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ABSTRACT 

Over the past several years, consumers have been paying more attention to the sustainability 

of products. Sustainability has been identified as a major trend in the global packaging 

industry; it is expected to dominate the next decade. Moreover, the European Union has 

banned the use of single-use plastics from July 2021 and the UK government has announced 

a new tax, the Plastic Packaging Tax {PPT), that will apply to all plastic packaging produced in 

or imported into the UK from April 2022. 

The fragmented German packaging industry {GPI) faces major challenges that call into 

question existing business models. As the industry encounters consolidated large companies 

on the supplier side, and branded goods from international groups on the customer side, the 

voices that suggest more internationalization of the G PI are growing louder. 

Additionally, some firms may have to rethink their entire business model to comply with the 

new legal requirements and their customers' expectations. The product lifecycles of 

packaging goods will become shorter, and firms need to become more agile and implement 

innovation systems, improve speed to market and become active in multiple markets to gain 

quicker returns on expensive research and development (R&D) efforts and remain 

competitive. There is currently no research on how the GPI would cope with disruptive 

change, particularly the sustainability trend that calls into question established business 

models within the GPI as a traditional, mature industry. 

The GPI has a low level of internationalization and needs to expand its activities abroad. 

Internationalization can proceed very differently depending on the industry. The impact of 

the industry, as well as the applied technology on the internationalization behaviour of firms, 

is still largely unexplored. The GPI itself is characterized by idiosyncratic factors. However, the 

existing research referring to internationalization does not recognize the GPI as an 

economically-important industry. An innovative approach to GPI internationalization is 

developed that takes GP I's requirements into account by the synthesis of stage theory, born­

global theory, and born-again global theory aspects, and the integration of GPl-specific 

factors. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Although internationalization is strongly influenced by industry and company-specific 

characteristics, existing surveys on internationalization theory do not take the specific needs 

of industries and enterprises sufficiently into consideration (Achtenhagen, 2011; Gnllgaard, 

Gioia, & Benito, 2013; Kutschker & Schmid, 2008). Nevertheless, the general view is that 

internationalization will proceed differently throughout various sectors (Taylor & Jack, 2016; 

van Tulder, 2015; Zaby, 1999, as cited in Kutschker & Schmid, 2008). With respect to the 

impact of the industry, as well as the applied technology on internationalization theory, the 

internationalization behaviour of firms within specific industries is still largely unexplained 

{Gr(llgaard et al. , 2013; Holtbrugge, 2005; Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). However, industry­

specific research does exist in some areas, such as the German dairy industry {Meyer, Feil, & 

Schaper, 2019), textiles {Schneider, 2004) and the machinery industry (Kolloge, 2009). 

The German packaging industry (GPI) is characterized by idiosyncratic factors (Rohrig, Mis, & 

Wieschebrock, 2010). Hence, it can be suggested that internationalization strategies need to 

be conceptualized in a differentiated way within this sector. Furthermore, the literature 

review reveals that the GPl's internationalization ratio is about 34% lower than the German 

manufacturing industry's internationalization ratio. Thus, the observation by Rohrig et al. and 

Vath, Digeser and Vogt {2011) related to the low levels of internationalization within the GPI 

and the suggestions by Beutner and Klaus (2012) and Hengsberger (2016) that the industry 

must expand its internationalization activities are substantiated by current data. 

The GPI is made up of many small and medium-sized enterprises (Hoffmann, 2016; Beutner 

& Klaus, 2012; Hengsberger, 2016; Rohrig et al. , 2010; Vath, et al. , 2011) and had an annual 

revenue of €27.8 billion in 2018. At the time, 121,700 people were employed in this sector 

(Breitkopf, 2020a) and it was ranked 11 th in annual revenue out of all German industries in 

2018, falling between the paper industry in 10th place and the textile industry in 12th place 

(Rudnicka, 2019). However, research referring to internationalization in terms of the GPI also 

being an economically important industry has not been identified. This research aims to 

develop industry-specific internationalization conceptualisations for the GPI. The findings of 
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this research are intended to accomplish a contribution to knowledge and to assist 

management and policymakers by examining a new sector and potentially offering 

adaptation and extension. 

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

The Uppsala model (or U-model or stage theory) and the born-global concept are prominent 

internationalization models in the field of international business that have attracted the 

researcher's interest for the last twenty years (Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). This study 

focuses on behavioural theory as reflected in the Uppsala internationalization model 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), which is one of the most popular (Kutschker & Schmid, 2008; 

Prange & Verdier, 2011; van Tulder, 2015) and most frequently cited (Holtbrugge, 2005; 

Ribau, Moreira, & Raposo, 2015) approaches in international business. The majority of 

approaches are static whereas the Uppsala model attempts to characterise not only the 

condition of internationality but also the process of internationality (Holtbrugge, 2005). 

However, the Uppsala model is also subject to criticism. Some common criticisms posit that 

the model is deterministic and sequential (Reid, 1983; Turnbull, 1987; Fina & Rugman, 1996; 

Chetty, 1999) and that it disregards the impact of exogenous variables (Welch, 1982; Chetty, 

1999). Furthermore, the studies on which the model was developed referred primarily to the 

internationalization behaviours of Scandinavian firms and focused on the beginning of the 

internationalization process, whereas the later stages of internationalization were ignored 

(Holtbrugge, 2005). The Uppsala model disregards that psychological distance decreases as 

the world becomes more homogeneous (Nordstrom, 1990; Sullivan & Bauerschmidt, 1990; 

Chetty, 1999). It also disregards that a firm's internationalization is influenced by the 

operating environment, industry structure, and its own marketing strategy (Turnbull, 1987; 

Chetty, 1999). 

As a result of the critiques of the Uppsala model, the 'born global' approach has emerged as 

an important new line of research (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Born global relates to companies 

that internationalize from the very outset (Rennie, 1993; Madsen & Servais, 1997). Traditional 

models consider internationalization to be a risk-reducing and gradual process whereby 

enterprises allocate resources to international operations when they have gained experience 
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to reduce uncertainties; hence, internationalization is a time-consuming process (Hilmersson 

& Johanson, 2016). By contrast, later research states that internationalization can occur much 

faster, as outlined by Hilmersson and Johanson (2016). The inability of traditional 

internationalization theories like the Uppsala internationalization model to explain why some 

SM Es internationalize from inception has been addressed in international entrepreneurship 

theory, which is linked to international new ventures (INVs) and the born-global concept 

(Wright, Westhead, & Ucbasaran, 2007). 

Stage theory presumes that internationalization will evolve even though strategic decisions 

are not undertaken and industry-specific factors are disregarded (Johanson & Wiedersheim­

Paul, 1975; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996). By contrast, the born-global concept is centred around 

the manager and their intercultural skills, international knowledge and education in order to 

overcome the restraints of psychic distance (Lehmann & Schlange, 2004). A born-global 

manager has routines for managing multicultural workforces and for targeting customers in 

multiple countries simultaneously (McDougall, Shane, & Oviatt, 1994, as cited in Wright et al., 

2007). The born-again global concept reflects the systematic internationalization approach 

caused by a critical incident later in a firm's lifecycle (Bell, McNaughton, & Young, 2001, as 

cited in Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). These aspects are applicable for the GPI as a 

traditional industry facing disruptive challenges, including the sustainability movement 

(considered a critical incident), which calls into question existing GPI firms' business models. 

Internationalization conceptualisations have emerged in this study based on the long-term 

GPI experience of the researcher, who held several executive roles in both mid-sized family­

owned enterprises, and private, equity-backed multinational enterprises, in conjunction with 

the literature review. These concept components contain fractions of the Uppsala model, the 

born-global and born-again global approaches centring around management experience and 

qualification, personnel resources, business models, networks, industry factors and policy 

measures. 

In summary, the GPI has a low level of internationalization and needs to expand its 

international activities. Furthermore, internationalization can proceed very differently 

depending on the sector (Taylor & Jack, 2016; van Tulder, 2015; Zaby, 1999, as cited in 

Kutschker & Schmid, 2008). The impact of the industry, as well as the applied technology on 
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the internationalization behaviour of firms, is still largely unexplored (Gn/lgaard et al., 2013; 

Holtbrugge, 2005; Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). This research will evaluate the realities of 

the GPI through the lens of the stage theory, the born-global and born-again global 

approaches and will synthesise the findings and develop an innovative model of 

internationalization to address industry-specific requirements. 

A literature review was conducted in order to identify existing limitations in the behavioural 

approach to internationalization, and particularly the limited consideration of industry-level 

factors. As a consequence of the literature review, the research questions emerged and will 

be presented subsequently. 

1.3 Research Questions and Research Objectives 

Research Questions 

1. What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the German Packaging 

Industry (GPI), which consists mainly of small and medium enterprises (SM Es)? 

2. What are the internationalization motives of GPI SM Es? 

3. Which internationalization strategies are applied by the G PI? 

4. What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified internationali­

zation strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements? 

Research Objectives 

1. To identify reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI. 

2. To identify motives for internationalization within the GPI. 

3. To identify general and industry-specific internationalization strategies in the GPI. 

4. To develop a model (adapted, if needed, to industry-specific requirements) of the 

internationalization of the GPI. 
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1.4 Definition of Terms 

Internationalization 

The foundation of internationalization research with regard to the individual firm can be seen 

in the behavioural theory of the firm described by Cyert and March (1963) and in various 

decision-making theories (Ruzzier, Hisrich, & Antoncic, 2006). Although there is no agreed 

definition of the term, internationalization refers to the process of increasing activities of 

firms in markets abroad (Susman, 2007). Dicken (2003) suggests to distinguish between two 

broad definitions of globalization: One refers to the actual structural changes that are 

occurring in regards to the way the global economy is organized and integrated. The other 

refers to the neo-liberal, free-market ideology of the 'globalization project'. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises 

Small and medium enterprises (SM Es) have been defined as enterprises that employ less than 

500 persons (Krystek & Zur, 2002). A later definition maintains that SM Es are made up of 

companies that have a staff headcount of less than 250 and that have an annual turnover not 

exceeding 50 million euro or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro 

(European Commission, 2003a). The latter contemporary definition is used in this research. 

Industry 

The term industry is often used to categorize or group individual firms based on common 

characteristics related to product types, production technology, or market attributes (Bater 

& Holmquist, 1996, as cited in Taylor & Jack, 2016). In this study, the terms 'industry' and 

'sector' are used interchangeably. 
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The German Packaging Industry 

In the context of trade and manufacturing, the term 'packaging' is related to the packaging of 

products, whereas a distinction is made between the direct packaging of a product, the 

primary packaging, and the outer packaging or collective packaging, which is also called the 

secondary packaging (Bleisch, Goldhahn, Schricker, & Vogt, 2006). 

The relevant raw materials used for consumer goods and industrial packaging are paper, 

plastic, metal, glass and wood. Paper and plastic dominate the global packaging materials 

industry with a share of about 70% (Vath et al., 2011) of the market. Vath et al. maintain that 

the dominance of these two material groups also applies to the German market, where paper 

and plastic packaging make up more than three quarters of the packaging volume sold. 

The annual revenue of the GPI in 2018 was €27.8 billion (Breitkopf, 2019a). At the time, 

121,700 people were employed in this sector (Breitkopf, 2020a). Besides, more than 90 

percent of the GPI firms are SM Es (Hoffmann, 2016). The structural change towards greater 

internationalization within the GPI has been gradual in nature and has not been driven by any 

particular economic shock (Rohrig et al., 2010). Rather, increasing internationalization has 

gone hand-in-hand with the globalization tendencies that have been witnessed since the 

1980s (Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). As globalization continues, markets have become more 

precarious; this was true even prior to the economic and financial crisis of 2007. 

With regard to customers and exports, the GPI supplies a relatively small share of the global 

market compared to other industries and tends to operate regionally in close cooperation 

with its customers instead of as a global player (Rohrig et al., 2010). Nevertheless, for German 

manufacturers of packaging materials, internationalization is now more important than ever 

before (Beutner & Klaus, 2012). The markets with the greatest growth potential are those in 

the emerging regions of Eastern Europe, and, more importantly, Asia, which is poised to 

become the world's largest packaging market (Rohrig et al., 2010). 

Another challenge mentioned by Rohrig et al. is the complexity of the GPI, which makes it 

difficult to ascertain the bigger economic picture and model it in a condensed form. The GPI 

will be discussed in section 2.3.1. 
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1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

Section 1 of the study gives a general overview of the field of research and the problem that 

is being investigated. This is followed by the purpose of the study and the list of research 

questions and research objectives. Next is a definition of the most important terms used 

throughout the study. 

Section 2 is dedicated to the literature review, which is carried out in the form of a systematic 

review of the research materials and supplemented by a narrative literature review. Then, 

the GPI is presented, the theoretical background discussed, and the patterns of SME 

internationalization are described. This section concludes with elaboration on the initial 

conceptualisation and presentation of the initial GPI model of internationalization. 

Next, the research design is discussed in section 3 with an introductory discussion of the 

research philosophy and paradigms. The research design begins with a determination of the 

course of the investigation and the methodology, methods and techniques used. These are 

then considered in detail and related to the point of ethical considerations. Afterwards, a data 

analysis is performed and the section ends with explanations on validity, reliability and 

saturation. 

The findings are presented in section 4. Those findings drawn from the interview data are 

structured by the detailed research questions. The documentary information pertaining to 

the nine cases are analysed with a critical case reflection that considers the interview findings 

alongside the documentary information. 

In section 5, the findings are linked in a matrix to the detailed research questions and the 

components of the initial model. This introduces the system of the initial model using the 

findings from the empirical investigation. This subsection ends with the presentation of the 

final GPI internationalization model. The second subsection compares the new findings with 

the existing knowledge and shows whether earlier studies coincide with the findings or 

contradict or challenge findings from earlier studies and why these differences occur. 

Section 6 presents the contribution to knowledge and contribution to management and 

policymakers. The study ends with the naming of the limitations and suggestions for further 

research. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Organisation of the Literature Review 

Reviewing the literature is a significant part of any research project {Tranfield, Denyer, & 

Smart, 2003}. A systematic literature review aims to be a transparent and replicable process 

{Cook, Mulrow, & Haynes, 1997} and should identify gaps in the existing literature {Easterby­

Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2012}. A systematic literature review is one of the initial activities 

in most research projects and is required in order to continue searching for relevant literature 

throughout the project's timespan {Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2012}. Accordingly, 

Easterby-Smith et al. {2012} stated that a literature review remains an ongoing process, which 

is continuously refined and modified as the research progresses. 

Conducting an exploratory or preliminary literature review before beginning the systematic 

literature review can be beneficial for gathering the terminology and the taxonomy of the 

field of study {Becheikh, Landry, & Amara, 2006} and can determine the focus of the literature 

search {Saunders et al. , 2012}. A preliminary literature review was conducted for this research 

project, which helped to identify the scope of the field and to identify relevant keywords for 

the systematic literature review that addressed the research topic. The keywords were 

applied in relevant databases {e.g., EBSCOhost} to search academic articles containing those 

keywords and terms. Corresponding literature was identified using the electronic catalogue 

of the University of Bamberg, Germany {https:/ /katalog.ub.uni-bamberg.de/ubg­

www/Katalog}. Academic journals were found using Google Scholar and the local university 

library. During the preliminary literature review, more than 160 relevant sources were 

identified from a combination of books and journals and by attending two conferences. The 

findings of the preliminary literature review are summarized in Table 2.1 {see Appendix 1}. 

No industry-specific studies concerning the packaging industry in general and the GPI in 

particular were found, except for an industry report by Rohrig et al. {2010}. 

After the terminology and research field were specified, a systematic literature review was 

conducted in order to identify existing limitations in the behavioural approach to 

internationalization, and the limited consideration of industry-level factors in particular. After 
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the systematic literature review was completed, several further reviews were undertaken as 

an ongoing process following a narrative review approach. There were two main reasons for 

this. Firstly, to update the literature due to the timespan of the research project, and 

secondly, as thoughts develop, each later search was focused more precisely on literature 

that was likely to be relevant (Saunders et al., 2012). As the author was aware that narrative 

reviews are open to researcher bias and frequently lack rigour (Tranfield et al., 2003), a good 

insight into the research field was gained by undertaking a prior systematic literature review, 

which would reduce the risk of misleading outcomes related to subsequent narrative 

literature reviews. Saunders et al. (2012) claimed that in contrast to some academic 

disciplines, business and management research utilizes a wide range of literature. 

A systematic literature review follows a 'narrowing down' procedure, which was helpful in 

identifying gaps in the existing literature. However, the author recognised the need to 

broaden the literature review to contribute to industry-specific internationalization 

conceptualisations for the GPI, which has not been addressed by business and management 

research thus far. 

2.2 Systematic Literature Review 

A preliminary literature review supports the generation and refinement of research ideas that 

a critical or systematic literature review enables in order to provide an update on the current 

state of knowledge and its limitations, and how it fits into the current research project in the 

wider context (Gill & Johnson, 1997; Mohiuddin, 2011, p. 68). The main differences between 

narrative and systematic literature reviews are summarised in Table 2.2. 
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Ta b le 2 .2  Diffe re nces between  na rrative a nd  systemat ic l iteratu re review, from Mu l row, Cook, a nd  Davidoff { 1997} .  

A systematic literature review is a methodological process that identifies, evaluates and 

analyses research evidence to dissect and map (Kitchenham, 2004; Staples & Niazi, 2007). 

Staples and Niazi claim that a systematic literature review is predicated on a well-defined, 

methodical process of identifying, assessing and analysing published primary studies in order 

to investigate a specific research question. It is based on a rigorous, transparent and 

reproducible process that enables the development of the most complete view of the 

literature for researchers and policymakers (Kitchenham, 2004; Tranfield et al. , 2003). 

Tranfield et al. maintained that conducting a systematic review is increasingly considered to 

be a fundamental scientific activity and the occurrence of this kind of review is increasing in 

management (as cited in Mohiuddin, 2011, p. 68). Conducting a systematic literature review 

means carefully evaluating and deriving implications, pointing out gaps in the literature, and 

outlining paths for future research {Fisch & Block, 2018). 

The basic steps of a systematic review include the following {Mohiuddin, 2011, p. 68): 

{1) Identifying the need for a review 

(2) Developing a review protocol (formulating an explicit research question, fixing 

inclusion and exclusion criteria) 

{3) Identifying relevant studies 

(4) Selecting the studies according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria 

(5) Assessing the quality of the retained studies 
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(6) Summarising and synthesising study results. 

Referring to point (2), Tranfield et al. (2003) pointed out that any management review 

protocol may contain a conceptual discussion of the research issue and a statement of the 

issue's significance rather than a defined research question. 

According to Becheikh et al. (2006), the main objective of a systematic literature review is to 

survey the fundamental contributions in a given research field. Conducting an exploratory 

literature review before the systematic literature review itself can be beneficial for gathering 

the terminology and the taxonomy of the field. A systematic literature review should be based 

on a specific objective that will direct the selection process, extraction, filtering and text 

analysis. A systematic literature review is becoming an increasingly important research 

instrument in management science research, as it can enhance research validity by using a 

rigorous process and can reduce subjective characteristics (Mohiuddin, 2011). 

(1) Identifying the need for a review 

Tranfield et al. (2003) pointed out that there is a need to map and assess the relevant 

intellectual territory in order to specify a research question that will further develop the 

knowledge base and inform empirical research practice. 

(2) Developing the review protocol 

After having completed the exploratory literature review, a review protocol was developed, 

which is a key element in conducting the subsequent systematic literature review. When 

defining the search terms, similar words and their synonyms should also be taken into 

consideration. Search results on 'internationalization', for instance, can be similar to results 

found under the term 'globalization'. Consequently, two possible search terms were used: 

'internationalization' and 'globalization'. 

The following search terms were determined: internationalization, globalization, foreign 

direct investment/FOi, outward FDI, German, SM E/small and medium-sized 

enterprise/company/firm/entity, packaging industry, manufacturer, strategic management, 

international business, international management. 
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Boolean terms are useful operators for finding significant search results in electronic 

databases. The most important Boolean operators are AND, OR and NOT (see Figure 2.1). If 

the operator AND is between two words or phrases, the search results have to contain both 

terms. OR is used if one term is a sufficient result. Terms positioned after 'AND NOT' are 

rejected and do not appear in the retrieved query. 

and  or  not 

Figu re 2 . 1  I mporta nt Boo lea n operato rs, from Lazer, Son ntag, D razek, J aeschke, a n d  Hogreve (2010) .  

Truncations (*) denote search terms abbreviated to the root or stem of a word. The symbol 

for truncations can be placed at any position in a word as a wildcard except at the beginning 

(e.g. , 'international*' provides international, internationalized, internationalization, etc). The 

symbol (?) can be placed at any position in a word as a wildcard for either one or no further 

letters (e.g., for 'globaliz?? '  the word 'globalized' is provided but not 'globalization' as the 

latter consists of thirteen letters instead of ten). 

In order to focus the search findings even in the retrieving stage, a first sorting was made 

predicated on documents' titles and abstracts. Therefore, inclusion and exclusion criteria had 

to be defined as they are determined to reduce bias. 

The inclusion criteria were SMEs, internationalization, globalization, FDI (outward), German 

enterprises, packaging industry, literature since 1980, published peer-reviewed papers, and 

research reports. 

The exclusion criteria were MNEs, FDI (inward), non-German enterprises, non-packaging 

industries, literature before 1980, books, dissertations, and book reviews. 
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The best method to find the majority of published work that will address the research 

questions is to carefully search at least two different electronic databases (Siddaway, Wood, 

& Hedges, 2019). A critical literature review must identify the databases with the science 

sector of the research field because there are a multitude of databases in different science 

sectors. The following electronic databases were initially selected. 

(A) Google Scholar (http:/ /scholar.google.com) 

(B) Emerald (http:/ /www.emeraldinsight.com) / Emerald Management Reviews 

(C) EBSCO-host (http:/ /www.ebscohost.com) / Business Source Complete 

(D) OECD-i-Library (http:/ /www.oecd-ilibrary.org) 

(E) World Bank elibrary Archive (http:/ /elibrary.worldbank.org) 

(3) Identifying the relevant studies 

Following the conceptual framework of a critical literature review, the next step is the 

identification of relevant studies. Robertson (1994) noted that the term 'globalization' first 

appeared in a scholarly context during the mid-1980s. Globalization and internationalization 

are frequently used synonymously, or at least as cognates, although they are neither by 

definition (see section 1.4 for differentiation). Because of this fact, the limiter concerning the 

search routine for the year specification was set from 1980 up to the present day in order to 

find relevant studies in that field. In the retrieving phase and using the above-mentioned 

databases, articles and abstracts were selected if they contained two or three of the key terms 

'internationalization or globalization', 'SME', 'FDI', 'German enterprises/companies', and/or 

'packaging'. The review protocol is summarised in Table 2.3 (see Appendix 2). 

(A) Google Scholar 

The first database search began on January 3, 2012, using Google Scholar. The search mode 

was defined with the parameters 'anywhere in the article', 'document type article', and 
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'articles in all subject areas'. The limiter was set to articles published between 1980 and 2012 

and the search on 'internationalization' retrieved 150,000 results. 

• The second search mode was conducted with the same parameters and limiters, but the 

search was narrowed by using the terms 'internationalization AND sme AND NOT mne'. The 

search retrieved 12,100 results. 

• The search was narrowed again using the parameters 'in the title of the article', 'document 

type article', and 'articles in all subject areas'. The limiter was again set to articles published 

between 1980 and 2012. The search on 'internationalization AND sme AND NOT mne' 

retrieved 71 results. By screening the documents' titles and abstracts, no relevant documents 

were identified. 

• Additionally, the search mode was operated with the parameters 'in the title of the article', 

'document type article', and articles in the subject areas of Business, Administration, Finance 

Economics, Social Sciences, Arts, and Humanities. The limiter was again set to articles 

published between 1980 and 2012. The search on 'internationalization AND sme AND NOT 

mne' retrieved 36 results. The following six articles were downloaded: Ruzzier, Hisrich and 

Konecnik (2007), Basly (2007), Wattanapruttipaisans (2005), Smolarski (2009), Chelliah 

(2010), Pichler (2008). In addition, one abstract was downloaded: Ruzzier, Hisrich and 

Antoncic (2006). 

• A further search mode was defined with the parameters 'in the title of the article', 

'document type article', and articles in the subject areas of Business, Administration, Finance 

Economics, Social Sciences, Arts, and Humanities. Again, the limiter was set to articles 

published between 1980 and 2012. The search on 'internationalization AND small medium 

size' retrieved 11 results, and one article (Prashantham, 2005) and one abstract (Lu & 

Beamish, 2006) were downloaded. 

• The final search request using Google Scholar on January 3, 2012, used the parameters 'in 

the title of the article', 'document type article', and articles in the subject areas of Business, 

Administration, Finance Economics, Social Sciences, Arts, and Humanities. Again, the limiter 

was set to articles published between 1980 and 2012. The search on 'internationalization OR 

globalization', with at least one of the words being 'German', retrieved 183 results. Two 
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articles and two abstracts were downloaded: Vitals (2005); Amann (2003); Kinkel and Lay 

(2008) and Carr (2005). 

(B) Emerald 

A second database, Emerald Management Reviews, was searched on January 5, 2012. The 

selected parameters were 'browse ➔ Bibliographic Databases, browse options ➔ by subject: 

Top Management ➔ International Business'. 

• The search mode was determined by the parameter 'selected year 2011'. The search 

retrieved 221 results, although only the titles of the articles were available. A second search 

request with the parameter 'selected year 2010' retrieved 353 results. However, as with the 

previous search mode, only the titles of the articles were available. As a consequence, no files 

were downloaded. 

• On January 13, 2012, the search routine was changed to 'search for "internationalization" 

in all content except full text, between 1980 and 2012, inc. EarlyCite articles, inc. Backfiles 

content and (in results: sme)'. This search retrieved 72 results. One article (Ruzzier, Hisrich, & 

Antoncic, 2006) found only as an abstract in Google Scholar was downloaded. 

(C) EBSCO-host 

On January 6, 2012, a search routine using the database Business Source Complete was 

conducted. The limiter was set to 'language: English and German,' with the Boolean/Phrase 

'TI (internation* OR globaliz*) AND (sme* OR small* medium* size*) AND (compan* OR 

enterpris* OR firm*)'. This search retrieved 27 results, and three articles (De Clerq, 2005; 

Kontinen, 2011; Moen, 2000) were downloaded. 

• For the next search mode, the limiter was set to 'scholarly (peer-reviewed) journals,' with 

the Boolean/Phrase 'TI (fdi OR "foreign direct investm*") OR (internation* OR globali*) AND 

(sme* OR small* medium* size*) AND (compan*OR enterpris* OR firm*) AND TI german*'. 
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This search retrieved 25 results, and one article (Buch & Lipponer, 2005) and two abstracts 

(Arnold & Hussinger, 2010; Behnam, 2001) were downloaded. 

• On March 14, 2012, the search routine in the database Business Source Complete continued 

with the limiter set to 'scholarly (peer-reviewed) journals' and the Boolean/Phrase 'TI (fdi OR 

"foreign direct investm*") OR (internation* OR globali*) AND (sme* OR small* medium* 

size*) AND (compan*OR enterpris* OR firm*) AND TI german*'. This search retrieved 28 

results. The potentially relevant studies were the same as those downloaded in the previous 

search on January 6, 2012, with the same search mode and limiter. 

• The search mode was then changed. The limiter remained set at 'scholarly (peer-reviewed) 

journals', but the Boolean/Phrase was 'TI ((internationali* OR globali*)) AND TI germa*'. This 

search retrieved 44 results, and one article (Hederer, Hoffmann, & Kumar, 1972) was 

downloaded. 

• The Boolean/Phrase 'TI ((internationali* OR globali*)) AND TI  germ a' retrieved three results. 

However, they only examined MN Es, so no studies were downloaded. 

• On March 15, 2012, the search routine in Business Source Complete continued with the 

limiter 'published date from 1980 until 2012' and the Boolean/Phrase 'AB internationali* AND 

AB ((sme* OR small medium size*)) AND KW ((international business OR strategic 

management))'. This search retrieved 11 results, and one abstract (Knight & Kim, 2009) was 

downloaded. 

• A further search mode with the same limiter and the Boolean/Phrase 'AB ((internationali* 

OR globali*)) AND AB ((sme OR small medium size*)) AND KW intern* managem* AND AB 

german*' retrieved no results. 

• With the same limiter and the Boolean/Phrase 'AB direct investm* AND AB ((sme* OR 

small* OR medium*)) AND AB ((enterpris* OR compan* OR firm* OR entit*)) AND AB 

german* NOT AB ((mne* OR multinational*)) AND AB manufactur*', two results were found, 

but neither were relevant. 
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• The search routine with the Boolean/phrase 'TI german* industr* AND SU ((internationali* 

OR globali*)) OR SU fdi AND AB sme*' retrieved seven results, none of which were relevant 

to the study. 

• The Boolean/Phrase 'AB german* packag* industr* AND SU ((internationali* OR globali*))' 

retrieved no results. 

• The search routine with the Boolean/Phrase 'AB packag* industr* AND SU ((internationali* 

OR globali*))' retrieved seven results, and two articles (Frame & Cohn, 2008; Strzelecki, 2008) 

were downloaded. 

• The final search session using Business Source Complete was conducted on March 17, 2012. 

The Boolean/Phrase 'SU packag* AND SU ((globali* OR internationali*)) AND AB german*' 

retrieved no results. 

• The search routine with the Boolean/Phrase 'TX packag* AND SU ((globali* OR 

internationali*)) AND AB german*' retrieved 35 results, and one article (Fryges, 2008) was 

downloaded. 

(D) OECD-i-Library 

On March 18, 2012, a search routine was conducted using the OECD-i-Library database. The 

search mode operated with the parameters 'restricted to the English language, including 

multilingual summaries', and 'restricted to the themes industry and services'. When 

attempting to set the chronological limitation to 1980 the search form provided a starting 

point of the year 1900. Therefore, the search request was restricted to retrieving publications 

published between 1900 and 2012 instead of between 1980 and 2012. The Boolean/Phrase 

'TI/AB "internationalization" OR TI/AB "globalization" AND TI/AB "germany'" retrieved 78 

results. Two articles were selected for download, but access was denied. 

• The next search mode was operated with the parameters 'restricted to the English language, 

including multilingual summaries', 'restricted to the themes industry and services', and 

'published between 1900 and 2012.' The Boolean/Phrase was TI/AB 'outward fdi' AND TI/AB 

'german' AND TI /AB 'sme'. The search retrieved no results. 



• The final search request using OECD-i-Library was conducted with the parameters 

'restricted to the English language, including multilingual summaries', 'restricted to the 

themes industry and services', and 'published between 1900 and 2012'. The Boolean/Phrase 

was 'TI/AB "internationalization" AND TI/AB "german" AND TI /AB "small business",' and the 

search retrieved no results. 

(E) World Bank elibrary Archive 

A search using the World Bank elibrary database was conducted on March 19, 2012. The 

search mode was operated with the parameters 'content type contains Books or Journals or 

Working Papers', and 'published between 1980 and 2012' with the Boolean/Phrase 'AB 

("internationali* AND packaging*") AND AB ("german*")'. No results were retrieved. 

• The search was then enhanced by omitting the search term 'german*'. Nevertheless, along 

with the Boolean/Phrase 'AB ("internationali* AND packaging*")' and the parameters 

'content type contains Books or Journals or Working Papers', and 'published between 1980 

and 2012', no results were retrieved. 

• The final search mode with the parameters 'content type contains Books or Journals or 

Working Papers', and 'published between 1980 and 2012', with the Boolean/Phrase 'AB 

("internationali*") OR AB ("globali*") OR AB ("fdi*") AND AB ("german*")' retrieved one 

result with the title 'Migration and Remittances Factbook 2011' which had no relevance to 

the research field. Consequently, the identified literature was selected using the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. 

(4-6) Selecting, evaluating and synthesising the studies 

Over the period of January to March 2012, nine search sessions with 28 search-routines in 

five databases were conducted. In total, 24 relevant papers (20 articles and four abstracts) 

met the first sorting criteria during this phase. At the second sorting, all the findings were 

reviewed according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria, which resulted in none of the 

studies meeting more than six out of the eight inclusion criteria. Table 2.4, Appendix 3 
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describes the retrieved search results by indication of the author's name, year of publishing, 

whether it is a full text article (AR) or only available as an abstract (AB), and the title of the 

paper. The table also shows every inclusion criterion and whether it is fulfilled by the 

document. No studies met both the eminent criteria 'German firms' and 'packaging industry' 

in conjunction with the criterion 'internationalization'. Consequently, all 24 papers which 

passed the double sorting had to be excluded from the systematic review. 

The paper written by Ruzzier, Hisrich and Antoncic (2006) concentrates on SM E 

internationalization research and contributes to the thesis' theoretical part, for example, the 

concept of FDI or the theoretical basis of internationalization. The focus is on SM Es and their 

strategic internationalization, but the export behaviour and the evolution of the 

internationalization concept are also discussed. The article provides selected 

internationalization theories and models based on research regarding the behavioural theory 

of the firm as well as different decision-making theories. The article also reflects on the 

beginning of internationalization research in the late 1950s and 1960s, which focused on large 

multinational companies and their international activities. The study also contains a brief 

overview of MNE research with the approaches of internationalization theory, the transaction 

cost theory, the eclectic paradigm and the monopolistic advantage theory. 

Only two documents - one abstract from Frame and Cohn (2008) and one full text from 

Strzelecki (2008) - discuss the packaging industry, and only from a US perspective. The article 

and the abstract were identified as practitioner literature. 

Most of the remaining papers concerned general rather than industry-specific SMEs -

something that was observed during the preliminary literature review. A similar situation was 

found regarding internationalization theory. Industries and enterprises are not frequently 

taken into consideration as internationalization is not influenced by industry and company­

specific characteristics (Kutschker & Schmid, 2008). Nevertheless, internationalization can 

proceed very differently depending on the sector (Zaby, 1999, as cited in Kutschker & Schmid, 

2008). The impact of the industry, as well as the applied technology on the 

internationalization behaviour of firms, is still largely unexplained (Holtbrugge, 2005). 

Particularly for SM Es, the ways in which companies internationalize need to be differentiated 

in reference to company size, industry and target regions (Stehr, 2012). Kutschker and Schmid 
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(2008) maintained that even within industries individual competitors differ from one another 

with respect to causality, locality, modality and temporality of internationalization. 

In most statistics, high levels of aggregation are determined for industries (Kutschker & 

Schmid, 2008) and existing surveys in the SME research, with references to 

internationalization frequently relating to SM Es or MNEs in general. This was also shown in 

the systematic literature review. 

The systematic literature review underlines that some industries in Germany are paid more 

attention than others. Work does exist in some areas, such as the German dairy industry 

(Meyer et al. , 2019) and the textile industry (Schneider, 2004), which rank in the top 12 

German industries by revenue (see Table 2.5), or the machinery industry (Kolloge, 2009), 

which ranks second only to the automotive industry (Rudnicka, 2019). 

Ranking 

by Revenue 
#1 #2 #3 . . .  #10 #11 #12

Top German 

Industries 
Automotive Mach inery Pharmaceutica l . . . Paper Packaging Texti les 

Revenue in 

2018 in  

bi l l ion  € 

429 262 203 . . .  41 28 12 

Ta b le 2 .5  Ra n king the top German i ndustr ies by tu rnove r, data from B re itkopf {2019a}  a nd  Rudn ic ka {2019} .  

The annual revenue of the GPI in 2018 was €27.8 billion, of which €8. 7 billion was foreign 

sales (Breitkopf, 2019a). At the time, 121,700 people were employed in this sector (Breitkopf, 

2020a). The GPI was ranked number 11 out of all German industries in terms of annual 

revenue in 2018, between the paper industry at number 10, with an annual revenue of €40.9 

billion, and the textile industry at number 12 with an annual revenue of €12.3 billion 

(Rudnicka, 2019). However, research referring to internationalization is not identified in terms 

of the GPI also being an economically important industry. 

The consolidation of packaging customers through mergers and takeovers by global 

corporations, for example, Unilever, Nestle, Heineken, Anheuser-Busch, Cadbury, Kraft 
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Foods, and Coca-Cola, have forced the GPI - and particularly the consumer packaging sector­

to expand their internationalization activities in addition to their national-level operations 

(Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Hengsberger, 2016; Rohrig et al., 2010). In order to measure the 

outward internationalization activities, the internationalization ratio, which is the ratio of 

foreign sales to total sales (Cerrato, Crosato, & Depperu, 2016; Paul & Rosado-Serrano 2019), 

is frequently applied. Further measurements to determine the degree of internationalization 

include the number of a firm's employees that spend over 50% of their working hours on 

international activities, and the geographic scope of the firm's cross-border activities (Reuber 

& Fischer, 1997). This study will focus on the internationalization ratio of foreign sales to total 

sales. Breitkopf (2019a) observed an internationalization ratio of 31.3% within the GPI in 

2018. 

Previous years indicated similar values from 2010 to 2018 for the GPI internationalization, 

with a minimum of 30.0% in 2017 and a maximum of 31.7% in 2010 and 2012 (Breitkopf, 

2019a; Statista, 2017). The latest update for 2019 shows an internationalization ratio of 

approximately 33% (Breitkopf, 2020b). To benchmark this data, the author compared the 

internationalization ratio of the G PI with the internationalization ratio of the German 

manufacturing sector between 2010 and 2018; the GPI is a sub-sector of the latter 

(Grefermann, 1986; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2004). In 2018, the German manufacturing 

sector achieved an internationalization ratio of 48.5% (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2019). From 

2010 until 2018 the internationalization ratio moved between 46.1% and 48.5% (Statistisches 

Bundesamt, 2017, 2019). Therefore, the variability of the internationalization ratio was low 

for both sectors over a period of eight years. The internationalization ratio of the GPI is about 

34% below-average of the German manufacturing industry's internationalization ratio (see 

Table 2.6). Thus, Rohrig et al.'s observation is related to the low levels of internationalization 

within the GPI, and the need to expand the internationalization activities suggested by 

Beutner and Klaus as well as Hengsberger is substantiated by the latest figures. The general 

view is that internationalization is seen to proceed differently in various sectors (Taylor & 

Jack, 2016; van Tulder, 2015; Zaby, 1999, as cited in Kutschker & Schmid, 2008). 
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Yea r 
I nternat iona l i zat ion 

Rat io 
Mean Va l ue  

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

German Packagi ng 

I ndustry 
3 1 .7% 31 . 6% 3 1 .7% 31 . 6% 31 . 6% 30.8% 30.9% 30.0% 3 1 .3% 3 1 .2% 

German 

Manufactu r ing 46. 1% 46. 1% 46.7% 47.7% 48 . 1% 47.4% 47.7% 48.2% 48.5% 47.4% 
I ndustry 

Ta b le 2 .6  I nternationa l i zat ion ratio of the GP I  a nd  the Germa n manufactu r ing i ndu stry. 

With respect to the impact of the industry, as well as the applied technology, the 

internationalization behaviour of firms in specific industries is still largely unexplored 

regarding internationalization theory (Gr!l)gaard et al. , 2013; Holtbrugge, 2005; Paul & 

Rosado-Serrano, 2019). 

The GPI is characterised by idiosyncratic factors (Rohrig et al. , 2010), and it can be suggested, 

therefore, that internationalization strategies need to be conceptualised in a differentiated 

way within this sector. However, empirical research relating to internationalization in the GPI 

has not been undertaken thus far. The systematic literature review was conducted in order 

to identify existing limitations in the behavioural approach to internationalization, and 

particularly the limited consideration of industry-level factors. As a consequence of the 

systematic literature review the following research questions emerged: 

(1) What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the German 

Packaging Industry (GPI), which consists mainly of small and medium enterprises 

(SM Es)? 

(2) What are the internationalization motives of GPI SM Es? 

(3) Which internationalization strategies are applied by the GPI? 

(4) What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified 

internationalization strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements? 

The author's research aims to develop industry-specific internationalization 

conceptualisations for the GPI and is intended to contribute to the knowledge by examining 
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a new sector that potentially offers adaptations and extensions to management and 

policymakers. 

2.3 Narrative Literature Review 

2.3.1 The German packaging industry 

As discussed in section 2.1, 'Organisation of the Literature Review', conducting a systematic 

literature review involves, inter alia, pointing out gaps in the literature (Fisch & Block, 2018). 

The systematic literature review followed a 'narrowing down' procedure that was helpful in 

identifying gaps in the existing literature and in developing the research questions and 

research aim. However, the author recognised the need to broaden the literature review for 

the purposes of contributing to understanding industry-specific internationalization for the 

GPI; this has not yet been addressed by business and management research. In contrast to 

some academic disciplines, the business and management field draws on a wide range of 

literature (Saunders et al., 2012). Several further reviews were undertaken as part of the 

ongoing narrative review approach. There were two main reasons for this: First, to update 

the literature due to the time span of the research, and second, because as thoughts 

developed, each later search was focused more precisely on the literature that was likely to 

be relevant (Saunders et al., 2012). 

Before the GPI is characterised, an overview of the global packaging market is provided to 

classify the GPI in this context. 

Packaging has become an essential part of everyday life for consumers of private as well as 

industrial goods and is playing an increasingly important role in a wide range of applications 

and functions, particularly for the food, beverage, household, cosmetics, chemical and 

pharmaceutical industries, as well as for the automotive and mechanical engineering 

industries (Vath et al., 2011). 

The global packaging market was valued at approximately USD 907 billion in 2018, with 

Europe having an approximately 24% share (see Figure 2.2) and Germany a 4% share of the 

globaI market. 
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G loba l packaging by geograph ica l  locat ion in 2018 

Tota l market s ize = US$ 907 bn 

Rest of Europe 
20% � _ 

Germany 
4% 

■ China ■ North America 

■ Rest of Asia South & Central America, MEA, Australasia 

■ Germany Rest of Europe 

Figure 2.2 G lobal packaging market size by geographical location, data from Smithers (2019b) and Packaging Europe (2018). 

Smithers (2019b) showed that Asia currently domi nates the g loba l packaging ma rket based 

on 2018 sales figu res. The globa l packagi ng ma rket increased by 6 .8% from 2013 to 2018 

ma in ly in less deve loped markets, as more consumers move to urban locations a nd 

subsequently adopt Westernised l ifestyles (Smithers, 2019a ) .  The h ighest growth rates 

re lated to packagi ng consum ption a re forecasted to be in emerging ma rkets (see Figu re 2 .3 )  

from 2017 to 2022 a nd beyond ( Feber, Nordiga rden, & Va ranasi, 2019) .  
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F igu re 2 .3  G rowth i n  g loba l packag ing cons umpt ion, from Feber, No rd iga rden, and  Va ra nas i  {2019) .  

Four key trends that will dominate the next decade are economic and demographic growth, 

sustainability, consumer trends and brand owner trends {Smithers, 2019a). Likewise, Beutner 

and Klaus {2012) identified sustainability and demographic development among others as 

important trends within the packaging industry, while Feber et al. {2019) observed five major 

trends containing sustainability as well and e-commerce with a high trend impact {see Figure 

2.4). 

35 



Five major trends cou ld change the packaging i ndustry i n  the next ten years. 

Trends affecting the Trend impact 
Past 5 Next 5-10 

packag ing industry Moderate igh yearsVery low Very h years ----- . · •  

E-commerce everywhere •--• 
Changing consumer preferences 

• . .. . FMCG' and reta i l -marg in  
compression · • 
Sustai nabi l ity • ·• 
D ig ital izat ion/I nternet of Thi ngs • ·• 

1 Fast-mov ing consumer goods. 

McKinsey
& Company 

Figu re 2 .4 Major trends  i n  the packaging i n du stry, from Feber, Nord igarden,  a n d  Va ra nas i  (2019 ) .  

The GPI is a traditional, mature industry serving primarily tangible products with a market size 

of €27.1 billion in 2019 {Breitkopf, 2020b) and including five main packaging types {see Figure 

2.5): paper and board, plastic, glass, metal and wood {Breitkopf, 2020c; Hoffmann, 2016; Vath 

et al. , 2011). 

Germa n packag i ng ma rket s i ze by type i n  2018 

rWood 3 . 2% 

Paper and Board 45� 

Figu re 2 .5  German packag ing ma rket s ize by type, data from B re itkopf {2020c ) .  
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The GP I  consists of more than 90% sma l l  and medium enterprises (Hengsberger, 2016; 

Hoffmann, 2016) and a re often fam i ly busi nesses (Vath et a l ., 2011) .  Vath et a l .  c la imed that 

the packagi ng ma rket has a fragmented supp l ier  structure a nd the majority of packaging 

compan ies i n  Germany generate sales of less than €50 m i l l ion .  Altogether, 703 companies 

be long to the GPI (see Figu re 2 .6), with 43% producing pa per a nd boa rd packagi ng, 37% 

produci ng p lastic packagi ng a nd less than 7% involved i n  manufactu ring meta l, g lass and 

wood packaging, respective ly (Breitkopf, 2020c) . 

N u m ber  of Germ a n  com pa n ies 

by packagi ng type i n  2019 

■ Plastic ■ Paper and Board ■ Metal Glass ■ Wood 

Figure 2.6 N umber of German companies by packaging type, data from Breitkopf (2020c). 

The abi l ity to i nnovate in the ma rket is a major competitive advantage, a nd in add ition to 

sa les-promoting i n novations, susta inab i l ity is a crucia l  factor in rema in ing competitive in the 

future (Vath et a l . , 2011) .  Vath et al .  out l i ned that ma rket-re levant i nnovations ca n achieve 

EB ITDA margins of between 10% and 20%, wh i le less i nnovative compa nies achieve an EB ITDA 

margin of between 5% and 15%. 
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The GPI generates about 70% of their revenue from the domestic market and 30% abroad, 

particularly in neighbouring European countries {Hoffmann, 2016) and favours countries like 

France, Austria, Switzerland and Eastern European countries for their first internationalization 

activities (Beutner & Klaus, 2012). Altogether, 43% of the GPI generates less than 10% of their 

revenues outside Europe (Vath et al. , 2011). 

Additionally, there is a more intense internationalization of competition in the global 

packaging market - on the one hand, providers from emerging countries are pushing into 

established markets such as Germany with packaging for standardised bulk goods; and on the 

other hand, low wage costs and sometimes better access to relevant raw materials are 

competitive advantages for companies from these countries (Vath at al. , 2011). 

Neil-Boss and Brooks (2013) claimed that packaging firms - known in the materials industry 

as converters - are engaged in converting commodity raw materials such as polymer, board 

or paper into value-added consumer or industrial packaging, which puts packaging companies 

in a potentially assailable position in the value chain (see Figure 2. 7). 

S u p p l ie r  power B uyer power 

Raw Packag i ng  
End­mater ia l  produce r  Packer 

consumer  supp l i e r  (converter) 

Figu re 2 .7  Packaging va l ue  cha i n, from Ne i l -Boss a nd  B rooks {2013 ) .  

Neil-Boss and Brooks' survey revealed that the bargaining power of GPI firms towards both 

suppliers and customers can be classified as low to moderate, at most. This is caused by the 

medium-sized market structure and market fragmentation; hence, medium-sized companies 

rarely have the opportunity to negotiate their purchase prices with raw material suppliers in 

their favour, since the lower purchasing volumes often do not allow the necessary room to 

negotiate. 
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Similar to the procurement of raw materials, GPI manufacturers only have moderate price 

negotiating power with customers since packaging materials for the mass market, and for the 

food and beverage industry in particular, are primarily purchased from large customers who 

dominate this market segment (Vath et al., 2011). However, GPI firms that are active in a 

niche segment or that offer innovative and special packaging solutions indicate a high level of 

negotiating power with customers, which is mainly due to the more complex structure and 

the manufacturing process of the packaging as well as the associated lower competition (Vath 

et al., 2011). The packaging industry is changing. More innovation efforts (see section 2.3.2) 

in both products and processes, more automation and mechanisation, cost pressure and 

excess capacities of some packaging types are all challenges currently facing the industry 

(Rohrig et al., 2010). 

2.3.2 Internationalization 

At least three theoretical streams have relevance for the internationalization of SMEs, 

namely, stage models (see section 2.3.4.1., 'Uppsala model'), foreign direct investment (FDI) 

theories, and network theories (Etemad & Wright, 1999). Recent FDI theories are built on the 

findings of Hymer (1976). Having a firm-specific advantage (FSA) empowers international 

firms to compete against local firms, regardless of the disadvantage of their foreignness. FDI 

theories do not rely on time as a driving factor to stimulate or deter FDI, although most of the 

benefits decline over time. FDI is rather viewed as a process that enables a company to 

combine its FSAs with host-country advantages and to utilise these combined advantages 

internally by setting up its own system of foreign subsidiaries. Furthermore, FDI should be 

conducted without resorting to partner resources as the primary concern is to maintain 

control. 

Etemad and Wright (1999) claimed that network theories are based mainly on sharing their 

respective complementary, competitive advantages with other companies. Therefore, 

network theories weaken the assumption that FSAs unequally support international 

companies. Some loss of independence and profit-sharing is intrinsic in growth through 

networking. Nevertheless, partnerships among companies may allow a company to position 

itself in foreign markets faster than it otherwise could through independent FDI. By entering 
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foreign markets through networks, companies with resource constraints do not lose time 

gaining expertise or market knowledge but rely on local firms in the target countries. Dabic et 

al. (2020) argued that, according to network theory, knowledge-based business-service firms 

(in particular) achieve competitive advantage by developing mutually supportive interactions 

with other service firms. The emphasis on networks is valid since formal or informal networks 

may be instruments employed by SMEs to bypass the resource constraints that they 

encounter. While network theory offers a good explanation of the internationalization 

phenomena in interpreting the relationship between, for example, the liability of foreignness 

and the liability of 'outsidership', its application has been somewhat limited. Further studies 

applying network theory could be very useful, primarily in emerging markets where the 

limited availability of networks has been identified as a key obstacle (Senik et al., 2011, cited 

in Dabic et al., 2020). 

Resource-based approaches focus on the development and exploitation of exceptional 

clusters of competencies and resources in the process of a company's internationalization 

(Etemad & Wright, 1999). Etemad and Wright (1999) treated such internally developed 

resources as specific FSAs and classify resource-based approaches into FDI theories. SM Es 

need to compensate for the disadvantages of having limited resources, constrained access to 

foreign markets, and inexperience in international operations. Established models are not 

suitable to describe the success of small firms. SM Es' behaviour must be considered through 

a holistic process in which insights are derived from several theoretical approaches, including 

the stage models, FDI theories, and network theories outlined by Etemad and Wright (1999). 

In their bibliometric and systematic review of SM E internationalization, Dabic et al. (2020) 

identified six main theoretical subfields of SME Internationalization: (1) the Uppsala model, 

(2) the born global literature (see section 2.3.4.2, 'Born-global model'), (3) network theory, 

(4) transaction cost theory (TCT), (5) international entrepreneurship (IE), and (6) a resource­

based view (RBV). In terms of entry modes, the stage models introduced by the Uppsala 

school (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) hold that firms follow internationalization in a slow and 

gradual mode. This stands in contrast to the born-global (Rennie, 1993) and INV concepts 

(Cavusgil & Knight, 2015; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Oviatt & McDougall 1994). The network 

strategy approach (D'Cruz & Rugman, 1994) is beneficial for understand the bootstrapping 
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capacity of entrepreneurs and SM Es in respect of strategic alliances and joint ventures and to 

appreciate the use of social capital as an instrument for expansion and success. 

Transaction cost theory (Williamson, 1981) has also been used to explain why SM Es 

participate in internationalization; the antecedents and consequences of the 

internationalization decision have both been seen as a response to market failures (Dabic et 

al., 2020). Dabic et al. (2020) maintained that a core issue investigated by studies taking this 

approach is the relation between MN Es and SM Es and the problem of cooperating or being 

absorbed. In transaction cost studies, the unit of analysis is the transaction itself and not the 

company. However, these assumptions have been frequently tested at an aggerated level, 

leaving less space for an interpretive approach that is able to address cognitive reactions to 

local market conditions. The emergence of international entrepreneurial firms is largely 

considered through the resource-based view and network perspectives. 

Theories of international business should be employed in combination with other concepts. 

In terms of theoretical understanding, the RBV perspective (Barney 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984) 

is used to explain the internationalization of SMEs by looking at the resources and 

characteristics they employ to ensure their success in going abroad or going global. Other 

authors, for example, Priem and Butler (2001), have been more cautious in promoting the 

RBV paradigm, highlighting that these assumptions need to be balanced by the external 

factors outlined by Dabic et al. (2020). The RBV approach suggests that resources be 

characterized as simultaneously valuable, rare, non-substitutable, and unique, and when 

organizations' physical assets, infrastructure, and labour force fulfil these criteria, they qualify 

as resources (Barney & MacKey, 2005, cited in Dabic et al., 2020). Ultimately, the RBV is an 

effective framework for illuminating the activities of SM Es and, to some extent, is a fit to the 

SM E context because it is able to capture its informality and centres on the key role of the 

owner-manager. However, there has been a propensity to oversimplify assumptions when 

drawing conclusions from RBV, and it has been suggested that the RBV does not meet the 

empirical criteria for valid theoretical systems. Furthermore, traditional RBV research has 

focused mainly on MN Es and might be less applicable to SM Es. 

A key issue is that five of the six main theories view globalization as a gradual process in which 

an SM E or IE can gain experience, gather resources and develop the skills needed to operate 
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globally (Dabic et al., 2020). The globalization of markets (Levitt, 1983) and competition 

(Ohmae, 1990) are drastically reducing the time span of these processes. As a result, these 

theories fail to understand the constraints SM Es may face in controlling their own 

development path. Moreover, there is growing evidence that SMEs and IE are rapidly 

globalizing despite resource constraints. Hence, the limitations of these established theories 

and their use in respect of SM Es have to be questioned. It is conceivable that human capital 

theory - in which the continuous development of skills enables changes in action - is better 

placed to explain such a dynamic context (Dabic et al., 2020). Dabic et al. (2020) criticized the 

lack of studies fully accounting for the antecedents and consequences of the enclosed local 

or national conditions in which SMEs operate. For instance, spatial, linguistic, and cultural 

proximity is often rated positively with regard to the chances of an internationalization 

strategy by SM Es succeeding. This is likely related to specific difficulties faced by SM Es, mainly 

due to resource constraints, in entering distant territories in terms of markets, culture, 

legislation, and so on. For example, SM Es face legitimacy, economic and resource dependency 

challenges when attracting and retaining talent who can contribute to successful 

internationalization. 

Jafari Sadeghi, Nkongolo-Bakenda, Anderson and Dana (2019) have a similar approach. They 

investigated key institutional characteristics, such as sociocultural (see section 2.3.3, 

'Sociocultural Factors'), political, legal and economic factors in SM Es from developed versus 

developing countries. Subordinated to the economic factors are the competitive pressure of 

international markets, the nature of demands in international markets, domestic resource 

advantages, and general domestic economic characteristics. These authors revealed that SM E 

internationalization can be affected by universal or context-based factors. Context-based 

factors are specific to the particular condition of the people and location of the company, and 

universal factors influence the firm's foreign activities regardless of the company's origin. 

Human capital, knowledge management, and motivational studies are three substantial 

trends in the SM E internationalization literature (Dabic et al., 2020). First, excellent human 

capital is now recognized as crucial for effective SM E internationalization. While SM E studies 

on human capital tend to focus on entrepreneurs, less attention has been paid to workers in 

SM Es. Although human capital theory has been applied to SM Es, the application and scope of 

this research are inadequate. However, it has been shown that SM Es exhibit a high demand 
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for both external knowledge and inter-organizational knowledge transfer. Second, knowledge 

management, in particular knowledge transfer, is integrated with the ability of SM Es to build 

networks and transfer technology. R&D development offers considerable advantages for 

efficient knowledge transfer, especially for SM Es; this is of fundamental importance for the 

internationalization of SM Es (Wright et al., 2007, cited in Dabic et al., 2020). 

The international performance of SM Es may depend on the global mobility of employees, 

which involves a transfer of knowledge from abroad to the SME's home location (Dabic et al., 

2020). SM Es should make it a strategic priority for their employees to gain international 

experience. Third, motivational studies-as part of cognitive studies - are gaining importance 

in the study of the internationalization of SM Es and entrepreneurs. There are a variety of 

motivational factors that have been identified as important in the internationalization of 

SM Es, but the most important is a global mindset (see section 2.4, ' Initial Conceptualisation'). 

As a corollary to that, motivation for internationalization can be derailed by ethnic, religious, 

and language barriers. 

Dabic et al. (2020) identified several research gaps in SM E internationalization. With regard 

to qualitative studies, the authors specified e-business, service, entry, cooperation, cluster, 

trade, and institutions as areas requiring attention. In terms of quantitative studies, there are 

few studies on SM E internationalization with a focus on technology, competition, 

management, and innovation. They indicated four key gaps in the literature: (a) emerging 

markets, (b) comparative country and cultural studies, (c) regional studies within developed 

countries, and (d) low-tech industries in developed countries. Dabic et al. (2020) maintained 

that there are several studies on the export activities of multifaceted urban manufacturing 

SM Es with high-technology-based products and focused on INV. However, few studies have 

focused on low-tech industries frequently localised in rural areas. The research gaps outlined 

above and the findings of Dabic et al. (2020) lend support to the focus of this study; GPI is a 

low-tech industry located in a developed country. 

Scholars have argued that innovation supports companies in their cross-border activities; 

through innovation, companies can develop new competitive products that allow them to 

overcome the obstacles to entering foreign markets (Saridakis, Idris, Hansen, & Dana, 2019). 

Saridakis et al. (2019) observed that innovative SM Es are more likely to export their products 
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than non-innovative SM Es. However, the relationship between innovation and 

internationalization varies depending on the type of innovation and its degree of novelty. 

Product innovation is the introduction of improved goods or services, whereas process 

innovation is the initiation of new production processes to decrease costs or increase quality. 

Innovations can also be differentiated, based on their novelty, into radical and incremental 

innovation. Radical innovation can be defined as improvements in knowledge resulting from 

the development of new products and processes that are novel to the market or industry. 

Incremental innovation is continuous improvement to products or processes that are novel 

to the company only. Saridakis et al. (2019) maintained that goods innovation is more closely 

linked than service or process innovation to the propensity to export. Furthermore, when 

distinguishing degrees of novelty, SM Es are more likely to internationalize than non­

innovative SM Es if they introduce radical innovation that is new to the market or the industry 

- in addition, combining radical and incremental innovation increase the probability of SM Es 

internationalizing. 

2.3.3 Sociocultural factors 

Society and culture are not directly included in business operations; however, they indirectly 

appear as key aspects in determining how a business is led, from decisions on what goods are 

produced and how and through what means they will be marketed, to the creation of 

managerial and operational patterns and the evaluation of the success or failure of 

companies' cross-border activities (Masovic, 2018). There are several sociocultural factors 

that have a considerable influence on internationalization. The major sociocultural factors are 

material culture, language, level of education, religion, aesthetics, attitudes and values 

(Carter, 1997; Trehan & Trehan, 2009). 

Culture is linked to the manner in which societies arrange social behaviour and knowledge 

(Hall, 1973; Kroeber & Parsons, 1958, as cited in Thornton, Ribeiro, & Urbano, 2011). More 

than 80% of the literature on culture and firm internationalization centres on cultural distance 

(Lopez-Duarte, Vidal-Suarez, & Gonzalez-Diaz, 2016). Cultural distance can be defined as the 

difference between the cultures of the home and host countries and is an important 

consideration in internationalization strategies (Beugelsdijk, Kostova, Kunst, Spadafora, & van 
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Essen, 2018). Scholars have claimed that internationalization is an ever more common 

strategy for corporations around the world, and understanding the influence of cultural 

differences on the survival and success of these ventures is essential. Cultural distance is 

frequently seen as a source of uncertainty, complexity, and additional costs. Cultural distance 

creates difficulties and challenges for firms when there is a lack of knowledge and 

understanding of how the host country works. Perceived foreignness also creates barriers to 

collaboration and cooperation. 

The conceptions of national cultures put forward by Hofstede (1980), the Global Leadership 

and Organizational Behaviour Effectiveness project - GLOBE (House, Javidan, Hanges, & 

Dorfman, 2002) as well as Trompenaars (1993) are broadly recognised; they have in common 

that they claim to measure national cultures (Mcsweeney, 2015). The concepts of the three 

differ only slightly from one another (Earley, 2006). Hofstede's (1980) work is one of the most 

cited in the context of culture (Parboteeah, Hoegel, & Cullen, 2008). His findings demonstrate 

that culture can be quantified rather than being something that was regarded as very 

complex, multidimensional and mainly unmeasurable (Ferreira, Serra, & Pinto, 2014). 

Hofstede (1980) described how culture is defined in different forms, how cultural values at 

individual or societal levels are influenced by national culture and how cultural differences 

across nations can be reduced to quantifiable dimensions (Thornton et al., 2011). 

Hofstede's (2001) cultural framework describes five dimensions: power distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, individualism, masculinity and long-term orientation. Power distance is the extent 

to which the less powerful members of organisations respect and expect an unequal 

distribution of power. The essential issue here is the level of human inequality that underlies 

the functioning of any individual society. Uncertainty avoidance is the degree to which a 

culture programmes its population to feel either uncomfortable or comfortable in 

unstructured settings. Unstructured settings are those that are new, unknown, surprising or 

different from usual. The fundamental issue is the extent to which a society tries to control 

the uncontrollable. Individualism - as distinct from collectivism - is the extent to which 

individuals are intended to look after themselves and their family members or stay integrated 

into groups. The masculinity dimension relates to the distribution of emotional roles between 

the genders, which is another essential issue for any society. Long-term orientation refers to 

the extent to which a culture programmes its population to agree to delayed fulfilment of 
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their material, social and emotional needs. Long-term orientation is the cultivation of virtues 

that are aligned with future rewards. These include, in particular, persistence and thrift. 

Hofstede (2021) compared the German culture to that of other nations on a 100-point scale. 

He noted that Germany is a low power distance country (35 points), which is particularly 

evident from its strong middle class and decentralized politics. In companies, the nature of 

communication and meetings is direct and participant-oriented. Co-determination rights are 

comparatively far-reaching and must be taken into account by management. Control is 

rejected, and the leadership is challenged to show their competence. Furthermore, Germany 

is a relatively individualistic society (67 points). The focus of most Germans is on the small 

family group, and the individual's self-realization is foregrounded. Furthermore, Germany is 

viewed as a primarily masculine society (66 points) and is a country with a relatively high value 

placed on uncertainty avoidance (65 points). Its long-term orientation (83 points) indicates 

Germany's pragmatic character. People from societies with a pragmatic orientation believe 

that the truth depends heavily on the situation, context and time. People have the ability to 

easily adapt traditions to changing conditions, as well as a great willingness to save and invest. 

In addition, they are persistent in achieving results. 

Carter (1997) reflected on Hofstede's work and argued that improved economic growth can 

be explained more by culture than structural or material changes. Carter (1997) explained 

that economic power comes from accepting the legitimacy of hierarchy and the appreciation 

of perseverance and thrift, without emphasis on tradition and social obligations that could 

hinder business initiative, individualism and a propensity towards competitiveness to the 

detriment of amity and concord. The dominant view is that entrepreneurship is supported by 

cultures that are high in individualism, low in uncertainty avoidance, low in power-distance 

and high in masculinity (Hayton, George, & Zahra, 2002, as cited in Thornton et al., 2011). 

Similar to Hofstede, Hall's (1973, 1976) contributions applying anthropology to business and 

government settings have received much attention (Bluedorn, 1998). Hall (1976) explored 

three principles of culture: space, time and context. Hall (1976) considered proxemics, or how 

space (proximity versus distance) affects communication and chronemics, the connection 

between time behaviour (monochronic versus polychronic) and communication. The third 

dimension concerns the cultural differences in contextual communication - high-context 
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cultures versus low-context cultures. In low context cultures, for instance, the Swedish 

culture, information must be written, and the message is explicit (Carter, 1997). On the 

contrary, in high context cultures like China, a person's word is their commitment and less 

verbal messaging is needed. Furthermore, Hall (1976) stated that only 10% of culture is easily 

visible, and 90% is hidden below the surface - similar to an iceberg. The external part of 

culture is visible and includes behaviours and some beliefs. The internal part of culture is 

invisible and includes some beliefs, values and thought patterns. Hall maintained that the only 

way to learn the internal culture of host countries is to actively participate in their culture. 

Cultural problems between business partners coming from different cultural categories are 

one of the key challenges of knowledge management in international business collaboration 

(Sanchez Bengoa, Kaufmann, & Vrontis, 2012). Sanchez Bengoa et al. (2012) reported that 

firms can achieve international competitiveness if they recognize the large potential benefits 

of value-creating knowledge exchange and transfer as well as the significance of emotions 

and emotional intelligence in sharing knowledge. Training in intercultural competence is 

important for preparing individuals for the challenges and opportunities that can be found 

when living and working in new cultural settings with diverse groups (Kaufmann, Englezou, & 

Garcia-Gallego, 2014). 

2.3.4 Patterns of SME internationalization 

2.3.4.1 Uppsala model 

The Uppsala model (or U-Model or stage theory) and the born-global concept are prominent 

internationalization models in the field of international business and have attracted the 

researcher's interest for the last twenty years (Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). The Uppsala 

model or stage theory describes the gradual increase (see Figure 2.8) of a firm's cross-border 

activities (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975), whereas the born­

global approach relates to companies that internationalize from the outset (Knight & Cavusgil, 

1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Rennie, 1993). 
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Figu re 2 . 8  Esta b l i s hment cha i n, adapted from Sta l lmann  a n d  Wegner  {2015 ) .  

The Uppsala model states that enterprises or traditional firms (Bell, McNaughton, Young, & 

Crick, 2003) can enhance their international involvement in small gradual steps starting in 

psychically close countries i.e. countries that share similar national mindsets and sociocultural 

values and are going to enter new foreign countries with a greater psychic distance (see Figure 

2.9) because of previously collected knowledge (Ruzzier et al. , 2006). The Uppsala model 

projects that internationalization will progress even though strategic decisions related to the 

market are not conducted, and internationalization develops systematically from no foreign 

activity, through indirect export to sales subsidiaries, and finally to manufacturing units as the 

highest degree of international involvement (Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996). 

Johanson and Vahlne {1977) outlined that the lack of country and market knowledge in terms 

of language, culture and information about foreign markets are important obstacles for firms 

to internationalize. Psychic distance consists of cultural affinity, trust and individual 

experience, whereas cultural affinity contains country-level differences including cultural 

differences, language and the legal environment (Horner, Baack, & Baack, 2016). Horner et 

al. claim that trust describes the business distance with differences in doing business between 

firms in separate country markets and that business distance consists of industry-level and 

firm-level differences. Individual experience forms an essential part of the psychic distance 
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construct, which may affect the procedure of strategy evaluation and strategic choice with 

regard to cross-border activities. 
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Figu re 2 . 9  The gradua l  i nternationa l  expa ns ion o f  trad it iona l  fi rms .  

In 2009, Johanson and Vahlne revised the Uppsala internationalization model they introduced 

in 1977 and substituted the country market concept by a perception of the foreign market as 

a business network (Forsgren, 2016). Forsgren noted that the revised model considers the 

foreign market as a business network instead of a country market and that in accordance with 

business network theory a firm tries to change its network position from outsidership to 

insidership, which means that the difference between the domestic market and the foreign 

market is associated with the firm's business context rather than with the country's frontiers. 

Johanson and Vahlne (2009) responded to critique about their stage model in light of the 

born-global phenomenon by outlining that most partial changes in firm behaviour have more 

to do with changes in the international environment than with changes in internationalization 
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mechanisms and that the influence of theory affects the order in which a firm enters foreign 

markets, thereby decreasing psychic distance. 

Furthermore, some firms and individuals have acquired a more general knowledge of foreign 

environments which may lead to greater confidence in their ability to cope with the psychic 

distance (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Sousa & Bradley, 2006, as cited in Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009). The relationship between market entry order and psychic distance is related to the 

decision-maker and does not apply at the level of the firm. 

2.3.4.2 Born-global approach 

Traditional models consider internationalization to be a risk-reducing and gradual process 

whereby enterprises allocate resources to international operations when they have gained 

experience to reduce uncertainties; hence, internationalization is a time-consuming process 

(Hilmersson & Johanson, 2016). In contrast, later research states that internationalization can 

occur much faster, as outlined by Hilmersson and Johanson. The inability of traditional 

internationalization theories such as the Uppsala internationalization model to explain why 

some SMEs internationalize from inception has been addressed in the international 

entrepreneurship theory, which is linked to INVs and the born-global concept (Wright et al., 

2007). INVs are firms that are looking for a relevant competitive advantage from the outset 

by using resources and the sale of outputs in several countries (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 

The difference between INVs and born-global firms is the broader market scope of the born­

globals (Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). However, there are debates on how to 

differentiate, and Johanson and Vahlne (2009) maintained that many born-global firms are 

more likely to be born-regional or born-international (as cited in Sheppard & McNaughton, 

2012). Corresponding literature uses other names for the same phenomenon such as innate 

and adoptive exporters, infant multinationals, high-technology start-ups, global start-ups, 

instant internationals, international entrepreneurs, and early internationalizing firms (Glowik 

& Sadowski, 2014). In addition to the different names, common consent is that these firms 

phase plenty of organisational activities across various countries (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995, 

as cited in Glowik & Sadowski, 2014). 
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International entrepreneurs try to avoid domestic path-dependence by establishing firms that 

have formed routines for managing multicultural workforces, for coordinating resources 

located in different countries, and for targeting customers in multiple countries 

simultaneously (McDougall et al. , 1994, as cited in Wright et al. , 2007). In terms of the 

classification INV or born-globals, the majority of researchers define the period of two to 

three years since inception until the first cross-border activity is executed by a firm (Glowik & 

Sadowski, 2014}. Knight and Cavusgil (2004} maintained that a born-global firm can be defined 

as an enterprise that achieves 25% of its sales from foreign countries within three years (as 

cited in Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019}. Glowik and Sadowski noted that a firm with at least 

25% of foreign sales will qualify as an INV and that there are no precise figures available in 

relation to the number of foreign markets. Lehmann and Schlange (2004} described three 

success factors that explain the born-global phenomenon: internal corporate components, 

external corporate components, and the manager's personality. Figure 2.10 shows the above­

mentioned success factors and outlines the corresponding attributes. 

Figu re 2 . 10 I nternat iona l i zat ion success factors of born-g loba l fi rms, adapted from Andersson, Da n i l ovic a nd  H u a ng {2015 ) .  
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There is a broad consensus related to the entrepreneurial qualities of managers of born-global 

firms. Lehmann and Schlange (2004) stated they have a strong international orientation and 

cross-cultural competencies. They often speak several languages and have already worked 

abroad and built up a network of contacts with potential sales agents. Their products are 

developed for the international market and tailored to different needs in different countries 

right from the start and their choice of markets is not a question of geographic location but 

simply of market potential. The corporate external factors are the mobility of customers, 

market homogeneity, fewer trade restrictions, lower transport costs, shorter product life 

cycles, overcoming physical distance by digital communication, and cooperation with MNEs 

that support SM Es' internationalization (Rialp, Rialp, & Knight, 2005). Finally, the availability 

of resources and high R&D activities of innovation-driven firms are observed as internal 

characteristics for early and rapid internationalization (Lehmann & Schlange, 2004). 

2.3.4.3 Born-again global approach 

Firms that conduct business for many years without any cross-border sales until some critical 

incident forces them to expand their business into foreign markets are defined as born-again 

globals (Bell et al., 2001, as cited in Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). Sheppard and 

McNaughton found that born-again global firms are larger and more established because of 

long periods of activity within their home market and that both path dependency and 

administrative heritage can be barriers to internationalization. However, these firms will have 

better access to resources. In contrast, born-global firms have significant resource 

constraints. One important observation is that the born-global phenomenon is not only linked 

to new ventures, and critical incidents may arise much later in the life of a firm to induce rapid 

internationalization (Bell et al., 2001; Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). Such incidents can be 

caused by a change in ownership or management due to a takeover by another firm, following 

a customer into new markets, or by their increasing acquirement of information 

communication technologies (Bell et al., 2003). 
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The born-aga i n  g loba l  fi rms cha nged focus  fro m a n at i o n a l  to a n  i nternat i o n a l  d i rect ion  

effected by n ew h u m a n  or  fi n a nci a l  resou rces, n ew n etworks o r  t h e  a dopt ion of n ew m a rket 

knowledge (Be l l  et a l . , 2003 ) .  Ta b le  2 . 7  i l l u strates the  m a i n  d iffe rences between the  

i nt rod uced i nternat i o n a l i zat ion patterns .  

Traditiona l  firms 
(U-Model)  

Born-global firms Born-again g loba l  firms 

Attri bute i n crementa l cross-borde r  
a ct iv it i es, 
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re l u cta nt  man agement 

p u rsue gl oba l  n i che ma rkets 
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p roactive, structu red a pp roach,  
comm itted management  

a b ru pt i ntern ati o n a l  
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resou rces e .g .  M BO, ta ke-ove r 
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Ta b le 2 .7  C lassif icat ion of i nternat iona l izat io n patte rns, adapted from Be l l ,  McNaughton, You ng, a nd Cr ick ( 2003 } .  
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2.4 Initial Conceptualisation 

The consolidation of packaging customers through mergers and takeovers by global 

corporations (e.g., Unilever, Nestle, Heineken, Anheuser-Busch, Cadbury, Kraft Foods, and 

Coca-Cola) has forced the GPI to expand their internationalization activities in addition to 

their domestic operations (Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Rohrig et al., 2010). Altogether, 43% of 

companies in the GPI generate less than 10% of their revenue outside Europe (Vath et al., 

2011) and Rohrig et al. confirm that in terms of customers and exports, the GPI supplies a 

relatively small share of the global market compared to other industries and has tended to 

operate regionally in close cooperation with its customers instead of being a global player. 

Nevertheless, for German manufacturers of packaging materials, internationalization is now 

more important than ever (Beutner & Klaus, 2012). As outlined in section 2.2, the GPl's 

internationalization ratio is about 34% lower than the German manufacturing industry's 

internationalization ratio. Thus, the observation by Rohrig et al. and Vath et al. related to the 

low levels of internationalization within the GPI, and the need to expand internationalization 

activities suggested by Beutner and Klaus as well as Hengsberger (2016), are substantiated by 

current data. Additionally, the literature review indicated that internationalization can 

proceed very differently depending on the sector (Taylor & Jack, 2016; van Tulder, 2015; Zaby, 

1999, as cited in Kutschker & Schmid, 2008). The impact of the industry, as well as the applied 

technology on the internationalization behaviour of firms, is still largely unexplored (Gn/lgaard 

et al., 2013; Holtbrugge, 2005; Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). Caves (1996) and Porter (1986) 

claim that industry factors are essential in order to understand the propensity of firms to 

internationalize (as cited in Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). Gn/lgaard et al. describe four industry 

factors that have a notable impact on a firm's tendency to internationalize: the level of 

competition, research intensity, the tangibility of the products, and the existence of clusters 

in the domestic market. 

In summary, the GPI has a low level of internationalization and needs to expand its 

international activities. Furthermore, internationalization can proceed differently depending 

on the sector and the impact of the industry on the internationalization behaviour of firms, is 

still largely unexplored. 
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This research will evaluate the realities of the GPI in light of the Uppsala model and the born­

global and born-again global approaches, and will synthesise its findings to develop an 

improved model to address industry-specific requirements. Because of the long-term GPI 

experience of the author, who held several executive roles in mid-sized family-owned, and in 

private, equity-backed multinational enterprises in conjunction with the literature reviews, 

internationalization conceptualisations emerged. 

The three main segments of the initial GPI internationalization model 'Environment', 'Integral 

Approach' and the 'GPI Internationalization Strategy' - are derived from the narrative 

literature review. Figure 2.11 depicts the three segments of the initial model and the 

corresponding key literature that contributes to each of the model segments. Each segment 

can be divided into further components, for example, the segment 'Environment' contains 

the components 'Industry Factors', 'Policy Measures', and 'Networks'. How the segments and 

components of the initial model are derived from the literature is then explained. 

E nvi ronment 
Exte rna l  I nter na l  

· I ndustry Factors · Management Experience 
Research Intensity and Qualifications 
Tangibi lity of Product · Financial & Personnel 
Existence of C lusters Resources 

· Pol icy Measures · Business Model 
· Networks 

I ntegral Approach 

· Stage Theory 
· Born-global & Born-again global  Concept 

European Commission, 2003b, p .  25 
Pau l  and Rosado-Serrano, 2019, pp . 843, 849 

Be l l ,  McNaughton, Young, and Crick ,  2003, p. 350 
Andersson, Dani l ovic, and Huang, 2015, p .  32 
Gr0gaard, Gioia ,  and Benito, 2013, p .  6 
Achtenhagen, 2011 , ap .  15 
Be l l ,  Cr ick ,  and Young, 2004,  p .  33 

GPI I nternationalizat ion Strategy 

· Market Selection 
· Entry Mode 
· Product 
· Pace & Time 

Ruzzier, Hisrich, and Antoncic ,  2006, p. 491 
Tay lor and Jack ,  2016, p .  293 

F igu re 2 .11 Segments of the i n it ia l GP I  i nternationa l i zat ion mode l  de rived from the na rrative l iteratu re review. 
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Environment: In their model of small firm internationalization, Bell et al. (2003) set out the 

'external environment' (e.g., domestic market conditions and industry trends) and 'internal 

environment' (e.g., firm's human and financial resources and management competencies) as 

components with relevant impact on firm internationalization. Andersson et al. (2015) 

differentiated the 'external environment', 'entrepreneurial', 'organizational', and 'strategic' 

perspectives in describing a model of the success factors for born-global internationalization. 

Andersson et al.'s (2015) external-environment perspective and that of Bell et al. (2003) 

inform the 'external environment' element of the initial GPI internationalization model. 

Andersson et al.'s (2015) entrepreneurial perspective and organizational perspective 

combined with elements of Bell et al.'s (2003) internal environment inform the 'internal 

environment' element of the initial GPI internationalization model. 

Industry Factors: Gn/lgaard et al. (2013) have claimed that industry factors are essential to 

understand the propensity of firms to internationalize. They describe four industry factors 

that have a notable impact on a firm's tendency to internationalize: the level of competition, 

research intensity, the tangibility of the products, and the existence of clusters in the 

domestic market. 

Policy Measures: Export policy has a substantive impact on export performance, and the 

significance of support services for SME internationalization has been investigated by a 

number of researchers (Achtenhagen, 2011). A detailed discussion of policy measures is 

provided on pp. 61 ff., 'DRQ 1.3'. 

Management Experience and Qualifications: Bell et al. (2003) referred to management 

competencies in their internationalization model and Andersson et al. (2015) reflected on the 

importance of characteristics of born-global managers or entrepreneurs, for example, 

international experience, knowledge, and educational background. 

Financial and Personnel Resources: Bell et al. (2003) have argued for the importance of human 

and financial resources to a firm's internal environment. 

Network: Andersson et al. (2015) posited that entrepreneur's personal networks based on 

industry experience could be used to amplify their business. Furthermore, international 

business networks related to knowledge sharing at the international level is highly beneficial 
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and associated with the internationalization of born-global firms. Achtenhagen (2011) 

focused on two networks relevant to internationalizing: new relationships in new markets 

and existing networks abroad. Further discussions about networks can be found on pp. 59 ff., 

'DRQ 1.2'. 

Business Model: Bell et al. (2004) explored the relationship between small firms' business 

strategy and internationalization. The authors found that ownership and management issues 

have a high impact on the business strategies and international focus of small firms. A 

business model expresses the method by which a firm delivers value to customers, gets 

customers to pay for that value, and converts those payments to profits (Teece, 2010). A 

business model is more fundamental than a business strategy. Frequently, SM Es are not able 

to compete with large competitors on price, but they can generate a competitive advantage 

by concentrating their efforts, for example, in niche markets (Achtenhagen, 2011). 

Integral approach: The European Commission (2003b) suggested a holistic approach to SM E 

internationalization with reference to the stage theory and the born-global model. They 

maintained that the stage theory concept is challenged by the born-global concept. 

Furthermore, internationalization comprises a whole series of transnational activities, 

mutually supporting each other, rather than being sequential stages in a gradual transaction. 

Paul and Rosado-Serrano (2019) claimed to develop theoretic models to investigate the born­

global approach of firms from, inter alia, traditional manufacturing industries. They claim that, 

in fast-developing environments, successful companies are agile and flexible with 

transformative instead of passive entrepreneurial management. 

GPI internationalization strategy: Ruzzier et al.'s (2006) international entrepreneurship 

conceptual model identified four main dimensions of internationalization: mode, market, 

product and time. Taylor and Jack (2016) integrated three dimensions of born-global 

internationalization: speed, choice of entry mode and choice of markets. 

In the following discussion, the term 'RQ' denotes the four general research questions which 

were derived from the systematic literature review. The detailed research questions (DRQs) 

were derived from the subsequent narrative literature review. First, based on the narrative 

literature review the RQs were evaluated, with the result that the RQs were still be considered 

to be relevant. Second, the indications from previous studies and secondary data from the 
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narrative literature review and the corresponding sources were catenated to the DRQs. Third, 

the interview questions (IQ) were linked to the DRQs to ensure that all DRQs are considered 

in the subsequent empirical research. Finally, all the DRQs were combined with components 

of the initial GPI internationalization model to ensure consistency in the conceptualisation 

process. The structure of the research framework with the above-described procedure is 

shown in Table 2.8. Subsequently, the conceptualisation process will be discussed in more 

detail. 

Detai led Compo- Interview IQ Indication from previous studies and secondary data Source 

RQ (DRQ) nents of question ( IQ) Sche-

the in itial dule 

model # 

DRQ l .1 ID l  2 IQ 1.5 (DRQ 1 . 1, 5 c) Key obstacles fo r SME i nternati ona l ization : 1 Shortage of c) 

What a re F i na nc ia l & 1 .2 )  What a re the worki ng ca p ita l  to fi na nce exports, 2 Identifyi ng fo re ign Achten hagen,  

the key Personne l  ba rri ers to  sta rt or  busi n ess opportun it i es, 3 Li mited i nformat ion to 2011; Abel -

obsta c les Resou rces expa nd you r  l ocate/a na lyze ma rkets, 4 I n ab i l ity to conta ct potenti a l  Koch et a l . , 

to ex- busi n ess a broad ?  oversea s customers, 5 Obta i n i ng re l i a b l e  fore ign 2018; 

pand i ng  IDE 2 IQ 4.3 What is the 16 rep resentati on ,  6 La ck of manageri a l  ti me to deal with Eu ropea n 

i nto Po l i cy s ituati on a bout i nternation a l i zat ion ,  7 I n adeq uate qua ntity of a nd/or Commissi on ,  

fore ign Measures you r  personne l  u ntra i ned personne l  fo r i nternati ona l i zat ion ,  8 D iffi cu lty i n  2003b 

ma rkets? a nd  fi nanc i a l  match i ng  competito rs' pr i ces, 9 La ck of  home govern ment 

ressou rces to a ss ista nce/i ncent ives (see po l i cy measu res), 10 Excessive zg) 

i nternati ona l i ze? tra n sportati on costs (q) ,  11  (zg) l a nguage d i fferences, soci o- Morschett, 

IQ 4.4 Did  you cu l tura l  d i ffe rences, l ega l a nd  regu latory d ifferences or  Sch ra mm-

excl ude certa i n  17 competit ive d ifferences in host cou ntr ies Kl e i n ,  & 

entry modes due  zg) I nternationa l  ma rketi ng commu n i cat ion i nc l udes a l l  Zentes, 2015 

to resou rce methods  compa n i es use to provi de i n fo rmation to a nd  

constra i nts a nd  commun i cate with exi sti ng a nd  potenti a l  customers a nd  q) Ne i l -Boss & 

which ones? other sta keho lders. Brooks, 2013 

Ta b le 2.8 Resea rch fra mework  - exce rpt DRQ 1 .  

Each RQ and DRQ is mainly addressed by the SME-specific and GPl-specific findings from 

previous studies and secondary data. A short conclusion (CON) follows each RQ and DRQ 

summarising the main predications which inform the initial GPI internationalization model. 

After each concluding paragraph, the respective segments of the initial GPI 

internationalization model with the introduced components are displayed, if applicable. 

Multiple relations can occur - for example, the component 'policy measures' has different 

aspects and is related to DRQs 2.1, 2.2 and 4.2. 
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The first research question (RQ 1) aims to determine the reasons for the low levels of 

internationalization within the GPI, which consists mainly of SM Es. Consequently, the detailed 

research questions (DRQ) emerged about the main obstacles to expansion into foreign 

markets (DRQ 1.1) and whether managerial internationalization competencies exist (DRQ 

1.2). 

RQ 1:  What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI, which 

consists mainly of SM Es? 

Findings: GPI firms tend to operate regionally and in close cooperation with their customers 

instead of being global players (Rohrig et al., 2010). The GPI internationalization ratio was 

30% in 2015 and 31% in 2018 (Hoffmann, 2016; Breitkopf, 2019), whereas German SM Es in 

all manufacturing sectors had an average internationalization ratio of 68% in 2017 (Kfw­

Research, 2020). Born-global firms used to come from countries with small domestic markets 

(Glowik & Sadowski, 2014). In contrast, Germany has the fourth-largest packaging market 

globally (lnterpack, 2020; Vath et al., 2011) with a market size of USD 38 billion, which may 

be why GPI firms used to have low levels of cross-border activity. Their domestic market is a 

major market with moderate growth rates, and it may not have been necessary to 

internationalize. More than 90% of the GPI is made up of SMEs (Hengsberger, 2016; 

Hoffmann, 2016). Only a few GPI firms have a global manufacturing and sales network and 

88% of them have annual revenues below €50 million (Vath et al., 2011). Additionally, almost 

60% of the non-internationalized SM Es have never considered internationalization, a fact 

which may indicate a need for raising awareness among German SM Es about the benefits that 

may be obtained from international business activity (European Commission, 2003b). 

The European Commission (2003b) stated that internationalization is often accompanied by 

improved performance levels and competitiveness of SM Es, as indicated by several 

international studies. 

CON 1: GPI firms consist mainly of SM Es that have low levels of international activity, with 

many non-internationalized SMEs having never considered activity abroad. The German 

packaging market is a major global market in itself, and there may not have been a need to 

internationalize. 
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DRQ 1.1: What are the key obstacles to expanding into foreign markets? 

Findings: The key obstacles for SM E internationalization are the shortage of working capital 

to finance exports, identifying foreign business opportunities, a lack of managerial time to 

deal with internationalization, limited information for locating and analysing markets, an 

inadequate number of trained personnel, an inability to contact potential overseas 

customers, difficulty in obtaining reliable foreign representation, difficulty in matching 

competitors' prices, a lack of domestic government assistance/incentives, (policy measures), 

excessive transportation costs (Abel-Koch et al., 2018; Achtenhagen, 2011; European 

Commission, 2003b) and language, sociocultural, legal/regulatory and competitive 

differences in the host countries (Morschett, Schramm-Klein, & Zentes, 2015). However, GPI 

firms have a robust financial structure characterised by a high equity ratio as well as a strong 

cash flow and financing requirements are often met by their own funds and bank loans (Vath 

et al., 2011). Achtenhagen (2011) maintains that phone calls, letters or visits to or from 

potential customers from abroad and business partners, visiting industry fairs, and 

participating in international project tenders all require proficient language skills. While larger 

firms might employ specialists with specific language skills, will send personnel on 

language/intercultural communication training courses, and ensure that important 

documents are translated, SM Es often lack the financial and human resources for intercultural 

communication and must instead rely on the personal competences of individuals in the firm 

(Achtenhagen, 2011). 

CON 1.1: The key obstacles to internationalization for SM Es are personnel, knowledge and 

financial limitations. In contrast to the latter observation, GPI firms often have a robust 

financial structure and financing requirements are met by their own funds and bank loans. 

GPl-specific obstacles were not found in the existing literature, and future research could 

determine whether such obstacles exist. Figure 2.12 displays 'financial and personnel 

resources' as well as 'policy measures' as components of the 'environment' segment. 
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Figu re 2 . 12  Exte rna l and i nterna l env i ronment - pol icy measu res, fi nanc i a l  and pe rsonne l  resou rces. 

DRQ 1.2: Do managerial internationalization competencies exist? 

Findings: The key factor leading to performance enhancement in the internationalization 

process is the international experience and exposure of management (Czinkota, Ronkainen, 

& Ortiz-Buonafina, 2004). The managers of born-global firms often have a high level of 

previous international experience and have cultivated extensive personal and business 

networks (Glowik & Sadowski, 2014). The ability of the management to recognise and exploit 

opportunities largely depends on the senior managers' intentions, orientation, and marketing 

capabilities as well as their overall experience. A question arises as to whether these 

entrepreneurial traits can be learned through formal education or whether they are learned 

from their cultural background (inherit), from observation, from other managers or from their 

own international networks and experiences (Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019). Sociocultural 

factors have a considerable influence on the success of internationalization efforts (Masovic, 

2018). Major sociocultural factors (see section 2.3. 3) are material culture, language, level of 

education, religion, aesthetics, attitudes and values (Carter, 1997; Trehan & Trehan, 2009). 

Global companies benefit from access to international business partners and experts (e.g., 

universities, other companies, and industry associations) and require managers with 

international experience and a global mindset (Felicia, Meidute, & Kyvik, 2016). Felicia et al. 

stated that an individual global mindset (IGM) refers to the aptitude to accept the diversity of 

cultures and markets and observe common patterns that enable the identification of 
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opportunities. Having an IGM allows a manager to assess different contexts, cultures or 

markets and understand commonalities among the differences. A manager's IGM can strongly 

influence the internationalization of SMEs. By contrast, a global mindset is a multi­

dimensional amalgamation of the individual and the organisation, incorporating strategic and 

cultural dimensions including the individual characteristics of global leadership (Felicia et al., 

2016). 

Some SM Es could internationalize but lack the willingness and/or competencies, and 

managers of international firms were shown to be more proactive in their networking 

behaviour than managers of firms primarily focusing on the home market (Achtenhagen, 

2011). The general view is that personal and organisational networks are drivers of 

internationalization. GPI firms are often family-owned (Vath et al., 2011). Family SMEs 

internationalize differently compared to SM Es with other ownership structures, which might 

be because of limited growth objectives, a risk-averse attitude and an aversion to borrowing 

funds externally (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011). Kontinen and Ojala explained that on the one hand, 

family-run SM Es can make quick decisions, which is a promoting factor in internationalization. 

However, on the other hand, family-run SMEs do not frequently observe international 

markets, they do not integrate global trends into their domestic marketing strategy and are 

more averse to networking with other firms than non-family-run SM Es. Family-run firms only 

tend to accelerate their internationalization through the involvement of non-family managers 

(Wqsowska, 2017). The more internationally experienced the top management team is, the 

earlier SMEs tend to enter international markets (Reuber & Fischer, 1997, as cited in 

Achtenhagen, 2011). Traditional firms that follow the stage model generally tend to have a 

more risk-averse management (Bell et al., 2003). Paul and Rosado-Serrano (2019) claim that 

in rapidly evolving environments, successful firms are more likely to be characterised by agility 

and flexibility, and firms with entrepreneurial management must be transformative rather 

than passive. Individual experience forms an essential part of the psychic distance construct, 

which may affect the procedure of strategy evaluation and strategic choice when it comes to 

cross-border activities (Horner et al., 2016). 

CON 1.2: GPI firms are mainly led by family managers. International experience, networks and 

individual global mindsets of a firm's senior management are supposed to promote SME 

internationalization. Furthermore, sociocultural factors and the awareness and ability of 
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senior management in dealing with these factors significantly influence the success of 

corporate internationalization. The literature review identified no research regarding the 

managerial internationalization competencies of GPI firms. Figure 2.13 depicts the 

components 'networks' and 'management experience and qualifications'. The sociocultural 

aspects are integrated in the component on 'management experience and qualifications'. 
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Figu re 2 . 13  I nterna l e nv i ronment - ma nagement expe r ience and qua l ificat ions, networks. 

DRQ 1.3: What policy measures would support the GPl's internationalization process? 

Findings: National promotional institutions such as Kreditanstalt fur Wiederaufbau (KfW} and 

the British Business Bank already play a key role in supporting SMEs' access to finance for 

supporting their internationalization (Abel-Koch et al. , 2018}. If policymakers only 

contextualise support toward knowledge and technology-based firms then this support may 

not be appropriate for the vast majority of SM Es that do not offer innovative products and/or 

services that utilise a breakthrough technology (Bell, Crick, & Young, 2004; Wright et al. , 

2007}. 

Moreover, recent studies indicate that SMEs' awareness of support measures may be low 

because of an incremental approach to internationalization and that there is a need for 

effective policy measures that focus on the manager's experience and on developing their 

qualifications (European Commission, 2003b}. 
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Chambers of Commerce and other business associations that interact with firms locally can 

frequently increase exporting interests (Czinkota et al., 2004). By sharing their knowledge 

about national markets and learning from best practices, policymakers could further enhance 

their promotional activities and can give additional stimuli for the internationalization of 

European SM Es (Abel-Koch et al., 2018). By contrast, Wright et al. (2007) stated that in order 

to justify policy intervention in a market economy it is necessary to accurately identify where 

market failures exist, and whether it is possible to correct these market failures by 

intervention. Instead of focusing solely on export launches or general information platforms, 

support measures should have a broader perspective and should be aligned towards assisting 

SM Es in the choice of the strategy and of the individual mix of internationalization activities 

to take (European Commission, 2003b). Industry differences are important for the fit of policy 

measures to the targeted SM Es. When developing policies and training programmes it should 

be acknowledged that there are industry-specific needs and that support measures have to 

consider these differences (Achtenhgen, 2011). 

Wright et al. (2007) argued that firms might experience epochs of internationalization and 

that there might be a need to develop policy promotion that assists SM Es to consider the 

dynamics of internationalization over time rather than seeing it as a one-time practice. 

Studies indicate that SM Es often need customised support, which can include, for example, 

assistance in identifying an appropriate foreign-based business partner for a joint venture or 

collaboration (European Commission, 2003b). 

Wright et al. (2007) explained that policymakers may also encourage greater cooperation 

since many firms appear to be concerned about the loss of independence from international 

cooperation, but also that it is essential to recognise that cooperation is important for the 

survival of a business and to enhance their capabilities that ensure competitive advantage. 

Additionally, Wright et al. stated that policymakers may think that internationalization is 

desirable and that if the number of internationalizing SM Es is to be increased then they must 

accept that attitudinal barriers need to be addressed. Evidence suggests that both domestic 

and international expansion are essentially concurrent; hence, the design and delivery of 

policy support must be fundamentally reconsidered (Bell et al., 2004). The European 

Commission (2003b) stated that SME executives often have limited time and management 

capacity, and policy measures should provide assistance for exporting support and should 
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consider offers to train managers and perhaps even execute some of the practical tasks of the 

internationalization process. Similarly, Bell et al. (2004} argued that such policy measures 

should place a greater emphasis on management development and strategic subjects rather 

than focusing solely on the international dimension. 

CON 1.3: Policy measures primarily centre on knowledge- and technology-based firms as well 

as on financing internationalization activities. The majority of SM Es are less innovative with a 

lower awareness of support measures caused by an incremental internationalization 

approach. Policy measures must not end with export launches and general information 

platforms; they are expected to assist firms in a choice of strategy, an individual mix of 

internationalization activities, identifying business partners and even executing practical 

tasks. Greater emphasis should be put on the qualifications and development of the 

management, attitudinal barriers, and strategic subjects and should also consider the 

dynamics of internationalization rather than seeing it as a one-time practice. There is no data 

from previous studies about policy measures on firm level that are supporting GPI firms' 

internationalization activities beyond information events and platforms. Therefore, this 

subject should be explored further. DRQ 1. 3 addresses the external environment 'policy 

measures' (see Figure 2.14}. 
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RQ 2:  What are the internationalization motives of GPI SMEs? 

Findings: Global corporations have forced the GPI to expand its internationalization activities 

in addition to its national-level operations (Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Rohrig et al., 2010). The 

literature on internationalization examines industry-non-specific motivational settings with 

Czinkota et al. (2004) distinguishing between proactive and reactive internationalization 

motives. Van Tulder (2005) referred to intrinsic as well as extrinsic motives - with a more 

aggregated view - and also stated a third category, which is defined as mixed motives. While 

intrinsic motives pertain to proactive and are extrinsic to reactive motives, van Tulder 

identified market-seeking, efficiency-seeking, resource seeking and strategic asset-seeking as 

intrinsic internationalization motives and extrinsic internationalization motives, namely 

states escape motives from the home country, the strategic extension of the home country 

and high/low barriers to entering the host country's market. Mixed motives are sectoral 

bandwagon effects, for example, in the country selection, following the client or risk­

minimising, and monopoly/oligopoly effects, for example, following the competitor (van 

Tulder, 2005). Dunning and Lundan (2008) and Verbeke (2013) suggested four main motives 

of internationalization: natural resource seeking, market-seeking, efficiency-seeking, and 

strategic asset or capability seeking. These motives cover the selling market (outward 

internationalization) and the buying market (inward internationalization) perspectives. 

Similarly, Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan (2009) suggested that some of the main 

internationalization motives for firms included expanding their sales, acquiring resources, and 

minimising risk, whereas Rugman and Collinson (2012) specified that some of the main 

motives were diversification, tapping into growing world markets for goods and services, 

following the competitor, reducing costs, overcoming protective devices and taking 

advantage of technological expertise through FDI. Dicken (2003) stated that greater global 

profits, increasing market share, becoming the industry leader, and growing the firm were the 

main motives for internationalization. 

As outlined, the firm's environment (external and internal) is one segment of the initial GPI 

internationalization model. The following should clarify the conceptual relationship in this 

research between the environment of a firm and its internationalization motives. The external 

and internal environments affect the propensity or reluctance of a firm to internationalize 
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and inform its internationalization motives. For instance, the low bargaining power of GPI 

firms with highly internationalized customers pushes these firms to follow their customers 

abroad. This and other environmental conditions (demanding and highly internationalized 

customers) inform the 'follow-the-customer' motive for internationalization. Different 

characteristics of a firm's internal and external environment trigger different 

internationalization motives. 

CON 2:  The literature's focal point is outward internationalization and there are only a few 

indications in the literature related to the GPl's internationalization motives. Beutner and 

Klaus (2012) and Rohrig et al. (2010) observed a follow-the-customer strategy, while Vath et 

al. (2011) observed expanding sales, market-seeking and following the customer as the main 

internationalization motives within the GPI. 

DRQ 2.1: What are the proactive and reactive internationalization motives of GPI SMEs? 

Findings: Proactive motivations represent inducements to attempt strategic change, whereas 

reactive motivations influence firms that are responsive to external changes and adjust to 

them by altering their activities over time (Czinkota et al., 2004). Hence, Czinkota et al. 

maintain that proactive firms internationalize because they want to, while reactive ones 

internationalize because they have to. Czinkota et al. specified the following proactive 

internationalization motives, albeit without any industry differentiation: (1) profit 

advantages, (2) unique products, (3) technological advantages, (4) exclusive information, (5) 

managerial urges, (6) tax benefits and (7) economies of scale. Additionally, they stated the 

following reactive motives: (1) competitive pressures, (2) overproduction, (3) declining 

domestic sales, (4) excess capacity, (5) saturated domestic markets and (6) proximity to 

customers and ports. 

CON 2.1: The author follows Czinkota et al.'s (2004) definition of reactive and proactive 

motivations. GPI firms tend to be more responsive to external changes instead of being 

influenced by proactive motives of internationalization. The main findings indicate a follow­

the-customer strategy, which refers to a reactive motivation of GPI firms, whereas expanding 

sales and market-seeking suggest proactive motives. The above observations were made 

approximately ten years ago, and it now seems reasonable to investigate this topic 

empirically. 
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DRQ 2.1 addresses the external environment, 'industry factors' and 'policy measures', as well 

as the internal environment 'business model' (see Figure 2.15}. 
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DRQ 2.2: How does the sustainability movement affect the GPI? 

Findings: Sustainability has been identified as a major trend within the global packaging 

industry that will dominate the next decade (Feber et al. , 2019; Smithers, 2019a}. Companies 

can gain a strong competitive advantage in the packaging industry with the ability to market 

innovations, and sustainability is a decisive characteristic in order to remain competitive in 

the future (Vath et al. , 2011}. SMEs can create an advantage versus MNEs based on a clear 

focus by concentrating on a market niche with differentiated and unique products (Chetty & 

Campbell-Hunt, 2003}. Vath et al. maintain that GPI firms have to integrate a sustainability 

strategy into their business model and adapt the production and the associated processes to 

their consumers' needs. The intensity of marketing's interplay with the research and 

development activity, as well as the amount of investment into R&D have been shown to have 

a major impact on the success of exported products (Czinkota et al. , 2004). Altogether, 60% 

of committed innovators generated a rising proportion of sales from products and services 

launched in the past three years (Ringel, Baeza, Grassl, Panandiker, & Harness, 2020}. 

Research intensity is one industry factor that is positively related to a firm's 
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internationalization activities (Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). Saridakis et al. (2019) observed that 

innovative SM Es are more likely to export than non-innovative SM Es. 

Born-global firms used to sell high-tech dominated products with shorter product lifecycles, 

which can make early internationalization a necessity (Andersson, Evers, & Kuivalainen, 

2014). Recent internationalization research has revealed a lack of knowledge regarding born­

global firms within traditional manufacturing sectors and a need for model development (Paul 

& Rosado-Serrano, 2019). The characteristics of born-global firms are associated with 

internationally experienced entrepreneurs, their formal knowledge and their organisational 

attributes like networks, competitive market strategy and innovation culture (Andersson et 

al., 2015). 

CON 2.2: With the increased focus on sustainability around the world, consumers are 

demanding products with more sustainable packaging. 

The European Union has banned single-use plastics by 3 July 2021 and the UK government 

outlined a new tax, the Plastic Packaging Tax (PPT), to apply to all plastic packaging produced 

in or imported into the UK from 1 April 2022 (New Plastics Packaging Tax, 2020). Hence, 

several GPI firms' current business models may now be under threat and they may have to 

increase their innovation and R&D efforts. Additionally, some firms may have to rethink their 

entire business model to comply with the legal requirements and their customers' 

expectations. Additionally, the product lifecycles of packaging goods might become shorter, 

and firms may need to become more agile and implement innovation systems, improve speed 

to market and become active in multiple markets to gain quicker returns on expensive R&D 

efforts and to remain competitive. There is currently no research on how the GPI would cope 

with disruptive change, particularly the sustainability trend which questions established 

business models within a traditional, mature industry. This disruptive change could be seen 

as the 'critical incident' described in the born-again global concept (see section 2.3.4.3) where 

rapid internationalization begins late in a firm's lifecycle after a critical incident occurs. Hence, 

some of the born-global attributes could have a beneficial impact on the model for GPI 

internationalization. DRQ 2.2 addresses the external environment 'industry factors', 

particularly 'research intensity', and 'policy measures' as well as the internal environment 

'business model' (see Figure 2.16). 
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DRQ 2.3: How do industry factors influence GPl 's internationalization activities? 

Findings: Only limited studies exist regarding the influence of industry-specific factors on a 

firm's internationalization, and previous research has largely neglected industry-level factors, 

preferring to focus instead on firm- and country-level factors (Gr!l)gaard et al. , 2013; Kutschker 

& Schmid, 2008). Gr!l)gaard et al. maintained that industry factors also drive or restrain 

internationalization and that omitting such characteristics restricts the understanding of 

firms' internationalization patterns. Additionally, Andersson et al. (2014} claimed that the 

success of firms' internationalization strategies can be highly dependent on industry 

characteristics. 

The following four industry factors are assumed to have an impact on a firm's propensity to 

internationalize: (1} industry concentration, (2) research intensity, (3) tangibility of the 

product and (4) existence of clusters in the home market (Andersson, Gabrielsson, & Wictor, 

2004; Benito, Larimo, Narula, & Pedersen, 2002; Contractor, Kundu, & Hsu, 2003; Porter, 

1990; Yu & Ito, 1988; as cited in Gr!l)gaard et al. , 2013). 

(1} Regarding industry concentration, Vath et al. (2011} showed that the 111 biggest GPI firms 

represent 12% of German packaging manufacturers and generate 56% of the total industry 

revenue, indicating a low level of industry concentration. Gr!l)gaard et al. (2013} used panel 

data on a sample of 100 large Norwegian firms and identified that the degree of rivalry in an 
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industry, expressed by the industry concentration, is not necessarily an indication that 

incumbent firms tend to internationalize. 

(2) Regarding research intensity, Gn/lgaard et al. (2013) found out that the greater the 

research intensity the more likely it is that industry rivals develop competitive advantages and 

that they enhance their capacity to innovate and launch new products that find customers in 

domestic and foreign markets. This, in turn, increases the propensity to be more active in 

foreign markets. Vath et al. (2011) argue that the highly competitive packaging market 

environment requires development efforts related to product portfolio and changing 

customer requirements, meaning that innovative products and processes are important for 

the future survival of GPI firms. 

Successful GPI enterprises form R&D networks with material suppliers and packaging machine 

manufacturers as well as with their customers in order to develop new packaging solutions. 

GPI firms with innovative products indicate an EBITDA margin of 10%-20%, whereas GPI firms 

without relevant innovations achieve an EBITDA margin of 5%-15% (Vath et al., 2011). A 

similar observation within the global packaging industry was made by Neil-Boss and Brooks 

(2013), who stated that the real driver of innovation in the packaging industry is the ultimate 

end-market consumer, meaning that packaging manufacturers need to have well-developed 

and collaborative relationships with their customers, who are closer to the end-market 

consumer. Thus, it is the relationships with the product development teams of end-market 

facing enterprises and how this is integrated into the manufacturer's own R&D schedules that 

are the key indicators of future profitable growth (Neil-Boss & Brooks, 2013). However, 

constantly growing customer demand regarding customisation as well as quality and 

regulations regarding hygiene, transport protection and durability require a high level of R&D 

effort, which smaller German plastic packaging manufacturers will not be able to afford in the 

long term and which will likely result in further market consolidation (Bollinger & June, 2013). 

(3) The tangibility of the product as an industry factor differentiates between service offerings 

and products, and service firms and manufacturing firms. In general, Gn/lgaard et al. (2013) 

found a lower internationalization propensity among service firms, but should they decide to 

internationalize then they do so with an intensity equal to that of manufacturing firms. Service 

firms rely more on simultaneous customer interaction, which requires a local presence and 

71 



much time and effort to gain market knowledge leading to high market entry costs (Lovelock 

& Yip, 1996; Lowendahl, 2000, as cited in Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). This may result in service 

firms being reluctant to internationalize, whereas manufacturing firms can export to new 

markets on a lower cost level (Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). The GPI is mainly a manufacturing 

industry, but it can rapidly gain a competitive advantage by quick reaction times of technical 

support and, for example, improvements on packaging design, which have strong service and 

advisory service aspects. These service aspects can differentiate a GPI firm's performance and 

their customers' perception. 

(4) Clusters may act as driving forces for internationalization, as firms belonging to them are 

able to improve their competitiveness and knowledge (Brown & Bell, 2001; Mariotti & 

Piscitello, 2001; Porter, 1998, as cited in Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). Competitiveness results from 

strong rivals in the home market, aggressive home-based suppliers and demanding local 

customers (Porter, 1990, as cited in Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). Globally, Germany is one of the 

biggest packaging markets, and packaging MN Es are active as well as the global packaging 

machinery industry, which is also dominated by German firms. The German packaging 

machinery manufacturers consist of approximately 650 mainly family-owned SM Es and ranks 

number one globally with a market share of 22% ahead of Italy, the USA and China (Neue 

Verpackung, 2018). An important cluster of packaging and automation technology is situated 

in Southwest Germany (Neue Verpackung, 2018). Mossig and Schieber (2016) identified two 

clusters in Germany, one is situated in Southwest Germany and a second one in the centre of 

Germany. Furthermore, there are sub-clusters of the GPI related to customers' segments. For 

instance, the dairy industry is concentrated in Southern Germany where the major food 

packaging machinery manufacturers are located. In contrast, the meat processing industry is 

concentrated in Northwest Germany, and its specialised machinery firms are close to this 

customer segment, too. In addition, customers like FMCG MN Es, consumer brand owners and 

major retail chains with their own meat processing and beverage bottling plants can be very 

demanding and GPI firms have to perform well to retain their business. Gn/lgaard et al. found 

out that firms within clusters have higher foreign sales and foreign employment intensities 

than those outside clusters, and that clustering is positively related to the establishment of 

subsidiaries abroad, albeit to a lesser extent. 
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CON 2.3: The factors of industry concentration, research intensity, the tangibility of the 

product and the existence of clusters were evaluated against GPl-specific requirements. The 

cross-sectoral finding was that the first industry factor, 'industry concentration', is not 

necessarily an indication that incumbent firms tend to internationalize. Moreover, the GPI is 

a highly fragmented industry with a low industry concentration. Therefore, it seems that 

'industry concentration' can be excluded as an 'external environment' component for the GPI. 

Additionally, it is indicated that service offerings will have a relevant impact on the 

competitive advantage of GPI firms if product portfolios consist primarily of commoditised 

products. This industry-specific requirement will be an extension of the cross-sectoral 

industry factor 'tangibility of the product' which also has an impact on the business model as 

well. 

The 'business model' is one component of the 'internal environment'. Consequently, the 

initial GPI model will exclude 'industry concentration' and will retain 'research intensity', 

'tangibility of product' and 'existence of clusters'. It is assumed that these industry factors are 

'external environment' components for the GPI. However, this proposition will need to be 

explored empirically in order to determine whether other industry-specific factors should also 

be taken into consideration. DRQ 2. 3 informs the components 'industry factors' and 'business 

model' of the model segment 'environment' (see Figure 2.17). 
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RQ 3: Which internationalization strategies are applied by the GPI? 

Findings: A few observations exist which indicate a gradual internationalization process 

within the GPI (Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Hengsberger, 2016). Analogous to this finding, Bell et 

al. (2004) observed UK SMEs from traditional industries that followed an incremental 

approach to internationalization, which was influenced by their industry sector as well as 

managerial attitudes. 

CON 3: It is assumed that most GPI firms gradually increase their cross-border activity in 

accordance with stage theory. However, there do not appear to be any studies regarding the 

internationalization strategies of GPI firms, so this assumption should be explored empirically. 

DRQ 3.1: Which pattern of market selection is adopted by the GPI? 

Findings: The literature review indicated that GPI firms expand into the markets of 

neighbouring countries such as France, Austria and Switzerland (Beutner & Klaus, 2012; 

Hengsberger, 2016). Almost 50% of GPI firms generate over 30% of their revenue from sales 

in other European countries. In comparison, 43% of the companies generate less than 10% of 

their revenue outside of Europe (Vath et al., 2011). 

Vath et al. (2011) maintained that nearly 80% of GPI firms affirm the need to follow their 

customers when they internationalize their business in order to retain their customers and 

remain competitive. 

In general, mature industries are more structured and stable; network relationships are 

already established, and growth is slow (Andersson et al., 2014). In addition, Andersson et al. 

claimed that firms in this context are constrained by the industry structure and 

internationalization is gradual and begins later with an entry in psychically close markets. The 

longer a firm stays solely within its domestic market, the more rigid and inflexible its routines, 

which then have to be dismantled to enter foreign markets (Hilmersson & Johanson, 2016). 

In general, traditional firms following the stage model seem to initially focus on domestic 

markets, prefer psychically close markets, target less developed markets, are active in one 

market at a time, and are only triggered to internationalize by disadvantageous domestic 

market conditions or unsolicited orders (Bell et al., 2003). 
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CON 3.1: GPI firms tend to internationalize towards neighbouring countries, which is in line 

with observations of mature industries and traditional firms that favour psychically close 

markets. However, as GPI firms generally prefer to 'follow-the-customer', it cannot be 

assumed that customers also apply an incremental approach towards psychically close 

markets. Therefore, it is essential that patterns of market selection are explored in more 

depth. DRQ 3.1 addresses the component 'market selection' of the initial model's segment 

'GPI internationalization strategy' (see Figure 2.18}. 
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Figu re 2 . 18 GP I  i nternat iona l izat ion  strategy - ma rket se lection .  

DRQ 3.2: What entry modes are applied by the GPI? 

Findings: The standard entry modes are exporting, licensing, franchising, joint ventures, 

strategic alliances, wholly owned subsidiaries, minority/majority acquisitions and greenfield 

operations/foreign direct investment (FDI}. In contrast, costs, levels of risk, and the degree of 

control constitute the three factors influencing the choice of entry mode (Anderson & 

Gatignon, 1986, as cited in Horner et al. , 2016}. The highest level of commitment is greenfield 

operation or FDI abroad. FMCG manufacturers have been responding to global competitive 
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challenges by setting up greenfield ventures in low-cost countries, and European packaging 

customers have been shifting production of consumer goods to East European countries and 

also entering emerging markets as growth in developed markets recedes (Neil-Boss & Brooks, 

2013). 

Neil-Boss and Brooks (2013) claimed that packaging manufacturers have been relocating their 

own production in three distinct ways to remain competitive. In the first model, the low-cost 

country packaging site is not aimed at selling into the foreign market but instead aims to take 

advantage of lower input costs and to transport finished or semi-finished goods back to the 

domestic market. 

In the second model, the relocated packaging operation supplies a key consumer product 

account with a presence in a particular foreign market for export or to service a growing local 

market. 

In the third model, a hybrid of the two others, the relocated packaging site is set up for short­

term exports and a long-term supply of the foreign market, which requires flexibility on 

production and long-term views on the foreign market both from an input cost and output 

market growth perspective. 

An FDI is a complex decision, and risks such as inexperienced local labour, declining cost 

advantages due to the speed of development of low-cost markets as well as increasing 

competition from local emergent markets must all be considered (Neil-Boss & Brooks, 2013). 

A European SME survey indicates that importing and exporting are the most common forms 

of internationalization, while other studies indicate that co-operative approaches, alliances 

and networks involving SMEs will increase in the future (European Commission, 2003b). 

Andersson et al. (2014) maintained that firms in mature industries internationalize gradually 

and with low levels of commitment. 

CON 3.2: No research currently exists regarding the preferred entry modes of GPI firms. 

Whereas Vath et al. observed in their study from 2011 export as the main activity abroad. 

Exporting and importing activities of SM Es in the five economically strongest EU countries are 

much more frequent than investing in or performing other operations abroad (Koch-Abel et 

al., 2018). Although it is assumed that export is the major entry mode within the GPI, this 
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proposition needs to be explored empirically. DRQ 3.2 informs the initial model's component 

'entry mode' (see Figure 2.19}. 

GP I  I nternationa l i zat ion Strategy 

· Market Se lection 

Dynark: led by st rateg i c  ta rgets 

· Entry Mode 

1 u lt i -d i mens iona l & s imu lta neous  

· Product 

I n novat ive & sca l ab l e  with serv ice offeri ng 

· Pace & Time 

Ef'" c i ent ly l ater  in  l i fe 

Figu re 2 . 19 GP I  i nternat iona l izat ion  strategy - entry mode .  

DRQ: 3.3: Which products are chosen for marketing abroad? 

Findings: Packaging is a relatively low-value product, which has a limited radius up to which 

it can be profitably transported to customers. However, there will always be an area of 

conflict between transport costs, plant capacity utilisation, inventory, customer service levels 

and good manufacturing practice requirements (Neil-Boss & Brooks, 2013). For example, 

unprinted corrugated cardboard applied for transport protection used to be shipped no more 

than 200 km from the manufacturing site to the business customer in order to be profitable. 

However, multilayer films with high-quality print and barrier properties for fresh food end­

consumer applications could be marketed profitably worldwide. Correspondingly, Neil-Boss 

and Brooks mentioned that the type of packaging (flexible plastic, paper, metal, etc.} and the 

served end-market (consumer food, health care, cosmetics, industrial, etc.} must always be 
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considered. Many SM Es do not have business models that are scalable to international 

markets (Achtenhagen, 2011). 

GPI firms attempt to retain customers through product innovation and by finding new market 

segments, whereas packaging is changing its character from a purely protective function to a 

multifunctional carrier of information, marketing aspects, design and customer-friendly 

functionality adapted to customer requirements, which primarily affects end-consumer 

packaging (Rohrig et al., 2010). Standardised global products are facilitating 

internationalization (Andersson et al., 2014) and SMEs can create an advantage over MNEs 

based on a clear focus by concentrating on a market niche with differentiated and unique 

products (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). Rohrig et al. stated that, overall, the survival of the 

packaging industry depends on its ability to innovate, whereas the term 'innovation' is not 

only viewed by the industry as something new in the context of product and process 

innovation but in a broader approach. Efforts are also being made to generate value-creating 

problem solutions that are intended to serve the entire firm, which include, for example, new 

process technologies for the firm, but also completely new business models, services and 

value creation processes (Rohrig et al., 2010). The technology infrastructure of the GPI used 

to be configured for custom-specific batch productions. Nowadays, digitalisation efforts, and 

particularly those related to digital printing, allows for small lot sizes to be requested by, for 

example, food processors, because of the general trend towards customised products. 

CON 3.3: Previous studies have shown no evidence of GPI firms having a different product 

portfolio for domestic and foreign markets. However, current manufacturing capabilities 

enable GPI firms to profitably produce small lot sizes for customised products. Indications 

from the packaging industry literature generally highlight the GPl's necessity to create 

differentiated and innovative products. Additionally, not every packaging type is suitable for 

export globally due to transport costs. Nevertheless, this subject should be explored in more 

depth. DRQ 3.3 addresses the component 'product' of the initial model's segment 'GPI 

internationalization strategy' (see Figure 2.20). 
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GP I I nternationa l i zat ion Strategy 

· Market Selection 

Dyna m ic, led by st rateg ic  ta rgets 

• Entry Mode 

M . If -d i mens ion a l  & s imu lta neous  

• Product 

I n  ovat ive & sca l ab l e  with serv ice offeri ng 

· Pace & Time 

Eff:c i ent ly  l a ter  in l ife 

Figu re 2 .20 GP I  i nternat iona l izat ion  strategy - product .  

DRQ 3.4: How long does the GPI take to expand abroad since inception/strategic 

realignment? 

Findings: Born-global firms generate at least 25% of their revenues from foreign markets 

within three years of inception, while born-again global firms, by contrast, internationalize as 

rapidly as born-globals, but later in their lifecycle and usually initiated by a critical incident 

(Bell et al. , 2001; Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). Firms with highly sophisticated knowledge 

bases are probably active abroad much more rapidly than those with more basic abilities (Bell 

et al. , 2003). The longer an SME stays solely within its home market, the more rigid and 

inflexible its routines, which have to be dismantled in order to enter foreign markets. 

Currently, no studies examine how quickly SM Es spread their activities to other markets after 

the first foreign market has been entered (Hilmersson & Johanson, 2016). Mature industries 

are more structured and stable, network relationships are already established, and growth is 

slow (Andersson et al. , 2014). Firms in this context are constrained by the industry structure, 

and the internationalization process is incremental and begins later in the company's lifecycle 

(Andersson et al. , 2014), making it a risk-reducing, time-consuming and ultimately slow 

process (Hilmersson & Johanson, 2016). The nature and pace of internationalization is 
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conditioned by product, industry and other external environmental variables, as well as by 

firm-specific factors (Bell & Young, 1998, as cited in Bell et al. , 2004). 

CON 3.4: The GPI is a traditional, mature industry and GPI firms seem to follow a gradual, risk­

reducing, time-consuming process later in their lifecycle. There is no research to address this 

facet and it might be reasonable to further illuminate the time and pace dimension of GPI 

internationalization. DRQ 3.4 informs the component 'pace and time' of internationalization 

(see Figure 2.21). 

GPI I nternationa l i zat ion Strategy 

· Ma rket Selection 

Dyna m ic, led by strategi c ta rgets 

· Entry Mode 

M u lt i -d i mens i ona l  & s imu lta neous  

· Product 

l n nn  1a i ,e & ca l ab l e  with serv ice offe ri ng 

• Pace & Time 

Ef'- c ient ly  l ater  in l i fe 

Figu re 2 . 21  GP I  i nternat iona l izat ion  strategy - pace and  t ime .  

RQ 4: What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified 

internationalization strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements? 

Findings: The outlined findings related to RQs 1-3 revealed that the GPI firms are most likely 

to have a low level of internationalization and seem to follow a slow, gradual risk-reducing 

internationalization process with a fairly reactive motivation. The GPI must continuously 

identify all trends which may affect GPI firms and act quickly and accordingly (Beutner & Klaus, 
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2012). Paul and Rosado-Serrano (2019) claimed that in rapidly evolving environments, 

successful firms are more likely characterised by agility and flexibility. Moreover, innovative 

products and processes are important for the future survival of GPI firms (Vath et al., 2011). 

Current challenges caused by major trends like digitalisation, consumer trends, sustainability 

and demographic development suggest that the GPI may have to realign their business 

approach. 

Sustainability has been identified as a major trend within the global packaging industry that 

will dominate the next decade (Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Feber et al., 2019; Hoffmann, 2016; 

Smithers, 2019a). The task is to develop internationalization conceptualisations which 

addresses the industry-specific success factors for GPI SMEs and provide effective 

internationalization strategies. It seems that the stage model is not able to provide these 

strategies for the GPl's future internationalization challenges. 

The following discussion illuminates what platform the GPl-specific internationalization 

model is based on and which industry-specific factors should be integrated. Paul and Rosado­

Serrano (2019) claimed that future research should determine whether firms follow the born­

global model or gradually internationalize and that this will help to derive useful insights that 

can inform executives about which entrepreneurial characteristics should be enhanced by 

senior management to positively influence the decision for the enterprise to internationalize. 

In contrast, the European Commission (2003b) advocates a holistic approach to stage theory 

and the born-global concept; traditional stage theory is being challenged both by the concept 

of born-globals and the fact that internationalization comprises a whole range of cross-border 

activities mutually supporting each other rather than being successive stages in a gradual 

process. Additionally, different forms of internationalization may be undertaken 

independently (European Commission, 2003b). 

Similarly, Bell et al. (2004) suggested that the decisions that firms make regarding 

internationalization, such as product decisions, market selection and entry modes, are made 

in a holistic way. Bell et al. maintained that some authors have argued that much attention 

has been paid to the accomplishment of competing theories and models rather than to their 

potential complementarities and that the internationalization of SM Es is best understood by 

integrating central theoretical frameworks. The European Commission (2003b) outlined that 
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the distinction between stage theory and the born-global model may be too rigid and may 

even lose relevance over time. Therefore, a holistic approach should be considered which 

could point to the different forms of international activities as a comprehensive set of 

internationalization options open to the SM Es. Paul and Rosado-Serrano (2019) stated the 

lack of knowledge about born-global firms within traditional manufacturing sectors and the 

need for model development. 

In contrast, GPI firms are currently more in line with the born-again global concept than with 

the born-global concept. Bell et al. (2004) stated that firm- and industry-specific influences 

deserve further research as particular critical incidents may impact on firms' overall business 

strategies and market focus. The 'critical incident' in the born-again global approach could 

adequately picture the GPl's current challenges, which are mainly caused by the trend 

towards sustainability. Greater R&D and innovation efforts of the GPI are necessary; hence, 

it is suggested that differentiated products with a focus on niche markets will cause GPI firms 

to expand their market reach and adjust their business models and strategies accordingly. 

There are critical internal and external factors that influence a firm's internationalization. GPI 

firms should consider these factors when developing strategies to cope with present and 

future challenges. Critical success factors for internationalization in born-global firms include 

the manager's international experience, personal networks, industry condition, government 

policy, financial condition and the innovation culture (see 2.4.2). It is suggested that 

components of the born-global success factors of internationalization can be included in the 

initial GPI model for internationalization so that their relevance can be explored empirically. 

CON 4: The initial GPI internationalization model will contain components of the born-global 

concept such as the manager's international experience, networks, innovation culture and 

other components of the born-again global concept that describe a rapid, strategic 

internationalization of a traditional firm caused by a critical incident (sustainability trend). The 

born-again global concept seems to be most appropriate for describing the present status of 

the GPI, with born-global components indicating aspects in which the GPI management can 

improve. In contrast, the stage model reflects the GPl's previous approach to 

internationalization. Hence, the second segment of the initial internationalization model 

incorporates simultaneous, multi-dimensional international transactions (entry mode), which 
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follow a dynamic instead of a sequential activity {market selection} and are led by strategic 

targets rather than an incremental process. So far, the discussion has configured the segment 

'integral approach' of the initial GPI internationalization model {Figure 2.22}. 

I ntegra l Approach 

Set of i nternat iona l i zat i on  opt ions derived from 

· Stage Theory 

E n ha nced by m u lt i -d imens iona l & s im u lta neous 

i nternat iona l t ra nsact ions  wh ich fo l l ow strateg ic  ta rgets 

i nstead of be i ng seq uent ia l stages i n  a n  i ncrementa l 

p rocess 

· Born-globa l & Born-aga in  globa l Concept 

Extended by adva nced knowledge a bout a t rad it i ona l  

m a nufactu ri ng i nd ustry i n  ra p id ly evo lv i ng envi ron m ents 

Figu re 2 .22 I ntegra l app roach - a segme nt of  the i n it ia l G P I  i nternationa l izat ion mode l .  

In summary, all components of the initial GPI internationalization model have been discussed 

and linked to the DRQs and RQs in order to understand the research process. The three 

segments of the initial GPI internationalization process are presented below. 

The model segment 'environment' contains elements that affect the propensity and 

reluctance of a firm to internationalize. At which the 'external environment' takes into 

account industry and market conditions and the 'internal environment' describes 

characteristics inside the firm, for example, management competencies and financial 

resources {see Figure 2.23}. 
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Envi ronment 

Exte rn a l  I nte rn a l  

· I ndustry Factors · Management Experience 

Research Intensity and Qua l ifications  

Tangibility of Product · F i nancia l  & Personne l  

Existence of Clusters Resou rces 

· Po l icy Measures · Bu s iness Mode l  

· Networks 

Figu re 2.23 Env i ronment - the fi rst segment of the i n it ia l GPI i nternat iona l izat io n mode l .  

The second segment 'integral approach' of the initial GPI internationalization model combines 

a set of internationalization options derived from stage theory, the born-global and the born­

again global concept {see Figure 2.24). One significant difference in the combined approach 

is that internationalization follows strategic targets and does not adhere to rigid sequential 

stages. Furthermore, the entry mode and market selection are subordinated to these 

strategic targets. Stage theory presumes that internationalization will evolve even though 

strategic decisions are not undertaken {Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Knight & 

Cavusgil, 1996) and disregards industry-specific factors. 

In contrast, the born-global concept is centred around the manager and their intercultural 

skills, international knowledge and education in order to overcome the restraints of psychic 

distance. A born-global manager has routines for managing multicultural workforces and for 

targeting customers in multiple countries simultaneously {McDougall et al. , 1994, as cited in 

Wright et al. , 2007). The born-again global concept reflects on the systematic 

internationalization approach caused by a critical incident later in a firm's lifecycle {Bell et al. , 

2001, as cited in Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). These aspects of the born-again global 

concept are applicable for the GPI as a traditional industry facing disruptive challenges such 

as the sustainability movement {critical incident), which questions existing GPI firms' business 

models. 
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I ntegra l Approach 

Set of i nte rnat ion a l i zat ion opt ions  derived from 

· Stage Theory 

En ha nced by m u lt i -d imens iona l & s im u l ta neous 

i nternat ion a l  t ra nsact ions wh ich  fo l l ow st rateg ic  ta rgets 

i n stead of bei ng seq uent i a l  stages i n  a n  i n crementa l 

p rocess 

· Born-globa l & Born-aga in  g loba l Concept 

Extended by adva nced knowledge a bout a t rad it ion a l  

m a n ufactu ri ng i ndu stry i n  ra p id ly evo lvi ng envi ron m ents 

Figu re 2 .24 I ntegra l app roach - the second  segment of the i n it ia l G P I  i nternationa l i zat ion mode l .  

The third segment 'GPI internationalization strategy' of the initial GPI internationalization 

model synergises the first and second segments of the GPI internationalization model, and 

internationalization strategies for the GPI are derived from the first and second model 

segments (see Figure 2.25}. 
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GP I I nternationa l izat ion Strategy 

· Ma rket Se lection 

Dynam ic, led by st rateg i c  ta rgets 

· Entry Mode 

M u lt i -d i mens ion a l  & s i mu lta neous  

· Product 

I n novat ive & sca l ab l e  with serv ice offeri ng 

· Pace & Time 

Effi c i ent ly  l a ter  i n  l ife 

Figu re 2 .25 GP I  i nternat iona l izat ion  strategy - the th i rd segment of the i n it ia l G P I  i nternat io na l izat ion  mode l .  

Finally, the three segments are merged, and the initial GPI internationalization model can be 

presented. The initial GPI internationalization model {see Figure 2.26} considers the external 

and internal envrionment. In contrast, the initial model already excluded the factor 'industry 

concentration'; the factor 'tangibility of product' will be empirically explored in terms of 

'service offering' as a potential industry-specific component of this particular industry factor. 

The 'service offering' aspect is addressed in the component 'product' of the initial model's 

segment 'GPI internationalization strategy'. In addition, the impact of disruptive changes to 

the GPI such as the sustainability megatrend will be investigated empirically. This 

circumstance affects the initial model components 'research intensity', 'business model', 

'product' and 'pace & time'. The component 'pace & time' applies mainly to the born-again 

global aspect whereby a mature firm abruptly follows a systematic internationalization 

strategy later in life caused by a critical incident. In the validating process in section 5.1, these 

components are going to be evaluated and adapted if necessary. 

Therefore, the introduced initial GPI internationalization model provides an innovative 

internationalization model for the GPI that considers industry-specific requirements in rapidly 
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evo lvi ng envi ro n m e nts .  Th e fo l lowing  sect ion  wi l l  a d d ress the  resea rch m ethodo logy 

i n c l u d i n g  the  execut ion of the  e m p i rica l study .  
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Exte rna l  I nte rna l  

· I ndustry Factors · Management Experience 
Resea rch I ntensity and Qual ifications 
Ta ng ib i l ity of Product · Fin ancia l  & Person nel  
Existence of C lusters Resources 

· Policy Measu res · Business Model 
· Networks 
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I ntegra l Approach 
Set of i nternationa l ization options derived from 

• Stage Theory 

Enha nced by mu lti-d imens iona l  & s imu ltaneous 
internationa l transactions which fo l low strategic ta rgets 
i nstead of being sequentia l stages in an incrementa l 
process · Born-globa l & Born-aga in  global Concept 
Extended by advanced knowledge about a trad it iona l  
manufactur ing industry in  ra p id ly evolvi ng envi ronments 

GPI I nternationa l ization Strategy 

· Market Selection 
Dynam ic, led by strategic ta rgets 

· Entry Mode 
M u lti-d i mensiona l  & simu lta neous 

· Product 
I nnovative, sca l ab le  with service offeri ng 

· Pace & Time  
Effi c iently later i n  l ife 

Figu re 2 .26 I n it i a l  G P I  i nternat iona l izat ion mode l .  
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3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Philosophy and Paradigms 

It is important to recognise research as a systematic process that is determined by the 

methodological approach chosen for a given study (Sheppard, 2020}. While research reveals 

a certain facet of how the world is, it also reflects how, where and when we have asked 

research questions. Research in the social sciences is concerned with people and their life 

contexts as well as the philosophical questions that underpin human judgements and 

activities; these include questions related to the nature of knowledge and truth 

(epistemology}, values (axiology} and being (ontology} (Somekh & Lewin, 2006}. In the social 

sciences, research involves the explanation of phenomena with a focus on the behaviour of 

individuals, groups or organisations (Greenland & Dana, 2019}. This process can be driven by 

thought processes or empirical data that is collected, analysed and interpreted for this 

purpose. The understanding of philosophical issues can inform research designs, which 

involve assessing what kind of evidence is required, how it is to be collected and interpreted 

and how this will provide informative answers to the fundamental questions examined in the 

research (Easterby-Smith et al. , 2012}. Easterby-Smith et al. maintain that natural scientists 

and social scientists generally draw from different ontological and epistemological 

assumptions when developing their research methodologies; as a result, there is much 

confusion among researchers about the difference between the terms 'epistemology' and 

'ontology'. The context of ontology, epistemology, methodology, methods and techniques is 

illustrated in Figure 3.1. 
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Figu re 3 . 1  Ontology, e p istemology, methodology, methods a nd  techn i ques, from Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, 

a nd  Jackson {2012 ) .  

Ontology describes philosophical assumptions about the nature of reality (Easterby-Smith et 

al. , 2012), epistemology determines what constitutes acceptable knowledge and axiology 

examines judgements about value {Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009}. Groenland and Dana 

(2019} stated that ontology is the study of what creates the reality in the world and 

epistemology is the study of how to gain well-founded knowledge. The value aspect related 

to this research project is outlined in section 3.5, 'Ethical Considerations'. A research 

methodology describes the entire research process and states the type of research approach 

(qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods} to be used {Sheppard, 2020}. The methodology 

also describes the methods (interviews, observation, case study, etc.} and techniques (audio 

recordings, note taking, use of measurement scales, etc.} that will be employed to answer the 

research questions. A methodology is a scheme of action involving a structured compilation 
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of strategic guidelines to support researchers in science-based investigation (Groenland & 

Dana, 2019). 

A paradigm is a tool for 'framing what we know, what we can know, and how we can know it' 

that forms our position on issues (Sheppard, 2020, p. 20). Paradigms are rudimentary general 

scientific approaches to investigate phenomena (Groenland & Dana, 2019). A wide range of 

philosophical positions are discussed in the social sciences literature. Nevertheless, 

positivism, interpretivism/social constructionism and realism are the main philosophical 

paradigms. These three essential paradigms are discussed to identify the author's position. 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) describe positivism as follows: 'The key idea of positivism is that 

the social world exists externally, and that its properties should be measured through 

objective methods, rather than being inferred subjectively through sensation, reflection or 

intuition' (p. 22). Guba (1993) maintains that positivism is grounded on a realist ontology; the 

positivist is forced to follow an objectivist epistemology, and the ultimate purpose of science 

is to predict and control natural phenomena. Positivist researchers attempt to identify law­

like generalisations by conducting value-free research to capture social phenomena. Their 

common belief is the existence of a universal generalisation that can be used across contexts, 

which is now called na"ive realism (Wahyuni, 2012). According to Groen land and Dana (2019) 

positivism includes empiricism - in order to understand the world around us, we need to 

apply strict and objective measures of phenomena and identify their implications for 

understanding reality. 

Compared to positivism, interpretivism is located on the opposing side of the philosophical 

spectrum. lnterpretivism is critical of the positivist tradition and claims that the social world 

of business and management is too complex to approach in the same way as the physical 

sciences (Saunders et al., 2009). In this view, reality is defined by people rather than objective 

external factors, and so social scientists should try to understand the different experiences 

that people have instead of searching for external causes and fundamental laws to explain 

behaviour (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). lnterpretivists recognise that individuals - with their 

varied backgrounds, assumptions and experiences - influence the continuous construction of 

reality in their broader social setting through social interaction (Wahyuni, 2012). In the 

context of the complex world of business and management, rich insights are lost if such 
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intricacy is reduced to a series of law-like generalisations, and it is essential for the researcher 

to understand the differences between humans in their roles as social actors (Saunders et al., 

2009). lnterpretivism has its origin in two traditions: phenomenology, which examines how 

we (as humans) make sense of the world around us, and symbolic interactionism. The latter 

tradition holds that we are in a continual process of interpreting the social world by construing 

the actions of others with whom we interact, and this interpretation leads us to adjust our 

own meanings and actions (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Realism offers a position between positivism and interpretivism. It holds that there is a reality 

that is fully independent of the mind; in this sense, realism contradicts idealism's claim that 

only the mind and its contents exist (Saunders et al., 2009). While this postpositivist approach 

also believes in generalisation, it allows that knowledge is an outcome of social conditioning. 

This means that social reality must be framed in a particular context of the relevant law or 

dynamic social structures that have created the observable phenomena within the social 

world (Wahyuni, 2012). Saunders et al. (2009) distinguish between direct realism, which 

claims that what a person experiences through their senses describes the world properly, and 

critical realism, which claims that individual experiences are impressions - that is, images of 

things in the real world - rather than things themselves. Guba (1993) explains that according 

to the belief of critical realism, reality exists but can never be fully perceived. Bhaskar (2008) 

describes critical realism as international and multidisciplinary in scope. One weakness of the 

critical realist approach is that "there are relatively few research studies that have adopted 

the methods of critical realism whole-heartedly, but many draw on its ideas to structure 

processes of data collection and analysis" (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012, p. 29). 

Critical realism has been adopted by several management and organisational researchers 

over the last two decades (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Concerning business and 

management research, Saunders et al. (2009) maintain that the direct realist perspective 

would suggest that the world is relatively unchanging, as though it operated at only one level; 

on the other hand, the critical realist would recognise the importance of multi-level studies -

for example, at the levels of the individual, the group and the organisation. Critical realists 

agree that there is an external world of events that is observable and independent of human 

awareness but hold that knowledge about this world is socially constructed (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005). Moreover, critical realism holds that the development of new knowledge about the 
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social world can be created through the scientific investigation of objects, structures and 

generative mechanisms in the sphere of the real, as well as the conditions under which these 

mechanisms are activated (Hoddy, 2019). Hoddy states that for the social sciences, this 

perspective demanded a movement towards investigating the fundamental nature of social 

phenomena and their properties, which can be distinguished from their quantifiable and 

observable characteristics and features. 

Saunders et al. (2012, p. 137) claim the following: 

We therefore would argue that the critical realist's position that the social world is 

constantly changing is much more in line with the purpose of business and 

management research, which is too often to understand the reason for phenomena 

as a precursor to recommending change. 

Moreover, critical realism is a powerful instrument for analysing social practices through case 

studies, particularly when social context mainly defines social activities (Jarvensivu & 

Ti:irnroos, 2010, as cited in Yan & Hyman, 2018). Having discussed these different 

philosophies, reflected on his own worldview and determined that the critical realist 

paradigm is suitable for business and management research, the author chose to apply a 

critical realist approach to the present study. 

3.2 Research Strategies 

A research strategy is a plan for how the research question is answered, and it is the 

methodological connection between the selected philosophy and subsequent selection of 

methods for data collection and data analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, as cited in Saunders et 

al., 2012). Saunders et al. explain that research strategies are linked with qualitative, 

quantitative or mixed methods research designs that are associated with one of the 

philosophical stances (paradigms) and also with a research approach (e.g., inductive, 

deductive or abductive). Research designs, approaches and methods and their interrelations 

are discussed below. 
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Quantitative, qualitative and the combination of both (mixed methods) are the most common 

research designs (Sheppard, 2020). Quantitative research is primarily associated with the 

positivist stance. Such research applies a deductive approach, using data to test theory. A 

quantitative approach is typically applicable if the purpose of an enquiry is hypothesis testing, 

confirmation or prediction (Groenland & Dana, 2019). In contrast, qualitative research is 

primarily associated with the interpretivist position and applies an inductive approach in 

which an emergent design is used to develop a richer theoretical perspective (Saunders et al., 

2012). A qualitative approach should be preferred to gain insight into the phenomenon under 

consideration instead of evaluating the strength and route of underlying relationships in a 

conceptual model (Groenland & Dana, 2019). In recent years, there has been growing interest 

in conducting research using both positivist and constructionist epistemologies (Easterby­

Smith et al., 2012). Proponents of the mixed methods approach claim that it increases the 

validity and generalisability of research results as well as their theoretical contributions. The 

approach's detractors argue that researchers lack the competence necessary to conduct 

different methods and highlight possible contradictions between the paradigms underlying 

various methods (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Qualitative research reflects a broad sensibility 

that is interpretive, post-experimental and critical and it is related to more narrowly defined 

positivist, postpositivist, naturalistic ideas of human experience and its examination - these 

tensions can be combined in the same research project, bringing both standpoints to bear 

(Nelson, Treichler, & Grossberg, 1992, as cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

A researcher must decide whether to employ an inductive or deductive approach, considering 

that the approaches are different but can be complementary (Sheppard, 2020). On the one 

hand, employing a deductive approach means using existing theory to shape the approach, 

which will be adopted to the research process and to aspects of data analysis (Saunders et al., 

2009). On the other hand, in a research project that uses an inductive approach, a theory will 

be built up that is adequately grounded in the data. Bryman (1990) criticises the deductive 

approach, claiming that the prior specification of a theory could be disadvantageous due to 

the possibility of drawing premature conclusions about the issues to be investigated. With 

respect to the inductive approach, Yin (2007) counters that this kind of approach may be 

difficult for inexperienced researchers. Moreover, Saunders et al. argue that "to use an 
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inductive approach successfully may involve a lengthy period of time and prove to be resource 

intensive" (p. 490). 

The abductive approach is a third approach mentioned in conjunction with the other two 

types of inference (deduction and induction). In the sense in which 'abduction' is used most 

frequently in the modern literature, it refers to the place of explanatory reasoning in justifying 

hypotheses (Douven, 2017). Sober (2013) maintains that abductive reasoning can be 

understood as an inference to the best explanation. Reichertz (1999) states that the hope of 

many qualitative researchers in the social sciences to find new and valid ideas by means of 

abduction is grounded in a misunderstanding of the meaning of the terms 'abduction' and 

'hypothesis'; abduction is defined as a mental process which is brought about by so-called 

'abductive flashes' and must be understood as 'informed guessing' rather than as 'rule-based 

interfering'. Therefore, abductive reasoning is a habit rather than a method. To summarise, 

there is a focal point on deductive and inductive approaches in social sciences and 

management research. 

Saunders et al. (2012) observe that experiments and surveys are linked to quantitative 

research designs, while ethnography, action research, grounded theory and narrative inquiry 

are almost exclusively connected to qualitative designs. In addition, 'archival research' and 

'case studies' involve qualitative or quantitative research or a combination of both (mixed 

methods). According to Groen land and Dana (2019) case study, critical incident, ethnography, 

field stimulation, and the grounded theory approach are forms of qualitative research. In 

terms of case methods, Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) argue that scholars in the management 

field tend to fall into two categories: those who support single cases and those who support 

multiple cases. Single cases relate more to a constructivist approach, while multiple cases 

reflect a positivist background. 

3.3 Research Design 

3.3.1 Initial decisions 

A research design is the logical chain that connects the empirical data to a study's preliminary 

research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusions (Yin, 2014). The focal purpose of a 
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research design is to prevent the circumstance in which the evidence does not address the 

preliminary research questions. The research design applied for this research project is 

introduced below. 

(A) Qualitative research with case study method 

Qualitative research is a perspective that accepts the essential difference between the social 

world and the scientific one (Adolphus, 2021). The approach recognises that people do not 

always follow the laws of nature but rather contain a whole range of feelings, views and 

attitudes that are primarily subjective in nature. The philosophical stance underlying 

qualitative research is therefore likely to be interpretivist or realist. Qualitative research 

designs are frequently seen as weak in regard to generalisation, and quantitative designs are 

considered weak for explaining why the observed results have been obtained (Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007). Eisenhardt and Graebner argue that qualitative data offers insights into 

complex social processes that quantitative data cannot easily discover. Relatedly, Creswell 

(2007) claims that "qualitative inquiry represents a legitimate mode of social and human 

science exploration without apology or comparisons to quantitative research" (p. 9). In 

qualitative research, the research problem is approached by gathering and processing 

linguistic expressions and observations (Groenland & Dana, 2019). Knowledge and insights 

into emerging behaviours as well as their motives and determinants are obtained. Peshkin 

(1993) outlines four contributions of qualitative research: 

a. Description: disclose the nature of certain situations, systems or people, 

setting processes, relationships. 

b. Interpretation: qualify an investigator to gain new insights about a specific 

phenomenon, develop new concepts or theoretical perspective about the 

phenomenon or explore the phenomenon that exists within the occurrence. 

c. Verification: enable a researcher to test the validity of certain assumptions, 

claims, theories or generalisation within a real-world context. 

d. Evaluation: offer an instrument through which an observer can evaluate the 

effectiveness of specific policies, practices or innovations. 
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Some qualitative research designs begin with a deductive approach to test an existing 

theoretical perspective by means of qualitative procedures (Yin, 2009, as cited in Saunders et 

al., 2012). Saunders et al. note that an inductive approach will combine elements of a 

deductive approach as the researcher seeks to develop a theoretical position and then test 

its applicability through subsequent data collection and analysis: "Consequently, while you 

may commence with either an inductive or a deductive approach, in practice your research is 

likely to combine elements of both" (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 490). Case studies examine one 

or a small number of organisations, events or groups of people in depth (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2012). They are applied in various fields of psychology, political science and business. 'The 

research purpose of a case study is to describe one or more cases in depth and to address 

research questions and issues' (Groenland & Dana, 2019, p. 35). Yin (2014) states that much 

of case study research as it is described seems to be oriented toward a realist stance, which 

assumes the existence of a single reality that is independent of any observer. In contrast to 

positivist methods, which attempt to generalise, the case study provides particularity 

(Gummesson, 2007). For instance, case studies can provide the opportunity for a holistic 

approach without the distraction of too many variables. Positivist researchers formulate 

concerns in terms of generalisations to be made from specific cases to the general population 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Case studies are generalisable to theoretical propositions and 

not to populations (Yin, 2014). This means that a case study does not embody a sample, and 

the purpose of conducting case study research is to expand and generalise theories (analytic 

generalisations) rather than to extrapolate probabilities (statistical generalisations). 

In response to this concerns, Yin (2014) suggests to produce clear designs before any data is 

collected. These designs should cover the case study's questions or research questions, its 

propositions (if any), the unit of analysis, the links between the data and propositions or 

research questions and the procedures for evaluating the findings. There is confusion among 

researchers about the meaning of the terms 'unit of analysis' and 'unit of observation' (Miles, 

2019). Trochim (2020) defines a unit of analysis as the major entity that a researcher is 

analysing in a study, which can consist of individuals, groups, artefacts, geographical units or 

social interactions. Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) claim that the unit of analysis is the entity that 

forms the foundation of any sample, and the sample can be formed from one or more of the 

following: countries, industrial sectors, groups and organisations. Adolphus (2021) maintains 
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that the unit of analysis is the level at which the data is aggregated (e.g., a study of 

organisations or of industries). Comparably, Decarlo (2018) states that a unit of analysis is the 

entity that a researcher wishes to say something about at the end of the study, and it is 

considered the focus of the study. Furthermore, Decarlo defines the unit of observation as 

the item (or items) that researchers observe, measure or collect while trying to learn 

something about the unit of analysis. 

Case studies can be useful when the unit of analysis (i.e. the subject under consideration) is a 

collective entity like an organisation or community (Adolphus, 2021). Paul and Rosado­

Serrano (2019) conducted a review of firm internationalization limited to the period 1995-

2018. The authors found that case studies were the dominant research method for data 

collection and analysis in their sample of research on gradual internationalization and born­

global/lNV models, representing 38% of the sample. The case study method was followed by 

regression analysis (23%), survey (22%), mixed methods (14%) and cluster analysis (3%). 

In line with Trochim (2020), Decarlo (2018) and Easterby-Smith et al. (2012), the unit of 

analysis of this study is the GPI. 

Finally, Yin (1994) follows a replication/validation approach where theory is developed at the 

beginning of the research and then tested in case settings. In this approach, the validation 

process may result in new insights but it is mainly driven by pre-existing theoretical notions, 

concepts or codes (Steenhuis & Bruijn, 2006). To summarise, the case study method is one of 

the most frequently applied methods in research on gradual internationalization and born­

global models. Therefore, conducting qualitative research with the case study method is a 

promising approach for exploring a complex industry-specific phenomenon in business 

management. 

(B) Building theory from cases 

Substantive empirical research begins with a strong grounding in related literature, identifies 

a research gap and introduces research questions that address the gap (Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007). They outline, that the challenge of justifying inductive case-based research 

also depends on the research questions that extend existing theory. Building theory from 

cases contains several basic steps: (1) knowing the literature, (2) identifying the research 
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questions and, especially in multicase research, the research steps, (3) research design and 

(4) theoretical sampling (Gehman et al., 2018). A theory is actually a simplified cause and 

effect structure of a singularity that is innately complex in reality or can be viewed as a stylistic 

reproduction of an inherently complex reality (Groenland & Dana, 2019). A theory is "a 

statement of relationships between units observed or approximated in the empirical world" 

(Bacharach, 1989, p. 498). Merton (1973) defines theory as an abstracted and simplified lens 

on reality that adds to a particular body of literature. The latter definition is more in line with 

qualitative research and will underpin this study. Eisenhardt (1998) advocates specifying 

constructs a priori to shape the initial design of theory-building research. If these constructs 

(in the case of this study, the initial GPI model of internationalization) prove important as the 

study progresses, then researchers have a stronger empirical grounding for the emergent 

theory. Similarly, Yin (2014) argues that for case studies, some theory development as part of 

the design phase is highly desired. Following these suggestions, an initial GPI model of 

internationalization is developed and presented in section 2.5, 'Initial Conceptualisation'. The 

theory-building steps (1) and (2) suggested by Gehman et al. (2018) are undertaken in section 

2, 'Literature Review', step (3) is conducted in this section, 'Research Design' and step (4) is 

covered in subsection 3.3.2.2, 'Sampling'. 

(C) Contribution to local knowledge 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) point out that another area requires a decision when formulating 

a research design: whether the research contributes to universal theories or local knowledge. 

Several scholars argue that the latter is more significant, and local knowledge is also 

important for management and organisational research. The findings of the present study are 

intended to contribute to knowledge by examining a new sector, potentially offering 

adaptation and extension. The study also aims to provide insights to management and 

policymakers. 

(D) Cross-sectional design 

Most research projects are cross-sectional, as they study a particular phenomenon at a 

particular time (Saunders et al., 2012). In addition, most research projects undertaken for 

academic courses are necessarily time constrained. Saunders et al. state that cross-sectional 

designs also apply qualitative strategies; for instance, numerous case studies are based on 

98 



interviews conducted over a short period. This research project is cross-sectional, and all 

interviews were conducted between May and July 2020. 

(E) Semi-structured interviews - key source of evidence 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) maintain that modalities are the approaches and tools for 

collecting qualitative data, and many of them are not clearly specified. They name the 

approach for collecting data from organisational members (e.g., managers) 'natural language 

data'. This approach aims to apply language data to gain insights into social and organisational 

realities by discovering the views, perceptions and opinions of individuals and groups with the 

main method - the in-depth interview, outlined by Easterby-Smith et al. In addition to 

documents, direct observation, participant observation and physical artefacts, other 

techniques are used to collect qualitative data, the most important of which is the interview 

(Yin, 2007). In line with the latter view, Wahyuni (2012) states that primary data is usually 

collected by conducting semi-structured interviews with experts on the observed topic from 

the case organisations, and the interview is most often selected as the main method for 

collecting empirical data about the relevant practices. A single source of evidence (e.g., 

interviews) can and has been the sole basis for entire studies (Yin, 2014). For such studies, the 

researcher should select the single most appropriate source or the one with which the 

researcher is most familiar, whereas multiple sources of evidence are recommended for case 

study research. Interviews can be categorised as structured, semi-structured or 

unstructured/in-depth interviews (Saunders et al., 2009). In semi-structured interviews, the 

researcher has a list of topics and key questions, and the order of the questions may vary 

depending on the course of the interview. Hence, such interviews offer the advantage of using 

a list of predetermined topics and questions as in a structured interview while maintaining 

enough flexibility to allow the participant to talk openly about any topic raised during the 

interview (Wahyuni, 2012). Noor (2008) claimed, similarly, that semi-structured interviews 

offer adequate flexibility to approach diverse respondents differently while still covering the 

same areas of data collection. Following a semi-structured interview process enables 

researchers to ask 'how' and 'why' questions, which lead to the gathering of a rich data set 

(Taylor & Jack, 2016). In line with previous research, the present study applies semi-structured 

interviews as the key source of evidence. In addition, unstructured interviews with industry 
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experts (see subsection 3.3.3.3) and documentary information (see subsection 3.3.3.2) are 

used as further sources of evidence. 

(F) Applied thematic analysis 

Content analysis, grounded analysis, social network analysis, discourse analysis, narrative 

analysis, conversation analysis and argument analysis are distinct methods for analysing 

natural language data such as interviews, diary studies or video records (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2012). In qualitative designs, bias is more difficult - if not impossible - to eliminate from 

the data collection and analysis process, and it becomes necessary to acknowledge and 

account for it rather than attempting to remove it (Barney et al., 2006). 

Content analysis (CA) and thematic analysis (TA) are two prominent methods used to analyse 

message content, and both have been defined in diverse routes and have been applied to a 

broad range of phenomena (Neuendorf, 2019). In both CA and TA, the researcher analyses 

narrations associated with social phenomena by breaking transcriptions into small units, 

which are read numerous times to explore the main meaning behind the data (Vaismoradi & 

Snelgrove, 2019). In these techniques, the researchers approach the data by accenting key 

ideas as codes related to the phenomenon. CA applies various levels of interpretation, 

including the use of codes' frequencies to find meanings and the selection between manifest 

and latent contents. As a result, the method runs the risk of missing hidden trends in the data, 

outlined by Vaismoradi and Snelgrove. CA uses a descriptive procedure in both coding the 

data and explaining the quantitative counts of the codes (Dawne-Wamboldt, 1992). In 

contrast, TA offers a purely qualitative, exhaustive and nuanced interpretation of data (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006) and focuses on identifying and describing both implicit and explicit meanings 

within the data - that is, themes (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012). Guest et al. state that 

codes are then typically developed to embody the identified themes and applied or connected 

to raw data as summary markers for subsequent analysis. Compared to CA, TA has a higher 

level of interpretation than description and contemplation of both hidden and obvious 

contents (Vaismoradi & Snelgrove, 2019). Braun and Clarke (2006) draw attention to a 

shortcoming of TA: the use of data collection questions (e.g., from an interview schedule) as 

the reported themes; in such cases, no analytic effort has been made to find themes across 

the complete data set or to make sense of the patterning of replies. This study counteracts 
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the deficiencies of TA by adding an inductive qualitative analysis after the conclusion of the 

deductive qualitative analysis. Both approaches are outlined in section 3.5.1, 'Coding the 

qualitative data'. Applied thematic analysis (ATA) is not a novel approach - it is based on 

commonly employed inductive thematic analysis and can be used for the purpose of building 

theory as well as finding solutions to real-world problems (Guest et al., 2012). The topic of 

ATA can include social and cultural phenomena as well, and it has a pragmatic focus on using 

a variety of analytic tools in a transparent, efficient and ethical way. The data analysis in this 

research project is conducted in accordance with ATA (see section 3.5). 

This study incorporates Yin's (2014) suggestion that an appropriate research design should 

cover the (1) research questions, (2) unit of analysis, (3) links between data and propositions 

or research questions and (4) procedures for interpreting the findings. Yin argues that the first 

two components guide the research design in identifying the data that are to be collected, 

while the last two guide the design in anticipating the case study analysis, proposing what is 

to be done after data collection. The last two components, (3) and (4), are addressed in 

section 3.5, 'Data Analysis', and the first two components, (1) and (2), have already been 

considered: the research questions are formulated in section 2, 'Literature Review', and the 

unit of analysis is the GPI. The unit or units of observation will be determined in subsection 

3.3.2.2, 'Sampling'. 

Consistent with Saunders et al. (2009), Yin (2014) and Steenhuis and Bruijn (2006), this 

inductive qualitative case study research also includes elements of the deductive approach. 

In particular, the author develops a theoretical position (the initial model in section 2.4) and 

then tests its applicability through subsequent qualitative data collection and analysis. 

Therefore, this study follows a validation approach in which the initial model of GPI 

internationalization is developed at the beginning of the research and then tested in case 

settings where the validation process may produce new insights. This means that in section 

2, the initial model of internationalization for the GPI is developed as a result of the literature 

review and the identified research gaps. Subsequently, in this section, the initial model is 

validated by a deductive qualitative analysis of the primary data. Then, an inductive 

qualitative analysis of the primary data is conducted to explore whether new industry-specific 

elements emerge that are not considered in the initial GPI internationalization model. In 

summary, Figure 3.2 illustrates the selected philosophy and research design (the red 

101 



,....c 

underlined elements) ofet he undertaken study in the context of the general philosophical and 

methodological spectrum of the social sciences. 

Posit ivism 

Appl ied thematic 

......___,_,____ __,'--------I-- Time 
hori;i:on 

i.;:,,,.,"""Z: =:.-::,-:,=====::.=---:::,,, ;....... _ ----=.,..�----...C...--- Techniqu $ and 
proc dur 

Figu re 3 .2  Se lected ph i losophy a nd  resea rch des ign, adapted from Sa unde rs, Lewis, a n d  Thorn h i l l  ( 2012 ) .  

s 

3.3.2 Research method 

3.3.2.1 Holistic multiple-case study 

In subsection 3. 3.1, the considerations and advantages of undertaking a case study approach 

are outlined. Once this approach is selected, it is necessary to decide whether the case study 

is conducted as a single-case or a multiple-case study and if it is an embedded or holistic 

approach. If there is a choice, the multiple-case method may be preferred over the single­

case method due to its potentially significant analytic benefits (Yin, 2014). Eisenhardt and 

Graebner {2007) argue that multiple cases allow broader investigation of research questions 

and theoretical elaboration. In addition, a case study can use an 'embedded' approach - that 

is, multiple levels of analysis within a case where consideration is also given to a subunit 
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(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014). In contrast, if the case does not have multiple levels of analysis 

(e.g., the examination of a case firm as a whole), a 'holistic' design will be used (Yin, 2014). 

The present study applies a multiple-case method (several firms within the GPI) with a holistic 

design (no subunit of analysis within each case firm), which is suitable for the research 

questions and objectives. 

3.3.2.2 Sampling 

Sampling is the procedure of selecting units, such as people or organisations, from a 

population of interest (Trochim, 2020). The sample is the source of the primary data, and it is 

important to decide how to select it (Adolphus, 2021). Yin (2014) refers to the 'entire pool' of 

cases instead of using the term 'population'. Moreover, Yin uses 'cases' rather than 'units', 

'screening procedure' for 'sampling' and 'final cases' for 'sample'. Instead of sampling cases 

from a chosen population, the case study method uses 'theoretical sampling' (instead of 

statistical sampling); random case selection is neither required nor preferable (Eisenhardt, 

1989). Similarly, Yin (2007) claims that sampling logic is not applied in case study designs and 

the sampling size is insignificant. Theoretical sampling indicates that cases are selected 

because they are particularly appropriate for revealing and extending relationships and logic 

among constructs (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Yin's (2014) main point is that case studies 

are not generalisable to populations, and so the terms 'sampling', 'units', 'sample' and 

'population' may be avoided. This study applies the sampling terms from Adolphus (2021), 

Decarlo (2018), Trochim (2020) and Yin (2014) interchangeably where no different 

methodological meaning is identified. Yin (2014) notes that there may be numerous qualified 

case candidates, and the goal of the screening procedure is to be certain that the final cases 

(sample) are suitably identified prior to formal data collection. He describes how to conduct 

the screening procedure for a dozen possible case candidates and also provides a procedure 

for a large number of possible case candidates. 

The entire pool of case candidates within the GPI constitutes several hundred cases. 

Therefore, the screening procedure for a large number of case candidates is pursued. Yin 

(2014) describes the screening procedure in four steps: (a) the relevant quantitative data 

about the population is collected (e.g., from statistical databases about firms); (b) after 
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reducing the number of candidates to 12 or fewer, the people that are knowledgeable about 

each case candidate are identified; (c) a set of operational criteria whereby case candidates 

will be considered suitable to serve as cases is defined; and (d) in multiple-case studies, cases 

are selected that best fit the replication/validation design. Corresponding to Yin's screening 

procedure, steps (a)-(d) are implemented as follows. 

Implementation step (a): quantitative data about the G PI are retrieved. The source of the data 

is a company database (Wer-zu-wem, 2020), and the data set is available in electronic table 

format. The operating company of the data base collects and bundles profiles and background 

information on about 110,000 German firms, including retailers, service providers and 

industrial companies. To identify the SM Es of the GPI, the generally accepted and applied SM E 

classification of the European Commission (2003a) is utilised. The company database contains 

two out of three SM E classification attributes: turnover and headcount. The third attribute, 

balance sheet total, is gained via the annual financial statements that are released in the 

database Federal Gazette (Federal Ministry of Justice and Consumer Protection, 2021). The 

Federal Gazette is the announcement organ of the Federal Republic of Germany and the 

central platform of company accounting and financial reports, amongst other information. 

However, to definitively identify the SMEs within the data set of the company database, 

headcounts lower than or equal to 250 and turnover lower than or equal to EUR 50 million 

are sufficient due to the OR-relation of annual revenue and balance sheet total of the 

European Commission's SME classification. Hence, the search query 'packaging 

manufacturers' with an 'annual revenue' below or equal to EUR 50 million and a 'headcount' 

below or equal to 250, and excluding '0' values for the attributes 'annual revenue' and 

'headcount', retrieved 98 results. In a second step, firms that belong to foreign multinational 

enterprises were excluded. 

Implementation step (b): A Chief Executive Officer (CEO) is usually the paramount decision­

maker within a firm and represents the case candidate. Therefore, the CEOs considered to be 

most knowledgeable about each case candidate were identified and their email addresses 

were obtained. 

Implementation steps (c) and (d): Previous studies suggest selecting cases that either predict 

similar results (literal replication) or contrasting results (theoretical replication) but for 
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anticipatable reasons (Yin, 2014). Eisenhardt (1989) argues that the aim of theoretical 

sampling is to select cases that are expected to replicate or extend the emergent theory. Since 

the number of cases that can be studied is usually limited, it makes sense to select cases such 

as extreme situations and polar types in which the process of interest is obviously apparent 

(Pettigrew, 1988, as cited in Eisenhardt, 1989). Polar types represent a particularly important 

sampling approach in which an investigator selects extreme cases - for instance, very high and 

very low performing firms - in order to easily observe contrasting patterns in the data 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In line with Eisenhardt (1989), Eisenhardt and Graebner 

(2007), and Pettigrew (1988), a sampling of polar types is applied to select suitable case 

candidates: GPI SMEs with low and high levels of internationalization and MNEs with high 

levels of internationalization. Hence, the operational criteria to select purposive cases within 

the GPI are (1) G PI SM Es with an internationalization ratio lower than 31.2% (the average GPI 

internationalization ratio is 31.2%; see section 2.2), (2) GPI SM Es with an internationalization 

ratio higher than 31.2% and (3) GPI MNEs with an internationalization ration higher than 

31.2%. Furthermore, (4) all case candidates are expected not to be an affiliate of a foreign 

organisation. This final operational criterion was selected to avoid a distortional impact, such 

as access to more resources or management know-how compared to other case candidates 

without a foreign parent company. 

In accordance with Yin's (2014) suggestion of six to 10 cases for a multiple-case design and 

Eisenhardt's (1989) proposal of four to 10 cases, the purposive case selection initially results 

in nine final cases. The ultimate number of final cases depends on reaching theoretical 

saturation (see subsection 3.5.6). The population (entire pool) of case candidates is the GPI, 

and the units of observation are nine firms. Three of the final cases (units) are SM Es with a 

low level of internationalization, and two cases are SMEs with a high level of 

internationalization. The four remaining cases are M NEs with a higher level of 

internationalization with respect to the average GPI internationalization ratio. All four MN Es 

were founded as family-run businesses with family ownership until today as well as long 

periods of family-managers' participation. Hence, these four MNEs started as SM Es with a 

similar entrepreneurship structure compared to the SME case firms. The internationalization 

ratios of the final cases were gathered from the accounting year 2019, retrieved from the 

Federal Gazette. All case firms are well-established; the youngest has an age of 47 years and 
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the oldest has an age over 150 years. Table 3.1 provides an overview of the case firms, and a 

description of each case firm is provided in subsection 3.5.4. 

Case Case name Size Balance Headcount I nternational ization 
# 

1 Alpha 

category 

SME  

sheet 
tota l (€ 
mi l l ion)  

12 100-200 

ratio (%} 

20 

2 Beta SME  16 50-100 5 

3 Gamma SME  8 50-100 25 

4 Delta M N E  78 500-1,000 42 

5 Epsi lon SME  12 100-200 65 

6 Zeta M N E  770 1,000-2,000 36 

7 Eta SME  8 50-100 90 

8 Theta M N E  290 1,000-2,000 58 

9 Iota M N E  335 3,000-4,000 36 

Ta b le 3 . 1  Case firms - overview. 

3.3.3 Data collection 

3.3.3.1 Semi-structured interviews - case firms 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, an official order of the federal state government of Bavaria 

restricting physical meetings became effective in March 2020. As a consequence, it was not 

possible to perform face-to-face interviews during the scheduled time period in 2020. 

Therefore, the author reviewed alternative research techniques using telephone interviews. 

Saunders et al. (2012) note that managers may prefer telephone interviews because they 

provide the flexibility to reschedule the appointment and involve no obligation to host the 

interviewer at the firm's location. Some researchers have described the qualitative telephone 

interview as a good alternative to face-to-face interviews, but not as a main method for data 

collection (Weiss, 1994, as cited in Trier-Bieniek, 2012). A further concern about telephone 

interviews is that there is a lack of interaction between the interviewer and participant (Shuy, 

2002, as cited in Trier-Bieniek, 2012). On the other hand, Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) found 

no significant differences in a comparison of transcripts from face-to-face interviews and 

phone interviews. Telephone interviews can yield high-quality data while maximising the 
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response rate (Tausig & Freeman, 1988). Moreover, telephone interviews can be applied 

when the respondent group of interest uses telephones for both brief instrumental 

conversations and longer expressive conversations (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). As a result, 

the author decided to conduct telephone interviews instead of the initially planned face-to­

face interviews due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The more a case study contains specific questions and propositions, the more it will stay 

within practicable limits (Yin, 2014). The suitability of semi-structured interviews to 

contribute to this study is outlined in subsection 3.3.1, ' Initial decisions'. Burke and Miller 

(2001) recommend summarising the general details of each interview. In the present study, 

the results were summarised in a table with details about the name of the interviewed CEOs, 

the code names for anonymisation of the firms as well as the respondents, company names, 

email addresses, phone numbers, date, time and duration. Furthermore, a tick box indicates 

if the respondent agreed to voice recording, consented to participate and if the interviewer 

affirmed anonymity and confidentiality. The agreement to participate can be organised with 

a signed consent form or verbal, witnessed or recorded agreement (Bhutta, 2004, as cited in 

Thomson, 2013). Farooq and de Villiers (2017) contacted participants prior to their telephone 

interview via email to provide information about the research objectives, data confidentiality 

and participant anonymity, estimated time required and the interview questions. 

Correspondingly, in order to gain the CEOs' participation in the study, most emails were sent 

directly to the individual email address of each CEO. In these emails, the author introduced 

the research project and himself, informed the CEOs about the required time with an 

appointment proposal and assured participant anonymity. The interview questions are 

deduced from the detailed research questions. Table 3.2 illustrates a framework for how the 

interview questions relate to the first research question, the first research objective, DRQ 1.1, 

DRQ 1.2, DRQ 1.3 and the respective components of the initial GPI internationalization model 

(see Appendix 4 framework for all IQs). The DRQs are linked to the components of the initial 

GPI internationalization model, and the interview questions indicate what model components 

and DRQs are addressed. 
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RQ Research 
# question (RQ} 

1 RQel 
What are the 

reasons for the 
low levels of 

i nternationa l izati 
on with in  the GP I ,  

which cons ists 
ma in ly of SMEs? 

Research 
objective 

(RO} 
ROel 

To identify 
reasons for 

the low levels 
of 

internationa l i z  
ation with in  

the GP I e. 

Deta i led RQ (DRQ) 

DRQ 1.1 
What are the key obstacles 
to expa nd ing i nto foreign 

markets ? 

Components of the 
in itial model 

ID Ie2 
F inancia l  & Personne l  

Resou rces 

IDE 2 
Pol icy Measu res 

I nterview question ( IQ} 

IQ 1.5 ( DRQ 1 . 1, 1 . 2 ) )  
What are the barriers to sta rt or 
expand your bus i ness ab road? 

IQ 4.3 
What is the s ituation a bout your 

personnel and fi na ncia l  ressources to 
internationa l i ze? 

IQ 4.4 
Did you exc lude certa in  entry modes 

due to resou rce constrai nts and  which 
ones ?  

IQ 1.1 
Does your company qua l ify as SME?  

IQ 
Sched ule 

# 

5 

16 

17 

1 

DRQel.2 
Do manageria l 

i nternationa l izat ion 
competencies exist? 

ID Ie1 
Management Experience 

& Qua l ification 

ID Ie4 
Networks 

IQ 1.4 ( DRQ 1 .2 )  
Would you please descripe the owner 

structure of you r company and what is 
the profess iona l  & cu ltu ra l  background  

of your top management? 

IQ 1.5 ( DRQ 1 . 1, 1 .2 )  
What are the barriers to  sta rt or 
expand your bus iness abroad? 

IQel.3 
What is the rat io of you r foreign sa les 

to tota l s a les ? 

4 

5 

3 

DRQel.3 
What pol icy measu res 
would support GP l 's  
i nternationa l izat ion 

process?  

IDE 2 
Pol icy Measu res 

IQ 4.2 ( DRQ 1 .3 )  
What pol icy measu res would support 

your i nternationa l ization process?  

15 

Ta b le 3 .2  Framework  - RQs, ROs,  DRQs, mode l  components, IQs - exce rpt fo r RQ 1 .  

F i n a l ly, a n  i ntervi ew gu ide was deve loped (see Append ix 5 } ,  and te l ephone  i nterviews were 

con d u cted i n  M ay and J u ly 2020 with s ix CEOs, two co-CEOs and,  i n  the  case of fi rm Th eta, 

one Ch ief Com m e rc ia l  Officer .  The i nterviewed co-CEO of Zeta offi c iates as  a boa rd m e m b e r  

o f  a p l a st ics i n d ustry associat io n .  I n  a d d it ion ,  Eps i lon 's  C E O  i s  the  cha i rman  o f  a paper  a n d  

p l a st ics i n d ustry associat ion . After d i scuss i ng  fi rm-specifi c  themes, the  fi n a l  stage o f  both 

i nterviews focused on  i n d u stry top ics, and va l u a b l e  i n d u stry i n s ights emerged from Zeta's  co­

CEO a n d  the CEO of Eps i lon . 
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Lamnek and Krell (2010) state that an interview should last about 60 minutes, with potentially 

high deviations conditioned by the context and interview setting. Jamshed (2014) maintains 

that semi-structured interviews commonly last from 30 min to more than one hour. DiCicco­

Bloom and Crabtree (2006) argue that semi-structured in-depth interviews are mainly 

conducted once for an individual or group and take between 30 minutes to several hours to 

complete. Furthermore, Irvine (2011) observed that the duration of telephone interviews was 

15 minutes shorter than that of face-to-face interviews. Irvine assumes that participants are 

more naturally forthcoming in face-to-face interviews, and so talk at greater length and 

provide relevant information without the need for explicit prompting. A further finding is that 

researchers give acknowledgement tokens more often (e.g., 'mm', 'hm', 'yeah', 'okay') in 

face-to-face interviews, combined with visual feedback such as nods and smiles. Such 

feedback encourages participants to discuss their narratives at greater length without the 

need for explicit immediate questions. In this study, all interview questions in the interview 

guide were asked, and the telephone interviews had an average length of 45 minutes. This is 

in line with the previous suggestions and is consistent with the evidence that telephone 

interviews may be about 15 minutes shorter on average than interviews in face-to-face 

settings. 

All semi-structured interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. A transcription 

transfers natural language into textual data that provides the researcher a replicable 

interpretation, making it possible to conduct a critical evaluation at any time with a high level 

of methodical validity (Lamnek & Krell, 2010). The transcripts include the following 

information: name of the audio file, recording date, recording duration, date of transcription, 

timestamps to indicate when the adjacent text was spoken and coding to differentiate 

between interviewer and respondent. The transcription is conducted according to the 

guidelines of Dresing and Pehl (2018). The first two pages of an anonymised transcription are 

enclosed in Appendix 6. Access to the top management of the companies was provided, and 

all participants had the knowledge and experience to provide significant insights. 

As outlined in section 3.3.1, semi-structured interviews offer adequate flexibility in 

approaching diverse respondents while still covering the same areas of data collection (Noor, 

2008). A list of predetermined questions - in this study deduced from the detailed research 

questions - in combination with semi-structured interviews maintains sufficient flexibility to 
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allow participants to talk openly about any topic raised during the interview (Wahyuni, 2012). 

This interview type allows 'how' and 'why' questions, which lead to the gathering of a rich 

data set (Taylor & Jack, 2016) and insights into social and organisational realities reflected in 

the views, perceptions, and opinions of individuals (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). The data in 

this research enable the evaluation of the realities of the GPI through the lens of stage theory 

and the born-global and born-again global approaches; these theories and findings are 

synthesised and developed into an innovative model of internationalization to address 

industry-specific requirements. 

3.3.3.2 Documentary information - case firms 

Documentary information can take many forms, including evaluations related to the case, 

emails and diverse documents accessible through internet searches (Yin, 2014). Such 

documentation is expected to be relevant to every case study subject. Some researchers 

apply only one or a few of the data collection methods, but methods are usually combined in 

case study research (Eisenhardt, 1989). Bryman (1989) claims that documents offer 

qualitative investigators the advantage of verifying the validity of information from other 

sources and thus provide a different level of analysis. This study applies documentary 

information to enhance the picture provided by the interview data. On the one hand, 

documentary information was retrieved from the Federal Gazette (Federal Ministry of Justice 

and Consumer Protection, 2021). On the other hand, further secondary data about the case 

firms, such as documents about the firms' history, events, development milestones, 

technology status, product range and innovations - as well as policy statements and press 

releases - were retrieved through the internet. 

3.3.3.3 Unstructured interviews - industry experts 

Interviews are sometimes criticised for producing biased data, and impression management 

and retrospective sensemaking are considered the main problems (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007). Thus, the challenge is to implement data collection approaches that limit bias. 

Eisenhardt and Graebner claim that a key approach is to use highly knowledgeable informants 
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(e.g., outside observers such as market analysts) who view the phenomena of interest from 

diverse perspectives. According to this suggestion, several interviews with industry experts 

were conducted to mitigate biased data. These expert interviews provide different 

perspectives on the observed singularity within the GPI, and it is unlikely that industry experts 

in the position of outside observers engage in convergent retrospective sensemaking or 

impression management. 

Asking new questions in line with the research context supports the opportunity to explore 

the research subject from multiple angles, which makes it possible to gather a diversity of 

information about the research theme ("Structured vs unstructured interviews", 2020). In an 

unstructured interview, the interviewer must develop, adapt, and create further questions 

reflecting the essential purpose of the study (Greene, 1998). Hence, unstructured interviews 

are the research technique for data collection in the present study regarding the industry 

experts. Four expert interviews were organised and conducted under the same conditions 

and guidelines as those of the case firms (see subsection 3.3.3.1). The expert interviews left 

open the possibility of new aspects emerging but focused on obstacles faced by GPI SM Es in 

the internationalization process, the ownership structure of GPI companies and the 

challenges that arise for these companies in disruptive environments. In addition, the 

interviews covered such topics as formal education, sociocultural competencies, international 

experience, the networks of senior management and owners of GPI firms, business models, 

industry factors, and sustainability as a key megatrend affecting the packaging industry. The 

expert interviews provide insights at an aggregated level as compared to the company-level 

findings generated by the interviews with the case firms' senior management and the 

documentary information pertaining to the case firms. Therefore, an additional level of 

analysis is created and supporting findings at the industry level (industry experts) in 

comparison to decision-makers at the firm level (senior management) could contribute to 

validity. An introduction of the industry experts follows. 

(1) Expert D 

After studying for a degree in packaging technology at the University of Printing and Media in 

'T' with several semesters abroad, Expert D began his professional career in the strategic sales 

of printing machines in the packaging industry for an international company. The large 
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number of contacts and the resulting establishment of a Europe-wide network enabled him 

to establish himself as the managing partner of a well-known, Europe-wide recruitment 

agency for the packaging industry. 

In 2010, Expert D decided to bundle his many years of experience, holistic view of all areas of 

the packaging market and contacts with specialists and companies under one roof. He 

founded the consultancy 'M' in order to offer the industry a wide range of advice that is 

focused on the packaging market with established, experienced network partners. Expert D 

offers the packaging market his solution-oriented, holistic and visionary working style. His 

knowledge lies in personnel consulting, interim management, market research, strategic 

networking, sales strategies, digital printing, market innovation and Herrmann Brain 

Dominance Instrument analyses. 

(2) Expert L 

Expert L has more than 20 years of operational and strategic experience in the packaging 

industry, including both practical and management experience. Expert L held roles as Head of 

Materials Management and Logistics, Managing Director of Production and Sales Subsidiaries, 

Sales Director, Head of Business Unit and Managing Director in medium-sized companies with 

several hundred employees. 

Important topics and projects that have been successfully implemented by Expert L in recent 

years include make-or-buy decisions, founding international sales companies, developing and 

introducing new products, adapting sales structures, new business area strategies and 

searching for, analysing and addressing M&A targets. 

Expert L focuses on advising medium-sized companies and comparable business areas of 

larger corporate groups. Important consulting focal points include the development of 

strategies for individual business areas or product groups, market entry, the optimisation of 

sales structures (internal and external sales and sales channels), the coordination of processes 

in development, production and sales and support for M&A processes. 

The focus of Expert L's advice is the packaging industry, which is changing. The 

internationalization of business will continue, as will the consolidation of corporate 

structures. The targeted management of changes will be particularly important in the future. 
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The manufacturers of packaging materials and their suppliers are being forced to make 

changes in their companies due to declining margins and increasing competitive pressure. 

Production and administration processes must be optimised, new products must be 

developed, and sales work must be internationalized and intensified. The entry of private 

equity investors into the industry will further accelerate change. 

(3) Expert R 

'DP' Group is a leading German strategy and innovation partner for the packaging market. 

With packaging expertise, 'DP' serves branded goods and customers in the packaging 

industry. As the co-founder and CEO of 'DP', Expert R advises his customers worldwide on 

packaging design and business strategy and thus supports them in developing their business. 

His current topics are digital transformation, circular economy, culture and agility. 

Regardless of which stage of the value chain companies are on, 'DP' accompanies them in 

mastering disruptive developments such as digitisation or the circular economy and exploiting 

growth potential. 

Expert R is also involved as a chairman and board member of various organisations in the 

packaging industry. Moreover, he is a keynote speaker at important events in the industry, 

has published worldwide in specialist magazines and the daily press, is a member of the jury 

for several sustainability awards and is a guest speaker at universities worldwide. 

(4) Expert W 

Expert W is the founder and managing director of a personnel consultancy and supports 

companies in recruiting specialists and managers with special qualifications within the 

packaging industry. 

Expert W understands the complex interrelationships of the packaging industry, from 

packaging materials to all the value-added processes from application to disposal. Expert W's 

specialisation, which has lasted for decades, offers clients great benefits and is a crucial 

prerequisite for successfully filling vacancies. The personnel consulting company works 

according to the principles of proper and qualified personnel consulting (GoPB) of the Federal 

Association of German Management Consultants (BDU). 
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In addition, Expert W combines a professional and systematic way of working with shared 

values. The principle of the 'honourable businessman' is lived by all Expert W's employees out 

of conviction. In concrete terms, this means that economic efficiency and ethical action are 

combined rather than viewed as opposites. 

Expert W's work is geared towards the long term. This is also true of Expert W's client 

relationships, which are pursued and implemented with honesty, diligence, and foresight. 

Open and honest communication is an important prerequisite for successful cooperation. 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 

Research is usually regulated by codes or standards that are established by associations, 

societies and universities to minimise the risk that research participants are harmed 

(Sheppard, 2020). Past events forced the re-examination of ethical standards and led to the 

gradual development of a consensus that potential human subjects must be protected from 

being used as guinea pigs in scientific research (Trochim, 2006). There is growing pressure 

from other academic disciplines, such as medicine and psychology, for all universities to 

implement clear ethical codes and practices (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Moreover, there is 

growing unity, especially in the social sciences, about a general set of principles. 

Neuman (1997) describes privacy, anonymity and confidentiality as three major ethical 

components that are relevant to all researchers. Similarly, Walker (1980) claims that there 

are five areas on which researchers should concentrate for ethical considerations, and three 

of them correspond to Neuman's elements: confidentiality of data (confidentiality), issues 

concerning access and control over any data collected (privacy) and ensuring the anonymity 

of persons who grant interviews or give information necessary for the study (anonymity). 

Several key phrases describe the system of ethical protections that the contemporary social 

and medical research establishment has created (Trochim, 2006): the requirement of 

informed consent, confidentiality and the stricter standard anonymity, voluntary 

participation and avoiding the risk of physical and psychological harm. Therefore, it must be 

assured that the interests of individuals and organisations are protected (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2012). 
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Data protection legislation applies when personal details are recorded in some way, either 

manually or electronically (Coats, 2005; Parry & Mauthner, 2004). In research settings, data 

protection imposes obligations on researchers to offer research subjects detailed information 

about what will happen to the personal data that they collect (European Commission, 2018). 

It also requires the organisations processing the data to ensure the data are protected, 

minimised and destroyed when no longer needed. The European Commission argues that 

whenever and however personal data is collected, the researcher has both ethical and legal 

obligations to ensure that participants' information is properly protected. The Commission 

suggests the following actions: (1) use tools that are compliant with the General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR) to collect, use and store research subjects' personal data; (2) 

check the terms and conditions of all the service providers used (software, applications, 

storage, etc.) to process personal data within a project in order to identify and mitigate risks 

to the data subjects; (3) encrypt research data and/or the devices on which they are stored, 

and ensure that keys and passwords are suitably protected; and (4) consult a qualified expert 

for advice on how to achieve a level of data security that is appropriate for the risks to the 

data subjects. 

This study complies with informed consent, confidentiality, a strict standard of anonymity, 

voluntary participation and the avoidance of the risk of physical and psychological harm. 

Moreover, this study also stores data about people and organisations, and appropriate 

provisions are made. The author respects all sensitivities and concerns that the participants 

involved may have. The company names and the individuals' names gained from the 

interviews are not included in the study to ensure the anonymity of the participants. All 

participants have the right to withdraw and refuse to answer at any time (see subsection 

3.3.3.1). The author protects the interests of the individuals and case firms that are involved 

in this research by treating the identity of the participants and case firms as confidential. The 

documentary information in this research is publicly available, and every effort was made to 

ensure that no conclusion can be drawn from the study about the identity of the participants 

and case firms. The data are stored on two external hard drives, which are locked in the 

author's home office. The data will be stored for one year after thesis submission to enable 

reproduction if needed. To avoid the unauthorised disclosure of the data, the hard drives will 

be physically destroyed at the end of this period, as this is the most reliable way to dispose of 
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the data (Van den Eynden, Corti, Woollard, Bishop, & Horton, 2011). All the data will be 

treated with confidentiality, and all operations in the research process will be conducted in 

accordance with the ethical codes, the guidelines of the University of Gloucestershire's 

Handbook of Principles and Procedures (University of Gloucestershire, March 2021) and the 

GDPR (IT Governance Privacy Team, 2019). 

3.5 Data Analysis 

3.5.1 Coding the qualitative data 

The elements of an appropriate research design were introduced in subsection 3.3.1. This 

section implements the two remaining steps: (3) links between data and propositions or 

research questions and (4) procedures for interpreting the findings (Yin, 2014). 

By categorising data, researchers raise the conceptual level of the analysis from description 

to a more abstract theoretical level (Charmaz, 2006, as cited in Grodal, Anteby, & Holm, 2020). 

Inductive coding is seen as a completely accurate representation of the data but risks 

becoming an unmanageable process and losing focus (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). 

Linneberg and Korsgaard maintain that researchers can adopt a narrow and deductive 

approach to coding and create a pre-defined coding frame before coding the qualitative data. 

The latter approach is applied in this study. 

Guest et al. (2012) define the terms related to coding for data analysis as follows. (1) 'Data' is 

the textual representation of a conversation, observation, or interaction. (2) 'Theme' is a unit 

of meaning that is observed in the data by a reader of the text. (3) 'Code' is a textual 

description of the semantic boundaries of a theme or a component of a theme. (4) 'Codebook' 

is a structured compendium of codes that includes a description of how the codes are related 

to each other. (5) 'Coding' is the process by which a qualitative analyst links specific codes to 

specific data segments. (6) 'Text segment' is based on the questions asked and the responses 

from the participants and any probes; the segment includes the response as well as any 

probes and dialogue about the question. The outlined terms are used in this study. 
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The initial set of codes can be based on the research questions, hypotheses, key variables and 

problem areas (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Structural coding describes the link between data 

collection and the evidence generated; this approach identifies the structure imposed on a 

qualitative data set by the research questions and design, which is clearly seen when a 

structured interview guide is used (Guest et al., 2012). The RQs of this study were derived 

from a systematic literature review. However, this did not generate any additional 

approaches to answering the RQs. Therefore, a narrative literature review was conducted, 

from which the DRQs were developed. Following the coding approach outlined by Miles and 

Huberman, and Guest et al., this study will conduct structural coding and incorporates the 

DRQs as a set of codes for the deductive qualitative analysis (see Table 3.3). Table 3.4 displays 

all codes related to the structural coding process, that is from 'DRQ 1.1 - Key Obstacles' to 

'DRQ 3.4- Time & Pace to expand since Inception or Realignment'. 
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RQ 

# 

Research 

question (RQ) 

Research

objective 

(RO) 

Deta i led RQ 

(DRQ) 
In itia l Code 

Components of the 

in itia l model
Interview question ( IQ) 

IQ 

Schedu le  

# 
1 RQ l 

What are the 

reasons for the 

low levels of 

RO 1 
To identify 

reasons for 

the low levels 

DRQ 1.1 
What are the key 

obstacles to 

expanding into 

DRQ 1.1 Key 
Obstacles 

IDI 2 

F inancia l  & Personnel 

Resources 

IQ 1.5 (DRQ 1 . 1, 1 . 2 ) )  

What are the barr iers to start 

or expand your bus iness 

abroad? 

5 

internationa l izati 

on with in the GP I ,  

which consists 

ma in ly of SMEs? 

of 

i nternationa l i z  

ation with in  

the GP I . 

foreign markets ? IDEn2 
Pol icy Measures IQ 4.3 

What is the s ituation about 

your personne l  and financia l  

ressources to internationa l ize? 

16 

IQ 4.4 
Did you exc lude certa in entry 

modes due to resource 

constrai nts and which ones? 

17 

IQnl.1 
Does your company qua l ify as 

S M E? 

1 

DRQ 1.2 
Do managerial 

intern ation a I i  zation 

competencies exist? 

DRQ 1.2 
Managerial 

Compentencies 

IDI 1 
Management Experience 

& Qual ification 

IDI 4 

Networks 

IQ 1.4 ( DRQ 1 . 2 )  

Would you please descripe the 

owner structure of your 

company and what is  the 

profess iona l  & cu ltu ra l  

background of your top 

management? 

4 

IQ 1.5 (DRQ 1 . 1, 1 . 2 )  

What  are the  barr iers to  start 

or expand your bus iness 

5 

abroad? 

IQnl.3 
What is the ratio of your 

foreign sa les to tota l sa les ? 

3 

DRQ 1.3 
What  pol icy measures 

would support GP I  ' s  

intern ation a I i  zation 

process? 

DRQ 1 .3 Pol icy 
Measures 

IDEn2 
Pol icy Measures 

IQ4.2 ( D RQ 1 . 3 )  

What pol icy measures would 

support your  

internationa l i zation process? 

15  

Ta b le 3 .3  Structu ra l  cod i ng  for the deductive qua l itative ana lysis - exce rpt RQ 1. 
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i,. Name 1 F i l es References 

�-0 Components I n iti a l Model 0 0 

l... Q DRQ 1 . 1 Key Obstac l es 1 2  40 

f····O DRQ 1 .2 Manageri a l  Compenten ces 1 1  2 9 

L ... Q DRQ 1 .3 Pol icy Measu res 1 2  1 9 

f····O DRQ 2 . 1 Motives of I nternationa l ization 1 1  3 3  

L ... Q DRQ 2 .2 Susta in abl i l ity Effect 1 0 1 5  

f····O DRQ 2 .3 I nd ustry Factors' I nfl uence  10 1 3  

:-···O DRQ 3 . 1  Ma rket Sel ection Pattern 10 3 2 

i··Q DRQ 3 .2 Entry Mode appl i ed 10 30 

L...Q DRQ 3 . 3  Wh i ch  P roducts to market abroad 1 1  24 

f····Q DRQ 3 .4 Time & Pace  to expand si n c e I ncepti on or Rea l i g nment 1 8  

f····O I Un c lea r Data 

! Q I Un ique 1 1  3 2  

L ... Q Q 1 . 1  SME Criteri a 9 

f····O Q 1 . 2  Bus iness abroad 

L. .. Q Q 1 . 3  I ntern . Ratio 9 1 0  

Ta b le 3 .4 Set of i n it ia l codes with the cou nts of text segments a nd  f i les .  

Guest et al. (2012} report that they regularly use a technique to tag potentially relevant 

information by producing a generic 'Unique' code to apply to any text that might be of some 

importance but which cannot yet be evaluated in the context of the broader analytic picture. 

Furthermore, Guest et al. suggest defining an 'Unclear Data' code for portions of text of 

questionable value or that are not fully interpretable. Following these procedures seems 

valuable for this study's inductive qualitative analysis. Therefore, the initial codes 'Unique' 

(for any text that might be of some importance} and 'Unclear Data' (for text of questionable 

value} were created as the initial codes for the inductive qualitative analysis. The inductive 

qualitative analysis generated further codes, for example, 'know-how secrecy excludes FDI' 

and 'autonomye- banks' (see Table 3.5} from the initial code 'Unique'. 

Deductive 

RQ Initial Code 
Code 

stage 2 
Case 

(D) or 
Inductive (I) 

Qua l .  
Ref.n# 

Summary 
(EN) 

Quote
(DE)

r. L:. r. r.c Ana lysis [.T I· L:. I· 
Know-how secrecy exc ludes FD I  I m  Moment ware das noch n icht mogl ich, we i l  w i r  

l eben van unserem/ wir leben extrem sta rk van 

RQal DRQ 1 .1 Un ique Eps i lon I 4 unserem l<nowhow, van unserer eigenen 
Entwickl ung, d ie wir a uch versuchen zu  schutzen .  I n  
d e m  Si nne, dass wir d ie n iemand zeigen . ;  

Fam i ly-owned GP I  fi rms a re und wie vie le l nformationen wi l l  ich z um Beispie l  
re l u cta nt to d isc lose fi nanc ia l  me iner Bank  a uch geben. A lso bei vie len 

RQal DRQ 1 .1 Un ique Expert- L I 1 i nfo rmation to ba n ks Fa m i l ienu nternehmen ist das ja e in Thema .  Das ist 
s icher l ich ein l im itierender Fa ktor. 

Ta b le 3 .5  Fu rther  codes emerged by the i nductive qua l itative ana lysis - excerpt. 
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A computer-aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) is a software package that can 

be used to aid the analysis of qualitative data such as text, audio and video (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2012). NVivo and ATLAS.ti are the most popular coding and analysis software 

(Groenland & Dana, 2019). The coding in this study is conducted with the software package 

Nvivo version 12. In sum, this study undertakes structural coding that incorporates the DRQs 

as a set of initial codes (DRQ 1.1-DRQ 3.4) for the deductive qualitative analysis. The codes 

'Unique' (for any text that might be of some importance) and 'Unclear Data' (for text of 

questionable value) were created as the initial codes for the inductive qualitative analysis. 

Once the initial codes are generated, the coding process is conducted by examining segments 

of data from the case studies and associating them with one or more of the initial codes 

(Atkinson, 2002). Through this process, the text segments of the transcribed case study 

interviews and the interviews of the industry experts are analysed and linked to the initial 

codes. Figure 3.3 (see Appendix 7) displays an excerpt of an analysed text segment conducted 

with the software package Nvivo - the text segment is shown on the right and the overview 

of the codes on the left. 

3.5.2 Data reduction 

Coding and data reduction are essential elements of the qualitative data analysis process 

(Guest et al., 2012). Miles and Huberman (1994) maintain that data reduction is part of 

analysis and that it sharpens, sorts and organises data, allowing final conclusions to be drawn 

and substantiated. A qualitative data summary or matrix is a data reduction technique that 

provides an outline of the coded data while keeping the researcher close to the raw data and 

the quotes from which they were drawn (Guest et al., 2012). The present study utilises a data 

reduction matrix, as illustrated in Table 3.6. The matrix contains the codes, the case firms, 

whether the data is deductively or inductively approached, the reference numbers, the 

quotes and summaries of the quotes. With the reference number (e.g., 3), code (e.g., DRQ 

1.1) and case (e.g., Alpha), a reader can very promptly identify the source of the quoted text 

and refer back to the text segments for context. 
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Personne l  resou rces; 

da ra n, an d i e  Sache, wo knu pfe ich me ine  
Konta kte? Wo habe  ich d i e  Ad ressen he r, 
wie ste l l e n  wi r uns  a uf? 

Da b ra uchen wi r jemanden, de r  sich e i ne  
Ze i t  l ang  da mit beschaft igt, d i e  Ma rkte 
a n a lysie rt .  Den oder  d i e  hatten wi r b i sher  
n i cht . ;  Das i st im k le i nen  M ittel sta nd wie 
A lpha d i e  grolste Hu rd e, h i e r  j emanden  
frei zu schaufe l n, der  s ich d i e  Ze i t  n immt 
und darum kumme rt. 

Ta b le 3.6 Data reduct ion matrix - excerpt. 

3.5.3 Data display 

After coding and reducing the data, the next step is to display the data to indicate what the 

data imply and prepare to draw conclusions, which is the final step of data analysis {Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Eisenhardt {1989) presents two strategies to avoid information-processing 

biases: {a) selecting categories or dimensions and then looking for within-group similarities 

coupled with across-group differences {the dimensions can be determined, for instance, by 

the research problem) and {b) dividing the data-by-data source. When a pattern observed in 

one data source is supported by evidence from another, the finding is stronger and better 

grounded. The underlying logic is replication - that is, a series of cases is treated as a series 

of experiments, with each case helping to confirm or refute the initial theory. Cases that 

confirm emergent relationships increase confidence in their validity, while cases that refute 

the relationships frequently provide an opportunity to refine and extend the theory {Yin, 
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person n Tra i ned 

2014). According to the suggested procedure, within-group similarities and across-group 

differences are measured by gathering the data related to each data source. There are three 

groups: the five SME GPI case firms, the four MNE GPI case firms and the four industry 

experts. 

Table 3.7 shows an excerpt of the data display matrix for DRQ 1.1 with one representative of 

each data group, for example, SME (Alpha), MNE (Theta) and Industry Experts (Expert-D) and 

the emergent categories, for example, Alpha 'default risk' in light blue. 

S ize category SME MNE  Experts 

high levels S u m mary Summary 

Dominant 
codes 

DRQs Code stage 2 A lpha nar rowed Theta narrowed Expert-D narrowed 

langugage 
1, 1/2/2 

DRQal .1  
What a re the key 

obstac les to DRQ 1 . 1  

Defa ult ri s k  -
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fore ign 
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defau lt 
r isk 

Ski l led personnel  tra ined 
i n  host country personne l  
that  understa nd 

hostboth cultures 
( host & 

GP I  with low request 
frequency about M&A 
strategy in European 
countri es 

low level 
G P I  FDI in 
EU  (short 
d ista nces) 

expanding i nto domesti c )  
fore ign markets 

personne l  Limited Gu idance - FDI  personne l  Language ba rrie rn- related to language
information for There is  need to l ow GP I  M&A activi t ies 1, 2/2 /0 resou rces -
locati ng and bu i ld  up a pool abroad 

need to bu i ld  ana lys i ng of  employees i n  
personne l  a pool of markets; d ue  ti me that 

DRQ 1 . 1  - language can be sent to expat 
1, 1/0/0 the host country 

in case of a FDI  

Personnel tra ined Soci o-cu ltura l  differences 
personnel i n  host personne l  
country hard to understand the US 

resou rce hostto ens ure t he market due to its huge 
s - know-how market size 
strategy tra nsfer to the 

DRQ 1 . 1  host country 
staff and lasti ng 
i mpl ementation 
the domestic 
country staff has 
to be present for 
3 months cyc les .  

Ta b le  3 . 7  Data d i sp lay matr ix - excerpt. 

resources; e l  espec ia l l y  re lated to Fra nce; 

Similar and equal codes are gathered according to colour, for example, Alpha 'personnel 

resources', Theta 'trained personnel host' and 'personnel resources', are all coloured light 

orange. Furthermore, Table 3.7 displays which firms have low or high internationalization 

122 



W h a t  a re the  1, 1/2/2 

ratios (see second row, red and green indications in the 'Summary' cells) related to the 

average GPI internationalization ratio (see section 2.2, Table 2.6). The dominant codes are 

displayed on the left hand of the matrix. Table 3.8 shows the code frequency for each data 

group alongside the indication of a low or high internationalization ratio for each case firm. 

l ow i nte rnati ona l i zed SMEs, h igh i nte rnati ona l i zed SMEs/MN Es/l nd ustry Experts 

Examp l e :  1, 2/2/0 1 SME l ow i nte rn . , 2 SMEs h igh i nte rn ./2 MN Es/0 I ndu stry Expe rts 

Dominant Codes 

Tota l code # 6 5 4 3 

DRQ 1 . 1  language personnel financial ris k  financial 
1,2/2 /0 1,1/2/0 resources 

key o bs ta c l es 0,1/2/0 
to ex pa n d i n g  personnel -
i nto for ei gn  

language 
ma r kets 

1,1/0/0 

Ta b le 3 .8  Data d i sp lay matr ix - dom inant codes a n d  with i n-group  freque ncy DRQ 1 . 1 .  

The data display is the final step of the data analysis. Within-group similarities and across­

group differences are measured by gathering the data related to each source. The data is then 

prepared for the purposes of discussion and to draw conclusions; these elements are covered 

in section 5, 'Discussion' and section 6, 'Conclusions'. 

3.5.4 Validity, reliability and theoretical saturation 

To enhance validity and reliability, different techniques can be considered. In this research, 

the following techniques from Guest et al. (2012) are applied: (a) use multiple methods or 

data sources, (b) transcription offers a verbatim account of data collection events, (c) 

confluent data from various sources validate findings, (d) including negative cases in an 

analysis extenuates analyst biases by obliging analysts to look for and state any evidence 

contrary to prevailing patterns recognized in the data, (e) employing verbatim quotes to 

improve the validity of findings by directly connecting the investigator's interpretations with 
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what respondents actually said. Researchers might gain a greater degree of rigor in their work 

if they are explicit about and carefully detail their own knowledge and aims before and during 

data making and analysis (Grodal et al., 2020). Grodal et al. maintain that it is thus important 

that researchers find pathways for reporting and representing their data that increase the 

transparency of their research process. 

Following the outlined suggestions, this research applies semi-structured phone interviews 

with the senior management of the case firms, unstructured phone interviews with industry 

experts and documentary information that is used within multiple data sources. In addition, 

the transcripts are generated according the rules of Dresing and Pehl (2018). All pre-planned 

cases are analysed throughout this study. Every detailed research question is linked to all 

related verbatim quotes from each case firm and from the industry experts (where applicable, 

due to the non-structured interview setting) to allow the reader to make their own evaluation 

of the author's assertion. 

In this study, the research strategy and research design to which the author complied are 

elaborately and transparently described. The research questions, the unit of analysis, links 

between data and research questions as well as procedures for interpreting the findings (Yin, 

2014) are implemented to ensure a rigorous research process. 

Theoretical saturation is the point at which gradual learning is minimal because the 

investigators are observing phenomenon that have already been seen (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967), and iterating between theory and data ends when the gradual improvement to theory 

is minimal (Eisenhardt, 1989). Eisenhardt recommends that the addition of new cases should 

cease when theoretical saturation is achieved, and it is not unusual for researchers to plan 

the number of cases up front. Yin (2014) argues that six to ten cases could be suitable within 

a multiple-case design. Similarly, Eisenhardt (1989) states that while there is no ideal number 

of cases, a number between four and ten cases usually works well, whereas with fewer than 

four cases, it is often difficult to generate theory with much complexity, and its empirical 

grounding is expected to be weak. 

This research falls within the suggested range, with nine pre-planned cases. Towards the end 

of the data analysis, the status of gained insights was evaluated. As a result, deep insights and 

new knowledge about the examined phenomenon are accomplished and each research 
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question can be extensively answered. As such, the author has concluded that with more 

cases, only minimal further knowledge would be attained. Hence, theoretical saturation is 

achieved. 
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4 FIN DINGS 

4.1 Interview Data 

After undertaking the data coding, data reduction and data display, the last step in the data 

analysis is to present the findings. The final element of an appropriate research approach (see 

subsection 3.3.1} is step (4), procedures for interpreting the findings (Yin, 2014}. Guest et al. 

(2014} suggest that one approach is to structure the findings by the research topics or 

research questions, reviewing all themes associated with a set of questions asked of the 

participants. They argue that this approach is beneficial with the use of structural codes. In 

line with this approach, the Research Questions (RQs} and Detailed Research Questions 

(DRQs} structure the findings from the deductive qualitative analysis and emergent themes 

from the inductive qualitative analysis. 

RQ 1: What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI, which 

consists mainly of SM Es? 

DRQ 1.1: What are the key obstacles to expanding into foreign markets? 

Findings: Personnel resource constraints occur in SME and MNE case firms. A lack of 

employees and internal experts to gather market information and implement an 

internationalization strategy exists in more committed involvements, for example, 

acquisitions and greenfield operations. 

Alpha says : 'We need someone who deals with it for a while and analyses the markets. We 

haven't had . . .  [someone] . . .  before. In small and medium-sized businesses like Alpha, this 

is the biggest hurdle, freeing someone here who takes the time and takes care of it'. 

Epsilon states: 'At the moment, we are excluding that [ FDI] due mainly to personnel 

resources'. 
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Eta describes: 'It is relatively easy to first strategically determine the step, then really go into 

the implementation and then find the resources for it and the structure-that is, of course, a 

completely different story'. 

Zeta outlines: 'Because, as a medium-sized company, we naturally do not have the human 

resources that a large company has-that means people who speak the national language, 

people who know the legal system, who know the political system-we are a bit limited. We 

limit ourselves to German- and English-speaking countries and only go to countries where you 

have a stable legal system'. 

Epsilon and Alpha differentiate the need for personnel with multilingual skills. 

Epsilon says: ' . . .  it is also difficult enough to get multilingual employees who do not only have 

German and English', and Alpha states: 'It is clear where we have to invest, these are the 

people. We need someone who speaks English. We need someone who speaks French . . .  '. 

Another finding is the language barrier to internationalizing. Observations within the SME 

and M NE case firms and from an industry expert refer to this circumstance as well. 

Alpha states: 'If you never have to speak English or French in the company, and someone 

comes along and says we need more exports, go ahead. Then we sit there and puff; my last 

English was on vacation a year ago. Holiday English only; you have to look around first'. 

Iota maintains: 'So, yes, language is an issue, so the management should be able to speak 

English, that is very important. I know myself that for some medium-sized companies, this is 

an obstacle to even becoming internationally active because of this language problem'. 

Industry Expert D says: 'Well, I think countries like Scandinavia are used to working 

internationally. ( . . .  ) I think Germany is just so big that it is a big hurdle for many to actually 

do it in terms of language'. 

Financial risk is a further obstacle to intensifying activities abroad. Two SME and MNE case 

firms make the observations. 

Alpha outlines: ' . . .  the founder of the company banned deliveries abroad until 2014 (laughs); 

he was . . .  conceited . . .  we stick to our receivables, that was the only reason . .  . .  two 
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customers paid sluggishly . . .  that was a few thousand euros in the last 10 years. But that was 

enough for the owner to say, no, we only supply the German market. ( . . .  ) The few customers 

we had abroad had to be released with a special permit; 10 years ago, we had an export quota 

of 5%, not even 3%'. 

Delta maintains: ' . . .  my [production] line with the customer is a third full. That means I have 

to somehow find the same volume at least twice for it to pay off. And they're relatively small 

in the business. So, I can actually only dare to take such a step when I have a completely busy 

line. And we're not financially equipped to say, "I'll take the risk now". I'll build a line that's a 

third full and then I'll see that I'm looking for more customers. We couldn't afford that at the 

moment'. 

Eta reports: 'So, we have to finance everything ourselves. Even if we belong to a group, we 

still have to see that we finance our own money. So, that means that every time we take on 

a foreign commitment, we take a risk'. 

Theta says: 'That is simply the assessment of market success. It's still more on the negative 

side, yes. So, the euphoria to say "Okay, let's go there and invest", because the investment is 

simply from zero to 100, is simply too BIG in our industry; the margins are simply not there 

either, yes'. 

In addition, sociocultural differences are obstacles to internationalization within the GPI. 

M NE case firms and the industry experts are more aware of this constraint because these 

firms have broader experience, due to presence in host countries, whereas all SM Es besides 

Eta engage exclusively in export activities. 

Alpha, one out of two low-level internationalized SM E case firms, outlines: ' . . .  what makes 

people tick. That is also very, very important; we had to learn that when we went to 

Switzerland [only export]. They speak almost like us, are not far away, but work completely 

differently'. 

Delta reports: 'On the other hand, people also believed that these companies that we were 

buying would be whipped up again. And then there were also massive cultural problems. In 

other words, you can't go through like a steam ship in a French company and believe that it 
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works the way it does in Austria and Hungary. You just have to have a feel for, yes, French 

conventions, of the people there . . .  '. 

Iota expresses: 'There is a bit of a problem in Mexico right now, but that is more due to a 

customer, the structure of the country and the market and competitive structure there. To 

settle down there and build up a business as a newcomer against the background of-let me 

say-the culture that also prevails there, that's a bit more difficult'. 

Expert D states: 'So, also the cultures, other cultures, they [Germans] find that difficult. Right 

now, we always have it related to France, where it is extremely difficult. It is very difficult for 

the Germans to understand an American structure, and they cannot really empathise with 

it . . .  '. 

Theta says: ' . . .  You have to see another aspect, of course, when you look at the run-down 

sites in America: The German entrepreneur says, "Oh dear, what a rattrap"; the American 

says "Fine", comes in and says "Yes, everything is lean'". 

Another finding is a lack of expertise to develop an internationalization strategy or to conduct 

the implementation. 

Alpha states: 'It is not, then, that we position ourselves in such a way that we are in another 

10 countries, but that we pick out certain countries-but we don't yet know them. We 

approach a maximum of two countries and see what happens'. 

Delta outlines: 'But I also think that when you see how large corporations work, I mean, I've 

been here for three years, but there is also a lack of the appropriate know-how to carry out 

such an acquisition or to say that we are going to build a new plant in the USA. I wouldn't trust 

myself to do that at the moment, simply because of the lack of know-how'. 

Expert L says: 'And also, the question of whether companies of this size [SM Es] can acquire 

employees who are given internationalization as a task; or whether they [employees with 

expertise] would rather go to larger companies'. 

For Expert W, lack of market knowledge is a barrier to GPI internationalization: 'Companies 

are very much influenced by the development of the product. Very stuck in the depth of the 

product. You can wake people up at night, they'll pray everything down for you. But that's no 
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use if you don't understand the markets. ( . . .  ) It's not about product details, but the market 

here needs this and that because the mechanisms are different'. 

Moreover, Alpha claims a lack of domestic assistance, for example, from the chamber of 

commerce: 'We hardly get any information. We have now taken care of it ourselves. That was 

at the IHK [German chamber of commerce], an information event about foreign markets. But 

the bottom line was that it was just blah blah'. 

Gamma notices trade barriers as drastic obstacles and says: 'The second biggest problem to 

deliver abroad, I would now say, is mostly also customs problems, that we keep encountering 

barriers that actually, in our eyes, make no sense at all, that are the same for years-our 

papers are also the same. And suddenly, we are tripped up again where we have problems, 

yes, which leads to delays. This is also a big problem for me'. 

In addition, Alpha maintains that limited information is an obstacle: 'The biggest hurdle is . . .  

where do I make my contacts? Where do I get the addresses . .  .'. 

Eta states that bureaucracy is major hurdle to founding a subsidiary abroad: 'If I want to set 

up a subsidiary in France, for example, it is extremely time-consuming. So, the establishment 

of subsidiaries abroad is very difficult, especially in Europe, because afterwards it is linked to 

the tax law again. And you have to be very careful. So, I opened a subsidiary in Hong Kong two 

years ago. So, that cost us the paperwork. But that went relatively quickly. And that's what 

we have in Europe'. 

Eta claims that they exclude founding a foreign operation, due to know-how secrecy: 'At the 

moment, that would not be possible because we live from our-we live extremely strongly 

from our know-how, from our own development, which we also try to protect, in the sense 

that we don't show them to anyone. ( . . .  ) And that is at a different location, which we cannot 

control, where we don't have a lock on it all the time, I think, at the moment, I haven't seen 

how we can do it'. 

Whether transport costs substantiate a barrier depends on the packaging type. There are 

limits to the distance that large-volume products, such as paper board, wooden pallets and 

metal cans-generally, most rigid packaging materials-can travel to the place of delivery and 

still be profitable. 
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Expert W says: 'As you can see, there are certainly suppliers in this area who have products 

that are simply not shipped across Germany or Europe, for logistical reasons'. 

Expert L knows that a barrier to GPI internationalization is the lack of managerial time: 'That 

you just need people who take care of it [internationalization activities] and that is what 

companies of this size [SM Es] mean-the owners and the managing director are still very 

active in operational terms. So, there are certainly restrictions'. 

Furthermore, Expert L states that family-owned GPI firms have an aversion to delivering 

insights into their financial standing. He argues: '( . . .  ) and how much information do I want 

to give to my bank, for example? So, that's an issue for many family businesses. That is 

certainly a limiting factor. 

Expert D makes an observation about low levels of FDI activities in European countries: 'But 

it is really extremely rare that we have German companies that say, "Well, now we want to, 

let's say, set up a location in the top five countries in Europe, build a strategy for us on how 

to do it. Whether we do it directly or whether we buy something". That is extremely rare'. 

This might be a particularity of Europe, where many neighbouring countries are around 

Germany, and it is rather in the centre of neighbouring-country markets, short distances from 

a dozen countries. Export can easily handle the supply of foreign European countries and 

cover many country markets. Then, the question arises of why the internationalization ratio 

of GPI firms is still at a low level. Consequently, the outlined obstacles are one component of 

identifying the reasons for the low internationalization levels within the GPI. 

CON 1.1: Key obstacles for GPI internationalization are personnel resources, language 

barriers, financial risk, sociocultural differences and lack of expertise. Individual observations 

revealed further obstacles, including lack of market knowledge, limited information, lack of 

managerial time, transport costs, know-how secrecy, aversion to disclosing financial standing, 

as well as policy-related constraints, such as lack of domestic assistance, bureaucracy and 

trade barriers. 
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DRQ 1.2: Do managerial internationalization competencies exist? 

As section 2.5 outlines, a key factor leading to performance enhancement in the 

internationalization process is the international experience and management exposure 

(Czinkota et al., 2004). The ability of the management to recognise and exploit opportunities 

largely depends on the senior managers' intentions, orientations, marketing capabilities and 

overall experience. Cultural background, formal education, international networks and 

experiences can influence managerial traits (Paul & Rosado-Serrano, 2019), as well as an 

individual global mindset with the aptitude to accept the diversity of cultures and markets 

(Felicia et al., 2016). Previous studies identify family-owned firms as risk-averse and more 

reluctant to network with other firms (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011). 

Findings: All examined firms have a long history as family-owned enterprises. However, in 

seven firms and in two firms associated with a new ownership structure, external managers 

took over leadership. 

Alpha 

Alpha is an SM E that had an internationalization ratio of about 3% for as long as the founder 

was the CEO of the firm, having run the business for more than 50 years. With new owners 

and managers, the current internationalization ratio is 20%. 

Alpha outlines: 'He [founder] was a technician, learned and worked in a company here in XY 

(city), rose to the position of operations manager and then went into business for himself in 

1962, founding the company, Alpha, in his garage. Three years later, he bought the first film 

extruder, and a few years later the first printing machine'. 

The founder sold the company in 2014 to two external individuals, one with an international 

background. 

Alpha states: 'We are a family business. A lot has happened in the last 5 years. In April 2014, 

the founder of the company, who founded Alpha 55 years ago, decided at the age of 83 to 

sell the company after all. Did that too. ( . . .  ) One of the partners was the managing director 

of a large global company. ( . . .  ) The other one was a good friend of him who worked in the 

banking sector . . .  '. 
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Since then, the internationalization ratio has risen to 20%, and Alpha is considering more 

investment in personnel related to language skills and research and development efforts, 

aiming to enhance business activities abroad. 

Alpha claims: 'In 2020, we have set ourselves the goal of becoming active ourselves. We also 

have a lady with us who speaks good English and who also knows French, not explicitly only 

there for export, but as a goal'. 

The co-CEO and former Sales Director of Alpha undertook part-time studies that influenced 

his willingness to boost internationalization, but he was restrained by the founder. 

He says: ' .. . If you notice your fellow students when they tell you that they are flying to the 

factory in Australia or to Mexico for two weeks, and you sit at Alpha and think to yourself, we 

are actually too small, but why not? That was exactly the topic because I came up with a lot 

of ideas like that and they always fell on deaf ears; then, I wanted to change at some point'. 

He resigned and came back in 2014 when Alpha was sold to new owners. One year ago, he 

became the second shareholder and co-CEO. 

Alpha: 'Exactly. I started there when I was 16 and completed my training. I was allowed to do 

various schools, which the company supported. Then I finished my studies. This was dual. 

Then there was a little dispute between me and the owner [founder] at the time. The main 

topic was export. I saw it a little differently, but of course I had to lose. Then, I also quit and 

was gone for 6 months. In April 2014, the company was sold, and then I came back again and 

joined as a managing partner last year'. 

With the new management, the business focuses more on activities abroad. Alpha is willing, 

proactively building resources, preparing to intensify activities abroad and aware of 

sociocultural differences. On the other hand, the management has no elaborate strategy. 

Therefore, moderate managerial internationalization competencies are present. 
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Gamma 

Gamma is a family-owned SM E, founded in the 1970s and family-managed for over 40 years. 

The longstanding sales manager became CEO in 2015. 

Gamma replies to the question about the owner and leadership structure: 'So, we are a family 

business with two partners, father and son. And I am the only managing director, so external 

managing director, worked as a sales representative, then as an authorized signatory and now 

as managing director. ( . . .  ) I have also gained experience abroad, mainly Scandinavia, 

Benelux. ( . . .  ) [since when CEO?] . . .  let's say, I think it's 5 years now'. 

Regarding their export activities, Gamma says: 'However, we have strengthened the whole 

thing, I want to say that it was probably 10 years ago that we did all of the international 

business with what I said, i.e. Switzerland, Austria, Benelux and Scandinavia, that we 

expanded it more. Yes. ( . . .  ) But you also have to be very clear that they only became more 

active 10 years ago; in other words, that we also showed up at international trade fairs and, 

as a result, I say, were also able to record successes'. 

Gamma's sole activities abroad relate to export, mainly to German-speaking neighbouring 

countries, based on trade-fair participation. 

Moderate managerial internationalization competencies likely exist. 

Epsilon 

Epsilon's CEO joined the family-owned SME 18 years ago and stepped up as CEO 15 ago. 

Epsilon states: '( . . .  ) I am a co-owner; I am also a minority shareholder . . .  For 20, yes, 15 

years; . . .  I actually come from the industry. But I did that on continuation education. That 

means, my career is-I have-I am a trained packaging mechanic and then gained the 

qualification through further training and before I-so between my technician and the start 

at Epsilon, I had a year abroad'. 

The CEO is convinced that with an international background, there is a lower language barrier, 

and decision-makers are more open-minded. 
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Epsilon says: ' . . .  it's completely cross-sector, if the decision-makers, I say, whether they are 

owners or managing directors. When corporate leaders have international experience and 

have no inhibitions, especially not linguistically, that is always an advantage. Always. And it 

will always lead to a lot- one acts more openly, so to speak'. 

Epsilon is very successful in its cross-border activities and has reached an internationalization 

ratio of 65%. Managerial internationalization competencies appear to exist. 

Eta 

Eta was a family-run SME until 2017 when it was sold, and an external CEO was installed. Eta 

says: 'The company I am now running was family-owned until three years ago. Has now been 

sold'. The current CEO has a broad international background in different industries. 

Eta maintains: 'And as a result, I am now, yes, an external manager . . . .  I am Belgian myself, 

so I came to Germany, worked there in an international group with 46 subsidiaries and am 

actually, yes, already international per se, also through my training with an MBA and so on'. 

The former family-manger and owner adapted the business model from paper bags to the 

luxury segment of bags, with markets mainly abroad. Today, the internationalization ratio is 

90%, and the current CEO has a proven international background with a high level of formal 

education; managerial internationalization competencies are evident. 

Beta 

Beta is a family-run SM E founded over 50 years ago. The second generation took over 17 years 

ago, and both family-managers graduated. 

Beta says: 'So, we are in the second generation. My father built that up with his brother and 

it was then passed on to the second generation. ( . . .  ) That was within 5 years. We are now 

almost 50 years old, that is, my father built it up in the first generation for 40 years'. 

Beta has the lowest level of internationalization, with a ratio of 5%. The co-CEO maintains 

that the transport costs are critical, and the exporting distance should not exceed 250 km to 
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remain profitable. Hence, an FDI could be an option for expanding business abroad. He claims: 

'That means, we would have financial possibilities or there would be enough possibilities to 

get money. Then, it is more . . .  that the attractiveness is simply missing'. 

Furthermore, Beta outlines: 'And we are now less afraid of going abroad than that, yes, it is 

more about the synergy effects in order to take the next step'. 

Beta does not seem averse to internationalizing its business, but due to the packaging type 

(wooden pallets), it must limit exporting to a periphery of about 250 kilometres. A next step 

would require a higher engagement than most other GPI SMEs (e.g., flexible packaging), 

which could expand export with a lower level of capital expenditures. Furthermore, the 

former and present management have no international background. 

Beta replied to the question of whether the founder had worked or lived abroad: 'No. No. No 

no. Clearly no'. 

Hence, presumably, only a few managerial internationalization competencies exist. 

Theta 

Theta is a family-owned MNE, founded in the 1950s and very active abroad, with several entry 

modes of internationalization. Theta's top management has a broad international 

background, and all are non-family managers. In addition, the interviewed CSO lived overseas 

for many years, in several managerial roles within packaging M NEs. 

Related to the ownership structure and top managers' international background, Theta 

responds: 'Yes, well, the ownership structure is still family, which now lives completely abroad 

according to the current (laughs) structure. And, well, managers, here we have, well, a 

mixture of German and European in top management and also very international at the 

second level. ( . . .  ) [Top management: previous roles international?] Without exception, yes'. 

Theta made its first FDI 9 years after inception, and the current internationalization ratio is 

58%. Theta says: ' I  think that [start of internationalization] was from the early days. So, the 
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founder himself has started, of course, to participate and grow in the closer European foreign 

countries'. 

Asked about the need for sociocultural competencies, Theta answered: '( . . .  ) I also 

experienced that when I went to the Netherlands for "N". We're talking about 100 kilometres 

across the border and you have a COMPLETELY different culture. Things that are not bad just 

because they are different, you just have to understand and accept them. And then you can 

also assess the risk much better if you are responsible, in order to also make such decisions, 

to open a location abroad or to buy a company-or, at least once, that might be the first step 

to even open a sales office in such a country'. 

Managerial internationalization competencies are evidently present, with a high awareness 

of cultural differences. 

Iota 

Iota is a family-owned MNE, with a non-family CEO who has been with the company for over 

30 years. Iota has an internationalization ratio of 36%, with FDls in Europe and overseas. 

Asked about the owners, Iota says: 'The ownership structure is such that the company is 

owned by the third generation of the Iota family, with four owners. So, today, there are five 

shareholders: one second-generation and four third-generation'. 

Iota replied to the question about the CEO's work history and education: 'Well, I've been with 

the company for 35 years, 36 years now, 37 years, exactly, in the company, and CEO for 20 

years. My career is: I graduated from high school, trained as an industrial clerk here in the 

company and then three years in sales, field service. Then I went to a management training 

program in the USA for the paper industry. Then I studied at a business school in the USA for 

two years and did my bachelor's degree there in, yes, business administration, you would say 

that today, and management. And then came back and yes, basically did a few trainings: St 

Gallen Institute, yes, what you just do'. 

Presumably, managerial internationalization competencies exist. 
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Zeta 

Zeta is a family-managed MNE with a great heritage of over 400 years of company history. 

The internationalization ratio is 36% overall and 45% in the glass division, mainly driven by 

exports on a global scale. Regarding the question about the ownership structure, Zeta states: 

'Yes, we have two shareholders. I am one of them. Each holds 50% of the shares. And we are 

both active in the management of almost all companies. Only have an external manager in 

our logistics'. 

Zeta refers to the international background: '( . . .  ) So, yes. We worked abroad ( . . .  ) And let 

me say, our next big growth step will certainly be abroad again'. They were engaged in a joint 

venture in South Africa and divested 7 years later; Zeta has a subsidiary in Slovakia and several 

operations in Germany. They left engagement in South Africa, due to the degree of control 

within the joint venture. A propensity for future FDls exists. 

Zeta states: 'Joint venture, yes. So, there it is always-because you just said it, the question 

is, how much influence do you have in the joint venture? So, if I'm always only the junior 

partner and the larger partner then decides everything alone, then that would be a restriction 

for us, where we say we don't do it. So, at least then, we want equal participation, that each 

partner is half involved'. 

Hence, Zeta indicates that the firm did not give up the joint venture due to Zeta's 

mismanagement. Moderate managerial internationalization competencies appear to exist. 

Delta 

Founded over 100 years ago, Delta is a family-owned M NE with external management and an 

internationalization ratio of 42%. The current CEO outlines: ' . . .  We are a family business . . . .  

six shareholders. These shareholders inherited the company and for, ah, for two or three 

decades now, the company has always been run by external managers'. 

Delta's CEO answers the question about his background: 'I am a mechanical engineer and 

previously worked in medium-sized American corporations, American or Australian. ( . . .  ) Yes. 

And then, at some point, I decided to get out of the large corporation and into the rough 
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waters of the medium-sized company'. Asked about FDI activities, the current CEO says: 'The 

strategy was made by my predecessor. ( . . .  ) But it was-I also think because the know-how 

was missing here, it was way, way too positive. And there were also significant deficiencies in 

the due diligence'. 

Related to the question about upcoming FDls, Zeta outlines: 'Yes, a burnt child dreads the 

fire. I mean, the Delta story hasn't been particularly successful in the last 20 years, because 

they also built a plant in Russia and closed it again. And there, they made a major mistake. 

The market has not been properly analysed'. 

Delta split up with the prior CEO, whom documentary information reveals as having had an 

impressive international career background and an MBA degree. On the other hand, one is 

not immune from management mistakes. 

The outlined criteria for the existence of managerial internationalization competencies 

indicate that the former and current CEO affirmatively match them. 

Industry Expert D provided insight about GPI managers regarding sociocultural competencies 

and network activities. 

Expert D states: '( . . .  ) other cultures. They find that difficult. Right now, we always have it 

related to France, where it is extremely difficult. It is very difficult for the Germans to 

understand an American structure [as well], and they cannot really empathise with it ( . . .  ) 

[intercultural competence]. Now, mostly [it] is really not there at all, I would say. ( . . .  ) But in 

the last 2 years, I have less insight into it. But I don't think that much has changed. If I now, 

let's say, look at a classic packaging engineer who has graduated from university, the 

percentage is maybe 20% who have international experience after graduation. I think that 

says it all. ( . . .  ) Most of them want to stay here [Germany] too. It's completely different in the 

Netherlands. They have all been abroad or are going to Germany or Spain, to Portugal. ( . . .  ) 

But the Germans simply stay in Germany because the market is, of course, big enough'. 

Expert D maintains about networks: 'And networks, let's see, for example, I'm pretty active 

on Xing. The packaging industry is more active in the Xing area and not very much in Linked In. 
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( . . .  } Well, that says it all. If I look at an IT industry now, they hardly do anything in Xing 

anymore. That's all on Linkedln. ( . . .  } Because they just think internationally. ( . . .  } 

International trade fairs are in Germany. But if I go to the-Where were we now? We are 

currently looking after them here. The "All4Pack" [packaging trade fair] in Paris, the former 

"Emballge". There are almost no German exhibitors. ( . . .  }eWhere I think, that can't be. ( . . .  } 

France is the second largest market in Europe and all of the Germans . . .  were not even there. 

Not even as a visitor'. 

CON 1.2: There is a demonstrative indication that managerial internationalization 

competencies in GPI firms relate to the firm's internationalization level (see Table 4.1}. 

Besides, four out of five SME case firms are limited to export; more intensive market-entry 

modes would require more sophisticated managerial considerations. In addition, the case 

firms show no evidence of relevant personal or organisational international networks. In 

addition, the illustration from Industry Expert D suggests low levels of international networks 

within the GPI. 

Size category SME MNE 

Internationa l ization ratio 65% 90% 58% 36% 36% 42% 
Case f irm Alpha Gamma Epsilon Eta Beta Theta Iota Zeta Delta 

Manager i a l  

i nternationa I izat ion moderate moderate extens ive extens ive low extens ive extens ive moderate extens ive 
competenc ies 

Ta b le 4 . 1  Ma nager i a l  i nternat ion a l i zat ion com petenc ies .  

DRQ 1.3: What policy measures would support the GPl's internationalization process? 

Experience with domestic policy measures 

Asked about Alpha's experience with policy measures, for example, from the chamber of 

commerce, to support activities abroad, Alpha responds: 'We hardly get any information. We 

have now taken care of it ourselves. That was at the IHK [chamber of commerce] , an 
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information event about foreign markets. But the bottom line was that it was just blah blah. 

So far it has not worked for us'. 

Beta responds to whether they approached a chamber of commerce: 'It was also about the 

purchasing department and then about an eastern country ( . . .  ) That then petered out 

because the contacts we got there were not enduring'. 

Delta says: 'Well, I think where we see opportunities, we are active ourselves. So, we're not 

relying on other organisations'. ( . . .  ) [Have you received any support here in the past?] ( . . .  ) I 

myself have had no contact with the chamber of commerce in the past three years. ( . . .  ) In all 

honesty, you bring me up to date (laughs) . . .  haven't thought about it yet'. 

Eta reports: 'Yes, cooperation partners . . .  that is such a topic. ( . . .  ) especially from the 

chambers of commerce, there are also these offers to find these, yes, cooperation partners. 

But that was not fruitful so far. ( . . .  ) As for the whole topic . . .  aid money . . .  is extremely 

difficult, it is . . .  tied to so many criteria that you still do not get . . .  it. ( . . .  ) So that's where I 

do my research, but in the end you're mostly alone'. 

Experience with policy measures in host countries 

Expert D states: 'That's the French chamber of commerce. Because we also look after the 

trade fair . . .  "All4Pack". But it's very, very, very, very sluggish. So, from the point where 

something costs money, then it gets difficult anyway'. 

Expert L says: ' . . .  where you want to go, you tend to have open doors-We saw that in China. 

We thought about going to China, for example. And since it was relatively easy to get 

appointments with some district government-So, that's for sure. During my time at "H", we 

went to America [USA], so it was also the case that at least the county there, that they are 

trying hard'. 

Iota refers to this topic: 'Yes, we have worked together with the IHK [chamber of commerce] 

abroad. There are actually in all foreign countries-or especially in the Czech Republic, that 

was very important at the beginning. There was a German chamber of commerce and industry 

representation, where there was a very lively exchange, where you could get very good 
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information if you had any questions. So, to that extent, we have already used it, but that 

does not have a very large part in the strategy'. 

Theta outlines: 'So, the experience is that it is actually more local [host country] chambers of 

commerce or agencies, although I am now looking at the USA, naturally want to promote their 

location and then just offer certain incentives. But of course, they are linked to minimum 

investments, minimum number of employees and so on. What is difficult for many to 

implement at the beginning, no. Especially when you are thinking about a greenfield or even 

when you are doing an acquisition, then immediately saying " I  have to recruit 50 people" is 

usually not actionable in reality. And so, of course, for a company of our size, it is more feasible 

to make an acquisition and buy it [compared to a greenfield operation]'. 

Proactive approaches of promotional institutions 

Alpha: ' I  have to say again that we haven't really bothered about it yet and, therefore, cannot 

judge others. I can only say, for example, last year nobody came up to us and said, "hey 

ALPHA, which markets are you in?"-in principle, the kind of questions you are currently 

asking me. They then say we have a concept, take a look at that. ( . . .  ) cost you so and so much 

a year, when it becomes something and take a look at it. This offer-for whatever reason­

was not yet available'. 

Gamma says: 'No. So, neither nor. Nobody approached us, nor did we ask for support. And so 

far, it has not even happened to us. No'. 

Beta outlines a different stance: '(No) it is usually the case that if we want to go in this 

direction, then we actively take care of it ourselves and see: What offers are there? The 

unsolicited addressing is rather distracting in the day-to-day business'. 

Needed support measures 

Alpha: '( . . .  ) The biggest hurdle is to design the model, where do I start, how do I approach it, 

the topic. ( . . .  ) Which market is the right one? What is going on there, what are the 
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requirements? What can be the big win? So, for the small medium-sized company like ALPHA, 

it is difficult to get an overview of which markets are attractive'. 

Theta suggests: 'Yes, I think it would, of course, help if the chambers of commerce were a 

little more active here, yes, and would really offer models where you can invest well, much 

more customer-specific approach to companies and not commonplaces'. 

Political conditions 

Delta: 'But what for us, when it comes to barriers or such issues, what are-the trade barriers 

that are now emerging are a disaster'. 

Epsilon: 'All measures that reduce national restrictions, by which I mean, above all, customs, 

that is, a customs agreement with Switzerland or Norway, for example, to name only the 

neighbouring countries, would, of course, be a great advantage for us because that is a 

corresponding effort every time'. 

Epsilon: 'One of the ongoing topics is demographic trend. In other words, we have great 

problems getting young people enthusiastic about the jobs that we urgently need, especially 

in technology because that's not that sexy and that's three shifts. And because it's loud and 

dirty and . . .  not comparable to earlier times . . .  but nevertheless it is not . . .  a job on the PC 

. . .  finding the junior staff, qualified employees, is a major challenge'. 

Epsilon: 'And the other big challenge is, of course, the increasing requirements, which, of 

course, also have something to do with sustainability-single-use plastics directive of the EU. 

But also . . .  the specifications for the conformities . . .  all restrictions or all specifications that 

deal with the conformity with food law are sometimes difficult to implement, don't make life 

easier for us. ( . . .  ) So, these are always challenges that we have. So, at the moment, the 

political framework'. 

Epsilon: 'So, we need products that in a few years will no longer be swimming around or lying 

around but will disappear. And we can turn ourselves upside down . . .  [the German 

population is] . . .  a good percentage of the world's population. That means that the main part 
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is consumed and disposed of elsewhere, and the argument is simply there. That is a fact. ( . . .  ) 

You have to see it internationally'. 

Expert D: 'And countries like the Netherlands, of course, love internationality. So, I have a 

partner in the Netherlands who supports or does the HR departments for me. Internationality 

is loved in the Netherlands. As a child, all you need to do is turn on the television. There is no 

station in Dutch. It's all in German with maybe subtitles. And in English with subtitles'. 

Expert W:  'You have now brought up chambers of commerce and that sort of thing, that is a 

difficult subject; the other is associations. Association of the plastics industry, association of 

the folding-box industry, association of the here and there, which, of course, all have to 

represent the interests of these member companies. These associations have to represent 

these interests partly against better knowledge and that stands a bit in the way. ( . . .  ) Here is 

the plastics industry, in my opinion, that hasn't done its homework. They always just said we 

needed plastic but never managed to find something. They sent their rubbish to China. Let's 

sum it up: we don't need plastic packaging in the environment. What is being discussed now 

is that they haven't done their homework. That is up to the association'. 

Expert W: 'What is really missing is an association for the packaging industry. [The association 

system in the packaging industry is very fragmented] . . .  What remains in the public 

perception: Plastic is bad, glass is bad. We don't need packaging. ( . . .  ) there was already the 

beginning . . .  that packaging is not an end in itself. It has always been about the preservation 

and transport of food, and there are different materials for this, you have to think about it in 

a more differentiated way, which is, unfortunately, often lost today'. 

Zeta: 'So, I mean, what we still have as assets in Germany is the employees and the know­

how. And we're good at that. And there we can also manufacture things here that we can 

then sell at a reasonable price. But if you are one of the mass manufacturers or energy­

intensive companies today, then that is completely different. Then you have to go where the 

frame conditions fit. And they will no longer fit in Germany in the future. Because if we 

continue to pursue our climate strategy, there will be no more energy-intensive companies in 

Germany. And that includes not only glass, but also plastic. 
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CON 1.3: Most companies are missing more support from promotional institutions like the 

chamber of commerce. General information about foreign markets is not sufficient to support 

GPI SM Es for internationalization. Some supporting activities have been observed, but these 

initiatives are not permanent or long-lasting. Supporting activities may not be seen as a one­

time practice, for instance an information event; it is a process and firms need sustained 

involvement. 

More positive evidence adheres to support measures in host countries, which mainly come 

to action if firms think about advanced market-entry modes, such as greenfield investments. 

On the other hand, even GPI M NEs avoid this entry mode, due to the high capital expenditures 

in combination with host countries' requirements (e.g., minimum headcounts) if support 

measures, such as temporary tax cuts, are in place. 

Relative to policy measures on federal and supranational levels, trade-barrier policies needing 

improvement include particularly customs, support to find junior staff and qualified 

employees due to the demographic trend, stimuli to enhance internationality (e.g., staying 

abroad) and reduction of bureaucracy, especially for company formation and simplification 

of specifications for conformities. 

Finally, policy measures in the home country on the firm level are those most in demand. 

Besides, the findings of DRQ 1.1 and DRQ 1.2 reveal that GPI SM Es have personnel constraints, 

lack of language skills, shortfalls in sociocultural competencies, lack of managerial time and 

amendable managerial internationalization competencies. Therefore, firm-specific policy 

measures should assist in the choice of strategy to guide the senior management, training the 

managers and executing practical tasks of the internationalization process (e.g., market 

evaluation, identifying appropriate business partners). These measures, along with the 

encouragement of networking and greater cooperation enhance GPI SME aptitudes that 

ensure competitive advantage. 
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RQ 2:  What are the internationalization motives of GPI SMEs? 

DRQ 2.1: What are the proactive and reactive internationalization motives of GPI SMEs? 

Follow-the-customer 

Alpha: 'There are three customers, a very large customer of ours who is positioned across 

Europe. That is why we deliver to various plants, including in France. ( . . .  ) We do not have a 

fixed customer base there from various medium-sized companies that we supply there. That 

grew out of history. This customer has different locations, for example, in the Czech Republic, 

where we also supply. 

Beta: 'These are customers . . .  whom we know, I would say, from around us, who then have 

different plants. Among other things, a plant is further away, for example, where we are then 

asked about it and then come to a delivery'. 

Theta: 'That certainly depends on the company and the customer structure. But basically, 

when you get involved with multinational customers, at some point you automatically need 

to position yourself internationally. Because that is, quite simply, the requirement. These 

companies operate internationally, and they want . . .  [their preliminary products] . . .  also 

internationally. That was the very clear reason for "N" at the time. "P" said, "Folks, you have 

to come to North America. Here is the property, we've already chosen you, you can get it for 

a dollar. Done". And at Theta, it was certainly not much different, even if we did not get the 

property as a gift but made an acquisition. But basically, it was exactly the same topic that the 

customer, in this case "P", wanted us to be able to offer and manufacture internationally, 

therefore, also the locations in the USA, Egypt and ultimately China'. 

Iota: 'We are not a niche provider; we swim with the big ones. And most of our customers or 

traditional customers have internationalized themselves. These are the big, yes, branded 

companies in the food and beverage industry, who have a large share in us. And they almost 

indirectly forced us to go abroad because they clearly state that they only want to work with 

international suppliers. They are further consolidating their supplier base and aligning them 

with international criteria. And those who cannot go with them are usually no longer there as 

business partners and have to look for other businesses'. 
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Expert L: 'And the big customers tend to be more international, of course, have production 

plants abroad, and this can sometimes create the pull or the compulsion to go abroad without 

a long-term strategic decision behind it, right? ( . . .  ) to what extent you can survive as a 

supplier if you are not in a position to also serve foreign locations, because . . .  with the large 

customers, there is already a reduction [of the] number [of] suppliers, standardisation, and 

products that are as uniform as possible to ship uniformly, and so on'. 

Market-seeking 

Alpha: 'Yes, we ourselves were active in the Austrian and Swiss markets and, due to the lack 

of competition, we spread out there and also worked well. We went from an export quota of 

10% in the last three years to 20%'. 

Gamma: 'But we just noticed that there is more possible for us abroad, that the whole 

business can also be expanded, and that is why we have invested more energy in all of this'. 

Epsilon: 'The reason for our company lies in the niche products that we manufacture, for 

which the market in Germany would be too small'. 

Eta: 'Well, we're a bit of an outsider in . . .  the packaging industry. Because we really-yes, 

serve exotic luxury customers. And they actually only exist in France, Italy and so on. There 

are a few in Germany. That means that if we had not internationalized, we would no longer 

exist today'. 

Iota: 'Internationalization has, of course, also led us to markets in which the need for 

packaging has grown extremely over the last 20 years, if you look at the per capita 

consumption. That means we were able to participate in the growth markets and were not 

only exposed to the competition in a market in Germany that is actually only growing slightly'. 
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Profit advantage 

Delta: ' . . .  we can actually only grow if we buy something and go international. I don't think 

that was fundamentally a wrong strategy [initiated by former CEO]. Because we also have 

customers, we have "A", "P", the "SC", all of whom operate internationally, and which can 

then be served with a larger portfolio'. 

Epsilon: 'We are very active in the food packaging sector. That means, we supply the food 

retail trade and . . .  the price pressure and the low level of product processing is extreme in 

Germany. This means that abroad, we can sell significantly higher processed products at 

better prices'. 

Saturated home market 

Delta: 'With a market share of 60%, it is very difficult for us to continue growing. We are 

actually the point of attack. Everyone tries to dig up volume from us'. 

Theta: 'Yes, and of course you have to see . . .  that this may not be that serious for a smaller 

company but, given our size, we are . . .  in some areas . . .  already [at] 70% market share. Then 

you can only grow rarely, but you will not get 100%. And then you can really only adjust to a 

defensive position. And then you have to think outside the box'. 

Zeta: 'Well, we can only grow if we internationalize. At our locations, we are now also 

restricted when it comes to German customers. So, at some point, you know everyone and 

either you deliver, or you don't deliver. If you want to grow, you have to go abroad. ( . . .  ) It 

also applies domestically. In Germany, we want to grow this 2, 3% with the market. It is not 

enough for us. Clear. Of course, we also want to generate growth beyond that'. 

Excessive capacity, proximity to foreign customers and unsolicited orders 

Alpha: 'We bought a new extruder this year. It has already been set up, Alpha extrudes 5,500 

tonnes, this extruder alone makes 1,000 tonnes, which means that we have almost 20% 

volume here and do not need it (no capacity utilisation). And that's sad when you have a 
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brand-new extruder in the corner, and it would like to run. That is, of course, the intention 

behind it, that we're expanding that [doing business] . . .  And sometimes, I catch myself 

bending the rules. We pocket the 20 or 50 tonnes; the main thing is that the extruder is 

running. That has never happened before. So the competition has become tougher'. 

Alpha, about a request from a neighbouring country: ' . . .  Suddenly, it becomes independent, 

and one customer says, "I know Alpha, you are not far away, about 3 hours away, then make 

me the offer'". 

Gamma: 'Well, it was just that we had more recommendations, more contacts through our 

homepage or recommendations that made us more active, also very successfully, because we 

noticed that the set-up, how we are just set up, which is still very, very seldom given to 

companies in Europe'. 

CON 2.1: There is evidence that 'follow-the-customer' and 'market-seeking' are key motives 

of internationalization within the GPI. Generally, 'follow-the-customer' is a mixed motive that 

contains proactive as well as reactive impetus. Within the GPI, this motive frequently relates 

to the urge of internationalized customers, such as brand owners of consumer goods. 

Essentially, the customers set the initiative and not the suppliers (GPI); therefore, the motive 

in this context is a more reactive one. 

The proactive motive of 'market-seeking' appears in each SME case firm, though the high 

competition on price within the domestic market might affect this motive. The proactive 

motive 'profit advantage' appears in only one SM E case firm that is highly internationalized. 

In contrast, reactive motives are especially evident within the two low-internationalized SM E 

case firms-for instance, excess capacity, proximity to foreign customers and unsolicited 

orders. Furthermore, the reactive motive 'saturated domestic markets' completely relates to 

the MNE case firms, which, in turn, makes sense, due to the market-leading positions of the 

M NE firms within their product categories. 
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DRQ 2.2: How does the sustainability movement affect the GPI? 

Disruptive challenges 

Expert R refers to the most important challenges for the GPI and the public perception of 

packaging. He states: 'In our report from 2012, we were dealing with evolutionary trends. 

Disruption has a different logic; processes are changed with an event. In my opinion, the two 

most important disruptive challenges for the packaging industry today are digitisation­

digital transformation and sustainability. ( . . .  ) Today, packaging is perceived as waste, 

keyword "ocean littering". Gone are the days of authoritarian communication in the market. 

NGOs are more intellectual and more intelligent. The pressure from social media and NGOs 

will increase as long as we don't close the loops [circular economy]. 

Epsilon says: 'The sustainability debate means that very, very many new developments come 

onto the market'. 

Customers' perception of packaging and demands on the case firms 

Alpha: 'The customer says, "If nothing happens [a minimum of post-consumer recycled 

content in the packaging material] by 2022, or better still 2021, then we have to look around 

[for a new supplier]". But we're also well positioned here; the first tests are already underway. 

But these conversations really do exist. Here we are forced to participate somehow, in order 

to develop further'. 

Beta: 'Our product is sustainable because it contains sustainable raw materials. The wood, I 

would say, rather benefits from this topic. And our local approach, our local supply approach 

with several plants, would play a positive role in this . .  .'. 

Delta: '[ Impact of sustainability trend?] Almost not at all. So metal is . . .  actually a great 

product for sustainability because it can be recycled . . . .  theoretically, you can make a can out 

of a can. In this respect . . .  the properties of the product (are) . . .  very positive'. 

Eta: 'Sustainability is a fundamental topic for us . . .  where we are also extremely challenged 

by our customers to always find new solutions . . .  so that the products become more 
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sustainable ( . . .  ) or the . . .  transport route, logistics and so on ( . . .  ) because solutions must 

be found . . .  that are more sustainable than they are today'. 

Gamma: ' . . .  many customers just wanted a recyclable material. However, we have also 

changed a bit; that is, we also have paper composites, we have functional papers, cellulose 

films, biodegradable films. Well, we've already changed the portfolio a bit, that's very clear, 

because the needs of our customers or the requests are simply there'. 

Iota: '[Sustainability] . . .  has become increasingly more important to many of our customers 

at home and abroad. ( . . .  ) [Impact of sustainability trend?] Positive . .  . .  Well, corrugated 

cardboard packaging is a circular product. And today, we are already superior to many other 

types of packaging because we have a very high level of recycling and reuse'. 

Zeta: ' . . .  of course, we noticed that many customers are suddenly switching to other 

packaging materials. The [beverage] can, for example, is also a big winner. Yes. And so every 

packaging material has its advantages and disadvantages. ( . . .  ) [Did you then perceive that as 

positive for your glass division?] Yes'. 

R&D efforts of the case firms 

In conjunction with R&D efforts, Alpha maintains: ' . . .  Yes, there have been two people [R&D] 

since January. The two are now not only assigned to development . . .  but the two of them 

take care of it and oversee all projects. This means that the whole thing no longer runs 

alongside in sales [department]. This is the first step in that direction'. 

In addition, Epsilon claims: 'I would say that the pace of product changes and developments 

is at least 20 times faster than it was 10 years ago. And the trend is increasing. So, we are 

currently developing products on a weekly basis. ( . . .  ) these are then real new product groups 

that we have developed there. But all the changes we're making to existing products are 

incredible. So, we are currently testing something new almost every day. ( . . .  ) That means 

that R&D . . .  in our company . . .  did not come . . .  because we saw the only chance, but a 

necessity arose from the fact that we differentiate ourselves. And we've learned . . .  by doing 
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it, it's actually not a bad thing. That's why we now have six engineers in this department who 

do nothing but think about technical things all day'. 

Effects on case firm's strategy, business model and product portfolio 

Asked about the influence on the business strategy, Alpha says: 'We have realigned the 

strategy for Alpha for the next 5 years. We then realised that there would be a direction 

[sustainability]. It may not come back as unobjectively as it used to be [after Covid-19 

pandemic subsides]. The bottom line is, whether it will be this year, next year or the year after 

that, it will flare up again [discussion about sustainability]. We use this time now. That's why 

we said we'd tackle it now with the two of them [two R&D employees]'. 

Iota: 'One of our core ideas in dealing with markets and customers is always the optimisation 

of packaging in order to optimise the proportion of material and to optimise the logistics 

chains. And of course, if we go to the C02 level, of course, to significantly reduce C02 

consumption or C02 emissions. The subject of packaging optimisation is actually at the core 

of our consulting strategy. We are currently dealing with disruptive changes in the packaging 

industry'. 

Theta: 'That is quite significant [impact of sustainability trend], I would say. So, with us, too, 

things are running at full speed in various directions. Primarily, of course, very much with the 

usual down-gauging, but also adjustment of recipes [to manufacture better recyclable plastic 

films] . . .  but also with other packaging concepts. Be that now . . .  [plastic] flexible packaging 

has been replaced and, of course, the recycling of products has recently been increasing . . .  

But, of course, these are hugely important subjects'. 

CON 2.2: The sustainability trend affects the GPI, primarily in the form of customers who 

demand better recyclable packaging of biodegradable, renewable or higher postconsumer 

recycled-content material. 

Some case firms adapt their product portfolio, increase their R&D resources or adapt their 

business strategy. All case firms within the flexible-packaging segments show evidence of 
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these interventions. In one of these case firms, the development of new products and whole 

product groups accelerated tremendously, compared to 10 years ago. This export-oriented 

SME invests in R&D resources and is successful with niche products for the food industry. 

Another flexible-plastic product SME adapts the product portfolio, and a GPI MNE that 

produces flexible-plastic packaging describes the huge impact on the product programme 

that results in new packaging concepts. 

GPI firms that produce plastic packaging experience more effects than firms with packaging 

types that end consumers consider more sustainable, such as paper, corrugated cardboard, 

wood, glass and metal. However, most of the case firms make efforts to improve their 

products' eco-balance and perceive the severe customer demands for sustainable packaging. 

DRQ 2.3: How do industry factors influence GPl's internationalization activities? 

Competition 

Alpha: 'We notice it is getting more and more aggressive. Ten years ago, they talked about 

price renegotiations of 3 or 5%, when the customer said, "I don't really want to change, look 

again at your offer and give us 3% or a discount of 1% more, then we can handle it". It is now 

increasingly common for long-standing customers to call and say, "I'm really sorry, but we 

have a price difference of 20% and we buy in Germany'". 

Beta: "This is classic cutthroat competition, where you can only win shares if you offer better 

quality or, as a rule, price is a competitive feature. [Are foreign suppliers pushing into the 

German market?] No, that's pretty stable, but there is definitely competition from abroad'. 

Delta: 'So . . .  the German market is extremely competitive. The European market can be said 

( . . .  ) Just because . . .  it's medium-sized [packaging manufacturers]. ( . . .  ) But at the same time, 

you have consolidation on the customer side and also on the supplier side . . . .  you're pretty 

much in a sandwich position here. And we have excess capacities everywhere . . . .  The market 

is extremely competitive'. 

Epsilon: 'The German market, as you can see in the success; ultimately, the German 

discounters, for example, export their business models to other countries, are usually very 
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successful there and cause big problems for the top dogs in these countries. ( . . .  ) the Spanish 

supermarkets have a problem with the discounters from Germany. And that already has a 

very, very strong influence on the structure in Germany. That means that we have less 

demand for these niche products . .  .' 

Epsilon: ' . . .  So, this development of products . . .  was in principle an entrepreneurial 

necessity. Because the other places in the market as price leader or volume leader . . .  were 

already taken'. 

Iota: 'So, we have a very high level of competition in Germany. This is the most competitive 

market in Europe and is also likely to have the lowest rate of return'. 

The type of packaging and the served end-market 

Expert D: 'Of course, that also depends on the machines, they are much smaller, they are 

more flexible [label manufacturers]. That's a lot more knowledge and know-how. In the 

corrugated board segment . . .  the machine is in the foreground. [The label manufacturer 

puts] . . .  the machines in the truck . . .  to another country and continues to produce . . .  there'. 

Zeta: 'So, the technology can be bought all over the world for the glass business. The 

difference between glass and plastic is that glass is very investment-intensive, and if you want 

to manufacture efficiently today, you have to set up a large system. And that means that you 

are then tied to a location where you manufacture a great deal. In the plastics sector, you 

simply buy an off-the-shelf machine, and then you can put it somewhere. And with it you can 

also cover smaller volumes. That is why internationalization is not so advanced in the plastics 

sector. You go more with a local supplier [rigid plastic packaging]. Technology is available 

everywhere. The know-how in the plastics sector [rigid plastic] is also not as crucial as in the 

glass sector, and you then have . . .  a machine near your customers and manufacture there. 

In the glass area, I said, it is more central. A lot of know-how is necessary, and you concentrate 

the know-how in one place'. 

Expert D outlines how different subsectors within the customer base are; he says: 'So, I think 

that's exciting again, because generally in our industry the product categories tick completely 
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differently. Let's say label manufacturers, when they are a little bigger, they are all 

international. So, the three or four big ones, they have been somehow international for 

fifteen years, because . . .  those in particular then look after the big brand manufacturers who 

are also international, and then also say, "Yes, we now need a plant in South Africa", and there 

they have to set up a plant in South Africa within 6 months. It is very extreme there. In the 

corrugated-cardboard sector, the complete opposite. Somehow, they think, let's say, their 

200 kilometres around the plant. And if there is a border, then maybe they go a little more 

into the Netherlands or . . .  into Switzerland. But it is normal that they tend to think regionally. 

So, that's just the big issue in the industry, that they simply act extremely differently. When 

I'm in the food sector now, they rarely think internationally, because the food market also 

ticks nationally. When I'm in the cosmetics sector, everything is international, or in the 

pharmaceutical sector. Well, that depends on the markets that are covered a bit. 

Delta: [Are there product developments that stimulate the market or force competitors to 

follow?] 'No. So that's extremely conservative [the metal packaging sector] . .  .'. 

Countermeasures to high price competition 

Quality and service 

Alpha: 'The great competitive advantage at Alpha is quality. We have an extremely low rate 

of complaints. Internally and externally. Whatever the reason, there are few manufacturers 

on the French market who can do it that way. ( . . .  ) The disadvantage is that we are always 

more expensive. We offer the service that we also set up the film for the customer, for 

example. ( . . .  ) the prices are poor for our products [in France]. But now we have a new bag 

that we are manufacturing. Not everyone can make it, either. And suddenly, inquiries from 

France come out of nowhere. And the prices . . .  [are not pivotal]'. 

Alpha: 'We don't have our own development department. But we have large customers in 

Switzerland and Luxembourg who had a problem, then we reacted immediately and drove on 

site. Because of this quick response [good service], we've been delivering since I've been with 

the company. The price then plays less of a role because the customer knows that if there is 
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a problem in production, I'll be there the next day. And this is the only way to assert oneself 

there [in the market]'. 

Differentiated products 

Gamma: 'Sometimes it is very, very easy for us in Germany, through our photo portfolio, 

where we may have a unique selling proposition, it is easier for us to get in. But it is also just 

as easy to come in abroad with the same product. It may also be seen as product-specific, 

yes'. 

Prepared for export 

Gamma: 'So, we are often asked by companies [abroad] whether they can also inquire about 

goods from us. And when we say that we are already active in their country, then it is usually 

always a relief for them and then it always goes straight to the nitty-gritty, yes'. 

Innovation and service 

Epsilon: 'And that's why, as a small and medium-sized company, we actually had no choice 

but to focus on service and innovation. And that's what we'll do in the future, and that's how 

this R&D just developed'. 

Operations abroad with lower labour costs 

Asked about the influence of the domestic competition, Eta replies: 'In the sense that we are 

expanding our production activities abroad, yes'. 

CON 2.3: A key industry factor for GPI SM Es, as well as for MN Es, is price competition, whereas 

the price competition is pivotal in the home market but not limited to it. Price competition 

pushes GPI SM Es to internationalize, whereas successfully internationalized firms focus on 

product and technological innovation, good services and differentiated products for niche 

markets, though they rarely move operations to low-cost countries. 

Furthermore, industry fragmentation is apparent and subsectors are related to the individual 

packaging types, for instance paper-based products, plastics, metal, glass and wood. Besides, 

the technology and machinery set-up differ significantly for some packaging types. A 
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corrugated-cardboard manufacturer with a large static system supplies his customers within 

a periphery of about 200 km of his operations due to transportation costs, whereas a rigid­

plastic manufacturer produces frequently on the customer's site on a global scale with small 

machinery, very flexible to move. In terms of transportation costs, the packaging type and the 

level of processing are decisive in determining which geographic markets can be served 

profitably by export. Distances range from 200 km for corrugated-cardboards, 800 km for 

metal packaging to global reach for plastic films and paper specialties. 

It is observed that raw material suppliers and numerous customers are consolidated, which 

cannot be claimed for the GPI. The bargaining power of GPI firms with raw material suppliers 

and customers is low. 

Additionally, the served end-markets, for example, consumer goods, food, cosmetics, health 

care and industrial markets must be taken into account. Global brand owners of consumer 

goods and cosmetics are highly internationalized and demand the same from their suppliers. 

RQ 3: Which internationalization strategies are applied by the GPI? 

DRQ 3.1: Which pattern of market selection is adopted by the GPI? 

Accessibility 

Alpha: 'Yes, we are mainly active in the DACH region-Germany, Austria, Switzerland and 

France. ( . . .  ) because the customer knows that if there is a problem in production, I'll be there 

the next day. And this is the only way to prevail there [in the market]'. 

Margin-seeking and proximity to customers 

Alpha: 'The price issue that we have now, probably Scandinavia is more willing to pay these 

prices. We are now seeing that in Switzerland too. The money sits a little looser there than 

anywhere else. ( . . .  ) In Russia, for example, none of us have any experience'. 

Trade fairs and networks 

Gamma: 'But I would name almost all of the European countries, yes. But a lot in Switzerland, 

Austria, Scandinavia, Benelux. ( . . .  ) Partly through trade fairs or international trade fairs that 
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we have visited again or where we have exhibited, we were able to find a very, very large 

number of foreign customers there. ( . . .  ) they are either suppliers who then have smaller 

customers who cannot or do not want to supply them directly, which we then supply through 

our large warehouse. Or there are just partners on the market who are happy to recommend 

them to us, whether they are mechanical engineers or whatever, who then also give us 

recommendations or give recommendations to customers'. 

Market-seeking 

Eta: ' France, Italy, Switzerland. ( . . .  ) Because that's where the customers are'. 

Follow-the-customer 

Beta: ' [You are supplying a customer who also has various subsidiaries abroad?] Yes, exactly. 

As I said, it's about Belgium, Netherlands, France and Switzerland'. 

Follow-the-customer and market-seeking 

Iota: 'Central Europe, i.e. Poland, the Czech Republic and Romania, is active. In Western 

Europe, we are mainly active in France and Benelux. We are overseas in Mexico. ( . . .  ) That 

means that we were also able to participate in the growth markets and were not only exposed 

to the cut-throat competition in a market in Germany that is actually only growing slightly. 

( . . .  ) These are the big, no, branded companies in the food and luxury food industry who have 

a large share in us. And they almost indirectly forced us to go abroad because they clearly 

state that they only want to work with internationally active suppliers. 

Opportunity 

Delta: 'We have export to the USA. To India. We are active in Eastern Europe . . .  Italy . . .  

Scandinavia, Slovenia, also the Balkans. I said USA, India . . .  England, Switzerland, Austria, yes. 

Important country Netherlands . . .  Russia ( . . .  ). Why these markets? I can tell you-the 

opportunity was just there. ( . . .  ) So the acquisition was easy, there are four plants available, 

let's do that. 

158 



Unsolicited orders 

Epsilon: 'Yes, not EU but Europe. So, we also deliver to non-EU countries. ( . . .  ) And we also 

deliver some products that are so special worldwide. So, our most distant customer is in New 

Zealand . . .  New Zealand, Saudi Arabia, wait a minute. ( . . .  ) Israel, USA, Canada, Cyprus, 

United Emirates ( . . .  ) The countries have chosen us . . .  '. 

Follow-the-customer 

Expert D: 'Well, we have two projects in the label sector that I have noticed, where the brand 

owners say, "Yes, we . . .  are building a plant here in South Africa. You get a few hundred 

thousand square meters where you [label manufacturer] can also build something. Set up the 

label factory right next to . . .  [our] factory'". 

Follow-the-customer and cost benefits 

Theta: 'Well, on the one hand, of course, the other European countries, then North America, 

a bit in Latin America and Asia. ( . . .  ) Vietnam, for example, which was not initiated by a major 

customer. The investment had a different background, it was actually simply the cheaper 

production option, yes. Yes, cheaper labour costs, manufacturing costs, yes. [Raw materials?] 

Yes, it's both. So it must be said quite clearly that raw material costs play an important role 

here . .  .'. 

Opportunity, market-seeking, cost benefit, accessibility and unsolicited orders 

Zeta: '[You need] an opportunity to be successful there. First of all, South Africa is a country 

that is growing. The labour costs are low. The energy costs back then were low. The market 

was there. English is spoken, also important to us. The legal system is not totally unknown to 

us. And it's easy to get to. And by that, I mean, you get on the plane at 10 in the evening and 

be . . .  there at 7 o'clock and don't lose a working day when you fly there. ( . . .  ) we actively 

approach potential customers, to acquire them but also passively, of course, they are coming 

towards us. In the meantime, we have reached a size in the glass sector where we are already 

known in Europe, and when customers need something special, they come to us'. 
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CON 3.1: GPI SM Es are primarily active in neighbouring countries. The GPI key motives to 

internationalize 'follow-the-customer' and 'market-seeking' are emerging as well, when it 

comes to the pattern of market selection. Additional aspects that led to the market selection 

are accessibility, trade fairs, networks and unsolicited orders. The investigation indicates that 

the selection of markets has developed gradually over time within the SME case firms and is 

largely not supported by any strategy. 

DRQ 3.2: What entry modes does the GPI apply? 

Export 

Alpha: ' . . .  We approach a maximum of two countries and see what happens. ( . . .  ) [What 

form of market entry?] Export; . . .  one [reseller] . . .  in Switzerland or Austria who has started 

[his/her] own business, recommended us as a partner, partly through previous personal 

contacts. ( . . .  ) [Did these contacts already exist in the earlier owner structure?] These are 

new. ( . . .  ) [Does that mean traditional export would be the preferred means for you?] Yes, 

we also have the financial means for this'. 

Export 

Gamma: 'So, it's really pure export for us. ( . . .  ) There are also resellers whom we supply 

abroad, but they are also our direct end customers. ( . . .  ) We have only now built that up with 

the field service, i.e. with two field service representatives for foreign countries, so to speak. 

But I don't see any more need there either. The two are located in Germany'. 

Export 

Epsilon: '[It is pure export. Do you have other things like joint ventures or collaborations?] 

No. Abroad, we actually only work with resellers . . .  with a few exceptions, i.e. ignoring 

neighbouring countries. In some cases, this also works directly with larger customers. ( . . .  ) 

So, countries that are further away or are a bit more difficult to reach. Like Norway or Spain, 

we only work with dealers'. 
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Export and gradually to FDI 

Eta: 'Yes, the first thing we do is go in from Germany. And when that is . . .  successful, then 

we look for local people [in the host country]. Until one day, yes, there is a foundation, let's 

say. [Step-by-step approach, is that your way?] . . .  Yes, that's the classic way, yes'. 

Export 

Beta: ' . . .  So, without a location, there is only export. [And to internationalize where you also 

get raw materials from abroad?] However, we also lack the know-how in the markets there 

to set up sales, or in the eastern countries, the demand is just not that high'. 

Export and gradually to FDI 

Theta: 'Export activities, sales, opening of sales office. ( . . .  ) But after that there were, I would 

say, first and foremost, acquisitions and, only at the very end, greenfield investments. That 

was just these special investments in Egypt and China, also intended for large customers. 

Otherwise, these were all acquisitions'. 

Export and gradually to FDI 

Iota started with internationalization by export in 1970s Benelux and Denmark; following 

cooperation, joint venture, FDI, they gradually intensified the commitment: '[Actually, you 

have already mentioned almost all the forms that you have already used, yes, through joint 

ventures, cooperation, direct investment. So you actually didn't rule out anything from the 

start that you would say, "This form is out of the question for us".] Exactly'. 

Export to FDI 

Zeta: 'Well, well, these long distances, that's mostly done through resellers . . .  and then we 

have contact with these dealers and also offer business for the USA. Everything that is here 

in Europe, we do very, very much with our own sales team.' Zeta's entry modes for foreign 

activities were export, agents, joint venture in South Africa 2005, FDI sales office in Slovakia, 

2006. 
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Export to FDI 

Delta: '[We originally said export. Then came . . .  Hungary and Austria with direct investments, 

with their own location and, furthermore, export activities, right?] Yes. [Are there any other 

forms like joint ventures or the like?] No. In the USA, we also have a reseller who stocks goods 

for us there and then sells them'. Delta excludes FDI at the moment, due to lack of financial 

resources, the result of mismanagement with former acquisitions and greenfield operations: 

'Because they also built a plant in Russia and closed it again'. 

Low level of cooperation 

Expert W: 'You have to think about it because the competitive pressure is simply there. It's 

about the possibilities, that is, the sales strength that a company has. Who will give me access 

to the markets? That's not . . .  necessarily your own sales. This is about cooperation. ( . . .  ) In 

the other markets, everyone does their own business, but in the special market, you do 

something together. This is not a trend, but I can feel the change in attitude. Personally, I 

think that's good; in my opinion, it comes way too late in Germany, and I would like one or 

the other management to be more open and not just focus on competition and "my product'". 

CON 3.2: In four out of five SM E case firms, the entry mode is export, the lowest level of 

commitment in the scope of internationalization. The remaining SM E case firm is following a 

gradual internationalization approach from export to FDI. Even within family-owned GPI 

M NEs, the highest engagement ends frequently with an acquisition whereas greenfield 

investments are predominantly only ventured if a key customer guarantees to at least 

partially utilise production for a certain period of time. All case firms-SM Es and M NEs­

internationalize gradually whereas the influencing factors-'costs', 'levels of risk' and 'the 

degree of control'-emerged distinctly within the MNE case firms. 
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DRQ: 3.3: Which products are chosen for marketing abroad? 

Scalable, homogeneous and few differentiated products, broad range, service-prompt 

technical support 

Alpha: 'There is also no product at Alpha that is only intended for export. We extrude LDPE 

films as well as M DPE films and print them in up to ten colours . . . .  reels, small reels, for food, 

pharmaceuticals, hygiene, gardening, screws are packed with the film, very simple things and 

produce different . . .  types of bags . . .  drawstring bags, zip lock bags, up to chain bags on a 

reel, so versatile that we have to reduce that too. ( . . .  ) But we have large customers in 

Switzerland and Luxembourg who had a problem; then, we reacted immediately and drove 

on site. Because of this quick response [technical support], we've been delivering since I've 

been with the company. ( . . .  ) For example, in France, the prices are poor for our products. 

But now we have a new bag that we are manufacturing. Not everyone can make it either. And 

suddenly, inquiries from France come out of nowhere. And the price is less relevant'. 

Scalable and differentiated products 

Gamma: 'So we have an overall portfolio that we offer completely at home and abroad. Our 

unique selling points are just certain things that we really specialise in, such as laser 

perforation of films, easy opening of films and reclosable films for cheese packaging. ( . . .  ) 

Sometimes it is very, very easy for us in Germany, through our photo portfolio, where we may 

have a unique selling proposition, it is easier for us to get in. But it is also just as easy to come 

in abroad with the same product. It may also be seen as product-specific, yes'. 

Market-specific, innovative products, niche markets, service-commercial and technical 

support, innovative automation technology 

Epsilon: 'No, for worldwide sales it is clearly products that are very specific, that we 

developed. Well, we have specialised in innovations that not every company produces. ( . . .  ) 

And that's why, as a small and medium-sized company, we actually had no choice but to focus 

on service and innovation. And that's what we'll do in the future ( . . .  ) we visit these resellers, 

and when milestones need to be discussed, someone from us, i.e. a specialist from our 

company, is on site, be it to clarify sales or technical backgrounds that our partner just 

couldn't have. ( . . .  ) There is "L" [a product] . . .  cold cuts or cheese are usually packed inside. 
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And that doesn't work at all in Germany or only at a supermarket and . . .  but very, very large 

quantities of it run abroad because there is more demand there and because consumer 

behaviour there is a little different than here. ( . . .  ) There are a few singularities. So that's an 

advantage. Then we have a product that is a conical bag made of paper or a paper-film 

combination for herbs or bouquets. And . . .  this technique . . .  did not exist at all [in the past] 

to make it out of paper. ( . . .  ) Not the technology yet but the product. And 5 years ago, we 

were too early. Because the paper bag is a bit more expensive than the film bag. But now it 

has become a bit of a unique selling point and it runs nationwide, Europe-wide, worldwide. 

For example, this is the item that we export to New Zealand'. 

Scalable, customised products, niche markets 

Eta: 'We do everything customer-specific, so . . .  there is no differentiation between what is 

done in Germany and what is done abroad ( . . .  ) [we] decided to really go into the exclusive 

market, to go into the high-price market'. 

Scalable and homogeneous products 

Beta: 'No, that's just the pallet'. 

Scalable and homogeneous products 

Theta: 'So, that's already worldwide, almost exclusively globally marketable, but also 

manufacturable products, yes. So, if you look at garbage bags from Vietnam, for example, yes, 

certain products, we make them . . .  there. But of course we also have a plant in "E" where 

we also make garbage bags, yes. Mostly it's a different portfolio, but overall, in terms of sales 

market, very similar'. 

Scalable, differentiated products-high quality printing, differentiated service offer­

material and logistics optimisation 

Iota: 'We have essentially the same products and the same range in all markets, with a focus 

on high-quality products: transport packaging for branded goods and the branded goods 

industry. ( . . .  ) So above all, when it comes to printing, we simply have a higher level of 

competence. We are the largest supplier of pre-printed packaging in Europe . . .  in terms of 

capacity and demand. And because the proportion of high-quality printed packaging is 
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significantly higher with us than with our average competitors. ( . . .  ) One of our core ideas in 

dealing with markets and customers is always optimising packaging in order to optimise the 

proportion of material and optimise the logistics chains. And, of course, if we go to the C02 

level, of course, to significantly reduce C02 consumption or C02 emissions. The subject of 

"packaging optimisation" is actually at the core of our service strategy'. 

Scalable, homogeneous and differentiated products 

Zeta: 'So, in the USA, for example, and I'm talking about glass bottles in particular, you can 

buy standard there. But if you want something special now, be it shape, colour or something 

like that or special functions, then you won't get that there. There are no manufacturers. And 

then you just have to look around the world market and . . .  we are just one of them-so we 

offer that. ( . . .  ) and do things that others don't'. 

Scalable, homogeneous products, no innovations 

Delta: 'The tinplate can is forever old. So, there is very little innovation in this business. A 

very- I miss the word. So the market is not innovative . . .  customers are also not very 

innovative when it comes to their packaging. [Can you say conservative market maybe?] 

Conservative-Exactly. [Competitive advantage that the others do not have yet due to 

technological advantages?] Does not exist'. 

Demand of service and process innovations, reduction of material complexity 

Expert R maintains that service innovations and process innovations are required, as well as 

a reduction of material complexity; he says: ' . . .  taking complexity out of the material, service 

and process innovation will be in demand'. 

Necessity of solution providers-horizontal diversification 

Expert D claims that packaging manufacturers focus solely on their single packaging type. He 

observed that there is a need for solution providers with horizontal product diversification. 

Expert D says: ' . . .  we are currently feeling extremely, a certain displeasure from brand 

owners who say that "the packaging industry does not offer us what we want because the 

packaging industry is simply so segmented". Two or three weeks ago we had . . .  a medium­

sized company . . .  a buyer who previously had nothing to do with packaging, juice packaging 
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. . .  he also needs a solution provider for juice packaging, and I couldn't offer him one. Because 

he says, of course, that "juice packaging is not just made of film or glass or whatever, but also 

of a pallet or a label and a closure" and whatever, and now he has to sort it all together.e{ . . .  ) 

There used to be only two, "T" and "C", in the beverage carton segment. They have everything 

from filling machines to palletisers in their range. Build everything for them too. But 

otherwise, I always hear from everyone that "we are service providers" and then only produce 

films . . .  And in the corrugated-board segment, too. { . . .  )eWell, I think that's almost another 

step . . .  prior to internationalization, that people really can offer solutions. Real solutions. 

And not just a label. { . . .  ) No internationalization, but rather, let's say, a horizontal 

development of the product portfolio'. 

CON 3.3: With the exception of one case firm, all market scalable products with no 

differentiation either to the domestic or to foreign markets. The most internationalized SM Es 

offer innovative and customised products in niche markets {see Table 4.2). Moreover, in 2 

SMEs and 1 MNE, service offerings are observed. The services ranges from 'short reaction 

time for technical support on site' to 'material and logistics optimisation' and 'commercial 

and technical support at the customer'. 

Size 
SME MNE 

category 
l nte rnatio 
n a l ization 65% 90% 58% 36% 36% 42% 

ratio 

Case fi rms  Alpha Gamma Epsi lon Eta Beta Theta Iota Zeta Delta 

Prod ucts sca la b le sca la b le ma r ket- sca la b le sca la b le sca la b le sca l ab le  sca la b le sca lab le  
specific 

homogeneous d ifferentiated i n novative custom ised homogeneous homogeneous d iffe rentiated homogeneous homogeneous 
and few 

d iffe rentiated 

Specia lties service -
prompt 

tech n ica l 
s upport 

broad ra nge 

./. niche ma r kets niche ma r kets . / .  

i n novative 
a utomation 
tech no logy 

service -
com mercia l 

a n d  tech n ica l 
s upport 

Ta b le 4 .2 P roducts a nd  specia lt ies of the GP I  case fi rms .  

. / .  d iffe rntiated 
se rvice offer -
m ateria l a n d  

logistics 
optim isation 

a n d  
d iffe rentiated 

./ . no 
i n novations  
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DRQ 3.4: How long does the GPI take to expand abroad since inception/strategic 

realignment? 

50+ years since inception, 6 years ago, no realignment-coincidence 

Alpha: ' . . .  [we had] 10% [export quota], and what we delivered went to Austria. Then there 

was already the wish that we should strengthen exports [new management, 6 years ago], but 

that was never the main goal. There was no requirement that we now have to push exports. 

It was more or less a coincidence that a large competitor broke away here in the region, and 

we caught up with its Swiss business, and that is why we built up business extremely . . .  in 

the last 3 - 4  years ( . . .  ) It was never the direction, Alpha is realigning itself, so is now much 

more export-oriented; it was more or less a coincidence, and we took the chance. 

35+ years since inception, 10 years ago, no strategic realignment-international trade fairs 

Gamma: ' . . .  But we have strengthened the whole thing . . .  probably 10 years ago that we 

expanded our entire international business with . . .  Switzerland, Austria, Benelux and also 

Scandinavia . . .  more. Yes. ( . . .  ) But you also have to . . .  be very clear, they [family-owners] 

only became more active 10 years ago, that is to say that we sometimes showed up at 

international trade fairs and, as a result, I would say, record successes. ( . . .  ) Independent of 

person, really, so I really have to say that. But we just noticed that we could do more abroad, 

that the whole business could be expanded, and that is why we invested more energy in all 

of these things. [How long did it take you to become active in the second foreign market, from 

the entry of the first foreign market?] Pff, I can't answer that'. 

110+ years since inception, 15 years ago, realignment-first non-family manager 

Epsilon: 'For about 15 years. ( . . .  ) Yes-Yes. It also has something to do with me . . .  20 years 

ago I took responsibility and for the beginning we let it go. Well, actually, 18 years ago we 

started to change this a bit here . . .  Yes, it was a conscious decision and it also had something 

to do with me as a person'. 

140+ years since inception, 20 years ago, realignment-family-manager 

Eta: 'It's a process, yes, but it took place twenty years ago. ( . . .  ) the owner then decided to 

really go into the exclusive market, to go into the high-price market. ( . . .  ) [the second market 
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abroad?] No, I should guess. I don't know. It was long before my time and I really can't tell 

you anything about it now'. 

20+ years since inception, no realignment-unsolicited orders form domestic customers 

Beta [documentary information: 20+ years from inception]: ' [How long have you been active 

abroad? . . .  It's actually no longer so relevant, because of this one or more customers that 

you serve in the domestic market and, therefore, also its subsidiaries abroad, yes?] Yes'. 

9 years since inception-first FDI by family-manager, 40 years since inception and 20 years 

ago, realignment-second owner generation with international experience 

Theta [documentary information: first FDI 9 years from inception]: 'I think that was from the 

early days. So the founder himself has started, of course, to participate and grow in the closer 

European countries ( . . .  ) No, that was the second generation that came back from abroad. 

Who drove this forward, yes, [the second generation] saw internationalization as a necessity'. 

20+ years since inception, 26 years ago, strategic realignment 

Iota: [documentary information: export since 1970s Netherlands, Denmark, France]. 'So, the 

first step was the start in the Czech Republic in 1994 . . . .  that was due to a strategy. ( . . .  ) At 

that time we made a value analysis of all European countries. We looked at the market 

potential, we looked at the competitive situation on site. And then we set an order and there 

was the Czech Republic on [position] one or two and then Hungary and Romania on three and 

four. It then became one-the Czech Republic, two-Romania and three-(laughing) Poland. 

It went around like that, but we always stayed true to the strategy. In this market analysis, of 

course, we also looked at how many of our existing customers are active in these countries 

and produce by themselves. So, in that respect, it was a clear strategic concept that we rolled 

out very consistently'. 

30+ years ago (vague) 

Zeta: ' . . .  since the company was founded and in the glass sector, I can't tell you. For decades. 

( . . .  ) So that was certainly before my time. I've been in the business for 25 years, and we've 

been exporting since the beginning, and I can't tell you how that came about'. 
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25+ years ago-first FDI and 100+ years since inception 

Delta: '. . .  I can't tell you. But . . .  the Austrian plant has always been Delta. We have had the 

Hungarian plant for a long time. I think it was founded in the early 1990s. So . . .  you can say 

several decades, about 30 years ago.e( . . .  } [  . . .  Delta . . .  has existed since?] 1871'. ( . . .  }e[How 

long did it take you to become active in the second foreign market after entering the first 

foreign market?] I can't answer that' . 

CON 3.4: All SME case firms started to expand their activities abroad later in their lifecycles, 

that is to say, 20 to over 100 years since inception (see Table 4. 3). Furthermore, within the 

most internationalized SME case firms, the internationalization process was intensified after 

an intentional realignment. The processes of the two least internationalized SMEs were 

caused by coincidence and customer request. Two SM Es with an internationalization ratio of 

20% and 25% accomplished this level 6 and 10 years, respectively, after intensifying their 

export efforts. The most internationalized SME case firms with a ratio of 65% and 90% 

accomplished this level of internationalization after 15 and 20 years, respectively. 

Size 
SME MNE 

catego ry 

l nte rn atio-

na l ization 65% 90% 58% 36% 36% 42% 

ratio 

Case f i rms Alpha Gamma Epsilon  Eta Beta Theta Iota Zeta Delta 

Sta rt of 

i nte rn atio- (30+) (25+) 
6 10 15 20 .f. 20 25 

n a l izatio n  unclear unclear 

("' yea rs)  

S i nce 

i nception  50  35 110 140 20 40 20 .f. .f. 

("' yea rs) 

Ca use coincidence trade fairs realignment realignment customer real ignment realignment 
request 

first non- family- 2nd strategy 
fami ly manager generation .f. ./. 

manager owner-family 
international 
experienced 

Ta b le  4.3 Pace a n d  t ime of G P I  case f i rms' i nternat ion a l izat ion .  

169 



In this section all findings were discussed and structured according to the DRQs. The RQs 1-4 

are answered in the conclusion section 6.1, 'Research Overview'. 

4.2 Documentary Information and Case Reflection 

Documentary evidence can be important to supplement and compensate for the limitations 

of other research techniques and operates as a method to cross-validate information 

collected from interviews (Noor, 2008). Documentary information can be used alongside 

interview transcripts to add credibility to the study (Perry, 2001). Examining the evidence 

from several directions is one way to assess the quality of case research. 

Integrated into nine case studies, the documentary information of the nine researched 

companies is presented and analysed through a critical reflection that takes account of the 

interview findings. 

(1) Case study Alpha 

Documentary information: Alpha 

Alpha is a manufacturing company in the plastics processing industry. The company 

specialises in the production and processing of films and flexible film packaging. In the 2019 

financial year, the sales volume was still processed within the scope of the existing multi-layer 

capacities (film extruders). 

As in the previous year, Alpha's 2019 financial year was less affected by rising prices in the 

purchasing markets. The sales volume could not be increased. In the 2019 financial year, 

Alpha recorded a decline in sales compared to the same period in the previous year. There is 

still considerable price pressure, and purchasing prices are volatile. According to the industry 

association, this situation will continue. 

The company's investments in the 2019 financial year amounted to around EUR 1.6 million, 

well above depreciation. Modernisation and specialisation in promising technologies were 
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the core of these investments. The machinery was also maintained at a technically efficient 

level through constant repair and maintenance. 

The investments in property, the plant and equipment and the maintenance expenses made 

in the 2019 financial year were financed with the current cash flow, existing financial 

resources, and a medium-term loan to finance fixed assets. The investments planned for 2020 

will be significantly higher than depreciation and will be partially financed by long-term loans. 

Of the employed workforce, 76 (previous year: 76} were employed in the commercial sector, 

and 26 (previous year: 15} were employed in the non-commercial sector, in addition to 9 

(previous year: 14} temporary and part-time employees. Furthermore, an average of 10 

(previous year: 8) trainees were employed. This corresponds to the declared aim of training 

the company's young employees in-house to guarantee the employee qualifications required 

for competitiveness. 

The first half of the 2019 financial year was characterised by the continuous development of 

business activities with increasing sales. This trend was reversed in the second half of the 

year. The asset situation is characterised by a high equity ratio, which changed from 85% to 

80% compared to the previous year's reporting date. The main goal of Alpha's financial 

management strategy is to self-finance operational activities and investments. The amount 

of cash and cash equivalents, which is made up of credit balances and current account 

liabilities to banks, fell by around EUR 0.75 million to EUR -36 thousand in the year under 

review. In summary, in the 2019 financial year, Alpha achieved a profit of EUR 1.5 million in 

the context of slightly reduced business activity and timely cost-reduction measures. In the 

raw materials and energy sector, volatile and rising purchase prices are still expected, and 

attempts are being made to pass these price increases on to customers. 

The reduction in the consumption of plastic, which is increasingly being discussed in public 

and in the media, can have a negative impact on the industry and society. Alpha's products 

have been 100% recyclable for years and already comply with the EU Plastics Strategy 2030. 

The management of Alpha also expanded into another area of business last year, that of 

plastic made from renewable raw materials. In 2019, Alpha committed itself to this with a 

strategic reorientation for the use of recyclates and other materials. 

171 



Critical case reflection: Alpha 

Alpha was founded as a family company 59 years ago in southern Germany. The company 

produces plastic films, currently employs 111 people, and has an annual revenue of about 

EU R 20 million. In the interview the company reported about 100 employees and confirmed 

its revenue. The annual report showed a gross profit of EUR 11.3 million in the 2019 reporting 

year. Therefore, the interview and documentary data coincide. Table 4.4 displays the 

comparison of interview and documentary information and the case reflection that takes 

account of the interview data. 

The company founder was a technician who learned and worked in a company near his 

hometown, where he rose to become the company's operations manager. He started his own 

business in the early 1960s; Alpha was founded in his garage. The first film extruder was 

purchased three years after Alpha was founded, followed by the first printing machine. 

As foreign customers were in default of payment in the lower five-digit range, the founder 

and sole managing director decided to only supply the German market. As a result, 10 years 

ago, an export quota of only 3-5% was possible. 

In April 2014, the owner (then over 80 years old) decided to sell the company to two people 

from outside the industry, one of whom left after three years. Both buyers came from 

companies that were very active internationally, with export rates of over 70%. In the 

interview they maintained that one goal of the new owners of Alpha was to increase the 

company's export share. However, Alpha also said: '( . . .  ) there was already the wish that we 

should strengthen exports [new management, 6 years ago], but that was never the main goal.' 

When a large competitor in the region finally broke away, Alpha was able to absorb its Swiss 

business, and its export share increased to 20% in the last 4 years; that is, over the past few 

years increased internationalization and export expansion were coincidental rather than the 

result of proactive initiatives. 

Today, the owners consist of the partner who joined the company in 2014 (and who now 

heads the finance and production departments) and the sales manager. The latter completed 

his apprenticeship at Alpha and recently became a second owner, focusing on sales and 

marketing-related topics. The second owner and now Sales Director has no international 
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experience, he has been with Alpha for almost his entire professional life. Alpha's Sales 

Director and co-CEO, has few English-language skills. Alpha states: 'If you never have to speak 

English or French in the company, and someone comes along and says we need more exports, 

go ahead. Then we sit there and puff; my last English was on vacation a year ago. Holiday 

English only.' 

In the past, there was no business necessity for activities abroad because Germany was a 

large enough target market. Industry expert D says: 'Well, I think countries like Scandinavia 

are used to working internationally . . . .  I think Germany is just so big that it is a big hurdle for 

many to actually do it in terms of language'. 

Alpha's further co-CEO came from a company that was very active internationally. Both CEOs 

have formal education; they graduated, one of them with a technical PhD. Hence, the 

managerial internationalization competencies can be rated as moderate. Alpha is aware of 

the sociocultural differences, stating: 'what makes people tick. That is also very, very 

important; we had to learn that when we went to Switzerland [only export]. They speak 

almost like us, are not far away, but work completely differently'. However, the level of 

sociocultural competencies of Alpha can be classified as low. 

The company is mainly active in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, France and Luxembourg. It 

supplies the automotive, hygiene, industrial, food, pharmaceutical and horticulture markets. 

Alpha produces films and converts and prints them. In response to the strong customer 

requests for sustainable products, it offers bio-based and compostable films as well as 

reduced-thickness films. The response of the company to the sustainability trend is additional 

R&D efforts. Other more reactive behaviour can also be seen since these activities are mainly 

implemented due to customer pressure. As Alpha explains: 'The customer says, "If nothing 

happens by 2022, or better still 2021, then we have to look around [for a new supplier]" . . .  

Here we are forced to participate somehow, in order to develop further'. 

Alpha claims: 'In 2020, we have set ourselves the goal of becoming active ourselves [to 

internationalise]. We also have a lady with us who speaks good English and who also knows 

French, not explicitly only there for export, but as a goal'. Because Alpha's management is 

involved in the operational business, it has few resources to continuously deal with foreign 

markets and to develop a holistic strategy. Alpha states: ' It is not, then, that we position 
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ourselves in such a way that we are in another 10 countries, but that we pick out certain 

countries-but we don't yet know them. We approach a maximum of two countries and see 

what happens'. This statement demonstrates that there is no strategy-driven approach in 

place. Although Alpha is aware that it wants to increase its overseas activities, it sees a major 

obstacle in the form of limited information and support to build a strategy. Alpha: 'The biggest 

hurdle is . . .  where do I make my contacts? Where do I get the addresses . . .  to design the 

model, where do I start, how do I approach it, the topic'. 

Similarly, expert W noted the lack of market knowledge as a barrier to GPI 

internationalization: 

Companies are very much influenced by the development of the product. Very stuck 

in the depth of the product. You can wake people up at night, they'll pray everything 

down for you. But that's no use if you don't understand the markets . . . .  It's not about 

product details, but the market here needs this and that because the mechanisms are 

different. 

The documentary information does not allow any different conclusions about personnel 

resource constraints and a lack of internationalization expertise but does not confirm the facts 

either. Besides, the findings of the industry expert W about the lack of market knowledge 

within the GPI correspond to Alpha's interview data. 

Nevertheless, reactive internationalization motives dominate Alpha's approach to 

internationalization so far e. g. excess capacity, proximity to foreign customers and 

unsolicited orders. Alpha: ' . . .  And sometimes, I catch myself bending the rules [minimum 

requirement on contribution margin]. We pocket the 20 or 50 tonnes; the main thing is that 

the extruder is running.' Alpha state that in the context of proximity to customers: 'Yes, we 

are mainly active in the DACH region . . .  the customer knows . . .  if there is a problem . . .  I'll 

be there the next day. And this is the only way to prevail there [in the market]'. 

Alpha also discussed requests from neighbouring countries: 

Suddenly, it becomes independent, and one customer says, ' I  know Alpha, you are not 

far away, about three hours away, then make me the offer' . . .  It was never the 
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direction, Alpha is realigning itself, so is now much more export-oriented; it was more 

or less a coincidence, and we took the chance. 

Alpha's goal in 2020 was to become more active internationally to position itself more 

broadly; it aimed to compensate for fluctuations more easily in sales in the various markets 

through diversification. After the COVID-19 crisis and its associated risks, this goal will 

continue to be targeted, as Alpha did not record any significant sales losses due to the 

pandemic. The weaker sales from the German market can be partially offset by sales from the 

French and Swiss markets. In addition, and slightly different to the interview data, the 

documentary information reveals that Alpha must cope with volatile purchasing prices and 

reduced business activity due to the COVID-19 pandemic that was counteracted with cost­

reduction measures. Furthermore, interview and documentary sources both refer to 

considerable sales price competition in the industry. Alpha says: 'It's becoming more and 

more common now that long-time customers call and say, "I'm really sorry, but we have a 

20% price difference" [compared to Alpha's offer]'. 

In sum, the interview data largely coincides with the documentary information, and the 

remaining discrepancies were discussed. 

175 



Alpha 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion) 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion) 

Headcount 

Size category 

I nternationalization ratioe(%) 

Age (years) 

Family manager / 
family-owned 

I n terview i nformation 

20 

no  data 

a bout 100 

SME 

20 

59 

no (si n ce 2014 new owners)a/ no 

Documentary i nformation 

( 11 . 3  gross p rofit )  

12 

111  

SM E 

no d ata 

59 

no d ata 

Critica l  reflection 

20 revenue, 11.3 gross p rofit 

12 

111  

SME 

20 

59 

1962 - 2014 fam i l y  manager, s i nce 
then new owners not related to 
founde r  fam i l y  

Packaging type flexi b l e  p l a st ic flexi b l e  p l a st ic  flexi b l e  p l ast ic 

I nternationalization fo l l ow-the-customer, margi n­ no  d ata u nt i l  now react ive motives 
motives seeki ng, excess ca pacity, p redom inate 

u nso l i cited orders, p roxi m ity of 
customers 

Market selection neigh bour ing  cou ntr ies :  
Germa ny, Austr ia, Switze r l and, 
Fra nce 

no  d ata on ly  neigh bour i ng  
countri es; a n swers on  other  
i nterview quest ions  revea led 
further  neigh bou ri ng  cou ntr ies :  
Luxembou rg, Czech Repub l i c  (fo l l ow­
the-customer) 

Entry mode export no  d ata export 

Pace and time sta rted i nternat i ona l izat ion 6 
yea rs ago, 50 yea rs after 
i n ception ,  ca used by co i n cidence 

no  d ata sta rted i nternat i ona l izat ion 6 yea rs 
ago, 50 yea rs after i n cept ion, 
ca used by co i n cidence 

Managerial 
i nternationalization 
competencies 
( i nc l .  sociocu ltu ra l as pects ) 

one  co-CEO worked i n  a company no  d ata 
with a n  i nternat i ona l izat ion ratio 
of 70%, other co-CEOa(=  CSO) h a s  
no  i nternati ona l  exper ien ce, 
foreign l a nguage is a ba rr ier 

moderate l evel of manageri a l  
i nternat i ona l i zat ion competencies :  
the  fi rst co-CEO i s  respons ib l e  fo r 
fi n a n ce & operati ons, the  CSO = co­
CEO has  no i nternat i ona l  
experience, foreign l a nguage i s  a 
ba rr ier; low l evel of sociocu l tura l  
competencies 

Financial and avo id  fi na nci a l  r isk (founde r), no d ata avo id  fi na nci a l  r isk (founder), 
personnel resources personne l  resou rce con st ra i n ts, personne l  resou rce constra i n ts, 

man power a nd  l a nguage, l a ck of man power a nd  l a nguage, l ack of 
expertise expertise 

Disruptive chal lenges susta i n ab i l i ty t rend wh ich is 
cou nteracted with more R&O 

susta i n ab i l ity trend  which i s  
counte racted with more use of 

susta i n ab i l i ty trend wh ich i s  
co unteracted with more R&O 

I ndustry factors price competit ion wh ich is 
cou nteracted with q u a l i ty a nd  
servi ce 

cons iderab l e  pr ice competi t ion ,  co ns iderab l e  p rice competit ion,  
p u rchas i ng pr ices a re vo l at i le, p u rchas i ng pr ices a re vo l a t i l e, 
red uced bus i ness act ivity (COVI O- red uced bus i ness activity (COVI O-
19) cou nteracted with cost­ 19 )  cou nteracted with cost­
red uct ion measu res red uct ion measu res 

Products extruded LOPE, M OPE fi l ms, 
pr int ing up to ten co l ou rs, ree l s, 
sma l l  ree l s, fo r food, 
pha rmaceut ica l s, hygiene, 
ga rden i ng, screws a re packed 
with the fi l m, d ifferent types 

speci a l i ses in the p rod uct ion  a nd  
p rocessi ng o f  fi lms  a nd  flexi b l e  
fi lm  pa ckagi ng  

sca l a b l e, homogeneous a nd  few 
d ifferent i ated p rod ucts, broad 
ra nge, servi ce-prompt tech n i ca l  
support 

efforts recyc lates efforts on l y  due to customers ' u rge 

Ta b le 4.4 A lpha  - case reflect ion i nterview a nd  documenta ry i nformat ion .  
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(2) Case study Beta 

Documentary information: Beta 

Beta is a leading manufacturer of pallets and wooden packaging in Germany and was founded 

in 1964 by two brothers. In addition to a diverse selection of standard pallets and wooden 

packaging, Beta offers individualised packaging solutions and additional finishing processes 

for solid wood products. Beta also offers an on-site repair and sorting service and utility pallet 

logistics. In 2003, responsibility for the further development of the company passed to the 

two sons of the founders. 

As a naturally renewable raw material, wood is particularly environmentally friendly. Beta's 

goal is to obtain this raw material exclusively from sustainably managed forests and to process 

it into ecologically sound products. Thanks to a closed wood cycle, Beta succeeds in keeping 

its environmental impact low, as all wood residues are recycled. Every part of the pallets 

produced is used, and most of the sawn timber is processed. The sawing by-products such as 

sawdust and wood chips are used in the company's thermal power station to generate heat 

for the drying chambers and production halls. All quantities of these by-products not required 

by Beta itself are sold to retailers or the wood-based materials industry. 

The positive business developments in recent years and the financial policy of the 

management are reflected in the balance sheet figures. After considering all known risks, no 

hedging transactions (financial instruments) were necessary, and the equity ratio is around 

40%. The company's position with respect to assets, finances and earnings is healthy and 

stable. With these macroeconomic conditions and extensive investments planned in special 

packaging, Beta assumes that business will continue to develop positively. Specifically, a 

production site was set up. This significantly expands available production, storage and drying 

capacities and creates the opportunity for further growth. 

The staff deployment rate continued to improve. The other operating expenses increased by 

EUR 0.732 million to EUR 5.5 million in the financial year. This increase is mainly due to the 

costs of the new location, repairs to the machines and operating and office equipment. 

The increase in gross profit is due to the planned increase in sales and the above-expected 

increase in German demand. The increase in sales resulted in a gross profit of EUR 14 million 
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(previous year: 12}. The operating result before taxes and financial result is EUR 1.5 million 

and is at the previous year's level (previous year: 1.6}. The financial result is EUR -0.1 million 

and has changed compared to the previous year due to the investment in a new location 

(previous year: -0.08}. 

Pallets and wooden packaging are in demand from many industries. As there is no 

concentration on individual major customers, the risk on the sales side is primarily 

determined by the competitive situation in the industry and economic developments. For 

future competitiveness and further development, an increased focus on the sales market and 

a comprehensive understanding of the target industries are of central importance. 

Due to the development of international markets, Beta is also exposed to demand and price 

risks. Since large quantities of wood are required for the products, there is a strong 

dependency on the wood purchase price. The company is also dependent on transport costs 

due to long transport distances. Since the number of suppliers for raw materials and supplies 

is limited, supplier failures and delivery bottlenecks for raw materials and supplies can lead 

to potential price and delivery risks. This also applies to the procurement of logistics services. 

Beta tries to reduce these procurement risks through targeted supplier selection and defined 

quality standards, guaranteeing the availability of goods in the required quantity and quality. 

The supply of raw materials is currently unproblematic. This enables stock to be ordered just­

in-time to the extent possible. Short-term wood requirements can be met without major 

problems through the German market with efficient sawmills. The limiting factor in short­

term deliveries of goods in recent months has often been logistics. Since this industry is 

already heavily influenced by foreign providers, timely coordination is increasingly difficult. 

This can also complicate production planning. 

The shortage of qualified and motivated employees is an increasing risk. Often, vacancies 

cannot be adequately filled for a long time. As a result, there are more and more production­

related risks that make the manufacturing of pallets more difficult. Storms and natural 

disasters can temporarily lead to a very high availability of sawn timber. After an oversupply 

phase, there is usually a shortage, as the forest reduces the amount of fresh timber. Such 

fluctuations in availability cause high variability in the wood purchase price. Pallet supply 

contracts linked to a wood price index can help to mitigate the purchasing risks. However, 
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this is not completely possible, and so this risk can reduce earnings. The company has no 

currency risks and is solidly financed over the long term. Because of constructive business 

relationships with its banking partners, Beta rates liquidity risks as very low. 

With standard pallets, there is a very strong competitive pressure caused by overcapacities. 

Therefore, Beta forecasts unabated price and cost pressure in the mass business for the next 

few years. If the macroeconomic developments are worse than expected, this could have an 

additional negative impact on business earnings. According to Beta's assessment, the general 

competitive situation in the industry for pallets and load carriers will not weaken in the next 

few years. Well-known manufacturers have already closed their plants, but the capacities that 

exit the market due to closure are quickly replaced by existing companies' investments in new 

and modern production machines. The industry is in a phase of consolidation. Optimising 

business processes and developing the business is therefore a constant challenge. Large 

companies tend to be better at meeting these requirements than small companies. 

Beta's aim is to achieve efficiency gains through individual programming and customisation 

of existing software and to develop the digitisation of business processes. If the already high 

level of competition in the market is seen as an opportunity, it is quite conceivable that there 

will be a certain level of adjustment among suppliers of pallets in the future. In this scenario, 

Beta assumes a gradual recovery in margins. Moreover, the company's premises are owned, 

and sufficient expansion areas are available for the further development of Beta. 

All the company's activities are aimed at securing its market position and gradually expanding 

it. Beta continues to see risks to future development in a difficult competitive environment, 

rising raw material prices and the stagnating price level. However, due to financial stability, 

Beta considers itself well equipped to cope with future risks. There are currently no 

identifiable risks that might jeopardise the continued existence of the company. 

Critical case reflection: Beta 

Beta was founded by two brothers in the 1960s. Beta later became a pallet factory with its 

own sawmill. Today, the company employs around 80 people and has total assets of around 

EUR 16 million. Beta's export share to the neighbouring countries of Belgium, Netherlands, 
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France, and Switzerland is 5%. Most of Beta's exports are deliveries to foreign locations of 

domestic customers. Therefore, the internationalization motive is to follow-the-customer. 

Table 4.5 reflects on the documentary information and interview data. 

In addition to its headquarters and nearby plant in western Germany, Beta has had a third 

production site in the same region since 2017. Initially intended as a warehouse extension of 

the main site, the location of a former competitor was gradually modernised. 

As a manufacturer of wooden pallets and wooden packaging, the share of transport costs in 

the cost structure is relatively high for Beta. To offer an attractive product at competitive 

prices, it must therefore be delivered within 250 kilometres of Beta's locations. For this 

reason, Beta's business model is not suitable for internationalization, in particular for export. 

Instead, Beta remains local. This is in line with industry expert W's observation: 'As you can 

see, there are certainly suppliers in this area who have products that are simply not shipped 

across Germany or Europe, for logistical reasons'. However, FDI could be an option because 

Beta has financial possibilities, for example, it could take out a loan, but no attractive business 

opportunity has arisen to date. The interview data show that there are personnel resource 

constraints. However, the documentary information indicates that the staff deployment rate 

continues to improve and that Beta has to cope with a shortage of qualified and motivated 

employees, which even jeopardizes production. 

In 2003, responsibility for the further development of the company passed to the two sons of 

the founders. One of the sons manages the commercial aspect of the business, while the 

other manages the technical part. The founders had no international experience as well as no 

formal education. The current family managers graduated - one holds an MSc, the second an 

MBA equivalent. The documentary information does not allow any different conclusions 

about the low level of managerial internationalization and sociocultural competencies but 

does not confirm the facts either. The situation is different in respect of the industry factors. 

In the documentary information and in the interviews, strong price competition is identified, 

which is met with quality. In addition, the documentary information shows that there is a 

consolidation tendency in the industry and that the recovery of margins, therefore, is to be 

expected. 
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Beta 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion)  

I nte rview i nformation Documenta ry i nformation 

( 14 gross p rofit) 

Critical reflection 

( 14 gross p rofit) 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion)  16 16 

Headcount a bout  80 85 85 

Size category SME  SME  SME  

I nternationalization ratioa{%) 5 (tra n sport costs a re crit i ca l ,  
export i ng  d i sta n cea< 250 km to 
rema i n  p rofita b l e )  

no  d ata 5 (tra n sport costs a re cri t ica l ,  
export i ng  d i sta ncea< 250 km to 
rema i n  p rofita b l e )  

Age (yea rs) fo u nded i n  the  1960s 56 (fo u nded in 1964) 56 

Family manager / 
family-owned 

yes (s i n ce the  1960s) / yes yes (s i n ce 1964), 1964 - 2003 1st 
generat ion fa m i ly managers, 
s i nce then  2nd genera rt i on  

1964 - 2003 1st generat ion  fa m i l y  
managers fo r 39 yea rs, s i nce then 
2nd  genera rt ion  fo r 17 yea rs 

Packaging type wood wood wood 

I nternationalization motives fo l l ow-the-cu stomer no  d ata fo l l ow-the-customer 

Market selection ne igh bour i ng  cou ntr ies :  Belg i u m, 
Netherl a n d s, Fra n ce and  
Switzerl a n d  

no  d ata on ly ne igh bour i ng  
cou ntr i es; (fo l l ow-the-cu stomer) 

Entry mode export no  d ata export 
(FDI co u l d  be an opt ion ,  fi n a nc ia l  ( FD I  co u l d  be a n  opt ion ,  fi n a n ci a l  
possi b i l i t ies a re there, but  no  poss i b i l i t ies a re there, but  no  
attractive bus i ness opport u n ity) attractive bus i ness oport u n ity) 

Pace and t ime sta rted i nternat i o na l i zat ion 6 no d ata sta rted i nternat i o na l i zat ion 6 
yea rs ago, 50 yea rs after yea rs ago, 50 yea rs after 
i n cept ion,  ca used by co i n ci dence i ncept ion ,  ca u sed by co i n cid ence 

Managerial no  i nternat i ona l  experience ( 1st no  d ata low l eve l of manageri a l  
i nternationalization generatio n ), the founders had no i nternat i o na l i zat ion 
competencies fo rma l  ed ucat ion ,  the cu rrent competenc ies :  no  i nternat i ona l  
( inc l .  sociocu ltu ra l  aspects) fa m i l y  managers gra d u ated (MSc, exper ience ( 1st generat io n ), t he  

M BA equ iva lent), on l y  de l iver to fo unders had  no  fo rma l  
near fo reign subs id i a ries of ed ucat ion ,  t he  cu rrent fa m i l y  
domestic customers managers gra duated (one MSc, 

the  second  one  M BA eq u iva l ent) ;  
l ow l eve l of sociocu l tu ra l  

Fi nancial and personne l  resou rce con st ra i n ts, shortage of q u a l if ied and  shortage of q u a l if ied and  
personnel resources fi n a n ci a l  resou rces a re ava i l a b l e  motivated emp loyees motivated emp loyees, fi n a ncia l 

resou rces a re ava i l a b l e  

Disruptive chal lenges wood i s  perceived as  susta i n a b l e  
raw materi a l s, su sta i n a b i l ity 
trend ha s  a posit ive i mpact, l oca l  
s upp ly  a pp roach 

cou nteracted w i th  q u a l ity 
I ndustry factors pr ice competi t ion  wh ich i s  p rice competi t ion which is p rice competit ion  wh ich i s  

no  d ata 

cou nteracted with q u a l ity, 
co nso l i dat ion  tendency with a n  
expectat ion  of  ma rg in recovery 

wood i s  perceived as  susta i n a b l e  
r aw  materi a l s, susta i n a b i l ity 
trend has a positive impact, l oca l  
s upp ly  a pp roach 

cou nteracted with q u a l ity, 
conso l i dat ion  tendency with a n  
expectat ion  of ma rg in recovery 

Products pa l l ets a n d  wooden packagi ng  pa l l ets a nd  wooden packag ing, sca l a b l e, homogeneous 
i n d ivid u a l ised packagi ng (doucumentary i nfo rmat ion o n  
so l ut ions, from susta i n a b ly th i s  t op i c  seems to be i mage 
managed forests ca mpa ign d riven )  

Ta b le 4 .5 Beta - case  reflect ion i nterview a nd  documenta ry i nformation .  
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(3) Case study Gamma 

Documentary information: Gamma 

Gamma's business purpose is the further processing of flexible films, the sale of these and 

related activities. Despite the difficult market situation for its main products, Gamma was 

largely able to meet its targets for the 2019 financial year. The company relies on innovative 

and patented products with a high level of quality and extensive delivery flexibility. Gamma 

has long-standing customer relationships in all sales regions. To meet customers' demands, 

the company has established very flexible marketing and sales structures. 

Gamma does not have a development department. However, there is ongoing market 

monitoring regarding changing customer demand and technical developments in the 

company's area of activity. In individual cases, an innovative idea can also lead to a patent 

application, as occurred during the financial year. 

For the assumptions and estimates to be met, the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis also 

play a key role. The spread of the coronavirus (Sars-CoV-2) in spring 2020 and the sometimes 

drastic measures to contain the pandemic in almost all economies will affect the global 

economy, individual markets, industries and companies. The crisis's potential effects on the 

sales and financial performance of Gamma cannot yet be accurately predicted. 

The main risks are general market risks. These include, above all, risks related to the 

procurement and sales market. Fluctuating crude oil prices lead to purchase prices for raw 

materials and supplies that are difficult to calculate. This creates both opportunities (due to 

the currently still low price of crude oil) and risks, such as the reduction of profit margins if 

price increases are not (fully) passed on to the customer. In addition, increasing competition 

also puts pressure on sales prices and can lead to a loss of market share. 

Quality risks must also be considered. Since errors can occur during production and logistics, 

it cannot be ruled out that customers will receive late deliveries or faulty goods. Gamma tries 

to keep these errors as low as possible through the continuous development of its production 

and logistics processes. However, recruiting qualified employees is becoming increasingly 

difficult. 
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The company does not engage in any hedging transactions. Gamma does not use derivative 

financial instruments. The possibility of increased defaults on customer receivables is also a 

major risk due to the difficult overall market situation. Such defaults can result in an 

unforeseen loss of cash or incoming payments as well as creditworthiness-related 

impairments of financial instruments. Gamma endeavours to keep default risks as low as 

possible through proof of financing or cash payments when delivering to new customers. 

Default risks are also reduced by the broad customer structure and the low dependency on 

major customers. 

The cost of materials ratio (cost of materialse/ (revenuee+ change in inventory)) increased to 

63.9% in 2019 (previous year: 61.5%). The operating result before depreciation, interest, and 

taxes (EBITDA) decreased from EUR 2.1 million in the previous year to EUR 2.0 million, which 

corresponds to a decrease of 6.1%. 

Personnel expenses increased by 4.4% compared to the previous year due to the expanded 

workforce. Depreciation rose by EUR 21 thousand to EUR 554 thousand. The other operating 

expenses fell from EUR 2. 3 million in the previous year to EUR 2.2 million. The operating 

EBITDA margin (EBITDA / sales) declined and reached a value of 9.8% (previous year: 10.9%) 

in the financial year. The financial result (balance of interest income and interest expenses) 

was EUR -72 thousand (previous year: -78) in the financial year. Overall, there is a positive 

annual result of EUR 0.9 million (previous year: 1.0). However, this result is below the 

expectations Gamma communicated in the previous year, particularly due to the increased 

cost of materials ratio. 

The accounts receivable from deliveries and services, other assets, other securities and the 

liquid funds amount to EUR 2.368 million (previous year: EUR 2.518 million). The total 

decrease of EUR 150 thousand primarily reflects a decrease in liquid funds of EUR 527 

thousand, while trade receivables increased by EUR 254 thousand and other assets by EUR 

133 thousand. Almost all of the trade receivables had been received when the annual financial 

statements were prepared. The other securities are unchanged compared to the previous 

year. 

Equity amounts to EUR 5.650 million (previous year: EUR 5.501 million). This increase reflects 

the positive annual result achieved in the 2019 financial year minus the profit distribution. 
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The total net profit as of December 31, 2019 was EUR 5.446 million. The equity ratio is 66.8% 

(previous year: 61.8%). The liabilities amounted to EUR 1.699 million (previous year: EUR 

2.136 million). The decrease compared to the previous year results from the decrease in 

liabilities to banks by EUR 368 thousand, trade payables by EUR 10 thousand and other 

liabilities by EUR 58 thousand. 

The indirectly determined cash flow from operating activities amounts to EUR 976 thousand 

in the 2019 financial year (previous year: EUR 1.210 million). The change compared to the 

previous year results mainly from the changes in working capital and the result for the period. 

The investments in fixed assets lead to a cash flow from investing activities of EUR -385 

thousand (previous year: EUR -301 thousand). The cash flow from financing activities of EUR 

-1.118 million (previous year: EUR -1.167 million) results mainly from a distribution and the 

repayment of bank loans. Financing was always secured during the financial year, and 

sufficient credit lines are available. Supplier invoices were paid within the framework of the 

payment agreements made using cash discounts. 

Gamma's main opportunities lie in its extensive and, in some cases, long-term customer 

relationships, which continue to represent the successful basis for development. Gamma 

assesses the expected development for the company as positive. In the area of one of the 

main product groups, however, the company expects further market-related margin losses. 

Based on current information and knowledge, Gamma assumes that the 2020 financial year 

will not be significantly worse than 2019 in terms of sales and earnings. In the next few years, 

the company intends to further expand its sales strategy through innovative solutions. 

Critical case reflection: Gamma 

For over 40 years, Gamma has been a converter-supplier of slitted and winded plastic films. 

Gamma's headquarters is in West Germany. The company offers a wide range of products, 

such as polyester films, MOPP, PPS films, composite films, sealing films, high-barrier films, 

LDPE films, BIO films and printed films. Gamma specialises not only in the procurement and 

delivery of films but also in film processing, such as cuts, perforations, or refinements. Its core 

competence is the slitting and winding of film reels. Gamma is a family company with two 

184 



shareholders, father and son, as well as an external managing director; the latter initially 

worked in the field, then as authorised signatory and finally as managing director. The 

company has 61 employees and a balance sheet total of EU R 8 million. In an interview, 

Gamma mentions a turnover of 21 million euros, this figure could not be compared with 

documentary information. 

Besides Germany, Gamma's main sales markets are the directly neighbouring countries; 

Gamma exports its products to Switzerland, Austria, Scandinavia, and Benelux with an export 

share of about 25%. The company mainly supplies medium-sized enterprises. Reactive 

motives seem to dominate Gamma's cross-border activities: 'Well, it was just that we had 

more recommendations, more contacts through our homepage or recommendations that 

made us more active'. The establishment of international business contacts takes place 

mainly through the company's environment and network. Enquiries from new customers are 

made via the company website, through recommendations from other customers or from 

other market players. Visiting and exhibiting at international trade fairs also leads to foreign 

customer contacts. Internationalization is a success factor for Gamma because growth rates 

are higher abroad than in the German market. Through its portfolio, the company has 

achieved a unique selling position in other European countries, which has led to more 

international business. Gamma has some differentiated, scalable, and innovative products 

that have even led to the filing of a patent application. Gamma states: 'So we have an overall 

portfolio that we offer completely at home and abroad. Our unique selling points are just 

certain things that we really specialise in, such as laser perforation of films, easy opening of 

films and reclosable films for cheese packaging . .  . .  Sometimes it is very, very easy for us in 

Germany, through our photo portfolio, where we may have a unique selling proposition, it is 

easier for us to get in. But it is also just as easy to come in abroad with the same product.' 

However, the internationalization ratio of about 25% is still fairly low. Gamma also noted 

trade barriers as obstacles to internationalizing. Contrary to this statement, within the 

European Union, non-tariff barriers to trade are already widely harmonised. Overall, the 

interview data correspond with the documentary information; the latter contains some 

additions, for example, the difficulty of recruiting qualified employees, expected margin 

losses, and a patent application (see Table 4.6). 
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Gamma I nterview information Documentary information Critical reflection 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion)  21  no  data 21 seems to be rea l i st ic, n o  
fu rther  confi rmat ion by 
a dd iti o n a l  sou rce 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion)  n o  d ata 8 8 

Headcount a bout  60 61 61 

Size category SME  SME  SME  

I nternational ization ratioa(%) 25  no  data 25  

Age (yea rs) over 40 47 47  (fo u nded i n  1974) 

Family managera/ no (fo r 5 years a non -fa mi ly but no  data no (fo r  5 yea rs a non -fa m i ly  but 
fami ly-owned i nterna l  manager who was i ntern a l  ma nager  who was 

I nternational ization 
motives 

a ppo i nted as M D)a/ yes 

ma rket-seeki ng, 
u n so l i cited orders 

no  data 

a p po i nted as M D)a/ yes 

reactive motives seems to 
dom i n ate: u n so l i cited orders, 
ma rket-seeki ng  

Packaging type f lexi b l e  p l a st ic f lex i b l e  p l a st ic f lexi b l e  p l a st ic 

Market selection ne ighbou ri ng and psych i ca l  c lose no  data ne ighbou ri ng  a n d  psych i ca l  c lose 
countri es :  Switzer l and ,  Austria, cou ntries : Switzer l and ,  Austri a, 
Bene l ux and Sca n d i n av ia Bene lux  and Sca n d i n avia 

Entry mode export no data export 

Pace and t ime sta rted i ntern ati ona l i zat ion 10 no  data sta rted i nte rnati o na l i zat ion 10 
yea rs ago, 35 yea rs after yea rs ago, 35 yea rs after 
i n ception ,  p a rt ic ipate i n  i n ception ,  cau sed by pa rtici pati ng 
i nternati ona l  tra de  fa i rs i n  i nte rnati o n a l  trade  fa i rs 

Managerial Cu rrent MD ga i ned exper ience no  data moderate l evel of manageria l  
i nternational ization a b road in Sca nd i nav ia a n d  i nternati ona l ization  
competencies Bene l ux m a i n l y  b y  sa les a ctivities; com petenc ies :  no  broad 
( i nc l .  sociocultural aspects ) o rga n isati o n a l  n etworks exist i nternati ona l  exper ience but  

n etworks exi st 
Fi nancial and no  d ata d i fficu lt to recru it q u a l if ied d iffi cu l t  to recru it  q u a l ified 
personnel resources emp loyees; expanded  wo rkforce emp l oyees, wo rkforce i n creased 

by 2 emp l oyees vs. pr ivious  yea r 

Disruptive chal lenges susta i n a b i l ity trend  wh i ch is no  R&D depa rtment; ma rket susta i n a b i l ity trend ,  customers 
counteracted with ada pted mon itor i ng  with rega rd to wa nt recycl a b l e  materi a l s, 
p roduct po rtfo l i o  ch a ngi ng  customer  demand  a n d  ada ptatio n  of p roduct po rtfo l i o  

tech n i ca l  deve l opments; Covid-19 
cr is i s  co u l d  h ave a n  affect on 
sa l es and fi n a nci a l  performa nce 

I ndustry factors p ri ce competiti on  i n crea s ing  com petiti on ;  broad p ri ce competition ,  b road 
cu stomer  stu rctu re, low customer  base, ri s i ng  raw 
dependency on major cu stomers, materi a l  costs ca use r isk of 
strong  cu stomer  re l ati onsh i p; m a rg in loss 
fu rthe r  ma rket-re l ated ma rgi n 
losses a re expected;  i ncreased 
cost of raw materi a l s  

Products wide ra nge a n d  some p rocessi ng of fl ex i b l e  fi l ms a n d  sca l a b l e, d i ffe rentiated prod ucts 
d i ffe renti ated prod ucts, the sa l e  of these a nd  the re lated with some i n n ovations  
com posite fi lm s, sea l i n g  fi l ms, activities, p l a n  to expand  sa les 
h igh-ba rri er fi lm s, B IO  fi lm s  a nd  th rough i n n ovative so l utions; a n  
p ri nted fi lm s, p rocess i ng, such as i n nvation  l ed t o  a patent 
cuts, perfo rations  o r  refi nements a pp l icatio n  

Ta b le 4 .6 Gamma - case reflect ion i nterview and  documenta ry i nfo rmation .  
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(4) Case study Delta 

Documentary information: Delta 

Delta was founded over 150 years ago as a tinsmith company. Industrial production began 

with the founder's successor, and the company employed around 30 people at the beginning 

of the 20th century. After the founder's death, the business became a purely industrial 

company and had 160 employees in the 1930s. When the two sons of the late managing 

director took over the business, the company was transformed into a general partnership. 

The three divisions of Delta are Industrial, Beverage and Decorative. In 2019, Delta had more 

than 600 employees, a balance sheet total of about EUR 80 million and an internationalization 

ratio of 42%. 

The demand for metal packaging for chemical and technical filling goods was characterised 

by contrary developments in 2019. The construction sector registered an increasing demand 

for tinplate packaging due to the positive general conditions in this sector. In contrast, 

negative effects were noted in the chemical, automotive and paints and varnishes industries. 

The Industrial division generated external sales of EUR 93.8 million (previous year: EUR 92.3 

million); this is 1.6% above the comparable figure for the previous year. The beverage division 

achieved external sales of EUR 38.2 million in the 2019 financial year (previous year: EUR 39.6 

million). Compared to the previous year, this represents a reduction of 2.6%. This slight 

decrease reflects decreasing demand for the classic keg and Delta's loss of a large customer. 

However, Delta's largest new customer was acquired in 2017, and this positive development 

was able to partially compensate for the challenges described above. 

Including other revenues, Delta's external sales add up to EUR 135.3 million and are thus at 

the previous year's level. Sales with affiliated companies amount to EU R 16. 7 million, as 

planned (previous year: EUR 71.1 million). The decrease of EUR 50 million compared to the 

previous year resulted from the reintegration of M-GmbH at the end of 2018, as considerable 

sales were made to this company in 2018. A further EUR 5.4 million result from the loss of 

sales due to the closed plant in France and the discontinuation of printing services for the 

Finnish subsidiary. 
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Due to the lower-than-expected development of the foreign plants acquired in 2015, Delta 

posted significant losses in 2018. Some of these losses had to be financed with new borrowed 

capital. Although the main plant in Germany is operationally profitable, the losses have 

caused Delta to enter a process of restructuring. The liquidity situation is satisfactory, and 

supplier invoices are discounted across the board. In addition, Delta has sufficient liquidity 

reserves. 

In view of this overall situation, Delta commissioned a restructuring report at the end of 2018. 

This report aimed to provide a sustainable development plan for Delta, considering the 

closure of the France and Finland locations. Both plants were closed in the 2019 financial year. 

The restructuring report was completed in July 2019 and shows a positive continuation 

prognosis. It also classifies the scheduled repayments of bank loans as feasible if Delta 

implements various operational, business, and organisational measures. On this basis, the 

banks also signed a supplementary agreement to the syndicated loan agreement at the end 

of July 2019. 

While the measures taken into account in the restructuring report to improve earnings were 

largely implemented according to plan in 2019, the sales volume for classic kegs is again 

declining, as discussed above. This has led to negative budget deviations and actual deviations 

in the operating result in 2019. Nevertheless, Delta followed the financial ratios (covenants} 

agreed upon with the banks as of December 31, 2019. 

To ensure sustainable profitability in line with the market and to compensate for the decline 

in sales in the Beverage division, a large number of other measures to increase earnings are 

currently being worked on. These include process improvements, rationalisation projects and 

purchasing projects. In the 2019 financial year, a net profit of EUR 8.2 million (previous year: 

net loss of EUR 38.1 million} was posted. The operating result before income taxes and 

interest (EBIT} excluding special effects amounted to EUR 4.2 million in 2019 (previous year: 

EUR 6.9 million}. The negative development compared to the previous year reflects the 

declining sales of classic kegs and the planned lower printing services for foreign subsidiaries. 

The operating result was positively influenced by one-off effects totalling EUR 5.2 million 

(previous year: EUR -30.6 million}. Costs were defined as unsustainable in several areas (e.g., 
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severance payments and consultants who are clearly overcompensated) by changes in risk 

assessments at the foreign subsidiaries. These changes include the release of provisions for 

guarantees to cover costs in France and the reduction of value adjustments for intercompany 

receivables. Based on an operating EBIT of EUR 4.2 million, representing a return on sales of 

just under 3%, a total annual surplus of EUR 8.2 million (previous year: net loss of EUR -38.1 

million) was achieved. 

The company's total assets decreased slightly compared to the previous year and amounted 

to EUR 78.2 million (previous year: EUR 83.2 million). On the assets side, the decrease is 

mainly due to lower inventories. As no increase in tinplate prices was expected for the 2020 

financial year, inventories were significantly reduced at the end of 2019. On the liabilities side, 

equity increased significantly by EUR 8.2 million to EUR 9.7 million. Provisions fell significantly 

to EUR 13.0 million (previous year: EUR 18.8 million). The main reason for this is the reversal 

of unnecessary provisions, for example, for guarantees to cover costs in France. 

Liabilities were reduced to EUR 55.6 million (previous year: EUR 62.8 million). The reasons are 

lower liabilities to banks of EUR 21.6 million (previous year: EUR 24.2 million) and lower trade 

payables of EUR 16.9 million (previous year: EUR 20.1 million). The main reason for the latter 

development is the low number of tin plate additions at the end of 2019. 

In 2018, a new syndicated loan was concluded. This loan provides for lower repayment 

instalments to enable additional, sustainable investments. In addition, Delta was granted a 

working capital line totalling EUR 12.5 million, which was valued at only EUR 2.5 million as of 

the balance sheet date. The interest-subsidised investment loan will continue to be repaid as 

planned. Additionally, an amendment agreement to the syndicated loan agreement was 

signed in July 2019 and defined new covenant agreements given the findings from the 

restructuring report. 

Delta is mainly financed by the following means. First, the company holds shareholder loans 

of EUR 10.7 million, which can generally only be withdrawn to a limited extent. EUR 10.6 

million of these loans are subject to a disbursement block until the beginning of 2022. The 

amounts that cannot be paid out are subject to subordination. Second, Delta is financed by a 

syndicated loan agreement consisting of a repayment loan of EUR 22.5 million and a revolving 

credit line of EUR 12.5 million, of which EUR 0.2 million are used to secure guarantees. The 
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company's bank balance remains at the previous year's level of EU R 5.3 million. In addition, 

there are still factoring activities with a major customer from the Beverage division. 

As in the previous year, only EU R 2.5 million of the working capital line was used. As a result, 

a free line of EU R 9.8 million was available. The company has liabilities to banks amounting to 

EU R 21.6 million (previous year: EU R 24.2 million). The reduction since the previous year 

results from the scheduled repayments of the syndicated loan agreement and the KfW loan. 

In 2019, Delta had an average of 662 employees (previous year: 648). The increase compared 

to the previous year is mainly due to the reintegration of M-GmbH. Unlike in the previous 

year, the employees employed there worked for Delta during the entire 2019 financial year. 

Product development in the Industrial area continued to focus on the optimisation and 

further development (or new development) of packaging for the chemical-technical industry. 

The projects focused on material cost savings through sheet thickness reduction under the 

general condition of almost constant performance of packaging for dangerous goods and non­

dangerous goods. Likewise, the requirement about more cost-effective purchased 

components and materials was developed and implemented through established validation 

processes. 

The focus in the Beverage area was the implementation of new customer products and 

product changes based on the product development process. This process was carried out in 

compliance with the established quality assurance processes during all stages, from initial 

sample production to series release. In addition, with the aim of reducing the resources used, 

the degree of automation of semi-automatic manufacturing processes was increased using 

robotics. 

In the 2019 financial year, the companies in France and Finland ceased operations and the 

employees there were cut. The additional financing requirement was generated by lending a 

property in Switzerland. 

Delta currently sees the unpredictable developments because of the COVID-19 pandemic as 

a risk. Due to the environment shaped by the global spread of the coronavirus, a negative 

impact on business development in the 2020 financial year is to be feared. At the time the 

report was prepared, it cannot be reliably foreseen how much this risk will materialise. Delta 
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could be affected in two ways. First, it could be affected indirectly insofar as macroeconomic 

developments worldwide and in Europe are affected. Second, its business activities could be 

directly affected by sovereign measures. Due to quarantine measures, economic life can and 

has come to a standstill in many places. As a result of the burdens from the global spread of 

the coronavirus, Delta's sales and earnings targets may not be achievable depending on the 

duration of the crisis. 

Until the end of March 2020, incoming orders and sales were largely unaffected by COVID-19. 

Delta only saw stronger effects in the Beverage area, because campaigns for the postponed 

European football championship were cancelled. Delta sees opportunities in the increased 

demand for packaging for disinfectants and milk bottles in Switzerland. Since the catering 

trade in Switzerland closed and the borders were sealed off, the demand for milk in Swiss 

supermarkets has increased. With the free time gained in the course of short time work in 

many companies, Delta is also hoping for greater demand for paints and varnishes in 

hardware stores and a corresponding increase in its can sales. 

While all suppliers have guaranteed continuous deliveries until mid-March 2020, there are 

delivery bottlenecks for various articles due to the ordered company closings in Italy. Delta is 

currently working on alternatives to ensure that deliveries to customers continue to be on 

time. Other potential effects of the virus are difficult to predict due to the daily new 

information on the topic. Delta is preparing itself to be able to act in the event of declining 

sales. This includes the preparation of short time work and the development of scenarios with 

lower sales and income. These scenarios are regularly discussed with the syndicate banks to 

be able to obtain repayment suspensions, waivers for key financial figures or additional 

government-subsidised loans if necessary. 

Apart from that, the market is generally stable and offers little chance for growth. In some 

cases, this is accompanied by rising purchase prices and wage increases that are collectively 

agreed upon, which can only partially be passed on to customers. This fact has been 

considered in Delta's ongoing implementation of various rationalisation projects. 

Delta's main opportunity is that the closure of the two loss-making plants abroad has stopped 

the outflow of liquidity to these companies. The focus of the entire management team is on 

the Delta companies that are classified as sustainable. Measures have been taken to return 
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the last plant in Great Britain to profitability, which produced a loss from the Group's point of 

view. Delivery reliability and product quality were already significantly increased in the 2019 

financial year, and cost-cutting measures were also implemented. To compensate for the 

reduced sales volume due to the plant closure in Finland, around 15% of the workforce at the 

English subsidiary was cut in 2020. In the medium term - subject to possible negative effects 

from the COVID-19 crisis - Delta expects growth in both the UK and the US export markets, 

as it has become a more attractive business partner thanks to its significantly improved local 

performance. 

Due to its operating losses abroad, the closure of the French and Finnish production facilities, 

various one-off effects and the resulting liquidity requirements, Delta was no longer able to 

meet the financial ratios agreed upon with banks from December 2018 to June 2019. The 

credit institutions provided waivers for these deviations up to and including the second 

quarter of 2019. In this context, a restructuring report was drawn up in 2019. The report 

establishes that the company will be refinanced by the end of the restructuring period in 2021 

and that no postponement of the contractual repayments with the banks is necessary. On this 

basis, the first amendment agreement to the syndicated loan agreement was signed on July 

26, 2019, redefining the key financial figures (covenants). 

In particular, due to the general market situation in Germany, the sales volume presented in 

the restructuring report for the 2019 financial year could not be achieved. Accordingly, Delta's 

operating EBIT in Germany in 2019 - and thus also in the entire Delta Group- was well below 

budget. However, as of the balance sheet date December 31, 2019, it was still within the 

agreed financial ratios. 

Delta expects the liquidity situation to continue to be satisfactory in 2020 and beyond and is 

confident that the company will be able to meet the key financial figures agreed upon with 

the banks. For this, it is necessary that the planned moderate growth can be achieved in the 

remaining business and further savings measures can be implemented. The prerequisite for 

this is that the (so far only minor) effects of the COVID-19 crisis on Delta will not have a 

significantly negative effect on the company in the further course of the financial year. 

As part of corporate planning for 2020 and the following years, Delta identified recognisable 

risks, their probability of occurrence and corresponding countermeasures based on the 
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implemented risk management system. Delta conducts quarterly monitoring and, if 

necessary, will reassess the risks described in the risk assessment. 

Accordingly, there are no significant price changes, defaults or liquidity risks that are not 

considered in Delta's budget; the budget also includes all risks from cash flow fluctuations 

with a probability of occurrence of over 25%. Delta does not use any derivative financial 

instruments beyond the usual hedging of financial risks. 

Delta is the borrower of a syndicated loan agreement to finance the group of companies, 

which is still in a restructuring phase triggered primarily by the loss-making companies 

abroad. A restructuring report for Delta prepared in July 2019 assumes a positive continuation 

prognosis. The strategic, economic, and organisational restructuring measures specified in 

the restructuring report are to be implemented before the end of 2021. 

Due to the declining business in the Beverage division, the targets set out in the restructuring 

report could not be achieved in the 2019 financial year. Through additional measures, Delta 

is developing within the framework of the financial ratios (covenants) defined with the banks. 

The continued existence of Delta depends on the Delta Group fully implementing the 

restructuring measures and adhering to the agreed financial key figures (covenants) in the 

forecast period. It also depends on the Delta Group's financial partners' continued operation 

in accordance with the contract or agreement, even if the COVID-19 pandemic has negative 

effects. 

Without considering the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, Delta has assumed that external 

sales will increase slightly compared to the 2019 financial year. Delta is budgeting for declining 

sales in the Beverage division because a major customer has announced that it will make 

fewer purchases in 2020 due to pull-forward effects. However, Delta assumes that it will be 

able to achieve slight growth in the Industrial division. Supported by successive cost-cutting 

measures, Delta expected an EBIT of around EU R 6 million adjusted for special effects in the 

2020 financial year (subject to possible negative effects from the COVID-19 pandemic). Even 

after interest and taxes, the company expected a clearly positive result. A continuous 

improvement in the earnings situation is expected for the following years. Whether and to 

what extent the COVID-19 pandemic will affect Delta's earnings and liquidity is difficult to 

predict. 
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Critical case reflection: Delta 

Delta is a family-owned company with several shareholders and has been led by non-family 

managers for three decades. The current CEO, who has held this role for three years, 

completed a technical degree and has already gained experience in several large companies 

abroad. In addition to its two German locations, the company has further production sites in 

Austria, Hungary, England, and Switzerland. Delta exports to Southeast Europe, Scandinavia, 

the Netherlands, Italy, Russia, the United States, and India. 

In the Industrial segment, Delta produces tinplate packaging for industry, from the smallest 

containers with 50ml content to large containers with 331 content. One of the company's 

best-known products in the beverage segment is a five-litre beer keg with a built-in tap. Delta 

produces several variants of these barrels, and they are accepted by numerous national and 

international breweries. The company is the world market leader in the development, 

production, and sale of these 5-litre tin plate drums. In its print shop, Delta prints sheet metal 

for its own use (packaging) and completes contract printing for other companies and other 

products, such as jewellery boxes and posters. 

In 2015, four plants in Switzerland, France, Finland, and the United Kingdom were taken over 

from a competitor. Meanwhile the sites in France and Finland had to be closed. The company 

is going through tough restructuring measures with significant staff cuts. This is possibly the 

reason for the large discrepancy between the number of employees stated by Delta in the 

interview and that stated in the documentary information. In the interview, Delta stated it 

had 900 employees whereas the documentary information indicated 662 employees. 

Moreover, Delta undervalued their internationalization ratio and mentioned a revenue of 

EU R 180 million. However, the documentary information reports an internationalization ratio 

of 42% and a total revenue of EUR 152 million. The documentary information is considered 

more relevant because it is certified by an auditing company. 

Despite the higher internationalization ratio, Delta's current CEO avoids FDI because of a lack 

of expertise: 'But I also think that when you see how large corporations work, I mean, I've 

been here for three years, but there is also a lack of the appropriate know-how to carry out 

such an acquisition or to say that we are going to build a new plant in the USA. I wouldn't trust 

myself to do that at the moment, simply because of the lack of know-how.' 
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Related to that expertise, L says: 'And also, the question of whether companies of this size 

[SM Es] can acquire employees who are given internationalization as a task; or whether they 

[employees with expertise] would rather go to larger companies'. By definition, Delta is an 

M NE, but it is a family-owned and has the mindset more typical of a medium-sized company. 

Further data gained in the interviews correspond to the documentary information and 

produce a predominantly consistent representation (see Table 4.7). 
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Delta 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion)  

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion)  

Headcount 

Size category 

International ization ratioa(%) 

Age (yea rs) 150 150 150 

Family manager / 
fami ly-owned 

Packaging type meta l meta l meta l 

I nternational ization 
motives 

I nterview information Documentary information 

180 152 

no  d ata 78 

900 662 

M N  E M N E  

o n ly estimated by i n terviewee : 20 42 thereof a bout  38 EU  a nd  
about  5 rest of wo r ld  

no  - for 3 decades non -fam i l y  no  data 
managersa/ yes 

p rofit advantage, satu rated home no data 
ma rket 

Critical reflection 

152 

78 

662 

M N E  

4 2  thereof 38 EU  a n d  a bo ut 4 rest 
of wor ld 

no  - fo r 3 decades non -fam i l y  
m a nagersa/ yes 

reactive motives seems to 
dom i n ate: u n so l i cited orders, 
ma rket-seeki ng  

Market selection Austr ia, Switzer l a nd ,  U K, Hu nga ry, FDI in Austria, Switze r l and ,  U K, Austr ia, Switzer l a n d, U K, Hu nga ry, 
Netherl a nd s, Eastern E u ro pe, Hu nga ry; c losed l ocatio n  i n  Nethe rl a nd s, Eastern E u ro pe, 
Ita ly, Sca nd i navia ,  S loven ia ,  Russ ia ,  Fi n l a nd ,  Fra n ce Ita ly, Sca nd i navia ,  S loven ia ,  
Ba l kan s, USA, I n d i a  Ba l kan s, USA, I n d i a  

Entry mode export a nd  FD I  export and FD I  export a nd  FD I  

Pace and t ime fi rst FDI  over 25 yea rs ago, over no  data fi rst FD I  over 25 yea rs ago, over 
100 years s i nce i n ception  100 yea rs si nce i n ception  

Managerial Cu rrent CEO wo rked fo r fo reign no  data extens ive l evel of manageria l  
i nternational ization co rporations, h e  is with the i nternati ona l ization  
competencies company  fo r th ree yea rs com peten ci es, fo rma l  ed u cat ion 
( i nc l .  sociocultural aspects ) (MSc. equ iva l ent) a n d  

i ntercu ltu ra l  competencies exist 

Fi nancial and l a ck of fi n a nci a l  resou rces d u e  to no data l a ck of fi nanc i a l  resou rces d u e  to 
personnel resources misman agement with former  m i smanagement with fo rmer 

a cqu i s itions  and greenfie ld  acqu i s itions  and greenfie l d  
operatio ns; l a ck of expertise operatio ns; l a ck of expertise 
re lated to greenfi e l d  operations  ma i n l i y  re l ated to greenfi e l d  

operations  

Disruptive chal lenges meta l is perceived as  susta i n a b l e  macroeconom i c  deve l opment  meta l i s  perceived as susta i n a b l e  
r aw  materi a l s, susta i n a b i l i ty a n d  q u a ra nt ine  measu res ca used raw materi a l s, susta i n a b i l i ty 
trend  has  a pos itive i m pa ct by Covid-19 pandem i c  cou l d  trend  has  a positive i m pact 

ca use negativ affect 

I ndustry factors E u ropean ma rket is extreme ly  E u ropea n ma rket i s  extreme ly E u ropean ma rket i s  extreme ly  
competitive with excess ca pacity; competitive with excess ca pa city; com petitive with excess ca pacity; 
co nso l i dated customers a nd  conso l i dated customers a n d  conso l i dated customers a n d  
s upp l i ers; concervative i n du stry s upp l ie rs; co ncervative i n d u stry s upp l i ers; con ce rvative i n du stry 

Products very l ittl e i n n ovatio n  from the prod uct deve lopment i s  m a i n ly sca l a b l e, homogeneous, no  
p roduct (ti n p l ate ca n )  a nd  d riven by  opti m i sations  e.g. i n n ovati ons  
cu stomer  perspective, materi a l  cost savi ngs, th ickness 
conservative ma rket. red uction ,  i ncreas i ng  degree of 

a utomati on 

Ta b le 4 .7 De lta - case reflect ion i nterview and docu menta ry i nfo rmatio n .  
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(5) Case study Epsilon 

Documentary information: Epsilon 

Epsilon is a medium-sized family-owned company in western Germany that has been 

manufacturing flexible paper packaging for more than 125 years at its single site. Bags and 

pouches are its main products today. Production takes place under strict quality 

specifications. Epsilon supplies products made of paper, film, and composite materials to 

customers throughout Europe and the world. The company manufactures packaging for 

manual, semi-automatic and fully automatic processing and is active in many industries. They 

supply food retailers with packaging for baked goods, snacks, fruit and vegetables, sausage 

and cheese, plants, e-commerce products, textiles, and cutlery. 

In 2019, Epsilon achieved sales of EUR 36.2 million, which is 5.3% above the previous year's 

sales. The incoming orders were satisfactory. Both sales and incoming orders increased 

significantly in the second half of the year after the first half of the year fell short of 

expectations. The continuously advancing alignment of the product portfolio towards special 

items with higher unit prices, as well as the acquisition of further customers with newly 

developed products, remain the basis of this increase in sales. 

As in previous years, the focus of production was on the development of technical equipment 

to further optimise quality and productivity. As an additional priority, the new and further 

development of products has been an essential part of technical development. The occupancy 

rate was above average in the second half of the year, while it was below average in the first 

half of the year. The peaks were absorbed by extra shifts and additional staff from temporary 

employment agencies. 

The price development in the procurement market for bleached paper raw materials, film and 

auxiliary materials rose inconsistently in the 2019 financial year. While paper decreased, film 

remained largely stable, and auxiliary materials increased in some cases. Procurement was 

problem-free during the year. 

The total investment in fixed assets in the reporting year was EU R 812 thousand (previous 

year: EUR 1.371 million). This investment is primarily divided between the acquisition of 

machines and machine-related tools (EUR 324 thousand) and other operating and office 
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equipment (EUR 171 thousand). The off-balance-sheet investments amount to approximately 

EUR 611 thousand and are primarily divided between machines (EUR 383 thousand) and 

vehicles (EU R 228 thousand). 

Significant investments in terms of amount were financed through leasing, and the remaining 

investments were financed from incoming payments using the current account line. 

As of December 31, 2019, the company employed a total of 157 people (previous year: 152) 

plus 21 trainees (previous year: 23) in the 2019 financial year. 

The balance sheet total increased by EUR 1.469 million compared to the previous year. The 

proportion af fixed assets in relation to the balance sheet total fell from 33.5% in the previous 

year to 27.9%. The total of property, plant and equipment decreased by EUR 177 thousand in 

absolute terms, despite Epsilon's investments in these areas. As of December 31, 2019, there 

were leasing contracts for property, plant and equipment not recognised on the balance 

sheet, with acquisition costs totalling EUR 7.789 million (previous year: EUR 7,616 thousand). 

The relative share of short-term assets increased from 66.5% in the previous year to 72.1%. 

This is due to a significantly higher level of receivables. 

The company was able to meet its payment obligations at all times within the framework of 

incoming and outgoing payments from customers and suppliers as well as available 

overdrafts. Epsilon's financial obligations arising from deliveries and services were met, as 

agreed, with the deduction of a cash discount through timely payment. Receivables were 

mainly received within the agreed payment terms, with the exception of negligible bad debt 

losses. 

The cash flow from operating activities according to DVFA / SG amounted to EUR 1.480 million 

in the 2019 financial year (previous year: EUR 1.670 million). 

The company prepares a detailed, monthly-based earnings plan for each financial year. The 

degree of target achievement for the individual items in the income statement is monitored 

on a monthly basis. 

The sum of sales revenues and changes in the inventories of finished and unfinished products 

(i.e. total output) increased by 4.1% in 2019 compared to the previous year. 
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Personnel costs have increased significantly due to the need to hire employees during the 

year and the increase in the annual vacation entitlement. Due to investments, depreciation 

increased significantly to EU R 938 thousand (EU R 835 thousand). Other operating expenses 

increased by a total of EU R 732 thousand. In particular, cost of facilities increased by EUR 201 

thousand due to the necessary building expansion. The cost of goods delivery increased by a 

total of EUR 248 thousand, some of which could be passed on to customers. Finally, the costs 

of repairs and maintenance increased by EUR 148 thousand. 

The net income for the 2019 reporting year was EUR 542 thousand (previous year: EUR 898 

thousand). The forecast of the previous year was thus achieved. Overall, the economic 

situation can still be assessed as positive. 

The following assumptions about future developments and the resulting opportunities and 

risks are made to the best of Epsilon's knowledge and are subject to uncertainty. It is also 

assumed that the company will exist for an indefinite period (going concern) and that the 

overall economic situation in the relevant procurement and sales markets will not change 

significantly in the medium to long term. 

As the company primarily produces thin (i.e. very light) packaging, changes due to the general 

discussion about too much packaging, and especially too much plastic packaging, are likely to 

be positive insofar as there is enough potential to replace heavier packaging. The German 

Packaging Act (VerpackG), which came into force on January 1, 2019, continues to unsettle 

many of Epsilon's customers. The effort required to obtain new and repeat orders is much 

higher due to the high demand for alternative, more sustainable material compositions. 

This development will continue in the first quarter of 2020. Typical price changes on both 

sides of the market are assumed. For the most important materials, paper and foils, prices 

were stable at the beginning of the year or continuing to fall slightly. 

The extent to which the COVID-19 crisis will affect raw material prices cannot yet be foreseen. 

In general, we expect the COVID-19 crisis to have a significant impact on global economic 

development. As a supplier to the food industry, we do not expect any negative developments 

in demand for Epsilon's products. Production stoppages due to sick employees represent a 

risk that is difficult to calculate, and Epsilon will try to counteract this with suitable measures. 
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Epsilon's market position continues to be consolidated, and the proportion of high-quality 

products, some of which were developed by Epsilon, is increasing at an above-average rate. 

For 2020, a total output of around EUR 40-42 million and a material cost ratio that is roughly 

the same as in the previous year is planned. In the first two months, total output and gross 

profit were still lower than expected due to new projects being postponed by customers. A 

positive result above the operating result of 2019 is still expected in 2020. 

The company's development potential can still be assessed as very positive. Epsilon's solid 

and expanded customer structure, manufacturing competence, internal know-how about 

product innovations and high-quality products create opportunities for further growth in 

sales. Additional market developments in other European or non-European countries are 

actively pursued. Finally, Epsilon regularly analyses the risk of major customer dependencies 

using ABC analyses. 

Education and training continue to have a high priority in personnel development. 

Investments in this area gradually bring the desired results. 

The liquidity situation is stable. The available current account lines are sufficient for Epsilon 

to continue to always meet its payment obligations in the future. 

Possible default risks of essential receivables are considered by obtaining trade credit 

insurance. The default rates are currently insignificant. There are no currency risks because 

Epsilon invoices and purchases goods in euros. By constantly monitoring and assessing the 

procurement and sales markets as well as the political and legal framework, it is possible to 

react to relevant changes at an early stage. No environmental risks can be identified. Financial 

risks from damage events as well as liability risks are covered by insurance, and the adequacy 

of the company's insurance is continuously monitored. There are currently no identifiable 

risks that could jeopardise the continued existence of the company. 

Critical case reflection: Epsilon 

Epsilon's sole managing director has been with the company for 20 years and took over 

management from the owners - father and son - 15 years ago. About 20 years ago, the 
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company planned a strategic realignment with the focus on intensifying export activities. The 

managing director is convinced that an international background leads to a lower language 

barrier, and decision-makers are more open-minded. The interview data indicate that 

extensive internationalization competencies exist, for example, formal education by 

continuing education, further training, a year abroad, and awareness of sociocultural factors. 

Today, Epsilon is mainly active in European markets but also has special products in countries 

outside Europe, such as New Zealand, Saudi Arabia, the United States, Canada, Cyprus, and 

the United Arab Emirates. The internationalization ratio is at a high level of 65%. Due to its 

manufacture of niche products and its market size regarding the product portfolio, for which 

the German market would be too small, internationalization is clearly a success factor for 

Epsilon. 

The company strongly promotes its own young talent and staff. There is a lack of personnel 

resources, especially to secure multilingual employees who are proficient in languages other 

than German and English. The documentary information reports 21 trainees, which is 

consistent with the interview data that refer to the high priority given to personnel 

development through education and training measures. 

Epsilon is certified according to the BRC Global Standard for packaging and packaging 

materials and has also been PEFC certified since June 2013. 

The company is active in many industries and supplies food retailers with packaging for baked 

goods, snacks, fruit and vegetables, sausage and cheese, plants, e-commerce products, 

textiles, and cutlery. The price pressure and low level of product processing are extreme in 

Germany, where key customers are food retailers and discounters. With its highly processed 

products, Epsilon realises better prices abroad. Epsilon also specialises in innovations by 

means of its own technical development; it builds part of the technology itself to manufacture 

special, innovative products. According to Saridakis et al.'s (2019) terminology, Epsilon 

generates product and process innovations that are 'radical innovations' - they are novel to 

the market and industry. In the same way, the documentary information suggests that Epsilon 

has an increasing proportion of high-quality products, some of which they developed. Epsilon 

only works with resellers abroad. The company is currently not pursuing the idea of direct 

investment in foreign markets; it performs extremely well from its own know-how and 
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development, which it tries to protect to prevent the transfer of knowledge. Due to the 

current sustainability movement and the questioning of many types of packaging, Epsilon 

found success with new ideas. Correspondingly, expert R refers to the most important 

challenges for the GPI and, in particular, the public perception of packaging. In his industry 

analysis from 2012, he reported dealing with evolutionary trends. Today, he observes 

disruption, which has a different logic; processes are changed with an event. He claims: 'The 

two most important disruptive challenges for the packaging industry today are digitisation­

digital transformation and sustainability'. The documentary information reveals a high 

demand for more sustainable materials. Furthermore, the general discussion about too much 

plastic packaging has a positive effect on Epsilon because they can supply lightweight 

packaging to replace heavier packaging. Overall, the interview data coincide with the 

documentary information (see Table 4.8). 
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Epsi lon 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion)  
Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion)  

Headcount 
Size category 

International ization ratioa(%) 

Age (yea rs) 

Family manager / 
fami ly-owned 

International ization 
motives 

I nterview information 

below 50 

be low 250 
SM E 

a bout  65 

130 

no - for 15 yea rs non -fa mi ly 
m a nagera/ yes 

ma rket-seeki ng  ( sma l l  home  no  data ma rket-seeki ng ( sma l l  home 
ma rket, n i che  p rod u cts), ma rket, n i che  prod ucts), 
u n so l i cited orders u nso l i cited orders 

Documentary information 

36 

12 

157 
SME  

about  65 

over 125 

no  data 

Critical reflection 

36 

12 

157 
SME  

about  65  

over 125 

no  - fo r 15 yea rs non -fa m i ly  
managera/ yes 

Packaging type p l a st ic, pa per paper  p l a st ic, paper  

Market selection focus on E u rope a n d  wo r ldwide  no  data E u rope and speci a l  p roducts 
with speci a l  p roducts: I s rae l ,  USA, wor ldwide  to I srae l ,  USA, Canada ,  
Canada ,  U n ited Em i rates, New U n ited Em i rates, New Zea l a n d  
Zea l a nd  

Entry mode export no data export 

Pace and t ime 15 yea rs ago, over 110 yea rs s i n ce no  data 15 yea rs ago, over 110 yea rs s i n ce 
i n ception ,  strategi c rea l ign ment i n ception ,  strategi c rea l ign ment 
20 yea rs ago 20 yea rs ago 

Managerial convi nced that a n  i nternati o n a l  no  data extens ive i ntern ati o n a l ization  
i nternational ization background  leads to l ower com petenc ies :  fo rma l  ed u cat ion 
competencies l a n guage ba rr ier  a n d  decis i on - by conti n uati on  ed ucati on  a n d  
( i nc l .  sociocultura l aspects ) ma kers a re more open-m in ded fu rther tra i n i ngs, one  yea r stayi ng 

a b road ;  awa re of sociocu ltu ra l  
a spects 

Fi nancial and l a ck of personne l  resou rces; no  data l a ck of personne l  resou rces; 
personnel resources d i ffi cu l t  to get m u lti l i ngua l  d iffi cu l t  to get m u lti l i ngua l  

emp l oyees beyond  Germa n and  emp l oyees beyond  Germa n and  
Eng l i sh ;  education  a nd  tra i n i n g  Eng l i sh ;  education  a n d  tra i n i n g  
measu res have h i gh pr io rity i n  measu res have h i gh pr io rity i n  
personne l  d eve lopment personne l  d evel opment 

Disruptive chal lenges the pace of prod uct ch anges and genera l  d i scuss ion about  too genera l d i scuss ion  a bout  too 
deve lopments i s  at  least 20 t imes m u ch p l a st ic packagi ng; pos itive m u ch p l a sti c pa ckagi ng; pos itive 
fa ste r tha n  it was 10 yea rs ago; effect beca use enough potenti a l  effect beca use enough potenti a l  
cu rrent ly d eve lop i ng  p rod ucts o n  to  rep l a ce heavier packagi ng; h igh to  rep l a ce heavier pa ckagi ng; h i gh 
a weekly bas i s ;  stro ng  R&D focus demand  fo r more su sta i n a b l e  demand  fo r more su sta i n a b l e  
with s i x  eng in eers, n ecessity to materia l s ;  Covid-19 affects g loba l  mate ri a l s  
d i ffe renti ate o u rselves economy but no major i mpact o n  

demand  fo r Eps i l o n 's prod u cts 

I ndustry factors p ri ce p res su re a n d  low l evel of no data p ri ce p ressu re a n d  low l eve l of 
p roduct p rocess i ng  i s  extreme i n  p roduct p rocess i ng  is extreme i n  
Germa ny, custo mers a re food Germa ny, custo mers a re food 
reta i l e rs and d i scoun ters; a b road reta i l e rs ;  a b road h igher 
h igher p rocessed p roducts at  p rocessed p roducts at better 
better p rices p ri ces 

Products i n novative prod ucts, i n n ovative i n creas i ng  p roport ion of h igh ­ ma rket-specif ic, i n novative a nd  
a utomatio n tech no l ogy, n iche q u a l ity p roducts, some of wh ich d iffe renti ated prod u cts, p rocess 
ma rkets, service: commercia l a n d  were deve loped by Eps i l on  i n n ovati on ,  n iche ma rkets, service 
tech n ica l  s u pport offeri ng 

Ta b le  4 .8 E ps i lon  - case reflect ion i nterview and docume nta ry i nfo rmation .  
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(6) Case study Zeta 

Documentary information: Zeta 

Zeta is primarily active in two main business areas: container glass and PET preforms and 

containers. In the container glass business division, the focus of production and sales is on 

wine, spirits, beer, sparkling wine, and food segments. In the PET business division, the focus 

is on preform and container production. In addition, Zeta also operates a logistics company 

and a recycling company. These companies have little external business volume, mainly 

providing services for group companies. 

Since the 1970s, Zeta has intensively considered the idea of using waste glass as a secondary 

raw material, and in 2002 the group has installed the mill's first waste glass processing plant. 

In the 1990s, non-returnable PET found its way into the soft drink sector and initially replaced 

reusable glass packaging. The two managing directors made the strategically important 

decision to enter the PET business. The know-how necessary to produce PET preforms was 

gained by participating in a Swiss company. With this partner's well-functioning network and 

its own trained specialists, Zeta participated in the highly successful one-way PET bottle in 

Germany in 1999 and 2000. Zeta's cooperation with a Swiss company ended in 2001 with the 

sale of its shares. 

At the end of the nineties, Zeta put the world's first industrial coating system that was fully 

integrated into an existing production line into operation and set additional standards in 

terms of innovation. As a result of these innovations, glass packaging is now up to 30% lighter 

or 40% stronger. 

At the beginning of the new millennium, Zeta showed increased commitment to the Central 

and Eastern European markets. In 2006, a branch was founded in Slovakia, which 

strengthened sales and thus Zeta's position in Eastern Europe; this branch is also used as a 

forwarding company. From its Slovakia sales office, Zeta serves customers in Slovakia, 

Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Poland. 

Since the liquidation of its South African subsidiary, Zeta is only represented abroad in Austria 

with a non-operating company and in Slovakia with an independent sales office. In 2006, Zeta 

expanded its product portfolio to offer PET containers in one- and two-stage processes. In 
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2011, together with a supplier, Zeta developed a hot melt material preheater that saves a 

considerable amount of energy and CO2. In the same year, Zeta expanded its product portfolio 

to include the food sector and secured its position in the beer bottle market. The 

commissioning of a service centre followed in 2015, where bottles and jars with clip closures 

are fully assembled in a highly automated process and then packed in boxes and cartons and 

delivered to the bottler. In 2016, the company established a dominant position in the spirits 

segment by acquiring another glasswork, expanding its product portfolio in the food, water, 

and wine markets. 

In the past financial year, Zeta closed with only a slight increase in sales of 0.9% to EU R 427.9 

million (previous year: EU R 424.2 million). In contrast to domestic sales, foreign sales 

developed negatively. Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, the company recorded a sales 

increase of 4.3% in Germany. Of the container glass sales, 59. 7% came from Germany and 

40.3% from abroad. Almost all segments contributed to the positive sales development in 

Germany. 

The downturn in the global economy in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and increasing 

criticism of plastic packaging also affected plastics production and processing. In the PET 

preform / container business area, it was not possible to build on the positive developments 

of previous years due to the declining market. The lower raw material prices and weaker sales 

led to a decline in sales. In the 2019/20 financial year, sales fell significantly by 15.3% 

compared to the previous year's figure, falling from EUR 101.3 million to EUR 85.8 million 

(2.19 billion units to 1.92 billion units). 81.1% of the sales came from Germany and 18.9% 

from abroad. Domestic sales fell by 16.4%, and sales abroad fell by 24.7%. 

In the 2019/20 financial year, Zeta achieved consolidated sales of EU R 516.4 million (previous 

year: EU R 528.2 million). Compared to the previous year, this means a decline in sales of 2.2%. 

In the process, EU R 327.9 million were generated in Germany. As in previous years, most 

domestic sales came from the container glass business area. Foreign sales accounted for 

36.5% of total sales. As in the preceding year, the remaining freight and recycling sales of EUR 

2.7 million from external sales (after consolidation) are rather low from the group's 

perspective and fell by 1. 7%. 

205 



Zeta invested a total of EUR 174.1 million in intangible assets and property, plants and 

equipment in the 2019/20 financial year (previous year: EUR 144.6 million). At EUR 163.1 

million, most of the investments were made in the container glass business area. The focus 

of the investments was on the construction of a new plant at the 'S' location and general 

repairs of a melting furnace at the 'G' location. 

At the 'E' location, investments were primarily made in the construction of a new melting 

furnace and in expanding capacity. In addition, a new packaging hall and new office and social 

rooms were built in location E. The largest single investment at the main site concerned the 

construction of a recycling centre. Investments of EUR 9.2 million (previous year: EUR 9.8 

million) were made in the PET preform and container business area. These investments 

mainly relate to the construction of a new PET recycling plant and the conversion of existing 

warehouses. In the year under review, Zeta's Logistics section invested primarily in replacing 

the vehicle fleet. The investments in fixed assets were financed from the cash flow and new 

bank liabilities. 

Research and development in the container glass business division is carried out by Zeta's 

R&D department through its long-standing membership in the research association 

International Partners in Glass Research ( IPGR) and through cooperation with various 

universities and research institutes. Zeta has joined the glass technology alliance initiated by 

the University of 'B' in order to conduct research and development on certain topics together 

with the university and other industrial companies. In addition, Zeta is participating in the 

project initiated by the European container glass trade association (FEVE) for a new, 

considerably C02-reduced glass melting technology. 

All important earnings and earnings figures are below the previous year's level. Nonetheless, 

Zeta's position with respect to assets, finances and earnings can still be described as healthy 

and stable. Zeta's container glass business is broadly based; there is no significant dependency 

on a specific market segment. With the beer, wine, spirits, sparkling wine and food divisions, 

Zeta achieves approximately 90% of the segment sales; the three largest market segments 

are wine, beer and spirits. The likelihood that the sales and turnover figures of these or all of 

the market segments Zeta serves will collapse at the same time is assessed as low. Overall, 
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Zeta delivers less than 4% of its technical capacity to its largest customers. Deliveries are 

largely secured by credit insurance. 

Zeta's business in the division of PET preforms and containers is more dependent on 

individual customers and sub-markets than the glass division. The planned expansion of the 

PET container business is intended to reduce dependency on the preform business over the 

next few years. The two business divisions of container glass and PET (each with a share of 

more than 5% of sales) do not share any major customers. Therefore, the Group's dependency 

on individual customers is reduced by operating both business divisions. 

Zeta sees above-average procurement risks in the area of the constant supply of recycled 

glass. In the recent past, Zeta has seen numerous attempts and actual successes to reallocate 

the amount of packaging waste to be distributed. On the one hand, there is the failed attempt 

by the 'R' to take over 'D'. On the other hand, 'L' placed its own dual system on the market 

with 'P'. Insufficient quantities of waste glass can lead to increased use of primary raw 

materials after Zeta's stocks have been depleted, and excessively high delivery quantities can 

lead to problems with absorption and storage capacity. 

The company also sees risks in energy supply. On the one hand, Zeta must deal with the 

potentially high volatility of prices. On the other hand, the firm foresees problems with its 

electricity supply due to investments in line construction that are not consistently 

implemented promptly. In addition, Zeta does not understand the changed attitude of the 

German federal government and other European state players regarding Nord Stream 2. As 

an energy-intensive company and a part of society, Zeta believes that Europeans should be 

interested in the broadest possible supply that is not based on individual energy sources. In 

addition to the completion of Nord Stream 2, this also includes the construction of a German 

LNG terminal and the expansion of renewable energy sources. 

The availability of qualitatively adequate cargo space at competitive prices has recently 

decreased. Therefore, Zeta is working on reactivating the siding at its main location. 

Unfortunately, with the introduction of the truck toll on federal highways, the legislature 

made transport costs even more expensive. Investments in transport infrastructure continue 

to be systematically neglected. The CO2 tax on transports from 2021 (and increasing in the 

following years) will exacerbate this situation. 
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Currently, no risks of insufficient liquidity are foreseen. Net liquidity has deteriorated 

compared to the previous year due to high investments. These funds were used to expand 

Zeta's capacities in glass and PET in the 2019/20 financial year. As we reported in the previous 

year, Zeta has changed its short- to medium-term investment policy due to the current long­

term low interest rates. This creates both risks and opportunities related to exchange rates, 

which unfortunately had a negative impact on Zeta's consolidated financial statements. 

In the 2019/20 financial year, a mix of medium- to long-term loans was taken out from two 

banks. As in the past, these loans have a fixed interest rate. The Zeta companies in the 

container glass and PET business invoice their sales exclusively in euros. This does not result 

in direct currency risks in the classic sense. Particularly noteworthy is Zeta's position in the 

South African rand, which stems from the sale of an investment and shows volatile price 

developments. 

The group relies on qualified employees at all its locations and competes with numerous 

companies for appropriately trained staff. At the 'T' location in particular, the company is less 

and less able to attract sufficient workers and trainees. In Germany, the necessary availability 

of potentially deployable workers is ensured through cooperation with universities, 

supervision of internships and theses as well as training in the individual companies. Zeta also 

recruits new employees in other European countries. Several groups are now deployed in the 

factories, and familiarisation and the necessary integration outside the workplace are 

progressing. A final assessment of these measures cannot yet be made. 

The risks in the IT area include system failure risks, inadequate system availability and external 

attacks. The goal of minimising risk equally for all applications necessitates a multitude of 

approaches. The central SAP R/3 system for all German locations is provided by the group 

parent company and includes redundancy. 

Production creates process-related risks that can pollute the environment. In order to 

minimise these risks and continuously improve the environmental performance of Zeta, 

human resources have been made available and the organisation has been modified as 

necessary. Environmental goals are set up on a regular basis, from which concrete 

environmental protection measures are derived and then implemented in detail. 
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With regard to climate protection, Zeta has been systematically addressing the ecological 

footprint of its products and services for some time. After continuous improvement from year 

to year, the firm was able to achieve its goal in small steps during the past financial year. The 

achievement of this goal involved the implementation of many individual measures. With the 

Eco2Bottle concept presented for the first time in the current financial year, Zeta is sending a 

clear message to the market that there can also be climate-neutral glass packaging. If one 

follows the path of avoiding before reducing and provides a high degree of authenticity and 

honesty, it quickly becomes clear that only a combination of these three approaches can bring 

us closer to the goal. 

The national and international political risks are high. For example, the discussion about the 

renewable energy law (EEG) and the question of a ban on various plastic products in the EU 

and its supposed impact on packaging made of PET pose potential risks. The discussion in 

connection with climate change, which has intensified in recent years, and the resulting- and 

increasingly unpredictable - decisions of the German and European governments, make 

medium- to long-term planning very difficult. Nevertheless, Zeta does not rate the overall risk 

situation as threatening. 

For the 2020/21 financial year, the company anticipates increasing sales, with a slightly 

disproportionate increase in sales in the container glass business division. Nevertheless, Zeta 

will not achieve its goals. In the business area of PET preforms and containers, Zeta will fall 

far short of the previous year's sales in fiscal year 2020/21. This reflects lower raw material 

prices in relation to the previous year and the related sales prices as well as falling sales 

volumes because of the COVID-19 pandemic. In view of the strongly fluctuating raw material 

and energy prices, the forecast for the 2021/22 financial year is very difficult. Overall, Zeta 

faces increasing competition in glass and PET. Nevertheless, the group expects slightly higher 

sales in container glass in the coming 2021/22 financial year. 

Zeta's early risk detection system has the task of identifying and evaluating risks from the 

macroeconomic environment and the situation in the industry in a timely manner so that 

countermeasures can be taken promptly if necessary. It primarily consists of monthly 

reporting, controlling and the internal monitoring and control system. 
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Critical case reflection: Zeta 

Zeta is a family-owned group of companies with a history that goes back around 450 years. 

The annual reports reveal a holding structure with one holding company and ten legal 

subsidiary entities. Zeta is active worldwide in the glass sector. However, mainland Europe is 

the core market. The most distant foreign market that Zeta supplies in the plastics sector is 

the USA. Zeta has been exporting to almost every continent for decades as outlined in the 

interview. The company develops and manufactures individual packaging concepts made of 

glass and PET for both the beverage and food industries. Zeta's USPs abroad are customised 

glass products. 

In the interview data, Zeta reports 2,100 employees and an internationalization ratio of 40 to 

50% in the glass division and 15 to 20% in the plastics division. In contrast, the documentary 

information indicates 1,933 employees and an internationalization ratio of 33% in the glass 

division and 3% in the plastics division. Even in Zeta's annual report, there are conflicting 

statements about foreign and domestic sales. On page two, they report foreign sales of 40.3% 

(glass) and 18.9% (plastics), and on page 11, they maintain foreign sales of 33% (glass) and 3% 

(plastics). 

In the documentary information, Zeta reports that they have to cope with a lack of qualified 

personnel, the risks in energy and cullet supply, and the availability of cargo space at 

competitive prices. In the interview, Zeta emphasizes highly competitive pressure and high 

capital expenditure requirements regarding industry factors. Furthermore, the loss of 

reputation of plastic packaging and the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic had a strong 

negative impact on sales, as stated in Zeta's annual report. 

Besides the formal education of the two manager-owners and their international experience 

due to the previous joint venture in South Africa, Zeta states that they lack expertise and that 

they prefer German- and English-speaking countries for FDls. Even with good financial 

resources, Zeta is risk averse. This observation is in line with Achtenhagen's (2011) conclusion 

that SM Es may be able to internationalize but lack the willingness and/or competence to do 

so. Furthermore, personal international orientation can reduce the perceived fear of entering 

markets abroad. Andersson et al. (2014) argued that mature industries are more structured, 

their networks are already established, resulting in stability and slow growth. Firms in this 
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setting are constrained by the industry structure, and the internationalization process is 

incremental and begins later. Overall, the combination of the documentary information and 

the interview data provides enhanced insight into the case company (see Table 4.9). 
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Zeta Interview information Documentary information Critical reflection 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion) 550 528 528 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion) no  d ata 770 770 

Headcount 

Size category 

a bout 2, 100 

M N E  

1,933 

M N E  

1,933 

M N E  

I nternationalization ratioe(%) 4 0  - 5 0  g lass a nd  1 5  - 2 0  p l a st ic 33 gl a ss a n d  3 p l a st ic 4 0  gl a ss a nd  1 9  p l a st ic ( i nterview 
a n d  one corresp .  entry in a n n u a l  
report )  

Age (years) no  d ata over 450 over 450 

Family manager / 
fami ly-owned 

yesa/ yes - two sha reho lde rs, 
50% each 

no d ata fa m i l y  managers a n d  fa mi ly-owned 

Packaging type gl a ss and p l a st ic  g l ass and p l a st ic  g lass and p l a st ic 

I nternationalization 

motives 
opportun ity, market-seeki ng, 
accessi b i l ity 

no  d ata opport u n ity, ma rket-seeki ng, 
access i b i l ity 

Market selection Germa n- and  Eng l i sh-spea ki ng  d i s i nvest JV in South Africa, one  Germa n - a n d  Eng l i sh-speak ing  
cou ntr ies w i th  sta b l e  l ega l system sa les  subsi d i a ry i n  S l ova kia, non - co u ntr ies w i th  sta b l e  l ega l system 
( i n  the  case of a FD I ) ;  d i si nvest JV operati ng company  i n  Austr ia fo r FDI ;  E u rope i s  t he  key ma rket 
in South Afri ca, sa les  o rg i n  
Sl ova ki a 

Entry mode export, agents, sa les  office, jo int  jo int ventu re, sa l es offi ce export, agents, sa les  offi ce, jo in t  
ventu re, FD I  (sa les  office) ventu re 

Pace and t ime 

Managerial management has i nternat i o na l  the cu rrent fa m i l y  managers moderate l evel of man ageri a l  
i nternationalization 
competencies 

( incl . sociocultural aspects ) 

a ctivit ies a b road fo r decades 
(30+) 

background  (wo rked a b road ) ,  
se lect ion  criter ion fo r FDI : 
Germa n - and  Eng l i sh-spea ki ng  
cou ntr ies 

no d ata 

gra du ated, one MSc, the second  
one  M BA equ iva l ent 

activit ies a b road fo r decades (30+) 

i nternat i o na l izati on  competenc ies :  
so me i n ternat i o n a l  experience; 
moderate l evel of sociocu l tu ra l  
co mpetencies : l a nguage bar riers 
l im i t  the  cho ice of ta rget markets 
fo r FDI  

Financial and shortage of q u a l if ied personne l  R&D department, member  o f  a sho rtage of q u a l if ied a n d  
personnel resources ( l a nguage, l ega l expertise), resea rch netwo rk, cooperat ion  motivated emp l oyees, fi n a nci a l  

fi n a nc ia l  resou rces a re ava i l a b l e, with resea rch i n g  u n iversit ies a nd  resou rces a re ava i l a b l e  
r isk averse i n st itut ions  

Disruptive chal lenges susta i n ab i l ity t rend  has  a posi t ive l oss of reputat ion of p l a st ic  susta i n a b i l i ty t rend  has  a pos itive 
impact on g la ss; Germa ny's packagi ng impact on glass; Germany's c l i mate 
cl i mate strategy th reaten energy- strategy th reaten energy-i ntensive 
i nten sive compan ies compan i es 

I ndustry factors g lass :  p rice competit ion ,  i nvestment-i ntensive p ri ce competit ion  wh ich is 
i nvestment- inten sive, t ied to a co u nteracted with q u a l ity, 
l ocatio n  with a l a rge site co nso l i dat ion  tendency with a n  
i nfra structu re, co ncentrate a lot expectat ion  o f  ma rgi n recovery 
of know-how 

Products commod ity in g l ass and p l a st ic; conta i ne r  gl a ss a n d  PET p refo rms sca l a b l e, homogeneous  p rod ucts; 
bespoken a n d  n iche prod ucts i n  d i fferent i ated prod ucts fo r oversea 
oversea ma rkets ma rkets; ma i n  bus i ness with 

commod it ies 

Ta b le 4 .9 Zeta - case reflect ion i nterview and documenta ry i nfo rmation .  
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(7) Case study Eta 

Documentary information: Eta 

The company is a leading manufacturer of exclusive and individual packaging solutions like 

cardboard boxes and carrier bags as well as accessories such as hang tags or inlays for the 

branded goods industry in the high-quality consumer and luxury goods sector. 

In addition to its locations in Germany and Hungary the company has two wholly owned 

subsidiaries in China and Hong Kong. These investments have proven to be an important 

instrument for binding our global customers to Eta. 

Since 2014, the company has used solar electricity generation; an annual average of around 

65% of electricity consumption is covered by its own power generation, and an average of 

about 190 tonnes of C02 are saved per year. As a paper processing company, Eta attaches 

great importance to recycling and wood and cellulose resources from sustainable cultivation. 

Moreover, Eta is FSC certified and works with certified partners. 

The subject of development activity is innovative process development for the production of 

packaging materials based on paper and cardboard. With a team of highly qualified 

employees, customer requests and application technologies are innovatively developed and 

implemented in Eta's graphics and development department. Existing products are constantly 

further developed and adapted to meet customer demand and environmental requirements 

and to employ the latest technology. 

Eta also works exclusively with suppliers to develop solutions for complex customer tasks, 

either in the raw materials or mechanical engineering sectors. Eta achieved its sales and 

earnings targets in the 2018 financial year and achieved a positive annual result. After a 

dynamic phase of restructuring in 2016/2017, the company is developing in a much more 

stable manner. 

The following information on the earnings situation relates to the calendar year. Sales 

increased significantly in 2018 and are 37% higher than the previous year's sales. At the same 

time, the cost of sales ratio improved by 9%, which led to a significantly higher gross profit 

(+ 74%). In contrast, the operating costs including personnel costs rose by 10%. 
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The company's financial position has also stabilised compared to the previous year. Measures 

taken by the shareholder have also made a significant contribution to this stabilisation. The 

company has received a loan, and the shareholder has secured parts of the current account 

lines. As a result, the company met its financial obligations at all times. The balance sheet 

total increased slightly to just under 8.2 million EU R (previous year 8.0 million EU R). The 

company's equity has increased in line with the annual result. The balance sheet equity ratio 

as of the balance sheet date was 10% (previous year 8%). 

The packaging industry offers huge growth potential, including in the area of consumer 

packaging. Eta assumes moderate growth in sales and earnings and expects a positive annual 

result. In a positive sign, the 2019 financial year started with a high order backlog. Significant 

growth impulses were seen for the Asian subsidiaries over the course of the year. 

Eta faces a currency risk, which is offset by sales and purchases. The company is still very 

dependent on some major international customers. The planned - and in some cases already 

successful - increased sales activities are intended to further reduce this dependency. 

Due to the high manual proportion of production, further processing capacities were built up 

in Eastern European countries and are still being expanded. The bad debt risk is covered by 

trade credit insurance; Eta also holds manufacturing risk insurance. 

High-quality packaging is increasingly important in marketing; such packaging is sales­

promoting, representative and reflects the overall appearance of preferred products and 

brands. Products made from paper and cardboard are predominantly based on renewable 

raw materials and recycled materials. They are in line with the strong trend towards more 

sustainability and greater environmental awareness. 

With the production of sustainable and high-quality packaging solutions for a steadily growing 

market segment, Eta has achieved a good market position for further growth. 

On the procurement side, Eta has a wide range of delivery options for both raw materials and 

merchandise. The company implements high quality standards through quality controls 

directly in the suppliers' production facilities as well as in the production facilities located on 

Eta's business premises. Subsidiaries are available for quality control in China and Hong Kong. 

In Hungary, this is done by Eta's sister company. 
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Eta counteracts the competition in the market by significantly strengthening its sales activities 

as well as through innovations, reliability and a high level of quality. 

Since August 2017, Eta has held a 50% stake in a company that deals with the trade of neutral 

and individualised packaging. One focus of this company is on building up online sales, 

including in the B2C sector. Eta expects positive annual results for all subsidiaries in 2019. 

Critical case reflection: Eta 

Eta was founded over 160 years ago and is a medium-sized company with 90 employees. Eta's 

core business is the design, production, and trading of high-quality and exclusive paper 

packaging solutions. Its major customers include market leaders in the luxury goods and 

consumer goods sectors. Since the domestic market is too small for Eta's product portfolio, 

the company must be active in foreign markets. Eta's strategic focus on foreign markets began 

about 20 years ago after a strategic realignment initiated by the family manager. Asia is 

increasingly important as a sales market for luxury products. Therefore, it was an important 

step for Eta to present itself at a very high level in the Chinese market and thereby accelerate 

its sales activities in China. With its warehouse and logistics service in Germany and its 

subsidiaries in Hungary, China, and Hong Kong, Eta provides finished goods on demand from 

its subsidiaries at short notice, delivers them directly or takes over the storage of customers' 

packaging materials. 

According to the interview data, Eta is active in France, Italy, Switzerland, UK and Asia, with 

an internationalization ratio of about 90%. Data on the internationalization ratio were not 

available in the documentary information. Furthermore, the interview data did not reveal that 

Eta went through a drastic restructuring process. This data emerged by reviewing the 

documentary information: 

After a dynamic phase of restructuring in 2016/2017, the company is developing in a 

much more stable manner. The company's financial position has also stabilised 

compared to the previous year. Measures taken by the shareholder have also made a 

significant contribution to this stabilisation. The company has received a loan, and the 

shareholder has secured parts of the current account lines. 
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The company was family-owned until three years ago when it was sold to a German company 

that markets materials, media and machines for the manufacturing of print and advertising 

products. Eta is now managed by an external CEO who is Belgian. He has an international 

business background and formal education. The CEO previously worked for a German M NE in 

Germany. A good level of managerial internationalization and sociocultural competencies are 

assumed due to entry modes with higher commitment in several countries, including 

psychically distant countries. A shortage of personnel resources for internationalization 

transactions is observed, and financial risk related to internationalization decisions is carefully 

considered. Therefore, an incremental internationalization process is still preferred. The 

dominant industry factor is price competition, which is counteracted with operations abroad 

(where labour costs are lower) and by strengthening its sales activities, innovation, reliability, 

and quality. The documentary information reveals that Eta is in a good market position as 

paper-based products are perceived as sustainable. This assumption seems sound given the 

general consumer perception that paper, wood, glass and metal packaging is more 

sustainable than plastic packaging. 

Apart from the information about the previous restructuring process, the interview data and 

documentary information are predominantly in agreement and draw a consistent picture 

about the case company's status (see Table 4.10). 
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Eta Interview information Documentary information Critical reflection 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion) no  d ata 10a- 50 10 - 50 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion)  no  d ata 8 8 

Headcount no  d ata 92 92 
Size category SME SME  SME  

I nternationalization ratioe(%) 90 90 90 

Age (years) no  d ata 140+ 140+ 

Family managere/ noa/ no, u t i l  2017 fa m i l y  ma naged noa/ no, un t i l  2017 fa m i l y  owned noa/ no,  un t i l  2017 fa m i l y  owned 
fami ly-owned 

Packaging type paper  paper  paper  

I nternationalization Ma rket-seeki ng no  d ata Ma rket-seeki ng  
motives 

Market selection Fra n ce, Ita ly, Switzer l a nd  a n d  no  d ata France, Ita ly, Switzerl a n d, Ch i n a ;  
Asia > that 's where the customers home ma rket too sma l l , therefo re 
a re n ecessity to i nternat i ona l ize 

Entry mode export a n d  gra du a l l y  to FDI  export, FDI ,  subs id i a ry i n  Ch i na ,  
Hong Kong, Hu nga ry, JV in 
Germany 

export a nd  gra du a l l y  to FDI ,  
s ubsi d i a ry i n  Ch i n a, Hong Kong, 
H u nga ry, JV i n  Germany 

Pace and t ime activit ies a b road fo r 20 yea rs, 
rea l igment by fa m i l y-manager 

no d ata activit ies a b road fo r 20 yea rs, 
rea l igment by fa m i ly-ma nager 

Managerial management has i nternat i o na l  n o  d ata h igh l evel of manageri a l  
i nternationalization background ,  worked as  a Be lgi a n  i nternat i o na l izati on  competenc ies :  
competencies fo r a German M N E, fo rma l  experience i n  psych ica l ly d i sta nt  
( inc l .  sociocultura l aspects ) educat ion M BA, manageri a l  co u ntri es; sociocu l t u ra l  

i ntern at io n a I i  zati o n  co mpetencies exist: m u lt i l i ngua l ,  
competencies a re evident  subsi d i a ries i n  As ia ,  East E u rope; 

wo rked fo r a MNE i n  the  past 

Financial and l a ck of personne l  resou rces to no  d ata shortage of personne l  resou rces 
personnel resources imp l ement i nternat i o n a l izati on  fo r i nternat io na l izati on ;  fi n a nc ia l  

strategy r isk is a top ic, therefo re 
i ncrementa l i nternat io n a l i zat ion 

Disruptive chal lenges susta i n ab i l ity trend, cha l l e nged The paper  a nd  pa perboa rd susta i n a b i l i ty t rend ,  ch a l l enged by 
by cu stomers not o n ly related to p rod u cts correspond to the  cu stomers not re lated to p rod uct 
p rod u cts but  a l so logist ics strong trend towa rd s more but  a l so logistics; Eta benefits from 

susta i n ab i l i ty a n d  a h igher  the  stro ng susta i n a b i l i ty trend as  
envi ron menta l  awa reness paper  i s  perceived as  susta i n a b l e  

I ndustry factors 

Products 

price com peti t ion a nd  therefo re 
the cou ntermeasu re :  o perations  
a b road w i th  lower l a bou r  costs 

l u xu ry segment of paper  bags: 
sca l a b l e, cu stom ised p rod u cts, 
n i che ma rkets 

p rice compet it ion a nd  therefo re 
the  cou ntermeasu re :  
strengthen i ng  its sa les  activit ies, 
i n n ovat ion ,  rel i a b i l ity, a n d  
q u a l ity; good ma rket posit i on  
d u e  to the  susta i n a b l e  a nd  h ig
q u a l ity p roducts 
l uxu ry segment of paper bags: 
sca l a b l e, custom i sed p roducts, 
n iche ma rkets 

p ri ce competit ion  is co u nteracted 
w i th  operat i ons  a b road d ue  to  
l ower l a bou r  costs, strengthen i ng  
i t s  sa les activit i es, i n n ovat ion ,  
rel i a b i l i ty, a n d  q u a l ity 

h-

I uxury segment of pa per bags: 
sca l a b l e, cu stom i sed p rodu cts, 
n iche ma rkets 

Ta b le 4 .10 Eta - case reflect ion i nterview a nd  documenta ry i nfo rmatio n .  
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(8) Case study Theta 

Documentary information: Theta 

Theta is one of the leading European manufacturers of polyethylene and polypropylene films 

as well as nonwovens and nets. Its portfolio ranges across sectors, from complete packaging 

solutions in the beverages, chemicals, petrochemicals, construction and home, food and feed, 

household, hygiene and care product sectors to the industrial processing, logistics, medical, 

agriculture and horticulture and automotive sectors. 

Theta has 18 locations worldwide and is headquartered in western Germany. The company's 

legally independent subsidiaries are located in Belgium, Finland, France, Sweden, Vietnam, 

Egypt, the United States, and China; each has production and sales departments. The group 

of companies employs about 3,000 people and has a turnover of approximately EUR 800 

million. Theta's internationalization ratio is about 60%. 

In 2019, Theta was divided into three divisions to ensure close proximity to markets and 

customers despite its size and international presence. Each division was directly subordinate 

to a member of the Board of Management, which enabled faster decision-making processes 

in rapidly changing markets. The divisions include (1) Hygiene, Industrial Films and 

Nonwovens Division, (2) Packaging Division and (3) Agricultural Films and Nets Division. At the 

beginning of 2020, Theta converted its organisation into a functional operating model with 

three main areas: (1) Sales, Marketing & Product Development, (2) Operations & 

Procurement and (3) Support Functions. Each of these areas is directly assigned to a board 

member. 

In order to further improve proximity to markets and customers, the Sales, Marketing & 

Product Development division is divided into product segments and sales regions. 

First, the Hygiene segment covers the manufacture of embossed polyolefin films and 

laminates for products in the hygiene and medical sectors. With the development of a wide 

range of films and nonwovens, Theta has established itself as a leading provider of innovative 

hygiene products. 

Second, the Packaging & Industrial segment includes several product areas. In the consumer 

packaging area, Theta manufactures and delivers multipack films to well-known companies in 

218 



the food and beverage industry all over the world. Theta's multipack shrink films are designed 

for the packaging of all types of bottles and containers, regardless of size and material. In the 

industrial packaging area, Theta produces individual packaging for industry. This division 

offers a wide variety of types of sack packaging, from cross-bottom sacks to valve box sacks 

and self-venting sack packaging. The portfolio also includes shrink films and stretch hoods for 

transport and pallet protection, mono- and coextrusion polyolefin films for a wide variety of 

special applications and markets and nonwovens for the hygiene industry and industrial 

applications. 

Third, the Agricultural Films and Nets segment specialises in high-quality film and round bale 

net solutions for the agricultural sector and offers system solutions for agriculture, the forest 

industry and horticulture. 

In addition, separate sales organisations for North America and Asia-Pacific are being 

established in order to better implement the excellent growth opportunities in these regions. 

Different courses of economic development in the various customer industries have a 

stabilising effect on the course of business of Theta, which is increasingly geographically 

broad. While the core sales market for Theta is Europe, sales markets in Asia and North 

America are also playing increasingly important roles. Other regions and countries are also 

supplied from the above-mentioned locations. 

The main external factors influencing Theta's position concerning assets, finances and 

earnings are the raw material prices for polyethylene and polypropylene and customer 

demand, which is partly influenced by the overall economic situation. The regulation of 

certain plastics, particularly in the area of consumer packaging, can also affect Theta's 

business. 

Each segment has networked development teams in the Theta Group that are centrally 

coordinated. The development work focuses mainly on the user-related development of 

plastic films and nonwovens in the existing divisions. 

In some cases, specific customer requests are considered during development. On the other 

hand, Theta anticipates future needs, develops innovative products and thus sets market 

trends. Sustainability is one focus of research and development, as this is becoming 
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increasingly important for the consumers and customers of Theta. Theta has developed an 

excellent reputation among customers in this area. 

Theta is also working on process innovations to continuously improve quality and efficiency 

while optimising cost structures. In addition to reducing the use of materials and avoiding 

waste, Theta has made advances in the use of novel materials. 

The purchase prices for polyethylene fell noticeably in 2019; they were 4.9% lower at the end 

of the year compared to the end of 2018. On average in the 2019 financial year, the price for 

LDPE fell by 6.8% compared to the same period in the previous year. 

In the management report of the previous year, Theta forecasted a slight increase in sales of 

around 1%. However, the sales volume fell to 141,309 tonnes in contrast to the previous year 

(previous year: 147,764 tonnes). Theta assumed a higher operating result for 2019 than in the 

previous year (EUR 20.1 million). The EBITDA in 2019 amounted to EUR 9.1 million (including 

special effects) and is therefore below the expected result of EUR 25-30 million. 

Sales targets could not be met in all areas. There were several reasons for this. In the hygiene 

sector, the previous year's sales could not be maintained, and growth projects could not be 

implemented at the expected speed. In the areas of industrial films and industrial packaging, 

which include supplying the automotive and chemical industries, weaker sales were recorded 

due to the economic situation, particularly in the second and third quarters. 

The investment volume in 2019 totalled EUR 29.7 million. EUR 12.9 million of this total was 

invested in the technical equipment of Theta's plants, with some systems still under 

construction. An investment volume of up to EUR 35 million was planned for the entire group. 

While the investment projects were initiated as planned, a large project was delayed due to 

the customer. As a result, the addition to the balance sheet of the investments was below the 

planned value. In order to lead Theta on the path to sustainable and profitable growth after 

several years of missing its targets, the 'Project Excellence' programme was started in 2019 

with the support of the Boston Consulting Group. Theta's organisation was changed on 

February 1, 2020, and a 3-year plan was developed and is currently being implemented. This 

required one-time expenses for the project and restructuring in the amount of EU R 9.5 million 

in 2019. 
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Motivated, experienced and well-trained employees ensure Theta's long-term success. High­

quality vocational training, which the company carries out itself wherever possible, is of great 

importance to Theta's workforce. 

The constant improvement in occupational safety, measured by the Lost Time Injury 

Frequency Rate (LTIFR; accidents per 1 million hours), is another performance indicator in the 

personnel area. Since 2015, Theta has seen a significant decrease in workplace accidents. 

Theta set up a group-wide system to analyse accidents, implement work safety measures, 

apply for and check work permits and train employees. Appropriate measures are also taken 

to ensure the continuous improvement of safety in the workplace. In the Theta Group, the 

LTIFR remained at the same level as in the previous year, with a value of 7. 

Today, plastics are indispensable in practically all areas of human life. The challenges with 

regard to the change in demographics, the economy and technology that humanity is facing 

can only be successfully and sustainably shaped through the increased use of plastics. This is 

particularly true for plastic films. 

The idea of sustainability lies at the core of Theta Group's corporate strategy. The business 

mission emphasises the production of sustainable film solutions as the reason for the 

existence of the Theta Group. Therefore, Theta regards sustainable development as 

combining long-term economic success with the protection of the environment, as well as the 

perception of social responsibility and responsibility for the well-being of its employees. Each 

year, Theta prepares a sustainability report for its activities in the field of sustainability. 

Customer satisfaction and product quality are very important. Targeted measures improve 

both the quality of the products and the reliability of delivery. This is based on key figures 

(OTIFs) that are used as indicators to improve quality and delivery reliability. These key figures 

have been introduced to track performance and are held and tracked at all operational levels. 

The complaint rate in the reporting year was 0.26%, and the OTIF delivery reliability was 94%. 

A stagnating economic environment is generally expected for 2020. However, forecasts may 

change in the course of 2020, as various influences - in particular, political developments in 

the United States (including import duties) and the consequences of Brexit - cannot yet be 
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finally assessed. It is therefore unclear what impact these developments will have on the 

global economy. 

The UK's exit from the EU is unlikely to have a significant impact on the Theta Group's 

operations, as only 2.8% of sales are generated in this region. 

GDP growth is currently expected to increase to 1.1% in Germany and to 1.3% in the euro 

area. A growth rate of 2.0% is assumed in North America, while 6.0% growth is expected in 

China, reflecting a slight decline. This assessment does not yet include the possible effects of 

the COVID-19 epidemic. Global GDP is expected to grow by 3.3%. 

With the support of the Boston Consulting Group, Theta's management has drawn up a 

detailed plan to increase sales, revenue and earnings for the period 2020-2022. The forecast 

for 2020 is based on the first year of this plan, which is backed up with detailed measures for 

both sales increases and cost reductions. 

For 2020, Theta anticipated a slight increase in sales of around 1% compared to the reporting 

year (141,309 tonnes). An increase in sales was expected in the Packaging division (+8.7%) 

and a decrease was expected in the Hygiene and Industrial Films division (-1.3%). 

The prices of the most important raw materials, polyethylene and polypropylene, continued 

to fall slightly at the beginning of 2020. The company expects raw material prices to remain 

stable or fall slightly this year against the background of a weaker economic environment and 

further capacity expansions in the plastics production industry. An increase in the currently 

low crude oil prices or a better-than-expected global economy could lead raw material prices 

to rise again. A sharp rise in raw material prices would have a fundamentally negative effect 

on Theta's earnings. Due to the high volatility of raw material prices, which are passed on in 

the sales prices, it is difficult to make a reliable sales forecast. However, the company 

anticipates - assuming stable raw material prices - a sales development comparable to that 

of 2020. Theta's new locations outside of Europe will further expand the company in these 

areas in 2020 and the following years. 

In the industry-related areas of industrial packaging and industrial films, the company is in a 

fragmented and highly competitive environment. Due to the general economic situation, this 

environment affects Theta's sales volumes and margins, particularly in Europe. Against this 
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background and the overall balanced structure of the divisions, one expects an operating 

result (EBITDA) above that of 2019. The 2019 result was influenced by negative one-off 

effects, as the target EBITDA in the range of EU R 20-25 million was burdened by significant 

restructuring and project costs. In contrast, only project costs are expected in 2020. This 

forecast is based on slightly increased sales and the continuation of the cost reduction 

programmes in purchasing and the plants, which are backed by numerous individual 

measures. 

The forecast values do not yet consider the possible effects of the coronavirus outbreak, as 

this situation is currently developing very dynamically and the possible effects on the Theta 

Group cannot yet be foreseen. Risks that have an impact on the forecast values can not only 

affect the development of sales but also impair production and the procurement market. 

For 2020, Theta has planned an investment volume of at least EU R 30 million in the entire 

group, including investments in new locations, with no new acquisitions. The corporate group 

will thus expand its capacities and technology as the basis for further growth. For the non­

financial performance indicators, Theta forecasts a complaint rate of <0.30%, a delivery 

reliability OTIF of >95% and an occupational safety figure (LTIFR) of <5. 

Risks are assessed based on the internationally recognised Enterprise Risk Management 

Framework of the Committee of Sponsoring Organisations of the Treadway Commission 

(COSO II Framework) in workshops and top-down interviews. In addition, the Management 

Board of Theta receives reports on the opportunities and risks of all locations and subsidiaries 

in management meetings held several times a year. The Board takes appropriate measures to 

minimise the effects of risks on the course of business. 

Risks to the company's sales and profitability lie in particular in changes in sales due to the 

decline in overall economic growth. The outbreak of the coronavirus has created 

macroeconomic risks that can lead to declines in economic growth in China and the world. 

Theta's diverse applications of the products in numerous industries with very different 

correlations to general economic growth partially balance these risks. 

The current discussion of environmental pollution and the pollution of the oceans by plastics, 

which is somewhat emotional and subjective, has already led to legislative measures, 
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especially in the area of so-called 'single-use plastics' such as straws and coffee cup lids. Theta 

is not represented in these product segments. The company is monitoring further 

developments and is a member of associations that are consulted in the legislative process. 

Independently of this, Theta has long been involved in numerous activities in the field of 

sustainability. 

Sharp changes in the prices of raw materials - especially of polyethylene and polypropylene 

- can also significantly reduce earnings. In addition, rising raw material prices can lead to an 

increase in working capital, which results in higher financing requirements. 

The 10 largest customers collectively account for around 47% of sales. No single customer has 

a sales share of 18% or more. This means that while Theta faces the cluster risks typical of the 

industry to a certain extent, they are not of any magnitude that could jeopardise the 

company's existence. Moreover, the company has concluded long-term supply contracts with 

individual major customers in order to ensure future business. 

Another risk area is trade receivables. This is countered by stringent management of accounts 

receivable. In addition, trade credit insurance has been taken out for most of the receivables. 

Like other manufacturing companies, Theta is fundamentally exposed to risks from quality 

defects and the resulting claims for replacement or compensation. The company has taken 

out appropriate insurance and set up provisions in order to counter the expenses that may 

arise from this. 

In the procurement area, the main risk lies in the concentration of manufacturers of 

polyethylene and polypropylene, which can affect the supply and price level of raw materials. 

There may also be a shortage in the availability of individual types of raw materials. To counter 

this, Theta concludes multi-year supply contracts whenever possible. 

Theta makes use of the special compensation regulation under the Renewable Energy Sources 

Act in the area of electricity costs. A legislative change in this area would have a negative 

impact on earnings. 

Theta concluded hedging transactions for the interest on borrowed capital in order to ensure 

a high degree of predictability. Sales or purchases in foreign currency play a subordinate role. 
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In order to counter existing liquidity risk, Theta performs group-wide liquidity planning. In 

addition, Theta has sufficient unused bank lines available to secure its solvency at all times. 

The management has not identified any risks that could jeopardise the continued existence 

of the company. 

Theta's strengths include the balanced portfolio of its divisions, which are structured 

according to the user industries of the products. Within the divisions, the portfolio is adjusted 

to the needs of the global economy to take advantage of market opportunities and reduce 

overcapacities. Theta's focus is on expanding the plants in China and North America, as there 

is great potential for growth in the area of hygiene products. 

These extensive investments are secured with long-term supply contracts. While the 

structure of an international company is also advantageous, Theta is managed like a medium­

sized company with short decision-making paths and close proximity to customers. Given the 

fragmented market for plastic film production, there are further opportunities to gain market 

share. Furthermore, there is still considerable potential for growth in emerging countries, 

where the market penetration of plastic packaging and plastic-based hygiene products 

remains extremely low. Due to the stable business and financial situation of most of the 

subsidiaries, there are further opportunities for constant or even increased income from the 

investment assets. 

Employees' commitment, willingness to perform and potential ensure the success of Theta. 

Teams at the management level that are heterogeneous in terms of experience, national 

origin and gender have proven to be particularly successful for international projects. There 

is great potential in further promoting this heterogeneity in a targeted manner. To this end, 

various measures will be initiated in the coming years. 

Even today, female junior employees with the same or higher qualifications are preferred, 

and such employees are prepared to take on further responsibility through trainee 

programmes. The introduction of mobile work creates the opportunity to work more flexibly. 

Finally, the proportion of women in management positions will be gradually increased. 

Due to the unchanged low proportion of female students in STEM subjects, the potential for 

a significant increase in the proportion of women in management positions is limited. 
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However, by the end of 2022, the proportion of female managers in management levels 1 and 

2 is to be increased to at least 25% across the group. As of December 31, 2019, the proportion 

of female managers at both levels in Theta's sites in Germany totalled 24%. In the group (i.e. 

worldwide) the share in 2019 totalled 25% at both levels. The proportion of female managers 

is thus significantly higher than the proportion of female employees in the Theta Group as a 

whole. Theta will continue to increase international diversity at both management levels. 

The intended goal of adding female members to the Supervisory Board and Management 

Board by 2019 could not be implemented. If new appointments to the Supervisory Board or 

the Management Board become necessary, priority will be given to female candidates. The 

aim is to have at least one female member on both the Supervisory Board and Management 

Board by the end of 2022. 

Critical case reflection: Theta 

Theta is an independent private company that was founded more than 60 years ago and, since 

the 1990s, has grown into a leading global manufacturer of plastic film solutions. Foreign 

markets for Theta include other European countries, North America, Asia, and Latin America. 

Theta is active in markets like Asia due to their lower costs for wages, production, and raw 

materials. However, Theta had already begun to operate and grow in the geographically 

closer European countries in its early days. The first market entry modes for Theta were 

export activities and establishing local sales offices. Finally, acquisitions and greenfield 

investments were made. However, greenfield investments were only made due to customer 

commitments in the host countries. There is access to financial resources but a certain level 

of risk aversion. The interview data reveal the key motives for internationalization are follow­

the-customer, saturated home market, and cost advantages in labour and raw material. 

The sustainability movement also had a significant impact on Theta's business model in the 

form of material savings, recipe changes and the development of packaging concepts 

involving recycled content. One area of focus for the company is R&D efforts to address 

sustainability, which is becoming increasingly important for consumers and customers. 
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Furthermore, plastic packaging manufacturers, in particular, have to face the reputational 

loss of plastic packaging. Expert R comments: 

Today, packaging is perceived as waste, keyword 'ocean littering'. Gone are the days 

of authoritarian communication in the market. NGOs are more intellectual and more 

intelligent. The pressure from social media and NGOs will increase as long as we don't 

close the loops [circular economy]. 

The entire top management team and the second level of management have several years of 

international experience, and they are all non-family managers. Theta's interview respondent 

was the CSO who lived overseas for many years and held several managerial roles within 

packaging M NEs. The CSO has a good awareness of sociocultural differences due to staying 

abroad for many years. He has formal education and graduated with an MBA equivalent. 

It is remarkable that the operating result fell by more than half compared to the previous 

year. The reasons for this are collapsed markets and the fact that growth projects were not 

implemented as expected. For the period 2020 to 2022, the management team are being 

supported by a consulting company to increase sales, turnover, and earnings. This fact did not 

emerge from the interview data but from the documentary information. Overall, the data 

from the interviews and the documentary information coincide (see Table 4.11); however, a 

comparison of the two provides a more complete representation. 
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Theta Interview information Documentary information Critical reflection 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion) no  d ata 780 780 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion) no  d ata no d ata no data 

Headcount no  d ata 3, 100 3, 100 

Size category M N E  M N E  M N E  

I nternationalization ratioe(%) no  d ata 58 58 

Age (years) no  d ata 60+ 60+ 

Family managere/ 
fami ly-owned 

Packaging type 

noa/ yes 

flexi b l e  p l a st ic 

no  d ata 

fl exi b l e  p l a st i c  

extern a l  managers and fa m i l y­
owned 
fl exi b l e  p l a st ic 

I nternationalization 
motives 

fo l l ow-the-cu stomer, satu rated 
home ma rket, cost benefits 
( l a bou r  a n d  raw materi a l )  

no d ata fol low-the-customer, satu rated 
home ma rket, cost benefits 
( l a bou r  and raw materi a l )  

Market selection E u rope, Viet n am, Egypt, USA, 
Ch i n a  

Be lgi u m, F i n l a nd ,  Fra nce, Spa in ,  
Sweden,  Viet n am, Egypt, USA, 
Ch i n a, Si ngapore; core ma rket i s  
E u rope 

Belg i u m, Fi n l a nd ,  Fra n ce, Spa in ,  
Sweden, Viet n am, Egypt, USA, 
C h i na ,  S ingapore; core ma rket i s  
E u rope 

Entry mode export a n d  gra du a l l y  to FDI : export and FD I  export a nd  gra d u a l ly to FD I :  
export, sa l es offices, acq u ist i on s, export, sa les  offi ces, acq u i st ions, 
greenfi e l d  i nvestment (ded icated greenfie l d  i nvestment on ly with 
to key accou nt) cu stomer commitment in host 

co u ntr ies 
Pace and t ime 9 yea rs si n ce i n cept ion -fi rst FD I  n o  d ata activit ies a b road s i nce late 1960s, 

by fa m i l y-manager; 40 yea rs si nce 40 yea rs s i nce i n cept ion and  20 
i n ceptio n  a nd  20 yea rs ago, yea rs ago 
rea l i gnment  

Managerial management has  a b road A l l  members of the executive manageri a l  i nternat io n a l i zat ion 
i nternationalization i nternat io n a l  backgrou nd,  CSO board have forma l  ed u cat ion co mpetencies a re evi dent ly  
competencies l ived overseas fo r many yea rs, p resent; CSO h a s  a good 
( incl . sociocultural aspects ) severa l man ageri a l  ro les  wit h i n  awareness of sociocu l tu ra l  

packagi ng  M NEs, fo rma l  d ifferen ces d u e  t o  stayi ng a b road 
educat ion M BA equ iva l ent fo r many yea rs 

Financial and access to fi n a n ci a l  resou rces, r isk no  d ata access to fi n a n ci a l  resou rces, r isk 
personnel resources averse averse 

Disruptive chal lenges susta i n ab i l ity trend has effects on focus on  R&D, the issue of susta i n a b i l i ty t rend  has effects on 
fi rm's  st rategy, bus i ness mode l ,  susta i n ab i l i ty i s  becom ing  fi rm's strategy, bu si ness mode l ,  
a n d  p rod u ct portfo l i o :  mater ia l i n creas ingly  impo rta nt fo r and p roduct portfo l i o :  materi a l  
savi ngs, ad justment o f  reci pes, consumers and customers; l oss of savi ngs, ad justment of reci pes, 
other packag ing con cepts; p l a st i c  reputat ion of p l a st ic  packagi ng  oth er  packagi ng con cepts; p l a st ic  
packagi ng  ha s  been rep l a ced, packagi ng has  been rep l a ced, 
recycl i n g  i s  i n creas ing  recyc l i ng  i s  i n creas ing  

I ndustry factors price com peti t ion no  d ata p rice competit ion  wh i ch i s  
co u nteracted with R& D effo rts and 
cost adva ntages i n  l a bou r  a nd  raw 
mater ia l 

Products sca l a b l e  and homogeneous  p l a st ic  packag ing fo r agricu l tu ra l ,  sca l a b l e  a nd  homogeneou s  
p rod u cts consumer, a nd  i nd ustri a l  p roducts 

rod u cts 

Ta b le  4 . 1 1  Theta - case reflect ion i nterview a n d  documenta ry i nfo rmation .  
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(9} Case study Iota 

Documentary information: Iota 

Founded over 70 years ago, Iota is a manufacturer and supplier of transport and sales 

packaging made of corrugated cardboard, sales displays, packaging systems and printed 

products for industrial processing. The group also provides packaging-related services. Iota 

offers packaging solutions for diverse industries, including the automotive industry, 

dangerous goods and chemicals, e-commerce and logistics, electronics and electrotechnical 

devices, leisure, garden and do-it-yourself, food and beverage, cosmetics and hygiene 

products, medicine and pharmaceuticals, dairy products and frozen food, furniture and wood 

products, confectionery and snack foods and detergents and cleaning agents. 

With the introduction of a company-wide umbrella brand at the end of the 1990s, Iota's 

service and product portfolio was divided into different business areas. In 2006, the company 

entered the Romanian market. In 2011, it established a majority stake in a corrugated 

cardboard factory in southern Poland as part of a joint venture with a Spanish packaging 

company. Further business partnerships in India and Great Britain also continued growth in 

international markets. New company locations have been established in Germany since 2012. 

Since 2018, the group has operated an on line shop for standardised packaging and packaging 

material for small- and medium-sized companies as well as for private customers. 

Consolidated sales decreased by EUR -22.4 million, falling from EUR 645.2 million in 2018 to 

EUR 622.8 million in 2019. On the one hand, this was due to lower sales prices, which fell due 

to the passing on of lower procurement prices for raw materials. The Iota division also had to 

give up a larger package of orders due to price factors; the company lost EUR 20.1 million in 

sales compared to the previous year, while the other divisions remained at the previous year's 

level in terms of sales. 

The planned growth in sales could not be achieved in the company's 'P' division, although the 

sales volume increased by 3% compared to the previous year. The 'C' division missed both its 

sales and revenue targets in 2019. The reason for this failure was significantly lower sales of 

digital print products than expected for 2019. In the 2019 financial year, sales between the 

group companies rose by 30%, from EUR 37.5 million to EUR 48.5 million. This reflected a 
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change in strategic orientation in 2018, which forced greater use of the synergies between 

the business areas through an increased exchange of services. Group services also increased 

by EU R 3.9 million due to the centralisation of functional areas, especially IT and human 

resources. 

Iota Group's EBITDA increased significantly from EUR 29.7 million in 2018 to EUR 39.2 million 

in 2019, exceeding the planning for the financial year of EUR 36. 7 million by 6.5%. While rising 

procurement prices for paper (a key raw material) reduced earnings in 2018, falling 

procurement prices in 2019 led to an improvement in the group's gross margin to 46.8% 

(previous year: 42. 7%) and strengthened the company's result. After an annual surplus of EUR 

1.6 million in the previous year, this increased to EUR 11.1 million in the year under review 

(before minority interests). 

In the largest division, 'P', there was a significant increase in earnings compared to the 

previous year. As a result of lower raw material prices and a 3% increase in sales volumes 

compared to the previous year, EBITDA rose from EUR 14.8 million to EUR 31.1 million in the 

2019 financial year. Both the domestic and foreign companies in the division contributed to 

this positive development. 

In Germany, the further volume growth at Iota's location in 'W' and the associated further 

fixed cost coverage contributed to the positive earnings development. The other locations in 

Germany were able to benefit from the lower raw material prices in 2018 and 2019 after the 

portfolio review contributed to improved division results. 

After completing an investment in a new corrugator, Iota's location in Romania also increased 

sales volume and earnings. Due to the higher sales volume, sales rose by EUR 3.5 million to 

EU R 24. 7 million. The new corrugated board plant significantly improved the efficiency of 

production by lowering reject rates and waste, thus improving the earnings situation. 

In Poland, there was a significant increase in volume to general market growth. Sales 

increased by EUR 4.1 million to EUR 43.9 million. In the fourth quarter of the financial year, 

the acquisition of another production company in 'S' was also successfully completed. Iota 

now has two production sites in Poland and can use the additional capacities to serve its 

customers even better and balance capacities among sites. 
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In the Czech Republic, capacity limitations and technical problems in the corrugated 

cardboard production plant prevented further growth. The sales volume fell from 110 to 106 

million m, while sales remained at the previous year's level at EU R 54.9 million (2018: EU R 

55.0 million). 

After the 'PS' division achieved sales totalling EUR 176.6 million in 2018 and grew significantly 

at all locations, sales were negatively affected in the 2019 financial year by the loss of a large 

customer package. Revenues fell by 11.5% to EU R 156.2 million in 2019. The decline in volume 

meant that EB ITDA fell from EUR 16.0 million to EUR 9.0 million as a result of lower fixed cost 

coverage. 

Measures to reduce costs were initiated or implemented in the financial year to improve 

corporate results in 2020. New customer projects were gained in the fourth quarter, and so 

Iota assumes that the sales and earnings situation will continue to stabilise. 

In the fourth quarter, Iota successfully completed the acquisition of German location 'I' in the 

form of a share deal and the production facility of 'I' in Germany as an asset deal. The division 

now has other product offerings outside of corrugated cardboard and has thus expanded its 

position in the foam product area through the acquired production. In addition to disposable 

packaging systems, the acquisition can further expand Iota's position in the field of reusable 

packaging. 

The 'C' division, consisting of Iota's two subsidiaries in Germany and France, neither improved 

year-on-year nor achieved the targets set for the 2019 reporting year. The main reason that 

this division missed its sales and earnings targets can be found in the lack of sales volume. 

Part of the missing sales volume is justified by strategic decisions during the year to review 

the portfolio in the 'P' division, which subsequently led to a lower-than-planned sales volume 

in the group-internal exchange of services. However, expectations regarding the 

development of digital printing in the financial year 2019 have not yet been fulfilled. It was 

only at the end of the financial year that an increase in incoming orders and sales could be 

achieved, which could no longer influence the overall development of the financial year. As a 

result, the division only achieved sales of EUR 34.9 million (previous year: EUR 34.9 million), 

which resulted in a balanced EBITDA compared to EUR 1.4 million. In the financial year, Iota 
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had to post a loss of EUR 1.6 million for the second year in a row, after losing EUR 0.9 million 

in the previous year. 

In the 'N' division, the 2019 financial year was particularly focused on the goal of sales growth 

and the stabilisation of processes, which was achieved. Iota achieved significant increases in 

sales with its on line offer launched in the previous year; sales increased by EU R 2.0 million. 

'CA' was founded in 2019 to manufacture and market sustainable camp beds and products 

for humanitarian aid. 

In 2019, the Iota Group invested in the acquisition of companies and locations that expanded 

the scope of consolidation. In the year under review, EUR 20.6 million was spent on such 

acquisitions. Investments totalling EU R 21.9 million were made in 2019 to strengthen and 

expand the existing locations. Most of this amount, EU R 20.2 million, was used to purchase 

property, plants and equipment and to expand buildings. The corrugated cardboard plants in 

Poland and Romania formed the focus of investment. With the construction of a modern 

corrugated board plant at the Romanian site, the foundation was laid for further profitable 

growth at this site. Another investment focus in 2019 was the renewal and standardisation of 

IT in the Iota group. The project for the group-wide introduction of SAP S /  4Hana Cloud was 

started in 2019. The first introduction took place in January 2020 at the German locations of 

the 'C' division. 

In 2019, Iota benefited from the significantly lower procurement prices of paper over the 

course of the year. In connection with the volume increase at division 'P' and the sales prices 

of the products, which remained stable well into the financial year, the group's gross profit 

improved by EU R 16.0 million, or 6% compared to the previous year. This improvement in 

earnings was partially counteracted by a sharp rise in personnel costs of EUR 6.4 million. An 

increase in the number of employees from an average of 3,205 employees in the previous 

year to 3,296 in 2019 (2.8% increase), as well as market-related price and collective bargaining 

increases, are the reasons for the increased personnel expenses. In the Eastern European 

locations in particular, wages and salaries rose by 5-15% over the course of the year due to 

the low level of unemployment. Furthermore, in the previous year, the Iota division began to 

convert temporary employment to permanent employment. The other operating expenses 

remained at the previous year's level. 
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The EUR 1.0 million decrease in interest expenses is, on the one hand, the result of a lower 

use of bank loans, which were reduced from EUR 100.2 million in 2018 to EUR 95.4 million in 

2019. Much more decisive, however, was that the interest margin on the syndicated loan fell 

as a result of the improvement in profitability over the course of the year. The improved 

profitability is also reflected in the financial year's annual surplus of EUR 11.1 million, which 

has increased by EUR 9.5 million compared to the previous year. 

Iota's long-term assets increased by EUR 22.2 million in 2019 due to the expansion of the 

group of companies and the investments made compared to the previous year. As a result of 

corporate takeovers, goodwill increased from EU R 2.5 million to EU R 8.8 million and is the 

reason for the increase in intangible assets. The above-mentioned price reductions for paper 

in the year under review were reflected in a reduction in inventories of EUR 8.8 million. Trade 

accounts receivable decreased by EUR 1.6 million compared to the previous year. The decline 

in sales and the increased use of factoring in 2019 (by EUR 2.3 million to EUR 45.4 million) 

also had an impact. 

In 2019, the Iota Group employed an annual average of 3,296 people at all locations, reflecting 

an increase of 281 employees compared to the previous year. In the final quarter, after 

including the newly acquired locations, the number of employees was 3,512. Moreover, 116 

mostly young employees completed an apprenticeship at the German locations in 2019. In 

Iota's Eastern European locations, it has developed and set up education and training 

programmes that are based on the German education system and are well received. 

As a family company, Iota meets its corporate responsibility (CR) holistically. For Iota, CR 

means responsible corporate management that is fit for the future. Iota believes that CR 

encompasses the three areas of economy, ecology and social affairs. An essential first step in 

this direction was the group-wide introduction of a code of conduct documenting the 

principles for responsible cooperation. In 2014, as a further step, Iota published its first 

sustainability report, which was followed by another report in 2016. In 2019, the data of the 

2016 report was updated with a key figure update. In order to be economically successful in 

the long term, Iota is currently revising its CR strategy and reorganising and rebalancing the 

subject areas relevant to Iota Group. 

233 



The coronavirus pandemic reached Europe at the end of February 2020 and is spreading 

rapidly across borders. Like its European neighbours, Germany reacted in mid-March with a 

lockdown of some parts of public and economic life to slow the spread of the virus. A 

noticeable economic downturn was expected worldwide in the second quarter. 

A failure of a main supplier in the supply chain could lead to simultaneous, temporary 

downtime in several of Iota's plants. Since the members of the Association of the Corrugated 

Cardboard Industry in Germany (VDW) have committed to provide up to 10% of the available 

capacity for member companies that are affected by the coronavirus, Iota can build up stocks 

in order to avoid a long-term supply outage for customers. 

The pandemic may also lead to a drop in sales, production cutbacks or standstills for Iota's 

customers, which would have a correspondingly negative impact on sales and earnings at 

Iota's locations. In countries where the legal option exists, Iota is prepared to use the 

instrument of temporary employment to mitigate the effects on earnings of a possible drop 

in sales. 

A slump in sales and thus earnings on the customer side can also reduce the customers' ability 

to pay our trade accounts receivable. As part of our receivables management, we 

continuously receive credit information from our customers and recognise possible 

deterioration in payment behaviour in order to initiate suitable risk-reducing measures. 

Despite the corona virus crisis, Iota had a generally strong beginning to 2020. According to the 

preliminary data for the first quarter of 2020, the packaging plants exceeded their sales and 

EBITDA targets. While the Iota division was lower than expected in terms of sales, EBITDA was 

on target. At the beginning of the year, 'C' suffered from process problems, with 

corresponding negative effects on sales and earnings due to the introduction of SAP. Since 

March at the latest, sales have been exceeding their targets, causing an improvement in 

results. The display locations suffered from a weak, lower-than-expected occupancy rate, 

partially as a result of the cancellation of major events such as the Olympic Games and the 

European Football Championship in 2020. 
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Critical case reflection: Iota 

Iota is a family company and was founded over 70 years ago by producing corrugated 

cardboard. At the beginning of the 1970s, the founder's son became a personally liable 

partner alongside his father. In the 1970s Iota established and expanded a European sales 

network in France, the Netherlands and Denmark. Since the beginning of the 1990s, the 

company has expanded its activities to include markets in Central and Eastern Europe; Iota's 

first foreign corrugated cardboard plant was established in the Czech Republic in 1994. The 

documentary information indicated a JV with a Spanish company as well as cooperation 

agreements in the UK and India. They started in 1994 with FDI led by strategy. As stated in 

the interview data: 'So, the first step was the start in the Czech Republic in 1994 .. . that was 

due to a strategy. .. . At that time we made a value analysis of all European countries. We 

looked at the market potential, we looked at the competitive situation on site. And then we 

set an order and there was the Czech Republic on [position] one or two and then Hungary and 

Romania on three and four'. 

In 2019, 3,486 people were employed in several German locations and foreign entities in the 

Czech Republic, Romania, Poland, France, and Mexico. Iota's entry modes vary from export, 

cooperation, joint ventures and gradually, FDI. Sales in the 2019 financial year amounted to 

EU R 622 million with an internationalization ratio of 36%. The firm's Internationalization 

motives are follow-the-customer and market-seeking. The interview data suggest that 

customers indirectly almost forced Iota to go abroad by clearly stating that they only wanted 

to work with internationally active suppliers. Furthermore, Iota outlined in the interview that 

they entered foreign growth markets and, as a result, were not only exposed to price 

competition in the home market. Iota had a clear strategic concept that was rolled out very 

consistently. They started exporting to neighbouring countries, the Netherlands, Denmark, 

and France and then engaged in FDI in the Czech Republic, Romania, Poland, France, and 

Mexico. The documentary information gave no indication of the motives for Iota's activities 

abroad. The interview data about the internationalization motives are comprehensible and 

conclusive. 

Since the previous managing director moved from operational business to the corporate 

advisory board in 2000, the company has been managed by the current CEO who has been 
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with the company for more than 35 years. The interview data indicate that the CEO stayed in 

the USA for two years and graduated with a Bachelor's degree in business administration and 

completed further management training in Europe. Iota's most distant FDI is in Mexico where 

they are struggling with various problems. The interview data reveals: 'There is a bit of a 

problem in Mexico right now, but that is more due to a customer, the structure of the country 

and the market and competitive structure there. To settle down there and build up a business 

as a newcomer against the background of-let me say-the culture that also prevails there, 

that's a bit more difficult.' 

Hall (1976) stated that only 10% of culture is easily visible, and 90% is hidden below the 

surface. The external part of culture is visible and includes behaviours and some beliefs. The 

internal aspect is invisible and includes some beliefs, values and thought patterns. Hall 

maintains that actively participating is the only way to learn the internal culture of a host 

country. It seems that Iota had no insight into the internal culture of the host country and is 

now struggling with cultural problems. Overall, an acceptable level of managerial 

internationalization competencies can be assumed in this case because Iota is one of a few 

case companies that developed an internationalization strategy and is pursuing it stringently. 

Iota sees the language barrier as an obstacle to the implementation of necessary steps 

towards internationalization in medium-sized companies. The reasons for internationalizing 

Iota were the customers' requirement to be able to deliver internationally and to participate 

in the growth of new markets. The company offers the same products at home and abroad, 

with a focus on high-quality transport packaging for the branded goods industry. 

Iota refers to the experience with policy measures in host countries that the cooperation with 

the chamber of commerce in the Czech Republic was very important at the beginning, but 

without significant impact on Iota's internationalization strategy. 

The interview data suggest that Iota is facing a very high level of competition in Germany, 

which is seen as the most competitive market in Europe and is also likely to have the lowest 

rates of return. The documentary information reveals that price competition is counteracted 

by quality and that a consolidation tendency is expected that could lead to margin recovery. 

Congruent content can also be assumed on this topic. 
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In the interview data, Iota states: 

One of our core ideas in dealing with markets and customers is always the 

optimisation of packaging in order to optimise the proportion of material and to 

optimise the logistics chains. And of course, if we go to the CO2 level, of course, to 

significantly reduce CO2 consumption or CO2 emissions. The subject of packaging 

optimisation is actually at the core of our consulting strategy. We are currently dealing 

with disruptive changes in the packaging industry. 

The interview data indicate that the sustainability trend affects Iota's strategy, business 

model, and product portfolio. The documentary information refers to Iota's first sustainability 

report in 2014, and that Iota has a focus on that topic. The interview data and documentary 

information are in agreement. 

Iota produces scalable, differentiated products in the form of high-quality printing and 

differentiated services that are related to material and logistics optimisation. Overall, the 

interview data and documentary information align to provide a uniform picture (see Table 

4.12). 
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Iota Interview i nformation Documentary i nformation Critica l  reflection 

Annual revenue (€mi l l ion) no  d ata 622 622 

Balance sheet total (€mi l l ion)  no  d ata 335 335 

Headcount 3 .400 3 .486 3 .486 

Size category M N  E M N E  M N E  

I nternationalization ratio (%) 3 6  3 6  

Age (yea rs) no d ata 70+ 70+ 

Family managera/ noa/ yes - 5 shareho lders: 1 no a/ yes externa l  manager fo r 35+ yea rs 
family-owned second-generat ion a nd  4 t h i rd - with the  compa ny, CEO for 20 

generat ion  yea rs a nd  ma rried i nto the  owner­
fa m i l y  / fa m i ly-owned 

Packaging type paperboard pa perboard pa perboa rd 

I nternationalization 
motives 

fo l l ow-the-cu stomer, ma rket­
seeki ng 

no d ata fol low-the-customer, ma rket­
seeki ng 

Market selection export sta rted i n  the  1970s to 
Nethe rl a nd s, Denma rk, Fra n ce; 
FD I  in Czech Repub l i c, Roman ia ,  
Po l a nd ,  Fra nce, a n d  Mexico 

Lega l ent it ies i n  Austr ia cl ea r  strategic concept, ro l l ed out  
(management ho l d i ng), Czech very cons istent ly :  export to  
Repub l i c, Roma n i a ,  Po l a nd ,  n eighbou ri ng  cou ntr ies 
Fra nce, Mexi co, USA ( non - Netherl a nd s, Denma rk, Fra nce; FD I  
operative); bus i ness activit ies i n  i n  Czech Repub l ic, Roman i a ,  
Denma rk, Nether l an ds, U K, I n d i a ;  Po l a n d, Fra n ce, a nd  Mexico 
JV with a Spa n i sh  company  

Entry mode export a n d  gra du a l l y  to FD I ;  export, JV, FDI export a nd  gra d u a l ly to FD I ;  
export, cooperat ion,  jo int export, cooperat ion ,  jo in t  ventu re, 
ventu re, FD I  FD I  

Pace and t ime 20+ yea rs si n ce i n cept ion,  26 no d ata 
yea rs ago, strategy-d riven 

20+ yea rs s i nce i n cept ion ,  26 yea rs 
ago, strategy-d riven 

Managerial 
i nternationalization 
competencies 
( i nc l .  sociocultural aspects) 

CEO stayed in the USA fo r 2 yea rs no  d ata 
and gra d uated with a Bache l o r  
degree i n  bus i ness adm i n i stration 
a nd  fu rther  management tra i n i n g  
i n  E u rope;  awareness of 
sociocu l tu ra l  d i fferen ces 

good l evel of manageri a l  
i nternat i o na l izati on  competenc ies :  
i nternat i o na l  exper ienced CEO 
with fo rma l  ed ucat ion st ud i ed a n d  
gratu ated i n  the  USA; awareness 
of sociocu ltu ra I d ifferen ces 

F inancial and 
personnel resources 

Iota adva nce the  view that  
l a nguage ba rr ier i s  a key obsta
o f  G PI SM Es to i nternat io n a l i ze 

R&D department, member of a 
cl e resea rch netwo rk, cooperat ion  

with resea rch i n g  u n iversit ies a nd  
i n st itut ions  

shortage of q u a l if ied a n d  
motivated emp l oyees, fi n a nci a l  
resou rces a re ava i l a b l e  

Disruptive chal lenges susta i n ab i l ity trend has  a posit
impact o n  pa perboa rd produ ct
very h igh level of recycl i n g  a n d  
reuse; opti m i zat ion o f  materi a l  
p roport ion ,  l ogist i cs, CO2 l evel -
th i s  is core of the i r  co nsu l t i ng  
app roach 

ive no  d ata 
s, 

su sta i n a b i l i ty trend effects Iota 's  
st rategy, bus i n ess mode l ,  a n d  
p roduct portfo l i o  

I ndustry factors price com peti t ion ,  Germany i s  
the most com petitive ma rket i n  
E u rope with the  l owest rate of 
ret u rn 

i nvestment-i ntensive p ri ce competit ion  wh ich i s  
co u nteracted with q u a l ity, 
co nso l i dat ion  tendency with a n  
expectat ion  o f  ma rgi n recovery 

Products sca l a b l e, d ifferent i ated pa perboard tra nsport packagi ng sca l a b l e, d i fferent iated 
p rod u cts-h igh q u a l ity pr i nti ng, fo r b ra nded goods a n d  the  p roducts-h igh q u a l ity pr int i ng, 
d i fferent iated service b ra nded goods i n d u stry d ifferentiated service 
offer-materi a l  a n d  l ogistics offer-materi a l  and l ogist i cs 
opt imisat ion opt im isat ion 

Ta b le 4 . 12  I ota - case reflect ion i nterview and documenta ry i nformatio n .  
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In this section the documentary information for the nine researched companies is analysed 

and accompanied by a critical reflection in light of the interview findings. This analysis and 

reflection are integrated into the nine case studies. In addition, a table is developed for each 

case that critically juxtaposes the interview data with the documentary information. In the 

next section, the initial conceptualisation is validated and the new findings are contrasted 

with the existing knowledge. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

5.1 Validating Initial Conceptualisation 

Having some theory in the beginning of the research will later play a critcal role in helping to 

generalise the results from empirical studies that are characterised as analytic generalisation 

(Yin, 2014). The essential argument is that the generalisation will be at a higher conceptual 

level than that of the specific case. Yin argues that a case study has an interest in going beyond 

the specific case to strive for generalisable findings or lessons learned - that is, analytical 

generalisation. Analytical generalisation may be founded on either (a) corroborating, 

modifying, rejecting, or otherwise advancing theoretical concepts (initial model) that a 

researcher indicated in designing the case study or (b) new concepts that arose upon the 

completion of the case study (Yin, 2014). 

Numerous GPl-specific influencing factors emerged through this empirical research. The 

components of the initial model were sequentially compared with the findings and the 

necessary revisions were implemented. Subsequently, the initial model was evaluated and 

the revisions discussed. 

The industry factor 'clusters', 'research intensity', and 'tangibility of product' are excluded 

due to the empirical findings. Clusters do exist; however, the study did not reveal any 

evidence that clusters are relevant to internationalization within the GPI. Furthermore, 

research intensity as part of the external environment was not observed. Rather, R&D relate 

to the internal environment component 'business model' and to products that are influenced 

by the external environment, for example, disruptive changes such as the sustainability trend. 

The product and process innovations discussed in the literature review (see section 2.3.2) are 

integrated in the 'business model' component of the GPI internationalization model. In 

addition, 'tangibility of product' is to be assigned to the internal environment component 

'business model'. Successful GPI SME case firms are expanding internationally with 

differentiated products and service offerings. However, 'tangibility of product' is no strong 

external environment component. For that reason, it is excluded from the revised model. The 

empirical research revealed the following new industry factors: price competition, industry 
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fragmentation, packaging type, bargaining power, diverse end-markets, and disruptive 

changes. This last factor refers to the impact of sustainability considerations on the GPI. 

The second component pertaining to the external environment is 'policy measures' and this 

remains in the revised model. Policy measures can be differentiated as 'firm level,' or 'federal 

and supranational level'. Based on the findings a detailed picture of policy measures can be 

drawn. 

Furthermore, it is observed that the internal environment component 'financial resources' is 

not relevant to the investigated case firms. Evidence emerged about 'financial risk' that is 

significant when it comes to internationalization behaviour within the GPI. In the initial GPI 

internationalization model, 'management experience and qualifications' include 

'sociocultural competencies'. There is more awareness in GPI MNEs than in SMEs about 

sociocultural differences. Industry experts referred to sociocultural competencies at multiple 

levels and highlighted the dangers of their absence, for example, the inability to gain market 

insights due to the lack of sociocultural competencies. Cultural distance creates difficulties 

and challenges for firms due to a lack of knowledge and understanding as to how the host 

country works, as well as perceptions of foreignness that create barriers for collaboration and 

cooperation (Beugelsdijk et al., 2018). In addition, Germany is a country with a relatively high 

uncertainty-avoidance value (Hofstede, 2021). These factors drawn from the literature review 

are in line with the research findings here, especially in respect of GPI SMEs with a low 

internationalization level. Therefore, this component will be discretely integrated as an 

internal environment component. Moreover, strong evidence emerged about 'language 

barrier' as a key obstacle to internationalization within GPI SMEs. 'Personnel resources', 

'networks', and 'business model' still remain in the revised internationalization model. The 

revised internal environment components are: management experience and qualifications, 

personnel resources, language barrier, sociocultural competencies, financial risk, business 

model, and networks. Figure 5.1 presents the revised model segment 'Environment'. 

As outlined in section 2.5, the environment affects the propensity and reluctance of a firm to 

internationalize. Whereas, the external environment takes into account industry-specific 

conditions and the internal environment describes characteristics inside the firm that are vital 

for effective GPI internationalization. 
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Environment 

E x t e r n a l  I n t e r n a l  

· I ndustry Factors · Management Experience 

Price Competit ion and Qua l ifications 

Industry Fragmentation · Personnel Resources 

Packaging Type · Language Barrier 

Bargaining Power · Sociocu ltura l  

D iverse End-Markets Competencies 

D isruptive Changes · F inancial Risk 

· Busi ness Model 

· Networks 

· Pol icy Measures 

F I RM LEVEL  
Inst itutional Support 

F EDERAL AN D SUPRANATIONAL LEVEL 
Trade Barriers 
Bureaucracy 
Regulat ions & Specificat ions 
Internat ionality 
Sk illed Labour 

Figu re 5 . 1  Revised mode l  segment 'Env i ronment' . 

One objective of this study is to answer the crucial question: which internationalization 

strategy does the GPI apply? Based on the data analysis, this question (RQ 3) is answered in 

section 4.1, 'Interview Data', whereas the model reflects this answer at aggregate level in 

Figure 5.2. There is evidence that the GPI applies an incremental internationalization 

approach. This process is slow: it starts with low resource commitment as well as in psychically 

close countries. Previous studies observed that SMEs in mature industries often 

internationalize slowly (Andersson et al. , 2014} and incrementally (Bell et al. , 2004}. A logical 

next step is to integrate the stage theory approach (see Figure 5.3} to the revised model that 

provides the theoretical background to the present GPI internationalization. 
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Present GP I  I nternational ization 

· I nternational ization Motives 

Fo l l ow-the-customer, react ive 

Ma rket-see k i ng, react ive & p roact ive 

· Market Selection 

N e ig hbo u ri ng cou ntr i es, seq uent i a l , n o n-strateg i c  

· Entry Mode 

Export focu sed,  grad ua l , r i s k-ave rse 

· Product 

Homogeneous, sca l a b l e, l ow d i ffe re nt i at i o n  & mode rate se rv ice l eve l 

· Pace & Time 

At s l ow pace & l ate r i n  l i fe 

Figu re 5.2 New model segment of present GP I  i nternat iona l izat ion .  

The segments 'Integral Approach' and 'GPI Internationalization Strategy' are almost 

unmodified, and the findings reinforce the initial conceptualisation as outlined in section 2.5. 

The stage model represents how the GPI is used to internationalize. It also serves as a starting 

point to illustrate the contrasting aspects of the new GPI model, for instance by displaying a 

set of options derived from stage theory enhanced by multi-dimensional and simultaneous 

transactions that follow strategic targets. On the other hand, the born-global concept is 

centred around the managers and their intercultural skills, international knowledge and 

education in order to overcome the restraints of psychic distance. 
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Stage Theory Approach 

· I nc rementa l p rocess 

· Sta rt wit h low resou rce com m itment 

· I n  psych i ca l ly c lose cou ntr ies 

· S l ow p rocess 

Figu re 5 .3  New  mode l  segment stage theory a pproach .  

A born-global manager has routines for managing multicultural workforces and for targeting 

customers in multiple countries simultaneously (McDougall et al. , 1994, as cited in Wright et 

al. , 2007}. The born-again global concept reflects on the systematic internationalization 

approach caused by a critical incident later in a firm's lifecycle (Bell et al., 2001, as cited in 

Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012}. These aspects of the born-again global concept are 

applicable for the GPI as a traditional industry facing disruptive changes such as the 

sustainability movement (i.e. , a critical incident}, which questions existing GPI firms' business 

models. The segment 'GPI Internationalization Strategy' has been renamed to 'Advanced GPI 

Internationalization Strategy' in order to better differentiate between the new model 

segment 'Present GPI Internationalization' (Figure 5.2} which is described by stage theory and 

the model segment 'GPI Internationalization Strategy' that follows the integral approach. The 

segments 'Environment' and 'Integral Approach' merged into the 'Andvanced GPI 

Internationalization Strategy' to address industry-specific requirements. Finally, Figure 5.4 

presents the revised GPI internationalization model. 

RQ 4: What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified 

internationalization strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements? 

CON 4: Research objective 4 relates to RQ 4 which is to develop a model (adapted, if needed, 

to industry-specific requirements} of the internationalization of the GPI. The visualised 

answer to RQ 4 is the revised GPI internationalization model (see Figure 5.4}. The revised GPI 
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internationalization model reflects the following industry-specific factors: price competition, 

industry fragmentation, packaging type, bargaining power, diverse end markets, and 

disruptive changes. Price competition is pivotal in the home market, but its impact is not 

limited to that market. Price competition pushes GPI SMEs to internationalize, whereas 

successfully internationalized GPI firms focus on product and technological innovation, good 

services and differentiated products for niche markets, though they rarely move operations 

to low-cost countries. Furthermore, industry fragmentation is apparent, and subsectors are 

related to the individual packaging types, for instance, paper-based products, plastics, metal, 

glass, and wood. It is observed that raw material suppliers and numerous customers are 

consolidated, which cannot be claimed for the GPI. The bargaining power of GPI firms with 

raw material suppliers and customers is low. Additionally, the GPI serves diverse end markets, 

for example, consumer goods, food, cosmetics, health care, and industrial markets. Global 

brand owners of consumer goods and cosmetics are highly internationalized and demand the 

same from their suppliers. 
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The GPI, as a traditional and mature manufacturing industry, is facing disruptive changes such 

as the sustainability movement, which leads to questioning of the existing business models of 

GPI firms. These external environment components of the GPI internationalization model 

cannot be generalized and are not applicable to other industries (see Figure 5.5). 

Environment 

E x t e r n a l I n t e er n a l 

· I ndustry Factors · Management Experience 

Pr ice Com pet it ion*  and Qua l ifications 

I nd ust ry F ragmentat ion*  · Personne l  Resources 

Packag ing Type* · Language Ba rrier 

Ba rga i n i ng Power* · Sociocu ltu ra l  

Diverse End-Ma rkets* Competencies 

D i s rupt ive Cha nges* · F inancia l  Risk* 

· Busi ness Model  

· Networks 

· Po l icy Measu res 

F I R M  LEVEL  
I nst i tut ionael Support 

F EDERAL AN D SUPRANATI ONAL LEVEL  
Trade  Ba rr iers 
Bu rea ucra cy 
Regu lat ions  & Specifi cat ions 
I nternat iona I ity 
Sk i l l ed La bou r *GPl -specific 

Figu re 5 .5  GP l -spec ifc mode l  e l ements versus e lements which might a lso be app l ica b le to other i n dustr ies .  

The internal environment components 'management experience and qualifications', 

'personnel resources', 'language barrier', 'sociocultural compentencies', 'business model', 

and 'networks' can be generalized and applied to SMEs in other sectors. However, the 

component 'financial risk' is GPl-specific because most of the SME internationalization 

research refers to 'financial resources' in this context. By contrast, this study revealed that 

the GPI has access to financial resources but is reluctant to take on the financial risk of more 
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intense forms of activities abroad. This means that the model component 'financial risk' 

cannot be applied to other industries per se. The findings of this study regarding the 

components of the internal environment are largely in line with existing studies on SM E 

internationalization. Bell et al. (2003) refer to personnel resources and management 

competencies in their SME internationalization model. For their part, Andersson et al. (2015) 

reflect on the importance of the characteristics of managers or entrepreneurs, for example, 

their international experience, knowledge, and educational background. Sociocultural factors 

have a considerable influence on the performance of internationalization (Masovic, 2018). 

While larger firms might employ specialists with specific language skills, SM Es often lack the 

financial and human resources for intercultural communication (Achtenhagen, 2011). 

As mentioned above, GPI SM Es are less affected by a lack of financial resources than other 

industries but also face constraints on personnel resource required to support 

internationalization. In this regard, Hofstede's (2021) finding (see 2.3.3, 'Sociocultural 

Factors') that Germany is a low power distance country and a more individualistic society, 

could be of interest. As a consequence, leadership is challenged to show competence and the 

individual's self-realization is foregrounded. Hence, developing into a leader with good 

education and international experience can help in attracting and retaining talent. Thus, 

young talents experience the senior manager or entrepreneur as a role model or mentor from 

whom they can learn and who promotes their personal and professional development. This 

is necessary for the GPI to survive in the competition for the brightest minds against 

international corporations with globally recognized brands. In relation to networks, 

Andersson et al. (2015) argue that entrepreneur's personal networks based on industry 

experience could be used to amplify their own business. Furthermore, international business 

networks related to knowledge sharing with other firms at the international level is highly 

beneficial for internationalization. Therefore, the 'internal environment' model components 

are also applicable in other industries except that of 'financial risk', which is a GPl-specific 

component. 

The results of this study regarding policy measures largely correspond to existing studies on 

SM E internationalization. Hence, the findings on policy measures, an 'external environment' 

component of the GPI internationalizaiton model, can largely be adapted for SM Es in other 

sectors (see Figure 5.5). The European Commission (2003b) stated that SME executives often 
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have limited time and management capacity. As a result, policy measures should provide 

export support and consider offers to train managers and perhaps even provide for the 

execution of some of the practical tasks of the internationalization process. Furthermore, 

export policy has a substantive impact on export performance and the role of support services 

for SM E internationalization has been investigated by a number of researchers (Achtenhagen, 

2011). 

In summary, with regard to the model component 'internal environment', other than in 

respect of 'financial risk', the knowledge generated through this empirical research can be 

applied to other traditional manufacturing industries. In addition, 'policy measures' as a 

component of the 'external environment' can also be mainly applied to other industries. 

These findings are in line with existing SME internationalization research. In contrast, GPl­

specific factors (industry factors) in respect of the 'external environment' component cannot 

be generalized and applied to other industries; these specific industry factors include the 

elements 'price competition', 'industry fragmentation', 'packaging type', 'bargaining power', 

'diverse end-markets', and 'disruptive changes' - especially that presented by the 

sustainability movement (see Figure 5.5). 

5.2 New Findings versus Existing Knowledge 

Examining literature that conflicts with or supports the emergent theory is vital for the 

following reasons (Eisenhardt, 1989): (A) If researchers ignore conflicting findings, then trust 

in the findings is reduced. For instance, readers may assume that the outcomes are incorrect 

(an issue with internal validity), or if correct, are idiosyncratic to the specific cases of the 

research (an issue with generalisability). (B) Conflicting literature embodies an opportunity. 

The juxtaposition of conflicting outcomes forces investigators into a more creative, 

framebreaking approach than they might otherwise be able to accomplish. The outcome can 

be a more profound insight into both the emergent theory and the conflicting literature, as 

well as more clearly defining the limits on the generalisability of the central research. (C) 

Literature debating similar findings is also vital because it ties together underlying similarities 

in phenomena typically not associated with each other (e.g., findings in a different context). 
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The outcome is often a theory with stronger internal validity and wider generalisability, able 

to function at a higher conceptual level. 

In the following questions and answers, the findings are compared to the existing knowledge. 

Therefore, the GPI specific and general SME-related results of earlier studies are compared 

with the new findings. In this way the author's findings support, contradict or challenge 

findings from previous studies. Hence, this procedure indicates whether there are new 

insights that have not emerged or been investigated before, which also informs section 6.2, 

'Contribution to Knowledge'. Each DRQ will be evaluated following the procedure described 

above. Table 5.1 displays the evaluation of DRQ 1.1. 

RQ 1 :  What are the reasons for the l ow l evels of i nternat i ona l i zat ion?  

DRQ 1 .1  
What  are 
the key 

obstacl es to 
expand ing 
i nto foreign 
markets? 

Findings 
Existing 

Knowledge 
GPl-specific 

Source 
Existing 

Knowledge 
SME 

Source Comment New Knowledge 

No observation Robust (Vath et a l ., Shortage of Abel-Koch et GP I-specific obstacles were not New Knowledge 
about fi nanc ia l  fi nanc ia l  2011)  work ing capital a l ., 2018; found i n  the existi ng l i teratu re; emerged, due to the 
resource structu re, Achtenhagen, industry-specific 
constra i nts fi nanc ia l  

requ i rements 
met by own 
funds and 
bank loans 

2011 ;  
Eu ropean 
Comm ission, 
2003b 

No  fi nanc ia l  obstacl es a re  
i dentified which supports ear l ier 
study from Vath et a l .  

The key obstacles to 
i nternationa l i zati on for SM Es 
from earl ier  stud ies are 
personne l ,  knowl edge and 
fi nanc ia l  l im i tati ons 

context. GPI specific 
studies did not identify 
the  multiple obstacles 
within the industry. 

Moreover, the findings 
support earlier studies 
of SME 
internationalization. 

Personne l  
resources ./. n .a .  

Personne l  
resou rces 

n .a .  n .a .  n . a .  

Mu lti l i ngua l  
personne l  ./. n .a .  ./. n .a .  n .a .  n . a .  

Expertise 
./. n .a .  

Lack of tra ined 
personne l  

n .a .  n . a .  n . a .  

Language barr ier 
./ . n .a .  

Language 
n .a .  n .a .  n . a .  

F inanc ia l  r isk 

Soci o-cu ltura l  
com petencies 

./ . 

./ . 

n .a .  

n .a .  

./. 

Socio-cu ltural 
d ifferences 

n .a .  

n .a .  

n . a .  

n . a .  

n . a .  

n . a .  

Lack of 
manageri a l  time  ./ . n .a .  

Lack of manageri a l  
ti me 

n .a .  n .a .  n . a .  

Lack  of 
instituti ona l  
support 

./. n .a .  
Lack of domesti c 
gov. assistance n .a .  n .a .  n . a .  

Trade barr iersn/ 
Bureaucracy ./. n .a .  

Legal/Regu l atory 
n .a .  n .a .  n . a .  

Transportation 
costs ./. n .a .  

Transportation 
costs n .a .  n . a .  n . a .  

Ta b le 5 .1 F i nd i ngs versus exist ing knowledge, new knowledge - exce rpt DRQ 1 . 1 .  
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RQ 1: What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI, which 

consists mainly of SM Es? 

DRQ 1.1 What are the key obstacles to expanding into foreign markets? 

GPl-specific obstacles were not found in the existing literature. In addition, financial obstacles 

are not identified in this research. This single aspect supports an earlier study from Vath et al. 

(2011). The key obstacles to internationalization for SM Es identified in earlier studies are 

personnel, knowledge and financial limitations. Related to the obstacle of financial 

limitations, the new findings differ from the SM E-related studies. New knowledge emerged 

due to the industry-specific context, and multiple obstacles were observed. These include 

personnel resources, language barriers, financial risk, sociocultural differences, and lack of 

expertise. Individual observations revealed further obstacles, including lack of market 

knowledge, limited information, lack of managerial time, transport costs, secrecy in respect 

of know-how, aversion to disclosure of financial standing, as well as policy-related constraints, 

such as lack of domestic assistance, bureaucracy and trade barriers. Germany is a country in 

which uncertainty avoidance is highly valued (Hofstede, 2021), which supports the finding 

that GPI SMEs are risk-averse. GPl-specific studies did not identify the outlined multiple 

obstacles within the industry. Moreover, the findings predominantly support earlier studies 

of SME internationalization. 

CON 1.1: New knowledge is gained in an industry-specific context by observing multiple 

relevant obstacles that inhibit GPI firms' internationalization. This supports previous studies 

on SM E internationalization except in the financial limitations aspect. 

DRQ 1.2: Do managerial internationalization competencies exist? 

Previous SM E studies identified the international experience and exposure of management 

as a key factor leading to performance enhancement in the internationalization process 

(Czinkota et al., 2004). International experience, networks and individual global mindsets of 

a firm's senior management are regarded as key drivers for SME internationalization. The 

literature review identified no research regarding the managerial internationalization 

competencies of GPI firms. Moreover, the new findings support earlier studies of SME 
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internationalization related to the relevance of management competencies of SM E 

internationalization. 

CON 1.2: New knowledge is gained in an industry-specific context, supporting earlier studies 

of SME internationalization about management experience and qualification as a key factor 

to performance enhancement in the internationalization process. 

DRQ 1.3: What policy measures would support the GPl's internationalization process? 

Earlier SME internationalization research identified that the majority of SM Es have a lower 

awareness of support measures. Instead of focusing solely on export launches or general 

information platforms, support measures should have a broader perspective and should be 

aligned towards assisting SMEs in their choice of strategy and the individual mix of 

internationalization activities to undertake (European Commission, 2003b). There is no data 

from previous studies about explicit policy measures at the company level that support GPI 

firms' internationalization activities. 

CON 1.3: New knowledge is gained in an industry-specific context due to the observed lack of 

institutional support at company level and the policy measures identified as barriers for the 

GPI. 

RQ 2: What are the internationalization motives of GPI SM Es? 

DRQ 2.1: What are the proactive and reactive internationalization motives of GPI SM Es? 

Only a few references in the literature related to the GPl's internationalization motives. 

Beutner and Klaus (2012) and Rohrig et al. (2010) observed a follow-the-customer strategy, 

while Vath et al. (2011) observed expanding sales, market-seeking and following the customer 

as the main internationalization motives within the GPI. The new findings support the 

previous G PI-specific findings. Nevertheless, the motives are overlaid by other influencing 

factors. For instance, the market-seeking motive is defined as proactive (van Tulder, 2005). 

However, the investigation indicates that due to price competition, new sales markets are 
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being sought. In this context, market-seeking is more reactive and the GPI is forced to seek 

new markets. Furthermore, individual motives emerged that created a richer insight with 

more depth. 

CON 2.1: Existing knowledge is expanded with more depth related to the GPl's 

internationalization motives. 

DRQ 2.2: How does the sustainability movement affect the GPI? 

Sustainability has been identified as a major trend within the global packaging industry that 

will dominate the next decade (Feber et al., 2019; Smithers, 2019a). Companies can gain a 

strong competitive advantage in the packaging industry by being able to market innovations, 

and sustainability will be a decisive characteristic in remaining competitive in the future (Vath 

et al., 2011). Vath et al. maintain that GPI firms have to integrate a sustainability strategy into 

their business model and adapt production and its associated processes to their customers' 

needs. SM Es can create an advantage over M NEs by concentrating on a market niche with 

differentiated and unique products (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). 

Previous packaging literature as well as GPl-specific studies point to the challenge of the 

sustainability trend to the GPI and suggest counteracting it with innovations. SME-specific 

literature advise focusing on niche markets with differentiated and unique products. The new 

findings identified industry-specific internal and external influencing factors that affect GPI 

firms' propensity to internationalize, which are essential for effective GPI internationalization. 

Furthermore, this research substantiated that successful G PI SM Es are more internationalized 

with differentiated products offered to niche markets. The new findings extend knowledge 

by comprehensively addressing the cause of the low levels of internationalization and present 

solutions that allow the industry to meet current and future challenges. 

CON 2.2: Existing knowledge is expanded as a deeper understanding of influencing factors on 

GPI firms' internationalization develops. This is particularly true of those factors that address 
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the sustainability trend when they are subsumed under the external 'disruptive changes' 

component and incorporated into an innovative internationalization model. 

DRQ 2.3: How do industry factors influence the GPl's internationalization activities? 

Only limited studies exist regarding the influence of industry-specific factors on a firm's 

internationalization, and previous research has largely neglected industry-level factors, 

preferring to focus instead on firm- and country-level factors (Gn/lgaard et al., 2013; Kutschker 

& Schmid, 2008). The following four industry factors are assumed to have an impact on a 

firm's propensity to internationalize: (1) industry concentration, (2) research intensity, (3) the 

tangibility of the product and (4) the existence of clusters in the home market (Andersson et 

al., 2004; Benito et al., 2002; Contractor et al., 2003; Porter, 1990; Yu & Ito, 1988; as cited in 

Gn/lgaard et al., 2013). 

Vath et al. (2011) observed a low level of industry concentration within the GPI. Furthermore, 

Vath et al. identified the highly competitive packaging market and suggested R&D networks 

with material suppliers and packaging machine manufacturers as well as with their customers. 

Neil-Boss and Brooks (2013) stated that the real driver of innovation in the packaging industry 

is the ultimate end-market consumer, meaning that packaging manufacturers need to have 

well-developed and collaborative relationships with their customers. They refer generally to 

the packaging industry, rather than specifically to the GPI. German plastic packaging 

manufacturers will not be able to afford high levels of R&D effort in the long term, which will 

likely result in further market consolidation (Bollinger & June, 2013). 

The new findings mainly support previous studies on general industry factors. GPl-specific 

studies observed low levels of industry concentration, the industry factor of 'end market' as 

well as regulations and specifications. The new findings support the earlier studies about 

general industry factors as well as GPl-specific industry factors and identified further relevant 

industry-specific factors. In addition, the observed industry factors are integrated into an 

improved internationalization model. 
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CON 2.3: New knowledge is gained within an industry-specific context, supporting earlier 

studies about industry-specific as well as general industry factors. Further relevant industry 

factors were also observed. 

RQ 3: Which internationalization strategies are applied by the GPI? 

DRQ 3.1: Which pattern of market selection is adopted by the GPI? 

A few observations exist that indicate a gradual internationalization process within the GPI 

(Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Hengsberger, 2016). Analogous to this finding, Bell et al. (2004) 

observed UK SMEs from traditional industries that followed an incremental approach to 

internationalization, which was influenced by their industry sector as well as managerial 

attitudes. In general, traditional firms following the stage model seem initially to focus on 

domestic markets, prefer psychically close markets, target less developed markets, are active 

in one market at a time, and are only triggered to internationalize by disadvantageous 

domestic market conditions or unsolicited orders (Bell et al., 2003). 

The new findings support the GPl-specific and general SME internationalization studies. GPI 

firms tend to internationalize towards neighbouring countries, which is in line with 

observations of mature industries and traditional firms that favour psychically close markets. 

The new findings observed additional aspects that led to the market selection and identified 

that market selection is largely not supported by any strategy. 

CON 3.1: Existing knowledge is extended and new knowledge related to the pattern of market 

selection within the GPI is discovered. 

DRQ 3.2: What entry modes are applied by the GPI? 

Costs, levels of risk and the degree of control constitute the three factors influencing the 

choice of entry mode (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986, as cited in Horner et al., 2016). Neil-Boss 

and Brooks (2013) identified modes related to setting up greenfield ventures within the 

packaging industry, although these were not GPI specific. A European SME survey indicated 
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that importing and exporting are the most common forms of internationalization (European 

Commission, 2003b). Vath et al. (2011) identified export as the main activity abroad within 

the GPI. 

The new findings support the earlier studies, although they also found that greenfield 

operations are frequently excluded and the most extensive commitments usually end at the 

stage of acquisition. 

CON 3.2: Existing knowledge is extended and new knowledge is discovered relating to the 

limiting FDI behaviour concerning greenfield operations. 

DRQ: 3.3: Which products are chosen for marketing abroad? 

There is always conflict between transport costs, plant capacity utilisation, inventory, 

customer service levels and good manufacturing practice requirements (Neil-Boss & Brooks, 

2013). Neil-Boss and Brooks explain that the type of packaging (flexible plastic, paper, metal, 

etc.) and the served end-market (consumer food, health care, cosmetics, industrial, etc.) must 

always be considered. GPI firms attempt to retain customers through product innovation and 

by finding new market segments (Rohrig et al., 2010). Many SM Es do not have business 

models that are scalable to international markets (Achtenhagen, 2011). 

Earlier studies generally highlight the GPl's need to create differentiated and innovative 

products. Additionally, not every packaging type is suitable for global export due to transport 

costs. The new findings support the previous SME and GPl-specific studies. In addition, it is 

observed that GPI firms market scalable products with no differentiation either to the 

domestic or to foreign markets, and the most internationalized SM Es offer innovative and 

customized products in niche markets. A range of service offerings also emerged. 

CON 3.3: Existing knowledge is extended and new knowledge is created relating to the 

scalable products and identifying a service offering range. 
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DRQ 3.4: How long does the GPI take to expand abroad since inception/strategic realignment? 

No studies examine how quickly SM Es spread their activities to other markets after the first 

foreign market has been entered (Hilmersson & Johanson, 2016). Mature industries are more 

structured and stable, network relationships are already established, and growth is slow 

(Andersson et al., 2014). Firms in this context are constrained by the industry structure, and 

the internationalization process is incremental and begins later in the company's lifecycle 

(Andersson et al., 2014), making it a risk-reducing, time-consuming and ultimately slow 

process (Hilmersson & Johanson, 2016). The nature and pace of internationalization is 

conditional, depending on product, industry and other external environmental variables, as 

well as on firm-specific factors (Bell & Young, 1998, as cited in Bell et al., 2004). There was no 

study identified that addresses the time and pace aspects within the GPI. 

CON 3.4: New knowledge is gained in an industry-specific context by observing that within 

the most internationalized GPI SMEs the internationalization process intensifies after an 

intentional realignment. The findings indicate that GPI firms spread their activities to other 

markets at a slow pace after the first foreign market has been entered. 

RQ 4: What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified 

internationalization strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements? 

The GPI must continuously identify all trends that might affect GPI firms and act quickly and 

accordingly (Beutner & Klaus, 2012). Moreover, innovative products and processes are 

important for the future survival of GPI firms (Vath et al., 2011). Paul and Rosado-Serrano 

(2019) claimed that in rapidly evolving environments, successful firms (not industry-specific) 

are more likely to be characterised by agility and flexibility. Sustainability has been identified 

as a major trend within the global packaging industry that will dominate the next decade 

(Beutner & Klaus, 2012; Feber et al., 2019; Hoffmann, 2016; Smithers, 2019a). 

Current challenges caused by major trends like digitalisation, consumer trends, sustainability 

and demographic development suggest that the GPI may have to realign their business 

approach. 
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CON 4: The new findings support earlier SME- and GPl-specific studies. This research 

evaluates the realities of the GPI through the lens of stage theory and the born-global and 

born-again global approaches. The findings indicate that stage theory does not offer the 

answers to the challenges that the GPI is facing. An innovative approach to GPI 

internationalization was developed that takes GPl's requirements into account by the 

synthesis of stage theory, born-global theory, and born-again global theory aspects, and the 

integration of GPl-specific factors. The improved internationalization model contributes to 

coping with disruptive change, particularly the sustainability trend that calls into question 

established business models in the GPI. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

6.1 Research Overview 

This section provides the essence of the research results. First, the research aim is presented, 

followed by the RQs, ROs and answers. 

Research aim: The author's research targets to develop industry-specific internationalization 

conceptualisations for the GPI and to contribute to the knowledge by examining a new sector 

that offers adaptations and extensions to management and policymakers. 

RQ 1: What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI, which 

consists mainly of SM Es? 

RO 1: To identify reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI. 

The key reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI are the lack of 

personnel resources, lack of management experience and qualification, lack of multilingual 

personnel, language barriers, and financial risk. For more intensive market entry modes, the 

observed obstacles include sociocultural differences, lack of expertise and absence of 

organisational international networks. Individual obstacles are trade barriers, limited 

information and bureaucracy, for example, founding a subsidiary in a European country. 

International experience and exposure of senior management is a key factor to firm 

internationalization. It is observed that managerial internationalization competencies in GPI 

firms are related to the firm's internationalization level. Many GPI SMEs are limited to 

exports, whereas more intensive market entry modes would require more sophisticated 

managerial considerations. The managerial internationalization competencies within the GPI 

fall at a moderate level. In addition, there was no evidence referring to the existence of 

relevant personal international networks among the senior management. 

It is observed that most companies are missing institutional support, for instance from the 

chamber of commerce. General information about foreign markets is not sufficient to support 
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GPI SM Es attempting internationalization. Some supporting activities have been observed, 

but these initiatives are not permanent or long-lasting. Supporting activities may not be seen 

as a one-time practice, for instance an information event; it is a process and firms need 

sustained involvement. 

Policy measures at the level of the firms in the firms' home country are required to overcome 

personnel constraints, lack of language skills, a shortfall of sociocultural competencies, and a 

lack of managerial internationalization competencies. Therefore, firm-specific policy 

measures should provide assistance to help guide the senior management in their choice of 

strategy, in the training they offer their managers, in the execution of the practical tasks of 

the internationalization process, for example, market evaluation, encouragement of 

networking as well as greater cooperation, and in the identification of appropriate business 

partners. 

More positive indication is seen with regard to support measures in host countries. This 

mainly comes into play when firms think about advanced market entry modes like greenfield 

investments. On the other hand, even GPI MN Es avoid this entry mode due to the financial 

risk of high capital expenditures in combination with host countries' requirements, for 

example, minimum headcounts, if support measures like temporary tax cuttings are utilised. 

At the federal and supranational levels of policy, it is observed that there is a need for trade 

barrier improvement (especially customs), support in finding junior staff and qualified 

employees due to the demographic trend, stimuli to enhance internationality (e.g., staying 

abroad), and reduction of bureaucracy, especially for company formation and the 

simplification of specifications for conformities. 

RQ 2:  What are the internationalization motives of GPI SMEs? 

RO 2: To identify motives for internationalization within the GPI. 

There is evidence that follow-the-customer and market-seeking are key motives of 

internationalization within the GPI. Generally, follow-the-customer is defined as a mixed 

motive that contains proactive as well as reactive impetus. Within the GPI, this motive 
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frequently relates to the urge of internationalized customers, such as brand owners of 

consumer goods. Essentially, the customers set the initiative and not the suppliers (GPI); 

therefore, the motive in this context is a more reactive one. Furthermore, reactive motives, 

for instance, excess capacity, proximity to foreign customers and unsolicited orders, are 

especially observed in the investigated GPI SM Es with low levels of internationalization. The 

motive 'market-seeking' is observed in all investigated GPI SMEs, though high price 

competition within the domestic market may have an effect on this motive and GPI SM Es are 

concentrating on differentiated and innovative products and high-quality goods and services 

to enhance their activities abroad. The investigation indicates that due to price competition, 

new sales markets are being sought. The GPI is forced to seek new markets and in this context, 

market-seeking has more reactive aspects. 

Since public perception is currently focusing on the trend towards sustainability, end­

consumers and customers are demanding better recyclable packaging based on renewable 

and post-consumer recycled content. The highly affected plastic packaging manufacturers 

have adapted their product portfolio, increased their R&D resources and realigned their 

business strategies. The GPI strives to improve its products' eco-balance and to meet growing 

customer demand for sustainable packaging. 

A key industry factor for GPI SM Es, as well as for MN Es, is price competition, whereas the 

price competition is pivotal in the home market but not limited to it. Price competition pushes 

GPI SM Es to internationalize, whereas successfully internationalized firms focus on product 

and process innovation, quality services and differentiated products for niche markets, 

though they rarely move operations to low-cost countries. 

Due to transport costs, packaging type and the level of processing are decisive in determining 

which geographic markets can be served profitably by exports. Distances range from 200 km 

for corrugated cardboards, 800 km for metal packaging to global reach for plastic film and 

paper specialties. 

Furthermore, the GPI is a fragmented industry containing segments related to the individual 

packaging types, for instance, paper-based products like corrugated cardboard, plastics, 

metal, glass, and wood. Moreover, the technology and machinery set-up differs significantly 

for some packaging types. It is observed that raw material suppliers and numerous customers 
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are consolidated, which cannot be claimed for the GPI. The bargaining power of GPI firms 

with raw material suppliers and customers is low. Additionally, the served end-markets - for 

instance, consumer goods, food, cosmetics, health care and industrial markets must be taken 

into account as well. Global brand owners of consumer goods and cosmetics are highly 

internationalized and demand the same from their suppliers, for example, label 

manufacturers. 

RQ 3: Which internationalization strategies are applied by the GPI? 

RO 3: To identify general and industry-specific internationalization strategies in the GPI. 

GPI firms are primarily active in neighbouring countries, and the market selection has 

developed gradually over time. The market selection is largely not supported by any strategy, 

rather, GPI firms expand their supplies to the domestic customers' subsidiaries abroad. This 

is a main reason for the present portfolio of foreign markets. Moreover, the German 

packaging manufacturers are looking for additional sales opportunities parallel to the highly 

competitive home market. 

The GPI internationalizes gradually and with low levels of commitment. Even within family­

owned GPI MN Es, the highest engagement ends frequently with an acquisition. Greenfield 

ventures in foreign markets are predominantly only undertaken if a key customer guarantees 

a basic utilisation of the operation for a certain period of time. 

Most of the GPI firms offer scalable products with no differentiation either to the domestic 

or to foreign markets. The predominantly homogeneous products are moderately combined 

with technical on-site service and packaging optimisation. Innovative and customised 

products indicate an escape from cutthroat competition in the domestic and partially 

European-country markets for companies that are economically unable to achieve price or 

volume leadership. These products are frequently sold in niche markets, which is why a higher 

level of internationalization is the inevitable consequence. 

GPI SM Es start to expand their activities abroad later in their lifecycles. Furthermore, within 

highly internationalized SMEs, the internationalization process was intensified after an 
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intentional realignment, whereas such events as 'coincidence' and 'unsolicited orders' could 

cause the process in low-internationalized SM Es. The mature GPI seems to be growing slowly, 

and presumably, German packaging manufacturers spread their activities at a slow pace to 

other markets after entering the first foreign market. 

RQ 4: What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified 

internationalization strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements? 

RO 4: To develop a model (adapted, if needed, to industry-specific requirements) of the 

internationalization of the GPI. 

The answer to RQ 4 is an innovative GPI internationalization model (Figure 6.1). This research 

evaluates the realities of the GPI through the lens of stage theory and the born-global and 

born-again global approaches. The findings indicate that stage theory does not offer the 

answers to the challenges the GPI is facing. An innovative internationalization model was 

developed that takes GPl's requirements into account by synthesising stage theory, born­

global theory, and born-again global theory and the integration of GPl-specific factors. The 

improved internationalization model contributes to coping with disruptive change, 

particularly the sustainability trend that calls into question established business models in the 

GPI. 
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6.2 Contribution to Knowledge 

Dabic et al. (2020) identify the minimal attention paid to low-tech industries in developed 

countries as a key research gap in the literature on SM E internationalization. Relatedly, Paul 

and Rosado-Serrano (2019) called for the development of theoretic models to investigate the 

born-global approach of firms from different types of industries, for example, traditional 

manufacturing firms. Furthermore, Hilmersson and Johanson (2016) note that no studies 

examine how quickly SM Es spread their activities to other markets after they have entered 

their first foreign market. 

This research responds to the call of Paul and Rosado-Serrano (2019) and Dabic et al. (2020) 

by investigating the internationalization of the packaging industry, which is a low-tech 

industry - consisting of traditional manufacturing firms - in Germany, a developed country. 

The findings reveal that GPI firms spread their activities to other markets at a slow pace after 

entering the first foreign market. However, the firms under consideration here were not able 

to specify exactly when after that first market they entered the second, because they were 

engaged in a non-strategic approach and focus on export activities. This new insight might 

contribute to SME internationalization research given Hilmersson and Johanson's (2016) 

finding on the absence of studies on the speed with which SM Es expand to additional markets. 

An innovative internationalization model was developed that takes GPl's requirements into 

account by synthesising stage theory, born-global theory, and born-again global theory 

aspects, and integrating GPl-specific factors. In addition, the current research, which uses 

stage theory, revealed that the GPI has not adequately responded to challenges such as the 

sustainability megatrend. The innovative internationalization model contributes to coping 

with disruptive change, particularly the sustainability megatrend that calls into question 

established business models in the GPI. The synthesis of stage theory, born-global theory, and 

born-again global theory in the context of disruptive change, in particular the sustainability 

megatrend, has not yet been presented in SM E internationalization research. 

Past GPI literature only addressed single aspects of market selection, entry mode, and 

industry factors. It did not explore the realities within the GPI and there was no existing 

industry-specific internationalization model. The previous GPI literature only pointed to the 

265 



low levels of internationalization, but did not provide any comprehensive reasons for this and 

no solutions were provided to guide the industry in meeting current and future challenges. 

This research identifies key aspects in the packaging industry in Germany that impact 

internationalization. These have not yet been examined and this research therefore 

contributes to knowledge production. The influencing factors related to the internal 

environment of GPI firms are: management experience and qualifications, personnel 

resources, language barriers, sociocultural competencies, financial risk, the business model, 

and networks (see Figure 6.1, model segment 'Environment'). Hence, the reasons identified 

for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI related to the internal environment 

are the lack of personnel resources, lack of multilingual personnel, language barriers, and 

aversion to financial risk. Furthermore, having only minimal management experience and 

qualifications is found to correlate with low levels of internationalization among GPI SM Es. In 

addition, for more intensive market entry modes, the observed obstacles include 

sociocultural differences, lack of expertise and absence of international organisational 

networks. 

Industry factors and policy measures in the external environment of GPI firms also impact 

internationalization. The study reveals the following industry factors are relevant: price 

competition, industry fragmentation, packaging type, bargaining power, diverse end­

markets, and disruptive change. Relevant policy measures are: institutional support, trade 

barriers, bureaucracy, regulations and specifications, internationality, and skilled labour (see 

Figure 6.1, 'External Environment'). 

This research contributes to knowledge by showing how the stage theory approach describes 

the present GPI internationalization behaviour (which is incremental and slow), starting with 

low resource commitment in psychically close countries (see Figure 6.1, model segment 

'Stage Theory Approach'). 

Moreover, this study evaluates the internationalization motives within the GPI. Beutner and 

Klaus (2012) and Rohrig et al. (2010) observed a follow-the-customer strategy, while Vath et 

al. (2011) observed expanding sales, market-seeking and following the customer as the main 

internationalization motives within the GPI. This research identifies 'follow-the-customer' and 

'market-seeking' as key motives of internationalization within the GPI (see Figure 6.1, model 
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segment 'Present GPI Internationalization', component ' Internationalization Motives'). 

Hence, this study confirms the findings of existing GPI literature. Further motives emerged in 

this research. Especially in GPI SMEs with low levels of internationalization, the reactive 

motives excess capacity, proximity to foreign customers, and unsolicited orders are observed. 

This observation generates rich insight into the motivation of GPI firms that are dominated 

by a more reactive impetus to internationalization, thereby contributing to knowledge. 

The constructs 'Market Selection', 'Entry Mode', 'Product' as well as 'Pace and Time' of the 

model segments 'Present GPI Internationalization' and 'Advanced GPI Internationalization 

Strategy' (see Figure 6.1) are based on the work of Ruzzier et al. (2006) who, in their 

international entrepreneurship conceptual model, presented four main dimensions of 

internationalization: mode, market, product, and time. The speed (pace) aspect is adapted 

from Taylor and Jack's (2016) work on born-global internationalization. GPI firms tend to 

internationalize towards neighbouring countries. This finding confirms observations in 

traditional and mature industries that favour psychically close markets (Andersson et al., 

2014). The findings here revealed additional relevant aspects - accessibility, trade fairs, 

networks, and unsolicited orders - that led firms to select particular markets. The 

investigation also demonstrates that the selection of markets has developed gradually over 

time within the GPI and is largely not supported by any strategy (see Figure 6.1, model 

segment 'Present GPI Internationalization', component 'Market Selection'); this observation 

had not previously been made and thus contributes to knowledge. 

This study observed export as the main entry mode of GPI firms, which is in line with existing 

GPI literature, such as Vath et al. (2011). This research also contributes the finding that many 

GPI SMEs frequently exclude greenfield operations, not because of a lack of financial 

resources but because GPI firms do not want to take the financial risk of high capital 

expenditures. This study reveals that firms in the GPI internationalize gradually and with low 

levels of commitment. In addition, the most extensive commitments of G PI firms usually end 

at the stage of acquisition (see Figure 6.1, model segment 'Present GPI Internationalization', 

component 'Entry Mode'). 

Furthermore, GPI firms market homogeneous and scalable products that are not 

differentiable to domestic or foreign markets (see Figure 6.1, model segment 'Present GPI 
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Internationalization', component 'Product'). More internationalized GPI SMEs offer 

innovative and scalable products with a range of service offerings in niche markets (see Figure 

6.1, model segment 'Advanced GPI Internationalization', component 'Product'). 

SM Es in the GPI generally started to expand their activities abroad later in their lifecycles, and 

internationalization was executed at a slow pace, a finding that is novel for the GPI (see Figure 

6.1, model segment 'Present GPI Internationalization', component 'Pace and Time'). The GPI 

internationalization model suggests the importance of a strategy-driven pace and time 

considerations (see Figure 6.1, segment 'Advanced GPI Internationalization Strategy', 

component 'Pace and Time'). This observation could also contribute to SM E 

internationalization research given Hilmersson and Johanson's (2016) statement about the 

lack of studies examining how quickly SM Es spread their activities to other markets after the 

first foreign market has been entered. 

The European Commission (2003b) suggests a holistic approach to SME internationalization 

with reference to the stage theory and the born-global model. They maintain that the stage 

theory concept is challenged by the born-global concept and that internationalization 

comprises a whole series of transnational activities, mutually supporting each other, rather 

than being sequential stages in a gradual transaction. More recently Paul and Rosado-Serrano 

(2019) called for the development of theoretic models that would allow the investigation of 

the born-global approach of firms from, inter alia, traditional manufacturing industries. In 

fast-developing environments, they argued that successful companies are agile and flexible 

with a transformative instead of passive entrepreneurial management. The GPI 

internationalization model developed in this study combines a set of internationalization 

options derived from stage theory, the born-global, and the born-again global concept, and 

taking into account industry-specific factors (see Figure 6.1, model segments 'Integral 

Approach' and 'Environment'). 

Stage theory presumes that internationalization will evolve, even though strategic decisions 

are not undertaken (Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996) and 

disregards industry-specific factors. In contrast, this improved GPI internationalization model 

incorporates industry-specific factors by identifying the internal and external factors 

influencing GPI firms' internationalization (see Figure 6.1, model segment 'Environment'). A 
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further significant difference in this integral approach is that internationalization follows 

strategic targets and does not adhere to rigid sequential stages. Furthermore, the entry mode 

and market selection are subordinated to these strategic targets (see Figure 6.1, model 

segment 'Advanced GPI internationalization', components 'Market Selection' and 'Entry 

Mode'). 

The born-global concept is centred around the manager and their intercultural skills, 

international knowledge, education, and networks in order to overcome the restraints of 

psychic distance. A born-global manager has routines for managing multicultural workforces 

and for targeting customers in multiple countries simultaneously (McDougall et al., 1994, as 

cited in Wright et al., 2007). The born-again global concept reflects systematic 

internationalization following a critical incident later in a firm's lifecycle (Bell et al., 2001, as 

cited in Sheppard & McNaughton, 2012). These aspects of the born-again global concept are 

applicable for the GPI as a traditional industry facing disruptive challenges such as the 

sustainability movement (critical incident), which results in existing GPI firms questioning 

their business models. 

In sum, the main contribution to knowledge is an innovative, industry-specific 

internationalization model for the GPI that was obtained by synthesising stage theory, born­

global theory, and born-again global theory and integrating GPl-specific factors. Knowledge 

of the industry-specific context is established by identifying multiple relevant obstacles that 

hinder GPI firms' internationalization. Existing knowledge of GPl-specific internationalization 

motives is enhanced and a deeper level of understanding is made possible. The 

internationalization model introduced was specifically developed for the GPI. However, it can, 

in large part, be applied to other traditional industries (see 5.1, 'Validating Initial 

Conceptualisation'). Therefore, this research contributes to knowledge about SM E 

internationalization in other traditional manufacturing industries. To explore the 

relationships between the model components and its applicability to other industries, 

quantitative studies can make an additional contribution. 
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6.3 Contribution to Management and Policymakers 

(A) Management 

The improved internationalization model meets the GPl's requirements and contributes to 

coping with disruptive change, particularly the sustainability trend that questions established 

business models within the GPI as a traditional, mature industry. Furthermore, senior 

managers can review the most significant influencing factors of GPI internationalization at a 

glance, evaluate their own company conditions and initiate, if necessary, improvement 

measures. In addition, the management has a template for contacting their industry 

association or other institutional policymakers, for instance their local chamber of commerce, 

about policy measures that might support internationalization initiatives. 

SM Es face legitimacy, economic and resource dependency challenges when attempting to 

attract and retain talent who can contribute to successful internationalization (Dabic et al., 

2020). Moreover, Germany is a low power distance country and those in leadership positions 

are challenged to show their competence (Hofstede, 2021). This research provides the 

impetus for GPl's management to reflect on and develop their skill set to overcome barriers 

to internationalization and attract and retain talent. 

(B) Policymakers 

It is observed that most companies are missing institutional support, for instance from the 

chamber of commerce. General information about foreign markets is not sufficient to support 

GPI SM Es attempting internationalization. Some supporting activities have been observed, 

but these initiatives are not permanent or long-lasting. Firms need sustained involvement. 

At the federal and supranational levels of policy, it is observed that there is a need for trade 

barrier improvement (especially customs), support in finding junior staff and qualified 

employees due to the demographic trend, stimuli to enhance internationality (e.g., staying 

abroad), and reduction of bureaucracy, especially for company formation and the 

simplification of specifications for conformities. To intensify internationalization activities, 

especially FDls, domestic funding programmes might be helpful to offset the financial risk. 
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Finally, policy measures at the level of the firms in the firms' home country are required. The 

new findings revealed that GPI SMEs have personnel constraints, lack of language skills, a 

shortfall of sociocultural competencies, and lack managerial time and amendable managerial 

internationalization competencies. Therefore, firm-specific policy measures should provide 

assistance to help guide the senior management in their choice of strategy, in the training 

they offer their managers, in the execution of the practical tasks of the internationalization 

process (e.g., market evaluation), and in the identification of appropriate business partners. 

Most of the outlined support measures have already been identified by the European 

Commission (2003b) as relating to SM E support; they are also suitable for addressing the 

identified GPl-specific obstacles. These policy measures, combined with the encouragement 

of networking and greater cooperation enhance the GPI SMEs' abilities that ensure 

competitive advantage. 

There may be a lack of industry-specific insights to provide an efficient support programme 

by the chamber of commerce. Therefore, another approach to accelerate GPI 

internationalization could be cooperation between the chamber of commerce and industry 

consultancies. 

6.4 Limitations 

There may be some possible limitations in this study. First, the author conducted telephone 

interviews instead of the intended face-to-face meetings. There is a lack of interaction 

between the interviewer and participant when conducting telephone interviews. Second, 

human errors are possible. For instance, mistakes can occur in the interpretation of results, 

especially in qualitative research. Third, the study is constrained by the extent of existing 

knowledge. It is likely that the author did not fully identify the existing knowledge. Fourth, 

there is a lack of previous studies in the research area. The most extensive GPl-specific studies 

identified are Rohrig et al. (2010) and Vath et al. (2011), which are 10 and 11 years old, 

respectively. Fifth, the scope of the study's discussions is probably limited when compared to 

the studies of practiced scholars. Sixth, it is most likely that relevant considerations that could 

have been conducive to the research outcome stayed below the surface. For instance, the key 
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obstacle of sociocultural differences was very rarely addressed by little-internationalized SM E 

case firms due to a previous lack of necessity to evaluate foreign markets or interact with 

foreign cultures. However, it was beneficial to have interviews not only with GPI firms but 

with industry experts as well. The industry experts made this topic relevant. 

6.5 Suggestion for Further Research 

Some components of the GPI internationalization model could be tested with quantitative 

methods to identify whether there is a different approach for model improvement. 

Furthermore, it would be of interest to put this model into practice and study the 

implementation process in order to draw conclusions for adaptation. The model would be 

particularly interesting to implement at a GPI start-up. Research on born-global firms in 

traditional and mature industries is lacking. Due to rapidly developing digitalisation in general 

and especially in printing technology, there are more young entrepreneurs who are new to 

the industry and who manufacture customized products and market them online to 

consumers. The new internationalization model could be tested within such a setting and 

compared to traditional firms' business models and the born-global components of the GPI 

internationalization model. 

As outlined in section 6.2, new knowledge is gained in an industry-specific context by 

observing that within the most internationalized GPI SM Es, the internationalization process 

intensified after an intentional realignment. It is indicated that GPI firms spread their activities 

to other markets at a slow pace after the first foreign market has been entered. This might 

contribute to SM E internationalization research due to Hilmersson and Johanson's (2016) 

findings that no studies examine how quickly SM Es spread their activities to other markets 

after the first foreign market has been entered. In this study, the case firms were not able to 

specify exactly when they entered the second market after the first due to a non-strategic 

approach and a focus on export activities. Therefore, it could be of interest to identify other 

companies that apply several entry modes and examine this circumstance in more detail. 
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OR strategic management) ) 
• Published Date from: 1980-2012 

<lJ 
-I )>Database Date of Search Results Relev. Abstracts/Articles Downloads "C0-

"C 
N 11) 
w ::I

Business 06.01.2012 25 l AB/l AR Buch, Lipponer (2005), AR; :;;o c. 
ro 
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:a;::Complete Arnold, Hussi nger (2010), AB; 

0 

0 
:::,

Business 14.03.2012 28 0 0 c!. 

Source ro 
:::, 

Complete 

Business 14.03.2012 44 l AR Hederer, Hoffmann, Kumar 
Source (1972), AR; 

Complete 

Business 14.03.2012 3 0 0 
Source 

Complete 

Business 15.03.2012 11 l AB Knight, Kim (2009) , AR; 
Source 

Complete 

w 

t-> 
0 



Search Terms /Options and Limiters 
Boolean/Phrase:
AB ( (internationli * ORglobali * ) ) AN DAB ( (sme 
OR small medium size*) ) AND KW intern* 
managem* AN DAB german* 
• Published Date from: 1980-2012 

Boolean/Phrase:
AB direct investm* AN DAB ( (sme* OR small* OR 
medium*) ) AND AB ( (enterpris* OR compan* OR 
firm* OR entit*) ) AND AB german* NOT AB ( 
(mne* OR multinational*)  ) AN DAB manufactur* 
• Published Date from: 1980-2012 

Boolean/Phrase:
TI german* industr* AND SU ( ( internationali* OR 
globali * ) ) OR SU fdi AN DAB sme* 

Boolean/Phrase:
AB german* packag* industr* AND SU 
( ( i  nternationali * OR globali *)  ) 

Boolean/Phrase:
AB packag* industr* AND SU ( ( internationali* OR 
globali* )  ) 

Boolean/Phrase:
SU packag* AND SU 
( (globali* OR internationali* ) ) ANDAB german* 

Boolean/Phrase:
TX packag* AND SU 
( (globali* OR internationali* ) ) ANDAB german* 

Database 

Business 
Source 

Complete 

Business 
Source 

Complete 

Business 
Source 

Complete 

Business 
Source 

Complete 

Business 
Source 

Complete 

Business 
Source 

Complete
Business 
Source 

Complete 
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15.03.2012 0 0 0 :;;o c. 
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Search Terms /Options and Limiters 
Boolean/Phrase: 
TI / AB 'internationalisation' OR TI/ AB  
'globalization' A N D TI /AB 'germany' 
Restricted to Language (s) English , I ncluding 
Multilingual Summaries Restricted to Theme 
Industry and Services Published Between 1900 
and 2012 (limitation before 1997 = 1900) 

Boolean/Phrase: 
TI /AB 'outward fdi' AND TI/AB 'german' AND  
TI /AB 'sme' 
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Multilingual Summaries Restricted to Theme 
Industry and Services Published Between 1900 
and 2012 (limitation before 1997 = 1900) 

Boolean/Phrase: 
TI / AB 'internationalisation' AND TI/ AB  'german' 
ANDTI /AB 'small business' 
Restricted to Language (s) English , I ncluding 
Multilingual Summaries Restricted to Theme 
Industry and Services Published Between 1900 
and 2012 (limitation before 1997 = 1900) 

Boolean/Phrase: 
AB  ( 'inte rnationali* AND  packaging*' ) AN D A B  
( 'german*' )  AN D ( Content Type contains ' Books 
or Journals or Working Papers' ) 
• Published between : 1980-2012 
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Appendix 3 

Ta b le 2 .4 I nc lus ion cr iter ia compared with the l iteratu re 

Literature 

( i n  c h rono logi c a l  order a ccord i ng to the review protoco l )  

Author(s) ,  Year, Ti t le , Arti cle/Abstract 

Ruzzi e r, M. ,  H i s ri ch,  R. D., Konecn i k, M. (2007) . Human Cap ita l  and  
SME l nte rnati o n l i zati o n :  A Structu ral Equati on Mode l i ng Study, AR 
Ruzzi e r, M. ,  H i sr ich, R. D. ,  Antonci c, B. (2006) . SME i nternationa l i zati on  
research :  past, p resent  and future, AR 
Basly, 5 .  ( 2007) . The i nternationa l i zati on of fam i l y  SME:  An 
organ i zati ona l  learn ing and  knowl edge deve lopment perspective, AR 
Wattanaprutti pa isan,  T .  ( 2005) .  SME Deve l opment  and  
I nte rnati ona l i zati on  i n  the Knowledge-Based I n n ovati on-Dr iven 
G loba l  Economy:  Mappi ng the Agenda  Ahead,  AR 
Smo l arski , J . ,  Kut, C .  (2009) . The i m pact of ventu re capital fi nanci ng 
method on SME pe rformance and  i nternati ona l i zati on, AR 
Che l l i ah ,  5 . ,  Pand ian ,  5 . ,  Su l a i man ,  M., Mu nusamy, J .  ( 2010) . 
The moderat ion effect of f i rm s i ze :  I nternati ona l i zati on of sma l  I and 
med i um  enterpr ises (SMEs) i n  the manufactu ri ng sector, AR 
P i ch l e r, J .  H .  (2008) . SME-Specif ic, ' P rofi l e s ', Strategic Potenti a l s  
and Atti tudes Torward I nte rnati ona l i zati on  i n  the En l a rged EU, AR 
Lu ,  J .  W., Beamish ,  P .  W., ( 2006) . SME i nte rnati ona l i zati on and 
performance :  growth vs. p rofita b i l i ty, AB 
Prashantham, S .  ( 2005) .  Ti es  with Mu l t inati ona l  Subs id i ar ies  and 
SME I nternati ona l i zati on :  The Ro le of Faci l i tative Interve nt ion, AR 
Vita l s, 5 .  ( 2005) .  G loba l i zati on and the Transformati on of the German 
Mode l ,  AR 
Amann,  W. (2003) . The Impact of i nternati ona l i zati on on organ i zati ona l  
cu l ture a comparative study of i nternationa l  US and  German compan i es, 
AR 
Ki nke l ,  5 . ,  Lay, G. ,  Mal oca, S .  (2008) . Patterns of i nternati ona l i zati on 
of German SMEs:  su rvey i ng  manufactur ing offshori ng, AB 
Carr, C. ( 2005) .  Are  German ,  Japan ese and  Angl o-Saxon Strategi c 
Deci s ion  Sty les  Sti l l  Divergent in the Context of G loba l i zati o n ?, AB  
De C l e rq, D . ,  Sapi e n za, H . J . , Crij ns, H .  (2005) . The I nte rnati ona l i zati on 
of Smal l  and  Med i u m-S ized F i rms, AR 
Moen, 0.  (2000) . SMEs and I nternati ona l  Marketi ng: I nvesti gati ng the 
Diffe rences i n  Export Strategy Between  F i rms of D iffe rent Si ze, AR 
Konti nen ,  T., Oj a l a, A. (2011) . I nternationa l  Opportun i ty Recogn i ti on  
among Sma l l  and Med i um -S ized Fam i l y  F i rms, AR 
Buch, C. M. ,  Li pponer, A. (2005) . Busi ness Cycl es and  FD I :  Evi dence from 
German Sectoral Data, AR 
Behnam, M. ,  Gi l b e r, D. U. ( 2001) . I nternati ona l i zati on Strategi es of 
Med i u m-S ized German Compan ies :  An Emp i r ical Su rvey, AB 
Arno ld ,  J . nM. ,  Huss i nger, K .  ( 2010) . Exports versus FD I  i n  German 
Man ufactu ri ng: F i rm Performance and Parti ci pati on i n  I nternati ona l  
Markets, AR 
Hedere r, G . ,  Hoffmann,  C. D. ,  Kumar, B. ( 1972) .  The I ntern ati ona l i zati on 
of German Busi ness, AR 
Kn i ght, G. A . ,  K im,  D. (2009) .  I ntern ati ona l  bus i ness competence 
and the contemporary f i rm, AR 
F rame,  W., Cohn ,  M. (2008) . Ti me i s  r i ght  for g loba l i zati on ,  AR 
Strze l ecki ,  M. (2008) . G loba l i zati on and the pu rsu i t  of bus i ness, AR  
Fryges, H .  ( 2008) . I n ternati ona l i sati on o f  techno l ogy-ori e nted fi rms 
i n  Germany and the UK, AR 

meet criterion 
I nc l us ion  C riter ia 

not meet criterion 

FDI German Li t. s i n ce Packagi ng Research Pub l i shed  
(outw . )  f i rms  1980 i ndustry report pee r-revi ewed 
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Appendix 4 

Ta b le 3 .2  Resea rch fra mework  - l Qs, DRQs, mode l  components 

RQ Research 
# question (RQ} 

1 RQ l 
What are the 

reasons for the 
low leve ls of 

internationa l izati 
on with in  the GP I ,  

which cons ists 
ma in ly of SMEs? 

Research 
objective 

(RO} 
ROnl 

To identify 
reasons for 

the low levels 
of 

internationa l i z  
ation with in  

the GP I e. 

Deta i led RQ (DRQ) 

DRQ 1 .1  
What are the key obstacles 
to expa nd ing i nto foreign 

markets? 

DRQnl.2 
Do manageria l 

i nternationa l izat ion 
competencies exist? 

Components of the 
in itial model 

ID In2 
F inanc ia l  & Personne l  

Resou rces 

IDE 2 
Pol icy Measu res 

ID In1 
Management Experience 

& Qua l ification 

ID In4 
Networks 

I nterview question ( IQ} 

IQ 1 .5  ( DRQ 1 . 1, 1 . 2 ) )  
What are the barriers to sta rt or 
expand your bus i ness ab road? 

IQ 4.3 
What is the s ituation a bout your 

personnel and fi nanc ia l  ressou rces to 
internationa l ize? 

IQ 4.4 
Did you exc lude certa in  entry modes 

due to resou rce constrai nts and which 
ones? 

IQ 1.4 ( DRQ 1 . 2 )  
Would you please descr ipe the owner 
structu re of you r company and what is 
the profess iona l  & cu ltu ra l  background  

of your top management? 

IQ 1 .5  ( DRQ 1 . 1 , 1 . 2 )  
What are the barriers to sta rt or 
expand your bus iness  abroad? 

IQ 
Sched ule 

# 

5 

16 

17 

4 

5 

2 RQ 2 
What are the 

i nternationa l izati 

on motives of GP I  
SMEs? 

R0n2 
To identify 
motives for 

internationa l i z  
at ion with in  

the GP I e. 

DRQnl.3  
What pol icy measu res 
would support GP l ' s  
i nternationa l izat ion 

process?  

DRQ 2.1  
What are the proactive and  

reactive internationa l ization 
motives of GP I  SMEs?  

IDE 2 
Pol icy Measu res 

ID In3 
Bus iness Model 

IDE 1 
I ndustry Factors 

IDE 2 
Pol icy Measu res 

IQ 4.2 ( DRQ 1 . 3 )  
What policy measu res would support 

you r  i nternationa l ization process? 

IQ 2 .1  ( DRQe2 . 1 )  
What was the reason to 

i nternationa l ize you r bus iness? 

IQ 1.6 
To what exta nt is i nternationa l izat ion a 
success factor for you r company or is 

there a need at a l l  to se l l  abroad? 

15 

7 

6 

DRQ 2.2 
How does the  susta i nabi l ity 
movement affect the GP Ie? 

DRQ 2.3 
How do i ndustry factors 

inf luenceeG P l ' s  
i nternationa l izat ion 

activities? 

ID In3 
Bus iness Model 

IDE 1 .1  
I ndustry Factors 
Resea rch I ntens ity 

IDE 2 
Pol icy Measures 

IDE 1 
I ndustry Factors 

( 1 . 1 )  Resea rch I ntens ity 
( 1 . 2 )  Tangib i l ity of 

Product 
( 1 . 3 )  Existence of Clusters 

ID In3 
Bus iness Model 

IQ 2.2 ( DRQe2 .2 )  
How does the susta inab i l ity movement 

effect you r bus iness? 

IQ 4.1  ( DRQe2 .3 )  

How do industry factors inf luence you r 
i nternationa l izat ion activities? 

18  

14  
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Ta b le 3 .2  Resea rch fra mework  - l Qs, DRQs, mode l  components (cont i n ued )  

Research
RQ Research 

objective 
# question (RQ} 

(RO} 
3 RQ 3 R0 3 

Which To identify 
internationa l izati general a nd  
on strategies are ind ustry-

app l ied by the s pecific 
GP I ? internationa l i z  

ation 
strategies i n  

the GP I . 

4 RQ 4 R0 4 
What To develop a 

mod ifications, if model 
a ny, have to be (ada pted if 

made with needed to 
res pect to  the ind ustry-

identified s pecific 
i nternationa l izati requ i rements )  
on  strategies to  of  the 

adapt to i ndustry- internationa l i z  
s pecific ation of the 

requ i rements ?  GP I . 

Deta i led RQ (DRQ) 

DRQe3.1 
Which pattern of market 

se lection  is adopted by  the 
GP I ? 

DRQ 3.2e( I Q 3 .5 )  
What  entry modes a re  

appl ied by the GP I ? 

DRQ:e3.3 
Which  products a re chosen 

for marketing ab road? 

DRQe3.4 
How long does the GP I  take 

to expand ab road s i nce 
inceptione/ strategic 

rea l ign ment? 

n . a .  

Components of the 
in itial model 

IS 1 
Market Selection 

ISe2 
Entry Mode 

ISe3 
Product 

IS 4 
Pacee& Time 

( resu lt of the 

va l idat ion stage 

i n  sect ion 5 )  

I nterview question ( IQ} 

IQ 3.1 ( DRQ 3 . 1 )  
I n  wh ich country markets are you 

active? 

IQ 3.2 ( DRQ 3 . 1 )  
Why d id you choose this s pecific 

foreign market/ma rkets ? 

IQ 3.5 ( DRQe3 .2 )  
Which entry modes do you apply for 

your bus iness abroad? 

IQ 4.4 
Did you exc lude certa in  entry modes 

due to resou rce constrai nts and  which 
ones ?  

IQ 3.6 ( DRQe3 .3 )  
What products are so ld in foreign 

markets and what are the product's 
USPs? 

IQ 3.3 ( DRQ 3.4) 
S i nce when a re you active abroad from 

in ception/strategic rea l ignments ? 

IQ 3.4 ( DRQ 3.4) 
How long d id you take to enter the 

second foreign market? 

n . a .  

I Q el . 1  
Does your company qua l ify as SME?  

I Q  1 .2  
Have you got bus i ness in foreign 

markets ? 

I Q el .3  
What is the ratio of you r foreign sa les 

to tota l s a les ? 

IQ 
Sched ule 

# 

8 

9 

12  

17 

13  

10 

11 

n.a. 

1 

2 

3 
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I nte rview gu ide  

[RQ 1 :  What are the reasons for the low levels of internationalization within the GPI, which 
consists mainly of SM Es?] 

1) Does your company qualify as SME - is your staff headcount fewer than 250 and annual 
turnover not exceeding 50 million euro or annual balance sheet total is not exceeding 43 
million euro? {IQ 1.1} 

2) Have you got business in foreign markets? (IQ 1.2} >Internationalized?< 

3} What is the ratio of your foreign sales to total sales? (IQ 1. 3} >0 internationalization ration 
GPI at 30% >to see if there is a low level of internationalization in this specific company< 

4} Would you please describe the owner structure of your company and what is the 
professional & cultural background of your top management? {IQ 1.4} >family­
managers/non-family managers; with previous international experience, networks, 
entrepreneurial traits, cultural background, organisational culture/global mindset, individual 
global mindset, formal education< 

5} What are the barriers to start or expand your business abroad? (IQ 1.5} >Missing - or 
inaccessible - risk capital, uncertainties in the market assessment, overloading of 
management staff, personnel bottlenecks at the operational level, lack of experience with 
international project management, language skills, transport costs (export}, insufficient 
support from German foreign trade promotione/ incentive policy< 

6} To what extant is internationalization a success factor for your company or is there a 
need at all to sell abroad? {IQ 1.6} >niche products, small domestic market, foreign markets 
maybe more attractive vs. Germany is globally fourth-largest packaging market, maybe no 
need to internationalize< 

[RQ 2: What are the internationalization motives of GPI SM Es?] 

7) What was the reason to internationalize your business? (IQ 2.1} >Competitive pressure, 
customer requirements, market expansion, cost structure< 
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I nte rview gu ide  (cont i nued )  

[RQ 3: Which internationalization strategies are applied by the GPI?] 

8) In which foreign country markets are you active? (IQ 3.1} >DRQ 3.2 Foreign market 
selection< 

9) Why did you choose this specific foreign market(s)? (IQ 3.2} >gradual process? Expand 
toward neighbouring countries, low psychic distance and hence, low market uncertainty?; 
niche product and hence small domestic market, advantage market situation abroad< 

10) Since when are you active abroad from inception/strategic realignments? (IQ 3. 3} >DRQ 
3.4 time/pace< 

11) How long did you take to enter the second foreign market? (IQ 3.4} >DRQ 3.4 Pace< 

12) Which entry modes do you apply for your business abroad? (IQ 3.5} >DRQ 3.1 Entry 
mode: export, cooperation, FDI etc.< 

13) What products are sold in foreign markets and what are the product's USPs? (IQ 3.6} 
>DRQ 3. 3 Products<; niche product, innovation, price leader, scalable or has to be adapted to 
specific markets? 

[RQ 4: What modifications, if any, have to be made with respect to the identified 
internationalization strategies to adapt to industry-specific requirements?] 

[RO 4: To develop a model (adapted, if needed, to industry-specific requirements} of the 
internationalization of the GPI. ] 

14) How do industry factors influence your internationalization activities? (IQ 4.1} 
>Competitive pressure on GPI firms within the home market forces to conquer; high cluster 
formation (suppliers, machine manufacturers, intern. competitors in domestic market} result 
in innovative products with a "lead" over other countries; scalability of the products - can be 
offered 1: 1 in foreign markets - without adjustment; Industry factors: Industry concentration, 
research intensity, physical product vs. service, industry clustere< 

15) What policy measures would support your internationalization process? (IQ 4.2} >Policy 
Measures: development of competences, qualification and networking capabilities; hands-on 
service, individual consulting; preparation to enter foreign markets, engaging with foreign 
partners< 
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I nte rview gu ide  (cont i nued )  

16) What is the situation about your personnel and financial resources to internationalize? 
(IQ 4.3) >Financial & Personnel Resources< 

17) Did you exclude certain entry modes due to resource constraints and which ones? (IQ 
4.4) >Financial & Personnel Resources< 

18) How does the sustainability movement effect your business? 

>Product portfolio, shorter product life cycle, R&D efforts, market size, commodity vs. 
differentiated products etc. < 



Appendix 6 

I nte rv iew tra n scr ipt ion  of RE-09 a nonym ised - expce rpt ( 2  of 16 pages)  

Name of the  audi o f i l e : D S 2 6 0 0 3 6  RE 9 

Date  o f  the  reco rding : 2 9  May 2 0 2 0  

Re cording durat ion : 0 0 : 5 0 : 5 5 

Date  o f  t ra n s c r ipt ion : 0 9  Jul y  2 0 2 0  

Tran s c r ipt i on rul e s : Dre s ing and Pehl  ( 2 0 1 8 ) 

I :  So okay record ing is i n  prog ress . And now aga in  br iefly ,  yes , that I have you r  
consent, M r. ,,X" , that I may on ly record the conversat ion to write i t  down for the 
pu rpose of, yes , transcription .  And as I said , I wi l l  of cou rse also cancel / uh cance l .  
( laug hs) Delete agai n .  I mmed iate ly after the transcript and  the point i s  sti l l  / so  of 
cou rse we also have eth ical gu ide l i nes at the un iversity ,  which we also have to 
comply with . The important th ing is that you can of cou rse stop the i nterview 
complete ly at any t ime, you can say at any time,  p lease,  I do not want you to use 
what I have said here in any way. And yes . Of course, not answering a question at 
any t ime. Th is is self-evident .  #00 : 00 :40-3# 

B: No p roblem . #00 : 00 :43- 1 #  

I :  G reat. Yes , M r. ,,X" , d o  we want to start with a few quest ions about you r  company? 
#00 :00 :48-3# 

B: Yes . #00 : 00 :49-7# 

I :  G reat. For the sake of order , I am assum ing that you are a med i um-sized company 
by defi n it ion and that th is wou ld  be employees less than 250 and sa les less than fifty 
m i l l ion? #00 : 0 1  : 04- 1 #  

B :  That's true .  #00 : 0 1  : 04-2# 

I :  That's rig ht , g reat. Then the next question wou ld be two , are you active in fore ign 
markets? I inc lude export .  #00 : 0 1  : 1 1 -6# 

B :  Yes . #00 : 0 1  : 1 3-3# 

I :  but also cooperation and fore ign d i rect investment. #00 : 0 1  : 1 6-0# 

B :  Export .  #00 : 0 1 : 1 8-8# 

I :  Export .  Then th ree, that's the on ly re lat ion number I ask ,  what is you r  export rat io? 
Relationsh ip  between fore ign sales , tota l sales? #00 : 0 1  :29- 1 #  

B :  Two-th i rds .  #00 : 0 1  : 32-5# 

I :  Two th i rds ,  g reat . Then I a l ready have the fou rth question . P lease describe the 
ownersh ip  structu re of your  company as wel l  as the h istory of your  top managers? I f  
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I nte rv iew tra n scr ipt ion  of RE-09 a nonym ised - expce rpt (cont i n ued )  

you want a backg round for th is ,  i t  on ly a ims here ,  i s  i t  a fam i ly-run  company, a fam i ly 
bus i ness or  with an external manager .  That is the backg round . And how, yes , is the 
manag ing d i rector in a past l ife , let me say ,  i nternationa l ly i nfl uenced . That is the 
backg round . #00 :02 : 04-8# 

B: So we are a fam i ly bus i ness . And I 'm a manag i ng partner .  #00 : 02 :  1 0-2# 

I :  Hmm okay . And foundat ion s i nce when Mr. ,,X"? #00 : 02 : 1 6- 1 #  

B :  O h ,  our  company i s  a l ready ,,YY" years o ld . But has been around for a lmost forty 
years , the cu rrent structu re is more or less there .  So now the ownersh ip  structu re for 
example ,  yes . #00 : 02 : 37-6# 

I :  OK. May I ask that / I don 't know enoug h about that. So maybe a bit of a strange 
q uest ion for you .  You are the manag i ng partner and you and your  fam i ly have been 
work ing in the company for decades , or  you persona l ly for severa l years? #00 : 02 : 56-
7# 

B: No ,  I 've persona l ly been work ing here for decades . #00 : 02 : 58-0# 

I :  And how long have you been a co-owner or owner? #00 : 03 : 03-9# 

B: Hmm ,  no ,  no ,  I 'm  a co-owner, I 'm also a m inority shareholder .  So I on ly own 1 0  
percent and my non-operationa l  ( laugh i ng)  associate col leag ues / no ,  but they 
unfortunately own 90 percent. For twenty / yes , 1 5  years .  #00 : 03 :27-0# 

I :  Okay , g reat . And just one more question . You came  / so you are external / have 
you been g iven a job in the company and then saw the opportun ity to part icipate? 
#00 :03 : 36-4# 

B : R ight .  #00 : 03 : 38-2# 

I :  Great. OK. No ,  that's enough for me. And if I may ask ,  you are the sole manag i ng 
d i rector? #00 : 03 :46-5# 

B: Yes . #00 : 03 :45-5# 

I :  Yes . And were you also active in the i ndustry or i nternationa l ly before the time with 
,,Z" or I can you perhaps say a l ittle more about that or  a sentence or two about your  
backg round? #00 : 04 : 00-0# 

B :  No ,  I actua l ly come from the ind ustry .  But I d id that by fu rther education . That 
means , my career is / I have / I am a tra i ned packag i ng mechan ic  and then ga i ned 
the q ual ificat ion th rough fu rther tra i n i ng and before I / so between my techn ic ian and 
the start at ,,Z" I had a year abroad . #00 : 04 : 30-4# 
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