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ABSTRACT
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are constantly looking for opportunities for growth, at home
and abroad. While changing a few components of a business model (BM) may be enough to realize local
growth, international expansion may require more radical BM changes. This paper takes an explorative
approach to analyze the implications of the entrepreneurial SME’s internationalization strategy to BM
Innovation. Specifically, we consider the role of digital transformation. As such, this study contributes to
existing literature on (1) international management, (2) digitalization, and (3) BM Innovation
experimentation and outcome. We carry out a multiple case study using a theoretical sampling approach
based on two explanatory factors: 1) the maturity of the SME i.e. established firm versus start-up, and 2)
the use of IT i.e. web-based channels versus digital platforms. The study shows how internationalization
led to different type of changes in the BM. It also shows how digitalization can help in entering into new
international markets. Digital platforms provide great potential for internationalization for SMEs, but
require changes impacting most business model components, such as redesign of value proposition and
development of local ecosystems.

Originality: To date, few studies have looked at IT platforms as a way to enter international markets.
Platform based BMI requires the development of local ecosystems.
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Introduction
Due to trade liberalization, the use of information and communication technology (IT) and a reduction of
trade barriers (Ruzier at al., 2006) many companies have started to operate in foreign markets. Although
recent geo-political and economic developments or the current pandemic can lead to shorter value
chains and protection of local economies, internationalization of markets remains a core issue and
relevant research topic.

Internationalization has received a great deal of attention from researchers from a variety of theoretical
backgrounds (Santos et al., 2015) explaining the geographical expansion of business activities abroad.
The theories of internationalization consider the decision to enter foreign markets a strategic choice and
directly related to BM design and Innovation (Autio, 2017). Business Models (BM) - the firm’s logic how
it creates, delivers and captures value’ (Teece, 2010) - can be seen as an implementation of strategic
choices (Al-Debei & Avison, 2010; Ammar & Chereau, 2018; Casadeus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010a;
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Chereau & Meschi, 2019; Heikkila et al.,2018). So, strategic choices regarding internationalization
strategy are reflected in the company’s BM.

In line with this suggestion, this chapter explores the way the strategic decision to internationalize
impacts BM innovation (BMI), i.e. the adaptation, change, redesign, renewal, reconfiguration or creation
of a new BM (Priem et al, 2018). So far, studies on internationalization involving BM and BMI are limited
in number and detail. Existing studies are either conceptual (Autio, 2017; Onetti et al., 2012; Rask,
2014), focus on cases involving large international ventures (Dunford et al., 2010; Sainio et al., 2011) or
have a quantitative approach (Pucihar et al, 2019; Gatautis et al, 2019; de Oliveira et al., 2020), but none
of these studies explore decisions and arguments related to alternative solutions of BMI. In this chapter
we focus especially on digitalization of BMI in an internationalization context (Bouwman et al., 2019: El
Sawy & Pereira, 2012; Veit et al., 2014; Rachinger et al., 2018). Instead of entering international markets
with the help of local agents, a digital platform can be customized for a specific country, language and
culture.

Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) are quite diverse in terms of their maturity, industry sector,
size, IT focus and many other areas, such as learning capabilities (Arbussa et al. 2017). Established
businesses typically differ from start-ups by vested relations and availability of resources and
capabilities. While BMs may be more stable in established firms, they also may be more difficult to
change. On the other hand, the BM of a start-up may be more volatile and agile (Heikkilä et al, 2018).
Specifically, start-up companies may be more eclectic, or even start as a Born Global (Rennie, 1993;
Rasmussen & Madsen, 2002). Start-ups are more flexible and eager to use advanced IT. Therefore, we
will discuss the impact of the decision to enter foreign markets by the entrepreneurs in established
companies and in start-ups, assuming that the implementation of internationalization will have distinct
implications for their BM.

The aim of this chapter is to present insight on the implications of the strategic decision to expand in
international markets and the consequences for BMI with a focus on (1) the role digitalization in
market expansion, and (2) firm’s age. As such, this chapter, based on four case studies, contributes to
existing literature on management, digitalization, and BM Innovation.

We start by reviewing existing studies involving internationalization, BMI and digitalization which will
serve as a basis for the case studies involving companies expanding from their national markets into
other European and international markets. Last, we present the results and discuss their implications.

Literature review
Internationalization
Internationalization is considered “a synonym for the geographical expansion of economic activities over
a national country’s border” (Ruzier at al., 2006, p. 478). Similar to traditional definition of
entrepreneurial opportunity (Eckhardt and Shane, 2003), in internationalization, the entrepreneurs
combine new means with new ends. Exploiting the opportunity involves activities across national
boundaries (Mainela et al., 2014). Table 1. presents the key notions from two theories that explain SME
internationalization.
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Table 1 Theoretical perspectives to internationalization of SMEs

Theory Main authors Main idea
Evolutionary
Model (Uppsala
model)

Johanson and Wiedersheim-
Paul, 1975; Johanson and
Vahlne, 1977

Internationalization is a gradual process during which
companies accumulate knowledge on foreign markets
and how to operate at an international level.

Effectuation, &
International
New Ventures

McDougall et al., 1994;
Zahra & Garvis, 2000; Knight,
2015; Sarasvathy, 2001;
Evers & O’Gorman, 2011

Firm seeks to derive significant competitive advantage
from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in
multiple countries. As part of this process, they
approach and experiment on international/global
markets. The internationalization decisions are based
on entrepreneur’s ‘resources at hand’, such as prior
experience and prior knowledge of international
markets; and the entrepreneur’s business and social
networks.

These theories have proven useful for understanding SME internationalization in various contexts. The
Uppsala model, and the new venturing and bricolage approaches (Sarasvathy, 2001) are helpful in
grasping the gradual process of internationalization. Earlier research has found that most small
businesses adopt an evolutionary model as proposed by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), and only start
looking at foreign markets after they have established a solid position in their home market and are
integrated in local value chains. In most cases, they first expand to markets that are geographically and
culturally closer, and then to more distant ones, targeting one foreign market after another (Johanson &
Vahlne, 1990). In many cases, their strategy is based on opportunity and coincidence. Strategic planning
theorists suggest that, when companies decide to internationalize, their decision is based on a
systematic approach (Papadopoulos & Denis, 1988; Andersen & Buvik, 2002) involving a variety of
decision-making methods, pre-defined criteria and statistical assessments, including product-specific
market size and growth potential, level of economic development and economic attractiveness.

By contrast to the gradual internationalization process, there has emerged a distinct group of
companies, known as the Born Globals (Rennie, 1993; Rasmussen & Madsen, 2002), that start their
international activities soon after inception. Technological development is one of the most important
drivers behind the emergence of these companies (Rennie, 1993). They tend to serve multiple countries
in parallel and do not necessarily start from a national market or from markets that are geographically
or culturally close. Born Globals, also known as international new ventures (McDougall, 1989) or global
start-ups (McDougall et al., 1994) are understood to be young (generally up to five years or, according to
the EU’s definition, ten years), independent, individual companies that have an active, strategic
intention to internationalize from the very start and that engage intensively in international activities
(Eurofound, 2012). In addition, Born Globals tend to adopt a less systematic approach (Papadopoulos &
Denis, 1988; Andersen & Buvik, 2002), making decisions based on intuition or examples from other
companies. They are more likely to adopt a non-systematic approach, mainly because a systematic
approach would require the necessary resources and knowledge (Musso and Francioni, 2012; Francioni
et al., 2013).
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Along the same lines, Musso and Francioni (2014) suggest that firms not always deliberately choose how
they enter foreign markets and that their decision is often a consequence of relatively idiosyncratic
agreements with foreign partners or the result of fulfilling an unsolicited order. Earlier studies indicate
that most SMEs in fact adopt this relatively passive, more process-focused approach (Pepe & Musso,
2003), while Andersen & Buvik (2002) suggest that market selection is based on opportunities resulting
from relationship(s) with key partners, either international customers, e.g., business or consumers, or
resource suppliers. Ruzzier et al. (2006) confirm that several key characteristics of the decision to
internationalize has to do with the SME’s operations, (new) business relations and networks. Because
internationalization is very resource-intensive, SMEs tend to look for local partners and networks, which
play an important role in discovering and exploiting business opportunities (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011).
This collaboration between SMEs and their network partners can be described from different network
perspectives (Child & Hsieh, 2014), including the number of partners, the nature and depth of the
network ties (varying from social ties to business ties), the scope of the network (varying from primarily
domestic to primarily international) and network behavior (varying from reactive to proactive).

The decisions to enter international markets are connected directly to BMI. The selection of markets and
market segments, and the entry mode, as well as partner selection and level of organization
(Ghemawat, 2007, 2011; Eriksson et al., 2022), are all directly related to specific BM components, e.g.
value proposition, customer segmentation, partners, investment sharing, risks and costs. Before
discussing this in greater detail, we take a look at more generally relevant BMI literature and at more
specific literature from the point of view of internationalization and BMs.

Business model innovation
Since the early days of the Internet in the 1990’s, research into BMs has become a mainstream scientific
activity. BM research has its roots in e-Commerce research (Timmers, 1998; Afuah & Tucci, 2002;
Bouwman et al, 2008; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; El Sawy & Perreira, 2012), strategic management
research (Teece, 2010; Zott & Amit, 2010; Zott et al., 2011) and Innovation Management research
(Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002). BMs are an intermediate step between the firm’s strategy and
operational model, which includes business processes, information exchange and IT infrastructure (Al-
Debei & Avison, 2010; Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010a; Verhagen et al., 2021). Although there are
many different BM typologies, they all include business model components or building blocks, which are
often worked out in detail (see, for example, Onetti et al., 2012; Sainio et al., 2011). These BM
components are related to the value proposition, products, customer segments and channels, as well as
technological architectures or platforms, and applications, key partner networks or ecosystems, and
investments, costs and revenues, and pricing models (see Bouwman et al., 2008).

BMs are often not static, but subject to learning, refinement and continuous innovation. Then BMI is
seen as a learning process (von Delft et al., 2019), in which discovery through experimentation and trial-
and-error, i.e. a more evolutionary approach, plays a more important role than conventional analytical
approaches (Berends et al. 2016; De Reuver et al., 2009). The analytical approach includes the
exploration of alternative options, before beginning to implement changes in the BM components.

Current academic interest involves, so far, quantitative studies (Zott & Amit, 2008; Pucci et al., 2017;
Pati et al., 2018; Gatautis et al., 2019) focusing on the outcome, i.e. the innovated BM and the factors
driving BMI (Pucihar et al., 2019). Only lately, BM research addresses the question how BMI actually
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takes place or analyses what happens during BMI processes; for example, by identifying patterns
(Remane et al., 2017a,b) and common paths in evolutionary BMI processes (Heikkilä et al., 2018). Case
studies suggest that actual changes in business models are preceded by prolonged phases of trial and
error (Sosna et al., 2010).

At the moment, studies involving BM and internationalization are relatively limited and conceptual in
nature. Dunford et al (2010) discuss a single case and come to the conclusion that managers, when
engaged in a process of internationalization, either copy their existing BM in foreign markets (Dunford et
al, 2010), or radically reinvent their BM or change a some components, to adapt to circumstances in the
new market (Eriksson et al., 2021; 2022). These changes are related to BM components like value
proposition, the location of key partners and activities, key activities and partner networks needed to
provide the resources and capabilities (Onetti et al.,2012; Rask, 2014). Autio (2017) proposes a
normative framework combining theories on internationalization with BM. However empirical and case
study research, on what actually is happening in BMI with a focus on internationalization, are largely
missing.

Digitalization
Digitalization offers alternative ways to implement internationalization decisions in a BM (Ghemwat,
2007). Digital alternative channels for internationalization include international web presence (i.e.,
website, Facebook), e- commerce portals, marketplaces requiring a certain degree of local specificity as
well as digital platforms to accommodate multiple international settings. The creation of a website does
not necessarily indicate an intention to internationalize. However, digital business can use enhanced
location-aware e-commerce portals or marketplaces to improve the online experience of a targeted
international market (Yamin & Sinkovics, 2006). Web shops are then used to establish direct contact
with international customers. Functionality, web-design and available of localized payment options are
important, as is the local marketing of the portal or marketplace. From a BM perspective, this refers to
activities/resources, partner and distribution channels selection (Eriksson et al., 2022; 2023). In many
cases, a mix of indirect (B2B2C) physical and direct (B2C) virtual options are available for market
internationalization.

Digital platforms - which are defined as software-based artefacts combined with third party applications
and associated organizational processes and standards (Tiwana et al., 2010; Tilson et al., 2012; De
Reuver et al., 2017) - provide new opportunities to approach multisided international markets. While
Onetti et al. (2012) mention the concept of platforms for internationalization, they fail to provide a more
elaborate perspective, for instance on the role of platform providers and local partners. Platform
providers design their platform to sell their core products but also to enable third parties to promote
their products, in order to localize and create a critical mass of relevant products and users. The local
partners, labelled as complementors, may use international platforms for their own economic purposes,
e.g. advertising, offering local content or complementary products and services. Realizing cross-side
network externalities is a core element of the economic viability of such a platform (Gawer, 2009;
Gawer, 2014; Thomas et al, 2014). Digital platform requires a careful consideration of the BMs of all
involved partners in an ecosystem that supports the platform. The focus is more on strategic
collaboration, the sharing of resources and capabilities between ecosystem partners, information
sharing and process alignment (Solaimani et al., 2018).
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Empirical research
Our research is based on the integration of internationalization theories, BMI and digitalization research
and has a more practical focus than for instance Autio (2017). The BM perspective is limited to
developments in approaching international markets, as embedded in Rask’s model (Rask, 2014), activity
system thinking, as introduced by Porter (1996) and further elaborated by Zott & Amit (2010) and
Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010). The core of our research is the internationalization of the SMEs.
We first study status, aims and strategies of the companies to internationalize, then we go through the
changes they made in their BMs paying special attention to digitalization.

Research Method
As this area of research is fairly new, our case study approach (based on Creswell, 2007; Eisenhardt,
1989; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Yin, 2013) is abductive in nature (Paul, 1993). Some theoretical sampling
notions related to case selection are used (see table 2). As part of a large European project, a database
of case studies related to Business Model Innovation in SMEs was assembled. These cases primarily
cover the period between 2012-2020. A theoretical sampling procedure related to contextual
explanations was used based on two dimensions: 1) the maturity of the SME being either (a) established
firm (SME) or (b) start-up (established less than 10 years ago at the time of research) and 2) the degree
of digitalization divided in two groups (a) use of social media and websites with simple localized
functionalities such as multiple languages, and b) the establishment of a full digital platform motivated
by an internationalization strategy. This pseudo-experimental case design, as inspired by Cook and
Campbell (1979), makes it possible to look for explanations based on these two dimensions. See table 2
for a summary of the information on the background, internationalization and business of the cases
involved.

Table 2 Case descriptions

Degree of
digitalization

Age of the SME
Mature firm Start-Up

Generic, multi-
language, Web-
based Channels

Candy Manufacturer, Caramelos Cerdán, is a
small (47 employees) fourth generation
Spanish family business (LLC) established in
1914, owned by a brother and sister.
Entrepreneurial orientation was fundamental
when founding the firm, and now to assure
business continuity in a mature industry. The
family members have dominant positions in
the management of the company.
Manufacturer of candy for B2B and B2C
markets. The company focuses on product
development, is innovative in its production
processes and actively explores distribution
channels. The company follows market trends
carefully. Market: 50% Spain, 50% Rest of
Europe. The company exports to 35 countries.

Design and sewing service provider, Laureti,
is a micro-sized Lithuanian B2B company
with an international focus on branding its
high-quality sewing services to high-end
European fashion companies. The company
was established in 2013 by ex-workers of an
international company, after the company
closed down its business in Lithuania.
Laureti is led by the entrepreneurs.
The company has a website in English that
offers information on the company as well
as information on how to order. IT plays a
core role in the primary process related to
clothing design.

Digital platform Educational service provider, Iddink, is
originally a Dutch family business, now
partially owned by investors. Established in
1922 and now a mid-sized company: building a

Traffic App platform (pseudonym: Traffapp),
is a Dutch start-up, established in 2011, that
provides a multi-language mobile traffic
information application and platform in The
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platform to facilitate its internationalization
approach. The main activity involves logistics
in secondary education, mainly books,
although the firm also provides digital
platforms for education, admin support and
other applications. The company is active in
the Netherlands, Belgium, Ireland and Spain.

Netherlands, Belgium, Germany,
Luxembourg and France. The platform
provides traffic information (navigation,
traffic jams, fixed speed camera’s, section
speed control, incidents, user reports and
information on mobile speed cameras – the
latter subject to national regulations) based
on open data and other data sources, to
consumers (B2C), Radio Stations (B2B) and
other businesses or government agencies
(B2G).

To collect data, a detailed case study protocol was used. The protocol describes how the SMEs are
involved in BMI, how the information is collected and how data from different sources are used
(triangulation). A specific interview protocol was used, and all interviews were transcribed and validated
by interviewees. Other data sources include website data, documents and, where available, Business
Model descriptions and/or pictures. All websites were visited and used before interviews took place.
Experience with websites and, if possible, with transactions, were used in the interviews. Interviews
were conducted by individual researchers or, if possible, by multiple researchers. If new questions did
arise, additional (telephone or Skype) interviews took place at a later date.

Table 3 Information on interviews, interviewees and other data-sources

Period Number of
interviews

Interviewees Desk research using
Website Public

informa
tion

Other material

Esta-
blished
SME

Candy
Manu-
facturer
Caramelos
Cerdán

2015,
2017

Two f2f
and
telephone
interviews

owner/
manager

Yes,
consulted
multiple
times

Yes Video
Internal reports on
performance

Education
Logistic
service
provider
Iddink

2014,
2016-
2017
and
2020

Twelve f2f
interviews

Five C-level
managers
Seven
education
experts

Yes,
consulted
for basic
information

Yes Internal documents,
e.g. Masterplan for BMI
As-Is and To-Be BMs
templates: CANVAS and
STOF ontologies used;
UML diagram for
transitions

Start
up

Design and
sewing
service
Laureti

2015-
2016,
2020

One f2f
interview,
one Skype
interview

CEO owner
and
commercial
director

Yes,
consulted
multiple
times

No No additional
information available

Traffic App
platform
Traffiapps

2017,
2020

One Skype,
one f2f
and one
telephone
interview

Marketing
manager is
main
informant

Yes, also
LinkedIn
App was
used

Yes Online industry report
on firm
BM expressed in STOF
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The data were collected by the authors of this chapter and updated in 2020-2021. Reliability procedures
and validation steps are carefully described, and include, for instance, informed consent, clear rules to
guarantee consistent coding and validation by informants and co-researchers.

The data is summarized in accordance with the case study template and contains information on (1)
background characteristics of the firm (information sheet) including ownership and management team;
(2) assessment of the firm’s creative and innovative culture and level of innovativeness; (3) information
on the BM, available BM templates, BMI, and tooling and metrics used; and (4) business performance.
Next, information related to international markets served, triggers for internationalization (internal and
external), foreign market, entry mode and partner selection were coded based on interviews and
written reports, following the principal of open coding as suggested by Glaser & Straus (1967). A second
cluster of codes is related to key decisions involving changes in the BM components or architecture.
Finally, performance information related to internationalization was collected and coded as well. Coding
was done using pencil and paper, starting from the interview transcripts and available documents, using
open coding principals. Coding was summarized in information sheets, shared and discussed. These
information sheets served as a basis for selective coding, as inspired by the research framework. The
combination of selected coding in relation to an explicit and more formal model is proposed by Strauss
& Corbin (1990, 1994) and recommended by Miles & Huberman (1994).

Results
We present a descriptive account of our observations on the four cases. We start by describing their
internationalization and then BMI and performance.

Internationalization and digitalization
There are a number of drivers for internationalization. In the case of Caramelos Cerdán, the aim was to
realize market expansion by copying the behavior of competitors.

For Caramelos Cerdán, the firm’s core value proposition did not change when going abroad. The
selection of foreign markets was initially based on their existing product offering and incidental market
demand, cultural and physical proximity, as well as the potential country-related risks involved. The
choice of entry mode by Caramelos Cerdán is fairly traditional, relying on channels related to direct
export, fairs, participation in trade missions and personal contacts.

At the time this study was conducted, Caramelos Cerdán made only limited use of the Internet and
social media. Although the more extensive Spanish website has been translated into English and French,
those two versions only show products. Facebook provides limited, mainly internal and promotional,
information.

Iddink is aware of the threat and relevance of digitalization to its business model, which mainly involves
providing educational material, like books and training material, and IT support to schools. The
company’s strategy is aimed at expanding (1) from a logistic provider to a digital learning platform
provider, and (2) from existing to new international markets. The virtual all-in-one learning platform is
expected to serve as a multi-side market for educational content and application providers, students,
parents and teachers alike. The partial acquisition of Iddink by an investor boosted the digital and
internationalization strategy.
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Iddink’s strategy combined a greenfield approach and an acquisition model, and focused on
internationalization in combination with digital transformation. As a first step, Iddink examined whether
regulation would make it possible to expand the original value proposition to other European countries,
based on renting out books, which ruled out Germany, where that is not allowed. Iddink launched
greenfield operations in Belgium (2004) and Spain (2009). In 2012, Iddink acquired a competitor in
Belgium to strengthen its foothold and adopted the same approach in the UK. Meanwhile, the company
developed an education platform that makes it possible to replicate the new BM in other countries.
Iddink’s combined internationalization and digitalization approach is based on the company’s platform
as a main channel. The platform will be tested and implemented in Belgium and Spain.

In the other start-up case, the role of an investor was also crucial, albeit in the form of pulling out
investments. As such, Laureti’s decision to internationalize was caused by external drivers. The decision
by the previous owner to close his company and move operations to Ukraine to benefit from lower
production costs, led to the decision of the entrepreneurial minded employees to start their own
business. While the old company operated as a service provider for mass production, the new company
(Laureti) changed their value proposition by offering complicated (high-end) services at competitive
prices.

Laureti’s value proposition was adapted by offering more specialized sewing services to a higher market
segment, albeit in the same foreign market. The company did not use any specific criteria to select
foreign markets, other than cultural proximity. Instead, the selection was based on existing contacts and
the search for new potential clients via the Internet.

There was no clear strategy for approaching foreign markets or attracting new customers. The company
welcomed clients from any country and aimed for customer lock-in by offering high quality products. As
such, emergent and accidental downstream internationalization led to well-established activities and
the development of long-term relations. Although Laureti is somewhat more advanced in terms of
offering e-commerce functionalities, information is only provided in English.

The internationalization of traffapp was also triggered by the acquisition by a Belgian investor, in
addition to other reasons, including a need for market expansion and supporting international travel
behaviour. Traffapp provides information on traffic congestions, as well as real-time information on
speed and other traffic controls or traffic accidents. The platform is used by radio stations to inform
listeners. Starting from the Netherlands, neighboring countries are important for creating handovers,
because the need for travel information does not stop at the border. However, for the exploitation of
the system to be worthwhile, a critical mass of users – and travelers – has to be reached in each country.
In addition to open government data, user-generated traffic content plays an important role in the
application, which is available in a number of European languages, i.e. Dutch, English, German and
French, based on platforms provided with local partners and other ecosystem players, for instance local
radio stations, to support the basic freemium, advertisement-based revenue model, after which a more
advanced (and paid) app is launched, without advertisement and with additional functionalities.

The free version is crucial in achieving network externalities. The selection of relevant international
markets is also based on criteria like (1) national regulation, i.e., some countries do not allow certain
functionalities to be offered, for instance providing speed monitoring information, and (2) existing traffic
information practices, compatibility of current systems or availability of existing platforms. At the
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moment, the company, which already has a presence in the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg, is
looking at Germany, France, Scandinavia, Portugal and Slovenia, adopting a buy and build strategy. The
traffic information app is distributed via existing platforms, like Android and iOS, as well as via dedicated
native traffic platforms. The app is promoted via social media.

None of these cases involved, made of a formal internationalization strategy. Instead,
internationalization was based on a more emergent approach. Even though all utilize digital channels,
the two more IT-savvy companies utilize both platform strategies to acquire and retain international
customers. So, internationalization is closely related to the opportunities provided by digital
technologies and BM experimentation, rather than based on a formal strategy.

Business model Innovation and performance
Here the question is what the BMI actually entailed and how BMI affected the performance of the SME.

Caramelos Cerdán’s BM is the least affected (See Table 4). The firm relies on its experience and
knowledge accumulated over the years. This is typical for a Spanish production-focused family business.
Although changes in user demand require product innovation, the company operates in a stable and
quite traditional manner. Thus, no big changes were seen in the BM; when the company introduced new
products to the markets, it utilized mainly its existing international partner network which they had built
over time and have reached a certain status quo. Still, as countries differ, they used agents or importers
according to particularities and utilized digital channel mainly to support the existing channels.

Table 4 BMI of Caramelos Cerdán

BM component Change in Caramelos Cerdán’s BM
Value proposition Slight changes in products to meet the needs of the customers
Customer segment No changes, BtoB and BtoC segments
Customer relationship To make products adapted to social changes the company gathers

Information from fairs and by discussing with their customers.
Channel Actively explores potential new agents or importers. Website mainly in

supporting role
Key activities Company Is innovative in its production processes
Key resources The new products demand some changes in the production line with

new machinery.
Key partners No changes
Revenue structure No changes.
Cost structure No changes.

Iddink’s all-digital BM and scalable international platform were developed in harmony (Table 5). Iddink
developed a new value proposition to serve the international market. The company has now . The
internationalization of the BM is based on a replication principle that supports the learning processes.
The basic BM principles are adapted to local circumstances. A core team is in place and there are
country-specific teams. In principle, an agile approach is utilized to developing the platform as a Minimal
Viable Product, based on continuous user validation, and innovating the BM in parallel. Currently, Iddink
has a clear position in the ecosystem in every country where they are present. Iddink operates now two
BMs in parallel, the old one and the new all-digital BM:
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Table 5 BMI of Iddink

Business model component Change in Iddink’s BM
Value proposition Radical change from a logistics provider (of school books) to an

international digital platform provider.
Customer segment New customer segments are explored, such as 3th party providers
Customer relationship Increasing through the platform
Channel From traditional physical delivery channels to a platform
Key activities New key activity is to collect and analyse information and knowledge

regarding customers and self-service behaviour
Key resources New IT and data analytics capabilities required.
Key partners Expands the international partner network based on mutual added

value. Internationalization is boosted by an investor, which became
one of the owners of the SME.

Revenue structure Increasingly licencing, training, broker and usage fees.
Cost structure The platform development costs are considerable

Laureti’s BM was affected quite dramatically (Table 6). While the company’s old value proposition was
based on providing cheap labor to deliver mass production, the new value proposition involved tailored
clothing and related services (including design, material selection, etc.). Initially, customer segments
were not affected and the company continued to operate in the same market, with some of its key
clients staying loyal. However, the decision to internationalize meant that Laureti had to rebuild its
partner network, both for production as well as distribution and sales of the products. This opened up
new but traditional channels for communication and service delivery. The main channel still primarily
relied on face-to-face meetings, due to the complicated services that require rich interactive
communication channels. The BM Innovation process is seen as a process of continuous iterations
leading to small adjustments to the BM. The internationalization process at Laureti brought several
important changes to the company’s business model, including:

Table 6 BMI of Laureti

Business model component Change in Laureti’s BM
Value proposition From providing sewing services towards providing specialist services

under its own brand
Customer segment From one primary customer to several international BtoB customers
Customer relationship Deal by deal (previously one long-term relationship)
Channel Direct f2f contact with new foreign clients. Website mainly to present

the products, but company runs also a webshop.
Key activities The process changed from manufacturing clothes based on incoming

orders, to providing a package that includes design, technical drawing,
material selection, sewing and delivery services. Company is investing
for keeping up with technological changes related to the production
process, such as cutting, sewing and design technologies. However,
the newest equipment is too expensive for the company.

Key resources The organization down-sized, only key specialists stayed.
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Key partners Less complex sewing activities were outsourced. Key partners are
selected based on their (technical) capabilities reflecting the need to
offer competitive and high value services.
marketing services, such as website development and support, are
outsourced.

Revenue structure Cost based prizing. Price level increased to cover the costs from higher
quality.

Cost structure Strategic decision to focus on higher quality Increased costs around
30%.

The core component of the business model of the traffapp affected by internationalization is the
company’s partner network (Table 7). The development of a ‘local’ ecosystem is of the utmost
importance: The company looks for similar but weaker app/platform providers to develop an alliance,
and focuses mainly on media companies, for example RTL traffic in Luxembourg and alternative traffic
platforms e.g., Touring AA in Belgium. The app is localized and branded by local representative and is
exploited by the core provider. Governments are important, because they provide the relevant real-time
traffic data used as input for the app. The company collaborates with governments to explore how the
app and platform can be used to handle emergencies, traffic jams and traffic in general. Travel
information is also provided by users, for instance information on speed cameras, while automated data
is used to detect traffic jams after the app is installed. On the other hand, the core (technical) resources
and capabilities are scalable, and multiple languages can be handled via the platform. White labels are
to be used to create an international presence. The core value proposition, delivering real-time traffic
information to drivers, radio stations and governments, remains unchanged. While the firm is mainly a
tech provider, marketing requires additional (media) partners and investors. Company continuously
relies on social media for contact with end-customers.

Table 7 BMI of Traffapp

Business model component Change in traffapp’s BM
Value proposition No changes. Provision of real-time traffic information. White labels

are to be used to create an international presence.
Customer segment No changes. Drivers, radio stations and governments
Customer relationship No changes. Social media is utilized
Channel No changes. Platform is the main channel.
Key activities No changes. Multiple languages can be handled via the platform
Key resources No changes. The core (technical) resources and capabilities are

scalable
Key partners Building ‘local’ ecosystem in each country is of the utmost importance

for the SME. Internationalization is boosted by an investor, which
became one of the owners of the SME.

Revenue structure No changes.
Cost structure No changes.

Based on the discussion above, it can be concluded that the BM of mature firm Caramelos Cerdán has
not changed a lot as a result of internationalization, because its traditional BM is still valid. The traffapp
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has innovated a scalable, flexible BM, where only one component appears to be affected, i.e. finding
local key partners when expanding operations to additional new markets. In Laureti’s case, the BM
redesign was due to external circumstances, while in the case of Iddink, a complete overhaul of the BM
was based on clear strategic choices in response to changes in the market and the opportunities
provided by platform technologies.

Iddink is the only case where the innovation of the BM is radical in nature. In all other cases, the BM
Innovation due to internationalization starts with a changed or adapted Value Proposition, after which
key partners, resources and activities need to be adjusted, the latter being core to BM innovation.

With the exception of Caramelos Cerdán, the companies all use BM ontologies and tools, albeit in
different ways. Caramelos Cerdán only used SWOT analysis. Laureti used BM CANVAS for its strategic
decision-making with regard to the re-design of its BM, while Iddink makes extensive use of different
ontologies, e.g. CANVAS and STOF, and alternative tools in a dynamic and agile way. The BMI process is
the most developed and structured in the Iddink who takes a rational and cognitive (learning) approach,
where others adopt a more evolutionary approach.

In terms of performance, all companies capture considerable revenues from international markets or try
to increase their international market share by reconsidering their BM. Caramelos Cerdán and Laureti
obtain more than 50% of their revenues from international markets. Iddink’s international revenues are
also substantive. Since its platform implementation is ongoing, the impact on the company’s
performance is as yet difficult to determine, but it looks very positive, with 40% of the revenues
currently being related to the digital platform. Recently (2020), the company was acquired by a major
international publisher of educational material, thanks to its international footholds and success.

Our core findings with regard to our research model are summarized in table 8

Table 8 Summary and interpretation of results

Mature firm Start-Up
Multi-
language
Web-based
Channels

Internationalization strategy: emergent, based
on opportunities
BMI: Small changes in BM in each country
Value proposition not changed, no customer
segmentation, rely on traditional channels
(agencies and importers), which are selected
country by country.
Web site mainly provides general information of
the products and the company.
Performance: more than 50% of the revenues
comes from international markets

Internationalization strategy: emergent, based on
opportunities
BMI: Redesign of BM
Value proposition has changed, segmentation
towards higher market segments, no clear channel
strategy.
Web site provides general information of the
products and the company, but also an on-line shop
for consumers.
Performance: more than 50% of the revenues comes
from international markets

Digital
platform

Internationalization strategy: deliberate strategy
in which digital transformation plays a key role
BMI: Parallel new platform-based BM
Change in value proposition and in customer
groups, major change in channel strategy.
The multi-sided platform is the mean to provide
the service to the customers and to engage other

Internationalization strategy: emergent, based on
opportunities
BMI: Small changes in BM in each country
value proposition and customer segmentation
unchanged, partner selection country by country,
channel strategy is in place with a focus on social
media.
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key actors, such as content providers as
complementors.
Performance: more than 40% of the revenues
comes from the new BM.

The mobile app and related platform are the means
to provide the service to the customers.
Performance: Trafficapp has an international
foothold in most European countries. No data on
revenues per country are available

Discussion
To date, most studies on BMI have focused mainly on large firms (Dunford et al, 2010) or on hi-tech
firms (Onetti et al., 2012). Apart from existing literature on Born Globals, to our knowledge, this chapter
discuss internationalization and BMI within the context of small entrepreneurial companies using case
study research. This chapter is unique by suggesting that, when it comes to internationalization,
digitalization, such as use of digital platforms, can help in entering into new international markets.
Digitalization has to involve more than just developing a multi-language website. As shown by De Reuver
et al. (2013), IT-based internationalization approaches allow companies to be more in control, although
they all require financial resources from investors, and SMEs require the necessary IT- knowledge
resources, skills and capabilities to enable digital transformation.

The cases show that internationalization led to different type of changes in the BM. As was exemplified
by one of our case companies - the minimum change in entering new markets is to find new partners in
that country. If their type (such as agency or importer) is similar to what was utilized in the old BM,
there may not be need for substantial changes in the BM. On the other hand, in other case companies
we saw several changes to the BMs components, in addition to selection of and partnering with
international key partners, also adjusting the value proposition, adapting key activities, adding digital
channels and enabling alternative revenue models. In one of cases the innovation process led even to a
radical new BM, next to the existing BM.

Interestingly enough, in the case SMEs the process of BM Innovation is rarely guided by a cognitive
approach that is based on analysis and reflection (Berends, et al., 2016), but often involves an
evolutionary approach based on trial and error, making small, but multiple, adjustments to the business
model. Although BMI is never a linear process, the BM innovation process for the four cases shows some
intrinsic communalities. The order in which components are changed can be compared to the business
model innovation path identified by Heikkila et al. (2018) for companies aiming for growth. Typically,
internationalization involves changes in the value proposition in combination with the product/service
offering, after which resources and key activities need to be adjusted, leading to new
partnerships/ecosystems. In parallel, changes in revenue model are realized. Specific resources, i.e.,
knowledge, language, managerial and human competencies, and sometimes even organizational
changes, specifically in the traditional SMEs, are needed.

The statement by Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010b), that there is no single path to
internationalization, proves to be true. Based on our research, it is clear that some entrepreneurs are
likely to replicate their BM country by country or engage in with incremental BM innovation when
entering foreign markets. The companies that rely on IT to a larger extent are also the companies that
focus on their value proposition. They would appear to adopt a more agile approach in their quest for
flexibility, and play a more leading, orchestrating role within their ecosystem.
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When we look at the background of the companies, age (established versus start-up) appears to be a far
less important factor than IT maturity. While the two companies operating in more traditional industries
(the candy manufacturer and the sewing services) have adopted a more responsive and less proactive
approach to innovation and focus on their resources and partnership with existing suppliers, in the
industries with less tangible nature of the products, digitalization plays a more central role in
internationalization strategy.

Conclusion and limitations
This chapter provides insights into the importance of the use of IT and digitalization, specifically in terms
of developing platforms, in relation to internationalization. It provides additional insights into the way
entrepreneurs approach internationalization and the relationship with BM Innovation. Of the existing
theories on internationalization, the evolutionary (Uppsala) model, Institutional theory and the concepts
related to effectuation and risks helped us understand why and how BM changes.

Operating in different industries SMEs are driven by different motives to internationalize their markets
and do not follow a clear strategy but rather act on the basis of opportunities. They follow quite diverse
and mainly incremental BM innovation patterns, based on a trial-and-error approach, changing the
value proposition and adjusting key activities and resources. Of the studied companies the traditional
candy manufacturer company with tangible products and the digital traffic platform provider appear to
be the least engaged in BM innovation. In the case of the start-up sewing services company, there were
quite drastic changes to BM components, even though the internationalization process itself is quite
traditional, while the education logistic providers changed developed parallel BM’s, i.e. established or
start-up. In all cases, BM Innovation is considered to be important and contributes to (perceived)
increased performance.

The results of this study implies that in internationalization the importance of using IT is
underestimated. Not only the role of digitalization is under-researched, but, in practice, it also goes way
beyond having an international multi-language website. Internationalization and digitalization include
embedding IT in the business processes and operations (Solaimani et al., 2018; Verhagen et al., 2021), in
addition to developing a portal/e-marketplace or platform. Especially the platform perspective requires
further research from an internationalization perspective.

This study has some limitations. To begin with, the number of cases is limited and, consequently,
diversity in relation to industry, type of products, international markets pursued, knowledge and
available financial resources, may need further consideration. It is clear that our findings cannot simply
be projected on a larger population of entrepreneurs engaged in internationalization and BM
Innovation, so further research is needed.
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