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Branding Strategies of Born Globals 

Abstract

Born global companies, which from their establishment pursue a vision of becoming global and which often globalise their business rapidly, thereby contradicting so many of the existing international business research paradigms, have been studied now for a decade. However, little has been written specifically about Born Globals’ marketing strategies, and few of these studies are related to the challenges facing Born Globals in their branding endeavours. This research first reviews the existing literature and then advances toward development of a theoretical framework. Propositions are developed, which are suggested to be tested in future research. A key argument is that business-to-business and business-to-consumer Born Globals differ as to their branding strategies. This research explains which Born Global firms can be expected to emphasise global branding and what qualities are required from the firm’s founder and management for success. The reader is also told when to use a single or a multiple branding approach and to what extent should branding strategies be standardised across countries. Finally, the theoretical contribution is pinpointed and the managerial implications are drawn.
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1. Introduction

Born global companies, which from their establishment pursue a vision of becoming global and which often globalise their business rapidly, thereby contradicting so many of the international business research paradigms, e.g. the Mainstream pattern of internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne 1977, Luostarinen 1979), have recently raised interest among researchers in many countries (see Oviatt and McDougal 1994, Luostarinen and Gabrielsson 2004). In this research, Born Globals are defined as having from the inception a vision of becoming global and the successful ones have since establishment in 1985 or later expanded so that more than 50% of their sales are external to the home continent, often derived from many countries and several continents (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2001).

Although the international and global marketing literature has contributed much to our understanding of the marketing strategies of large global firms (see e.g. Buzzell 1968, Keegan 1969, Levitt 1983 and Jain 1989, Yip 1992), little has been written specifically on Born Globals’ marketing strategies (see e.g. Knight 1997) and few of these studies are related to the challenges facing Born Globals in their branding endeavours (see McDougall et al. 1994, Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2002, Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielsson P. 2003). It therefore seems justifiable to study the branding strategies of Born Globals. 

Finnish Born Globals are facing a tremendous challenge given their origin, resource constraints, and vision. As they originate in a small and open economy (SMOPEC), are new business ventures, and aim to conquer the global market rapidly it is difficult to imagine anything more difficult. Given these circumstances, branding is among the most difficult managerial challenges. (see e.g. Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004) It has usually taken decades for truly global companies to gain global brand recognition.  

Hence, this study addresses the following research problem: What are the branding strategies of successful Born Globals given their origin, resource constraints, and vision? To address this problem, the objectives set for this study are as follows: (1) What are the specific characteristics of Born Globals originating from SMOPEC countries, (2) What are the realistically available branding strategy alternatives given these circumstances?, (3) What are the factors influencing the Born Global’s choice of branding strategy?, (4) What are the branding strategies that successful Finnish Born Globals can be expected to select?

The study approach is of a conceptual-analytical nature. It first reviews the existing literature and then advances toward development of a theoretical framework. Propositions to be tested in future research are developed. Finally, the theoretical contribution is pinpointed and the managerial implications are drawn.

2. Literature review

2.1 Characteristics of Born Globals

The Born Globals can be defined in many ways. These definitions vary from very strict to relatively loose, depending on the school of thought. Some of the earlier studies have used revenues and export percentage as measurement criteria (Knight & Cavusgil 1996). Others have emphasised the elements of an international venture, which “seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sales of outputs in multiple countries” (Oviatt & McDougall 1994).  Generally speaking, Born Globals have been associated with small size, entrepreneurship and few employees; limited resources and experience in international business; small domestic markets and global niche products intended for global markets. (Gabrielsson & Al-Obaidi 2004). 

The latest global business research has insisted on a strict interpretation of the concept ‘global’ and also taken up the strategic perspectives (Gabrielsson & Al-Obaidi 2004), whereby Born Globals (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004): (1) start international operations even before or simultaneously with domestic ones, (2) base their visions and missions mainly on global markets and customers from the inception, (3) plan their products, structures, systems and finances on a global basis, (4) plan to become global market leaders as part of their vision, (5) use different product, operation and market strategies than firms have traditionally done, (6) follow different global marketing strategies, and (7) grow exceptionally fast on global markets. 

Limited financial and managerial resources combined with a courageous globalisation strategy reduce the realistically available branding strategies in many ways: (1) The branding strategy should be cost effective, (2) The branding strategy should allow rapid impact on the global market, (3) The brand building should be simple and require limited managerial skills.  At first, achievement of all of these requirements seems almost impossible.

2.2 Alternative branding strategy dimensions

The international marketing literature has provided us with the following strategic dimensions for consideration of which alternatives would be particularly suitable for Born Globals: 

1. degree of standardisation (standardised, modified or localised) 

2. number of brands (branded house, house of brands, rented house)

3. brand building approach (push or pull)

2.2.1 Degree of standardisation: The debate concerning whether to standardise or to adapt marketing strategies has gone on for a long time and does not seem to be close to any conclusive theory or practice (Gabrielsson P. & Gabrielsson M. 2003): The earlier work goes back to the 1960s, when Buzzell (1968) studied the standardisation of international marketing strategies and Keegan (1969) the product and communication strategy. From the articles that have appeared since 1960 it can be concluded that most of them have been of a purely theoretical nature and empirical evidence is rare except for a few works, mainly on MNCs operating in developing countries (see e.g. Hill and Still 1984, Boddewyn and al. 1986, Ozsomer et al. 1991, Chang 1995) and studies focusing on consumer preferences and segmentation (see e.g. Verhage & Dahringer 1989, Keillor et al. 2001). 

Also, the issue of whether standardisation is feasible still seems to be unresolved (Gabrielsson P. & Gabrielsson M. 2003): The most far-reaching interpretations have been presented by Levitt (1983), who has argued that emerging global markets are providing opportunities to market standardised products across the globe, ignoring regional or national differences. Although increased use of product and branding standardisation has in particular been supported in the literature (Sorenson & Wiechmann 1975, Walters 1986, Boddewyn et al. 1986, Ozsomer et al. 1991, Whitelock & Pimblett 1997), the empirical evidence is scarce except for a few studies, mainly on MNCs (Sorenson & Wiechmann 1975). 

Recent studies on large companies have indicated that standardisation of branding and marketing strategies may have performance implications (Waheeduzzaman & Dube 2002, Zou & Cavusgil 2002). The outcome may, however, depend on many company- and market-related factors. For instance, MNCs’ global management orientation should be taken into account (Laroche et al. 2001). The studies examining the branding strategies of smaller Born Globals are few.  Luostarinen & Gabrielsson (2004) propose that Born Globals deviate from conventional companies because of the high pressure to develop their own global brand from inception. Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielsson P. (2003) emphasise that to globalise successfully standardisation of branding strategies is a necessity for Born Globals and suggest horizontal brand co-operation with business partners for coping with obvious resource limitations. 

The proponents of the adapted approach to global marketing argue that as customer and institutional characteristics differ significantly by area, some geographic adjustment is needed to be able to compete successfully (Simmonds 1985). When examining the Born Globals’ potential to differentiate their marketing, Knight (1997) argues that Born Globals usually lack the advertising or market power resources that are required for intensive marketing and image management. They rather differentiate via product innovation. Lately, there have been studies suggesting that in addition to a fully standardised or fully localised branding strategy an intermediate alternative exists, where a global brand platform that allows for local modifications is developed (Bradley 2002, 197).

2.2.2 Number of brands used: Aaker and Joachimsthaler (2001) have suggested that there are basically two alternatives for global branding: a house of brands or then a branded house. In a house of brands, an independent set of product brands is used, each maximising the impact on market. This multiple branding approach helps the company target different market segments, spread risk, and meet the consumers’ need for variety (Chen & Paliwoda 2003). In contrast, in the branded house alternative, a single master brand is used to span a set of offerings. In addition, descriptive sub brands may be used to offer some flexibility for market requirements. (Aaker & Joachimsthaler 2001) 

It has also been argued that brand building is increasingly turning from more tactical brand management toward strategic brand leadership. This will influence the way in which companies organise and plan their product-market scope, brand structures, and number of brands. Hence, to successfully orchestrate this increased complexity brand managers should become team leaders of multiple communication options rather than the coordinators that they are now. (Aaker & Joachimsthaler 2000, 7-13)  Born Globals and MNCs, however, probably differ considerably from each other, not only as to number of brands used, but also to the extent of usage of in-house versus rented brands. As MNCs have been reported to focus increasingly on management of their own portfolio of national brands, Born Globals are expected to limit their own brands to minimum and in fact increasingly use OEM and private label branding when this is feasible.

2.2.3 Brand-building approach: The literature seems to agree that development of global brands is usually a long-term endeavour, leading to increased brand equity (Keller 1993, Aaker 1994, Kapferer 1997). The targeted global brand awareness and image are built consistently on the basis of the brand identity set by the company as the target for its brand. 

Since various researchers tend to use the concepts in slightly different ways it is important to define what is meant by brand name, awareness, image, and identity. Legally, a brand name simply distinguishes a company’s product and certifies its origin, but hereby we refer to its “ability to gain an exclusive, positive and prominent meaning in the mind of a large number of consumers” (Kapferer 1997, 25). This strength can be measured by brand awareness “as reflected by consumers’ ability to identify the brand” (Keller 1993, 3). “Brand awareness affects consumer decision making by influencing the formation and strength of brand associations in the brand image” (Keller 1993, 3) Brand image again consists of “perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand associations held in consumer memory” (Keller 1993, 3).

An essential part of brand building is the implementation of the external and internal marketing communication in regards to the brand identity (Aaker & Joachimshaler 2000, 7-13). An important marketing communication decision is whether the ‘push’ or ‘pull’ strategy is applied. In the pull approach, the Born Global advertises and uses sales promotion to create pull for the brand. In contrast, in the push approach personal selling, direct marketing, and public relations are used to push the products into the channel. (see e.g. Aaker et al. 1992) 

3. Framework 

The earlier research has identified several factors influencing the Born Global strategies (e.g. Oviatt & McDougal 1994, Madsen & Servais 1997, Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielsson P. 2003, Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004) and also factors influencing branding strategies (e.g. Chung 2002, Zou & Cavusgil 2002) have been covered to a great extent. These guide us to development of an integrated theoretical framework for the branding strategies of Born Globals. See Figure 1. These explanatory variables can be grouped under the following headings: (1) The characteristics and global expansion of Born Globals, (2) Development of product-market and environmental factors, and (3) Development of channel structure and network relations. 


3.1 The characteristics and global expansion of Born Globals 

Earlier we described some of the general characteristics that have been associated with Born Globals, such as small size, limited resources, and global vision. In addition, international entrepreneurship studies (McDougall et al. 1994) have pointed out that the history of the founder, such as past experience, ambition level and motivation, has a large influence on the behaviour of Born Globals (Madsen & Servais 1997). Also, the calibre of its researchers may have a favourable influence on both the product innovations and on the company’s technological reputation, which allows it to brand the product successfully (Zahra et al. 2003). 

Furthermore, Born Globals seem to differ as to their internationalisation or globalisation degree in definitions used for research (e.g. Madsen & Servais 1997), but also as in their actual stage-wise globalisation development (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2002). Hence, it is justified to include the geographical market expansion criteria and just accept that some of them have reached an international stage (majority of sales derived from Europe, the home continent of Finnish companies) and others have achieved a global status (majority of sales derived external to the home continent). This can be expected to be an important variable influencing the global branding strategy. 


3.2 Development of product-market and environmental factors 

An important decision by the Born Global entrepreneur is to determine the product-markets where it will operate. Earlier research has recognised that the push and pull forces faced by the entrepreneur in their home country influence their globalisation process and global marketing strategies (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004). Also, the marketing standardisation literature has found that in addition to firm factors, target country factors and product factors are also important in deciding on branding strategy (Chung 2002).

In addition, McDougall et al. 1994 address the Born Globals’ branding strategies by claiming that the broadness of the competitive strategy’s scope measured by range of products, broadness of markets, number of market segments, number of customers, and number of distribution channels are decisive when new ventures decide on the emphasis in brand identification and name recognition and on the resources to be allocated to them. Earlier Born Globals research has suggested that an important criterion is whether the product is based on low- or high-tech (Madsen & Servais 1997). In contrast, it has been found that Born Globals in Finland exist in five different product groups: high-tech, high-design, high-service, high-know-how and high-systems (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004). Also, the branding strategies of Born Globals targeting end-consumers seem to differ from those selling to business customers (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2002). In the propositions development section this examination will be limited to this end-customer division. However, empirical studies are also needed to investigate the influence of the above product groups based classification on branding strategy selections.

The standardisation literature shows that besides firm level factors, various environmental variables at the country and industry level also influence the level of brand standardisation. Among the country variables, notable elements were political and regulatory elements, level of economic development, similarity of culture, and existence of similar market segments. (Waheeduzzaman & Dube 2002, Zou & Cavusgil 2002) A leading argument in much of this literature is that standardisation should not exceed the level where not even minimum national requirements are acknowledged. Hence, it is always a balance between home-market and target-markets requirements and their business potential. Besides many of the above-mentioned aspects, the product life cycle stage and level of competition have been used in earlier studies as variables (Chung 2002). For instance, the spreading of the innovation to broader user groups usually requires more emphasis on branding as the newness of technology is not enough to convince the consumers that are more conservative. Besides, increased competition along the lifecycle may call for higher investments into branding to secure the global position. 

3.3 Development of channel structure and network relations

The Born Globals literature emphasises the importance of co-operating and networking with supply chain members to avoid the scarcity of their own resources.  Oviatt & McDougall (1994, 55) conclude that “a major feature that distinguishes new ventures from established organizations is the minimal use of internalisation and the greater use of alternative transaction governance structures.” Consequently, companies form mutually beneficial relationships with their suppliers, buyers, other companies, trade associations, universities, and research centres (Zahra et al. 2003). Also, Luostarinen and Gabrielsson (2004) state that “Born Globals deviate from the holistic operation mainstream pattern (Luostarinen 1994) by proceeding in the reverse order or by moving exceptionally fast/ simultaneously through the inward-outward-co-operation process.” 

Born Globals more often than traditional companies rely on supplementary competences sourced from other firms. In their distribution channels, they more often rely on close relationships and network partners. (Madsen & Servais 1997). 

Hence, born Globals often form alliances with large distribution channels to benefit from their ready-built sales channels, reputation, and brands. In addition, they co-operate with large MNCs, which use Born Globals’ products in their systems. This can be beneficial for Born Globals in the entry phase, but can become problematic if they become overwhelmingly inter-dependent on these large channels. Price negotiations and sales channel conflicts can become a burden. Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielson P. (2003) suggest that Born Globals should therefore especially increase their marketing co-operation with horizontal partners. For instance, they mention that in the ICT field, Born Globals can use telecom manufacturers’ or operators’ brands or logos when marketing a product or application that has successfully completed their testing process. Further, Born Globals can leverage the content-providers’ brands and marketing resources, for instance, by co-branding with large well-established companies from the music or movie industry. 
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Figure 1: Theoretical Framework for Branding Strategies of Born Globals

4. Propositions 

Based on the above literature and framework, propositions can be built to explain the branding strategies selected by Born Globals, keeping in mind that the special requirements they should fulfil were cost effectiveness, rapidity, and simplicity. 

Born Globals of SMOPEC are faced with a tremendous entrepreneurial challenge: how to globalise their businesses when they originate from small countries, have limited financial and managerial resources, and are forced to proceed rapidly (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004). This combined with the observation that history and quality of the founder and key-management (McDougall et al. 1994, Madsen & Servais, Zahra et al. 2003) are crucial for the outcome of the Born Global led us to postulate the following proposition number one:

PR1: Born Globals with more experienced, motivated and recognised founders and key personnel will be more likely (as compared to those without such qualities) to overcome the globalisation challenges and to achieve global status and global brand recognition (whereas others will more often fail).


Earlier research has recognised the importance of the product market in which Born Globals are operating (McDougall et al. 1994, Madsen & Servais 1997, Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004) and preliminary empirical findings (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2002) have indicated that the customer type, whether industrial or consumer, influences the branding strategies of Born Globals. McDougall et al. 1994 have proposed that higher branding emphasis would be required for enhancing the ability of new ventures to market in broader market segments. Born Globals in the business-to-consumer (B-C) field usually have to reach a much broader market than the business-to-business (B-B) Born Globals. Hence, development of an in-house global brand is more important for B-C Born Globals than for B-B Born Globals. Due to limited resources, B-C Born Globals cannot be expected to develop multiple brands of their own, but are expected to either focus on a single own global brand or then to seek horizontal co-branding partners as Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielsson P. (2003) suggest. 

Furthermore, Knight (1997) has proposed that Born Globals mainly emphasize personal selling since (1) they often sell specialized products to dispersed global market niches that may be hard to target with advertising, (2) lack the resources needed to engage in large scale adverting, and (3) sell to industrial markets. This would indicate that B-B companies would favour push-based marketing communication over pull-based. In contrast, B-C companies can be expected to create demand through the pull approach, because otherwise, channel members usually do not sell these often ‘new to the world’ products. However, they probably need to be innovative in finding new low-cost techniques, such as the Internet, editorial publicity, and technological reputation of their engineers and designers (see e.g. Joachimsthaler & Aaker 1997, Zahra et al. 2003). The following brand building strategies for B-B and B-C Born Globals is proposed:

PR2: Business-to-Business Born Globals will be more likely to use multiple (OEM and private label) branding strategies than those targeting Business to-Consumer customers, which will develop single in-house or co-operative brands. The Business-to-Business Born Globals will rely on push whereas the Business-to-Consumer Born Globals on both the push and the pull approach.

Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielsson P. (2003) have proposed that Born Globals  standardise their branding strategies from the inception. However, the above-described B-B companies do not face the same pressure to develop their own brands, but often rely on large business-to-business customers to carry their product further to the global market. Although to sustain their position, they probably need to invest in their own brand-building later in the globalisation process, the following is proposed:

PR3: Born Globals with Business-to-Consumer customers will be more likely to apply modified or standardised branding strategy from the inception across countries than those with Business-to-Business customers, which will rely on more localised, often non-branded strategies. 
5. Conclusions

Ten years after Rennie (1993) brought the Born Globals phenomena into the daylight, research is still far from any final conclusion on many aspects. The reasons for the existence and increased number of Born Globals have been explained thoroughly (Oviatt& McDougall 1994, Knight & Cavusgil 1996, Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2004).  However, the broader research framework that many researchers  (e.g. Madsen & Servais 1997) have called for is still in its initial stages.  This research contributes by increasing knowledge related to the branding strategies of born Globals. Although branding strategies have been covered in the international business literature to a great extent (Sorenson and Wiechmann 1975, Walters 1986, Boddewyn et al. 1986, Ozsomer et al. 1991, Whitelock & Pimblett 1997), ,Waheeduzzaman & Dube 2002, Zou & Cavusgil 2002), the branding strategies of Born Globals have remained almost untouched (see Gabrielsson M. & Gabrielsson P. 2003). 

Hence, it should be regarded as an achievement that this study has developed a theoretical framework and propositions explaining the branding strategies of Born Globals. A key argument is that business-to-business and business-to-consumer Born Globals differ as to their branding strategies. This research explains which Born Global firms can be expected to emphasise global branding and what qualities are required of the firm’s founder and management for success. The reader is also told when to use the single or multiple branding approach and to what extent standardisation of branding strategies across countries should be applied. The framework also implies that branding strategies need to be changed over time. Naturally, these very preliminary research findings should be subjected to empirical testing. This verification is planned for Finnish Born Globals to begin with and then the results are to be replicated in other countries as well. Only then can robust managerial implications be drawn. 
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