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Motivation 

This journal is a relatively new journal focusing on how family influences business and 

how business influences the family. The journal publishes articles dealing, among others, 

with family and business on strategy, the effect of family on network relations and 

strategy as practice of the family business. The topic of this paper is dealing with a topic 

that fits within the scope of the journal. 

Moreover, the journal looks for young scholars introducing new topics as well as 

experienced scholars extending earlier work. This openness towards the introduction of 

new topics is of interest to this paper, since networking and internationalization haven’t 

been combined before in the area of family business research.  
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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to provide insight in to the interplay between family 

business internationalization and the networks that the family business is embedded in. 

The multiple-case study method is adopted and interviews were conducted with five 

owner-managers. Within this research three concepts are studied in more detail, which 

are the content of network relations, the direction in which relations are initiated and 

whether there is a change in preference towards networking with family businesses over 

non-family businesses. The results show that internationalization is taking place as a 

result of the networks that the business is embedded in even though the owner-manager 

keeps a large part of the initiative in own hands, but also that networks develop as a 

result of the family business’ internationalization. Based on the findings a number of 

propositions are developed for future research.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Internationalization is one of the most complex strategies that a firm can undertake but also a 

strategy which firms increasingly have to undertake because of the growing market 

globalization (Fernández & Nieto, 2005). On the one hand internationalization enhances a 

firm’s growth but on the other hand internationalization also makes it increasingly difficult to 

directly access the end customer. As a result of this, networks of interrelated firms and other 

actors have started to play an increasingly important role in the internationalization of firms 

since these enable faster and better dealing with the market (Möller and Halinen, 1999).  

Moreover, it has been argued that the way that business relations are managed can significantly 

impact a firm’s performance (Perry, 1999). These observations suggest that it is important for 

management to understand the role of networks and in case of internationalization how 

networks are influenced by foreign market entry.  

Although this understanding will be important for every business, it can be argued that family 

businesses can especially benefit from the understanding about the role and development of 

their networks in an international environment. In past research it has been argued that family 

businesses are firms in which network ties are more developed and play an essential role in 

doing business due to limited resources and international knowledge of the owner-manager 

(Pearson et al. 2008; Salvato and Melin, 2008; Arregle et al. 2007).  Not only are networks of 

family businesses argued to be more developed than those of non-family business, also are 

owner-managers argued to be more active in building networks and to be able to benefit more 

from the network relations due to his/her personal commitment (Carney, 2005). Besides this, 

Harris et al (1994) found that family businesses tend to be significantly different from non-

family businesses in terms of their internationalization strategy in which more informal 

processes and the ideas of the owner manager are essential. Hence, taking this together it can be 

argued that networks possibly play a more important or different role in family businesses than 

in non-family businesses and due to family business characteristics also develop differently 
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after internationalization. The purpose of this paper is to provide insight in the interplay 

between family business internationalization and the networks of the family business.  

In this way the paper contributes to the existing literature in two ways. Firstly, a gap was 

identified in the internationalization literature where it is considered how networks influence 

internationalization (Johansson & Mattsson, 1988; Coviello and Munro, 1995; Prashanteem, 

2004) but where only limited attention is paid to the influence of internationalization on 

networks of the firm. Recently, Johanson and Vahlne (2006, 2009) revised the traditional 

Uppsala internationalization model by including the importance of networks. By doing so they 

not only included industrial networks but also the networks of individuals within the business. 

This paper contributes to this area of research by providing empirical insights in how networks 

are influenced by internationalization and how they influence future internationalization.  

The second gap was identified in the area of family business research. Within this area an 

increasing amount of research is focusing on the internationalization of the firm. However, the 

role of networks and networking in the internationalization process of the family business is 

only in a few cases considered (Basly, 2007; Graves and Thomas, 2008). This is remarkable 

when considering the above mentioned characteristics of family businesses.  

The paper proceeds with a theoretical framework providing an overview of the existing 

literature about internationalization, networks and family businesses. After this the methodology 

and sample are introduced. The paper continues with the results of the research, after which 

these results will be discussed and propositions will be developed for future research. In the 

final section conclusions will be drawn and implications for future research and management 

will be outlined.  
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2. THEORETICAL FRAME 

2.1 NETWORKS AND INTERNATIONALIZATION THEORY 

 

2.1.1 INTERNATIONALIZATION DEFINED 

Many authors have attempted to define internationalization (Coviello and Munro, 1997). 

However, there is no general agreement about the definition of internationalization, except that 

it captures the growing involvement of a firm in a range of operations with an international 

character (Rialp and Rialp, 2001). Nevertheless, internationalization is perceived as an 

important path for firm growth (Lu and Beamish, 2001) and as such a large amount of research 

can be found in this area. As a result a wide variety of ideas have evolved focusing on 

internationalization as a rational economic decision, an on-going process of evolution or a 

process-based view (Rialp and Rialp, 2001). Of these the idea of the on-going process of 

evolution has in the past been focused upon to a large extent and is also known as the Uppsala 

model of internationalization. Johanson and Vahlne (1977) argued that firms increase the 

commitment to internationalization when more knowledge is obtained about operations in the 

market. Hence, internationalization is argued to be a gradual process of entering a foreign 

market driven by learning and increasing commitments. In this model the lack of knowledge 

about foreign markets is the main obstacle to overcome, which is according to the Uppsala 

model done by means of learning by doing (Forsgren, 2002). Within this paper, a broad 

definition of internationalization is included holding that internationalization is all foreign 

activity that a firm is involved in. This definition is adopted because this allows for analysis of 

how networks evolve after foreign market entry and how this influences further 

internationalization to other countries as well as increasing commitment to a country.  

2.1.2 NETWORKS AND NETWORKING DEFINED 

Networks are defined as sets of two or more connected exchange relationships in which 

information and/or resources are exchanged (Coviello and Munro, 1997). These networks are 
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created by processes of ongoing interaction, during which structures of networks fluctuate 

(Shaw, 2006). A number of ways of defining network ties can be identified in literature, 

distinguishing strong ties and weak ties (Granovetter, 2005), horizontal and vertical ties (Möller 

and Halinen, 1999) and social and business ties (O’Donnel et al, 2001). Besides the focus on the 

content of ties within this focus a focus is on networking. Networking is defined as the process 

that is taking place over time in which relationships shift from latent contacts to manifest ties 

and where relationships are located within the network which can help to satisfy a business need 

(Jack, 2010).  

2.1.3 INTERNATIONALIZATION AND NETWORKING 

Within the internationalization research two broad research areas can be identified when it 

considers the importance of networks. One research area is focusing on the industrial networks 

that businesses are active in. Within this area Johanson and Mattsson (1988) argue that the 

traditional Uppsala model underestimates the importance of network positions of a firm in its 

internationalization activities. One important assumption underlying this model is that 

individual firms are dependent on resources controlled by other firms. These resources can be 

accessed through the position that firms have in their network (Johanson and Mattsson, 1988). 

In a later research Johanson and Mattsson (1992) not only argued that network positions 

influence strategic action, but also that relations develop over time through these interactions. 

Within this area of research Blomstermo et al (2004) found that the experiential knowledge 

within a network has a positive influence on the internationalization experiential knowledge. 

Also Elango and Pattnaik (2007) found in a regression analysis of 794 Indian firms that firms 

tend to draw on their parental and foreign network to build necessary capabilities for foreign 

market entry.  

A second area is focusing on the effect of social capital on the internationalization of 

entrepreneurial firms. Social capital is the sum of network relationships and the resources that 

can be accessed through these relationships (Coleman, 1988; Pearson et al, 2008). Within this 
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area the focus isn’t limited to the contacts within one industry, but rather considers personal or 

social as well as business ties both being of significant importance for a firm’s development 

(Ellis, 2000; Coviello, 2006). For example, Ellis (2000) found that personal relationships in the 

form of friends and acquaintances can introduce a firm to a foreign exchange partners.  

Recently Johanson and Vahlne (2009) have included the focus on networks in the traditional 

Uppsala internationalization model as well. In their revised model (figure 1) these authors argue 

that internationalization is the outcome of firm actions to strengthen their network positions by 

protecting or improving their position in the market. The reasoning underlying the revised 

Uppsala model is based on the idea that if a focal firm and another firm are mutually committed 

to a future business together, they have a basis for learning about and from each other and for 

creating knowledge which in turn will create opportunities for new business. Knowledge and 

opportunities influence the decisions that the focal firm makes with regard to the commitment to 

other firms within the network. Decisions regarding commitment in terms of networking focus 

on the decision to develop new relationships or to build bridges to other networks.  Due to 

decisions made and daily activities the parties increase their knowledge, trust and commitment, 

which in turn influences the network position of the parties (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). 

However not only due to own relationship building access is obtained to knowledge. When a 

Figure 1: the business network internationalization process model (the 2009 

version), Johanson and Vahlne, 2009 
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partner is also committed to other relationships the focal firm becomes indirectly also connected 

to a wider network that provides access to new knowledge and opportunities (Johanson and 

Vahlne, 2006). Hence, the networks do not only influence internationalization, but the 

internationalization also affects network building of the firm. 

Although Johanson and Vahlne (2006; 2009) remain to have a strong focus on business 

relationships, they open up the possibility for considering personal ties as well. In their 2009 

paper Johanson and Vahlne (p.1423) state that networks are borderless and they recognize that 

some types of knowledge can only be accessed by certain individuals in the network. This 

suggests that not only business ties are important but also personal ties.  

As mentioned before family businesses tend to have, among other factors, a strong focus on 

networking. Therefore, where it is argued on a general level that networks are important in the 

internationalization of the firm, they might even play a more significant role in family 

businesses. Moreover, due to the overlap between the family and the business, personal ties can 

play in certain situations an important role. This will be discussed within the next two sections.  

2.2 FAMILY BUSINESS INTERNATIONALIZATION 

In past family business research one of the main challenges has been to define the criteria by 

which a firm can be labeled a family business (Tsang, 2002). Most of the definitions focus on 

characteristics that distinguish the family business from the non-family business (Sharma, 

2004). Litz (1995) defined a structure-based approach and an intention-based approach to this 

problem. The intention-based approach holds that a firm can be considered a family business 

when the family members strive to achieve, maintain and/or increase the relation between the 

family and the business. On the other hand, the structure based approach focuses on the extent 

to which the family is involved in the ownership as well as management of the firm. In this 

paper the structure-based approach is adopted because these factors are easier to identify since 

not all businesses indicate that they have as purpose to remain a family business. This approach 
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is adopted by focusing on two characteristics that a business should meet in order to be a family 

business. The first one is that a majority share should be owned by one family (Zahra, 2003). 

The second characteristic included is that the family should be involved in day-to-day 

management and make the most important decisions (Gallo and Sveen, 1991). 

Whereas in internationalization research it was noticed that the lack of knowledge about foreign 

markets is the main obstacle to overcome (Forsgren, 2002), family business research argues that 

family owned firms have to deal with several other barriers as well when they want to enter 

foreign markets (Gallo & Sveen, 1991). Most of the barriers to family-owned firms’ 

internationalization tend to relate to the interaction between the family members, the family unit 

and the business, also known as familiness (Habbershon & Williams, 1999). Gallo and Sveen 

(1991) outlined a number of factors that restrain the internationalization of businesses. Factors 

found are a strong commitment to the current strategy, a fear of losing power, disadvantages of 

closed ownership (Fernándoz and Nieto, 2005), a strong local orientation and relating to that 

negative perceptions about external opportunities (Gallo & Pont, 1996; Gudmundson et al, 

1999). One important implication of these restraining factors is that family businesses tend to 

start their internationalization relatively late compared to non-family businesses and 

internationalize at a slower rate (Flören, 2001).  

Where familiness leads to constraints, it also leads to factors that were argued to benefit a 

family business’ internationalization. Facilitating factors are a long term commitment, a strong 

culture, inclusion of later generations with broader knowledge and strong focus on networking 

(Gallo and Sveen, 1991; Basly, 2007). In current family business research, especially the 

finding that the inclusion of later generations facilitates internationalization is supported (Gallo 

and Pont, 1996; Férnandez and Nieto, 2005). Except for the finding that social networking is 

significantly and positively associated with internationalization knowledge (Basly, 2007), the 

focus on networks in family business internationalization has been limited. This is noticeable 

for two reasons, firstly it is argued that family businesses have stronger networks and secondly 
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an increasing focus on the role of networks is found in internationalization research. The next 

section the role of networks in family business internationalization research is discussed. 

2.3 FAMILY BUSINESS NETWORKS, SOCIAL CAPITAL AND INTERNATIONALIZATION 

Earlier research in the field of family businesses and entrepreneurship argued that networks are 

a complex mixture of social and business ties. According to Johannisson and Mønsted (1997) 

these two types of ties make up the personal network of the owner-manager. In business ties, the 

connections are usually formal and usually other organizations are considered as the partner. 

Within personal ties, informal ties are considered with for example family and friends 

(O’Donnel et al, 2001). Social ties add to an individual’s self-confidence and to the legitimacy 

of the firm on the market (Johannisson and Mønsted, 1997). Compared to the business network 

ties, these personal ties are relatively stronger and in general a higher level of trust is found here 

which can stimulate or constrain a firm to undertake certain actions (Anderson et al., 2005). Due 

to the overlap between the family and the business each of the type of network ties might be of 

importance in the process of family business internationalization. However, the degree to which 

they are important can be expected to be changing over time. For example, Ellis (2008) argued 

that in case of opportunity recognition of firms the personal ties might be more important than 

business ties, because this activity is more of an individual one. Agndal et al (2008) argued that 

in later stages of the internationalization process those ties that are less directly related to the 

firm become of larger importance in foreign market entry. Through networks, businesses can 

get access to resources and information that is complementary to their own and in that way is 

beneficial to the firm (Salvato and Melin, 2008). The sum of the network relationships and the 

resources that can be accessed through these relationships is called the social capital of the firm 

(Pearson et al. 2008).  

In family business research it has been argued that the family business can distinguish itself 

from nonfamily businesses by means of the family social capital (Sorenson and Bierman, 2009).  
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Family social capital is a specific type of social capital and is embedded in the relationships 

between family members and has as advantage that it is immediately available. Since this type 

of relationships is immediately available, family businesses do not require extensive 

development of social capital to get access to different sources of information (Hoffman et al, 

2006). However, these close ties might limit the networking activities because it can make the 

firm blind for the external environment (Zahra et al, 2006). On the other hand, Carney (2005) 

argued that owners of a family business are more active in building their personal networks and 

these are also longer lasting because of the personal commitment. The finding that owner-

managers are active in building networks can affect the way that networks develop after foreign 

market entry. In addition, Anderson et al (2005) found that family members directly as well as 

indirectly involved in the business are important for the owner, although the importance and the 

role that they play evolve over time. Due to the fact that family members work in a different 

environment, sometimes live in different areas and have contacts with other people they can 

provide new insights and can serve as bridging ties to networks otherwise impossible to access.  

Moreover, it has been argued in family business literature that the network ties of family 

businesses and the family are more stable over time because the next generation takes over the 

contacts of the owner when she/he will leave the business (Arregle et al, 2007).  This results in 

trust and relatively stronger and more reliable networks than in non-family businesses and in 

that way stimulating access to external resources, which can be important for family business 

internationalization. However, Zahra et al (2006) also mentions that the trust resulting from 

ongoing relationships also brings several risks with it because it can make the business blind for 

new opportunities and reluctant to exploit ideas that are radical for the network partners. This in 

combination with the local focus of family businesses, the fear of losing power and the higher 

value put on social networks as on business networks (Basly, 2007) can also limit the business 

its internationalization.  
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As already mentioned before within the literature about family business internationalization the 

direct focus on network ties is limited, however indirectly networks are argued to play an 

important role in family business internationalization. This limited focus can be explained by 

the argumentation of Harris et al (1994) that not only new strategies come with new 

generations, but also that the internationalization of a family business is largely guided by the 

owner’s international dream. Nevertheless, a certain amount of research has argued that this 

dream of internationalization can be influenced by parties in the owner-manager’s network.  

Gallo and Pont (1996) argued that family members who are living in a foreign country can 

provide necessary information about opportunities and risks in these markets. This is argued to 

increase the owner-manager’s willingness to internationalize. Also Basly (2007) found that 

social networking has a significant and positive influence on the internationalization knowledge 

obtained by the family business. Moreover, Gallo and Pont (1996) found that family members 

residing abroad make it more likely that a higher commitment entry is done rather than exports. 

On the other hand, Férnandez and Nieto (2005) found that alliances with other firms and 

another company as an investor in the family business tend to stimulate the internationalization 

of the firm. Also Graves and Thomas (2008) recognized in their case study that in order to be 

able to use the financial resources available for internationalization a family business needs to 

have international network relationships. It can be concluded from this overview of the existing 

literature about family business internationalization, that the focus on network theory has 

mainly been related to the internationalization decision itself. However, how networks evolve 

after the family business has entered a foreign market and how this influences further 

internationalization efforts is overlooked.  

2.4 ONCE INTERNATIONAL…. 

Based upon the above discussion it can be argued that networking can have a significant 

influence on a firm’s strategic decisions. For this reason Hite (2005) has argued that it is 
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important for entrepreneurs to understand how their relationships evolve. Hite (2005) stated that 

managers might be better able to manage the evolution of their network ties when they are 

aware of the processes involved in it and in that way can influence factors critical for the firm’s 

success.  

In entrepreneurship literature there has been an increasing focus on how networks evolve before 

a firm enters a new market or before it starts to grow. Larson and Starr (1993) argued that over 

time network relationships change from simple, uni-dimensional ties to multidimensional and 

multilayered networks, hence the network expands and becomes more complex. Hite and 

Hesterly (2001) argued that when firms grow their networks tend to change because of the 

increasing need for resources. As a result of this there is a shift in networks being mainly 

composed of social embedded ties to more arm’s length business ties already before entry. In 

line with this, Ellis and Pecotich (2001) and Ellis (2008) found that especially existing social 

ties influence the internationalization of the firm, which is also in line with the findings of 

family business research. Anderson et al (2005) found in entrepreneurship research that family 

involvement is more important in the start-up phase of a business than in later phases. It should 

be noticed here that in case of family businesses, the family influence can be expected to remain 

significant in all phases, however it might be that at a certain point their influence at foreign 

operations might be reduced. On the other hand, Coviello (2006) found for international new 

ventures that they mainly relied upon third-party, business ties when they internationalized 

which contradicts the above findings. Overall, it is recognized that networks change over time, 

but contradicting results can be found in literature.   

In international business research, Blomstermo et al (2004) found that business networks tend to 

be perceived as more important by the entrepreneur when the international experience increases. 

This can lead to the conclusion that social ties might be more essential in the decision to 

internationalize, but that after internationalization an increasing effort will be put in establishing 

a broader network with relatively more business ties. It can be argued that this will be especially 
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the case for family businesses, because they originally have a strong focus on their local markets 

(Gallo and Sveen, 1991) and therefore need to get increasing access to knowledge about foreign 

markets. By developing business ties once the family business has entered a new market they 

can not only obtain necessary resources for survival and growth, but these foreign networks can 

also provide legitimacy and can give a signal to the market about a firm’s reputation and quality 

(Prashanteem, 2004). However, since it is argued that it is more likely that a family business 

enters a foreign market when a family member is living abroad (Gallo and Pont, 1996) it is still 

possible that social ties remain to play a significant role in further network development and 

business internationalization. 

Harris et al. (1994) found that in foreign market entry family business prefer to keep control by 

means of their own subsidiary or to have another family business as partner. The selection of a 

family business as partner is based on the mutual understanding of each other’s problems and 

challenges due to similarity in these, even across borders. Therefore, it can be argued that even 

though a family business will focus on developing business ties after internationalization, it is 

likely that they select businesses that are family-owned. On the one hand, the family business 

can benefit from this, because these firms will most likely have a strong local focus (Gallo and 

Sveen, 1991) and a broad local network as well and in that way can provide the legitimacy and 

access to other relations. On the other hand, it can be argued that it limits a firm’s future 

internationalization, since this local focus is one of the main constraining factors to family 

business internationalization (Gallo and Sveen, 1991).  Therefore, the question is raised whether 

the network is expanded in the foreign market beyond the family business to increase access to a 

larger market.  

When it concerns internationalization of the firm, it has been argued that broader networks 

allow faster internationalization (Zain and Ng, 2006). This would mean that when the firm has 

expanded to a foreign country and expand its networks, it is more likely that the firm will 

internationalize further. In literature it has been argued that networks play a role in a firm’s 
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internationalization in broadly three different ways. Firstly, larger networks provide access to 

knowledge and information and in that way increases the chance of opportunity recognition for 

internationalization (Basly, 2007; Coviello and Munro, 1995). Secondly, network ties can 

provide access to resources important for a firm’s internationalization (Johanson and Mattsson, 

1988; Prashanteem, 2004). Finally, network ties known as bridging ties, can provide access to 

parties present in other countries which will stimulate internationalization (Granovetter, 2005; 

Komulainen et al, 2006). Although these findings are generally agreed upon and its importance 

in a firm’s internationalization is recognized (Johanson and Mattsson, 1988), there has been 

limited focus upon the topic of how the networks of international family businesses influence 

their further internationalization, and whether business and personal ties have different 

influences.  

Based upon the above discussion of the current literature about network evolution, family 

business networking and internationalization it can be concluded that networks evolve over 

time. However, the knowledge about how and with whom the business bonds once a foreign 

market is entered and how this influences further internationalization, is relatively limited.  

3. Research methodology 

3.1 METHOD AND SAMPLE 

 

Networks include structural as well as relational or interactional elements (Coviello, 2005). The 

structural elements of networks are usually analyzed quantitatively, whereas relational elements 

require qualitative research. Within this paper the main focus is on the interactional elements. 

Jack (2010) argued that in a situation where the focus is on what is actually going on in the 

networks, the activity of networking and the processes involved in networking, hence the 

interactional elements, a qualitative method is most appropriate. Moreover, Yin (1993) has 

argued that qualitative data is the appropriate method to select when the questions have to 
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answer how and why, which is in line with the focus in this research. Therefore, in this paper a 

multiple case-study methodology is adopted. The focus in this paper has been on five case 

companies. Included are three Dutch and two Swedish family owned businesses. Companies 

from two countries were selected in order to check for variety in networking activity. However, 

by selecting firms from relatively equal countries in terms of level of economic development, 

market size and the open economies, the diversity is expected to be limited to minor differences 

between the two countries. 

3.2 DATA COLLECTION 

 

Primary data collection took the form of semi-structured interviews with one family member 

and in one case the non-family CEO. On the one hand, this limits the diversity in information 

sources, which decreases the reliability of the data. On the other hand, the interviewees could 

draw upon firsthand experience and were involved in the internationalization to different 

countries from beginning to end. Semi-structured interviews were chosen because this enables 

asking about the main questions and based on the answers make more detailed questions (Yin, 

1993). The unit of analysis was the network relevant to the firm’s internationalization as defined 

by the interviewees. The interviews took on average about an hour and notes were taken during 

the interviews. The focus in the questions was longitudinal in the sense that questions were 

asked focusing on a longer period of time in reciprocity. The period covered varied from a 

period of twenty years since the first internationalization to internationalization activities that 

were taken place only a few years ago. Questions were asked with regard to which relationships 

played a role before and after entry into the international market and how, what the specific 

characteristics of these relationships were and how new existing relationships developed after 

internationalization. After the interview, the received information of the individual cases was 

written out as standalone cases and send to the interviewee to check for misinterpretations and 

to answer some follow up questions when necessary. In order to increase reliability of the 
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information collected, also secondary data was examined. This secondary data takes the form of 

statistical data from AMADEUS, brochures received from the firms about their activities and 

history, the company website and news articles.  

3.3 DATA ANALYSIS 

 

In the next step, transcripts were content analyzed and coded focusing on the dimensions of tie 

direction, content, type of firm, and role in internationalization. Content and direction are two of 

the interactional dimensions as defined by Mitchel (1969, as cited by Coviello, 2005). Content 

provides insight about the type of exchange that is taking place between two or more parties. 

Tie content can be defined as being on the one hand friendship or family based ties or on the 

other hand business ties or it can be a combination of the two (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003) 

according to which the data was coded. The second concept included is the direction, following 

the research of Coviello (2005, 2006). Direction provides insight in the extent to which a 

network is intentionally managed. Whereas Coviello (2005, 2006) distinguished between the 

firm itself and an outside party establishing the contact, in this paper four ways are identified in 

order to get a better idea about the networking of the firm. The four types of initiation of 

relations are the firm itself, the second party involved in the relationship, another third party or a 

relationship being initiated at a trade fair following the findings of Ellis (2000). A third concept 

included focuses on the type of parties that a business is establishing ties with. In this a 

distinction is made between family businesses and non-family businesses. This concept is based 

on the finding of Harris et al (1994) that family businesses tend to prefer family firms as a 

partner for accessing a foreign market. The question is raised whether this preference changes 

when the market has been entered. Anderson et al (1994) stated that within network research 

three dimensions can be considered, the actors, the activities and resources used. With the above 

concepts the type of actor and how they are related are considered. Moreover, the role that 

actors play within a network and the role that the interviewees believed their networks to play in 
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further internationalization are considered in answering the question with regard to future 

internationalization activities. Besides, it was considered whether the possible shift in type of 

ties that were considered important after internationalization, influenced the decision of 

increased foreign business activity. 

In order to code the data in most instances, direct quotes from the interviewees were used, since 

this is believed to best reflect the concepts under study. The quotes were in chronological order 

put in a matrix, one matrix for each case, and coded according to the discussed concepts. The 

chronological order is necessary in order to get insight in the cause/effect sequence of 

internationalization and networks. Based upon the matrices, following Yin (1993), the cases 

were first analyzed at a case to case basis in order to identify specific patterns for each of the 

individual cases. In the next step the data was compared across the different cases in order to get 

insight in patterns across the different cases.  

4. CASE PROFILES 

 

All of the companies included in this study are privately owned and controlled by one family. 

Two of the companies included can be labeled as retail companies and three companies are 

manufacturing firms. Table 1 provides the profiles of the five case companies included.  

Companies from two countries are included because networks might evolve differently in 

different countries because social networks are bounded to a person’s geographical, social 

and/or institutional space (Zhou et al, 2007). Each of the companies can be labeled as small or 

medium sized firms when looking at the number of employees. In earlier research it has been 

argued that especially these companies are influenced by and benefit from their network ties 

(Agndal et al, 2008). Except for one, all firms had foreign subsidiaries, which theoretically can 

increase a firm’s networking activity across the borders of the home country. The firm without 

foreign subsidiaries can provide on the one hand insights in differences in networking in case of 
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foreign subsidiaries and other methods of foreign market entry. On the other hand, this firm 

doesn’t stand on its own within the sample, because also firms with foreign subsidiaries tend to 

make intensive use of distributors for international activity. The extent to which the owner-

managers of the firms considered networking as an activity of importance varied from actively 

focusing on developing their networks to only focusing on networking in case of necessity for 

foreign market entry.  

  Company Profile 

  Founded Generation Industry Employees Foreign sales Countries Foreign Subs 

NL-FB1 1949 2nd draught 
excluders 

95 50% total sales 23 France, 
Germany 

  

The firm is founded in 1949 when the first generation started to make draught excluders. The 

draught excluder market was developed with a draught excluder consisting of a beech wood frame 

with a rubber seal. Over the years the wooden frame was replaced by aluminum and plastic holders 

and the range of products was extended. Already in the period 1965-1973 the firm started exports 

to Germany, Ireland and Denmark. In the period 1974-1985 subsidiaries in France and Germany 

are opened through the acquisition of French and German distributors. In 1986 the second 

generation took over the firm. Over time the range of products has expanded, exports have been 

growing, and an increasing number of markets have been served. The main values of the firm are 

quality and being involved. By means of cooperation in order to come up with innovations and 

close monitoring of the market the firm has as goal to strengthen its market position in the 

European market. 

NL-FB2 1853 5th shoe 25 20% total sales 6 Belgium 

  

This firm is a family business with more than 150 years of experience and is currently run by the 

5th generation. Within the near-future the next generation will become involved in the firm's day-

to-day operations. The firm offers a complete range of shoe care products to the shoe retailers. The 

firm has the exclusive distribution rights for the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxemburg of some 

shoe care brands. In the 1990s the firm started its exports to the Belgium market, after which a 

subsidiary was opened here. The firm has a strong focus on continuity of the firm, which involves 

an excellent relation with the customer and a perfect service and cooperation.  

NL-FB3 1983 2nd life science 170 85-90% total sales worldwide USA, Spain, 
South Africa, 

Japan 

  This family firm was founded in 1983 by the parents of the current CEO. However, the basis of 

this firm was already established earlier with the development of one type of lenses for which an 

innovation award was received. Also nowadays innovation is a major focus of the firm. Within this 

goal of innovation, close cooperation with surgeons and the firm's own clinic is a central issue. 

Currently, the shares are owned by the CEO, his mother and a third party in the form of a bank. 

The firm produces and delivers a complete line of ophthalmic surgical devices for cataract, 

refractive and trauma surgery. Majority of the sales concern artificial lenses which are used in 

cataract surgery, which replace the natural opaque lens. The products are sold worldwide, mainly 

through a network of knowledgeable distributors but a number of markets are directly served.  

Table 1: company profiles 
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  Company Profile 

  Founded Generation Industry Employees Foreign sales Countries Foreign Subs 

SE-FB1 1898 4th furniture 32 20% total sales 11 none 

  

The start of this company can be traced back to 1898 when a cabinet maker started to produce 

furniture for his friends and neighbors. For a time this cabinet maker was known as the finest but 

also the most expansive cabinet maker in the area. At that time the goal was to produce "well-made 

furniture, designed to last." When his sons took over the business he provided him with the advice: 

“stick together and things will go well.”  Nowadays the fourth generation is running the firm and 

still quality and craftsmanship is important within the firm. Although majority of the products are 

sold in the Scandinavian countries, the firm has distributors in countries all over the world.  

SE-FB2 1988 2nd metal 7 5% total sales 5 
Taiwan, 
China 

  

This family firm was founded in 1988 and recently the second generation has taken over. However, 

the first generation is still closely involved in the business. The firm is a retailer in metal parts in the 

industrial sector and in addition to the products a consultancy role is taken. The firm has two 

foreign subsidiaries, in Taiwan and China, which mainly have the role of contact with the suppliers. 

The firm’s customers are mainly found in Sweden, however also customers are found in Hungary, 

Poland and Norway.  

Continued: table 1 company profiles  

5. RESULTS  

5.1 CHANGES IN NETWORK   

5.1.1 CONTENT 

The content of business ties was argued above to provide insight into the type of exchange that 

is taking place. Across the five family businesses included in this research, it appears that 

majority of the ties before entry can be identified as being business ties. Examples of parties 

involved before internationalization are existing customers that already had entered the foreign 

market, consultancy offices and banks, and producers within the same industry. The importance 

of personal ties and ties that are a combination of both is different for the different firms. For 

example, NL-FB1 indicated that family and friends don’t play a role in their internationalization 

decision at all.  

“Currently I am the only family member involved in the business, therefore family doesn’t 

play a role in the decisions made. Before my sister has been involved in the business but she 

was here as an employee rather than one of the owners.” (CEO/owner NL-FB1) 
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On the other hand, NL-FB2 had before setting up their business in Belgium, conversations with 

two parties that could be identified as being friendship as well as business ties with the goal of 

collecting information about business in the Belgian market. For the Swedish cases similar 

results can be identified, where the internationalization of SE-FB2 is mainly driven by business 

ties present in the foreign market. On the other hand, SE-FB1 indicated that the family members 

involved in the business mainly take the internationalization decisions.  

“All decisions for foreign market entry are entirely taken by the family members. However, 

we are a flat organization and where it concerns strategy or acquisition of new machines we 

do involve those persons that will be affected by these changes. It is important to give people 

a certain level of responsibility in these.” (Export manager/owner SE-FB1) 

However, this firm also indicated that some of the business ties they have with other firms 

influence their decision, as was the case for the Danish market. 

“Another Swedish manufacturer worked with the Danish agent and knew that this agent was 

looking for another brand to include in its range of products. After having received this 

information, the agent was met at a trade fair in Stockholm.” (Export manager/owner SE-

FB1) 

After entry into a foreign market the content largely remains to be business like for all firms. 

However, the ties between the owner manager and the people in the foreign country were 

argued to become tighter over time due to the more regular contact. For example, SE-FB1 

indicated that when a distributor has set up contact with a customer, over time the business will 

also meet the new customer themselves in order to create trust. NL-FB3 stated that their South-

African contacts became better established due to regular meetings with the people working in 

South-Africa.  
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“When a new market is entered, the contacts almost always become more intensive. In order 

to have a well functioning subsidiary in foreign markets it is important to monitor their 

activities closely. This is not only necessary for a market like the South African one, but for 

every single foreign market that is entered directly. Therefore, it is important to have direct 

contacts and bring regular visits in order to provide support and create trust. The set up we 

have is to meet at least once during every six weeks to discuss what is going 

on.”(Owner/CEO NL-FB3) 

Of the different cases, only NL-FB2 indicated that they clearly collected information from 

business as well as friendship ties before entry. After entry these parties remained to be 

important. However, where the other case states that the connection becomes more intensive, 

here the owner manager stated that compared to before entry the relationship became more 

equal.  

“We still exchange information and discuss developments in the market with each other 

during trips and meetings. However, since I don’t need them anymore to collect information 

the discussion is more on an equal level.” (Owner/CEO NL-FB2) 

Majority of the parties that were added to the networks of the business were stated to be new 

customers and the owner-manager not always took part actively in developing these networks. 

However, four out of the five interviewees indicated that there are situations in which a more 

friendship based relationship is developing. Whether this friendship develops, was stated to 

depend largely on the person that the contact is established with. However, noticeable is the 

preference of the different owner managers towards doing business in more friendship based or 

business based relationships.   

 “In some situations the relations that were important before entry become more friendship 

based over time. However, the best thing to have is business relations, since in that case 
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emotions don’t play such a large role in dealing with each other.” (Export manager/owner, 

SE-FB1) 

“Sometimes the type of connection that is sensed with other parties changes. Whether this 

happens or not, depends on whether there is a click with the other party or not. However, my 

experience is that when the contacts are well established or more friendship based, also the 

business dealings are going more smoothly.” (CEO/owner, NL-FB2) 

Where some ties become tighter, NL-FB3 indicated that some connections also evolve in the 

opposite direction. In this case after a while a subsidiary was set up in a market where a 

distributor was active. Although it was possible to continue business with the distributor, after a 

while the distributor slowly left the network. Also NL-FB2 stated that after full commitment 

entry into the Belgian market, they consciously ended some contacts with smaller customers, 

which were over time replaced for larger ones in order to show more professionalism.  

5.1.2. TYPE OF FIRM 

When looking at the type of firms that were involved before and after the internationalization of 

each of the businesses, the owner-managers indicated it was not a conscious choice to work 

with family businesses but that in practice it is often the case that they feel more comfortable in 

doing business with other family businesses. However it can be noticed that the companies with 

a larger foreign presence, in terms of foreign sales and number of countries entered, stated to 

have more of a balance in terms of family firms and non-family firms within their network, than 

the once with a smaller foreign presence.   

The two companies that can be said to be middle sized, NL-FB1 and NL-FB3, indicated that 

they have family as well as non-family businesses in their international network. Each of these 

two however noted that they feel that doing business with the family owned firms is more 

convenient.  
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“Within our distributor network family businesses as well as large non-family businesses are 

included. Personally, I have a stronger connection with family businesses because here I 

also often knew the parents or they know mine and it is easier to start a conversation when 

you can ask something personal. These contacts are closer to me, they are stronger and as 

for us within these businesses the focus is on continuity and the positive feeling of a certain 

transaction. However, we also do need the large non-family businesses because of the access 

to resources they have and the activities that they are able to perform.” (CEO/owner NL-

FB3). 

This quote reflects the general feeling that existed among the interviewees when it concerned 

family business versus non-family business. The similarity in the way of doing business of 

family business and the more personal and stronger relationship made the interviewees feel 

more comfortable in doing business with family businesses. It must be noticed however that in 

some industries, like the industry of NL-FB2, more family businesses are active than in others, 

like the one of SE-FB2. Hence, the extent to which firms are able or forced to cooperate with 

family businesses also depends on the industry. However, in line with the preference towards 

cooperation with a family business one of the firms noted the following: 

“In itself it is not a goal to focus on family businesses as distributors or firms to acquire. 

However, in practice I see that we have a preference towards smaller family firms because 

than the relationship becomes more equal.(…) If we have to choose between two possible 

distributors, with each the same amount of pros and cons, the fact that one of them is a 

family firm might be driving the selection of that firm.” (CEO/owner, NL-FB1) 

Overall, the situation before or after internationalization didn’t change tremendously, however it 

seems that when firms grow they try to find a balance between family and non-family owned 

businesses in their network. The preference towards family businesses for cooperation however 

remains.  
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5.1.3 DIRECTION 

Two out of the five firms, NL-FB1 and SE-FB2, indicated that expanding or developing their 

networks is not an issue where they have a strong focus upon. Both of the firms stated that it is 

not uncommon for possible distributors or customers to approach them. In SE-FB2 the limited 

focus on networking becomes most apparent. 

“The network and a firm’s business are closely related and cannot be seen separate from 

each other. When our network expands, especially in terms of customers, it is often the other 

party that is finding us. The majority of our marketing budget is focusing on online 

promotion and being findable on the web. (…) When we have entered a market we don’t 

focus too much on further development of our networks in these markets, since the Swedish 

market is requiring almost all our attention.” (CEO/owner, SE-FB2) 

The direction in which networks are initiated is not changing too much over time. A factor that 

becomes particularly clear is that almost all of the firms are focusing largely on initiating the 

contacts themselves. NL-FB2 was found to be most active in building its networks, in terms of 

taking part in trade fairs, radio shows, sending out brochures and visiting customers, and also 

considered networking as of significant importance.  

“I am active in a number of national as well as international networking organizations 

within which we have meetings and have holidays together and share information. (…) Also 

are networks important in getting new ideas and in order to keep on learning. (…) However, 

in my opinion the focus of networking largely depends on your education and how you were 

raised, my parents always stimulated me to become member of organizations and to 

establish contacts in other environments. This also gives some obligations, however within 

this market it is hard to do business without the contacts.”(CEO/owner NL-FB2) 

NL-FB1 said that although they have possible distributors that approach them, another common 

way is that they initiate the new relation.  
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“In one of the first internationalization activities, a possible distributor approached us and 

over time this distributor was acquired. (…) However, often when we are interested in a 

market, we conduct a market research to analyze whether the market is also interesting to us 

in practice. If this is the case, we visit trade fairs within the country where we can find 

possible customers. The selected customers are asked whether they are interested and, if yes, 

they are visited.” (CEO/owner NL-FB1)  

A significant difference to be found between the situation of NL-FB1 and the above described 

situation in NL-FB2 is that the latter approach is much more structured. However, across the 

five case studies the more informal way of networking seems to be more common even though 

the relations are business based.  

Although three out of five companies not only had a foreign subsidiary, they also made 

intensive use of distributors it appears that after entry the role of a third party in the form of this 

distributor starts to play an important role in building the customer network.  

“The agent has its contacts with customers and also needs to work on these contacts in order 

to sell, since the agent isn’t paid by us. However, when a customer is at the point of buying 

the product, I often visit this customer together with the agent in order to give the customer 

the opportunity to get to know the firm that they are dealing with. This is important 

especially since we focus on a high-price product.”(Export manager/owner SE-FB1) 

NL-FB1 also expanded the network after entry through the distributor but unless SE-FB1 this 

firm didn’t get in touch with the customer itself.  

Independent of the type of industry, it appears that trade fairs and conferences in the particular 

field are perceived of large importance for the development of international networks. However, 

the point of time at which these trade fairs and conferences are important is different for the 

different firms. For example, NL-FB1 indicated that trade fairs play a role before foreign market 
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entry but after entry these fairs are not that important anymore. On the other hand, NL-FB3 and 

SE-FB1 stated that trade fairs are of significant importance on a continuous basis. Each of the 

two indicated that they make to a certain extent use of these trade fairs and conferences before 

as well as after entry. 

“We are doing business in a closed market in which networking is of significant importance for 

survival of the business. A surgeon will not buy an artificial lens when s/he doesn’t know who 

produces it. Therefore our contacts are of significant importance and many contacts are 

established at conferences. (…) A foreign market is often entered with someone we know 

already for a longer time and who we believe able to run a subsidiary there. (CEO/owner NL-

FB3) 

“Trade fairs are of significant importance to our business since here we meet agents, customers 

and designers. However, it takes time to benefit from trade fairs, for example the trade fair in 

Italy we visited now for several years but only now we start to benefit from it. (…) However it 

are these trade fairs at which we establish majority of the contacts that are important for 

business in foreign markets.”(Export manager/owner SE-FB1) 

Moreover, SE-FB1 indicated that at the trade fairs often a lot of press is present, who receive a 

cd with pictures that they can use to publish in magazines in their country. In that way the firm 

hopes to increase the brand knowledge within foreign markets that they are not yet present in 

but also in those that they already entered.  

Hence, overall the results show that family businesses are before as well as after international 

market entry very outgoing in initiating network contacts in which trade fairs are taking an 

important position. However, over time also third parties in the form of distributors and earlier 

customers start to play a role in expanding the network. Moreover, it seems that the type of 

product and the industry that the firm is active in has an influence on the direction in which 

networks are initiated. 
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5.2 ROLE IN FURTHER INTERNATIONALIZATION 

Four out of the five companies involved indicated that entry into a new market can influence 

their future internationalization. The fifth company, SE-FB2 stated that it is possible but up to 

now they didn’t focus on building their networks or further foreign expansion due to the current 

large demand in Sweden.  

A number of ways were found in the answers in which networking after international market 

entry plays a role in further internationalization. The first one is that new parties in the 

international market stimulate internationalization by providing new contacts.  

“At the moment we are considering expansion with one of our products to the American 

market. Our English distributor has contacts with an American distributor and suggested 

this one to us. This American distributor will be considered when the American market 

appears to be a serious option for foreign market expansion.” (CEO/owner, NL-FB1) 

In this situation the English distributor clearly appeared to function as a bridging tie, in other 

situations this is a less apparent role. Also NL-FB2 is influenced by its network ties for further 

expansion. Here the firm was approached by an existing supplier to ask whether they were 

interested in entering the French market. 

“It was mainly because of two reasons that we declined this offer. From majority of the 

competitors active in this market we heard that they were having problems due to the 

specific characteristics of the market. Moreover, I discussed this opportunity with my son 

because he will become more active in the firm in the short-term. He thought this step to be 

beyond the current capabilities of the firm and therefore didn’t feel like going for it.” 

(CEO/owner, NL-FB2) 

This shows that where after foreign market entry opportunities can show up, they are not always 

undertaken due to information received through the network. Hence, new network relations can 
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serve as bridging ties but business as well as personal ties can also impede further 

internationalization. 

Also SE-FB1 indicated that new distributors or other international contacts can influence further 

internationalization. However, they also indicated that this is very rare and that trade fairs are a 

more important source of new contacts. A way in which this firm and also NL-FB3 found new 

network ties to influence further internationalization is by means of deepened knowledge about 

the market.  

“Some of our products and services go in one market but not in another. By having a 

dialogue with our distributors we receive information about what is working and what not 

and in that way we can better serve the market. For example, in Denmark we used a payment 

system which didn’t work. By means of dialogue with the distributor a solution was found in 

order to serve the market better and increase sales in that market.” (Export manager/owner 

SE-FB1) 

Also for NL-FB3 the provision of information and knowledge is indicated as more important 

than the function of bridging tie. In this firm, the management teams of foreign subsidiaries 

meet up four times a year with the company’s marketing team in order to discuss differences in 

strategies applied in the market and to share ideas about further internationalization possibilities.  

After all, existing and new networks do play a role in further internationalization. The main role 

of network ties seems to be providing information and in some cases to function as a bridging 

tie.  
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6. DISCUSSION 

6.1 NETWORK INFLUENCE ON INTERNATIONALIZATION 

As Johanson and Mattsson (1988) and Johanson and Vahlne (2009) argued the findings in this 

paper suggests that networks do play an important role in the family business’ 

internationalization process. Earlier research expected that the focal firm will mainly 

internationalize by following important business partners within their network. Within this 

study a number of observations are made in which this is the case, like NL-FB2 who followed 

its customers to the Belgian market and SE-FB2 who followed a large customer to Hungary. On 

the other hand, a number of firms took rational decisions about which markets to enter and how 

to enter them, like NL-FB1 and NL-FB3. Despite the rational decisions, these firms did make 

use of their existing networks to collect information or to identify possible distributors or 

foreign partners. Hence, in line with earlier research an important role of the networks of the 

family business appear to be the provision of information and the function of bridging ties 

(Basly, 2007; Granovetter, 2005). 

Once the firm has entered a new market, the networks do expand and develop as will be 

discussed in later sections. The new network relationships were found to influence further 

internationalization in two ways. Where Johanson and Mattson (1988) and Johanson and Vahlne 

(2009) mainly state that new internationalization opportunities are created through the 

development of networks, within this study it was shown that only in few situations new 

markets were entered because of the development of these networks. For example NL-FB1 

collected information about possible foreign distributors through its networks, however in these 

situations often the choice for foreign market entry was already made. Therefore, the reliance on 

networks for foreign market entry was limited. In most of the situations, future 

internationalization was influenced in the form of new knowledge about the foreign market that 

a firm is already active in. In early internationalization research (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977) as 

well as in more recent research (Basly, 2007) foreign market knowledge was perceived as 
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essential in a firm’s internationalization. Within this study it is found that the main way in 

which family businesses tend to use their foreign network ties is by obtaining knowledge about 

how to better serve the foreign market, rather than to exploit new foreign market opportunities 

due to these network ties. This is contradicting the existing theory where it is argued that 

expanding networks and changing network positions lead to recognition and exploitation of new 

opportunities (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009).   

Especially in the case of family businesses this finding is surprising since family businesses are 

known for having limited resources and knowledge for internationalization and these can be 

obtained through the networks. However, within these limited resources also an explanation can 

be found for the limited focus on exploiting new foreign opportunities. Each of the firms under 

study is labeled as SMEs, for which a characteristic is the limited resources. This in 

combination with the reluctance of family businesses to rely on external financial capital 

(Graves and Thomas, 2008) can explain why family businesses don’t exploit possible 

opportunities in foreign markets. This was seen in NL-FB2 where the entry of the French 

market was declined because they felt it beyond what they could handle at the time. Moreover, 

SME research found that among SMEs a fear exists towards becoming totally dependent on 

their network relationships within the foreign market (Coviello and Munro, 1995). As a fear of 

losing power was found to limit the family firm’s internationalization (Gallo and Sveen, 1991), 

it can also be argued that this same fear of losing power will limit the firm’s willingness to rely 

on their network relationships in the recognition and exploitation of foreign market 

opportunities. Besides this, also the attitude of the owner-manager towards investments in 

foreign markets was found to be important in the decision to make use of foreign opportunities 

(Gallo and Pont, 1996; Graves and Thomas, 2008; Chetty and Blankenburg Holm, 2000).   
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Taking these together it can be argued that: 

Proposition 1: Certain family business characteristics that were found to restrain 

internationalization can also limit the firm’s reliance on networks in their internationalization 

process. 

6.2 INFLUENCES OF INTERNATIONALIZATION ON NETWORKS 

6.2.1 CHANGES IN NETWORK CONTENT 

The results of this research show that already before foreign market entry, it are mainly business 

relationships that play a significant role in the decisions made. Also after entry into the foreign 

market the business relations tend to remain of most importance to the firm. This supports the 

ideas of Hite and Hesterly (2001) who argued that already before foreign market entry business 

ties are developed. These business networks are used to collect foreign market information and 

to identify possible foreign partners. Hence, as Johanson and Vahlne (2006) argued the 

connection to a partner gives access to a wider network in which possible partners can be 

identified. Where earlier research (Gallo and Pont, 1996; Anderson et al, 2005) found that 

family members and friends, involved or not involved in the business, tend to play an important 

role the results in this research contradict this. Two broad situations were found in which family 

and/or friends played a role in the internationalization. Firstly, when the family was also 

involved in the daily management of the firm, the family had obviously influence on the 

internationalization decisions. Secondly, friendship based relations tend to play a role only 

when these relations were at the same time considered business based relations. Hence, within 

this study no support is found in line with the findings of Anderson et al (2005) where also 

family and friends beyond the boundaries of the firm influenced the decisions of the family 

firm. It should be considered here that family businesses often face limited knowledge of the 

foreign market (Gallo and Sveen, 1991) and friends and family most likely are limited in this 

foreign market knowledge as well. Unless, as was found by Gallo and Pont (1996), these family 



 

31 

 

and friends are living in a country that the firm is interested in they can provide important 

information.   

Proposition 2: Business relationships are of more importance for family business 

internationalization than family or friendship based relationships because business 

relationships are more likely to provide access to foreign market knowledge.  

After entry into a foreign market the findings do not change tremendously when it concerns the 

content of the relationships. Some of the interviewees indicated that after international market 

entry the relationships became more intensive due to the necessary increased interaction with 

the foreign parties. This is in line with the argumentation of Johanson and Mattsson (1992) that 

the relations develop because of interactions. However it was found that only in some situations 

business relationships did change over time to being also friendship based relationships. The 

results show that the personal characteristics of the parties involved and the attitude of the 

owner-manager tend to influence this development. However, it can also be argued that the 

duration of relationships influences this development because this can increase trust and 

commitment to the relationship. Since relationships are in general longer lasting for family 

businesses (Carney, 2005) it can be expected that it is more likely for the family business than 

the non-family business that relationships become more friendship based over time. However, 

no indication was found that the change in type of relationships also changed the influence of 

the parties on future internationalization of the firm.  

Proposition 3: After foreign market entry, only under certain circumstances business based 

relationships tend to change to friendship based relationships 

6.2.2 PREFERENCE TOWARDS FAMILY FIRMS 

Within the business relationships of owner-managers there was not a conscious choice for 

relationships with family businesses. However, each of the firms indicated that they prefer 

working with family businesses before as well as after internationalization. The results are in 
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line with the findings of Harris et al (1994) where family businesses had a preference towards 

having a family business as a partner for foreign market entry. Reasons within this research 

provided for the cooperation with family business is that they are in the same situation but also 

that the relationships are often more personal. Noticeable within the results is that the medium 

sized firms, NL-FB1 and NL-FB3, which were also active in more foreign markets, indicated 

that they tried to have a balance within their network between family businesses and non-family 

businesses. A reason for this balance can possibly be found in the limited resources that were 

said to constrain family business internationalization (Gallo and Sveen, 1991). Hite and 

Hesterly (2001) argued that networks change when a firm is growing because of the increasing 

need for resources. Taking this into account in the limited resources of the family business 

context a possible development will be that a growing family business tends to add non-family 

businesses to its network in order to get access to a broader range of resources.  Hence, it can be 

proposed that: 

Proposition 4: When the family firm is growing internationally, a more equal distribution 

between family businesses and non-family businesses will develop in the network of the firm. 

6.2.3 NETWORKING: DIRECTION 

The networks of family businesses did clearly expand after a firm had entered a foreign market. 

Hence, as was suggested by Johanson and Vahlne (2006, 2006) networking not only influences 

internationalization but also the other way around. Before as well as after international market 

entry, many of the contacts were established through the initiatives of the family business itself. 

However, not only new contacts were established also old ones were terminated consciously. As 

Prashanteem (2004) stated that the networks of the firm provide legitimacy and a signal to the 

market, conscious ending and establishing of contacts can be used to show professionalism or 

other signals that the firm wants to provide.  
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The finding that the family business takes initiative in building its networks supports the idea of 

Carney (2005) that family businesses are active in establishing relationships. It is however 

noticeable that majority of the firms stated that after foreign market entry their networks mainly 

expanded in terms of new customers and distributors and that in most cases existing network 

ties didn’t influence this expansion. This is contradicting the results that Elango and Pattnaik 

(2007) found for Indian firms, where the firm made use of their existing markets to build 

necessary capabilities for foreign market entry. However, it should be noticed here that the 

study at hand is focusing on two developed markets whereas Elango and Pattnaik (2007) focus 

on an emerging market where a stronger reliance on networks might be required.  

The results suggest that in the firm’s networking activities, trade fairs and conferences tend to 

play a significant role in different stages of the internationalization process. However, especially 

after foreign market entry, in some industries trade fairs were said to play an important role for 

networking. Since trade fairs and conferences are events at which buyers, sellers, service 

providers, partners, and industry and regulatory bodies all gather together in one place to do 

business (Rosson and Seringhaus, 1995) it is surprising that networking is limited to additional 

customers and distributors. Blythe (2010) argued that different groups of visitors are found at 

trade fairs and conferences with each its own goals, of which only about 10% have a buying 

goal. Exhibitors have mainly a sales and marketing goal at these trade fairs and adjust 

communication towards this goal. As a result many exhibitors are not able to take optimal use of 

these trade fairs. Moreover, Donckels and Fröhlich (1991) found that family businesses are 

different from non-family businesses in the sense that they seem to focus less on cooperation 

with other firms and less subcontracting and collaboration for production, therefore they might 

tend to focus mainly on sales and marketing on the trade fairs and conferences mentioned and 

also in further networking they might primarily focus on network relations important for these 

goals. In that way other parties are less of a focus for networking and therefore can explain why 
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the networks under study don’t seem to expand in other directions than towards the customer 

and distributor.   

Proposition 5: Family firms’ international networks expand only in terms of certain types of 

partners due to the objectives that the owner-manager has in building its network. 

As Hansen (1995) noted it is not enough to just add new customers and distributors, but that 

these should become a part of the structure and processes of the firm. Within the sample a 

number of family businesses tend to increase the frequency of contact with the new foreign 

parties, however the extent that networking is focused upon consciously tends to vary between 

the different firms. Two factors that were identified to influence these observations are the type 

of industry that a firm is active in and the attitude of the owner manager towards networking. 

With regard to the latter observation, it was found that a number of interviewees were 

consciously working on their international networks whereas others indicated they were not. An 

important factor that was found to influence this is education that a person gets from its parents. 

This suggests that not only do earlier generations influence their successors by transferring 

knowledge and social networks (Sharma, 2004) but also by the way that they raise and stimulate 

their children to focus on networking and in that way develop their networking skills. However, 

as mentioned also the type of industry was indicated to play a role since NL-FB3 clearly stated 

that it would be impossible to sell their products without the personal contacts. Also SE-FB1 

stated that it is important for their sales to meet customers since they are targeting the high-end 

of the market. In earlier research it was already found that the reliance on network relations for 

foreign market selection is more significant in a business-to-business market than a systematic 

approach (Andersen and Buvik, 2002). Also in the area of technology-intensive small firms a 

strong focus was found on networking for innovation as well as in an international market 

(Keeble et al, 1998). The above results suggest that there are more factors that can influence the 

importance of networking in the national as well as international market that a family business 

is active in. Overall it can be proposed that: 
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Proposition 6: Networking in an international setting tends to depend upon the type of industry 

that the firm is active in and the owner-manager’s own perception of the importance of 

networking. 

7. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

7.1 CONCLUSIONS 

Based on the findings, a number of propositions were developed which serve as a foundation for 

future research in the area of family business internationalization and network theory. The 

results of the exploratory study show that there is an interplay between family business 

internationalization and the network that a business is active in, with that supporting the revised 

Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).  

The results show that family business networks influence the firm’s internationalization mainly 

by providing international market knowledge. After international market entry, networks do 

change however only to a limited extent when it concerns the interactional dimensions. Over 

time some of the existing and new relations tend to change from business based relations to 

friendship based relations. However this only seems to happen under certain circumstances. In 

the future, research can focus in more detail on which circumstances facilitate this evolution 

from business based relations to friendship based relations. The family business is mainly 

initiating relationships itself, which is in line with the notion that owner-managers are active in 

building their networks (Carney, 2005). When the firm is active in the international market, 

trade fairs and international conferences play an important role in building of networks. The 

preference towards cooperation with family business was found and remained over time. It was 

argued that the growing family business tends to have a balance in their network when it 

concerns relations with family and non-family businesses. However more research is required to 

get insight in the sequence in which firms are added, hence whether there will be more family 

businesses or non-family businesses just after internationalization or the other way around and 
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will this be a conscious process. Hence, networks do change but in case of family businesses 

changes in the interactional elements are limited. 

7.2 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY  

Within this study two broad theoretical areas are included, namely internationalization theory 

and family business theory, within these also network theory is included. This paper provides 

empirical insights in the revised Uppsala model of Johanson and Vahlne (2009) by focusing on 

the interplay between internationalization and family business networks. The paper supports the 

theory suggested by these authors in the sense that networks do play an important role in the 

internationalization of the firm and that networks do develop over time due to international 

activity. However, the extent to which networks seem to be important in the revised Uppsala 

model seems to differ from the findings in this paper. Where the model states that the focal firm 

internationalizes due to the internationalization of an important partner or due to the likelihood 

of finding interesting business opportunities, the results in this paper suggest that in most of the 

cases the family firm itself makes the decision to internationalize and the networks mainly are 

used to receive information about the foreign markets or to find possible partners. Moreover, it 

should be noticed that the results within this study suggest different levels of importance of the 

networks of the firm for different industries. Hence, where in earlier papers a distinction is made 

for small and large firms it might be more appropriate to consider a distinction in different types 

of industry.  

In the area of family business theory a limited focus has been on the importance of networks 

and networking in the internationalization of the firm. This paper shows that networks tend to 

play a role within the internationalization process of family businesses and therefore their 

importance shouldn’t be overlooked in the field of family business internationalization. 

However, where it was argued in earlier research that family and friends (Anderson et al, 2005; 

Gallo and Pont, 1996) tend to have a significant influence on the owner-manager’s decisions, 

this study suggests that this isn’t the case for the internationalization of the family firm. Hence, 
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it should be noticed in family business research that the influence of family and friends has 

limitations. However more research is required to find out at which point this influence 

diminishes and business based relations become more important. Where earlier family business 

research indicated that family characteristics do influence the internationalization of the firm, 

more research is required to find out how family business characteristics influence the 

development of networks.  

7.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

From a managerial point of view it can be argued that it is important to understand the networks 

of the business, since relationships were found to be of importance to the family business’ 

foreign expansion. In order to create this understanding Möller and Halinen (1999) argued that 

the owner-manager should participate in industry related activities, like trade fairs, and have 

relationships with actors knowledgeable about the firm. This study shows that not all owner-

managers are equally active in participating in industry related activities and building their 

networks. Therefore, more opportunities and information might be accessed through the existing 

networks than the firm is aware of at the point of time.   

7.4 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

A limitation of this research is the limited sample size which makes it difficult to generalize the 

results. Moreover, where the different industries included allow for broader insights, especially 

due to found similarities, they can also limit generalizability. Hence, future research should 

focus on a larger sample and focus on comparing the interplay between networking and 

internationalization in different industries. Moreover, it was stated that network research 

includes qualitative as well as quantitative research. Although a significant amount of 

quantitative research is present within the area of networking, within the field of family 

businesses the focus on how networks develop in terms of their structural dimensions is not 

considered and therefore demands quantitative research. Especially since this paper shows that 
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in terms of qualitative assessments the changes in networks are relatively small, it might be 

useful to look into the structural changes in more detail to get a complete picture. 

Within this paper, Swedish as well as Dutch family businesses were included. This was 

expected to provide insight in the influence of culture on networking. However, no results were 

found for this, which might be due to the limited sample size but also due to the fact that these 

two countries are relatively similar in terms of their culture. Hence, a challenge for future 

research will be to focus on the interplay between networking and internationalization in for 

example developing countries.  

Above already some areas for future research are mentioned, however also future research 

possibilities can be found in comparing the network evolutions of family businesses to the 

changes in non-family business networks. Coviello (2006) made a start in focusing on the 

evolution of networks when a born-global is entering the foreign market. This field of research 

can be extended by comparisons across different sizes of firms and as suggested different 

ownership structures.  

Moreover, this paper didn’t focus on the performance in the international market of the firms 

under study since it was felt to go beyond the scope of the paper. However, future research 

might want to focus on whether performance in international markets is enhanced by a strong 

reliance on network relationships. A challenge in this will be how to measure a firm’s reliance 

on network relationships. In line with focusing on the interplay between internationalization and 

networking it can also be considered how a good foreign performance influences the networks 

of the business since Prashanteem (2004) argued that a firm’s reputation influences the network 

development.  
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