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Introduction

The rapidly changing global business environmerdonemic integration, and
advances in technology and communications haveetteanprecedented opportunities for
small firms looking to extend their sales actistleyond the domestic market. This has been
reflected not only in the large number of smalktedium-sized enterprises (SMES) who have
availed of international expansion in recent tirbas also in the number of young firms who
have gone international a few years after inceptibriernational new ventures (INVs) have
been defined as firms that are internationally raed from start-up and typically go
international with three years of inception. Itingportant to understand why new ventures
become international instead of waiting until tHegve established a strong home market.
Whereas traditional start-ups (late internationglsherally start out as domestic firms and
gradually evolve into MNEs, contemporary start-ugs, INVs, increasingly begin as
international firms (Johnson, 2004). In light oése global trends, the primary differentiating
characteristic is the age of the firm when it beesrmternational and ndiie size (Oviatt &
McDougall, 1994).

This paper explores the factors influencing thdyematernationalisation of export
start-ups operating in a low technology sector:afeacultural industry.The study is based
on three case studies of Irish shellfish exporfings that began exporting in their first year.
The aim of the paper is to understand why new fians internationally oriented and
internationalise at inception with little to nonendestic focus. Although there is a strong
consensus in relation to the factors influencirfgra’s decision to internationalise early, the
INV literature has failed to present any framewanderpinning such a body of knowledge.
The author draws together the evidence and usestséltheoretical constructs to classify the
findings as a first step in establishing a framéwdecond, much of the INV literature
suggests that a unique product offering and intemnal work experience are the most
common factors leading to the decision to go iraBomal early (McDougall, Oviatt &

Schrader, 2003). Findings from this study suggest the principal factors influencing the



early internationalisation of start-ups are extermarket conditions coupled with the
founder’s international ties, prior local induseyperience and international trade fair visits.
This research challenges the notion, widely acceptehe INV literature, that the founder’s
prior international work experiencé a necessary condition for the firm’s internaéb
orientation and vision at inception, and henceyaatkrnationalisation.

The paper proceeds with a synthesis of the litezatUsing theoretical constructs,
findings from previous studies are presented, fratmch a conceptual framework is
developed. The case methodology approach and desidgescribed and case findings are

presented. This is followed by a discussion fronicWltonclusions are drawn.

Synthesis of the literature

One of the most interesting and relevant reseavestopns concerning INVs is why
they emerge. Servais and Rasmussen (2000) and MadsleServais (1997) ask, ‘why does
this happen?’ Most of the studies revealed thaeriationalised high-tech start-ups
internationalise due to rapid, technological andrshfe-cycles in the industry, coupled with
high R&D costs (Johnson, 2004). Based on previindirfgs on INVs, Figure 1 presents
theoretical framework constructs of ‘Push’, ‘Pudihd ‘intermediating forces’ (see Etemed,
2004), appropriate for theoretically underpinniig tfactors found across the INV studies
explaining why new ventures internationalise. Esample, Pull factors are internal and
external incentives which relate to internationalrket opportunities for wealth creation; they
pull the firm to engage in international businegdish factors are a set of forces (or drivers)
that can also be internal to the firm and exertsguee on the firm (from the inside) to
internationalise. A third construct in the frameWwas what Bell, McNaughton, Young and
Crick (2003) refer to as mental model or the mindgethe entrepreneur which acts as an
intermediating force between push and pull fac{gtemad, 2004). The mental model of the
firm founder can be characterised by his/her prejpgiio take risks and his/her international
outlook and orientation in exploiting foreign opponity.

Based on INV studies to date, a number of key ofasens are made. Firstly, the
findings in the INV literature have emerged frompapular research context of high-
technology firms. The two main factors bringingoabearly internationalisation for high-
tech INVs are: (1) a unique high-tech product a2)dtlie nature of the industry these firms
operate in. The emphasis on high-technology/kadge-intensive sectors prevents any great

degree of generalisation to INVs across differadustry sectors, particular INVs in low-tech



sectors. Notwithstanding the fact that the extasearch concentrates mainly on hi-tech

firms, this research aims to enable some degregewnéralisation for INVs, irrespective of

sector.

Figure 1 Findings in the INV literature underpinf®dpush, pull and mediating forces

PULL FACTORS MEDIATORS PUSH FACTORS

INTERNATIONAL GLOBAL MARKET SMALL DOMESTIC MARKET - AVOID

OPPORTUNITY MENTAL MODEL DISECONOMIES OF SCALE

Oviatt & McDougall, 1999. Bell et al., 2003 Moen, 2002; Madsen & Servias, 1997; Coviello |&
ALERTNESS OF Munro, 1995; Lindqvist, 1988, 1991; Knight, Bell &

GLOBAL HOMOGENOUS NICHE FOUNDING McNaugthon, 2001; Bell,1995; Coviello & McAuley,

MARKETS MANAGERS 1999; Zou & Stan 1998; Aaby & Slater, 1989.

Madsen & Servais, 1997; Bloodgod et al., | Oviatt & McDougall, 1994
1996; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Knight &

Cavusgil, 1996; Knight , Bell & THE FOUNDER(S) PRIOR INTERNATIONAL
McNaughton, 2001; Servais & Rasmussen,| WORK EXPERIE INCE
2000. Bloodgood et al., 1996; McDougall et al., 1994;

Kuemmerle, 2002; Harveston, 2000.
NATURE OF THE INDUSTRY (mainly

HI-TECH) THE FOUNDER(S) PRIOR INDUSTRY
Roberts & Senturia, 1996; McDougall & EXPERIENCE : Welch & Loustarinen, 1988
Oviatt, 1999; Rasmussen, Madsen & Wickramasekera & Bamberry, 2001.

Evangelista, 2001; Coviello & McAuley,
1999; Knight Bell,& McNaughton, 2001);

Bloodgood & Sapienza, 1996; Boter & INTERNATIONAL MINDSET AND
Lindqvist, 1997; Jones, 2004. ORIENTATION OF THE FOUNDERS Jolly et al.,
1992; Harveston et al., 2001; Saarenkeeto et @04;2
CLIENT FOLLOWERSHIP Etemad, 2004) ; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Larimp,
Bell, 1995; Eramilli & Roa, 1990; Hellman, 2001; Knight, 1997; Eriksson, Majkard & Sharma,
1996. 1997; Moen, 2001, 2002.
NETWORK PULL POSSESSION OF PRIOR INTERNATIONAL
Coviello & Munro, 1995. CONTACTS
Servais & Rasmussen, 2000; McDougall et al., 1994;
Larimo, 2000.

UNIQUE HIGH TECH MARKET OFFERING
Jolly et al., 1992; Moen, 2002; McDougall & Oviat
1995;Larimo, 2001.

—

FACILIATORS - TECHNOLOGY

ICT TECHNOLOGIES

Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Larimo, 2001; McDougall@viatt, 1995, 1999; Autio & Sapienza 2000; MadseS8&vais, 1997,
Rasmussen, Madsen & Servais, 2000; Bell & McNaugh600; McDougall & Oviatt 2003.

PRODUCTION/PROCESS TECHNOLOGY CAPTURE ECONOMIES OF SCALE ABROAD
Bell & McNaughton, 2000; Knight, Bell, & McNaughtpB001; McDougall & Oviatt, 1991,1993.

Source: Author (2006)

Second, the impetus for early firm internationdlma has mainly centred on the
entrepreneur’s experience, contacts and prior darenarket knowledge. In particular, the
INV literature has placed large emphasis on therpnternational experience of the INV
founder as a driver of the international orientatad the venture, ultimately leading to early
internationalisation (see Figure 1). Howevetldidistinction has been made between the
founder’s international experience, industry exgece and the personal ties acquired prior to
start up. Although the INV literature has acceptledt small firm internationalisation can
come about in a reactionary way, through the firmétwork ties (Bell, 1995; Coviello &



Munro, 1995), these network ties appear to be aeduafter the young firm has established
itself at home, and before it internationalisedNV Itheory (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994)
suggests that entrepreneurs go abroad as a résadgoiring knowledge of foreign markets
from their former international networks. ThirdiyVs studies in traditional low-tech INVs
have pointed to product and transport technologiesbeing critical in enabling early
internationalisation. It has been noted that adearents in transportation and logistics have
had a key influence on the decision by seafoodsfirm New Zealand to internationalise
(Knight, Bell & McNaughton, 2001).

Conceptual framework towards understanding early frm internationalisation
This research proposes that early internatiortais@an be explained by the interplay

between a number of push and pull factors (Eterd@@4) related to the market conditions

(external environment of the firm) and related e entrepreneur of the international new

venture (internal environment of the firm). These discussed below.

Market conditions

The majority of INV studies (See Figure 1) havepbasised the internal factors of
unique product and founder’s former internationgdexience in determining the decision for
a start-up to internationalise (McDougall et alp32)) However, most firms recognise that this
decision is a necessity more than an option (Zdtxh& Marcarinni, 1999), due to the
saturation of domestic markets, the need to reagidbal competition, the need to reach a
feasible market size in niche productions, the ssiteto follow the market. The supply and
demand conditions in the home and foreign markedy help create the environment for
early internationalisation. Unattractive home méskealidate immediate internationalisation
(Bell, 1995). Equally, the existence of foreignrked opportunity has been identified earlier
as a pull factor which is exploited by the entreyne by internationalisation (Oviatt &
McDougall, 1994; Zahra et al., 2000). Foreign opyaity constitutes a key demand-driven
factor, the presence of which is necessary for memtures to internationalise (Oviatt &
McDougall, 1994).

The relationship between adverse market conditadrtsome and substantial demand
abroad has not been considered as a combined nfotiveew ventures to internationalise,
despite the evidence that both factors (push atigi gxist (Bell, 1995; Coviello & Munro.

1995). For example, the mediated impact of New ate#ls small market size (i.e., pushing
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the firms out) shared with the incentive of theagee demand abroad (i.e., attracting firms to
the wealthier international markets rather thanfioed to the limited New Zealand market)
may have interacted with managers’ mindset to tteegss, thus accelerating the pace of
internationalisation of these firms (see Etemed420Supply of product may exceed home
demand, and firms in this situation will be fordedseek out foreign markets. Equally, some
foreign markets may have a huge demand base ftaircdNV products, and therefore may
be willing to pay higher prices, thereby achieveapnomies of scale for the producer. Thus,
where these exists an interplay between supply hjpusnd demand (pull) early

internationalisation will occur. Therefore,

P1: The exposure of a product to adverse home markelittens may drive a new venture to

export abroad.

Global homogenous conditions (pull factors)

Enquiries conducted amongst smaller knowledgeasite firms also found that some
firms ignore their domestic markets from the outsed target led markets by focussing on
global niches, which are highly specialised (Cdui&& Munro, 1995; Bell 1995; Boter &
Holmquist, 1996; Coviello & Munro, 1997; Madsen &r8ais, 1997). This behaviour is also
consistent with firms in limited domestic marketsldan small open economies (Coviello &
McAuley, 1999). The nature of the industry or @amiment in which the firm operates can
have a significant impact on the internationalmatof the new venture (Porter, 1980; Oviatt
& McDougall, 1997). Therefore this research prasothat,

P2: The emergence of global homogenous niche nsackeates opportunities for new ventures to
export abroad

Advancements in ICT production and transportatiofailitator)

The external environment also presents the rokedfnology as a key facilitator for
small and global firms (Knight, 1997; Knight & Caagil, 1996; McDougall & Oviatt, 1997).
It can serve as a platform via communications teldgies where firms instantly transcend
national borders and geographies. McDougall andD{1997) argue that one of the external
drivers of firm internationalisation is the devetognt in technologies particularly

communication. The Internet can serve as a cheap tmmeless mode of conducting



international commerce (Hamill, 1999). Developtseim product and transportation have
also enabled rapid internationalisation by prowdismall firms access to process
technologies to achieve economies of scale in mcakkets. Therefore this research proposes
that,

P3: Advancements in communications, production @adsport technologies are

important facilitators of early and rapid internatialisation of new ventures.

The entrepreneur

The centrality of the entrepreneur’s traits, knedge base, networks and alertness
emerge as important factors in the early and ragmrnationalisation of the firm; and this
may help explain why the entrepreneur decides teedasn early international start-up as

opposed to a local venture.

The entrepreneur’s prior international work expenmee (Push factor)

The interplay between push and pull forces camtemediated or regulated by the
manager’'s mindset and orientation (Etemad, 2004mental model (Bell et al, 2003).
Elaborate capabilities of people have been ideutifas clearly being a prerequisite for
exploiting the opportunities (Madsen & Servais, 1;9Rnight & Cavusgil, 1996). The mental
model of the founder determines internationalisatmf the firm (Etemad, 2004). INV
founders have been found to take risks, are praactnd internationally orientated.
International experience is a factor that influendbe founder's degree of international
orientation and alertness to foreign opportunit@soad (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994;
McDougall et al., 1994; Larimo, 2001; Harveston at, 2000; Kuemmerle 2002).
International work experience has been regardedhasmost critical of the managerial
characteristics that assist in the creation of INMsl international orientation at inception
(McDougall et al., 2003). There is strong supgor the assertion that prior international
work experience of the INV founder is a key pusttda for early internationalisation, and
those enterprises with it are more likely to intgionalise early than those without.

Therefore this research proposes,that

P4: The entrepreneur’'s prior international work expewe brings about international

orientation and alertness to foreign opportunitssoad.



The entrepreneur’s industry knowledge

Actual, specific, local industry experience asepasate category has received less
attention in the INV literature, as the main emphdes been on experience solely of an
international nature. However, there is some ewideto suggest that industry and career
background are relevant also (Madsen & Servais,7199oen, 2001; Larimo 2001,
Pulkkininen & Larimo, 2002). Wickramasekera and Bamy’'s (2001) study of Australian
wineries found that early and accelerated inteomafisation is brought about by management
experience in the industry, international markedwledge and overseas contacts (networks).
So, the entrepreneur's market knowledge and theeriexge transmitted from former
occupations are important factors. The abilitydenitify the opportunity is embedded in the
entrepreneur’s possession of knowledge of the inglusAlso, alertness to new business
opportunities is influenced by previous experiemc¢he industry (Casson,1987). Research
has shown that entrepreneurs understand the gooedisservice of the industry, they
understand how the industry operates, and they ugndlelivering goods and service as
previous employer (Cooper & Dunkleberg, 1986). Bgars’ industry knowledge has been
important for rapid internationalisation both higland low- tech sectors (Welch &

Loustarinen, 1988; Wickramasekera & Bamberry, 20UMhj)s research proposes that:

P5: The entrepreneur’s prior industry experienceaisimportant factor in providing
experiential knowledge of the sector and marketitmms

The entrepreneur’s prior international social tiealert him/her to foreign opportunities
Acquiring knowledge on foreign opportunities wouldd relevant to a new venture
planning to go international. The latter would hate had the time to have built up sufficient
foreign market knowledge to be able to commit td anter markets (Johanson & Vahine,
1977). Initial awareness of foreign market oppuoitias is often acquired through social ties
(Lamont, Sambamurthy, Ellis & Simmonds, 2000; Qvi&t McDougall, 1994). This is
because information is not spread evenly acrossrsgcand access to it may well be
dependent on former social contacts of entrepren@sranovetter, 1985). The key actor in
the internationalisation process of a small firncasnmonly the entrepreneur (Ellis, 2000), as
he or she often initiates the internationalisatianl it is through the entrepreneur’s personal
contacts that information is generally acquired I(hlond and Kock, 1998). Equally, in the

early stage of the firm going international, thenfimay not yet become part of a structured



international business network (Johanson & Mattsd®88) but may rely on its social ties

for knowledge of foreign opportunities.

INVs are assumed to possess strong internatiorgihéss connections of personal
contacts, acquired from this prior internationalrkvexperience (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994;
McDougall et al., 1994; Madsen & Servais, 1997;impa;, 2001), and these contacts may
provide them with easier access to, and footingdreign markets. It has been argued that
some new firms in terms of the length of their Bséament as legal entities are often much
‘older’ in terms of the length and variety of exjeeices of their owners and/or managers and
the external network ties they tap into (Wicksamak& Bamberry, 2001; Welch &
Luostarinen, 1988; Madsen & Servais, 1997). Thussession of experiential knowledge via
learning by doing in foreign markets prior to goingernational may not be relevant to INVs.
Therefore this research proposes that,

P6: The entrepreneur draws on his/her antecedeciakties to acquire knowledge on

foreign opportunities at start-up.

Approach and Research Design

The study used data collected from three casdestuah Irish indigenous shellfish
farming and processing firms that internationalisathin their first year of start-up. The
case sample consists of Irish INV exporters tha iar the business of producing and
marketing shellfish products. The export saleshefthree firms that were already exporting
at the time ranged form 30% to 99% of total compaales. Initially, preliminary desk
research involved reviewing industry reports anadosdary documentation, and also
comprehensive research of the web sites of Irishfose firms and support/research
associations. The sample selection procedure stedsof contacting industry experts from
state agency (Enterprise Ireland) and from thé Issafood industry association (BIM). The
first round of interviews were with three industryperts: firstly, the managing director of a
internationally mature seafood firm who was wellabtished and had first hand knowledge
of the industry; second, an international marketegpcutive with BIM, and thirdly, an
business development officer in Enterprise Ireldnterviews were firstly conducted with
these parties confirmed that INVs were most appgarethe aquacultural sector, notably the
shellfish sector. Parallel to this first roundoufalitative interviews with industry experts, 80
exporting firms were identified from th@fficial BIM 2003 Industry Cataloguéatabase



totalling 250 Irish indigenous seafood operatorsl @ small number of firms offering
ancillary support services. These exporting fimese then screened for selection, according
to year of establishment, year of exporting; nundddoreign markets, company turnover and
size.

Twenty firms were contacted via telephone and erfram March and April 2004, to
identify firstly that they met the criteria of aNV, and also to confirm that they were willing
to participate in the study. Ten firms were idaatfwho were small to medium (from five to
80 employees) highly internationalised shellfisip@xing firms who had internationalised at
start up. The managing directors of the ten firmsrevsent a small follow-up email
questionnaire to re-confirm they met for fittingethNV criteria. The results of the email
questionnaires identified five INVs, from which d¢erfirms emerged for case analysis. In the
next section, case findings of the three firmsc&3s Aquarius and Libra are examined below
under each proposition. A summary description aagk ccriteria selection of case firms is
presented in Figure 2. As the information in thésearch is commercially sensitive and

confidential, the studied case firms and interviesvbeave been given fictitious names.

Figure 2 Descriptive data on case firms
Company Pisces Aquarius Libra
Sector Shellfish Shellfish Shellfish
Nature of product live seafood processed processed
Founded 1998 1985 1988
1% international sale 1998 1985 1988
Mode of foreign market Exports to Exports to Exports
entry distributors/caters agents and to wholesalers and

distributors end-user clients

Number of foreign
markets 15 12 10
Export sales as
percentage of total sales 95% 100% 30%

Case Findings
As shown in Table 1, case findings indicate tltan®mic, emerging niche market and
technological factors created a very favourablermse environment for these export ventures



to emerge. The adverse home market conditionsfepexthe Irish shellfish industry have
created a breeding ground for export start-ups. umders’ perception of the market
conditions presented a significant force in driviegrly internationalisation in the shellfish
sector in terms of capability to exploit foreignpaptunities, fuelling international orientation,
openness to foreign markets and heightening akstieeopportunities in all three case firms.
Prior international work experience was not appane any of the three founders and
thus did not bear an influence on the firm’s in&ional orientation and alertness to
opportunities at start-up. Instead, knowledge off aternational exposure, to opportunities
was acquired through trade fair visits, former riné&tional ties and prior local industry
experience. The prior industry experience and ¢paeknd of all three founders in the cases
provided them with knowledge of the industry anditiproducts from development right
through to commercialisation. These factors reduttee perceived risk and uncertainty
associated with being a new firm lacking prior igremarket experience. The case evidence

pertaining to each of the factors in Table 1 isspreed below.

Table 1 Push and pull factors for early ventuterimationalisation

MARKET PULL /PUSH FORCES Pisces Aquarius Libra Type

CONDITIONS International niche demandYes Yes Yes Pull
Adverse home market Yes Yes Yes Push
ICT No No No Facilitator
Production/logistical Yes Yes Yes Facilitator
technology

ENTREPRENEURIAL | Prior international work No No No Push

FACTORS experience
Prior industry experience | Yes Yes Yes Push
Former international social Yes Yes Yes Push
ties

Author (2006)

Market conditions: The firm’s external environment

The large domestic supply of product and extrerf@lydemand for shellfish products in the
home domestic market provided a favourable industntext for these firms to seek markets
abroad from start-up. The findings reveal that fimenders’ perception of existing market
conditions led them to establishing export-orieedatirms. Before starting up Pisces, the

founder, Joe Black, recognised that the firm woliéve to aggressively seek out foreign
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customers if it was going to survive as a seafaodlycer, because the domestic demand was
too small and seasonal. The founder summed up dineestic and international market
conditions when starting out his firm Pisces. Hgssdl had no choice but to become
international (as) (...) the market is internationalif | was going to survive ... (the) market
here is too small.’

Similarly, the founders of Aquarius and Libra dexdio become export oriented at
start -up due to the low demand at home for theadpct and the large demand abroad. The
founder of Aquarius, Peter Green, said: ‘Salesheflish in Ireland are limited and then the
idea of making a market for a mussel product jussnit ... acceptable ... to most people so
we were obliged to go abroad’. The co-founder difrd, Liam White, recounts that the
reason for starting Libra up solely as an exporfinp was the large demand abroad. He
describes how foreign demand motivated him to stparan exporting firm. He said: ‘At the
time, there was a Killing to be made out therthe.reason for establishing the firm in the first
place was because of the foreign demand.” He ad@ikdre was no other market in Ireland
except exports.’

Exporting has been vital for the case firms’ swal and growth. A marketing
executive of the Irish seafood industry associa{lBi) explains that the Irish aquacultural
sector is very export oriented and saygjuaculture is a young sector and firms have made
serious inroads in international market ... The yowngs are definitely going straight to
export markets ... However, they haven't gone thgt38% of our seafood is still going to
the European market and the majority of that is\gdd France.” He also adds that it is an
internationally demand driven sector: ‘We impé8% of seafood into Ireland ... due to high
prices ... foreign markets give better returns, thay the price, where as the Irish consumer
is different, not special seafood eaters. The seafmmnsumption is quite low, compared to

Spain and France,’ (19kg per person.).

Global homogenous niche demand

Internationalising at inception has also been bnbwdpout by the presence of global
niche homogenous demand for the case firms’ predidéte nature of the shellfish sector is a
highly specialised segment within the aquaculteea. It is also a market niche within the
fish- and shellfish-eating nations abroad. The sieed nature of the product and the sector
create opportunities for young firms to exploit antthus can facilitate early

internationalisation. A marketing executive of teBeafood industry association (BIM)
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described the sector, thus: ‘It's a niche marksb.alThe case firms deliver to specific (niche)
customer groups within global niche market. Theecéisms engage in global niche
standardisation with minor adaptation for foreigarkets. The case evidence shows that these
firms have adopted a niche market strategy to eelas high quality, value-added product
offering into a global niche segment of customekit.three firms have prioritised their
product as key components in their competitivetstpaand have adopted various approaches
to doing this.

Pisces specialises in live product and deliverdistributors and the catering trade.
Aquarius specialises in processed product for thecestomer types; manufacturers,
distributors and retailers; as does Libra.

Pisces offers live seafood, adaptation is in sieich is a matter of weighing and
packing to each client. The founder, Joe Black, send it out anywhere in the world. The
product is unique and the client can be, as Jos: sagmogenous in their uses for the
product.” Some minor adaptation is required imtgrof packaging, labelling and sizes, but
insignificant. Pisces only adapts in relation tagiding of live product.

Aquarius is one of the four largest mussel prodaigerreland, and mussels form the
major component of about 80% of its products. Thpgcialise in products for all three
customer market segments (manufacturers, distrni®waiod retail) in the global niche market
and position themselves as high quality musselymed Standardization is achieved as these
firms engage in the specialisation of shellfishdurcts, both live and processed, requiring a
low degree of adaptation, mainly in terms of wejghize and packaging to a global niche
markets abroad.The main buyers of these three case firms opemabeisiness markets and
can be divided into wholesalers and caterers,|retggermarket chains, and manufacturers.
Only Libra and Aquarius sell on to this group, ascBs exports only fresh product. Thus
Libra and Aquarius serve all three client groupsemeas Pisces sells live produce to
distributors and also then sells direct to hoteld eestaurants. When asked about differences
in international customer markets for the same gpecogroups, the Peter Green (Aquarius)
said the customer markets are basically the samspective of country. He comments on the
homogeneity of the niche customer groups ‘Marke¢sthe same no matter where you go,
you have retail, distributors and manufacturersahtave specific quirks, but are mainly the
same, no matter what country ... (It is) the saméenmmns of accessing the end user or
channels of distribution’. Peter further adds: j@oducts are essentially the same for each

client group ... If you understand it in one coynyou can transfer to another ... Some
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adaptation is required in packaging, (and for)dkgion ... The product groups are similar for

all foreign wholesalers, manufacturers and retsiiler

Enabling Technologies in Production and Logistics

The third factor emerging from the external enmiment is technology. Enabling
technologies in production and transportation hagen found in the case firms to be an
important tool for internationalisation of theseanfs. Information and communication
technologies (ICT) are less important to firms apeag in this sector. Technology, when
adopted and exploited properly, can be an impoftator facilitating the internationalisation
of new firms. The role of technology in productiand logistics has been important for
enabling the case firms’ internationalisation pssce

Pisces deals in live shellfish product, so logatitechnology has been critical in
ensuring that their product is intact and fresh nvhiarrives in foreign markets. Technology
has been influential in enabling early internatiaion through ensuring product can be
delivered abroad. The founder, Joe Black, stredsadmportance of his product in transit, he
said: ‘My product can’t afford to be treated badlylo ensure this, Joe described his effort
and commitment to exploiting transport technologibe said: ‘I ran an EU research
innovation programme (in 2001) for how to hold aalsy how to get them to transport over
long distance, how to prepare them properly, howdok them properly. So | did an EU-
funded programme on that, and that's what allowesl tm look at the Chinese market,
because to need them to survive from (his locatioreijing ... so | was able to land live
product from x to Beijing which hadn’'t been donddre. So, the Chinese see these new
species coming in and everyone in Chinese indgsinkerested in new species coming in
‘'cause people are looking for new things ... likeesvrspecies of crab.’

Peter Green of Aquarius comments that productiohnelogies have enabled market
product adaptation, when required, to be neithecoatly nor a big issueAquarius’
introduction of production equipment in 1990 endutedeliver more value-added product in
the European markets and export directly into ibistors, bypassing the coastal importers.
The equipment licensed Aquarius to export prodd@especific quality, cleaned, washed and
graded, into these markets, whereas in the firat pguarius product had to be disposed of
on point of entry into the foreign market, thus ibting the firm from expanding and
penetrating the foreign market. Aquarius also ndadesupply direct to users if it was to

survive, but required the technology and investniento this. In 1990, with BIM state
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funding, Aquarius moved to larger on-shore premisgsipped with depuration tanks. These
tanks enabled Aquarius to clean, wash and gradesefsuswvith approved EU health
certification so it could supply directly into tHereign market and remove the importer
intermediary. Having updated its facilities, Aquarwas able to sell directly into the French,
Belgian and Dutch market. Sales grew rapidly fr&d8Q.

Libra’'s investment in machinery enabled it to mée¢ production capabilities
required for supplying foreign markets. It was astant struggle to find the right technology
to expand. The firm had been looking for it foreavfyears with a view to eventually re-
entering foreign markets. It was a critical fagtoenabling it to meet demand and provide the
wider product range required by foreign custom@s. its return to internationalisation,
technology was a huge factor in providing it witke trequired flexibility to reach foreign
markets in a fast and cost-efficient way, allowithgp adapt its routine to deliver the products.
Liam White says'In 1999, we knew at that stage we had saturatedrith market. We knew
if we wanted to grow the company more we had td kmothe exports, (to) the products we
were developing at the time. We were limited in twva could supply ... We then had to look
at machinery ... With the Canadian machinery in ntvgt gave us other crab products
(lines). We were able to produce more in more vasisince 1999.” The machinery has been
of significant strategic importance as it made pmesfor Libra to offer a regular, steady
supply of a wide variety of products to local andeign marketsthus enabling it to deliver to
foreign clients, large orders and a variety of gedf Liam described how technology was
important in export growth ‘Export sales were al@dovering around -10% but since the
new machinery line in 2002 ... a whole new rangepuafducts (through new production
technology) that actually catapulted the exportimgading towards the 25% mark ...
obviously meaning that the growth is in the expayti..we will retain our share in the Irish
market but our turnover will grow, really grow, ttugh exporting.’

For Libra and Aquarius, transport technology haabéd them to overcome the
disadvantages associated with their remote locagspecially in regard to their European
markets. Liam describes his transportation routilmelreland we have our fleet of vans ...
(we) distribute everything from here ... everythisgdione by Friday lunchtime. This is the
beauty of exporting as well. You set up, the teaapgre the order; it goes on a truck out of
here on Friday, that’s it. Exporting ... it is easiertransport to mainland France in Europe
than to Dublin from here. If you want a logistightmare, (it) is to get something from here
to Dublin’. He further adds, ‘anything for UK, Free Spain it's collected here at the door
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and it's taken straight out... an Irish haulage pany... It's priced so much a pallet or kilo

... what suits ... and it's taken to customer withideg ... it is excellent.’

The Entrepreneur: The firm’s internal environment

Looking inward at the firm, findings show cleartizat prior international work
experience is absent amongst the founders of the fians, and has not influenced their
degree of orientation and their alertness to opdres at start-up, hence their decision to
internationalise early. On the other hand, findisw that the founders’ prior industry
experience, their former international personaltacts and trade fair visits emerge as
important means for alerting the founders to fanemgarket opportunities, hence influencing

their international orientation and their decisiorgo international at inception.

The founder’s prior international work experiencegrientation and alertness to foreign
opportunities

Contrary to Proposition 4, the results do not swppghe assumption that prior
international work experience is a necessary camdifor the founder's decision to
internationalise early, nor has it an impact orenmational orientation and alertness to
opportunities abroad. None of the founders posdeansg international work experience in
exporting prior to going abroad. For example, fwender of Aquarius, Peter, had very little
international experience before or during the egéars of his firm Aquarius. Thirteen years
prior to the start-up of Aquarius, Peter exportésl dea urchins on the odd occasion while
working as a diver. However, shellfish was a défdrsector and his international experience
was miniscule.

Despite the lack of international work experiente, founders were able to establish
internationally orientated ventures by sourcingirthk@owledge of market conditions and
foreign opportunities through other means suchoasér social ties, trade fairs and prior

industry experience as shown in Table 3.

Prior industry experience of the founder

The founders had experience of working in the handustry. All founders
worked in the home sector prior to starting uprthiems, and this made them aware of
the market situation at home and abroad from wagegence and word of mouth in the

local industry.This prior industry knowledge involved understamgdihe nature of the

15



local market for their products, product knowledgel production know-how, i.e., what
was involved in sourcing and producing their pradu@rior industry experience has
been found to be important for providing them widh understanding of market
conditions in the sector such as the large suppigrgial and the low consumption levels
at home.

Joe Black (Pisces) has been involved in the skelBector since graduating from
university as a marine biologist in the mid-1970sl daas been heavily involved right
from research and development to commercialisiegptioduct for market at local level.

His experience stems from academic research, $epeaes of experience working in the
local seafood industry. He says ‘| am one of thve ieople ... in the country that has the
experience of breeding shellfish. ... |take it freperm and egg to the table, literally ...
In that sense, | know what's good and | know whagsl.” For example, the two co-
founders of Libra were fishermen by trade sinceostland always worked in the local
fishing industry: ‘Both of us were fishermen ... inese fishing for lobster and crab and
stuff like that. At the time, you could sell lobstaut crab was unheard of and we used to
take it home and eat ...We did a kind of kitchen kffmd we said, look, we’ll take this a
step further, so that’s basically how it startediam adds “I had knowledge of product
from seabed to sale.’ (see Table 3).

Findings show that understanding the developmettieproduct has been critical for
these firms. The product is vulnerable, due to mia¢ure of the sector, to toxins and
environmental conservation needs to be a prio#itgo, as quality is a key selling point for
foreign clients, entrepreneurs need to know, ptod@d commercialise their product in the
best way. Prior experience of working in the secamd in the development of the product,
has been important influencing their decision taagooad at start-up.

Prior international ties of the founder

Findings show that the founders became well aofeai with the adverse home
market and the substantial market potential forrtheoduct abroad from working in and
being connected with the sector. The founder s€¢€4, Joe Black, had acquired international
exposure through working with a Belgian businegssatiant in the commercial development
of Argot, an R&D venture Joe was co-directing a time. Joe recounts ‘[The Belgian] was
hired as business consultant to Argot, and tookomeny first international business trip to

key European markets for seafood such as Hollaetjildn & Germany...On these foreign
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trips | was introduced to the Belgian's old custsnsome in Holland who bought oysters in
bulk.’

The founders of Libra had developed a local netwalricontacts from working as
fishermen in the local area, and many Spanish ér@wkould pass by the town’s port. Liam
White says ‘You would pick up information from Idozontacts ... fishing trawlers would
stop here from Spain and would talk to thebhder a EU Town Twinning Initiative, the
founders were alerted to specific opportunitiesaad@nd this brought about the decision to
become a fully-fledged international operation. mialescribed how this happened: ‘We
started off initially doing export ... We knew tiMayor of the French town very well and
also local business people from Lorient ... Theticed the huge potential in France for our
product.’

International trade shows

Joe Black (Pisces) and Peter Green (Aquarius)imhknowledge about foreign
opportunities by going to international seafoodveha@rior to starting their firms. Joe had
been attending trade shows prior to Pisces staujmgHe went to trade fairs annually while
working in an earlier R&D venture, Argot Ltd. Albd time, Argot was not commercially
mature enough to aggressively target foreign salesever, he mainly attended trade shows
in Europe back then out of commercial curiosity @wbforeign markets. The knowledge
accumulated in the years prior to start -up by goio trade fairs was very valuable
experience and was a critical factor in allowingnhgain knowledge of foreign market
opportunities and where market potential lay far rioduct. Prior trade fair trips abroad had
given him exposure to the industry and were invallidor 'getting a feel and knowledge
about the type of supplier foreign customers wamtedeal with'. He refers to the first years
of starting up where ‘credibility was not a problei@tarting up Pisces was easy for him, as
he had an understanding of the market and its reeints for success in the sector through
trade show visits.

Peter Green’s international exposure was in the foir attending a trade fair abroad a
year prior to start- up. When asked how he stadg#dand became aware of foreign
opportunities for his product, he replied: ‘Genbrahere are seafood exhibitions, and you
start off by going to an exhibition or to a speciflace where the market is. Then, you work
back from the end user, depending on the typeadymt.’
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The findings show that the founders of the casedibecame alerted to foreign market
opportunities for their product from some degreantérnational exposure via their former
international informal business contacts and tfadeparticipation. Pisces attended trade fairs
and also went on foreign business trips when wagrkiith his R&D venture prior to the start
of Pisces. Equally, Aquarius’ founder acquired kiemlge of opportunities by attending a
trade fair abroad prior to start-up and his localustry experience. Libra’s initial foreign
opportunities were notified through internationaformal contacts under the Twinning

Initiative and from local industry.

Discussion

There is clear evidence to suggest that interivah-specific factors, such as the
entrepreneurial tendencies of the founder combimigidl favourable external environmental
conditions for internationalisation, such as suputyg conditions at home and a global niche
market opportunity, lead to early and dedicatedrimdtionalisation (Bell et al., 2003; Bell,
1995; Kuivalainen, 2003). The research identiégternal factors, notably market conditions
as important for explaining why INV shellfish exfiag firms internationalise early. These
factors are also supported in the INV literature,studies on software and seafood firms
(Bell, 1995; Coviello & Munro, 1995; Bell et al.0@3). However, the importance of such
external factors has not been emphasised as muitte iliterature, as they were previously
believed to be of secondary importance comparg@ddtmrs such as the prior international

work experience and international orientation @f tthunder.

Market Conditions

External factors, comprising both push and puitdes, appear to be more influential
than internally driven factors in the decision taternationalise early for small, newly
exporting firms. Market conditions necessitate indrage internationalisation in order to
survive. The findings also indicate that the derisio internationalise was not a choice for
case firms at start-up but a necessity (Young, &&lirick, 2003).

International orientation at inception is strongifluenced by the interplay between
supply and demand factors. The nature of the imgustmands internationalisation; this is
due to a global demand in larger markets with lsgafood consumption and the emergence
of global niche market opportunities. Consisteithvindings on firms operating in the New

Zealand seafood sector (Knight, Bell & McNaught®@01), the case material has shown that
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the mediated impact of Ireland’s small market gize, pushing the firm out), coupled with
the attraction of a larger, liberalised internaibmarket, pulls small firms abroad (i.e.,
attracts firms to the richer incentives of interoaal markets). The case analysis suggests that
these forces interact with the founder’'s opennedbd process, thereby accelerating the pace
of internationalisation of these firms. The larggply of seafood in a small home market
means that economies of scale cannot be realisddhas the founder must go abroad to gain
such economies. An abundant supply of naturaluress indicates that the firm has a
comparative advantage in supplying its product atbrd hus, it may be concluded that the
size and structure of the home market are importitérminants of internationalisation
behaviour(Bell, 1994, 1995; Coviello & McAuley, 1999).

Global homogenous niche markets

The findings suggest that INVs internationaliseekploit global niche opportunities.
The case firms ignored their domestic markets ftbenoutset and targeted lead markets by
focusing on global niches, which are highly speéseml (Bell, 1995; Boter & Holmquist,
1996; Coviello & Munro, 1997; Madsen & Servais, T89 This behaviour makes sense for
firms in limited domestic markets in small open momies (Coviello & McAuley, 1999).
Also, due to narrow niches, all three firms weréigda to pursue market-spreading strategies
(Piercy, 1981). A key finding is that all firms jate-start-up stages did not view the prospect
of internationalisation with any great trepidatidonv levels of deliberation prior to the first
foreign market entry were evidenced. The findingsatude that the presence of global
homogenous niche markets creates entrepreneunmrtoities and hence influences the

decision to internationalise at start-up

Production and transport technologies

The nature of the aquaculture sector is traditipnbow-tech. Technology is
important in terms of logistics and production fioe INV shellfish exporters (Knight, Bell &
McNaughton, 2001). Contrary to extant studies oildNthe present findings suggest that the
role of Information Communication Technology (ICi§)not an important internationalising
tool for INVs. ICT - well established in the INVidrature as a strategic tool in management
and marketing as well as reflecting the ICT indupstr which INVs operate - is not that
important in low-tech sectors. Low-tech produ@sd to render (IC) technology not very

important, especially when compared to productiod lagistics. Trade fairs have been found
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to emerge as an expensive but effective communoitgtiatform for international firms
operating in the seafood industry. The traditionadure of the seafood sector places high
value on human and personal contact between sea&iqgoarters and becomes the regular

norm for communicating and relationship building.

The founder’s international work experience not agrequisite for case export ventures

Research contends that international work expeeiesf the founder is a necessary
condition for early internationalisation and striynigfluences INV opportunity identification,
international orientation, and a proactive outlomkards foreign markets. INV theory (Oviatt
& McDougall, 1994) and Uppsala (Johanson & Vahld877) have argued that prior
experiential knowledge is required for internatiesation. The assumption that international
work experience is a prerequisite for early intéomalisation, and that it determines the
international orientation of the firm, has been nimously supported in recent literature
across different sectors (McDougall et al., 2003)e findings in this research challenge this
assumption and equally the work of McDougall et(2894), Bloodgood et al., (1996) and
Nummela, Saarenketo & Puumalainen (2004) who patstuthat managers with prior
international work experience are more likely to dweare of the potential challenges and
international profit opportunities.

These research findings also challenge the Uppsatkel (Johanson & Vahine, 1977,
1990), which requires the manager to possess pxperiential knowledge of working in
foreign markets prior to exporting. INVs are assdnto have already acquired prior
international experience to compensate for thiseggptial knowledge of foreign markets
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 1990). From the casdysiga prior international work
experience was absent amongst the founders anddiiusot influence their decision to
internationalise, nor their international oriemtatinor their acknowledgement of their own
competencies to manage an international start-uermatively, the case analysis points to
three factors which were important in alerting foenders of case firms to international
opportunities at start-up: prior international tedghe founder, trade fairs; and home industry

experience as discussed below.

International ties, trade fairs and local industrgxperience
Firstly, in accordance with Reid (1983), one oé tfactors required to start the

internationalisation is an awareness of a particolarket opportunity. The case material
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indicates that prior international social ties dfetfounder provide information on
opportunities. This finding identifies to some dagvith previous studies (Holmund & Kock,
1998; Blankenburg, 1995; Ford, 1990; Johanson &tédah, 1988) that found that foreign
market opportunities are communicated to the firanitg relationships with network partners.
As their first clients were foreign, domestic clidallowership (Bell, 1995) did not play an
important role in the INV shellfish exporters’ deioin to internationalise since the firms had
not developed a domestic market base at start-upatbthey established network channels.
This alertness to foreign opportunities acquiremugh antecedent international contacts of
the case firms’ founders increased initial resow@@mmitment abroad and shortened the time
gap between knowledge acquisition and the dectsi@mter the market.

Secondly, the findings indicate that the foundatg&ndance at international trade fairs
exposes them to the international opportunities@otdntial openings for their products. This
research concludes that international trade shdesgeg a crucial role in influencing the
decision to internationalise early by alerting tN&/ shellfish exporters to opportunities and
market potential abroad. Finally, prior indust®perience was found to be more relevant in
providing the founders with knowledge of the shgfifindustry but played a less important
role in alerting them to identify foreign opporttias abroad at start-up. In support of the INV
literature, the founders’ prior industry experiensealso important in informing them of
adverse home market conditions and product knowl€édgckersamera & Bamberry, 2000;
Larimo, 2001). The prior industry experience andkigaound of all case firm founders
provided them with knowledge of the industry anditiproducts from development right

through to commercialisation (Cooper & Dunkelbelrg36).

International mindset and orientation of the founde

The case analysis supports prior research, whashchnsistently pointed to managers
as the principal force behind the initiation, deyghent, sustenance and success of small firm
internationalisation (Chetty & Hamilton, 1993; Kqht997; Zou & Stan, 1998; Rundh, 2003)
because of their direct responsibility for decismaking in the firm (Miesenbock, 198#s
witnessed from the case findinglse importance of management commitment to exgprin
widely acknowledged (Cavusgil & Nevin, 1981; Mads&889; Cavusgil & Kirpalani, 1993;
Cavusgil & Zou, 1994), as is the adoption of arennational outlook by management
(Cunningham & Spiegel, 1971; Czinkota & Johnstd@83). Thus, in support of the literature,

this research concludes that the interplay betweest and pull forces can be intermediated
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or regulated by the manager’'s mindset and oriemtgr global outlook). The mental mode
of the founder is a strong mediating factor whenoines to exploiting the external market
conditions that prompt the case firms to engagsaity internationalisation (Bell et al, 2001).
The findings also suggest that the founders’ memadlel extended to their perception of
adverse market conditions, and that this spurredr tthecision to become internationally
focused at start-up. The founders’ perceptiormefrharket conditions at home and abroad for
their product presented a driving force for earlpternationalisation, whereby
internationalisation became a necessity for suhvigther than a choice. If a firm has the
ability to source and supply a product where naneantes of scale can be achieved at home,
that firm is forced to export the product to whérere is a large demand for it as discussed
above.

Conclusions

This paper offers a view to advancing our knowkedd§ understanding those factors
influencing the decision to internationalise in thentext of INVs operating in a low
knowledge intensive sector. The paper makes a ibatibn to the literature by firstly
capturing the extant findings in the INV studigsglentifying factors that influence early firm
internationalisation- and by using appropriate famrk constructs for theoretically
underpinning this body of knowledge.

Second, the case findings on export ventures apgrat the Irish aquaculture sector
have been interesting. Based on entrepreneursepina of local and international market
conditions, internationalisation emerged out of @ssity rather than the need to exploit
proprietary knowledge and gain first mover advaetag established in INV literature (Oviatt
& McDougall, 1994). The attributes and attitudes thfe key decision makers or
entrepreneurial founder(s) are critical to initgtiinternationalisation. Internationalisation of
the case firms was very much about survival, wipigdsents a strong motivation for a firm to
start off as a young international. The firms cliadee market and sought out opportunities
and contacts in a manner typical of internatiomatepreneurial behaviour. This research has
identified a number of propositions that requirethar testing across an empirical cross-
industry context, which should cover high-, mediwand low-knowledge intensive firms.

This research challenges the notion, widely acceptethe INV literature, that the
founder’s prior international work experiencas a necessary condition for the firm’s

international orientation and vision at inceptioand hence early internationalisation
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(McDougall & Oviatt, 1994). Rather, findings shotat the INV’s founders’ international
orientation and alertness to foreign opportuniiestart-up stemmed from three sources: the
entrepreneur’s prior contacts of a social and mfdrbusiness nature, prior local industry
experience and trade fair visits.

Finally, there is clear evidence to suggest thathpiactors such as internal, firm-
specific factors, such as entrepreneurial attrdbotembined with favourable pull factors such
as external environmental conditions for internaigsation, such as supply and conditions at
home and a global niche market opportunity, leadaidy and dedicated internationalisation.
In an attempt to build a framework explaining ttegle internationalisation of small firms,
this paper concludes that push and pull consti(its=med, 2004) theoretically underpins the
factors influencing a new venture’s decision t@inationalise early, with a key intermediary
force of the mental model of the founder deterngrtime manifestation of both push and pull
factors. The INV’s response to these forces wit materialise if the founder does not
embody entrepreneurial behaviour. By using thigppsed framework, this research suggests

that a more holistic understanding of new ventaternationalisation is required.
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