transcript of our conversation.
This is a semi-structured interview with open and closed questions concerning the
internationalization process and the entry mode choices faced during this process by your
company. As our time is limited I would like to keep it to the point, and hence would like
to start with the interview which consists of three elements: at first some general
information to be discussed (max. 5 minutes), secondly an open discussion with the help
of a timeline to go through the activities the company has undertaken since its foundation
(max. 15 minutes) and thirdly some closed Likert type questions to go through (max. 10
minutes).
General Information
Date of Interview:
Company Name:
Name:
Function(s):
Sector(s):
Key Activities
& Business Units:

____

______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________

1. SME Classification according to the European Commission. Staff headcount is
excluding seasonal employees.
Company Category Staff Headcount Turnover or Balance Sheet Total
Medium-sized

< 250

≤ € 50 m

≤ € 43 m

Small

< 50

≤ € 10 m

≤ € 10 m

Micro

< 10

≤€2m

≤€2m

Exact number
Legal Type of Business (Based upon Dutch Chamber of Commerce)

Sole Proprietorship Private Limited Liability Public Limited Liability Partnership Other
Family Business

Yes

No

Foreign-Sales-to-Sales Ratio

2.

≤ 20%

21-40%

41-60%

61-80%

≥ 81%

a. What is your total sales level? What is your international sales level?
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Internationalization Processes and Entry Mode Choices Questions

___

3. Now we will proceed with the second element, for which we have about 15 minutes in which I would like to talk through the
timeline of your company, in particular the internationalization. Could you describe the internationalization timeline of your
company by making use of the following figure?

Now

Founding Date:

Year:
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During this discussion I would like to address the following points:
a. Founding date | First time international /sales | Incidental sales | Most internationalized business unit.
Firm-specific advantages | Country-specific advantages | Internationalization advantages.
Time-lag between founding date, first time international sales and market entry modes.
Entry Modes

Non-Equity Entry Modes
Equity Entry Modes
Export
Contractual Agreement
Equity Joint Venture
Wholly Owned Subsidiary
Direct
Indirect
Licensing
Franchising
R&D
Contracts
Alliances
Minority
EJV
50/50
EJV
Majority
EJV
Greenfield Acquisition
b.
c. IMS vs. EMS: Simultaneously | IMS > EMS | EMS > IMS | No logic.
Years of (Direct or Indirect) Sales

d.

≤5

6-10

11-15 16-20 ≥ 21

Number of Countries Served

e.

≤2

3-5

6-10

11-15

≥ 16

i.

Countries:____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
ii.
Continents:___________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
f. Corporate functions and number of people involved | roughly budget/amount of money involved.
g. Trends, Challenges & Causes
h. Decision Making Process: Flexible vs. non-flexible approach | active vs. passive behavior.
i. Key Change during internationalization process: entry mode | risk | control | resource commitments | business
relationships vs. social relationships.
j. Involvement in Networks: Insider vs. Outsider
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We are now about to start with the third element, for which I scheduled 10 minutes in
order to see whether we have covered all the subjects, and in particular to compare your
answers with those of the other interviewees.
4. [Check Question] Internationalization is identified as: “The foreign market a
company chooses to conduct business in and the modes it uses to do so.”. What
was or were the key reasons/causes for your company to engage in international
business activities?
5. After previously discussing your key reasons (or causes) to internationalize,
literature identified the following five reasons to internationalize. How would you
score these reasons on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 being do not agree at all and 7
totally agree.
1. To exploit the unique knowledge our company possesses.

Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

2. To potentially reduce costs through economies of scale and/or leveraging resources. Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree
3. To follow customers abroad.

Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

4. To alleviate competitive pressures in the domestic market.

Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

5. To acquire new products or market knowledge.

Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

6. Other:

Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

7. Other:

Do not agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

a. Could you elaborate on the outliers of your grading?
6. Literature identified a paradigm that proposes that companies go abroad if their
skills can be used in foreign markets. The following questions reflect 3 such
perspectives.
a. Does your company possess any advantages that are firm-specific?
b. Does your target market possess any country-specific advantages?
c. What were the internationalization advantages of your chosen entry mode?
7. Which of these advantages, one or more, was more important during the decisionmaking process on internationalization? Thus, how would you score these in terms
of importance from 1 to 7, with 1 being very low and 7 very high.
A. Firm-specific advantages.

Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

B. Country-specific advantages.

Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

C. Internationalization advantages. Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

a. Could you elaborate why these are of importance or not to your company
and its IB activities, in terms of the entry mode you have chosen?
8. Besides the five reasons to internationalize we discussed and the three types of
advantages, there are three aspects underlying the way entry modes are
organized. How would you score these in terms of importance from 1 to 7, with 1
being very low and 7 very high.
A. Resource commitments required.

Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

B. Level of risk being exposed to.

Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

C. Level of control over international operations. Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

a. Could you elaborate why these are of importance or not to your company
and its IB activities in terms of the entry mode you have chosen?
9. [Check Question] An important aspect related to the concept of
internationalization processes is the degree of internationalization (DOI), which
can be measured at various points throughout a companies’ life-cycle. There are
three measures to identify the DOI including scope, scale and timing.
a. In terms of scope (diversification vs. concentration), how would you
describe your IB activities as you are active in # countries.
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b. As your FSTS ratio is …%, how would you describe your IB activities in
terms of scale compared to your domestic sales? I.e. the balance between
them.
c. In terms of time, how would you describe your IB activities as the time-lag
between inception of the company and the start of the internationalization
process is considered as the key temporal characteristic?
10. Research identified that growth orientation and international orientation are two
important indicators for a particular internationalization pattern. How would you
score these two indicators in terms of importance from 1 to 7, 1 being very low
and 7 being very high.
A. Growth orientation.

Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

B. International orientation. Very low 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very high

a. If you would have to attach a percentage to your growth orientation, how
much growth do you want to achieve internationally?
11. When trying to roughly visualize your international business performance by two
curves, one curve for the turnover and one for the profit. How would this look like
in the following graph with value in € on the Y-axis and time on the X-axis?

12. Looking back, considering the three measures to identify your degree of
internationalization, what characterizes your internationalization pattern in one
sentence?
This is the end of the interview. Once again, thanks a lot for your elaborate answers and
insights into your companies’ activities, and overall for the time you have taken to
participate in my research. As indicated by you, the answers will not be kept confidential.
Moreover, would you like to go over the transcript once it is all worked out to verify the
answers you have given before these will be analyzed together with the other conducted
interviews? And would you like to receive a management summary along with scorecard
of the Likert type questions, to compare your results with that of the other interviewees.
Or would you like to receive the full report once it is completed?
Overall, thanks again for your time and input.
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Appendix V
Processes’

Results of Concept 1 ‘Internationalization

Figures related to sub-paragraph 4.1.2 Reasons to Internationalize.

Figure 8 – Results of the scores of Key Reason to Internationalize 1 on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7= Totally
agree. Average: 4,79.

Figure 9 – Results of the scores of Key Reason to Internationalize 2 on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7= Totally
agree. Average: 4,74.

Figure 10 – Results of the scores of Key Reason to Internationalize 3 on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7=
Totally agree. Average: 2,68.
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Figure 11 – Results of the scores of Key Reason to Internationalize 4 on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7=
Totally agree. Average: 2,95.

Figure 12 – Results of the scores of Key Reason to Internationalize 5 on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not agree; 7=
Totally agree. Average: 4,05.

Figure related to sub-paragraph 4.1.5 Inverted U-curve vs. Sideways S-curve.

Figure 13 – Illustration of Performance Curves. Black: sideways S-curve; Red: slight sideways S-curve; Green:
stable/fluctuating curve.
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Figures related to sub-paragraph 4.1.6 Growth Orientation vs. International Orientation.

Figure 14 – Results of the Importance of the Growth Orientation on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7=
Totally important. Average: 5,79.

Figure 15 – Results of the Importance of the International Orientation on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7=
Totally important. Average: 5,05.

XCIII

Appendix VI

Results of Concept 2 ‘Entry Mode Choices’

Figures related to sub-paragraph 4.2.3 Level of Risk, Level of Control and Resource
Commitments.

Figure 16 – Results of the Importance of the Risk Level on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7= Totally important.
Average: 4,95.

Figure 17 – Results of the Importance of the Control Level on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7= Totally
important. Average: 5,68.

Figure 18 – Results of the Importance of the Resource Commitments on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7=
Totally important. Average: 3,79.
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Figures related to sub-paragraph 4.2.5 Ownership-, Location- and Internationalization
Advantages.

Figure 19 – Results of the Importance of Ownership Advantages on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7= Totally
important. Average: 6,47.

Figure 20 – Results of the Importance of Location Advantages on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important; 7= Totally
important. Average: 4,89.

Figure 21 – Results of the Importance of Internationalization Advantages on a 7-point Likert scale. 1 = Totally not important;
7= Totally important. Average: 5,26.
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