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Introduction

Theoretical explanations of the phenomenon of firm internationalization such as the traditional Process Theory of Internationalization (i.e. Nordic internationalization process models, export stage models) have been challenged in numerous research works that gave rise to a relatively new field of research called International Entrepreneurship.

The central argument of the traditional process model of internationalization (i.e. Uppsala Model) is that psychic distance that exists between markets delineated by country borders creates uncertainty about doing business in foreign markets. Thus knowledge about the foreign market and experiential knowledge about doing business in foreign markets are key factors in the internationalization process of the firm. Learning and experience increases that knowledge needed to overcome psychic distance thus the process of internationalization is incremental (Johanson and Vahlne 1977, 1990). The Uppsala model was developed in a market explained by neoclassical economics as one characterized by many independent suppliers and customers. In their revised model the authors acknowledge the changes of the business environment that nowadays works more like a network, a web of relationships, rather than as a neoclassical market with many independent suppliers and customers (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). The authors point out that the outsidership in relation to the relevant network, more than psychic distance has become the root of uncertainty when it comes internationalization. Knowledge is still the key factor of the model but the authors recognize the fact that new knowledge is developed in relationships; therefore trust-building is key.

Oviatt and McDougall’s (1994) seminal article - that is considered the starting point of the theoretical research about the phenomena that is about the firm that “from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sales of outputs in multiple countries” (p.49) - described new paths of internationalization by a new type of internationalizing firm that they coined international new venture (INV). These firms in spite of their liabilities such as newness, smallness and foreignness were able to internationalize early and fast. The authors pointed out the importance of the changing international environment that led to decreasing transaction costs of multinational interchange thus hierarchies of large, established multinational companies are no longer the norm for high growth and successful international expansion. Decreasing transaction costs of cross-border interchange are especially important for firms based in small home-markets and for companies that are offering niche or high-tech products and services. Upon or shortly after inception small country or niche-oriented firms who would like to grow must operate in a market that is global. Thus it is not surprising that the vast empirical work of accelerated internationalization refers to high-tech and niche-oriented firms (as reviewed by Rialp et. al. 2005: 152 or pointed out by Hennart 2014:126). Acknowledging the networked nature of the environment and its importance for small internationalizing firms gave rise to many empirical and theoretical works about the role of network relationships on international market development first highlighted by Coviello and Munro (1995). Besides the role of the environment and especially networks in accelerated internationalization, firm-specific issues such as the founder and or founding team’s characteristics, entrepreneurial behavior of these firms, social and relational capital of firm members, organizational issues as well decision-making logic have been studied leading to the research field named International Entrepreneurship (IE). The latest and to this day most comprehensive review of the field is that of Jones et al. (2011) where the authors build a thematic map of international entrepreneurship research and concludes that the field is phenomenally based, fragmented and suffers from theoretical paucity. However the authors point out that this shouldn’t be a problem since IE is little over two decades old and if we accept that theory development is incremental then the development of theoretical (i.e. de-contextualized) constructs, variables, hypotheses takes time too. One of the major research fields of IE identified by the comprehensive and systematic review and grouping is entrepreneurial internationalization. The thematic areas inside this field concern venture type, internationalization, networks and social capital, organizational issues and entrepreneurship. In their review about the field of early internationalization Rialp et. al. (2005:155) argue that in order for the literature to develop, emphasis on the development of theory, constructs and conceptual frameworks is essential and they make a call for more holistic conceptual and theoretical approaches and “modern frameworks”. 

Our paper proposes to contribute to the field of entrepreneurial internationalization identified by Jones et. al. (2011) as a main theme of international entrepreneurship by covering several thematic area’s inside the field using a conceptual construct that helps integrating these areas. This construct is the business model. Recently it has been suggested that specific characteristics of the firm business model such as product- and customer characteristics as well as the characteristics of channels of communication and distribution are the factors that besides environmental characteristics such as small home market explains why firms are able to start international activities very early and subsequently sell a high share of their output abroad (Hennart 2014). Based on the existing literature about the concept of business model and its relevance for strategic entrepreneurship research in this paper we build up the argument that business model is an appropriate theoretical construct to investigate the phenomenon of entrepreneurial internationalization. Based on Zott and Amit (2010) we refer to business model as a boundary-spanning construct that acknowledges the complex and interconnected nature of value creation and capture and points to the importance of activity system that enable firms and its partners (including customers) to create and appropriate value. Since the business environment more and more behaves like a network, a web of relationships, rather than as a neoclassical market with many independent suppliers and customers, in order to understand the behavior of an actor (i.e. firm) in this web of relationships we need to take a systemic view and look at the content, structure and governance of these interrelationships relevant for the focal firm. The business model is a construct that allows such a systemic view. 

Hence, we set as the objective of this research to elaborate on how the business model construct can help to understand the behavior of INV’s. We first give a brief review of the literature on entrepreneurial internationalization pointing out the main theoretical constructs we propose to study by using the business model as an integrative framework. Then we review the literature about the conceptualization of business model and propose further research avenues to study international new ventures using the concept of business model. 
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