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                                                                     ABSTRACT 
Title:   The Effect of Social Relationships on Company Internationalization 
 
Course:  Master’s level Thesis (EFO705) in International Business and 

Entrepreneurship, Swedish credit points (15 ECTS) 
 
Authors:   Hanney Al-Qaisi & Bhupesh Reddy Kurre 
 
Tutor:   Leif Linnskog 
  
Problem:  How did social relationships affect the internationalization of a German IVF 

centre to the UAE? Using this case example, the thesis will be focused on 
studying the different social factors that could have affected the 
internationalization process.  

 
Purpose:  The aim of this thesis was to describe the way that a local company in 

Germany went through internationalization to become a successful 
multinational company. We wanted to find out if there were any social 
factors that influenced the company. In particular, we wanted to investigate 
whether there were any entrepreneurial activities or barriers that influenced 
the company’s internationalisation and why it chose to open its subsidiary in 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which is far from Germany. 

 
Methods: This thesis is based on a qualitative methodology for gathering and analysis 

of the data around the internationalization of the German company. 
Qualitative methods are the best techniques for looking into social 
relationships and whether they have an effect on the internationalization 
process. 

 
Theories:  Uppsala-Model; Network Theory; Social, Business & Professional 

Relationships and International Entrepreneurship.  
 
Target Group:   This research provides knowledge and information to entrepreneurs 

businessowners, managers, general readers, and academics who would like 
to understand the influence of social relationships on internationalization. 

 
Conclusion:  Having searched through the published literature for relevant articles on the 

internationalization process, social relationships and entrepreneurial 
activities, we were able to inform our thesis with a theoretical framework 
for analyzing social relationships and internationalization. Social 
relationships do indeed have an influence on the internationalization 
process, and using our case example, it was possible to outline the patterns 
and nature of the influence. The theories (and patterns) are interlinked, and 
could be related in practical terms to the establishment of a satellite fertility 
centre in the UAE by a German head company. 
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In this introductory section, the research background and research question will be displayed. 
This will be followed by the explanation of the objective of this thesis Moreover the 
limitations of the thesis will be discussed. Finally we will present our thesis outline structure.  

 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 
 

After the fall of the Soviet Union, businesses were encouraged by the new opportunities to 
cross their national borders, and a large number of multinational firms were established. The 
extraordinary economic rise of Brazil, Russia, India, and China (BRIC countries) has 
coincided with a new era of digital technology that has made the world a much smaller place. 
Multinational firms have more influence over the world economic system than at any time in 
the history of capitalism. 

In this thesis project, we will explore the problems faced by a small company as it became 
multinational. The chosen company was a healthcare clinic, and we will look at its internal 
social activities with respect to influence on its internationalization process. The health center 
is presently established in two countries. Germany was the home country where the health 
center was founded during the mid-1980’s by a group of reproductive medicine academics. 

The health center specialises in infertility. This involves three specialties, namely 
Gynecology, Anesthesia and Embryology. Rising numbers of patients presenting with 
infertility problems could have possible roots in a number of issues that have become 
widespread across the world. Environmental pollution, the stress of life, excessive 
consumption of alcohol and obesity are all global factors that have direct associations with 
increasing levels of infertility. Pollution, the accelerator of disastrous climate change, is now 
recognised increasingly as a contributor to infertility and subfertility. Pollution has impacted 
the fertility of both sexes in the human, plant, and wider animal populations. The age factor 
also plays an important role in demographically advanced societies, which have seen social 
changes leading, for example, to later marriage and later desire for conception. Obesity has 
also become a problem in the developed world, and this also indirectly causes an increase in 
the number of infertile patients. “Infertility affects approximately 10-15% of reproductive-
aged couples. Its overall prevalence has been stable during the past 50 years.” Source: 
(Emedicine.medscape, 2010) Paradoxically, whilst many couples in the developed and 
developing world are now seeking medical care for infertility problems, the rapid expansion 
of the world’s population (alongside the threat of pollution and climate change) has prompted 
many commentators to speculate that there could be severe shortages of many essential 
resources on earth.  
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In summary, we would like to investigate whether there was any effect of relationships 
(social, organizational and professional relationships) on internationalization process of focal 
healthcare firm in Germany and how it expanded to establish a branch in the UAE. This 
investigation is described in this thesis and its outcome aims to clarify whether there exists 
any effect of social relationships on the process of internationalization. The thesis will look at 
the roles of the various organizational actors in the internationalization process. 

1.2 Research problem 

We would like to focus on the internationalization process and social relationships that 
influence the internationalization of the firm. These are important parts for the establishment 
and smooth running of a multinational company (MNC). After initial success, this particular 
center did not internationalize across many countries (as it was supposed to), so in this thesis 
we will try to investigate what were the barriers that the prospective multinational corporation 
faced during and after its first internationalization process. Moreover, some interesting aspects 
that would be tackled are why did a German company choose the Emirates as its next target of 
expansion?  What were the reasons to create a base in the Emirates after ten years of business 
in Germany? Were there any events going on behind the scenes that could inform the answer 
to these questions? Was it the context of social relationships that affected the 
internationalization of the firm?  

1.3 Research question 

Research question 

"Do social relationships influence company internationalization? And if so, how?”  
 

- Keywords:  Internationalization, inter-organizational relationships, MNC, social 
networks,  international entrepreneurship  

 
1.4 Objective and purpose 

The aim of this thesis is to describe the way that a local company in Germany went through 
internationalization to become a successful multinational company. Moreover, we would like 
to find out if there were any social factors that influenced the company and why it chose to 
open its subsidiary in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which is far from Germany. During 
this report, we will analyze the operation and internationalization of E-G Fertility Center by 
applying a body of theoretical knowledge relating to the internationalization process. We will 
look at the entrepreneurial and social activities and also their respective influences on 
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business relationships. We will also explore how these dimensions affected learning and 
commitment. 

1.5 Definitions 

The terms infertility, sub-infertility, conception, gynecology and embryology are used 
throughout this research. The definitions of these terms are as follows: 
 
Infertility: “The persistent inability to conceive a child.” (Dictionary.com, 2010) 

Sub-fertility: “the condition of being less than normally fertile though still capable of 
effecting fertilization.” (Dictionary.com, 2010) 

Conception: “Fertilization, being pregnant.” (Dictionary.com, 2010) 

Gynecology: “a branch of medicine that deals with the diseases and routine physical care of 
the reproductive system of women.” (Dictionary.com, 2010) 

Embryology: “The branch of biology that deals with the formation, early growth, and 
development of living organisms.” (Dictionary.com, 2010) 

Anesthesia: ”General or local insensibility, as to pain and other sensation, induced by certain 
interventions or drugs to permit the performance of surgery or other painful procedures.” 
(Dictionary.com, 2010) 

1.6 Target group 

This research provide knowledge and information to entrepreneurs, business owners, 
managers, general readers and academics, who would like to investigate how social 
relationships affect internationalization Furthermore, this research provides the description 
and characteristics of the decisions regarding social relationships, commitment and 
opportunity during the internationalization process, industrial network theory and the strategic 
entrepreneurial activities.   The research will be conducted on companies in the health care 
region and the result of this research can be beneficial to other private medical centers and 
other general hospitals to see as an example in operating their internal and external structures 
in the future. 
 
1.7 Limitations 
 
In this thesis we mainly focus on entrepreneurial social activities and their relationship to the 
internationalization of the firm. We would like to highlight the major limitations as part of 
four aspects. The first aspect concerns the companies that we were dealing with. They did not 
give us their full consent to use all their available data, for example data available in 
secondary resources like their private emails. If we did insist on using secondary data from 
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their private emails, we would not have been allowed access to the primary data.  This is in 
order to maintain medical confidentiality. In our case, primary data was more beneficial than 
secondary data. Even so, the companies required from us documented proof and ID cards to 
show that we were students in a foreign university in order to allow us gain access to strictly 
anonymised and confidential primary data. We, in turn, respected their rules and regulations 
and agreed to their terms and conditions. The second difficulty we faced was the relatively 
short period of time allowed to us for conducting this thesis project in order to answer the 
research question..The third aspect was concerning the inconvenience of gathering primary 
data. It took time to get replies to our emails as this depended on the available time of the 
company officers concerned. The fourth aspect was that some business information could not 
be disclosed by the company, for example financial data; therefore we had to formulate a 
research question that did not require deep analysis of areas related to any concealed data. 
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In the literature review section, we used relevant theories that comply with the aim of our 
thesis. Moreover, we used concepts from our literature review section to be able to formulate 
our conceptual framework in the next section. In theoretical terms, social relationships, 
internationalization processes and entrepreneurial activities are the subject matters.  

 
2. Literature review 
 
 
2.1 Relationships 
 
A relationship is an alliance between two or more people. Its time frame may range from short 
term to long term. The association may be based on connections, likes, dislikes continuous 
business interactions, or some other type of social commitment. In other words it is based on 
the concept of linking or connecting individuals into pairs, who are further related directly and 
indirectly to other people. Linnskog (2007) mentions that  relationships can take social, 
professional and business dimensions. A successful relationship starts to develop when both 
parties interact and begin to trust each other. Trust can grow as the actors take on certain 
arrangements and go the extra mile in favor of their counterparts as they get closer in 
interaction. Usually people promise and try to convince each other by talking. Unfortunately, 
this is not enough to create trust, as the most important thing is to keep to one’s word, which 
is to do what you promised or said. Once there is a strong precedence of sticking to the one’s 
words and matters going according to plan, the actors start developing trust between each 
other and hence their relationship further develops. 
 
2.1.1 Social dimension 
 

A relationship in a social dimension is defined by the interpersonal interactions that connect 
or link with a psycho-social framework of shared values, sentiments and possible friendship. 
Snehota (1990), cited in Linnskog (2007), mentioned that the concept of sociology within 
organizations is more complex and advanced than that of the firm in economics. Moreover, 
the organization is situated at the center of shared behavior and activity routines that are 
created by a group of individuals, taking no consideration whatsoever of the purpose of the 
collectivity. This resonates with Linnskog’s (2007, p137) statement “organization concept is 
primarily referable to a social order”. Moreover, Homans (1951) and Nadel (1957), as cited in 
Linnskog (2007), mention that actors or businessmen who interact with each other on an on-
going basis (rather than by chance) are more likely to develop relationships with each other. It 
is known that in these relationships, a social dimension is involved including that the parties 
share trust between each other. Another perspective taken by Dore (1983), Luhmann (1979), 
and Zucker (1986) (as cited in Ring & Van de Ven 1994) is that trust has been viewed in two 
different ways in the management and sociological literatures. One view is based on 
confidence in the predictions of one’s expectations. The second view is focused on the 
confidence in the other party’s goodwill.  
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How do social relationships emerge? Scott (1991, p23), as cited in Linnskog (2007, p286), 
states that human activities bring people into interaction with one another; interaction is the 
basis or the ground on which ‘sentiments’ develop or arise among people. The emotions and 
the trust make up the connection, and it also mirrors the behavior of people involved in the 
interaction with each other. In addition, Nadel (1957) cited in Linnskog (2007, p286) states 
that “social relationships are revealed in mutual ways of acting as individuals towards one 
another, especially when one party demonstrates some consistency.” Otherwise, without these 
aspects, the interventions would be single or individual acts which are not sufficient enough 
or suitable enough to define a relationship. 

Linnskog (2007) mentions that social relationships are built when the actors become 
acquainted, or develop agreements, thereby establishing common values and norms so as to 
become mutually bound together. The key point here is that when human beings get into 
interactions with one another, out of second nature, they develop social relations that can 
interconnect into their respective social networks. Linnskog (2007) states that as the parties 
begin to adapt to each other, trust emerges. Ford et al (1986), as cited in Linnskog (2007, p61) 
refer to this as “the mirror of trust” 

It is known that social relationship is a sensitive element especially when doing business 
between two companies. It takes time and engagement to build a social relationship between 
people in life; and at the same time it is very easy to break one. Relationships develop over 
time as a result of continuous interaction. In addition, it is the trust between the parties that 
takes time to build. The higher the level of trust between the two parties, the more likely that 
the relationship will survive after going through difficulties or tension. Moreover Linnskog 
(2007) states that trust is a fragile substance. Hence, any involvement of cheating or acting in 
an opportunistic way may swiftly destroy a large amount of accumulated trust. It is also 
important not to forget another important aspect when a relationship enters a dormant phase. 
It might take much more effort to revive such a relationship than to start a new one. (ibid) 

2.1.2 Business dimension 

Linnskog (2007) mentions that it is enough for a business relationship to start developing 
even if based on a situation where the two parties have only superficial knowledge about each 
other. When either one (or the other) brings up a provisional business idea in which there 
appears to be some potential mutual benefit, an exchange between the two actors develops. 

 Business relationships are more likely to undergo fatal damage if there is an abuse of trust. 
Moreover, this could be referred to the down side of a relationship.Unfortunately; sometimes 
business men fool their own partners in business deals. It could also be referred to as fraud. 
This might have a negative impact on the current relationship or destroy it. Moreover, the let 
down firm might find tremendous difficulty in building another new relationship with another 
firm due to the awful experience that it had.  
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Granovetter (1985) cited in (Ring & Van de Ven 1994) describes three such occasions: “i) the 
more complete the trust, the greater the potential opportunity for, and gain from, malfeasance 
(such as embezzlement); ii) fraud, such as kickbacks and bid rigging, is most efficiently 
pursued by teams with high internal trust (“honor among thieves”) ; and iii) conflicts among 
parties to a business transactions can escalate into conditions of combatants” (Ring & Van de 
Ven 1994, p110-111).  

Dore (1983), Luhmann (1979), and Zucker (1986) (as cited in Ring & Van de Ven 1994) state 
that there exits also a risk-based view of trust in business relationships. Here the parties go 
through a variety of formal contractual agreements as an insurance against the uncertainty or 
unawareness of natural or moral hazards. These contracts could be guarantees, obligations, 
undertakings, insurance contracts, or part of complying with the law. From a critical point of 
view, one can argue that these formal contracts involve current costs on top of possible future 
transactional costs. These costs can be minimized if the parties already have built trust 
between them. Friedman (1991) (as cited in Ring & Van de Ven 1994) states that greater 
reliance on trust and the good intentions of the other party lowers transaction costs and 
increases managerial flexibility since the parties will have less need for legal input to handle 
uncertainty and risk of one or other party taking advantage.  

Before conducting a business relationship, some obstacles need to be removed or minimized 
such as uncertainty and risk. One solution could be, “as the two parties start to exchange 
information, knowledge goes up and uncertainty goes down” (Linnskog 2007, p154). As one 
party starts to interact with the other party, each side tries to seek information and knowledge 
about the other party in order to reduce their uncertainty and fear. Consequently, as the 
interest grows from both sides in doing business together, intensified interaction occurs. This 
interaction may also include discussion or plans regarding an exchange for future goods and 
services. The parties may go on learning or understanding each other’s needs, abilities and 
limitations. At this point, the parties revise their relationship in the light of the progress, and if 
advantages are clear, then further relationship development occurs. When the parties mutually 
adapt to each other’s special needs, and especially when they also agree to mutually invest in 
each other, finally, trust emerges as a result of a brief period of both sides honoring 
commitments. This is shown in the diagram below: 

Figure 1  

 

Interest  Commitment  Adaptation    Trust   

 

 

Figure 1: Interest - Commitment – Adaptation- Trust 
 

(Source: Linnskog 2007, p155) 

Promise to do something 
special  

Fulfillment of 
commitment 

Mutuality demonstrated  Expectation about needs 
and abilities   
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2.1.3: Professional Dimension  

Ring & Van de Ven (1994) mention the degree to which the parties can rely on interpersonal 
trust as a substitute to traditional conflict resolution. It should be noted that role relationships 
and inter-personal relationships are not similar. “Organizations can be like oceans, and in 
dealing with uncertainties brought upon by their roles, prudence may require that the parties 
employ ‘life jackets’ recognized by their organizations (e.g. formalized contracts, exogenous 
safeguards) in lieu of exclusive reliance on trust” (Ring and Van de Ven 1994, p96). Although 
inter-organizational relationships (IOR) change over time, each role relationship is combined 
with increasing personal relationships as the cooperative IOR expands over time. In addition, 
from a professional view, it is known that formal contracts cannot be substituted by informal 
psychological contracts. Reliance only on trust between the parties is not used in professional 
business practice, as unfortunately this may increase future problems and insecurity between 
the parties. “If personal relationships do not supplement formal role relationships over time, 
then the likelihood increases that conflicts will escalate between the role specialists of the 
organizational agents” (Ring & Van de Ven 1994, p109). This point emphasizes how an 
imbalance between the formal and informal processes will likely result in the failure of a 
cooperative IOR. 

2.2 The fundamental stages of cooperative IORs  

Cooperative IORs are socially embedded mechanisms for combined action, which are 
continually shaped and restructured by the actions and the interpretations of the parties 
involved. Moreover Galaskiewicz and Shatin (1981) (as cited in Ring & Van de Ven 1994) 
state that cooperative IORs between those who have had pre-existing economic relationships 
or social ties tend to expand more swiftly than those between parties who do not know each 
other from before. In the model (see Figure 2 below), the development and evolution of a 
cooperative IOR is viewed as a monotonous sequence of negotiation, commitment, and 
execution, each of which is evaluated in terms of efficiency and equity. 

In the negotiations stage, the parties establish joint (not individual) anticipations about their 
motivations, future investments, and the risks of doing business together. This stage revolves 
around formal bargaining processes and the autonomous behavior of the parties as they select, 
approach, or avoid potential partners, and as they argue over the terms and conditions of any 
potential relationship. It is a mixture of formal bargaining procedures and psycho-social 
processes of rationalization and enactment. Other authors for example like Ford (1997) call 
this stage the Pre-Relationship Stage or the early stage, where the buyer evaluates the supplier 
without any commitment to the supplier at this stage. The evaluation is based on three factors: 
experience, uncertainty and distance. The buyer and seller have a limited view and experience 
of each other. Hence they will have a restricted view of what the other party wants of them 
and they are also not sure of what they want to gain from the relationship. Experience 
provides the benchmark by which the performance and ability of the new supplier will be 
judged. Uncertainty will be focused on things like cost and relative advantages of dealing with 
new suppliers. The distance between buyer and supplier can be further considered under 
several categories, namely, the social distance, cultural distance, technological distance, time 
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distance, and geographical distance. There is usually some perceived difficulty in reducing the 
distance between the parties at this early stage in their dealings.  

In the commitment stage, Commons (1950) (as cited in Ring & Van de Ven 1994) states that 
the parties agree on their roles. This happens when the parties reach a concurrence on the 
obligations and rules for their future relationship. Ford (1997) calls this the development 
stage. It is where the building of experience and the increase in commitment helps lower the 
associated uncertainty and distance. Meanwhile the uncertainties which existed for both 
parties in the relationship will also have been reduced by adaptations needed to meet the 
desires of the other side. Distance is reduced by the social exchange which takes place 
between the companies. It is at this point that the structure of the relationship becomes 
defined. It is either codified in a formal relational contract or crystallized in a “psychological” 
contract between the parties. The ultimate decision to collaborate is based on a balance 
between business risks and the willingness of the parties to rely on trust. Many commitments 
are informally agreed with a simple ‘handshake’. However, formulating a formal legal 
agreement is essential to avoid disputes arising out of mistakes or misunderstandings or 
misrepresentations.  

In the execution stage, “the commitments and rules of actions are carried into effect; the 
parties give orders to their subordinates” (Ring & Van de Ven 1994, p98). To start with, 
enactment of formally agreed roles by each of the parties reduces the uncertainty about their 
behavior towards each other as they execute commitments. It also enhances the interactions 
among the parties and makes them more predictable. As time passes, the series of roles and 
interactions makes the parties become more accustomed to each other on the personal level. It 
is here that the importance of inter-personal relationships increases as opposed to inter-role 
relationships. Ford (1997) refers to this stage as the long term stage, which is distinguished by 
the parties’ mutual importance to each other. It is reached after a period of continuous large 
scale business activities between the two parties. The considerable experience of two 
companies in dealing with each other allows the building of standard operating procedures, 
trust and norms of conduct. Uncertainty in the process of dealing with the other party is 
reduced to a minimum. Furthermore, at this stage, distance between the parties is also 
minimized. A contact pattern will have been developed between the parties. More enduring 
personal relationships will have been developed between individuals working in the two 
entities. “Both parties commitment to the relationship will have been demonstrated by the 
extensive formal and informal adaptations which have occurred” (Ford 1997, p49). 

Ring & Van de Ven (1994) state that with the passage of time, accumulated 
misunderstandings, conflicts and changing assumptions among the parties become 
increasingly unavoidable as an influence on the relationship. It is these factors that may cause 
the parties to rethink the terms of their relationship. Several possible outcomes can be derived 
from this situation. Either renegotiations lead to new, additional agreements that resolve the 
challenges (and all the other terms in the relational contract remain more or less the same), or 
the original agreement underpinning the relationship needs substantial alteration so that the 
continuation of the relationship becomes contingent on the parties agreeing to this.  
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In the assessment stage, Ring & Van de Ven (1994) mention that equity is an important 
criterion for assessing a cooperative IOR. They also refer to it as “fair dealing” (Ring & Van 
de Ven 1994, p93). In exchange theory, individuals search to balance their self interests with 
the need to conserve their social relationships. “In fair dealing, reciprocity is sufficient” (Ring 
& Van de Ven 1994, p94). Moreover Homans (1961), cited in Ring & Van de Ven (1994), 
mentions the importance of fair valuations for the exchange of costs and benefits. In other 
words, all parties receive benefits proportional to their investments. The article also describes 
that parties contributing to a cooperative IOR are pushed to seek both equity and efficiency 
outcomes due to their desire to maintain a reputation for fair dealing that will allow them to 
continue exchanging investments even under circumstances of higher uncertainty.    

In the final part of the process, the parties may announce that the relationship has come to an 
end and hence their business dealings will be terminated. Most of the time, this occurs when 
the parties have kept to their promises and the original deal has completed. In a minority of 
occasions, this happens as a consequence or failure of a condition in their agreement, or 
failure to bridge gaps that emerge in the course of time (as mentioned above). Some common 
examples for termination of cooperative IORs include exogenous reasons (e.g. a natural 
disaster like a fire, a tsunami or an earthquake; an adverse shift in the political and legal 
regime or framework; the sudden death or sickness of a party) as well as endogenous reasons 
(e.g. a shift in vital organizational commitments; a change in major structural arrangements; 
or a ‘falling out’ between the parties). 

Figure 2: 

 

Figure 2: Process Framework of the Development Cooperative IOR 

Source: Ring & Van de Ven (1994, p97) 
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2.3: Internationalization process of the firm 
 
2.3.1: The Uppsala model 
 
Johanson and Vahlne (1977) state two distinct ways in which a firm can internationalize. The 
most common type seen is a slow, incremental internationalization process also referred to as 
the Uppsala model (U-model). A practical example of the U-model is when a firm sells to the 
foreign country via an agent or a sales center then decides to open a subsidiary that could 
eventually reach the stage of production or manufacturing in the foreign country. The other 
type of internationalization is quick, full-scope internationalization of the firm. An example of 
the latter could be foreign direct investment (FDI).  
 

The reasons why most firms tend to choose the first option of internationalization is because 
they always face market knowledge barriers, psychological distance barriers and financial 
resource barriers. These barriers slow down the internationalization process to a certain extent 
whichever type of internationalization a company opts for. 

Internationalization processes are (most of the time) initiated from collective strategic 
decisions made from within a firm. Experiential knowledge is extremely important for 
decision makers to acquire prior to the internationalization process. Sometimes it can lead 
their paths in a completely different direction because experiential knowledge allows choice 
of the correct strategic decisions. Also, in some cases, it can save them from making costly 
mistakes during the internationalization process. 

One can also make a distinction between general knowledge and market specific knowledge. 
Market specific knowledge involves acquiring critical information regarding the 
characteristics of a specific national market.  For example, exporting is also a way of reducing 
costs whilst entering a foreign market. As a firm participates in exporting activities, it will be 
able to study and investigate how much potential demand there is in that market.  

Johanson and Vahlne (1977) state that the internationalization process of the firm (The 
Uppsala-Model) involves two aspects, namely the state aspect and the change aspect. The 
state aspect of internationalization includes market commitment and market knowledge. The 
change aspect includes current business activities and commitment decisions. Market 
knowledge and market commitment are said to influence the commitment decisions taken 
around resources focused on foreign markets and the current business activities that are taking 
place in those foreign markets. 
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Figure 3 

 

 

 

   

Figure 3: The Basic Mechanism of internationalization: State and Change aspects 

Source: Johanson and Vahlne (1977, p.26) 

 
 
2.3.2Industrial Networks 
 
Johanson and Vahlne (1990) discuss the internationalization process as it applies to the 
concept of industrial networks. Relationships develop through ongoing interaction in which 
the parties assemble mutual trust and knowledge. Moreover, Ford (1979), cited in Johanson 
and Vahlne (1990), states that interaction means robust commitment to the relationship. 
  
Networks allow connections between relationships to occur. This connectivity develops as a 
result of the interaction between firms. “The specific firm is engaged in a network of business 
relationships comprising a number of different firms — customers, customers' customers, 
competitors, supplementary suppliers, suppliers, distributors, agents and consultants as well as 
regulatory and other public agencies” (Johanson and Vahlne 1990, p18).   
 
Apparently, business relationships and consequently industrial networks are delicate 
phenomena, which cannot be observed easily by an outside observer or a potential entrant. 
The actors are connected to each other through a number of distinct bonds namely, technical, 
social, cognitive, administrative, legal, economic, etc. The outsider can only obtain a very 
superficial or limited comprehension of such a complicated and fluid network. The 
relationships and the networks can be comprehended through experience from interaction 
inside the network. “The network view implies that all actors in a network are more or less 
active, and that the establishment of new relationships and the development of old, is a result 
of interaction between active parties” (Johanson and Vahlne 1990, p19). 
 
Johanson and Mattsson (1988) cited in Johanson & Vahlne (1990) state that a firm’s 
internationalization can be understood through Network Theory as part of three stages, 
namely international extension, penetration, and integration. International extension focuses 
mainly on the relationships to enter new foreign markets. Penetration is when a firm tries to 



  

EFO705 Master Thesis 

The Effect(s) of Social Relationships on company internationalization (process)  

 

13 

 

expand its resources within its current markets or regions. International integration is when a 
firm tries to coordinate its international networks spread across many countries. 
 
In addition, it should be noted with interest that in the hi-technology industrial sector (an 
increasingly important part of the economy), personal relationships and networks are 
becoming more significant (Laage-Hellman 1989, cited in Johanson & Vahlne 1990). 
 
Figure 4 explains how the internationalization can be explained by the network model. It 
shows the multilateral aspects of the internationalization process. Figure 4 explains how 
commitment, knowledge, current business activities and decisions affect the process. The 
existing relationship between two firms can be used as a bridge to other networks. Moreover, 
such a relationship can help a firm to gain access to a network in a foreign country. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 
 

 

 

 

                          

Figure 4: Multilateral Aspect of the Internationalization Process 

Source: Johanson, J., and Vahlne, J.-E., 1990. (pp. 19) 

 
Network theory emphasizes that the initiation of internationalization relies on a combination 
of formal and informal network relationships between different parties. It is the result of 
interaction between discreet exchange relationships among market actors. Moreover, it 
explains how network relationships between foreign individuals and firms may come about. 
Through these networks, foreign market knowledge, information and cultural barriers flow to 
and from different firms. It enhances the possibility of a firm acquiring foreign market 
knowledge. Network Theory explains how the speed of the internationalization process can be 
increased. Shared business experiences can be easily transferred across the network. This also 
helps to build stronger relationships by allowing each party’s experience to be shared across 
the network. 
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2.3.3 Network relationship development in internationalization  

Johanson and Vahlne (2003) state that relationship development is an important factor for 
overcoming market barriers and enabling entry of a focal firm into a local market in a foreign 
country.  

There are several ways to get into a local foreign market. One way is where the focal firm 
may try to build up a relationship with a customer firm in the foreign country. This 
relationship is rarely the result of a unilateral action but more frequently usually a result of 
multilateral interactions. It may be time consuming and complex to strengthen or enforce such 
a relationship. The second way is where the foreign market penetration or entry is facilitated 
by a customer or supplier in the foreign market becoming interested in making a relationship 
with the focal firm. Hence the customer firm or supplier contacts the focal firm directly. This 
is more often the case with smaller firms, which are usually more inclined to be responsive to 
approaches like this. The third way is when a business owner is interested in expanding a 
business in a foreign market and a separate firm is otherwise interested in extending their 
relationship to comprise business in a foreign market. Most of the time this is the case when a 
firm enjoys close relationships with another firm that is already internationalizing (Johanson 
and Vahlne 2003, p97).  

The internationalization process of firms is now very fast, compared to decades ago, due to 
technological advancement and global competition, which are the factors that are driving 
firms to new markets. Johanson et al (2003) in their paper have outlined a business network 
model of internationalization deriving their findings from business network research. The 
Nordic Management of Clinical Trial AB (NMCT) is a good example for explaining the 
business network model of internationalization. NMCT was established in 1999 by Professor 
Lard Sjöström Chairman of the company “Professor at Sahlgrenska University Hospital and 
Göteborg University”(Johanson et al 2003,p85) along with some others, Marcus Kappa  is 
president of the company.  “NMCT performs large-scale clinical studies on drugs according 
to specifications agreed upon with the client” (Johanson et al 2003, p85). The growth and 
international expansion of the company was rapid without depending on external capital. This 
was possible only because of the strong relationship with customers, individuals and other 
organization. The company received its first project from the Swedish government to perform 
research on intentional weight loss and the risk associated with it. This was possible due to the 
connections of the professor. A second project was received from a Swiss pharmaceutical 
company to conduct a large clinical trial called the “Xenical in the Prevention of Diabetes in 
Obese Subjects (XERNDOS)” study (Johanson & Vahlne 2003, p85). Professor Lars 
Sjöström was serving as Visiting Professor to Pennington Biomedical Research center 
(PBRC) at Louisiana State University in the USA. He used to spend three months every year 
in the USA. Therefore the Professor had a good relationship with the PBRC executive 
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director. While he was working there, they both published various papers on obesity and 
participated in a number of academic projects. 

The relationship that the professor had with the PBRC executive director had an effect on 
NMCT opening a subsidiary in the USA. The entry into the Polish market was due to a 
relationship they had with previous clients who wanted them to perform a clinical study in 
Eastern Europe. The president had a Swedish friend, Aleksander Ratz, who was working in 
Poland for several years and had gained knowledge and experience in the Polish market. They 
hired him and put him in charge of the subsidiary in Poland. In this way they nullified the 
disadvantage of being new to market. The complication of strange business environments and 
psychic distance (the difference in norms, values, knowledge and culture between two distant 
locations) was managed through a network of relationships. In the case of Poland, Aleksander 
Ratz’s experience of the Polish market had been useful for expanding into it. When it came to 
the USA, the professor was already spending three months every year there, and had close 
relations with the Directors of PBRC. These experiences and relations had simplified the 
problems arising from the effects of psychic distance and strange business environments. “It 
seems as if the concept of psychic distance needs to be reviewed and perhaps include trust in a 
revised model of internationalization” (Johanson et al 2003, p89). 

 
2.3.4: Commitment and opportunity in the internationalization process  
 
Johanson and Vahlne (2006) mention that resources available to organizations are becoming 
more heterogeneous, so that more opportunities will appear for institutional partners to benefit 
from each other. As a result, they will also start to relate to each other more. This can make 
them become more interdependent. Blankenburg et al (1999), cited in Johanson and Vahlne 
(2006), state that the mutual dependence between firms has a positive impact on value 
creation. Relationships can start as a result of planned or even random events. Business 
relationships continue and get more intense as long as both partners benefit from it and value 
is created. Trust, knowledge and mutual interdependence are the vital elements of a business 
relationship that prospers. This is important because these elements are the same ones that 
help develop the buyer-seller relationship process.  
  
Johanson and Vahlne (2006) state that during internationalization, experience is the main 
guiding knowledge base. Some studies have suggested that experiential knowledge is the 
independent variable and commitment is the dependent variable. The forms of experiential 
knowledge could come from "foreign experience", "international operations experience", 
"international experience", "entry experience”, and “decision-specific experience" (Johanson 
and Vahlne 2006, p167). Experiential learning is a crucial aspect required for all 
internationalization procedures of a firm. It is related to the firm's performance and survival. 
The feeling of uncertainty and business awkwardness is minimized by experiential 
knowledge. Moreover, it is stressed in the paper that experiential knowledge leads the way to 
opportunity and discovery. Moreover experiential knowledge is the subjective knowledge that 



  

EFO705 Master Thesis 

The Effect(s) of Social Relationships on company internationalization (process)  

 

16 

 

someone gets from experience while objective knowledge is the factual type of knowledge 
that someone gets from the textbook. 
  
When two firms are mutually committed to future business with each other, each of the firms 
has an opportunity to learn from each other. New knowledge is created through interaction 
with each other. As a consequence, new opportunities for doing business are created. Some 
knowledge is easy to obtain, for example the factual or objective knowledge that you can 
acquire from textbooks. Other types of knowledge can be gained from experience 
(experiential knowledge). The latter is usually harder to obtain than the former, and is 
therefore more valuable. 
  
When a firm X does business with another partner firm Y, the firm X becomes indirectly 
linked to a wider network of firms that were previously doing business with the partner firm 
Y. In that way, the relationship between firm X and firm Y might turn into a bridge to a 
new world of knowledge and opportunities. Simultaneously, a relationship extends to more 
than just business with the partner firm Y, as it brings within its net the possibility of other 
partner firms connected to Y, depending on the nature of the business. There are some 
negative aspects to business relationships, for example creating new business relationships 
can be costly, uncertain and time-consuming. Moreover, becoming a partner, and hence 
becoming dependent, will require switching costs when the relationship ends. "A focal 
relationship is only one of many of a network of relationships, and implies that there are rings 
on the water from relationship change" (Johanson and Vahlne, 2006, p169). 
  
Relationships can take many dimensions, namely, technical, legal, economic, and most 
importantly, human. The reason that any relationship develops depends on the people 
involved in the relationship itself. Furthermore, networking is seen as a social capital that 
provides the basic platform for trust, cooperation and coordination. Networking in business 
environments is crucial because it is through the networks that new knowledge and new 
opportunities are created. In addition, it is the previous experiential knowledge that has the 
major influence on the networking process since it can reduce uncertainty and ambiguity.  
  
In conclusion, we would like to emphasize the direct relationship between opportunity 
development in a market, and the mutual relationship commitment between firms in the same 
market. Moreover, there exists a direct relationship between opportunity development in a 
market and the extent of the partner firms’ networks in the same market. We can say, 
therefore, that when commitment and trust are present simultaneously between firms in the 
same market, this promotes an outcome which facilitates the creation of productivity and 
efficiency between them. This can set up prosperous and valuable new markets for both of 
them.  
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2.4: International entrepreneurship 
 
2.4.1 The social system 
  
Sarason et al (2006) mention that a structuration view predicts that entrepreneurs and social 
systems co-evolve. “Structuration theory specifies a reciprocal relationship between agency 
and structure, and as such offers a perspective that specifically articulates the relationship 
between agent (entrepreneur) and structure (opportunity) as a duality” (Sarason et al 2006, 
p289). Furthermore, the domain of entrepreneurship has been said to include "the study of 
sources of opportunities, the processes of discovery, the evaluation and exploitation of 
opportunities, and the set of individuals who discover, evaluate and exploit them" (Sarason et 
al 2006, p287). The entrepreneur is seen as a reflexive agent getting involved in purposeful 
actions that lead to a certain goal. It is the sources of opportunities that are the fixed features 
providing the context for initiating entrepreneurial ventures. At the same time, 
entrepreneurship is a social undertaking. The entrepreneur and the opportunity are viewed as a 
duality. They cannot be separated from each other. Furthermore, structuration theory states 
that opportunities do not wait to be discovered, on the contrary, they are developed by the 
entrepreneur as part of the venturing process. It is also stressed that each entrepreneur goes 
through an idiosyncratic path in new venture creation. 
  
Entrepreneurship is viewed as a recursive process between the entrepreneur and the social 
system. Entrepreneurs focus more time on creating opportunities than discovering them. 
Structuration theory suggests that for an actor to be viewed as a true entrepreneur, they must 
be seen to be purposeful, knowledgeable, reflexive and pro-active. It is the concept of 
"reflexive monitoring" (Sarason et al 2006, p291) that dramatically distinguishes structuration 
theory from the other theories available. 
 
2.4.2 Opportunities and barriers to entrepreneurship  
 
Sarasvathy (2004) identified the barriers to becoming an entrepreneur and divided individuals 
into entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs.  The first barrier is related to property rights and the 
titling of untitled assets, which to become part of entrepreneurship, requires financial 
resources and legal input. Hernado De Soto (2000) cited in Sarasvathy (2004) states the fact 
that, interestingly, in some developing countries, untitled assets can be used as capital and 
result in capital accumulation and economic prosperity. However, the lack of a full legal 
system can also stop untitled assets taking a role in creative beneficial use. Another barrier is 
related to governments which are not market-augmenting. Some governments do not enforce 
contracts and therefore do not protect property rights, whilst others have too much regulation 
and protection; both extremes can overwhelm entrepreneurs and create insurmountable 
barriers to entrepreneurship.  
  
Sarasvathy (2004) states that a low level of unemployment is yet another barrier. Some 
would-be entrepreneurs are people who do not want to take the risk of starting up their own 
business, and instead they seek employment in the labor market, which, if full of opportunity, 
becomes a barrier to entrepreneurship; on the other hand, the lack of a job is also the catalyst 
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to start a new venture. The lack of variety in the types of risk capital available is another 
hindrance to entrepreneurship. 
  
An important factor in becoming an entrepreneur is attitude towards money and profit. Before 
the 18th century, merchants and entrepreneurs were looked upon as inferiors in social status. 
There were great differences in beliefs and views around capitalism, and there still are today 
(Sarasvathy, 2004). 
  
Yet another barrier could be the decision-making process within large bureaucratic 
corporations. With respect to entrepreneurship, if all decisions can only be taken by senior 
people within the corporation, this becomes a barrier.  
 
Besides the barriers, there are also opportunities to entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship can be 
viewed as “the science of the artificial” Sarasvathy (2004, p.714). This is based on the fact 
that goals and objectives are pre-designed and must engage with the inner and outer 
environments in useful ways. It also indicates that this artificial world is located precisely 
between the interface of the inner and outer environments. The inner environment could 
include the traits and the personality characteristics of the individual, or the resource base of 
the firm. These are all elements in a known and, somewhat, controlled universe, under the 
same rules. By contrast, the outer environment includes the life-cycle of the industry, or the 
opportunities created by the paths of recent technologies. So, these are all the elements and 
rules that are not controlled by the company. It is the real universe that is changing outside the 
"known" company universe. These ideas are further extended by Johanson and Vahlne 
(2006), where they mention that resources available to organizations are becoming more 
heterogeneous, so that more opportunities are likely to appear for institutional partners to 
benefit from each other. Blankenburg et al (1999), cited in Johanson and Vahlne (2006), state 
that the mutual dependence between firms has a positive impact on value creation and 
opportunity discovery.    
 
“Similarly, entrepreneurs not only design firms as instruments that adapt to their 
environments—and help exploit profit opportunities within those environments; but they also 
shape parts of their environments to more closely resemble both their personal aspirations and 
their firms’ resource endowments—so they can create new opportunities for wealth for 
themselves as well as values for their stakeholders” Sarasvathy (2004, p.714). This shows that 
the most important aspect is the various ways of opportunity creation.  In addition, this also 
indicates that the perfect fit between the outer environment and the mission of the 
entrepreneur is crucial for profit maximization, economic performance, and possibly further 
opportunity discoveries. 
 
The ability to conduct research on a topic is important, and can certainly explain how some 
people become an entrepreneur more easily. If people have certain personalities or traits, such 
as a talent for researching and coming up or generating ideas, a balanced attitude towards risk 
taking, as well as pro-activeness and innovativeness, then they are more likely to be able to 
create  and discover opportunities more easily. 
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In this section, we present our conceptual framework. It is developed based on some 
important theories discussed in our literature review. We aim to formulate our empirical 
questions based on the conceptual framework.  This will help us in our analysis.  

 
3. Conceptual framework 
 
This conceptual framework tries to convey clearly the evolution of internationalization of an 
MNC as part of this thesis. There are three core processes that are important for understanding 
this internationalization process, namely, the relative roles of industrial networks, social 
relationships and entrepreneurial activities.  
 
Figure 5: 
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Figure 6: Conceptual Framework  

Figure 5 is a modified version of a model proposed by Johanson and Vahlne (1990) and helps 
to explain how commitment and knowledge affect a core process (business activities), which 
can also be viewed as inter-organizational. In our case, the focal organizational actor tries to 
build up a relationship with other organizational actors in the foreign country. The social 
bridge allows connections between relationships to occur. This connectivity develops as a 
result of the interaction between firms and their representatives. Across the social bridge, 
foreign market knowledge, and information about cultural barriers can flow to and from 
different firms. It enhances the possibility of a firm acquiring foreign market knowledge. The 
social bridge explains how the speed of the internationalization process can be increased. 
Shared business knowledge can be easily transferred across the social bridge. This also helps 
to build stronger relationships by allowing each party’s knowledge and commitment to be 
shared across the bridge and beyond. 

The second model (Figure 6) is synthesised from a variety of models and thoughts discussed 
in our literature review, and expands on the elements affecting the social bridge. As can be 
seen in Figure 6, in our case, the building of relationships is predominantly based on 
interactions between individuals (human beings), and not just interactions at the level of 
organizations or firms. The social bridge shown in the model actually refers to the building of 
social relationships as well as the development of opportunities. Figure 6 allows consideration 
of social relationships in a wider perspective as human beings operate on both personal 
agendas as well as organizational agendas (as representatives for their organizations/firms).  
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In addition, it should be noted that role relationships and inter-personal relationships are not 
similar. All relationships change over time, and Figure 6 tries to show that each role 
relationship is combined with increasing personal relationships as the Co-operative Inter-
organizational Relationship also expands over time.  In addition, from a professional view, it 
is known that formal contracts cannot be substituted by informal psychological contracts. 
Reliance only on trust between the parties is not used in professional business practice, as 
unfortunately this may increase future problems and insecurity between the parties. “If 
personal relationships do not supplement formal role relationships over time, then the 
likelihood increases that conflicts will escalate between the role specialists of the 
organizational agents” (Ring & Van de Ven 1994, p109). This statement shows the ultimate 
relevance of Figure 6 when business relationships take place. 
 
The first element of building a social bridge is when two partners have only very limited 
information about each other. This limited information is sufficient for both parties to sense 
some potential mutual benefit. This leads to a sort of attraction between the partners which 
lead them into the next element, which is interaction. It is at this stage that knowledge about 
each other increases and uncertainty usually decreases. As a consequence, the two partners 
can consider the possibility of creating extended commitments (Investments). They can also 
consider creating opportunities in the market in other ways. Either of these developments can 
also be viewed in the relationship-specific context. The investment should involve some 
benefit to the other party and be in the capability of the initiating party. Once the partners 
agree on the terms and conditions of the investment, they can begin to realize the advantages 
of the opportunity. The social bridge enters the third element which is achievement of the 
commitment. When the partners mutually adapt to each other’s special needs and they also 
agree to mutually invest in each other, finally, trust emerges as a result of fulfillment of the 
commitments.  
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In this section, a research methodology is presented to describe the methodological 
approaches that we implemented in our thesis. This section is divided into four parts, namely 
research approach, research design, data collection and the choice of study objects. These 
methodological approaches are used to help us answer the research question in relation to 
our chosen theoretical models. 

 
4. Research methodology  
 
4.1 Research approaches  
 
We are going to use qualitative research approach for our thesis. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) 
state that the history of qualitative research in education in the United States is rooted in early 
American sociology and anthropology. Moreover, the qualitative research has connections to 
English and French intellectual traditions. Qualitative research has also been influenced by 
larger social changes and major global developments such as colonialism. 
 
Moreover Bogdan and Biklen (2007) map five features of qualitative research namely, that it 
is naturalistic, it involves descriptive data, it is concerned with process, the process of 
synthesis is inductive, and it should have meaning. By naturalistic, the idea is that the actual 
settings are the direct source of data and the researcher is the key element. Hence the 
researcher’s insight is the key instrument for analysis. Moreover qualititative researchers 
actually travel to the particular setting under study due to their concern with context. They 
stress that activity is best understood when it is observed in the setting in which it occurs. The 
second feature of qualitative research is that it is descriptive and hence the data is gathered in 
the form of words or pictures rather than numbers. The data may include interview transcripts, 
field notes, photographs, videotapes, personal documents, memos and other official records. 
Nothing is taken for granted. Description helps since every detail is considered important in 
data collection and further interpretations. The third feature is that qualitative research is more 
concerned with the process than with outcomes or results. The fourth feature is that 
qualitative research is inductive. ”Qualitative researchers tend to analyze their data 
inductively. They do not search out data or evidence to proof or disprove a hypothesis that 
they held before entering the study; rather, the abstractions are built as the particulars that 
have been gathered are grouped together” Bogdan and Bilden (2007, p.6). This indicates that 
theory created this way emerges from the bottom up instead of the top down, from many 
different pieces of gathered evidence that are then interconnected by the researchers. In other 
words, the process of data analysis is like a tapered funnel: things get more directed or 
specific at the end. The fifth feature is that qualitative research has meaning. By”meaning” 
the researchers are interested in how different people make sense of their lives. Qualitative 
researchers are concerned with capturing perspectives accurately.    
By contrast, a quantitative research method is more of a precise scientific approach that 
stresses the gathering and analyzing of numerical and statistical data. As there are two ways 
of conducting a research project, the choice is up to the researchers, and depends on the field 
of their research. Where both approaches are required, it is possible to have a mixed methods 
approach. 
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We have decided to use a qualitative research tool for our thesis. It is the correct choice 
since it offers us flexibility and allows us to engage more in the meaning of the data and how 
different people view things in different perspectives. We are also more concerned with the 
process, especially when it comes to investigating social relationships, than with the outcomes 
or results. Moreover when we use a narrative approach, it is more likely that we will 
encounter descriptive data that requires qualitative handling. Moreover, it is extremely 
unlikely that any meaningful numerical data will be gathered for our research study. The 
qualitative research approach allows us to focus on observation; meanwhile we will be able to 
explain habits and appearances based on our interpretations. Furthermore, since we will be 
focusing on social factors and entrepreneurial activities that affect the internationalization of 
an MNC, it is likely that we will come across many factors and variables that might be 
impossible to process through a quantitative statistical model. The quantitative methods 
utilize exact measurements and the use of statistical models as the main tools to be able to 
resolve the research problem. This type of approach is far from what we will be focusing on. 

Table 1: 

 Quantitative Research Qualitative Research 
Research Paradigm Postpositivist Constructivist,critical theory 

Strategy/tradition/genre 
of enquiry 

Descriptive, correlational, casual 
/ comparative and experimental 
research  

 

Case study, grounded theory, ethnography, 

Hermeneutics, Narrative  

Research Purpose Seek consensus  

Examine topic in order to 
quantify results 

Seek variation in findings 

Delves into the essence of the topic 

Researcher role Seeks to test or verify theory 

Identifies variables, makes 
predictions, and seeks specific 
evidence that will support or 
refute hypothesis 

Adopts a flexible stance and is open to change  

Reflexive about own voice and perspective. 

Research design Design is determined up front 
and follows systematic 
procedures  

Study is conducted under 
controlled conditions 

Design is proposed up front, but is open and 
emergent, rather than rigid and fixed to permit 
exploration 

Small samples are selected purposefully. 

Methods of data 
collection 

Survey includes closed–ended 
questions, scales, rankings, & 
other check lists. 

Experimentation follows rigid 
guidelines  

Questions are generally open ended. 

Methods are emergent and flexible. 
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Methods of data 
analysis 

Statistical analysis occurs after 
all data have been collected. 
Deductive design reduces data to 
precise numerical indices 

Inductive design leads to holistic, richly 
descriptive findings. Analysis is based on 
identifying themes and patterns. 

Issue of 
truthworthiness 

Seeks to uphold scientific 
standards of validity and 
reliability 

Seeks to explain transferability of findings to other 
similar contexts 

Presentation of 
findings 

Charts, graphs and diagrams are 
used to display results 

Visual displays are use to augment the narrative 
discussion 

Table: 1 Choosing a Qualitative Research Approach 

Source: Bloomberg & Volpe (2008) p.13-15 

4.2 Research Design 

Yin (1989) states that the research design is viewed as the nexus between the obtained data, 
the research question, and the conclusion. 

Saunders et al (2009) mention that interpretivitism is similar to social constructivitism. We 
have chosen this approach because the business takes place in a complex environment that is 
difficult to generalize. Why did the company internationalize from Germany to the Emirates? 
Taking into consideration the big psychic distance (the difference in norms, values and 
knowledge) and and cultural blocks involved, it is a bold step. Furthermore, a subjective 
reality exists where it is necessary to comprehend actors’ motives, action and intentions in 
retrospect. Remenyi at al (1998) state that social constructivitism follows from the 
interpretivitist philosophy that it is mandatory to explore the subjective meanings that 
motivate the actions of social actors in order for the researcher to be able to comprehend these 
actions.  Fisher (2007) states that the interpretative approach is based on looking at the links 
between understanding and action that is mediated through people’s thinking, values and 
relationships with each other. Moreover the links between the interpretations are dialogic. 
Interpretitive researchers enquire about people’s accounts of how they make sense of the 
world and the structures and processes within their model. Furthermore “interpretive 
researchers often take a processual perspective” Fisher (2007, p49).  
 
In the power point presentation Shope and Creswell (2004) show that in a narrative approach, 
the researchers explain the lives of individuals, collect and tell stories about people’s lives, 
and write stories of individual experiences. A narrative approach particularly focuses on 
studying a single person, collecting data through multiple stories, but presenting individual 
experiences, and discussing these experiences. The processes that we would utilize in a 
narrative approach are transcription. Here we conduct the interview and transcribe the 
conversation from an audiotape, and after, we will retranscribe, at which point we will 
identify the key elements of the story. Coding is a tool that we will use to identify the setting, 
characters’ actions, problems and resolutions, all embedded in the transcript. Finally we will 
be organizing the key codes into a sequence.  
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We chose to use an interpretive research design because the key persons in the company 
under study were willing to tell their stories. Moreover, we wanted to process their stories as a 
chronology of events, simultaneously reflecting and making links with a relevant theoretical 
background. We shall analyze the individuals’ stories using a time sequence and chronology 
of events. Hence, it is about telling a story that allows us to bring meaning to it. We 
prioritized the good aspects of the story and our findings are presented in a chronological 
order. Therefore the referencing in the findings is done to several respondents and it is hard to 
tell who said what since the empirical events are all interlinked and follow each other in 
chronological order. 
 
4.3 Data Collection 
 
There exist two main methods of collecting data in order to conduct the research. Our 
research involves only primary data. Secondary data is available in the form the company’s 
website. We are unfortunately not allowed to use the data from their website due to the 
company’s request. This is also in order for them to freely give us primary data and at the 
same time they still remain anonymous. Moreover, we refer to the respondents’ names with 
their initials in order for them to remain anonymous. This was a disadvantage and advantage 
for us at the same time. The advantage was that we could get very high quality primary data. 
The disadvantage was the time and money spent over the telephones conducting the 
interview. As none, of the staff members in the E-G fertility center used instant messengers 
over the internet. 
 
4.3.1 Primary Data 
 
Fisher (2007) mentions the ways in which primary data can be gathered, namely, open and  
In-depth interviews.  
 
Open interviews are more or less straightforward. It is more based on the interviewer 
engaging in an informal dialogue with the respondent about a certain area of interest. In this 
situation, the interviewer has less control over the interview as the respondent usually raises 
the themes and leads the direction of the interview. Fisher (2007) 
Pre coded interviews, by comparison are controlled more by the interviewer. A prepared 
script is held by the interviewer beforehand and, during the interview, he generally reads from 
it, trying not to digress from its content. The questions are supposed to be formulated in a 
logical sequence. Fisher (2007) 
 
Semi structured interviews are somewhere in the middle between these two extremes. In 
general terms, the interviewer prepares the main issues and subject matters that need to be 
highlighted during the interview. However, the respondent has much more freedom to 
respond to the questions in the way that suits him/her. Fisher (2007) 
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Email Interviews are a sort of a semi-structured interview. In this thesis, we are going to 
collect data using telephone interviews and by sending emails to the contact personnel in E-G 
Fertility Center. This will allow us to obtain the primary data.  As mentioned by (Saunders et 
al 2007), an email-based interview consists of a set of emails being electronically exchanged 
between respondent and interviewer. The questions are sent separately in a small number of 
emails, as opposed to sending all the questions at once in a single email. The time delay 
between when an email is sent by interviewer and a response is returned by the participant 
will be beneficial for both sides to reflect on the questions that have been asked and the 
answers that have been given.  Another advantage of the email approach is that the respondent 
can answer the questions independently at his convenience, obviating any problems around 
differences in time zones, for example. It is also up to the respondent to decide how much to 
answer in each question. Hence he has the freedom to answer whatever he/she wants with no 
restrictions on time or number of words. On the down side, relying purely on this approach 
might also be sub-optimal, as some of the respondent’s initial answers might not be sufficient 
or focused enough to be useful to the researcher. The email approach therefore would work 
better if it is supplemented by a defined element of telephone interviews reserved for problem 
solving insufficient or sub-optimal answers. 

Interviewees: To gather the necessary information for the above investigation, we will use 
open questions, emails & telephone interviews with Dr. J, Professor M and Secretary N, all of 
whom are involved in E-G Fertility Clinic.  
 
“We took the role of academic researchers who are studying an organization in which they 
have no involvement except as someone who has been kindly allowed access so that they can 
gather information for their dissertation”(Fisher 2007, p58). We know personally the Founder 
and the key persons of the chosen companies, hopefully this will ensure that we will get 
access to primary data via email &/or telephone interviews. We preferred telephone 
interviews to emails, because the answers we got by email were not very elaborative and we 
were left in some situations with a bit of confusion. It was better to use telephone interviews 
because we could on the spot clarify any confusion arising in our minds by immediately 
posing another question to clarify the confusion.  
 
4.3.2 Secondary Data 
 
Secondary data can appear in the form of quantitative or qualitative data. It could be collected 
from paper-based sources such as annual reports, articles, journals or electronic sources such 
as company’s websites. Moreover, regarding the sources of secondary data, there are 
advantages and disadvantages that should be taken into consideration. Some of the advantages 
of using this secondary method are that time and money can be saved by the researchers. A 
company’s website and annual report are the main sources of secondary data which are 
commonly used in dissertations.  This information from secondary resources can be facilitated 
by access to public libraries and the internet. The main problem with secondary data is that it 
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offers mostly general information which could be meaningless or pointless to use to answer a 
specific research question (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2002).  
 
Moreover, information sources from the internet can be vague, doubtful or ambiguous since 
the web is open for anyone to deliver information (Dawson, 2002, p.42). Secondary data, such 
as the information from a company’s website and its annual report, provides some basic 
background information so as to assist with the research project. It is the pre-designed 
collection of primary data that usually allows a researcher to address a research problem. 
Regarding E-G Fertility Center, we were motivated to choose primary data for our research 
rather than secondary data as it would not have been easy to find any relevant secondary data 
to answer our research question. However, we did still use some secondary data when we 
collected the relevant theoretical articles from Mälardalen University’s database allowing us 
to focus on the links between internationalization, entrepreneurship and relationships. 
 
4.4 Choice of topic 
 
4.4.1 Theoretical searching resources 
 
We looked through a wide range of articles relating to the social relationships that influence 
the internationalization of the firm, the process view of internationalization and articles 
relating to entrepreneurial activities. Theoretical information gathering was started by 
searching in databases such as the Emerald database, the Science Direct database and the 
Elin@Mälardalen Database, as well as scholarly Journals with relevant information 
coinciding with our topic. Moreover we also used the Mälardalen’s University Library for 
borrowing books about research methods and different books about the effect of social 
relationships on internationalization.  
   
4.4.2 Choice of study objects 
 
E-G Fertility Center mainly deals with infertility problems. This medical center offers three 
main medical specialties, namely Gynecology, Anesthesia and Embryology. Infertility 
problems in patients have been globally recognized, and demand for infertility treatment has 
rapidly spread across the world. Some of the global risk factors for infertility include 
environmental pollution, the stress of life, excessive consumption of alcohol, and obesity. 
These factors all have a direct negative impact on fertility. Pollution, now emerging as a 
global environmental dilemma, has been shown to be a major contributor to infertility. Later 
attempts at conception have also participated in increasing infertility rates. E-G fertility 
Center opened in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in 1994, approximately ten years after its 
parent center started in Germany.  
The company decided to broaden its business activities due to many reasons; one of them 
being that infertility was becoming an international problem that required global attention. 
Like many IVF centers, they believed that they could go international if they could locate and 
establish satellite clinics in secondary target markets. However, this particular center did not 
internationalize as extensively as it was supposed to. 
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4.4.3 Quality aspects  
 
Quality aspects of a thesis include credibility, transferability, dependability (or reliability) and 
confirmability. These are defined as follows (Qualitative Validity, 2006):  
1. “The credibility criterion involves establishing that the results of qualitative research are 
credible or believable from the perspective of the participant in the research”.  
2. “Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be 
generalized or transferred to other contexts or settings”. 
3. “The traditional quantitative view of reliability is based on the assumption of replicability 
or repeatability”.  
4. “Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results could be confirmed or 
corroborated by others”. (Qualitative validity, 2006)  
 
The internationalization process of a company is a big event in the history of any company, in 
which the company moves from its home country to other markets. There are several ways in 
which a company can internationalize. The qualities of the social relationships that lead to 
internationalization of the firm are one of the aspects which determine whether it can 
internationalize quickly and in an efficient manner. A credible result of this research project 
aims to provide evidence that social relationships have an effect on internationalization. The 
primary data was collected through email and telephone interviews from the founders of E-G 
Fertility Center. They were the key persons who were responsible for the internationalization 
of a fertility center from Germany to the Emirates. The data collected from the key personnel 
at two different locations (headquarters in Germany and subsidiary in UAE) emphasizes its 
credibility. The data collected was also reliable as the sources interviewed were involved in 
all the intimate aspects of the internationalization process and did not present contradictory 
information. This is the basis of the credibility and reliability of our thesis. 
 
Transferability is achieved when readers notice that the research situations are very much 
similar to their own situations and so they are able to transfer the result of the research to their 
own circumstances. Transferability in qualitative methods can be more easily seen through 
real-life case studies (like ours).  Moreover, we think the results we have presented allow us 
to draw conclusions that can be transferred to other contexts. Social relationships certainly 
have a direct effect on any business activity. We suggest that the transferability of our 
conclusions is underpinned by our transparent and logical reasoning. Regarding our 
comments about entrepreneurial activities, they are not as easy to transfer, as each case is 
unique and depends on its own series of defining consequences.  
 
Dependability relies on the fact that we knew the founders personally and we were able to get 
access to data which was both confidential and sensitive. This was after we agreed to their 
condition of keeping names anonymous.   
 
Conformability relates to the extent that the result of our work can be verified and confirmed 
by other researchers. Our results can be easily verified by looking at the original transcripts of 
our interviews, and matching the findings to all the data. Moreover, there are no 
contradictions in the story telling, which is presented following its chronological sequence. 
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In this section we will present our empirical findings. These findings are based on our 
primary data collection techniques namely, telephone interviews and emails from E-G 
Fertility Center. We divide the empirical findings based on three parts internationalization 
aspects, social business professional aspects and entrepreneurial activities. We then present 
our analysis of the findings with relation to our conceptual framework in the light of 
answering our research question. 
 

5. Findings and Analysis 
 
5.1 Findings 

 
5.1.1 E-G Fertility Center’s origins. 

 
Germany has the largest population out of the EU countries. Moreover, ”Germnay is the 
world's third largest economy, producing automobiles, precision engineering products, 
electronic and communications equipment, chemicals and pharmaceuticals, and much more 
besides” (Europa 2010).  Germany is a country which is known for its quality beers, whilst 
wine is mainly produced in the Moselles and Rhine valleys. German companies have mainly 
invested  in the central and east European countries which participated in the EU from 2004. 
Germany has a toal area of 356,854 square kilometers. Its capital city is Berlin and it has a 
population of 82 million (Europa 2010). 
 
Gottingen is a university town in Lower Saxony, Germany. It is also the capital of the district 
of Gottingen. In the year 2006, the population in Gottingen was approximately 129,686. It has 
a rich history as a university centre, and the city still enjoys a wonderful university life. At the 
time of the Second World War, the university sadly suffered tremendously as many of its 
greatest minds emigrated early. Some were even forced to leave later. This was because of the 
anti-Semitic policies of the time, as many of the talented professors and scholars were Jewish 
(Wikipedia, 2010). One of the largest medical departments in Gottingen University is the 
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology (telephone interview with Professor M, April and 
May 2010).  
 
5.1.2 E-G Fertility Center’s History 
 
E-G Fertility center was established in 1994 in the city of Sharjah, UAE. E-G Fertility Center 
was the first IVF treatment center in Sharjah and the first one to be able to serve most of the 
patients coming from the Northern Emirates. Hence E-G Fertility Center had no competitors 
at the time of its establishment. This was one of the main strategic reasons influencing the 
German company’s decision to choose the Emirates. The German company’s headquarters in 
Gottingen was established by the reproductive team under Professor M in the mid eighties. 
The reproductive team under Professor M was working in one of the most outstanding 
universities in Germany. At that time, the German government was pushing its highly 
sophisticated medical departments to expand their business internationally. It took some ten 
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years for the right conditions to transpire and allow the German reproductive team to expand 
to the UAE. E-G Fertility center enjoyed network contacts built up through ESHRE 
(European Society of Human Reproduction and Embryology), EMA (Emirates Medical 
Association), and the MEFS (Middle East Fertility Society) (emails from E-G fertility center). 

The clinic used a number of slogans, including:           
“A comprehensive solution for your infertility problems”, “Treatment of infertility using the 
most up-to-date and sophisticated techniques” and “Full treatment completely under female 
supervision” (emails from E-G fertility center). 

The primary person in the E-G fertility center project was Dr. J (Obstetrician, Gynecologist 
and Fertility consultant). She was the main person who helped the German company to 
establish E-G Fertility Center. Dr J had had a long medical and educational career. Some of 
her highly skilled medical qualifications in Obstetrics and Gynaecology were outlined to us. 
Her first major degree was in 1982 when she obtained the Diploma in Obstetrics, at the Royal 
College Of Physicians Of Ireland. In 1983, she obtained Membership from the Royal College 
of Obstetricians & Gynecologists in London. Dr. J had previous working experience in the 
Emirates, having worked there for over 7 years in her out-patient Gynaecology clinic. This 
allowed her to gain new knowledge from the Emirates, which she was able to share with the 
German company during her time in training in Germany (telephone interview with Dr. J, 
April and May 2010). 
 

The secondary person in the E-G project was Professor M. He graduated with a Bachelor’s 
degree in Agricultural Engineering in 1973. His major interest was in animal reproduction. In 
1975, he was awarded a PhD in Agricultural Sciences (Dr. Sc. Agr.). During the years 1973-
1976, he was a scientific assistant at a veterinary institute of one of the most outstanding 
German universities. In 1981 he was awarded the Venia Legendi Award in the Biology of 
Reproduction and Cytogenetics. In 1985, he was appointed as a senior researcher with the 
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology. In 1988, he became Professor of the Biology of 
Reproduction at the Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology in the same university. 
(telephone interview with Professor M, April and May 2010).  
 
 
5.1.3 The Medical Team 
 
Staff members in the UAE Center (Subsidiary) - in the E-G fertility center, there were nearly 
ten members of staff. Their names are anonymised as per their own request: Dr. J (a British 
consultant obstetrician & gynecologist), Dr. N (an assistant doctor in female health), Dr. M (a 
German embryologist), and Professor M (a German embryologist). The IVF center had two 
theatre nurses from the Philippines (Nurse G and Nurse I). There was also a receptionist / 
manager called Miss S from the Philippines. To cover the treatments in theatre, two 
anesthetists were involved (Dr. G and Dr. S, both based in the UAE). There was also a local 
sponsor (and private investor) for the clinic from the UAE. The sponsor was not involved in 
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the everyday activities of the clinic. The involvement of the sponsor was partly due to the 
regulations and laws of the UAE, and partly because he was also providing the capital for the 
project (email from E-G Fertility center). 

Staff Members in the German Center (Headquarters) - there were five staff members 
working in total: 2 embryologists, 2 gynecologists and 1 secretary, all with German origins 
(telephone interview with Secretary N; email from E-G Fertility center). 
 

5.1.4 The Medical Treatments 
 
A brief summary of the main fertility treatments that are carried out at E-G Fertility Center 
are IUI, IVF and ICSI. The IUI treatment involves ovulation induction for the wife until the 
egg is mature. The husband is then asked to give the semen sample. The semen is then washed 
in the laboratory using the swim up procedure. The next step is when the prepared semen is 
injected into the uterus of the wife through the vagina and the cervix.  

The IVF and ICSI treatments share nearly the same procedure. First of all, ovulation is 
induced using ovarian stimulation injections. When the ovarian follicles are mature, the eggs 
are retrieved via a needle under general anesthesia. The semen sample is then collected from 
the husband and washed in the laboratory using the swim up procedure. The embryologist 
then incubates the prepared semen with the egg and checks for fertilization after sixteen to 
twenty hours. This is when the final result of the treatment fertility becomes known. In cases 
of severe male factor infertility (e.g. very low sperm counts), by contrast, ICSI treatment is 
performed by injecting the sperm into the egg using the micromanipulation system. The 
injected egg is then kept in the incubator in the same way and the results of the treatment are 
checked after sixteen to twenty hours (email from E-G Fertility). 

5.1.5 The Establishment of E-G Fertility Center 

It all started when universities in Germany were encouraged by their government to look for 
business opportunities in other regions of the world. The department of Gynecology and 
Obstetrics in one of the most outstanding German universities was looking for such an 
opportunity. The reproductive team under Professor M was an amazingly skillful and 
specialized team working to provide complicated fertility treatments (telephone interview 
Secretary N, April & May 2010). 

Far away in the UAE, a British Gynecologist, Dr. J had recently moved from the UK, with an 
aspiration to travel, see new places, and get experiences from new cultures. She moved to the 
Emirates in 1986 after several of her medical colleagues in England recommended the 
Emirates as a good work environment. They emphasized the point that despite actually 
working, you feeling that you are actually on a vacation when in the UAE. The idea grasped 

 



  

EFO705 Master Thesis 

The Effect(s) of Social Relationships on company internationalization (process)  

 

32 

 

the attention of Dr. J and she saw it as a wonderful dream.  The Emirates was a free country. 
Women could easily work and live in the country without any interference from strict politics 
or religion. The British embassy welcomed the idea of British nationals going to live and 
work in the Emirates.  

Dr. J got a very good job offer as the head of the Gynecology and Obstetrics department in 
one of the busiest hospitals in the Emirates. After three years of excellent service at the 
hospital, Dr. J had treated a vast number of satisfied patients. All of these patients had 
mentioned Dr. J to new patients. There was a positive word of mouth feedback amongst 
patients about Dr. J. Seeing that she was becoming well-known, Dr. J decided that it was her 
ambition to open her first private practice clinic in Sharjah. After four more years of service, 
her name was becoming even more popular within the region. Dr. J had noticed that, year-on-
year, a higher number of infertile patients were approaching her for treatment. She was 
extremely frustrated to see her patients suffer and remain infertile. Some of her infertile 
patients “were very beautiful young couples.” It seemed for her very sad for such young 
newly married couples to suffer infertility problems. Moreover, Dr. J could see that it was a 
business opportunity if somebody could offer them full treatment in the UAE, rather allowing 
them to travel overseas for advanced fertility treatment. Unfortunately, Dr. J could not offer 
further treatment to these patients at this point. She needed a higher level of training and skills 
in fertility treatments, and she also needed the equipment and a center with technical staff like 
an embryologist. 

As a result of her despair, Dr. J started to investigate universities and fertility training centers 
to see where she could get advanced fertility training courses. Luckily for her, she came 
across the German reproductive team who were at that time working in the Department of 
Gynecology and Obstetristics in one of the most outstanding universities in Germany. She 
immediately tried to seek further information about the activities of the reproductive team 
within the university. By doing this, she carried out due diligence before approaching any 
training center to make sure they offered the type of training she required for herself. 
Simultaneously, the main objective of the German team was to expand their business to other 
regions in the world. After investigating Dr. J’s previous qualifications, and also her previous 
work experience in medicine (to make sure they were acceptable), the reproductive team in 
Germany offered her the chance to do advanced comprehensive training courses in infertility. 
Trust and belief in goodwill in each other increased as the relationship continued. The 
German team trusted that Dr. J will not leave them after getting the full training and becoming 
professionally certified as a fertility specialist Dr. J was eager to complete these training 
courses, and during the training period, a strong professional and social relationship 
developed between the two parties. Dr. J trusted that the German team’s training would be 
comprehensive and beneficial for her and would allow her to start training her infertile 
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patients to treat her infertile patients (telephone interview with Dr. J and Professor M, April 
and May 2010). 

The German team saw Dr. J as key to their expansion plans after they learnt about her 
successful work history in the Emirates. Moreover Dr. J saw it as a business opportunity to 
collaborate with the highly skilled German team. She wanted to collaborate with them in 
order to open the first fertility treatment center in the city of Sharjah. Expansion happened as 
a result of a planned event between Dr. J and the German reproductive team under Prof M. 
Both parties saw an opportunity and mutual benefit being created from their relationship. 
Potentially, a large number of infertile patients could be offered advanced fertility treatment 
for the first time in the city of Sharjah, UAE (telephone interview Dr. J and Professor M, 
April and May 2010) 

Dr. J became the local agent in the UAE for exports of two important fertility medications, 
Menogone and Menopure. Every year, a certain quantity of infertility medicines were being 
exported to the UAE, presumably according to how many patients had a diagnosis of 
infertility, i.e. the export of infertility medicine was likely to be associated with the local 
demand for treatment of infertility in the UAE. Looking at historical sales data for these 
infertility medicines, the German team found there was a good potential demand for their 
business in the UAE. Acoording to Professor M, here was the point at which they started to 
trust Dr. J’s judgement. This was because whatever she had told them about the potential 
growing business opportunity in the Emirates had turned out to be statistically true. Both 
parties also claimed that they had never experienced a buisness failure before, and so they 
were very scared of making mistakes (telephone interview with Dr.J;emails from E-G Fertility 
Center, April & May 2010). 
 
Financial funding was yet another factor as the German company was not capable of raising 
capital quickly to achieve a foreign direct investment. This was solved by the involvement of 
the local UAE national sponsor (as he also became the investor). Despite complicated issues 
like raising finance, and setting up a private medical practice, there were only a few emails 
sent between the two parties discussing their business agreement, and they did not ever need 
to draw up a formal agreement via a commercial lawyer; in fact, the vast majority of emails 
between the two parties related to technical issues like obtaining the correct licenses from the 
MOH and safe delivery and installation of the IVF equipment. Expansion happened as a result 
of a planned event between Dr. J and the German reproductive team under Professor M. Both 
parties saw an opportunity and mutual benefit being created from their relationship given that 
a lot of infertile patients would be offered fertility treatment for the first time in the city of 
Sharjah, UAE. The plans for E-G Fertility Center proceeded gradually, allowing the flow of 
new knowledge and information in systematic, controlled amounts.  Dr J was the key person 
to transfer her valuable experiential (working) knowledge from the Emirates across the 
network to Germany, given her successful previous working experience in the Emirates. The 
sharing and transfer of business experiences across the network helped minimize the impact 
of many of the differences in norms, values, knowledge, language and culture between the 
German and the UAE cultures. Some of the distinguishing things are that the UAE had its 
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own unique culture. Female patients from the UAE usually prefer female healthcare personnel 
only being involved in their treatment, and they need the ultimate confidentiality with their 
infertility problems, as this would have cultural stigma for them. Most patients from the UAE 
consider infertility as a massive stigma and are shy to talk about it. Most of the Emirates 
people can also speak English fluently. As foreign work personnel predominate in the 
population, English is the first language of the country, although it is not the official language. 
(telephone interview with Dr. J and Professor M, April & May 2010; email from E-G Fertility 
Center). 
  
E-G Fertility center did have difference in norms, values, knowledge and culture in 
comparison to the German Headquarters. Both countries (UAE and Germany) are 
geographically and culturally very far apart. The cultural barriers were resolved by employing 
locals from the UAE in E-G Fertility center (email from E-G Fertility center; Telephone 
interview with Dr.J and Professor M, April & May 2010) 
 
The decision made by the German team was to send the latest sophisticated medical machines 
to the UAE, as well as some of its staff, and give supervision to the team under Prof M during 
the set-up of the center.  Dr. J was to transfer all her infertility patients to the new center, to 
find and secure the best location possible in the city for the center, and to take care of all the 
legal processing until the opening of E-G Fertility Center (emails from E-G Fertility Center). 

There was a delay in the legal processing in order to obtain the necessary medical licenses for 
the German reproductive team. Dr. J had done everything possible; nevertheless there was a 
delay due to the Ministry of Health in the UAE. The German team showed understanding and 
sympathy for Dr. J, as the situation was not in her hands. There were certainly no bad feelings 
between the parties as a result of this complication, as nobody’s trust had been abused by the 
other side. The high level of trust meant that there were virtually no costs for setting up 
formal contracts between the two parties. Despite the delay with the Ministry of Health, both 
sides continued to trust each other, and this trust translated into rapid and simple direct 
agreements between the parties by email (telephone interview with Dr.J and Professor M, 
April & May 2010). 

The parties did not feel particular uncertainty or fear at the time of expansion as these aspects 
were mostly diminished by their mutual involvement – each side’s capabilities were 
complementary and were therefore reassuring to the other side about potential blind spots. 
The risks of uncertainty had diminished during the training period that Dr. J had had in 
Germany, allowing both parties to get acquainted with each other. Moreover, although Dr. J 
had all the correct social relationships and networks, after the opening of E-G Fertility Center, 
she could not (up till today) internationalize any further (telephone interview with Dr. J and 
Professor M, April & May 2010). 
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Some of the salient obstacles included getting medical licenses for the German productive 
medicine team under the German Professor, allowing them to come and work in the UAE. 
The local Ministry of Health (MOH) had many complicated regulations which needed to be 
resolved. The MOH required some of the German team to take local licensing medical exams, 
despite the prestigious professional qualifications that the medical team already had from 
Germany. All of this took a great deal of extra time and extra administration. Another obstacle 
was to find a location on the ground floor of a building, as per MOH requirements for 
treatment centers. This was a major problem because Dr. J had to move her Gynecology clinic 
to the same location where E-G fertility Center would be opened. Her clinic was the main hub 
for referral of infertility patients, so this was a business risk (changing the location of the 
clinic) as well as a major complication (telephone interview with Dr. J, April & May 2010). 
 
There were some barriers relating to property rights and the titling of untitled assets in the 
UAE. The MOH refused to register the center under Dr. J’s name as she did not hold UAE 
citizenship. Therefore the center had to be registered and titled under the name of a local 
sponsor. At this stage, Dr. J and the German reproductive team pulled back a bit, because this 
development meant that all the machines, staff, and capital in the center would be registered 
under a local national citizen not participating in the daily activities of the clinic. In addition, 
another risky aspect was related to the UAE government policy. The UAE government does 
not enforce private contracts between local nationals and the true beneficial owners of a 
business. Therefore they would not protect the property rights of the true owners of the center 
once they had put the centre in a local national’s name. This sounded very risky to Dr. J and 
the German professor as they had not been involved in anything like this before. According to 
Dr. J, this risky scenario took several years to resolve, and was one of the main reasons that 
held up the German Fertility center from proceeding with the internationalization earlier. 
Since Dr. J had been working for a long time in the U.A.E and was one of the very few British 
Gynecologists in the area, she had built good social and professional relationships with some 
of her VIP patients. In order to reassure the German reproductive team, she suggested 
registering the center under the name of a trustworthy VIP and former patient. This would 
minimize the chances of fraud or deception (telephone interview Dr. J and Professor M, April 
& May 2010). 
 
The main treatments in the clinic are IVF, IUI, and ICSI. These fertility treatments were first 
ever conducted in the city of Sharjah by E-G Fertility Center.  A detailed description of each 
treatment is found in the Appendix. The same equipments that were used in Germany to offer 
these treatments were also used in E-G Fertility Center. A list of the medical equipments in  
E-G Fertility Center is also found in the Appendix (telephone interview with Dr.J, April & 
May 2010; emails from E-G Fertility Center) 
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5.2 Analysis 
 
Relationship aspects 
 

5.2.1 Social dimension 

From the empirical data, it seems that both parties decided that there will be virtually no costs 
for setting up formal contracts between themselves. From the empirical investigation, we 
found out that there exist no contracts or documented agreements between them.  This was 
because both sides trusted each other, and this trust translated into rapid and simple direct 
agreements between the parties by email. Hence they did not base their business activities on 
signing formal contracts or agreements. Moreover this resonates with Homans (1951) and 
Nadel (1957), as cited in Linnskog (2007), as they mention that actors or businessmen who 
interact with each other on an on-going basis (rather than by chance) are more likely to 
develop relationships with each other. It is known that in these relationships, a social 
dimension is involved including that the parties share trust between each other. This trust was 
developed during the training years that Dr. J obtained in Germany as she created a vast 
network of business friendship and coalition with the German reproductive team under 
Professor M. The emotions and the trust make up the connection, and it also mirrors the 
behavior of people involved in the interaction with each other. In addition, Nadel (1957) cited 
in Linnskog (2007, p286) states that” social relationships are revealed in mutual ways of 
acting as individuals towards one another, especially when one party demonstrates some 
consistency.” This consistency was shown during the training years that Dr. J acquired. The 
German team was persistent to train Dr. J in a truthful and faithful manner. Dr. J in return was 
eager and competent to continue systematically the needed professional training for fertility 
treatments. (Linnskog 2007; telephone interview with Dr. J).   
 
Medicine is a skillful and a specialized job. Its limits are quite clear in that the practitioner, a 
person like Dr. J, takes a long time to train, and not many experts exist in any territory. In the 
absence of the medical expertise, It is impossible to open a branch of a fertility clinic even if 
all the technical factors are satisfied (e.g. funding). It is the people with the professional skills 
that are the ultimate limiting factor for the expansion of medical centres. Although Dr. J had 
all the correct social relationships and networks, after the opening of E-G Fertility Center, she 
could not (up till today) internationalize any further. The reason for this is a lack of the 
medical expertise and human resources (she cannot be in two places at the same time). This 
indicates that whatever social relationships she has established since the launch of E-G 
Fertility centre, these have not been successful for solving the core human resource issue of 
finding medical experts in the IVF field to launch further centres (telephone interview with 
Dr. J). 
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5.2.2 Business dimension 

Linnskog (2007) mentions that business relationships are more likely to undergo fatal damage 
if there is an abuse of trust. Moreover, this could be referred to the down side of a 
relationship. This happens when; sometimes business men fool their own partners in business 
deals. It could also be referred to as fraud. This might have a negative impact on the current 
relationship or destroy it. Moreover, the let down firm might find tremendous difficulty in 
building another new relationship with another firm due to the awful experience that it had. 
One of the factors that helped both parties trusting each other more easily and quickly is that 
neither of them had an awful business experience before they met. This indicates why trust 
and confidence emerged at a faster and easier rate than expected.  

Moreover, before conducting a business relationship, some obstacles need to be removed or 
minimized such as uncertainty and risk. One solution could be, “as the two parties start to 
exchange information, knowledge goes up and uncertainty goes down” (Linnskog 2007, 
p154). This was shown when Dr. J started to seek some professional training for fertility 
treatments. She tried to find out information from the German university where the 
reproductive German team under professor M was participating in one of the world’s 
outstanding universities in Germany. This resonates with Linnskog (2007) when he 
mentioned as one party starts to interact with the other party; each side tries to seek 
information and knowledge about the other party in order to reduce their uncertainty and fear. 
According to Ring and Van de Ven (1994) “The process framework of development of a 
cooperative IOR” model, this falls under the negotiation stage where formal bargaining and 
informal sense-making takes place. The German team in return studied statistical data 
regarding infertile patients approaching Dr. J in the Emirates to see whether a true business 
potential lies in the Emirates or not. After realizing that mutual benefit and opportunities exist 
for both sides, consequently, the interest grew from both sides in doing business together and 
intensified interaction and communication occurred. This interaction may also include 
discussion or plans regarding an exchange for future goods and services. This is when the 
German team decided to export two major infertility medicines menogone and menupure to 
the Emirates to study the potential demand. Hence, the parties went on learning or 
understanding each other’s needs, abilities and limitations. At this point, the parties revised 
their relationship in the light of the progress, and if advantages are clear, then further 
relationship development occurred. When the parties mutually adapt to each other’s special 
needs, and especially when they also agree to mutually invest in each other. This occurred as 
the German team decided to shift its fertility treatment machines to the Emirates. Dr. J also 
took the decision to transfer all her infertile patients to E-G Fertility Center. She also went to 
the ministry of health to obtain official working licenses for the German reproductive team 
which involved a lot of paper work processing. This stage falls under the IOR model in the 
commitments stage where formal legal contracts and psychological contracts take place. 
Finally, trust emerges as a result of a brief period of both sides honoring commitments. This 
sequence of mentioned activities also resonates with figure 7 in the conceptual framework. 
(Ring and Van de Ven 1994; Linnskog 2007; Telephone interview with Dr. J and Professor 
M). 
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5.2.3 Professional dimension  

Internationalization happened as a result of a planned event between Dr. J and the German 
reproductive team under Prof M. Both parties saw an opportunity and mutual benefit being 
created from their relationship after each party conducted a study to investigate the other 
party’s needs, abilities and limits. Furthermore, Ring & Van de Ven (1994) state that each 
role relationship is combined and mixed with increasing personal relationships as the 
cooperative relationship expands over time. This is shown how trust and belief in goodwill in 
each other increased as the relationship continued. The German team trusted that Dr. J will 
not leave them after getting the full training and getting professionally certified as a fertility 
specialist and Dr. J trusted the German team that their training will be comprehensive and 
beneficial for her in order to treat her infertile patients. In addition, from a professional view, 
it is known that formal contracts cannot be substituted or replaced by informal psychological 
contracts. Reliance only on trust between the parties is not used in professional business 
practice, as unfortunately this may increase the possibility of future problems and insecurity 
between the parties. This is also referred to the execution stage in the IOR model. This is 
when the commitments get executed through role and personal interactions. This is shown 
when there was some sort also of email communication between the parties before 
internationalization occurred and obtaining formal job licenses from the ministry of health for 
the German team in order for them to work legally under the rules and regulations of the 
country. Moreover, “If personal relationships do not supplement formal role relationships 
over time, then the likelihood increases that conflicts will escalate between the role specialists 
of the organizational agents” (Ring & Van de Ven 1994, p109). This point emphasizes how an 
imbalance between the formal and informal processes will likely result in the failure of a 
cooperative relationship. E-G Fertility center managed to balance the formal and informal 
process which was a key factor in its success. (Ring & Van de Ven 1994; Telephone interview 
with Dr. J and Professor M) 

 
5.2.4 The internationalization process 

 
Johanson and Vahlne (2003) describe one of the most common reasons for 
internationalization occurring. The reason is that government authorities usually try to push 
universities to commercialize ideas created within their academic field. This task is in 
addition to the other tasks that universities perform like education and research. As we 
recount in our research, the reproductive team under Professor M, being based in one of the 
top German universities, had in fact been pushed exactly in this way by their government to 
try to internationalize (Johanson and Vahlne, 2003; telephone interview with Professor M). 

From empirical observation, it seemed that the German Fertility Center took quite a long time 
before crossing any country borders (approximately ten years). During the process of 
internationalization, Dr. J became their main sales agent for two important infertility 
medicines (Menogon and Menopure), and this relationship resulted in a growing business for 
a number of years. Every year, a certain number of medical tablets were exported to the UAE 
according to the number of patients with an “infertility diagnosis”. Looking at all the 
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historical sales data, the German team found there was a growing demand for their infertility 
medicines. They concluded there must also be a growing demand for infertility treatment. 
Through an initiative of international extension, E-G fertility center was finally opened in 
1994 with a fully-fledged IVF unit. This resonates with Johanson and Vahlne (1990), where 
they focus on the relationship aspect of international business extension and the entry into 
new foreign markets. This is mirrored in the case of the many years of exports via Dr. J. 
Moreover, this shows that the German Fertility Center was internationalizing in slow, 
incremental steps relating more to the “U-model” (Uppsala-model). Johanson and Vahlne 
(1977) describe exactly such a practical example of the U-model. In fact, they describe the 
situation when a firm starts selling to a foreign country via an agent or a sales center and then, 
after a period of exports, decide to open a subsidiary, which in turn reaches the stage of 
production or manufacturing in the same foreign country.   
 

In the internationalization process of our case study, the state aspects were the establishment 
of the IVF unit and all the specific market knowledge obtained from Dr. J. The change aspects 
are reflected by the decisions to commit resources made by the German Professor based on 
the past history of growing exports and business activities with the the UAE (reflecting the 
possibility of a large, and growing, number of infertility patients). Firms who internationalise 
according to this strategy would be able to generate long term profits and at the same time 
reduce the risks of realising perceived new opportunities in their sphere of business (Johanson 
and Vahlne, 1977; Emails from E-G fertility center). 

The reason why the German fertility center did not go through internationalization earlier is 
its lack of sufficient market knowledge. This is one of the components of the Uppsala 
internationalization model. Objective and experiential knowledge was lacking because 
nobody had invested or worked in the Gulf region before. In addition, a lack of financial 
funds and social contacts were also an important barrier to their ability to internationalize to 
the UAE (Johanson and Vahlne 2006; Emails from E-G fertility center).                     

Furthermore, the German fertility center had a number of barriers relating to psychic distance 
(differences in values, norms, culture and knowledge between Germany and the UAE). These 
barriers were overcome by employing locals as administrative staff. The UAE has its own and 
unique culture, for example, female patients from the UAE prefer that only a female doctor is 
involved in their treatment; patients with infertility need the ultimate confidentially about 
their infertility problems as it is a huge social stigma. Moreover, the regulations from the 
UAE MOH were unclear, and sometimes contradictory (depending on which official was in 
charge). This was probably the most significant of the barriers relating to psychic distance, 
given the transparency of regulation in Germany. The uncertain regulatory aspect is still a 
problem even today for E-G fertility center, and has a direct affect on its marketing campaign 
and performance. Luckily, with respect to potential language barriers, this was not a critical 
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problem for the firm, since almost people in the UAE can also speak English fluently 
(Johanson and Vahlne 1990; Emails from E-G fertility center). 

From our empirical observation, Dr. J was a gynecologist doctor in the UAE, and as a result 
was able to have the first contact with a large number of infertility patients. This was because 
they would make the first diagnosis of infertility with her. Having made the diagnosis, this 
created a need for these patients to seek treatment, and not being available locally, they would 
have to go through complicated fertility treatments overseas. Seeing the lack of local services, 
despite the presence of local demand, Dr. J recognised that this was a business opportunity. 
This resonates with Johanson and Vahlne (2006) when they describe how two firms become 
mutually committed to future business with each other.  Each of the firms has an opportunity 
to learn from the other and hence new knowledge is created through interaction. In this case, 
the German headquarters learned about the norms and values in U.A.E. via Dr. J, and Dr. J 
learned the required skills for the advanced fertility treatments from the German team. As a 
consequence, new opportunities for doing business were created as Dr. J and the German 
team could see that they were in a position to offer help and find a local remedy for 
increasingly frustrated patients in the UAE. Whilst in the UAE, the German team built up a 
wide network of relationships with doctors in the field of infertility. This resonates with 
Johanson and Vahlne (2003) where they describe several different ways to get into a local 
foreign market. One of those ways is where the focal firm may try to build up a relationship 
with a customer firm in the foreign country. This relationship is rarely the result of a unilateral 
action but more frequently a result of multilateral interactions. Some of the important 
networks that the German team realized where through the Emirates Medical Association 
(EMA) and the Middle East Fertility Society (MEFS).  
 
In summary, the main reason that the German fertility center did not go through the 
internationalization process earlier was due to the lack of appropriate networks and 
relationships. This reonates with Johanson and Vahlne (1990) who mention that Network 
Theory emphasizes that the initiation of internationalization relies on a combination of formal 
and informal network relationships between different parties. Moreover, Network Theory 
explains how the speed of the internationalization process can be increased. Shared business 
experiences can be easily transferred across the network. This also helps to build stronger 
relationships by allowing each party’s experience to be shared across the network. 

We have mentioned previously in the literature review that it is the individual person who is 
the significant factor in creating strong relationships when a firm wants to enter into a new 
market. Moreover, in this case, during the ten years prior to internationalization, the German 
fertility center had not yet met the key person (Dr. J) who could provide the market 
knowledge and allow them to make a market commitment to the UAE with confidence. As a 
result, whilst the German fertility center had limited market knowledge and business 
connections (based on exports, if any, and other indirect contacts), it was frozen out of the 
UAE. Therefore the origin of the internationalization process is the local market knowledge 
made available through a key relationship, without which all further steps were prevented 
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from occurring. Once this connection had been made by the German fertility centre, the 
internationalization process happened very quickly. It can be seen how Dr. J had been 
working for several years in the UAE and she was aware of the specific market knowledge, 
rules, regulations, and the specific cultural issues. All of this information flowed through the 
relationship network that had been created between Dr. J and the reproductive team under the 
German Professor. In addition, business experiences were also easily transferred across the 
network, so that knowledge about the efficient set up of an IVF center was transferred to Dr. 
J’s team from Germany. After a long delay, the headquarters (based in Germany) had found 
and established a good foundation for obtaining the specific market knowledge about the 
UAE which allowed them to internationalize there (Johanson and Vahlne 2006; Emails from 
E-G fertility center). 

5.2.5 Entrepreneurial activities 

 It is known from the literature review, that Sarason et al (2006) mentions that a structuration 
view predicts that entrepreneurs and social systems co-evolve. “Structuration theory specifies 
a reciprocal relationship between agency and structure, and as such offers a perspective that 
specifically articulates the relationship between agent (entrepreneur) and structure 
(opportunity) as a duality” (Sarason et al 2006, p289).From the empirical data, this is 
translated where the structure (opportunity) is the massive amount of infertile patients who 
can’t get further treatment since there were no fertility treatments available before the 
establishment of E-G Fertility center. Hence a business opportunity in serving these frustrated 
patients with advanced fertility treatment waits. And the agent (the entrepreneur) is Dr. j who 
created this opportunity by being able to treat her infertile patients. It is hard to separate Dr. J 
from her infertile patients or vice versa. The relationship that exists between them is like a 
duality. Without the patients, the structure (opportunity) doesn’t exist and without Dr. J as the 
agent or the entrepreneur, no one can create the opportunity by offering them the infertility 
treatment. Moreover, it is the concept of "reflexive monitoring"(Sarason et al 2006, p291) that 
distinguishes structuration theory from the other theories available. This resonates when Dr. J 
did not just dump her infertile patients alone in their frustration. Through her reflexive 
monitoring she went to explore the vast medical world to find a remedy for her infertile 
patients. Moreover, she had to go through excessive advanced skillful training in order be able 
to provide her frustrated patients with fertility treatment and to be able get the smiles back on 
their faces and at the same time generate more positive word of mouth made from her 
patients. This coincides with the fact that entrepreneurship is viewed as a recursive process 
between the entrepreneur and the social system and that the entrepreneur is seen as a reflexive 
agent getting involved in purposeful actions that lead to a certain goal and in this case the goal 
was E-G Fertility Center (Sarason et al 2006; Telephone interview with Dr. J). 
 
With respect to barriers and opportunities in the field of entrepreneurship, it is known form 
the literature review that the first barrier is related to property rights and the titling of untitled 
assets, which to become part of entrepreneurship, requires financial resources and legal input. 
This resonates with the fact the MOH refused to register the center under Dr. J’s name as she 
did not hold UAE citizenship. Therefore the center had to be registered and titled under the 
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name of a local sponsor. Another barrier is related to governments which are not market-
augmenting. Some governments do not enforce contracts and therefore do not protect property 
rights. Since Dr. J has been working for a long time in the U.A.E and was one of the very few 
British Gynecologists in the area. During the time she had build some social and business 
relationships with some VIP patients approaching her during her first years of service. She 
then decided to reassure the German reproductive team and register the center under a 
trustworthy VIP person from the U.A.E in order to avoid the chances of fraud or mislead. This 
point also emphasizes the importance of social relationships when doing business activities 
like in this case between Dr. J and her patients. Both sides trust each other (Sarasvathy 2004; 
Telephone interview with Dr.J). 
 
Another obstacle was to find a location on the ground floor of a building, as per MOH 
requirements for treatment centers. This was a major problem because Dr. J had to move her 
Gynecology clinic to the same location where E-G fertility Center would be opened. Her 
clinic was the main hub for referral of infertility patients, so this was a business risk (changing 
the location of the clinic) as well as a major complication. This resonates with the literature 
review by Sarasvathy (2004) where some people have certain personalities or traits, such as a 
talent for researching and coming up or generating ideas, a balanced attitude towards risk 
taking, which was the case that Dr J took in shifting her gynecology clinic to the first floor in 
the sake of referral of infertility patient to E-G Fertility center. Her risk at that point was 
losing her business from the clinic and as a consequence leading to the failure of E-G Fertility 
center which luckily for her did not happen. This resonates with the fact about her ability to 
conduct research on the topic was important, and if it was practically feasible to move her 
clinic to the first floor. This all came from her talent for researching and generating ideas, a 
balanced attitude towards risk taking, as well as pro-activeness and innovativeness which lead 
to the success of E-G Fertility center (Sarasvathy 2004; Telephone interview with Dr. J).  
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In this concluding section we explain and answer our research question that was presented in 
the problem formulation section in the introductory chapters. Moreover, based on our 
conclusions, further implications for future research is provided at the end. We also provide 
an elaborative recommendation section.  

 6. Summary and Conclusions 

In this thesis report, we set out to answer the research question “Do social relationships 
influence company internationalization? And if so, how?”. 

The main focus of our thesis was the events leading to the establishment of E-G Fertility 
center. We investigated how social relationships and entrepreneurial activities influenced the 
German company’s internationalization to the UAE, culminating in the launch of E-G center. 
With the help of various models from the published literature, we worked out which factors 
were involved, and proposed how the inter-connectivity between these factors could explain 
the successful internationalization of E-G Fertility center. 
 
Using the model by Johanson and Vahlne (2003), we analyzed the main reasons behind the 
internationalization of a German company to the UAE. Most universities in the West are 
encouraged by their goverments to expand their activities to other parts of the world with a 
view to finding new business. In the section on internationalization theory, we emphasized the 
relevance of knowledge and commitment to this particular case. Objective and experiential 
learning were crucial factors that Dr. J was able transfer across a network to Germany. This 
highlighted the importance of networks for business, and it showed how beneficial they are 
when starting a new business. E-G Fertility center’s story could be analyzed and accurately 
constructed using the Uppsala Model. 

With consideration given to social relationships, we analyzed how three dimensions (social, 
business and professional) played out between the parties in the E-G Fertility Center story. 
The social dimension highlighted the phenomenon of trust between the parties as a big 
stepping stone for speeding up the internationalization process. The business dimension 
highlighted the classical model that showed how trust emerges as a result of shared interest, 
commitment, and appropriate adaptations to one another. In addition, the IOR framework was 
discussed, and we showed how its three main theoretical stages (negotiations, commitment 
and executions) were mirrored in the E-G Fertility Center’s story. Looking at the professional 
dimension, we could see that “if personal relationships do not supplement formal role 
relationships over time, then the likelihood increases that conflicts will escalate between the 
role specialists of the organizational agents” (Ring & Van de Ven 1994, p109). This point 
emphasized how an imbalance between the formal and informal processes will likely result in 
the failure of a cooperative relationship. In our case, E-G Fertility center managed to balance 
the formal and informal processes, and this could also be seen as another key factor in its 
success. 

We also analyzed the entrepreneurial activities and barriers in relation to E-G Fertility 
Center’s case. Most of the salient barriers were related to property rights and the titling of 
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untitled assets, which to become part of the entrepreneurship cycle, require financial resources 
(to improve them) and legal input (to register them). Another obstacle was to find a location 
on the ground floor of a building, as per MOH requirements for treatment centers. 

Through our investigation of the German company, we can see that the company took a long 
time to internationalize. The main reason was the lack of any social relationship between the 
German team and a suitable partner overseas to facilitate removal of the barriers. It took some 
10 years before, by chance, Dr. J made contact with the German team, and thereafter it did not 
take long for their relationship to develop. So, in fact, the social relationship did affect the 
company’s ability to internationalize, because without it, a business relationship could never 
have developed.  During the analysis part, we illustrated the various components of our 
model. Knowledge, commitment, relationship, and entrepreneurial activity are not isolated, 
and each of them is interlinked with the others. We highlighted what kind of role each 
component played in E-G Fertility Center’s internationalization process. 
 
In our concluding words, the internationalization process in this case has been described by 
Johanson and Vahlne (1990, p22): “we think that internationalization processes are the result 
of a mixture of strategic thinking, strategic action, emergent developments, chance and 
necessity”. Chance allowed the social relationships to develop, and social relationships 
facilitate many of the necessities before a company can successfully internationalize.                                       
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7.  Recommendations 

We drew up several recommendations for E-G Fertility Center in order to improve their 
performance and maintain their success. Despite the fact that in 1994 they were the first 
fertility center to open in the Northern Emirates, they are not the leader anymore in the 
business. Moreover, the opening of other branches within other cities of the UAE is also 
important. Being present only in one city could give a weak or negative image to the rest of 
the patients of UAE, since all of the other fertility centers have branches in at least three cities 
within the UAE, giving them greater projection and presence. A new marketing campaign 
could also target customers in Europe where more and more patients are traveling overseas to 
get treatment. Hence we recommend that due attention is paid to solving any outstanding 
bureaucratic problems between E-G center and the MOH which could hold up marketing and 
opening up satellite branches. We stress that E-G fertility center should continue to seek and 
strengthen their social and business relationships with other key persons in the region with a 
view to local expansion. 

In addition, the academic headquarters in Germany should strengthen their network 
relationships and try to take the initiative in opportunity seeking and proactively study the 
market demands in different parts of the world instead of waiting for the business 
opportunities to approach them (as they did in Dr. J’s case). They could achieve this objective 
by studying the infertility rates in different parts of the world and by commissioning external 
studies on how to start new businesses in overseas territories. The aim of commissioning such 
studies would be to avoid as much of the unknown and to quantify as many of the risks of 
starting a new business as possible.   

Furthermore, we would like to recommend to the German-based company not to enter 
countries that are very far apart. The reason for this is that it will be hard to transfer the 
essential advantage of specific market knowledge and cultural values and norms of the foreign 
country back to the decision makers in the headquarters without the help of intermediatry 
people. Dr. J was the exception in this case but in other situations people like Dr. J might not 
exist. There may be opportunities in the near overseas, e.g. Eastern Europe, where the absence 
of intermediaries might not be fatal as the cultural values are not so different to Germany’s. 
Finally, if there was one important mistake for the German team to learn from, it would have 
been the lack of investigation of the legislation surrounding ownership in the UAE. After 
considerable progress had been completed, the German team were shocked that the UAE 
MOH expected their new medical center to be registered under the name of a local citizen. If 
Dr. J had not known a trustworthy local VIP patient to facilitate the registration, the story of 
E-G fertility center would have been very different. Therefore in the future, the German team 
need to obtain professional legal advice on all aspects of medical licensing, corporate law, and 
foreign ownership before entertaining a move into a new overseas market. 
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8. Implications 

For researchers looking at the internationalization process in the future, we recommend that 
they should consider all components as a whole rather than specifically thinking about one 
component. Usually researchers just focus on the internationalization models and theories 
when investigating a company, neglecting the main aspect, which is actually to do with the 
relationships going on behind the scenes. Future research should continue looking at how 
relationships further affect the business field beyond the scope of internationalization. 
Researchers should also take into consideration the relationships inside a company, which can 
be an important dependable variable when studying a company. 
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Appendix 
Interview Questions 

Open coded questionnaire to “EG Fertility Center”  

Internationalization  

1. Why did the German Fertility Center not internationalize earlier? 

2. Why did a German company choose the UAE? 

3. How many competitors did they have in the UAE? 

4. Did the company have any networks (relationships with any other companies or institutions) 

outside of Germany? 

5. Do you think that “psychic distance” (the differences in norms, values, knowledge and 

culture between Germany and the Emirates) was a problem during internationalization? If 

so, how was it resolved? 

6. Are there any legal rules that affected the company’s internationalization in the UAE or 

Germany? 

7. Did the company internationalize to set up operations in the UAE in incremental steps 

allowing time for organic growth of the business, or was there a quick sudden launch with 

direct investment? 

8. Did the company face any knowledge barriers during internationalization to set up 

operations in the UAE? If so, how were these resolved? 

9. Did any networks between Germany and the UAE help speed up the process of setting up 

operations in the UAE?  If so how? 

10. Was the German company exporting anything to the UAE (goods or services) prior to 

internationalization of its operations to the UAE?  

Social, Business, Professional Relationships 

1. Did the relationship between E‐G Fertility Centre and the German company start as a result 

of a planned or a random event?  

2. When did the first indication appear that both partners would benefit from collaboration to 

set up an operation in the UAE? 

3. Did both parties see an opportunity being created from the relationship?  
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4. Did both parties see some potential mutual benefit in extending their relationship? 

5. Did the relationship between the two parties extend to any third parties? 

6. What were the expectations about needs and abilities between the two parties? 

7. What were the commitments made by the two parties?  

8. Was there any delay in the fulfillment of commitments by either side? 

9. Did both parties develop formal contractual agreements or did they work together simply on 

verbal agreements and “trust”? 

10. Was there any abuse of trust? 

11. Was there any uncertainty that the parties faced before internationalization of operations to 

the UAE? 

12. Was there any cost to setting up the formal contracts, if any, and did these contracts 
specify any future transactional costs for either party? 

13. Had either of the partners have an awful business experience before meeting each 
other?  

14.  How did each partner seek information and knowledge about the other partner in 
order to reduce their uncertainty and fear before and after commencing their business 
relationship? 

15. What were the needs, abilities and limitations of each partner at the point before they 
went into business together? 

 

Entrepreneurial activities  

1. Where did Dr. J get her training? 

2. Did the Fertility center in Germany invest in buying machines for E‐G fertility center?  

3. Where there any additional opportunities discovered during the set up of this 

entrepreneurial venture? 

4. Who were the key persons in the two companies? Explain why? 

5.  Were there any barriers related to titling of property rights and titling of untitled assets to 

consider during set up of the clinic in the UAE? 
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6. Were there any barriers from the UAE government or health ministry officials to consider 

with respect to poor enforcement of laws or regulations? 

7. Were there any salient obstacles that the company faced during internationalization to set 

up operations in the UAE? If so, what were the entrepreneurial activities that resolved it? 

8. What were the main treatments or operations handled in the health centers? Were any of 

these treatments or operations new to the UAE? 

9. What were the medical specialties that were involved in the set up of E‐G fertility center? 

Were these the same specialties as in the German center? 

10. What equipments were used in the UAE center? Where these the same equipments as in the 

German center? 

 

Medical equipments used in E-G Fertility Center 

A list of medical equipments with their functions was also provided. 

IVF in vitro fertilization: “IVF involves the fertilisation of oocytes in vitro and the transfer 
of 2-, 4- or 8-cell embryos into the uterus. IVF was initially developed to overcome the 
absence of, or to bypass irreparably damaged, fallopian tubes. Over the years this form of 
treatment has been extended to other causes of infertility.”(Email from E-G fertility center) 

IUI intra-uterine insemination: “Insemination is accomplished by means of semen 
deposition into the uterus. This requires sperm preparation techniques in the laboratory to 
select sperms with good progressive motility.” (Email from E-G fertility center) 

“ICSI intra-cytoplasmic sperm injection: “The injection of a single sperm into the ooplasm 
under a microscope with the help of a micromanipulator. Because this technique only requires 
that the spermatozoon is alive it can be performed with immobile, tailless or morphologically 
aberrant sperms, which have or have not undergone the acrosomal reaction. It is possible to 
achieve fertilisation even with immature sperms; however, these have to be at least in the 
stage of late spermatids. With ICSI there is no longer a correlation between the severity of the 
male infertility and the possibility of fertilisation and pregnancy rates. Furthermore it is 
irrelevant if the sperms are from fertile or infertile men“ (Email from E-G fertility center) 

 Setting up an IVF/ICSI LABORATORY 

“The IVF/ICSI laboratory is the most important component for the success of any assisted 
reproduction program. Its arrangement, design and equipment have to be carefully organised. 
Human gametes and embryos are very delicate and therefore the beginning of human life 
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needs extreme care during treatment. The use of optimal technology and technique for 
follicular puncture and embryo culture is essential to obtain oocytes and embryos with good 
fertilisation and cleavage rates. Human in-vitro fertilisation procedures involve sterile 
handling and culture of human oocytes, spermatozoa and embryos.” (Email from E-G fertility 
Center) 

 Essential Equipment for the IVF Laboratory 
 

Carbon dioxide incubators – “two incubators with accurate CO2 and temperature control. 
The culture system is the central element of an IVF-laboratory. It should be of such a volume 
so that the CO2-set point is re-established in only a few minutes even after frequent openings. 
It is recommended that one of these incubators is so small that it can be used as a “working 
incubator” inside the sterile hood.” (Email from E-G fertility center) 

Laminar flow cabinet  “to carry out sterile procedures such as sperm preparation, setting up 
of culture dishes, preparation of media, grading of oocytes, and gamete/embryo loading into 
catheters for transfer. The laminar flow cabinet should be of the vertical type circulating 
filtered air to prevent microbial contamination. Germicidal UV lamps could be fitted for 
overnight sterilisation. All working surfaces must be cleaned by a 70% alcohol solution at the 
end of daily procedures.” (Email from E-G fertility center) 

Refrigerator “for storage of media in sealed plastic or glass containers, sterile serum 
samples, chemicals used for media preparation, heparin etc.” (Email from E-G fertility center) 

Microscopes 

1.   “Normal compound microscope (phase contrast 20x) for semen analysis of the 
ejaculate after sperm preparation.” (Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 

 2.   “Dissecting microscope for scanning the follicular aspirates and for identification of 
oocytes / embryos, 10 x eye pieces, 4 to 50 x range zoom objective, very importantly, with 
dark field.” (Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 

“Cryo-preservation unit with supply and storage tanks   for the cryo-preservation and 
storage of semen etc.” (Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 

“Micromanipulation unit connected to an inverted microscope to perform ICSI.” (Email 
from E-G fertility Clinic) 

“Electronic balance (0.001 g - 30 g) for the preparation of hyaluronidase solution etc.” 
(Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 
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“Water bath heater for thawing procedures after cryo-preservation.” (Email from E-G 
fertility Clinic) 

“Centrifuge for sperm preparation procedures e.g. washing, concentration of sperm etc.” 
(Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 

Makler chamber “for sperm counting.” (Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 

Oven – “Hot air oven for drying equipment after proper and thorough washing procedures 
and for sterilising equipment after wrapping with tinfoil.Pipetting devices to use with 
graduated pipettes in transferring culture media to culture tubes, dishes or in the preparation 
of culture media.” (Email from E-G fertility Clinic) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


