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Abstract 

The study investigates asymmetric symbiotic relationships from the perspective of international new ventures (INVs) in the service sector, a phenomenon that has been neglected in the international business, supply chain, and marketing literature. Departing from the extant literature, we present four case studies of Brazilian service INVs that used multinational corporation (MNC) networks to internationalize. We examine the benefits accrued by the INV, the process of establishing and maintaining the relationship, as well as issues associated to network coordination, INV commitment and investments, and the nature of ties within the network. We provide an internal view of the relationship between the INV and the MNC. Data collection was based on in-depth personal interviews with entrepreneurs and secondary data. Data analysis used story-telling, cross-case analysis, and pattern-matching techniques. Finally, we extract four propositions to advance the understanding of the phenomenon. 
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Asymmetric Symbiotic Relationships and Dependent Internationalization: 
Small Service Firms in a Multinational Network

Introduction
The phenomenon of international new ventures has received growing attention from International Business academicians since Oviatt and McDougall’s (1994, 1995) seminal work. Among the several issues that attracted the interest of researchers, the decisions associated to the initial steps in internationalization are among the most studied. In fact, the understanding of how these firms overcome their lack of resources and legitimacy in entering international markets when they are still in their infancy is probably one of the key issues to reach a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. 
One of the potential avenues for an INV to reach global markets is to enter MNCs’ networks (Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004). Collaborative agreements between starts-ups and MNCs are not a new topic in the International Business agenda (e.g. Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004). Yet, these issues have been looked most extensively from the perspective of the multinational corporation (MNC), and not from the perspective of the international new venture (INV). Accordingly, Kirpalani and Gabrielsson (2012) point out that the interface of the MNC and the INV is still an under researched area in IB; and Acs and Terjesen (2013, p.522) contend that “new ventures play a crucial, yet underinvestigated, role in differentiated network MNEs.”
This type of collaboration has also been a relevant subject in the area of supply chain management, in which case the emphasis is typically on process integration. Part of this literature sees the supply chain as a network of organizations (Lambert, Cooper, & Pagh, 1998), and addresses issues of coordination and synergy among its members. Yet the focus is more often on the combination of processes, technologies, structures, and skills to add value to the final products (e.g. Stock & Boyer, 2009). Braziotis et al (2013, p.44) claim, however, that the literature on supply chain networks is still “immature”. In addition, the focus of supply chain academicians is not on how INVs internationalize using MNCs’ value chain.
The marketing literature has looked very early at symbiotic relationships. For example, Adler (1966) sees symbiotic relationships as “alliances of resources or programs [..] designed to increase the market potential” of each of the parties (Adler, 1966, p.60); and Varadarajan and Rajaratnam (1986) examine symbiotic marketing strategies and factors associated to their adoption. Other authors have looked specifically at piggybacking strategies. Terpstra and Yu (1990) conceptualize piggybacking as a non-equity marketing arrangement between two or more parties, in which one or more of the participating firms transfer to another the right to commercialize their products in one or more foreign countries. Although the authors consider piggybacking an attractive strategy even in domestic markets, they suggest that emerging economies’ firms would mostly benefit from adopting this type of entry mode in foreign markets. Merrilees & Tiessen (1999) deem piggybacking a special case of sales-driven models of international marketing, characterized by lack of market power and control over the marketing process.
In addition to the lack of research on asymmetric symbiotic relationships, scholars have also systematically neglected the study of the phenomenon in the context of services. Because of its intangible nature, the provision of services has been “largely ignored in supply chain research” (Ellram, Tate, & Billington, 2004), or at best, received scant attention from academicians in the area (e.g. Maas, Herb, & Hartmann, 2014; Sampson & Spring, 2012). In the international entrepreneurship (IE) field, Kirpalani and Gabrielsson (2012) also indicate the need for more research on service INVs.
Therefore, there is a need for more research efforts to get a better understanding of the relationship between service INVs and MNCs in the context of internationalization. This study aims at investigating the following research questions:  How the relationship between the INV and the MNC network starts and evolves? To what extent and in what circumstances are these asymmetric symbiotic relationships a valuable entry mode in international markets for service INVs? Departing from the extant literature, we present four case studies of INVs that used MNCs’ networks to internationalize, and extract propositions on the nature and characteristics of the phenomenon.
Literature Review
Symbiosis is commonly defined as an intimate relationship between two or more entities that depend on each other. Symbiotic relationships are non-equity long-lasting relationships between suppliers and customers that “may account for considerable shares of the supplier’s sales and/or the customer needs” in which “significant counterpart-specific […] adaptation occurs” (Hallén, Johanson, & Seyed-Mohamed, 1991, p.30).  Etemad (2004, p.234) calls these associations “privileged relationships” and Acs and Terjesen (2013, p.521) refer to “intermediated mode of internationalization”. The concept of symbiotic relationships includes several dimensions:
· Shared benefits – The parties should get significant benefits from the relationship, at least during a certain period, or one of the parties would leave the relationship. 
· Complementarity - Complementarity is a key issue in these arrangements, permitting both firms to add value to their current activities (Vapola, 2012). 
· Co-dependence – The parties become codependent, to the point that “neither party can survive without the other” (Etemad, Wright, & Dana, 2001, p.487). 
· Adaptation – Each party needs to adapt to a certain extent in order to accommodate the needs and expectations of the other. 
· Synergy – The relationship should increase the effectiveness of the parties working together.
Symbiotic relationships can happen between firms of the same size or between firms of different sizes. In fact, there seems to be a “growing trend towards symbiotic collaboration between small and large firms” (Dana & Wright, 2004, p.9), and specifically between INVs and MNCs. Asymmetries of power, resources, and influence between the partners characterize such relationships, posing specific problems. In spite of that, the extant literature has largely “overlooked the problem of asymmetry between MNCs and start-ups” (Vapola, 2012, p.332). The literature provides several examples of INVs expanding internationally using symbiotic relationships with MNCs (see, for example, Coviello, 2006; Coviello & Munro, 1995, 1997; Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Prashantham & Balachandran, 2009).  
The rationale supporting the symbiotic relationship between an INV and a MNC rests mainly, on the side of the INV, on the possibility of a fast and low risk start of the internationalization process. In fact, this type of relationship may allow a service INV to become international without crossing borders. Etemad (2004) notes that an INV may internationalize by integrating into the MNE value chain, but often this type of internationalization does not require the INV to move away from its geographic location to another country. This happens because INVs lack resources and, to enter international markets effectively, they need to use governance structures with other organizations. The authors suggest that symbiotic relationships with MNCs are in most cases the most effective means of INVs reaching global markets. 
Costs and risks associated to symbiotic relationships, from the perspective of the INV, refer to the position of a smaller firm in an asymmetric partnership, which can generate insecurity, vulnerability, excessive dependence, or even loss of control. Etemad et al (2001) argue, however, that a new paradigm in cooperative relationships, which emphasizes mutual interdependence, minimizes these disadvantages. Table 1 summarizes the different benefits, cost and risks faced by INVs in an asymmetric symbiotic relationship. 
TABLE 1 HERE
Symbiotic relationships have also been addressed in the context of network theory in internationalization. Specifically, we examine four issues that are relevant in the analysis of asymmetric symbiotic relationships: Coordination, Commitment, Investments, and Ties.
Coordination issues – Increased managerial complexity is an expected outcome of symbiotic relationships (Dana & Wright, 2004). Vapola (2012) claims, however, that investments in network coordination are relatively much more relevant and costly for the MNC than for the INV, since the first may have to manage hundreds of partners in multiparty alliances, while the latter may need simple governance structures to manage a very small number of relationships. It could be argued, however, that failures in network coordination can be more costly for the INV. 
Commitment – Johanson and Vahlne (2003, 2006, 2009, 2011, 2013) see commitment as a key ingredient in the development of relationships in a network. These authors recognize a strong interplay between trust and commitment, with trust being “a prerequisite for commitment” (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p.1417). Firms in a network should therefore act intentionally to give signs of commitment to the other party. In such a way the other party will be stimulated to increase its degree of commitment to the relationship. Nevertheless, some authors have cautioned to excessive commitment to a network leading to dependence. For example, Prashantham and Balachandran (2009) raise the issues of vulnerability and “overembeddedness” as potential threats to the new ventures; and Gabrielsson et al (2008) suggest INVs should consider for how long they should remain in the MNC network.
Investments - Interfirm adaptations may represent a substantial investment for the parties; they may be critical for the relationship and are often difficult or even impossible to transfer to other relationships (Hallén et al, 1991). Johanson and Vahlne (2003, 2006, 2009, 2011, 2013) see these investments as a tangible measure of commitment to an international relationship. In fact, they operationalize commitment in terms of (relative) volume of resources committed to the relationship and the extent to which the resources committed are hard to be reallocated to another activity. They are needed not only in the initial stages of the relationship, but they are ongoing, as the relationship evolves. When a small firm enters an asymmetric relationship with a MNC, the investments required may be of such magnitude that they may actually inhibit the small firm from engaging in other relationships, at least for substantial time. For example, Vapola (2012) reports the concerns of entrepreneurs in high-tech start-ups with drainage of resources when engaging in partnerships with MNCs. When this situation occurs, the INV may be locked into a position of vulnerability and dependence, hindering the exploitation of other growth opportunities.
Ties – The nature of the ties between individuals and organizations in a network seems to be a critical element in the outcomes of a relationship. Granovetter (1972, 1982) examined the intensity of ties in a relationship. Granovetter’s criteria to consider strong or weak ties include frequency of contact, intensity, and reciprocal commitments. Ties act as bridges to knowledge sharing (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003) and opportunity recognition and exploitation within the network (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). 
Methodology
This study uses the case method of investigation in order to explore the phenomenon of asymmetric symbiotic relationships. Accordingly, our research questions focus on how (Yin, 1989) INVs use MNCs networks as alternative governance structures to reach international markets. Cases were selected from a database of service firms to which the authors had access. Eight cases of INVs were initially selected because they appeared to comply with the characteristics of this mode of internationalization. After further investigation, four cases were dropped and the other four were used in the study. Table 2 provides a brief summary of each of the cases studied.
TABLE 2 HERE
The four service firms selected for the study are in creative industries; three are high-technology firms (software and games) and the other operates in a traditional sector (design). The four firms internationalized within five years from inception, thus characterizing them as international new ventures. Three firms already started their internationalization process using a MNC network. One firm, however, tried initially to reach global markets as a sole actor. Finally, two of the firms have also entered other MNC networks, while the other two remain connected only to the original network.
Data was collected by means of personal interviews, as well as from secondary data sources, particularly the internet. The informants were the entrepreneurs in each firm, and in two cases also a top executive directly involved in the relationship with the MNC (a total of nine interviews was conducted). Triangulation was possible, to some extent, by comparing data between the interviews and with secondary sources.
Data analysis followed the accepted protocols in case study research (e.g. Ghauri, 2004; Yin, 1989). The analysis started with the preparation of a detailed account of each case, presented in a descriptive format, following its chronology (story-telling). These detailed reports were then used as a basis for coding. Then we performed a cross-case analysis and searched for patterns among cases (“common or conflicting themes”, cf. Ghauri, 2004, p.119), and compared our results with theoretical contributions in the literature (pattern-matching).

Results
This section is organized in five topics: (i) the perceived benefits from belonging to the MNC network; (ii) the process by which a symbiotic relationship between an INV and a MNC is established; (iii) coordination issues concerning the relationship from the INV perspective; (iv) the interplay between commitments and investments, given the specificities of each case; and (v) the role of ties. 
Benefits of symbiotic relationship with MNCs
The firms recognize a broad range of benefits associated to belonging to the network, although they are not necessarily the same for the four firms. Firms A and B see more benefits than Firms C and D. The benefits identified by the entrepreneurs have been organized in seven categories (Table 3): (i) knowledge acquisition; (ii) opportunity-related; (iii) legitimacy-related; (iv) risk-related; (v) cost-related; (vi) investment-related; (vii) culture-related. Table 3 summarizes these results.
TABLE 3 HERE
Knowledge acquisition is an important issue for the four firms. Interestingly, however, the entrepreneurs interviewed attribute more importance to the acquisition of knowledge on international or industry business practices than to technical or market knowledge. For example, the CEO of the design agency (Firm C) believes that the most relevant skills acquired from the relationship are the knowledge of the internal routines and processes of the MNC, and how to adapt to them. He points out, however, that only part of this tacit knowledge is transferable to other MNCs networks, since each has its idiosyncratic characteristics.  The game developer (Firm D) considers that one of the key issues for the company is to learn how to “monetize”, that is, how to offer free games but earn money by selling additional features to the final user. The partnerships help the Firm D to learn about how the games industry is adopting new business models, “because we in Brazil are always a step behind.” 
As to opportunity creation, discovery, exploration or exploitation, all the interviewees agree that these partnerships are very fruitful. In some cases new opportunities come from outside the network, but in most cases are limited to the network. Interestingly, Firm C which has accumulated substantial experience with MNCs, in Brazil and abroad, suggests that not all MNCs are open to symbiotic relationships with INVs from other countries. In fact, it is very difficult in some cases to internationalize using a MNC network, even if the design agency becomes a recognized supplier for the firm in Brazil. In fact, one of the MNCs served in Brazil by Firm C is considered very ethnocentric, strongly privileging design agencies from the home country, even in Brazil.
As expected, gaining legitimacy in foreign markets is a major issue for the four firms, but Firm B also mentions the positive impact of international partnership on the firm’s reputation in the domestic market. Risk reduction is mentioned by the entrepreneurs at firms A, C and D, but not by the entrepreneur of Firm B, who seems to be much more risk prone than his counterparts. Similarly, only the entrepreneur at Firm B did not mention investment-related benefits; this is probably because the firm has already established an office in the foreign market (in this case, the U.S.). 
An interesting issue in cases A and C – the two older firms – relates to network benefits for the INV in dealing with foreign cultures. However, the differences are remarkable between the two firms. For Firm A, because the firm serves the same client, or a client of the client, all of them using the same technology, it turns out that “the work environment is completely familiar, even if we are in a different country, with a different culture, and a different language.” Of course, most of firm A’s contacts in the network are with technical people. In this context, the MNC network can provide a protected environment that neutralizes the typical cultural uncertainties of international operations. In the case of Firm C, however, an entirely opposite situation occurs. As a design agency, Firm C needs to interpret different cultures and translate cultural meanings into the design projects. In this situation, the local team in the subsidiary is of utmost importance to help understand cultural specificities of the local market.
The process of establishing and maintaining a symbiotic relationship
The initiation of a relationship can originate from proactive actions of the MNC, or by an active process of opportunity search by the new venture. If the first projects are successful, the most common outcome is the continuation of the relationship. Table 4 presents the main issues concerning the internationalization process.
TABLE 4 HERE
Firm A, specialized in computer telephony integration, worked on a project for a local company, whose manager had previous personal relationships with one of the partners (classroom mates). Later the manager of this company moved to work in the Brazilian subsidiary of an American MNC, a large provider of telecommunications equipment, and invited Firm A to collaborate in a project with an internal R&D group. After the first successful project in Brazil, other projects followed in the domestic market. Then, when there was a demand from the Chilean subsidiary, Firm A was the natural choice, and after the project ended, Firm A continued to serve the local subsidiary and its customers. Subsequently, Firm A started to serve several other Latin American subsidiaries of the MNC and their customers. Four years after the first project, there was a demand from the Japanese subsidiary of the MNC, in order to serve a customer in Japan. Two years later, Firm A started to serve two European subsidiaries (in Italy and Germany), as well as the Russian subsidiary. The next year, Firm A also became a supplier of the U.S. operation. In some countries, several projects run simultaneously.
The other three cases showed a proactive opportunity search.  The entrepreneur at firm B, a software developer, had a contact in the U.S. that gave access to a bid to develop a mobile application for a MNC in the telecommunications industry. Firm B was quite successful in maintaining and expanding its relationship with the MNC in the U.S. Also, the relationship provided access to institutional partners (e.g. Stanford University), helping the firm to gain legitimacy in the foreign market. However, Firm B did not expand to serve the MNC network in other countries of the world, and remained focused to the U.S. market.
The experience of Firm C is in many aspects similar to Firm A. Firm C, the design agency, started a project locally for a MNC, which later gave access to the MNC network in other countries. Firm C also had another experience with a second MNC network. After successfully delivering the first project in Brazil, the MNC headquarters in Latin America decided to replicate the experience in other Latin American countries. Later, the MNC expanded these services to a global level. Nowadays, Firm C serves two multinational networks worldwide, as well as other MNCs (and domestic firms) in Brazil. 
Finally, the entrepreneurs at Firm D, the game developer, actively searched for opportunities to expand internationally. The key international market for Firm D is the U.S., because “from there one can access every firm in the games industry, except for the Chinese, which are a special case.” During a visit to an international fair in the U.S. they made a contact with executives of an MNC that developed one of the leading platforms for games, who invited them to develop a demo game using their ecosystem. After the first international experience, Firm D remained one of the developers of games for the MNC’s ecosystem, but the relationship did not evolve much further. Later, other partnerships were started with multinational publishers (distributors of games), but only one developed into a longer term partnership. In this case, the MNC not only acts as a distributor for Firm D’s games, but also hired Firm D as a co-developer. However, the relationship is based on one-off contract, and there is no guarantee of longer-term continuity. 
Coordination issues
Coordination issues are, as expected, paramount for the success of symbiotic relationships. The relationship between Firm A and the MNC is directly and smoothly handled by the two entrepreneurs, who cultivate close relationships with the executives in Brazil and those in charge of the projects in foreign countries. In the case of Firm B, the firm established an office in the U.S. to better support the partnership. Firm C has account managers, but the entrepreneurs are also directly involved in the relationship with the MNC management. Again, the situation is more complex in Firm D. In this case, the executive manager of the development project is an outsider to the MNC, hired specially to manage the project. He acts as an orchestrator between the MNC’s internal R&D team and Firm D’s development group. As a result, most of the direct contact between Firm D and the MNC network is intermediated by a project leader who is not a permanent member of the network. Although this executive is very experienced, and therefore Firm D is capable of acquiring relevant knowledge from the experience, the relationship with the MNC remains distant.
Commitment and investments
Commitment to the network varies substantially across the cases examined. Firm A shows very high commitment to the network, which remains its main client and the source of essentially all of its international business. This commitment is measured by two aspects. First, the entrepreneurs make a deliberate effort to establish and maintain personal relationships with key executives of the MNC. Second, they are concerned also with offering high quality customer service. Typically, one of the partners goes to the country where a new project starts. Although most of the development is done in Brazil, one of the entrepreneurs also supervises the setup process in the foreign country. If there are any problems, the company immediately sends a technician to the client’s premises. In addition, the MNC also showed increased commitment to the relationship. When the relationship started, the MNC had three different suppliers of these services, but later concentrated all their business with Firm A. The MNCs also awarded Firm A a “Key Supplier Award”, therefore recognizing the importance of the relationship. However, Firm A has restrictions to serve other clients in the telecommunications industry, because of the substantial knowledge acquired about the MNC’s technology.
Firm B has made substantial financial investments in the relationship, a well-recognized symbol of commitment. In addition to keeping an office and staff (12% of the firm’s personnel) in the U.S., the firm participates in events and forums promoted by the MNC partner. Firm B organizes workshops for the MNC’s customers, the end-users of Firm B’s mobile applications. The CEO considers that the major investments made in the relationship are associated to learning about the partner’s organizational culture, routines and internal processes. Such tacit knowledge required substantial effort and time (more than two decades) to be acquired, and is considered critical to consolidate the relationship, as well as a strategic advantage that is difficult for competitors to imitate. This knowledge permits Firm C to develop its own routines and practices to achieve better integration with the MNC network. In addition, Firm C makes a substantial investment in acquiring objective market knowledge, by purchasing market reports from marketing research agencies. The company also sends personnel to other markets to get experiential knowledge on the local market, visiting stores, malls, and other channels.
Finally, Case D shows an interesting situation in which both structural characteristics of the networks in the games industry and coordination decisions in a specific network have a negative impact on commitment. The relationship between a small game developer and a publisher is distant, because there are hundreds, even thousands of small developers all over the world channeling their games through the same publisher. The contact is often only virtual, because there is no need for face-to-face interactions. Therefore, for a small game developer, relationships with large publishers do not evolve; the extent of time a game developer works with a publisher does not give the firm much of an advantage over a newcomer, and there are no entry barriers to the publisher’s network. As a result, the degree of commitment to the relationship from both sides is very low, or nonexistent. In addition, as previously noted, the use of an external (to the network) project manager hinders the possibility of building long-lasting ties, trust, and commitment.
Ties
Firm A consider personal ties a very important asset and a key element for the success of the relationship. Both the process of entering the network and the exploitation of new opportunities within the network are strongly anchored in the development of personal ties. The manager responsible for the project in Brazil, a classroom mate of one of the entrepreneurs and the one who first approached Firm A, was promoted to a regional (Latin America) position, and strongly supported Firm A’s expansion to serve other Latin American operations within the MNC network. Later, he became a top executive for global operations, and offered continuing support to Firm A. Other executives that had contact with Firm A were also sent to other countries, thus opening new opportunities. Opportunities in Central America were identified due to contacts of Colombian executives with whom Firm A had worked with. Also, the project in Russia originated from a Brazilian executive who was send to the Russian subsidiary. Firm B also started the relationship with the MNC because of previously existing personal relationships built when one of the entrepreneurs worked in the U.S. software industry. According to one of the entrepreneurs, “our most important investment is in the relationship with [the MNC].” Firm C develops close ties with designers and product managers within the MNC organization, who are the interface of Firm C in the company. These ties facilitate the process of decoding client’s needs in a multicultural environment, in which the agency has to translate cultural differences into design. In general, these ties can be considered “weak ties”, since they were acquired in business contexts. A possible exception is the relationship between one of the entrepreneurs of Firm A and the top executive from the MNC. These last ties can be characterized as strong, using Granovetter’s (1973, 1982) criteria.
Again, Firm D presents counterfactual information relative to how the process of forging relationships in a symbiotic partnership may be impeded by structural and organizational factors. Because of the structure of networks in the game industry, business relationships are not supported by personal ties among network members. However, when a game developer is hired for a collaborative project, there is some opportunity for personal ties to develop. In the specific case of Firm D, however, the practices followed by the MNC, by hiring an external project manager, are not conducive to generate closer ties among network members. Firm D is therefore unable to take full advantage of belonging to the MNC network, since it has limited contact with other network members. To overcome this obstacle, Firm D’s entrepreneurs travel three times a year to the U.S., to participate in fairs and developer forums where they can improve their relationship with the partner, as well as visiting the MNC’s office in the U.S. In spite of this, the relationships are distant and personal ties are hard to develop. However, the relationship has generated other business deals that materialized in co-development projects with final clients, other MNCs from the entertainment industry. The entrepreneurs at Firm D complain on how difficult it is to maintain the relationships going, and at the same time recognize that the cost of entering a new network is quite high for a small entrepreneurial firm.

Discussion
Asymmetric symbiotic relationships are considered a potential entry mode for INVs in international markets, but have received little attention in the literature. Yet, according to one of the entrepreneurs interviewed, “The business model that has worked for us is to be behind another firm that has a broad scope in several countries and does business locally; while they use our technical knowledge, we use their physical and commercial structure. […] Some people believe that in the future there will be only two types of firm: the large ones and those that failed. But there are exceptions, and we are one, because we operate in a niche and we use a low risk business model.” And one of the owners of the design agency explained that “there is no other path for a design agency; to sell design services globally, one has to sell from Brazil using an MNC network”. These declaration echo Acs and Terjesen’s (2013, p.522) claim that INVs that grow into large MNEs are the ones that “rely on existing MNEs’ money, networks, legitimacy, and other resources to internationalize.” Our study provides qualitative evidence that to use a MNC network to internationalize may be in fact a valuable alternative governance structure for an INV in certain contexts (but not all).
INVs face some restrictions when operating within the network. One of the restrictions concerns the choice of markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). As one CEO points out, “We do not choose where in the world we are going to be; our client does.” Therefore, the direction and scope of internationalization is determined by the MNC, as suggested in previous studies (Chetty & Holm, 2000). Only two of the firms expanded geographically using the MNC network (Firms A and C) until reaching several regions in the world, perhaps because these INVs are older, or because they were able to develop ties that transcended the country/region scope. Interestingly, they followed a gradual internationalization approach (in terms of time of entry and sequence of markets) within the network. They first served the MNC in the domestic market (Brazil), later moved to the regional market (Latin America), and finally developed projects for subsidiaries and customers of the MNC all over the globe. The pace, however, was probably much faster than it would have been if the firm internationalized as a sole actor. Figure 1 presents the time line of the internationalization process of firms A and C within the network. We therefore advance the following proposition:
P1: The internationalization process of the INV within the MNC network may follow the gradual model of internationalization.
FIGURE 1 HERE
Another restriction refers to serving clients outside the network, which applies only to the case of Firm A. The reason might be that the market niche in which the firm competes is very narrow and closed to outsiders. A small number of large multinationals compete in the segment. As a result, Firm A specialized in serving the specific needs of the MNC. Because it has accumulated substantial knowledge about the MNC’s technology, it is difficult to serve other firms in the industry or even customers of the MNC, without violating business ethics.
P2: Once the INV increases its investment in adaptations to a MNC network, it may become more difficult to serve other MNC networks.
The process of entering a MNC network is facilitated by existing business ties. Previous personal ties have been a channel for two of the firms to get their first orders in foreign markets (Firms A and B), but building new ties in a domestic network may also serve as a path to internationalization (Firm C). In all cases, these three INVs have deliberately adopted a strategy to nurture the ties (preexistent or newly created), which are recognized as their most important asset, as postulated by Ford & Hakansson (2006). 
P3: Personal ties, whether preexistent or newly-created, are of crucial importance to the consolidation of asymmetric symbiotic relationships.
Yet not all experiences examined suggest positive outcomes. It seems that to collect the full benefits of entering a symbiotic relationship with an MNC there are some crucial requirements. The management of the relationship, from the MNC’s perspective, must provide the opportunity of developing long-lasting ties with network members: not only business ties, but also personal ties among actors in the network. In addition, two conditions are necessary. First, there must be entry barriers to the network, otherwise the value of being part of the network is limited to the specific transactions, and no value is added with time. Second, the coordination mechanisms must be designed to promote the development of the relationship. In fact, when these mechanisms are not in place, the firm may be “strategically isolated within the network”, contrary to the assumptions of Loane and Bell (2006, p.474), and therefore remains essentially an “outsider” in the network.
P4: Entry barriers to the network and network coordination mechanisms are important to forge INV commitment to the network.
Nevertheless, the three firms with successful experiences (A, B and C), despite their recognition of the benefits provided by the relationship, also want to reduce their dependence regarding their MNC networks. In fact, the three firms have been actively examining other modes of operation in foreign countries, but none of them was yet successful. Their intention seems to be to combine different modes of operation, and not exiting the MNC networks.
P5: Even when the symbiotic relationship is successful, firms intend to reduce their dependence of the MNC network.
Final Considerations
This study presents an in-depth, internal view of the relationships between service INVs and MNCs. As such, it sheds some light on the nature, benefits, and characteristics of these relationships from the perspective of the INV. 
The results of the study give partial support to the idea that belonging to a MNC network provides a valuable mode of entry and operation in foreign markets for an INV, and, specifically, for a service INV from an emerging economy. In fact, the results show that despite efforts to adopt other modes, three of the firms examined have only been successful in reaching foreign markets using the MNC network. The study also revealed the unfruitful efforts of one INV to enter an MNC network due to network coordination problems and structural issues.
The study has several limitations. First, it was developed in a single country, and therefore needs to be replicated in other contexts. Second, we have looked at four cases of service INVs; cases from the manufacturing sector may also provide interesting insights to a better understanding of asymmetric symbiotic relationships.  
Several issues deserve further investigation in order to get a broader and more complete picture of these relationships, from the perspective of the INV. Among the many questions that remain opened for future research are: How to avoid/reduce the risks associated to developing symbiotic relationships with MNCs? How to be prepared better to take advantage of this type of symbiotic relationship? How does an INV develop the skills to effectively take advantage of the opportunities presented within the MNC network? And how to minimize the risks and costs of exiting these relationships? Further research is needed to better understand the phenomenon.
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Table 1 – Benefits, Costs and Risks of Asymmetric Symbiotic Relationships for the INV 
	Potential Benefits
	Potential Costs and Risks

	To reach global markets more quickly3, 4, 8
To obtain international revenues and cash flow rapidly7
To take advantage of the international resources and capabilities of the MNC7
To learn about opportunities in international markets2
To reduce the costs and risks of internationalization3
To attain economies of scale by specializing in serving only one or a few customers or clients3
To learn and internalize expertise1
To acquire legitimacy in international markets2
To attain international visibility (participation in forums, prizes, events patronized by the MNC)6
To benefit from the association with a well-known brand name and MNC’s reputation8
To get protection from hypercompetitive markets7
To benefit from privileged access to international channels2
	To make large (to the firm), nontransferable investments in the relationship5
To be exposed to the risks associated to asymmetric relationships7,8
To face insecurity/vulnerability6
To have excessive dependence on a major or single customer3,7
To lose control over internationalization decisions3
To be locked in the relationship, and prevented to exploit other opportunities2
Overembeddedness2


Sources: 1. Dana & Wright, 2004; 2. Elfring and Hulsink, 2003; 3. Etemad et al, 2001; 4. Garcia-Canal et al, 2002; 5. Hallén et al, 2001; 6. Prashantham and Balachandran, 2009; 7. Vapola et al, 2008; 8. Vappola, 2012.


Table 2 – Characteristics of the Cases Selected for the Study
	
	Firm A
	Firm B
	Firm C
	Firm D

	Company Information

	Year of inception
	1995
	2007
	1990
	2007

	Industry
	ICT
	ICT
	Design
	Games

	No. of employees
	50
	40
	120
	35

	Sales
	$ 1.8 million
	$ 3.5 million
	$ 1.9 million
	$ 1.2 million

	% international/ domestic sales
	15-20%
	50%
	15%
	90%

	First International Activity

	Year
	2000
	2010
	1994
	2010

	Country
	Chile
	U.S.
	U.K.
	U.S.

	Relationship with the MNC

	Year of first MNC network
	1998
	2010
	1998
	2010

	Other MNCs’ networks
	No
	no
	yes
	yes

	Use of other entry modes
	Failed attempt of opening office in LA country
	Office in the US to serve local projects
	Exports of design products
	Fairs to prospect new clients






Table 3 – Perceived Benefits of Symbiotic Relationships with MNCs
	
	Firm A
	Firm B
	Firm C
	Firm D

	1. Benefits

	Knowledge acquisition
	Technological, market and business knowledge 
	Technological, market and business knowledge
	International business skills and market knowledge
	Technological, market and business knowledge

	Opportunity-related
	Access to potential and actual clients
	Access to potential and actual clients; access to other networks
	Access to foreign subsidiaries
	Access to other networks

	Legitimacy-related

	Overcome liabilities of foreignness and outsidership
	Overcome liabilities of foreignness and outsidership;
Improve image in domestic market
	Overcome liabilities of foreignness and outsidership
	Overcome liabilities of foreignness and outsidership

	Risk-related
	Access to several markets reduces risk of downturns;
MNC guarantees payments; protection against exchange rate uncertainties
	--
	Trust eliminates risk of client default; Protection against exchange rate uncertainties
	Co-production reduces financial risk

	Cost-related

	Development of services can be done in the domestic market at lower cost; low cost of prospecting
	Low costs of prospecting new clients; low costs of relationship marketing
	Local marketing research provided by the MNC subsidiary; Knowledge of the client
	No investments required to promote the games.

	Investment-related
	No need to invest in physical facilities in foreign markets
	--
	No need to invest in physical facilities in foreign markets
	Co-production reduces investment in R&D

	Culture-related

	Same organizational culture leverages differences in national cultures
	--
	Executives in local markets “translate” national cultures to design agency
	--









Table 4 – Establishing and Maintaining a Symbiotic Relationship 
	
	Firm A
	Firm B
	Firm C
	Firm D

	1. The Process

	Initiative
	Passive (demand by the MNC)
	Active (personal contacts)
	Active (customer prospection)
	Active (contacts in international fair)

	1st collaboration
	Domestic market
	Foreign market
	Domestic market
	Foreign market

	Years to enter foreign market
	2 years 
	0 
	1 year 
	0 

	Trigger to internationalize
	Client satisfaction; MNC invitation to another market
	The relationship started international
	Client satisfaction; MNC invitation to another market
	The relationship started international

	Type 
	Annual service contracts
	Annual service contracts
	Annual service contracts
	One-off contracts

	Sequence of markets
	LA → Asia → Europe→ U.S.
	U.S.
	Brazil → LA → World
	U.S.

	2. Characteristics

	Coordination 
	Directly handled by entrepreneurs
	Handled by the U.S. office
	Directly handled by entrepreneurs; also by account managers
	Virtual contact; outsider hired to manage the project

	Commitment 
	Very high 

	Very high
	High
	Low

	Investments

	Investments in personal relationships; excellency in customer service
	Office in the US;
Presence in partner’s events and customer training programs
	Knowledge of the network (culture, routines, processes);
customer service organization
	Sporadic visits to the partners’ offices in the U.S.; participation in MNCs’ Forums

	Ties

	Personal ties crucial to enter the network, identify opportunities and to be selected for new opportunities
	Personal ties important to find opportunities; Business ties important to gain legitimacy
	Personal ties with designers within the MNC network important to “translate” client’s needs
	No personal ties at the management level, only sporadic business contacts.


Note: LA = Latin America



Figure 1 – Evolution of the Scope of International Activities for Firms A and C
Firm A          1998			    2000				        2004
Firm C	        1998			    1999				        2006


Local (Brazil)


Regional (Latin America)


Global








