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ABSTRACT 
After decades of rigorous inquiry into internationalisation, we do not know how decision-making in internationalisation evolves; these studies are few, and their findings are scattered and inconclusive. This paper focuses on the entrepreneurial decision-making of internationalising firms and is aimed at answering two research questions: (1) how does decision-making change during internationalisation, and (2) what is the role of networks in the entrepreneurial decision-making of internationalising firms? The findings are based on an empirical survey completed by 160 Finnish food companies divided into three categories: domestic firms (72), potential exporters (44) and exporters (44). Companies’ decision-making logic seems to differ by category; that is, it changes over the course of internationalisation. While effectual decision-making is often considered to be a characteristic of entrepreneurial behaviour, this study finds that internationalising firms’ decision-making become less entrepreneurial. This claim is supported by the expansion and increasing sophistication and specialisation of the company network over the course of internationalisation. The relative importance of personal ties (family and friends) in the network decreases as the role of business ties (suppliers, distributors) becomes more important, and the role of professional ties (experts external to the firm) remains fairly constant or expands only marginally. The number of network-based benefits rises with the growing business ties; the network is increasingly integrated into internationalising companies’ daily business that helps them access international markets. 

STRAIGHT AHEAD OR WANDERING THROUGH THE WOODS?
DECISION-MAKING IN ENTREPRENEURIAL INTERNATIONALISATION

‘The future depends on what you do today’.
Mahatma Gandhi, Indian politician and philosopher, 1869–1948

1. INTRODUCTION

Extensive earlier research confirms that internationalisation is a complex, time-based process which is not merely a set of separate decisions but a series of heavily context-embedded discontinuities (Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2014). Internationalisation does not simply happen to a firm; rather, the process is orchestrated by managers who actively respond to changes in the company’s internal and external context (Liesch et al. 2011). The decisions behind the managers’ actions form a pattern which can be labelled the internationalisation strategy (cf. Minzberg and Waters 1985). Even after decades of rigorous enquiry into internationalisation, though, we do not know how these decisions evolve. Understanding this is of the utmost importance and would allow us not only to draw appropriate managerial implications but also to support the efforts of internationalising firms. Studies focusing on decision-making in internationalisation are few, and their findings are scattered and inconclusive. Furthermore, the great majority of these studies focus on managerial intentions or whether strategies are planned or emergent. Studies on the actual, tangible decision-making as it happens in practice are rare. 
Already, in an early literature review, Cavusgil and Godiwalla (1982) identify two distinctive decision-making styles—formal and structured vs. disjointed and incremental—and point out that internationalising firms are likely to move towards more formal decision-making as their level of organisational hierarchy and formalisation increases. Features of rational decision-making among the firms at the most advanced level in internationalisation are also found by Bilkey and Tesar (1977). Despite neglect of this seminal notion work on the aspect of decision-making in internationalisation research, the past decade has seen growing interest in the theme (e.g. Crick and Spence 2005; Spence and Crick 2006; Ahi et al. 2016). 

More recent studies on entrepreneurial decision-making in internationalisation report contradictory results. For example, Collinson and Houlden (2005) find that decision-making is opportunistic and unstructured, whereas Perks and Hughes (2008) highlight that the decision-making is more strategic than expected. These contradictory findings may be due to different focus of study. Some studies concentrate on analysing a single decision (typically first entry into international markets), while other researchers have an interest in a series of decisions made by the company (cf. Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2014). 

To fill the gap in the existing research, this paper focuses on the entrepreneurial decision-making of internationalising firms. We are especially interested in whether the decision-making style of the firm changes as it advances in its internationalisation process. We seek to answer two research questions: (1) how does decision-making change during internationalisation, and (2) what is the role of networks in the entrepreneurial decision-making of internationalising firms? Here, we adopt the view of the key decision-maker, namely, the entrepreneur.

Our study can be considered to be a contribution to a long set of Nordic studies on SME internationalisation. The small, open economies of the Nordic countries effectively push companies to international markets, but the pull factors in these countries are also considerable due to the knowledge base and favourable attitudes of decision-makers (e.g. Luostarinen 1979). Therefore, Nordic scholars, unsurprisingly, are active contributors to internationalisation theory (e.g. the Uppsala internationalisation process model, Johanson and Vahlne 1977). At the same time, they are also decisive contributions to the industrial network perspective, which links the company to international markets via the company’s relationships in its business networks (Björkman and Forsgren 2000). This study builds on both approaches to deliver novel insights into the decision-making in entrepreneurial internationalisation.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Decision-making and entrepreneurial internationalisation

Internationalisation is generally understood as the evolutionary process of a company’s adaptation to the international environment (e.g. Calof and Beamish 1995). The traditional models view internationalisation as a step-by-step process in which the separate phases can be distinguished (for a review of process models, see, e.g., Leonidou and Katsikeas 1996; Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2014). The different phases can be identified by various changes in, for example, operation modes, information acquisition and transition, attitudes towards internationalisation and level of export involvement. In the majority of these models, companies progress from one phase to another without an explicit strategy despite making important decisions, such as the adoption of a more complex operation mode in international markets. 

International entrepreneurial decision-making suffers from lateral rigidity, namely, the decision-makers’ limited understanding of the environment and relevant factors (Luostarinen 1979). In a way, decision-makers act as a barrier between the environment and its effects on the organisation and consequently have more impacts on the decisions made than the environment (Weick 1979). Good decisions, though, cannot be made without appropriate knowledge, which has a dual role in decision-making. First, it decreases the degree of uncertainty and the associated risks, thereby increasing the decision-maker’s willingness to make an affirmative decision. This line of thinking is generally accepted in the literature on the internationalisation of the firm and has roots in the Uppsala internationalisation model (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). Second, decision-making may also be easier if the decision-maker possesses experiential knowledge of internationalisation—whether business, institutional or internationalisation knowledge (Fletcher and Harris 2012)—which enables better predicting the future and reduces uncertainty. The company’s business network may be an important source of the knowledge needed in decision-making related to internationalisation (Evers and O’Gorman 2011; Schweizer et al. 2010; Yli-Renko et al. 2002).
However, it is not clear how the network is utilised in decision-making during firms’ internationalisation process. It can be assumed that the roles of different actors in the network vary throughout the process (Coviello 2006; Ruokonen et al. 2006; Coviello and Munro 1995). In the pre-export stage of internationalisation —when the firm is still searching for information and considering the possibility of entering international markets—most challenges are related to a lack of various resources. Small companies might turn to public and semi-public actors for assistance (cf. Ojala 2009; Fletcher and Harris 2012) or to their social networks for knowledge of markets and international business (Bonaccorsi 1992). This pattern is supported by a recent study by Galkina (2013) finding that, when international new ventures are formed, friends, former colleagues and family are important, but when product commercialisation becomes the dominant goal, more active creation of international network begins, and individual-level contacts are replaced with company-level contacts. 

When a small company is already involved in international operations, it faces competition and environmental turbulence in the market. These new circumstances create novel needs, and the company’s interests relate to different network actors, such as customers and suppliers (Nummela 2010). Galkina and Chetty (2015) suggest that, during intensive international growth, small, entrepreneurial companies focus primarily on maintaining existing relationships, and their network development is organic, for example, through recommendations. It is also suggested that, when the company grows, its management of its network becomes more calculated and intended (Jack et al. 2008; Slotte-Kock and Coviello 2010). Recent studies, however, indicate that, instead of following either calculated or intended network-management strategies, internationalising entrepreneurial companies use a balanced combination of causal and effectual networking (Nummela et al. 2014). The inconclusiveness of existing research on decision-making in entrepreneurial internationalisation suggests the need to search for additional insights in the entrepreneurship literature. 

2.2 Entrepreneurial decision-making

Internationalisation is an entrepreneurial process (Jones and Coviello 2005); therefore, the literature on entrepreneurial decision-making is relevant to this study. In general, entrepreneurship research is dominated by studies that presume rational decision-making based on neoclassical economic theories (Perry et al. 2012). These studies assume that internationalising firms follow a deliberate, perhaps even ‘über-rational’ decision-making logic in which intertwined cognitive stages follow each other (cf. Baum and Wally 2003). A number of studies, however, take an alternative approach and assume that firms’ decision-making is more intuitive and a-rational (Barnard 1938; Baum and Wally 2003). Given the limited empirical studies on the question, we cannot draw any conclusions which is more probable. Nevertheless, Schweizer’s (2012) study indicates that a firm’s decision-making style may develop over time, and thus, a firm is not bound to a single decision-making style throughout its history.

The most popular theory in studying entrepreneurial decision-making from the past decade is effectuation theory (Sarasvathy 2001), which seems to have offered a potential explanation for the decision-making of internationally entrepreneurial firms (e.g. Nummela et al. 2014; Andersson 2011; Evers and O’Gorman 2011). The previously described rational logic can be labelled causation in Sarasvathy’s terms and should be extended by adapting it, with effectuation logic, (Sarasvathy 2001) to fit the context of the strategic decision-making of internationalising firms. Causation-based decision-making is characterised by predetermined goal-setting, intentionality, planning and systematic information-gathering (Fisher 2012; Chandler et al. 2011; Sarasvathy 2001). Instead of leveraging opportunities, the company efficiently exploits its existing resources and knowledge (Perry et al. 2012). Effectuation means that, under high levels of uncertainty—a condition of international market entry—decision-makers focus more on affordable losses, act opportunistically and follow feelings and intuition rather than make rational calculations. Effectuation logic thus helps the entrepreneur convert uncertainty into opportunity (cf. Sarasvathy et al. 2008). These two decision-making logics are not the opposite ends of the same continuum, as mistakenly assumed. Instead, they are two distinct approaches to decision-making, well illustrated by Sarasvathy’s (2008) metaphors of the jigsaw puzzle and patchwork quilt. This difference is especially important for measurement, and previous research does indicate that causation and effectuation are distinct constructs (Chandler et al. 2011). 

Regarding networks, the literature on causation and effectuation is quite unsatisfactory. Although networks are addressed as an important element in effectuation (Sarasvathy 2001), the literature on their role is not very specific. Indeed, the discussion seems to focus on the actors in the networks—’who I know’—instead of the content, dynamics, interchanges or strength of the relationships in the network. Additionally, the descriptions of the network-related characteristics of effectuated behaviour are slightly confusing. For example, the use of pre-existing knowledge is identified as a characteristic of causation and the use of partnerships as a characteristic of effectuation—but what if the knowledge is possessed not by the decision-maker but by the network partners and/or is embedded in the network interaction? In sum, numerous open questions remain, and the central concepts still offer room for improvement.

Studies on causation and effectuation among internationalising firms are not many, and their findings are quite inconclusive, so they do not offer much of a foundation on which to build. Most studies concentrate on the early phases of internationalisation, particularly the firm’s entry into international markets. These studies indicate that effectuation-based logic might facilitate rapid internationalisation, especially when supported with strong business networks through which the company obtains helpful information (Andersson 2011; Evers and O’Gorman 2011). Evidence on the role of context is inconclusive. Mainela and Puhakka (2009) find that effectual decision-making is preferred in markets with high uncertainty, but Chetty et al. (2015) report that, in such an environment, companies prefer to base decisions on causation. 

Unfortunately, the findings of studies that take into account the entire process of internationalisation are contradictory. For example, Harms and Schiele (2012) argue that experienced entrepreneurs tend to use effectuation rather than causation, whereas other studies (Kalinic et al. 2014; Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson 2013; Schweizer 2012) suggest that, in the course of internationalisation, decision-making develops to favour causation-based decision. The latter view is in line with Sarasvathy’s (2001) original argument that effectual logic is typical in the early stages of new venture creation when uncertainty is the greatest. In a recent study, Galkina and Chetty (2015) challenge this line of thinking, arguing that environmental conditions, such as high market uncertainty, are more decisive than the phase of internationalisation in determining the use of effectual logic. Changes in the external and internal environments, as well as other triggers, may explain why some studies find evidence that SMEs are not bound to one type of decision-making, but, instead, their decision-making logic varies between causation and effectuation (Nummela et al. 2014; Chetty et al. 2015).

In sum, the findings from earlier research are inconclusive and partly contradictory and often based on qualitative, context-embedded case studies. However, they do indicate a possible link between decision-making and phase of internationalisation as over time, decision-makers behave more rationally (Schweizer 2012). Therefore, we propose that, over the course of internationalisation, the characteristics of entrepreneurial decision-making decreases, and companies tend to use more causation-based decision-making logic. 

Proposition 1. Causation-based decision-making logic increases over the course of internationalisation.

As a company progresses in internationalisation, the decisions it has to make become more complex. Therefore, it is probable that the decision-maker increasingly needs network support for decision-making. Our knowledge about the role of various networks in the internationalisation process, though, is limited (Musteen et al. 2010). 
From the entrepreneurship literature, we know that the personal social network is the new firm’s greatest resource (Johannisson 1988), and entrepreneurs commonly begin networking with people they already know (Engel et al. 2017; Sarasvathy 2001). These interpersonal relationships are helpful for opportunity exploration, but interorganisational networks are also needed for opportunity exploitation (Eberhard and Craig 2013). Especially if the internationalising firm seeks access to resources, internationalisation requires insidership in relevant networks (Johanson and Vahlne 2009), which can be found in the home market, target market or a third market, (Hewerdine et al. 2014). In general, we can expect that, over time, the decision-maker turns to more specialised and sophisticated relationships in the network for assistance (Galkina 2013; Nummela 2010). Therefore, we propose that, over the course of internationalisation, the company not only expands its network, but the nature of the network also changes.

Proposition 2a. Utilisation of the firm’s network to support decision-making increases over the course of internationalisation.

Proposition 2b. The network utilised to support the firm’s decision-making becomes more specialised over the course of internationalisation.

The expected increase in the size and professionalism of the network over the course of internationalisation gives the entrepreneur access to information which can be utilised in decision-making (Child and Hsieh 2014). It can be also anticipated that the decision-maker not only obtains more useful information from the network but also becomes better able to absorb and utilise it.
 
Proposition 2c. The perceived network-based benefits for decision-making increase over the course of internationalisation.

Next, we empirically test our propositions with data from internationalising companies from Finland.

3. RESEARCH DESIGN

3.1 Research setting

Following Michailova (2011), we agree that contextualisation is extremely important in international business research. From the contextualisation perspective, it is crucial to understand both the inner and outer context of a phenomenon (Pettigrew 1987). Here, inner context refers to the internationalisation process of the firm, while outer context denotes the external environment in which this process occurs, in this case, the Finnish food industry. To examine entrepreneurial decision-making skills, we consider it essential that the context of the study to be a country in which SMEs are compelled to expand their operations to international markets. As a country, Finland provides a suitable background for this study due to its small, open economy. The selection of the food industry as the study focus provides the required variation in internationalisation. This industry is highly conservative and domestic-market-based and only recently has started to see internationalisation as an attractive growth strategy. Consequently, companies in the industry range from domestic micro firms to large multinationals (Finnish Food Industry 2012).
 
3.2 Data collection and respondents’ profile

We collected quantitative data from 160 companies operating in the Finnish food industry. The population of interest was defined as Finnish companies operating in the food industry. Unfortunately, due to the unsuitability of standard industry classification codes, no single, up-to-date sampling frame was available. The names and contact information of companies, therefore, were sought from multiple sources, including the ProFinder and Asiakastieto databases, industry associations, governmental registers and professional magazines. A total of 2875 companies were identified, but valid e-mail addresses were acquired for only 2135. At this point, another seven companies were found to be ineligible for the study. A web-based, structured questionnaire was sent by e-mail to 2128 entrepreneurs and managing directors in autumn 2011. After a month, 150 companies were reminded by telephone, with the aim to ensure the representativeness of the sample (e.g. in company size and industry category). In this phase, nine companies had to be excluded from the dataset due to inadequate responses to the questionnaire, while 24 potential respondents refused to participant.
Altogether, 160 companies responded, yielding a response rate of 7.5%. Although regrettably low, the rate can be considered to be adequate as the questionnaire was extensive, and the respondents were mostly managing directors and entrepreneurs with busy schedules. Furthermore, the nature of the industry itself produced challenges in reaching respondents; typically, the companies and their managers work 24/7 (e.g. in the bakery and dairy industries), and especially in the smallest companies, the entrepreneur is involved in operational activities. 

The demonstrated respondent bias is also notable. We compared the respondents and non-respondents by company size (number of employees), industry category and company location. The statistical analysis revealed that the data were clearly biased towards larger firms, and in particular, the share of bakeries in our dataset was smaller than in the whole population (26% vs. 33%). Although both shortcomings are understandable—a study focusing on internationalisation is unlikely to attract the interest of the smallest, micro-sized and domestic-market-oriented firms—they were taken into account in the analysis and when drawing the conclusions.

Despite the bias towards larger firms, the companies in the dataset were quite small. The average revenue of the participating companies stood at 5.4 million euros, and their small size was also indicated in their number of employees: 73% employed 10 or fewer full-time personnel. The median value for year of founding was 1991, indicating that the companies participating in the present study were relatively old, 30 years on average. The basic information on the companies is summarised in Table 1. 

INSERT TABLE 1. HERE

Given the small size of the respondent companies and the subjective, cognitive nature of the entrepreneurial decision-making process (cf. Perry et al. 2012), it was decided that focusing on a single decision-maker, typically the entrepreneur or managing director, is sufficient for the study purposes. This choice naturally raises the question of single informant bias. Although this decision can be considered to be a shortcoming, we should keep in mind that in SMEs, decision-making related to internationalisation is heavily centralised in the key persons (e.g. Lloyd-Reason and Mughan 2002; Reid 1981). Therefore, from the decision-making perspective, the informants can be expected to provide a fairly accurate picture of the phenomenon. 

Although many companies were relatively long established, the majority (72.5%) ran no international operations, in line with the general situation in the industry in Finland (cf. Finnish Food industry 2012). On average, the firms that operated internationally had done so for a decade, and their lack of experience in international business was also reflected in the share of exports, quite low for most respondents (Table 2). Most companies (65%) focused their international operations on three or fewer international markets.

INSERT TABLE 2. HERE

3.3 Measure development

3.3.1 Causation-based decision-making

Empirical studies on causation and effectuation are rare, and it is argued that one reason is the difficulty to develop appropriate measures (Perry et al. 2012). This difficulty might arise as the few empirical studies on causation and effectuation treat them as ‘two sides of the same coin’ when, in fact, they are distinct constructs (Chandler et al. 2011). Based on earlier studies, we developed a measure for causation-based decision-making. To evaluate the respondents’ causation-based decision-making, they were asked to reflect on statements based on earlier research. The respondents rated their agreement with each item using a 7-point Likert-type scale. 

To test whether the measure also works within our data set, we conducted rotated factor analysis of eight items. The factor analysis produced two factors, of which one confirmed our literature-based measure of causation-based decision-making. It showed extremely high loadings for and high correlation among all four variables (Tables 3 and 4). 

INSERT TABLE 3. HERE

INSERT TABLE 4. HERE

In addition, the goodness-of-fit test showed that the factors did not deviate significantly from the original correlation matrix for each individual variable (X²=16.867; df=13, p=.205). To assess internal consistency among the variables in the summed variable, we used Cronbach’s alpha based on the rationale that the individual items of the scale should all measure the same construct and thus be highly intercorrelated. In this case, the scale showed high reliability (.828), clearly exceeding the lowest acceptable limit of .70 (cf. Hair et al. 2010, 125). A summated scale was calculated for the variable ‘causation-based decision-making’ based on the average of each item.

3.3.2 Utilisation of network in decision-making

In our analysis of network utilisation, we aimed to take into account both social and business ties. The respondents were asked to report on how many (a) family members and friends, (b) external experts and (c) business contacts (e.g. suppliers, distributors) they had consulted to support their decision-making during the past half-year. The respondents were then summated to test the size of the network utilised to support decision-making. This absolute number was used for the analysis of P2a.

Next, the role of each type of network ties was evaluated. Network ties were labelled as personal ties, professional ties and business ties, and the sum of each type was calculated. Then, they were compared to the size of the network utilised to assess the relative share of each type of network ties. This relative share was used for the analysis of P2b.

Finally, the network-based benefits for decision-making were measured with nine benefits: related to firm development (four items), new customer contacts (two items) and market entry (three items) (cf. Ostgaard and Birley 1996). Each benefit item was evaluated with a 7-point Likert-type scale to assess the degree to which the respondent perceived the benefit to be realised through network consultation. The summated assessment as a measure of network-based benefits was used for the analysis of P2c.

3.3.3 Internationalisation

For our analysis, we also needed a measure indicating companies’ phase of internationalisation. The phases of internationalisation were taken from earlier research (Reid 1981) and validated in numerous studies. Respondents indicated whether they considered their companies to be (a) not interested in foreign markets (N=72), (b) interested in foreign markets but not internationalised yet (N=44), (3) experienced in sporadic exports (N=18) or (4) conducting regular exports or sales abroad (N=26). The answers were further controlled by another question regarding the exports’ share of total revenue, and any inconsistency between the answers was further checked by phone. Due to the small number of export firms, the two last groups were combined into one. The resulting three groups were labelled as domestic firms (N=72), potential exporters (N=44) and exporters (N=44) and were considered to indicate the internationalisation phases of the responding companies in this study. 

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

First, we investigated whether the companies’ decision-making logic in the various phases of internationalisation differs from each other. In line with the measure used, causation-based decision-making refers to the systematic use of analytic tools, information collection, external experts and regular discussions in decision-making. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that the group means differ significantly; in other words, there was a clear deviation in decision-making logic related to internationalisation (F2,142 = 24.465, ***p<0.001). Figure 1 further illustrates the linear relationship between the internationalisation phase and decision-making logic: the more internationalised the company is, the more likely it is to apply causation-based logic in its decision-making. Thus, proposition 1 is supported. 

INSERT FIGURE 1. HERE

The network is an important source of knowledge and resources for the entrepreneur; therefore, we proposed that the utilisation of network to support decision-making increases over the course of internationalisation (P2a). We classified network relationships into three categories: family members and friends (personal ties), external experts (professional ties) and business contacts (business ties). To test P2a, we calculated each respondent’s total number of contacts with network actors. We then conducted ANOVA to study whether the mean of contacts differs among groups of firms or, in other words, over the course of internationalisation (Figure 2).

INSERT FIGURE 2. HERE

Although Figure 2 seems to show clear differences in network size between firm groups, the difference is only marginal (e.g. between domestic firms and potential exporters), and no significant correlation was found (F2,149 = .760, p>0.1). Thus, the utilization of network to support decision-making does not increase over the course of internationalisation, although a difference in network utilisation seems to exist between exporters and other firm types. P2 is not supported. 

Next, to study changes in networks, we performed ANOVA to study whether the mean (average share of all network ties) of each category deviates among firm groups (Figure 3).

INSERT FIGURE 3. HERE

First, business ties are notably the most extensive network for every group of firms. According to the above, the emphasis on the closest surrounding contacts, such as family and friends (i.e. personal ties) significantly diminishes along with the firm’s internationalisation (F2,148 = 7.328, ***p=0.001), while the role of network members in the business environment increases almost at the same rate (F2,148 = 3.231, *p<0.05). However, the role of experts external to the firm (i.e. professional ties) remains at a relatively same level regardless of the level of the firm’s internationalisation, indicating no significant correlation (F2,149 = .931, p>0.1). Thus, the network utilised to support decision-making becomes relatively more sophisticated and specialised over the course of internationalisation, as proposed. Therefore, we can conclude that proposition P2b is partially supported. 

To study the network-based benefits perceived by respondents, we conducted ANOVA to study the summated mean of all nine benefit items and whether it deviates among firm groups (Figure 4).

INSERT FIGURE 4. HERE

Network-based benefits vary slightly but significantly according to phase of internationalisation (F2,153 = 3.383, *p< 0.05). A closer look shows that the most significant differences appear in the benefits of gaining market knowledge (F2,145 = 10,711, ***p<.001) and finding new business contacts (F2,149 = 5,791, **p<.01), thus, in outwards-based, market entry benefits. To conclude, the perceived network-based benefits for decision-making seem to increase over the course of internationalisation. Proposition P2c is slightly supported. 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The findings point to interesting themes for discussion as they partly confirm but also complement the findings of earlier studies in a number of ways. In line with prior studies (Bilkey and Tesar 1977; Cavusgil and Godiwalla 1982; Schweizer 2012; Ahi et al. 2016), we found that entrepreneurial decision-making is more rational and formal among firms that already have international experience. These firms also seem to rely more on causation-based decision-making logic than the firms that are in the early phases of internationalisation or have not entered international markets. Thus, the quantitative study confirmed the findings of prior qualitative case studies (Kalinic et al. 2014; Nummela et al. 2014; Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson 2013).

The findings also confirmed that, over time, the network utilised in decision-making becomes more sophisticated. We also provided additional information on how and why this happens. In line with Eberhard and Craig (2013), we found that firms use interpersonal networks for opportunity exploration, but these networks are not sufficient in the later phases of internationalisation. When SMEs grow, whether in age, size or international coverage, their stakeholder base increases, broadens, deepens and becomes more formal, which usually creates more rigidity, demands, responsibilities and hierarchy in firms and decreases effectual, entrepreneurial behaviour. For example, financiers take more interest in how and what decisions are made as the stakes are higher. There are more employees to take care of, and rapidly making very risky decisions seems more difficult as the results of bad decisions affect more people. As well, the number of people making decisions can increase, requiring ‘longer negotiation’ than the entrepreneur exclusively deciding an issue then and there (e.g. Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2009).

As the network expands and becomes more sophisticated, the perceived network-based benefits for decision-making increase, especially in market knowledge and new business contacts (see, e.g., Nummela 2010). Therefore, internationalising firms utilise their networks for market entry purposes. Thus, this result supports the idea of decreased ‘liability of outsidership’ in internationalisation (cf. Johanson and Vahlne 2009)—to internationalise, firms need to have access to relevant networks. 

However, our findings also question some claims made in earlier research. For example, professional ties with other companies, consultants and professional service providers are argued to be of importance, especially for companies still aiming to enter international markets (e.g. Fletcher and Harris 2012). Our data set does not confirm this hypothesis, possibly for multiple reasons. First, the partners with professional ties are a very heterogeneous group, which might be one factor confusing the results. Second, the short-term nature of these relationships might also influence the findings; only strong network ties might be important (on strong and weak ties, see Granovetter 1973). Finally, it has to be kept in mind that both the experiential learning and the capabilities of the decision-maker increase during the internationalisation process, reducing the need and thus the importance of professional ties in the network. For professional practitioners, however, this study indicates that professional services, when targeted and specified properly, are useful in every phase of internationalisation.

The reader should keep in mind that this study is cross-sectional in nature and provides only a snapshot view of firms’ activities. Internationalisation should be understood in the contexts of the industries, companies and people involved (Boter and Holmqvist 1996), and we know that the industrial context does make a difference when studying decision-making and network attachment in internationalisation (Child and Hsieh 2014). Therefore, we cannot draw very strong conclusions about the (causal) relationships between the constructs in our model. In particular, the research setting does not permit explaining the development of decision-making logic in the internationalisation process as we do not have process data but variance-type data at hand (cf. Langley 1999). Additionally, this is a single-country, single-industry study, and the propositions should be more rigorously tested using several samples and a longitudinal research design. 

We did not study the influences of decision-making styles on firm performance, which could be an avenue for future research: if effectuation decreases along with internationalisation, what are its consequences for internationalisation performance? Is development towards causation-based decision-making necessary for an internationalising, growing firm, or does such a firm have more options (cf. Ahi et al. 2016)? Accordingly, research on the decision-making style of networks is needed: can networks operate effectually, and where in the networks does decision-making take place? 

Finally, recent research demonstrates the linear, sequential, stages models of internationalisation not to be accurate. Instead, a more complex, nonlinear progression is found to be closer to the reality of internationalisation (e.g. Welch and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2014; Hurmerinta et al. 2016) and the entrepreneurial decision-making process embedded in the internationalisation process. Therefore, the interplay between causation and effectuation and their influences on firm performance should be opened to more in-depth research. 
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Table 1. 	Profile of the respondents (n=160)

	
	Mean 
	Median
	Std Deviation
	Minimum
	Maximum

	Revenue in 2010 (€ million)
	5.4
	0.55
	18.39
	0*)
	191

	Number of employees in 2010
	22
	6
	73.20
	0*)
	800

	Establishment year
	1981
	1991
	29.25
	1857
	2011*)


*) if a firm was established in 2011 there was no revenue or employees in 2010


Table 2. 	Profile of respondents with international experience (n=44)
	
	Mean 
	Median
	Std Deviation
	Minimum
	Maximum

	Exports share in 2010
	18.95
	7.00
	26.65
	0
	97

	Start year of international operations
	1998
	2001
	13.22
	1948
	2010






Table 3. 	Items used to describe causation-based decision-making in this study (cf. Chandler et al. 2011; Fisher 2012; Harms and Schiele 2012; Perry et al. 2012; Sarasvathy 2001).

	Items
	Factor loading

	Our company applies analytic tools (e.g. computer-based programs) to important production-, market- or economics-related decisions.
	.627

	Our company utilizes external experts.
	.652

	Our company gathers systematically information on new supply, investment and market opportunities.
	.888

	Company management discusses systematically on new solutions in their think tank sessions.
	.809






Table 4. 	Correlation matrix for items used to describe causation-based decision-making in this study (cf. Chandler et al. 2011; Fisher 2012; Harms and Schiele 2012; Perry et al. 2012; Sarasvathy 2001).

	Item
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4

	Our company applies analytic tools (e.g. computer-based programs) to important production-, market- or economics-related decisions.
	1
	.494**
	.540**
	.470**

	Our company utilizes external experts.
	.494**
	1
	.734**
	.500**

	Our company gathers systematically information on new supply, investment and market opportunities.
	.540**
	.734**
	1
	.581**

	Company management discusses systematically on new solutions in their think tank sessions.
	.470**
	.500**
	.581**
	1


** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
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Figure 1.	Causation-based decision-making according to a firm’s phase of internationalization (scale 1=not at all; 7=very much)
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Figure 2. 	Size of network (measured with number of contacts with network actors) according to a firm’s phase of internationalization 
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Figure 3. 	Average share of different network ties according to a firm’s phase of internationalization
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Figure 4. 	Average benefits of networks according to a firm’s phase of internationalization (scale 1=not at all; 7=very much)
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