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Extended Abstract

“What makes family business internationalization unique?” is still a central question for both
family and non-family scholars. There have been flourishing attempts to bridge the link
between family firm and internationalization process literature in the past decade (Kontinen &
Ojala, 2010; Gomez-Mejia, Makri & Kintana, 2010; Pukall & Calabro, 2014; Reuber, 2016;
De Massis, Frattini, Majocchi & Piscitello, 2018). These recent insights advocate the
importance of understanding “family” which plays a central role in internationalization.
Nevertheless, there is not enough empirical study that provide an in-depth account of family
firm internationalization process. Most study focus on family decision-making e.g. motivation,
location choice, and entry mode (De Massis et al., 2018). Literature does not provide a full
account of the sequence, dynamism, causation and outcome of the initial internationalization.

The failure to address complete process explanation is that there is no specify empirical
nor theoretical study of the lower level of the phenomenon i.e. examination at the family level.
While previous studies such as Gomez-Mejia et al. (2010), Pukall & Calabro (2014) recognize
the importance of socio-emotional wealth (SEW) preservation of family business in
internationalization i.e. families are prone to preserve their SEW when making international
decisions over potential financial benefits from expanding beyond domestic scope, most study
ignore the mechanisms of choices, action, and interaction of individuals which determine the
internationalization process. Given that family is inherently an evolving social constructed unit,
their development inevitably determines the international approach.

On the contrary, internationalizing context can also de-stabilize established family
routines and logics. In line with Pukall & Calabro’s (2014) conceptualization on SEW renewal
in the internationalization process, Reuber (2016) further argues that internationalization can
triggers family business due to several reasons such as geographical distance that influence on

communication within family, unequal awareness of change required, and increased reliance



on non-family network or partners. These recurring factors urge family to realign their existing
routine to response to the changing context they are embedded in.

Therefore, we investigate the “family identification with firm” as it is one important
dimension family firms employ to define “who they are” as a family. Thus, understanding the
interdependence between family identification with firm and internationalization over times
will help explaining the uniqueness family firms’ internationalization process.

With the purpose to investigate “how does change in family identification with firm
drives the internationalization process of family firm”, we followed Dyer and Wilkin’s (1991)
approach to develop “a good story” over “good constructs” to empirically investigate a single
case due to three reasons. First, it allows the researcher to have a clear understanding of the
richness of the context to explain the phenomena. Second, is accounted for a longitudinal in-
depth perspective of an investigated unit. Third, it facilitates a conceptualization through
theoretical lens drew in the research. A good story following Dyer & Wilkin’s (1991) approach
has a value in enhancing explanatory power of the theory.

Under a constructivist philosophical approach, we believe that the data is co-
constructed between the researcher and the researched. Data collected from different archival
sources, interviews with relevant parties as well as research notes allow us to create a historical
case of the company at the initial stage of analysis. We then zoomed in to investigate events
that bridge family identity and internationalization. The internationalization episodes were
chronological constructed into 3 stages. The time slack varied in each period. The outcome of
the prior stage lead to consequences in later stages of internationalization i.e. there is a
causation between previous stage of internationalization and subsequent internationalization.
Each stage was triggered by social interactions (i.e. triggering attention, critical thinking, and
consensus building) between involved participants. These process of developing a model allow
us to distinguish “what they think happened” and how these events lead to the decision that
explained “what actually happened”. We reiterated between data and theory and developed a
process-model to explain change in family identification underlying internationalization
process of family firm.

This study contributes to the intersection of international business and family business
research in several ways. First of all, while the field recognizes the inadequate explanation of
linear internationalization process (Welch & Paavilainen-Miantymaéki, 2014), this study has
shed lights on the internationalization “process” of firms by illustrating that internationalization

is not a single, linear process, rather, it is a process which was driven by firm’s desire to



preserve their identification with firm in the internationalizing context. Meanwhile, the
persistence to change in business routine and operational logic account for discontinuity in the
internationalization process of family business. Misalignments between family desire for
family identification with firms and changes required by international context creates
dissatisfactions for the initial internationalization outcome. Tensions between the two
processes have constantly resulted in the internationalization approach, from initial
internationalization, de-internationalization and re-internationalization which is a natural
process of many family firms in the world.

Second, we have also move beyond firm-level data in the internationalization process
to family-level influences on the internationalization process. Our findings support Reuber’s
(2016) conceptualization that international context prompts family to change their business
routine and logic in operating their business at international level. Nevertheless, we also found
that the awareness is only developed at family change agent, and not recognized by majority
family member. If the individual fail to acknowledge the need to change to the larger group of
family managers, it is likely that the internationalization process may discontinue unless they
become aware and take immediate actions to response to international environment.

The limitation of this study lies in understanding other socio-emotional wealth
dimension of family business internationalization. We acknowledge that family identification
with firm and succession play crucial roles in international business activities. Nevertheless,
future research can advance our study by exploring other non-economic rationales e.g.
emotions and engagement with social capital that may influence how family behave to fit in

their respective host countries environment.
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