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ABSTRACT
Despite the fact that most long-established firms appear to internationalise following a slow, incremental path of development (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977), other more dynamic, recently-established, and highly entrepreneurial SMEs seem to be able to become international almost at founding or very shortly thereafter (McDougall et al., 1994; Oviatt and McDougall, 1994, 1997; Madsen and Servais, 1997). Actually, the growing significance of international new ventures (INVs) and born-globals is challenging most of the theoretical developments previously established in the field. Thus, in order to enrich our understanding of the business internationalisation process, this emerging generation of “born-globals”, and the determinant factors motivating their existence, prevalence, and development, should be also taken into account.
Therefore, with the aim to add new empirical support and further explanation to this phenomenon, the main purpose of this research paper is to identify, in an exploratory way, the most relevant characteristics shown by several new, born-global firms and their managers versus other more conventional

and newly-established SMEs in a specific geographic area inside Spain. This is done by means of a highly valuable qualitative research technique, the multiple case study method which, according to several methodologists such as Yin (1989) and Eisenhardt (1989), is a rigorous one that allows dynamic, decision-making processes, as for example instant or accelerated exporting processes, to be much more deeply investigated. Therefore, with this empirical research we try to shed light on the determinant factors and specific conditions that differentiate the emergence and further expansion of born-globals in Spain, as compared to other domestic counterparts, which do not share their rapid internationalising character. To do this we cross-compared the case-companies under study according to ten factors that have most constantly been used within recent literature as determinants of the internationalisation patterns of new ventures. Based on the cases studied, we find that most of these factors seem to be descriptive rather than determinant characteristics of international new ventures and born-globals. 
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INTRODUCTION
An emerging topic in the field of International Entrepreneurship (IE) is currently focused on international new ventures (INVs) and/or born-globals (Oviatt and McDougall, 1997; Madsen and Servais, 1997; Knight and Cavusgil, 1996) which are, by theoretic definition, start-ups that become international at inception or very shortly thereafter. More concretely, INVs have been previously defined as “a business organization that,

from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries” (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994: 49; McDougall et al., 1994:470). Quite similarly, Knight and Cavusgil (1996:11) conceptualise the born-global firm as “small, [usually] technology-oriented companies that operate in international markets from the earliest days of their establishment”.
Therefore, despite many firms still appear to internationalise following a slow, evolutionary path of development, other more dynamic, entrepreneurial, and newly-established SMEs seem to be able to become international almost at founding. According to several authors (Knight and Cavusgil, 1996), the growing importance of international new firms and born-globals is challenging traditional internationalisation theory. This emerging type of firm should also be taken into account in order to enrich our understanding of their particular internationalisation process.
International new ventures and born-globals start being more or less explicitly considered in some of the most recent and comprehensive reviews of the SME internationalisation literature (Zou and Stan, 1998; Coviello and McAuley, 1999; Fillis, 2001), thus revealing their growing significance as a current research topic in this field. An abnormally high speed, extent, and scope of a firm’s international operations seem to configure the key dimensions under which this stream of literature has been recently developed (Jones, 1999; Autio et al., 2000; Zahra and George, 2002). 
Some authors indicate that really comprehensive theoretical explanations and causal models

of the phenomenon of born-global firms and international new ventures are still lacking (Knight and Cavusgil, 1996; Oviatt and McDougall, 1999; Servais and Rasmussen, 2000). Moreover, the literature has expressed the on-going necessity of showing regular, empirical facts revealing evidence of an increasing number of firms with such a rapid international growth (Oviatt and McDougall, 1997).
Therefore, with the aim to provide further explanation and new empirical support for this emerging phenomenon, the main purpose of this paper is to identify, in an exploratory way, the most relevant characteristics shown by several newly established and highly export-involved small firms and their entrepreneurs/managers versus other SMEs in a specific geographic area. More concretely, the specific objectives are the following: to explore and identify the most notorious characteristics in terms of new firms and entrepreneurs; to analyse the internationalization process of these firms; and to compare highly internationally-involved small firms and their founders versus other more conventional SMEs in Spain (and more specifically in Catalonia), where only very limited research has been conducted so far from this perspective (Ripollés et al., 1999).
Following this argument, the structure of this paper is as follows: first, some key theoretical and past empirical findings about the international new venture (INV) and/or born-global phenomenon are reviewed. Then, a rigorous application is made of the (multiple) case study approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1989) in which several Catalan new ventures within different sectors, local geographical areas, and

of a seemingly distinguishable internationalising pattern, are purposefully -instead of randomly- chosen. These case studies are comparatively analysed in the results and discussion sections. Finally, several conclusions, implications, as well as future research directions are outlined in the concluding section of the paper.
LITERATURE REVIEW OF INVs AND BORN GLOBALS
The stage models of internationalisation, the U-Model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977, 1990) and the I-Models (Bilkey and tesar, 1977; Cavusgil, 1980; Reid, 1981), have traditionally conceptualised internationalisation of the firm as an incremental process involving a varying number of stages (Andersen, 1993, 1997; McDougall et al., 1994; Leonidou and Katsikeas, 1996; Coviello and McAuley, 1999; Rialp and Rialp, 2001). Both streams of research contend that firms become international in a slow and gradual manner. Although sometimes the empirical data have indeed supported the notion that firms often internationalise incrementally, just like “rings in the water”, in many other cases these stages models have been found to be of rather limited value (Madsen and Servais, 1997). In fact, quite convincing evidence of the limitations of the stages models has appeared in the literature (Reid, 1983; Welch and Loustarinen, 1988; Strandskov, 1993). Thus, there seems to exist increasing evidence that such a traditional view of risk-averse, incremental firm internationalisation may be considered conceptually weak, and that changing market conditions are challenging its relevance and casting doubt on its future applicability (Oviatt and McDougall, 1997). 
Other studies have identified

an increasing number of firms which, instead of following the traditional stages pattern, choose to be present in international markets right from –or almost from– their birth. These firms have been labelled quite differently from one study to another: Born Globals (Knight and Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen and Servais, 1997; Aspelund and Moen, 2001), Global Start-ups (Oviatt and McDougall, 1995), High Technology Start-ups (Jolly et al., 1992), and International New Ventures -INVs- (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994; McDougall et al., 1994; and Oviatt and McDougall, 1997). Regardless of the specific term used, the emphasis in these studies has generally been put on identifying and characterizing these firms, which become international approximately from the time of their formation, and for which the generally accepted theories of international business fail to explain their existence   (McDougall et al., 1994). The labels of INV and born-global are interchangeably used in this research in order to avoid further terminological confusion. 
From the theoretical standpoint, several frameworks concerning these firms have been recently established in the literature. From the perspective of Born Globals, Madsen and Servais (1997) have interpreted this issue at a deep theoretical level. They conceive this emerging phenomenon as being in strong opposition to the traditional models of internationalisation. However, their rigorous theoretical and empirical review leads them to conclude that these firms grow in a way that may be in a certain degree of accordance with networking and evolutionary thinking. Their argument basically offers a new conceptualisation

of this research issue by means of establishing its links to the original Uppsala-Model and other approaches such as the International Network approach (Johanson and Mattsson, 1988). From those links, they also derive some interesting propositions about the antecedents of, as well as the necessary and sufficient conditions for, the continued rise of this phenomenon.
From a different perspective, Oviatt and McDougall (1994) have proposed a theory of INVs integrating international business, entrepreneurship, and strategic management theory. In their opinion, more elemental sources of advantage than merely size/scale issues make these new ventures possible. More concretely, their theoretical approach describes four necessary and sufficient elements for explaining the existence of sustainable INVs: (1) organizational formation through internalisation of some transactions; (2) strong reliance on alternative governance structures to access resources; (3) establishment of foreign location advantages; and (4) control over unique resources.
From the empirical standpoint, Born Globals/INVs have been quasi-ignored until very recently, although Knight and Cavusgil (1996) show that several studies from the late 1970s had already documented examples of internationalisation patterns similar to Born Globals in different countries. However, since the early 1990s, several reports based mostly on case studies, have begun to appear from scholars in different fields of organization science (Bell, 1995; Coviello and Munro, 1995, 1997; Roberts & Senturia, 1996), thus indicating that the Born Global issue is a non-local phenomenon that critically challenges

the stages theory of internationalisation. 
However, what must be recognised is a certain degree of empirical controversy and debate among researchers in what regards those factors that best seem to characterise the internationalisation of INVs, global start-ups, and born globals (Servais and Rasmussen, 2000). As most of the current empirical research seems to be highly context-specific, almost every author in this field has aimed to elaborate his/her own list of such key determinant factors (Rennie, 1993; Oviatt and McDougall, 1995; Bell, 1995; Bloodgood et al., 1996; Knight and Cavusgil, 1996; McDougall and Oviatt, 1996; Roberts and Senturia, 1996; Burgel and Murray, 1998; Madsen et al., 2000; Servais and Rasmussen, 2000; Autio and Sapienza, 2000; Zahra et al., 2000; Aspelund and Moen, 2001; Moen, 2002; Moen and Servais, 2002).
Thus, with the aim of compiling those characteristics that have most constantly been used for describing the behavior of INVs, global start-ups, and Born Global firms, Rialp et al. (2002) extract, in an exhaustive literature review, a general pattern related to documented traits held by this type of firms. Adopting an integrative approach for this stream of literature, these authors identify, by means of a cross comparison of key research findings shown in other 27 recent studies, several characteristics most usually regarded as critical determinant factors for this type of newly-established, highly export-involved entrepreneurial firms. Therefore, the factors, according to the recent literature, that mould the internationalisation patterns of new ventures abroad have been identified as the following, 

not necessarily in this order of importance (Rialp et al., 2002): 
1. A managerial global vision from inception; 

2. High degree of previous international experience on behalf of entrepreneurs and managers; 

3. Management commitment; 

4. Strong use of personal and business networks (networking); 

5. Market knowledge and market commitment; 

6. Unique intangible assets based on knowledge management; 

7. High value creation through product differentiation, leading-edge technology products, technological innovativeness, and quality leadership; 

8. A niche-focused, proactive international strategy in geographically spread lead markets around the world from inception; 

9. Narrowly-defined customer groups with strong customer orientation and close customer relationships;

10. Flexibility to adapt to rapidly changing external conditions and circumstances.
EMPIRICAL METHODOLOGY
Following other contributions in this field (Oviatt and McDougall, 1995; Rasmussen et al., 2001; Bell et al., 2001), and also because our interest resided mostly in testing the potential adequacy of the identified determinant factors behind early and accelerated exporting trends of new businesses, we chose the case-study method as a highly valuable qualitative research strategy. Also, our choice was highly motivated by the fact that, according to several qualitative methodologists (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1989) and particularly other international marketing researchers (Chetty, 1996; Merrilees and Tiessen, 1999), this methodology of research has a high exploratory power and allows dynamic, decision-making processes to be more deeply investigated.

In particular, the case-based methodology reveals itself particularly useful in those research contexts -as our examination of early and accelerated exporting determinant factors clearly seems to be- where previous theory (in this case, stages models) seems to be inadequate or incomplete thus new theory development is required, each firm should be studied from different sources, multiple data-collection and analytic methods have to be applied, and cross-industry biases, small size of sample, and resistance to quantitative, survey methods (of a usually cross-section nature) could cause crucial empirical problems.
As mentioned above, our empirical research is then based upon a rigorous application of the multiple-holistic case study approach to an export entrepreneurial context in which four new ventures in Catalonia, Spain (including both low- and high technology-based firms), within different sectors, local geographic areas, and of a seemingly distinguishable internationalising pattern, were first theoretically –not statistically- chosen and then comparatively examined. This theoretical sampling strategy allowed us to introduce some degree of variance in our empirical research by including both industrial and service firms and picking companies of different size. They were selected in such a way that should make them differ, though by a priori predictable reasons, along key dimensions previously developed according to our literature review. However, to be consistent with usual selection criteria in the field, all firms in the convenience sample have to be independently managed and recently established (concretely, less than 7 

years old), allowing them to behave differently in the way they try to pursue -or not- significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries from inception (i.e. born-global versus non born-global behavioural patterns of international development).     
In the design state of this research, we adopted a logical sequence connecting the empirical data of the different cases with our initial born global determinant factors and, later on, with the conclusions. As we aimed to obtain highly robust conclusions, we applied the triangulation concept in the data collection stage, in order to assure the case-based approach “basic principle” that the evidence related to each case is more robustly established when it comes from a wide range of different sources of data. Thus, in order to obtain internal validity, we made a combined use of several information sources (in-depth interviews with entrepreneurs, founders and/or managers deeply involved with international decision-making processes, companies’ websites, internal and external documentation, a personal questionnaire report, product and firm brochures, and other secondary data). During the interviews, notes were taken by a second interviewer who did not actively intervened in the interview context. Then, full write-ups were written on each case company, focusing on the specific characteristics of each case situation. Also, reliability requirements were assured by the use of the same standardized protocol for each specific case, which due to space restrictions is not shown here but is available upon request.
In the analysis phase of this 

research, the four case studies were cross-analysed looking for theoretical generalization. The idea was that the results obtained from these cases could be generalized to others with similar theoretical conditions. According to Yin (1998), analytical –not statistic- generalization of the results of the several cases being used can be obtained by means of applying replication logic (whether literal or theoretical) and the pattern matching analytical procedure either to test past theories or, alternatively, to contribute building theory and developing further explanation of the research phenomenon.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The most relevant characteristics of the four companies used as our case companies in this research, (an IT wholesale, a gourmet food, a palm decoration, and a computer vision company), as well as a basic profile of their founding entrepreneurs are presented in Table 1 (see the annex section). 
The four companies under analysis have marked contrasts, not only due to their sector of activity, geographic location, level of technological intensity, but also in their seemingly distinguishable internationalising pattern. Whereas two of our studied companies are related with information technologies, the other two are specialised in the production of mostly artisan products at an industrial scale. Whilst the later two companies are located in rather isolated rural areas, the former two are situated in the heart of the urban metropolitan area. 
Nevertheless, the internationalisation processes of these companies do not obey this same clustering pattern. Using as conceptual definition of a born global firm: “a business organization

that, from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries” (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994: 49; McDougall et al., 1994:470), the gourmet food company and the computer vision company rigorously fit this definition, whilst the IT wholesale company and the palm decoration company do not conform with this concept.
The internationalisation process of the IT wholesale company began in the sixth year of the company’s life. The firm was originally set-up with a domestic focus, but over the years the executive entrepreneur started noticing potential opportunities in foreign markets. Once its domestic market position consolidated, the company turned its attention towards Portugal where the IT wholesale industry is structured in a way very similar to the Spanish one. The opportunity came from the lower transportation costs from Barcelona, as compared to Lisbon, to many parts of Portugal. The international expansion continued to Morocco and Holland mostly based on opportunity exploitation where market niches had been identified after some market and demand analysis based on data supplied by the local chamber of commerce. Risk aversion is one of the main factors guiding the company’s international expansion.
Internationalisation has been a matter of necessity for the gourmet food company. The high quality character of the company’s products reduces its potential demand to a specific, exclusive segment of the market. This segment within the domestic market does not allow for sufficient demand volumes to warrant its supply. By crossing the frontiers of the

local market and through the development of an international market, cumulative demand makes production and supply much more attractive and even permits for potential future growth. The company has been exporting ever since it was created in 1997, in fact, its very first sale was to a Belgian wine distributor. Following a similar export process as that practised by the county’s wine producers, the company usually started with the identification of a possible new international market, followed by the identification of potential local gourmet food distributors for that country. Once the potential distributors had been investigated to confirm their credibility and adequacy for the company’s products, they were contacted directly by the executive entrepreneur. Interestingly, the internationalisation of the company has not been limited to any particular geographical area. Although the company’s first sales were within the European market, less than a year after its creation, shipments were being sent to North America and Japan. Today, the company’s products can be found throughout the world.
It is difficult to talk of a true internationalisation process in the case of the palm decoration company. The company has never deliberately attempted to penetrate or develop any foreign markets for its products. Its strategy is entirely domestic, nevertheless it makes some 2% of its sales outside Spain. These export sales have been initiated upon demand of the clients, who are Spaniards with business interests abroad. So far the company’s export experience has been limited to two different countries: France, where a Spanish retail chain has asked 

the company to supply its French shops along with its Spanish ones; and Austria, where a Spanish tour operator distributes the palms to its Spanish clients visiting this country. 
The computer vision company’s export strategy is based on the identification of existing international distributors supplying the specific industries towards which their products are aimed. The main expected export trajectory is linked to the markets where the selected distributors for casinos and hotels operate. Nevertheless, there are legal and technological limitations to the export development path caused by the incorporation/programming of the visual recognition of the identification documents used in the foreign markets. Because of this, export sales are for now limited to the European Union, and certain Eastern European countries. The company has been importing almost from inception, especially in the case of the computer vision hardware line of products, which is primarily dependent on an imported component from Canada. According the executive founder of the firm, the high technology nature of this venture forces it to think globally as a means to survive. The specificity and the nature of the industrial market segments targeted has also favoured the internationalisation process, for the lack of a domestically based critical mass in demand, and for the international nature of the targeted clients in these industries. 
To better understand what guides the export decisions of the new ventures, we have carried out an in-depth comparison of the four case studies based on the ten determinant factors, identified from the born-global literature, that appear

to mould the internationalisation pattern that is particular of international new ventures and/or born-globals. Table 2 (see annex section) shows, in detail, how these ten determinant factors empirically apply to the four case study companies, whilst Chart 1 briefly resumes these results.
Based on the results of our comparative analysis of the four case studies, only three of the ten determinant factors appear to clearly differentiate between those firms that fit the born-global definition being used (the gourmet food company and the computer vision company) from those (the IT wholesale company and the palm decoration company) that do not fit this concept. Nevertheless, those firms previosly defined as born-globals, individually comply with a much greater number of the ten determinant factors than do those firms that do not meet this definition. Some 6.5 of the ten determinants (counting those determinant only partially complied to as half points) in the case of the gourmet food company and a total of 8.5 determinants in the case of the computer vision company, as compared to 4.5 determinants in the case of the palm decoration company and 3.5 in the case of the IT wholesale company.
Chart 1. Summary of the cross-case study.
IT WHOLESALE COMPANY
(non born-global) GOURMET FOOD COMPANY
(born-global) PALM DECORATION COMPANY
(non-born global) COMPUTER VISION COMPANY
(born-global)
Year of firm creation 1996 1997 1998 2002

1. A managerial global vision from inception

N.A. A N.A.
A
2. High degree of previous international experience on behalf of entrepreneurs/ managers N.A. N.A. N.A. A.
(Limited to corporate partner)
3.

Management commitment

A A A
A
4. Strong use of personal and business networks N.A. A
(Not initially) A A
(Limited to corporate partner)
5. Market knowledge and market commitment A (Market knowledge)
N.A. (Market commitment) N.A. N.A.
N.A.
6. Unique intangible assets based on knowledge management
N.A. A
A
A
7. High value creation through product differentiation, leading-edge technology products, or technological innovativeness N.A. A
(Non-technological industry) N.A. A
8. A niche-focused, proactive international strategy in geographically spread lead markets around the world from inception N.A. A N.A. A
(Limited global expansion)
9. Narrowly defined customer groups with strong customer orientation and close customer relationships A A (Narrow customer group)
N.A. (Low customer orientation and relation) A (Narrow customer group)
N.A. (Low customer orientation and relation) A (Narrow customer group)
A (High customer orientation)
N.A. (Low customer relation)
10. Flexibility to adapt rapidly changing external conditions and circumstances A N.A.
(Low adaptability to external change) A
(Limited by the nature of the product) A
A = Applies
N.A. = Does not apply

The first determinant being considered ‘a managerial global vision from inception’ is one which, for our four cases under study, clearly differentiates between those firms that are conceived to be international new ventures/born globals, and those that do not fit this descriptive definition. This simultaneosly means that; i) amongst the cases studied, there were no examples of firms that, fitting the description of a international new venture/born

global, its management initially had no global vision for the firm, and ii) there were no cases where a firm with strong global intentions at inception, did not follow-up this vision by not becoming a born-global firm.
The other two determinant factors that mould the internationalisation patterns of new ventures that have shown to apply in the cases under study are ‘high value creation through product differentiation, leading-edge technology products, or technological innovativeness’ and ‘a niche-focused, pro-active international strategy in geographically spread lead markets around the world from inception’. In the case of the first of these two factors, the technological aspect does not seem to be as much a determinant as is the high value creation through product differentiation and innovativeness. This can be seen by the low-tech character of the born-global gourmet food company, which nevertheless demonstrates high product differentiation based on very high quality and innovativeness of its productive process. Depending on the interpretation that is made of what is ‘product technology’, and based on the results of our case studies, it would seem adequate to remove the ‘leading-edge technology product’ phrase from this determinant factor, since this does not necessarily seem to be a critical determinant of the internationalisation process of the firms under study. The second of the two factors is a clear determinant in what concerns the niche-focused strategy of both the gourmet food and the computer vision companies. The initial geographical spread of the lead foreign markets is nevertheless limited in the case of the computer

vision company, not because of a deliberate strategy but rather because of technical and legal restrictions, which limit the possible access of the company’s products to certain countries.
The remaining factors, which according to the literature have been found to determine the internationalisation patterns of international new ventures and born-globals, do not seem to do so, at least in any clear way, based on the comparison of the four companies under study in this research. In the case of the ‘high degree of previous international experience on behalf of entrepreneurs and managers’, this hardly applies to any of the four cases studied, with the only exception being the founding corporate partner of the computer vision company, which had international experience prior to participating in the creation of the company. One of their international contacts has nevertheless been crucial in the internationalisation process of the computer vision company. The level of ‘Manager commitment’ appears to be equally high for all four firms under study. This is mostly the result of the fact that the management of all four firms is formed by founding entrepreneurs.
The ‘strong use of personal and business networks’ does not appear to be determinant since it only has a low manifestation in the case of the born-global computer vision company, whilst there is a clear dependence of the non-born global palm decoration company’s competitive advantages on the network of business contacts that assure its access to distribution channels. These firm’s degree of direct ‘market knowledge and international market commitment’ is not a determinant factor for

our cases since both born-global firms under study rely mostly on the market knowledge and commitment of their international distributors. In fact, the firm which makes the greatest efforts in directly accumulating export market knowledge is the non-born global IT wholesale company.
Both the born-global gourmet food and the non-born global palm decoration companies have similarly developed ‘unique intangible assets based on knowledge management’ from the firms’ capability to industrially produce an artisan product without affecting the quality of the product. All four case-companies have ‘narrowly defined customer groups...’, but in what concerns ‘...strong customer orientation and close customer relationships’ the clustering of the different companies under study does not match their internationalisation patterns in what refers to their status of born-globals versus non-born global firms. And finally, contrary to all three other companies, the born-global gourmet food company demonstrates very low ‘flexibility to adapt to rapidly changing external conditions and circumstances’. The company’s quality strategic focus prioritises high quality over adaptation capabilities to external conditions, especially demand related changes.









CONCLUSIONS
In this research, we have studied the most characteristic traits and differential processes of internationalisation of a convenience sample of newly-established and highly-involved international firms from inception as compared to other new small firms which seem to have followed a more traditionally-oriented pattern of internationalisation. Our main research interests in regards

to these different internationalisation patterns derived mostly from the generally convened outcomes of the existing international new ventures/born-global literature. The specific objective was to compare highly internationally-involved small firms and their founders versus other more conventional SMEs in Catalonia (Spain) so as to better understand what guides the export decisions of new ventures.
From the in-depth comparison carried out of the four case studies based on the ten determinant factors, identified from the born-global literature, that appear to mould the internationalisation pattern that is particular of international new ventures and/or born-globals, we have found that most of these factors seem to be descriptive rather than determinant characteristics of this specific internationalisation process. Whereas the firms identified as born-globals, according to the convened definition used in this study, were characterised by a greater number of these factors than did those firms that did not meet the born-global definition, very few of the determinant factors actually differentiated the firms following the distinct internationalisation patterns.
The clearest determinant factor resulting from our study is the ‘managerial global vision from inception’. This characteristic was strongly present in the born-global companies analysed, whilst to the contrary such a trait was not found with the non-born globals under study. The adoption of a high value added product differentiation strategy along with a niche-focussed, pro-active international strategy were the only two other determinant factors resulting from the cross comparison

of the chosen case-studies.
To the contrary, no indication was found that the production of leading-edge technological products is a determinant factor of born-global firms. This was mainly due to the presence in our case study sample of a rural firm producing traditional agro-food products that fitted the born-global definition. The high degree of previous international experience of entrepreneurs and managers did not identify the born-global firms in our study since none of the cases had this characteristic. Nor was high managerial commitment to the firm a determinant factor since all the firms under study met this condition.
The strong use of personal and business networks resulted of essential importance for a non-born global firm under study whereas these networks were relatively weak in the case of one of the born-globals. International market knowledge and commitment as well as close customer relationships and orientation where characteristics that described better the non-born global firms under study, rather than the born-globals they are meant to determine. This was found to largely be the result of the use of established distributors by born-globals to facilitate and accelerate their access to foreign markets. 
Finally, nor unique assets based on knowledge management nor flexibility to adapt to external conditions have proved determinant of the internationalisation patterns of the new ventures under study.
Based on the findings of this study, further empirical research into the factors that mould the particular internationalisation patterns of international new ventures and/or born-globals can be conducted using

a more limited range of determinant variables. With a better-focussed set of determinant factors, the future formulation of a solid theoretical framework for the study of these types of new ventures should be more easily attainable.
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ANNEX

Table 1. Relevant features and basic profiles of the founding entrepreneurs of the four case companies.

IT WHOLESALE COMPANY GOURMET FOOD COMPANY PALM DECORATION COMPANY COMPUTER VISION COMPANY
CHARACTERISTICS 
OF THE FIRM 
YEAR OF CONSTITUTION 1996 1997 1998 2002
SECTOR Wholesale distribution of computer hardware components Gourmet agro-food products Palm based decorations and handicrafts Electronic vision software and hardware
ACTIVITY Specialised in the wholesale distribution of computer components, covering the hardware needs of a wide range of clients. Elaboration and commercialisation of high quality artisan agro-food products, typical of the Priorat county. Production of palm based decorations used mainly for religious ceremonies. ID and Image recognition software and hardware oriented towards the casino and hotel industries.
GEOGRAFIC LOCATION
Urban Isolated Rural Area Isolated Rural Area Urban
NUMBER OF PARTNERS Two partners, each with 50% of shares.
One of the two plays a greater role in the operational management of the business, whilst the other partner is best described as a financial or capitalist, partner. Two partners with a 50-50 shareholding split, only one of the shareholders is actively involved in the management of the firm. Both partners have also created two other businesses together, both in the wine industry, and both born-internationals. The company was mainly founded from the efforts and initiative of the executive entrepreneur. Nevertheless, three members of his immediate family also participate in the shareholding of the company. The company was originally founded by four

partners, one of which being a corporate partner who had originally contracted the development of the technology. Two new minority shareholders recently joined the project.
NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES The number of employees has increased by 40% over the last year. After reducing its staff from 15 employees in 1996 to a low of 12 in 2000, the company’s labour force has recently reached a high of 16 employees (2003). The company has passed from only one full time employee when it was created to the 4 employees currently employed (2003). Two additional employees are now also employed on a part-time basis. The company only has one full time employee, but the labour force reaches up to 10 employees contracted on a seasonal or part-time basis. Most of these employees are highly skilled artisans. The company initially began with two full time employees and two additional workers offering part-time support. The firm’s team has now (2003) grown to eight individuals.
SALES Much of the recent growth has been the result of export sales. The annual sales growth of the company has been rising ever since the company began its export activities. Its sales rose 73% in 2002. From 1.8 million euros sold in 1997, its first year of operation, the company has experienced important sales growth reaching sales of 30 million euros in 2002. Sales began modestly, mostly based on spillovers from the family business, but through quality, innovation and especially productive capacity, the company has won itself important contracts to supply major retail chains throughout Spain. The company’s initial product was developed for the casino industry. A second line of products

has been developed for the hotel industry. Sales have been far greater than expected leading to the firm’s third round of financing in less than a year.
EXPORTS 23% of the firm’s total sales are destined to foreign markets, mainly Portugal, Morocco, and Holland. This percentage is experiencing a high growth rate and is expected to double over the next five years. 70% of the firm’s total sales volume are exports destined to countries throughout the world. The company’s inputs are all produced domestically, 95% of which are from the county of Priorat. The export sales volume represents only a small fraction of the company’s total sales (2%). This fraction has tended to vary from year to year, although this number is expected to rise in the future. 80% of the total costs of the company’s hardware product are attributable to imported component. Only one year after being established, the firm is in the process of negotiating its first international export contract.
EXPORT DEVELOPMENT PROCESS The firm’s export began in a surge. Following five years without exporting anything, it opened its international markets in 2001on several fronts at a time. The future plans of the firm are to continue their international expansion in the short-term. The usual export market development strategy used has been to identify and contact national gourmet food distributors for the specific foreign market to be developed and let these distributors develop the market for them. The export sales have been initiated upon request from Spanish clients who have business interests abroad. There have been sales destined to the branches of a Spanish retail chain

in France, and sales to a tour operator who distributes the products to Spanish tourists abroad. The market research, contact and final contracting of the firm’s imported inputs are done directly by the company. 
To the contrary, its export strategy is based on the use of existing international distributors supplying the specific industries towards which their products are aimed.
CLIENTS 23 % of the firm’s sales are exports, which are distributed as follows:
70 % to Portugal 
20 % to Morocco 
10 % to Holland 
The firm is currently testing the French market for a possible penetration within the up-coming year. This sales are distributed as follows:
15% in Catalonia
15% in the rest of Spain 
70% are exports to five different continents.
Domestically the firm sales to specialty retail food stores, whilst its export sales are mainly to wholesale national gourmet food distributors. Their clients are mainly retail food chains.
58% are situated in Catalonia
40% in the rest of Spain
2% are exported, mainly to France
There is an increasing concern for the possible negative effects of the growing penetration of French grocery food chains in Spain. Until now, the company’s clients have mainly been Spanish casinos and hotel chains. Nevertheless, their products have reached foreign counties where Spanish hotel chains have a presence. The internationalisation of the firm is initially limited to EU countries for technical reasons.
EXPORT TYPOLOGY Because of the firm’s initial focus on the domestic market, because of the five years that past since its establishment before realising its first export sale, and because of its gradual 

export market expansion to neighbouring countries with very similar conditions to that of Spain;
This company does not appear to be an international new venture or born global. Because of the immediate international character of its sales from inception, because of the geographical dispersion of its export markets, because of the simultaneous development of these disperse export markets almost from inception, and because its exports represent the dominant proportion of its sales;
This company appears to be an international new venture or born global. Because exports represent a very small proportion of the firm’s sales, because very little effort is made on the part of the firm to develop or penetrate export markets, and because of the Spanish character of its foreign clients;
This company does not appear to be an international new venture or born global. Because of the international market development intentions of the firm from inception, because of the critical nature of imported components in the production of its hardware products, because of the establishment of commercial agreements with international distributors almost from inception:
This company appears to be an international new venture or born global.


CHARACTERISTICS OF THE FOUNDING EXECUTIVE ENTREPRENEUR IT WHOLESALE COMPANY GOURMET FOOD COMPANY PALM DECORATION COMPANY COMPUTER VISION COMPANY
AGE
40 30 33 39
EXPERIENCE The executive entrepreneur of the company initially gained his business experience in the furniture industry and then the construction industry before finally creating his current business in the computer wholesale industry. Before starting

the business, the executive entrepreneur had neither previous business nor formal employment experience. He now accumulates 6 years of business and exporting experience since his first company was created. The executive entrepreneur grew up with the family business, which operates in the same industry. After completing his undergraduate studies, he joined the management of his fathers business, where he gained a total of ten years of experience. Before starting the business, the executive entrepreneur had neither previous business nor private employment experience. Acknowledging this, he had asked for professional consultancy for the development of the business plan.
BACKGROUND The entrepreneur grew up within an entrepreneurial family; his parents and grandparents ran their own businesses. These businesses were not related to the industry were the entrepreneur’s current company competes. Before creating his company, the executive entrepreneur was a full time student, following undergraduate studies in business administration. His family background is not marked by an entrepreneurial heritage, although there is a strong implication in local politics. The executive entrepreneur completed his undergraduate studies in business administration, but he has also gain de abilities of a master craftsman in the production of palm decorations after spending his entire youth involved within his fathers business. Before creating this company, the executive entrepreneur of this firm was a senior researcher in a public-driven Material Science Institute located in a public Catalan University. Previously, he had finished his Masters and PhD in

electronic engineering. 
CONTACTS IN OTHER COUNTRIES The entrepreneur does not have, nor has he made use of, any concrete foreign network or contacts. His company bases his foreign market development on market research conducted internally. Before creating the company the executive entrepreneur had no specific contacts in foreign markets, but came in contact with gourmet food distributors through foreign wine distributors operating in the county. The executive entrepreneur’s contacts in other countries have been mostly limited to Spanish clients within the domestic market who have business interests abroad. Up to now, no deliberate export market development effort has been conducted. The personal network of the executive entrepreneur was mostly composed of previous academic contacts developed through past research projects, conferences and academic exchange. However, his business contacts were rather weak.




ANNEX cont.

Table 2. Determinant factors of the internationalisation patterns of the four case companies.
IT WHOLESALE COMPANY
Non-born global GOURMET FOOD COMPANY
Born-global PALM DECORATION COMPANY
Non-born global COMPUTER VISION COMPANY
Born-global
1. A managerial global vision from inception, Are first case company did not initiate its export operations until its sixth year in business. Only after having gain sufficient experience and industry knowledge within the domestic market did the entrepreneur think about export possibilities. The company had imported certain product since its third year in operation, but these were marginal purchases. Nevertheless, no global vision is associated to this company at 

birth. The executive partner of our second case clearly had international ambitions when he created the company. He based the configuration of his distribution network on the configuration adopted by the wine producers of the local county who predominantly export. In fact, the company has not invested any effort what so ever in the commercialisation of its products within the domestic market. In the case of the palm decoration company, our third case, the market ambitions at birth were entirely domestic. The few export sales that the company has made have mostly been client-driven, as oppose to a deliberate market expansion effort on the part of the company. No deliberate foreign market development efforts have ever been carried out by the company. The executive partner, of our fourth case clearly had international ambitions when he created the company. As he himself has mentioned, high-tech companies, especially those involved in speciality software development, must be international to survive. The firm-s international market development ambitions were match by their international procurement of key input components.
2. High degree of previous international experience on behalf of managers and entrepreneurs , No one within the shareholding or the management of our first case had any previous international experience prior to initiating the firm’s export development efforts. They admit that they have very few contacts within foreign markets and that they have rarely travelled abroad. Neither of the partners of our second case had any specific international experience before starting the business. The executive entrepreneur admits that

travelling and foreign cultures had never really interested him before. His international exposure and interest has grown significantly since he has begun travelling for business. The only international exposure that the executive partner of our third case has had is limited to tourism. He admits that he has yet to travel outside Spain on business and even his export sales have been made to Spanish companies competing abroad. Therefore, in this case we cannot attribute any concrete prior international experience. The main international experience for our fourth case came from the corporate partner that had long established relations with an international distributor. This same distributor is now set to distribute the computer vision’s products internationally. We can therefore attribute a prior international experience to this case.
3. Management commitment, The management structure of the IT company is run by its founding executive entrepreneur. As with most SMEs, the entrepreneur-manager character of the management assures its commitment to the objectives and success of the company. Although the executive partner of gourmet food company distributes his dedication amongst his three companies, his personal involvement and daily supervision of the company demonstrates the commitment applied to the managerial tasks. Although the dedication of the executive entrepreneur of the palm decoration company is of a part-time nature, he carries out all the managerial tasks and assumes responsibility within the company, assuring managerial commitment. The management of computer vision company are also shareholders. They have all been part of

the project development that led to the birth of the company. It can therefore be safely assumed that the firm’s management is committed to its success.
4. Strong use of personal and business networks, Our first case says it does not have nor used any type of network, neither formal networks (export promotion offices), nor informal (friends, colleagues, contacts, etc.) in the countries where they export. The manager does not give much importance to networks. The company has mainly based its export decisions on market research and data base analysis. Although our second case started with little relational resources, networking has been a key success factor for its development and internationalisation. The executive entrepreneur has indicated that the public export promotion office has been of crucial assistance in the identification of potential contacts in foreign markets. In our third case the personal and business network gained while working for the family business have been essential in the success and growth of the venture. The company’s few export sales have also been the result of personal or business contacts previously made within the domestic market. Apart from the networks established through the corporate partner and through the commercial agent, the personal and business network of the born global computer vision company executives are rather week. These week ties are to be compensated by those of chosen distributors for their products.
5. Market knowledge and market commitment, The IT wholesale company in our first case has a profound knowledge of the domestic market and to a almost similar extent of the international

markets where they export (Portugal, Morocco, and Holland), and of potential future international markets such as France. Nevertheless, no long-term trade or investment commitments have been made in any of these markets. The gourmet food company has relied on the market knowledge of the national distributors to whom it exports. No significant international market commitments in the form of investment or local promotional efforts have been made. The company’s strategy is to exploit the market knowledge of the national distributors, and to let these distributors make the commitments within the local market. Because foreign exports represent only a marginal proportion of its total sales, and because these foreign export sales are mainly made to Spaniards conducting business domestically and abroad, the palm decoration company has almost no accumulated knowledge of the markets where they export nor do they have any foreign commitments in these countries. The computer vision company has relied on the market knowledge of the international distributors to whom it exports. No international market commitments in the form of investment or local promotional efforts are expected. As in our second case, the strategy is to let the international distributor accumulate the international intelligence and make the commitments within the export markets.
6. Unique intangible assets based on knowledge management, No unique intangible assets are associated to our first case-company. This is mainly due to the nature of the commercial trading activity undertaken by the firm and of its products (computer hardware assembly and packaging). The key knowledge

factor in this industry is mainly associated to market and supply industry intelligence. The particular recipes and the know-how of the labour force, rather than knowledge management are the basis of the intangible assets of the gourmet food company. There has nevertheless been a demonstration of knowledge management and innovation in the industrialisation of the artisan process. The artisanship required in the case of the palm decoration company can be interpreted as an intangible asset of the company. But this intangible asset is based on applied know-how rather than on knowledge management. Nevertheless, there is an element of knowledge management and innovation in the industrialisation of the artisan process. The initial product developed by the company was a computer software, which is almost totally intangible in nature and originated from the knowledge incubated within research centre. The company has since introduced a hardware product in order to better answer the needs of the market, therefore transferring towards a more tangible product base.
7. High value creation through product differentiation, leading-edge technology products, or technological innovativeness, The differentiation of our first case-company comes from the speed and efficiency of its services, and not on any particular exclusive characteristic of its products, which are said to be just about the same as those of the competition. Although the final product that is commercialised does have a technological aspect, the value added functions that are carried out by the company are predominantly service related or of a manual nature rather than technologically-based. Much

to the contrary, our second case- company’s products are traditional, artisan products that are predominantly based on manual labour. Nevertheless, there is a high value creation through product differentiation based on very high quality character of its products. The innovative part of the business, although it can not be considered as technological, has been the ability to reproduce this very high quality artisan product in an industrial manner. The basis of the entire industry where the palm decoration company competes is the highly skilled craftsmanship that is required in the production process. As in our second case, the innovativeness in this third case has been to introduce industrial capacity to artisan products without loosing quality. Although, contrary to our second case, this has been done through the introduction of storage and refrigeration equipment instead of productive technology. The entire basis of our fourth case-company, the computer vision company, and its products is the development and commercialisation of state of the art advanced technologies that are in the forefront of the computer vision industry. Both its software products and hardware products are able to carry/out functions that no other competing technology can match. The firm’s competitive advantages are predominantly based on innovative and leading edge nature of its products.
8. A niche-focused, proactive international strategy in geographically spread lead markets around the world from inception, The IT wholesale company’s market strategy was originally domestically-based. Nevertheless, since 2001, it has expanded to international

markets. These markets have not been geographically spread, having been chosen for their similarity to the Spanish market. Their international expansion is based on the degree of competitiveness that their products can reach within those markets. No deliberate niche-focused internationalisation strategy has been adopted. The gourmet food company’s commercial and international strategy is strongly niche-focussed, with high-quality gourmet products, aimed at a very exclusive segment of the market. During its first year of operation, the company had already began export sales operations to half a dozen different countries from three different continents, indicating an important initial geographic spread from the very beginning. The palm decoration industry of our third case is such a specialised industry in itself that it does not allow for many niches to focus an international strategy on. Nevertheless the case-company studied has sold its products in international markets to Spaniards or Spanish companies. The internationalisation of the firm has not taken a globally spread nature, and no active efforts are being made to develop any new markets for the future. The computer vision company’s international strategy is niche-focus, specialising in the casino and hotel industry needs. Whereas similar products exist for the security and border control industries, no competing technologies had yet been used within the casino and hotel industries. Nevertheless, the internationalisation strategy is geographically narrow, and at best will grow on only a gradual basis due to the legal, social and technical barriers to the company’s products.
9.

Narrowly defined customer groups with strong customer orientation and close customer relationships. The adoption and successful implementation of a customer and market orientation is an essential part and a key success factor of the industry where the IT wholesale company competes. An important part of the company’s success has been its strong customer orientation and close relationship. The company’s competitive advantages have been based on their high quality service and professionalism, for which they have received two international prizes. The typical customer group for the second case-company’s products is easily identified. Nevertheless, there are no evident signs of customer orientation, and even less of deliberate customer relation efforts, on the part of the company. The company’s strategy is based on the supply of top quality products instead of customer adaptation. The company does almost no final customer relations, leaving that role to the distributors. The customers of the palm decoration company are mainly local retail food chains. The relative concentration of these retailers and the strong competition to gain access to their shelf space makes customer relations instrumental for success. Nevertheless, the orientation of the company and its products with relation to the final consumer is very limited. As a traditional artisan product, there has been very little adaptation to the changing tastes in demand of the population. Due to the specialised niche-focused competitive strategy of the computer vision company, the typical customer group for the company’s products is easily identified. There is an important customer 

orientation in the development of the products as they are often customised to the clients’ specific needs. Nevertheless, the direct customer relations is mostly undertaken by the chosen international distributors rather than by the company itself.
10. Flexibility to adapt rapidly changing external conditions and circumstances. Our first case-company has proved to have great adaptive qualities with respect to external change in its internationalisation process. Internally, this has been accomplished through the adoption of a consolidated participatory management style with strong motivation and communication techniques. Organisationally, due to its small and very informal structure, the gourmet food company does have the capacity to adapt rapidly to change. Nevertheless, strategically, the company’s high quality focus makes it less prepared to adapt to demand related change. The level of flexibility that such a focussed commercial outlook allows for is very limited. The nature and specialisation of the palm decoration industry of our third case limits the potential flexibility to changing external conditions. Nevertheless, the studied company has proven to be one of the industry leaders in using innovations to adapt and better compete and grow under this industry’s often difficult conditions. Organisationally, due to its small and informal structure, the computer vision company does have the capacity to adapt rapidly to change. Technologically, they have shown sign of very rapid adaptation to new customer needs and product developments, passing from an intangible software product to customised hardware products in a short period of
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