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PROFESSIONAL SERVICE FIRMS: INTERNATIONALISATION PATHWAYS OF OTHER TYPES OF RAPIDLY INTERNATIONALISING FIRMS


Abstract
The early rapid internationalisation of service firms can be seen as a challenge to the stage models with evidence that they may follow a similar path in their internationalisation but at a faster pace than the original Uppsala model assumed. Specifically, professional service firms (PSFs) are more likely to be involved with following clients into overseas markets, enabling internationalise more rapidly than other firms. Adopting an exploratory multiple case study methodology, our research examines the internationalisation of rapidly internationalising PSFs. Drawing on the revised Uppsala model which emphasises the role of networks we demonstrate the ‘liability of outsidership’ is a critical internationalisation barrier. The process of rapidly internationalising PSFs may be relatively slow as there are increased difficulties in the transfer of knowledge, greater reliance on clients, and the inseparability of PSF activities. However, PSFs are not limited by their unique characteristics in their rapid internationalisation; they leverage existing clients into foreign markets; initially enter markets in an incremental manner; and, to balance the constraints of early and rapid internationalisation, they first enter markets through low commitment entry modes before swiftly progressing to a higher level of market commitment to reduce their liability of outsidership.
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[bookmark: _Toc306215746]Introduction
PSFs are the fastest growing segment of mature market economies, driven by changes in technology, mutual trade agreements, and trends towards offshoring and outsourcing (Canavan, Sharkey Scott & Mangematin, 2012). PSFs represent a unique category of service firm and are defined by their distinctive characteristics – a high level of knowledge intensity, low capital intensity and a professionalised workforce (Von Nordenflycht, 2010). Their characteristics indicate they are associated with dependencies that heighten managerial and internationalisation challenges (Greenwood et al., 2005).  Existing research on PSFs has emphasised a lack of knowledge relating to how these firms internationalise (Muzio & Faulconbridge, 2013). This extends to the impact of knowledge and learning (Scott-Kennel & von Batenburg, 2012), network relationships (Freeman & Sandwell, 2008), and the use of their human capital (Hitt et al., 2006; Rivera, 2012). While the internationalisation strategies employed by PSFs have emerged as a prominent topic of interest (Canavan et al., 2012; Greenwood et al., 2005; Muzio & Faulconbridge, 2013), one area that has not been fully investigated is how these firms rapidly internationalise (Deprey, Lloyd-Reason & Ibeh, 2012).
For nearly twenty years, studies on firms that rapidly internationalise at, or shortly after, inception have become progressively dominant in the internationalisation literature (Coviello, McDougall and Oviatt, 2011; Hagan & Zuchella, 2014; Hashai, 2011; Kuivalainen, Saarenketo and Puumalainen, 2012; Madsen, 2013). Within the extant rapid internationalisation literature a number of factors have been identified as drivers of internationalisation decisions although these are largely limited to manufacturing based firms (Kalinic and Forza, 2012). Several studies allude to diverse industries of firms in their rapidly internationalising models (see Bell et al., 2003; Fernhaber et al., 2007; Freeman et al., 2010;  Rialp et al., 2005) but specific types of professional service organisations, have not been investigated. 
Much of the empirical work on rapid internationalisers, and the internationalisation of service firms, tends to challenge the research on internationalisation pathways of manufacturing firms – particularly with regard to Johanson & Vahlne’s (1977; 1990) stage oriented Uppsala Model (Casillas & Acedo, 2013; Chandra, Styles & Wilkinson, 2009; Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2013; Hagen & Zucchella, 2014; Kalinic & Forza, 2012; Malhotra & Hinings, 2010).  A core element of the Uppsala model is that as firms develop in the domestic market, they will pursue low risk international expansion by leveraging resources, networks and knowledge before sequentially pursuing further international expansion through greater levels of market commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; 1990). Although the early rapid internationalisation literature can be seen as a challenge to the stage models (e.g. Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994) there has been evidence that rapidly internationalising service firms may follow a similar path in their internationalisation but at a faster pace than the original Uppsala model assumed (Almor & Hashai, 2004). Johanson and Vahlne’s (2009) revision to their model emphasises the role of networks and argue that the ‘liability of outsidership’ is a critical internationalisation barrier ie it is being part or not part of a network that most influences internationalisation. Malhotra and Hinings (2010) argue that a key element in internationalisation models is that they do not account for differences in organisational contexts. They suggest that an understanding of how organisational characteristics influence a firm’s internationalisation process is a missing element from current internationalisation models. 
Although the literature has stressed the need for a greater understanding of PSFs, and their internationalisation process (Muzio & Faulconbridge, 2013), there has been scant analysis of PSFs conceptualising their internationalisation within a rapid internationalisation context. A lack of analysis of rapidly internationalising PSFs is likely due to the nature of the services themselves. Indeed, certain categories within the service sector, particularly PSFs, have been difficult to accurately define without examining their characteristics within the firm’s context (Von Nordenflycht, 2010).  The aim of this paper is to investigate the internationalisation process of rapidly internationalising firms within the professional services sector.  Research has begun to examine born global and INV firms from a more holistic perspective with a significant growth in the body of research on rapid internationalisers from diverse industries (Gabrielsson et al. 2008; Liesch, Steen, Middleton, & Weerawardena 2011; Taylor & Jack, 2013; Thai & Chong, 2008). In particular, studies from both the rapidly internationalising and service firm literatures suggest a focus on three key elements of the internationalisation process – the speed and drivers of their internationalisation (Casillas & Acedo, 2013; Kuivalainen et al., 2012; Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012), their choice of markets (Kuivalainen et al. 2012; Shrader, Oviatt & McDougall, 2000), and their choice of entry mode which is suggested to be either high or low commitment (Burgel & Murray, 2000; Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). Several rapid internationalisation models have adopted similar frameworks to help explain the internationalisation pathways of rapidly internationalising firms but none have closely examined firms from a PSF context (see Hilmersson, 2014; Taylor & Jack, 2013; Madsen, 2013; Hashai, 2011; Kuivalainen et al., 2012). Our research question is: How do the characteristics of rapidly internationalising professional service firms influence their internationalisation process? 
To address this question the exploratory research in this study will add to the limited empirical base on the internationalisation of PSF’s and rapidly internationalising firms and responds to calls from both the professional service literature (Brock, 2012) and rapid internationalisation literature (Hashai, 2011) to more closely examine the internationalisation of these types of firms. Our paper is structured as follows. First, we provide a background on the key concepts of rapidly internationalising PSFs. We then detail an overview and justification of our methodology which consists of an exploratory, multiple case study analysis of rapidly internationalising PSFs firms.  After an overview of the results, we discuss contributions of the research, and present a conceptual framework outlining the internationalisation process for rapidly internationalising PSF’s. Finally, we propose three propositions to form the basis of future research.

Background - PSFs and rapid internationalisation
The literature provides a contrasting view on how the characteristics of service firms may impact on their internationalisation process (Ripolles Melia et al., 2010). As PSFs are more likely to be involved with following clients into overseas markets, they may be able to internationalise more rapidly than other firms. Through the exploitation of learning opportunities this could increase the speed of subsequent internationalisation (Scott-Kennel & von Batenberg, 2012). Abdelzaher (2012) suggests that the internationalisation process of PSFs may actually be relatively slow as there are increased difficulties in the transfer of knowledge, greater reliance on clients, and the inseparability of PSF activities. The internationalisation processes associated with slower, gradual internationalisation methods are different when examining similar firms when they rapidly internationalise (Kalinic & Forza, 2012).  Scott-Kennel and von Batenburg (2012) found that PSFs only internationalised when they had the required resources and contacts to build on their existing knowledge. How rapidly internationalising firms assimilate and diffuse knowledge across foreign markets has been found to be important not just when linked with incremental stages of internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) but also with regard to firm contexts (Fletcher & Harris, 2011; Malhotra & Hinings, 2010). Although little is known about rapid internationalisation of PSFs, given that they are differentiated by their use of knowledge as the core part of their service, this may impact on their business strategies, including how they rapidly internationalise (Tether, Li & Mina, 2012) 
The need for resources (Javalgi & Grossman, 2014) and reliance on high levels of knowledge intensity (Von Nordenflycht, 2010) suggest that there are increased barriers to internationalisation for PSFs. According to the rapid internationalisation literature (e.g. Casillas, Barbero & Sapienza, 2014; DeClerq et al., 2012; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005) both factors may be a major source of competitive advantage.  Yet, studies that have included rapidly internationalising service firms have done so without further investigation into their internationalisation motivations (e.g. Deprey et al., 2012; Gluckler, 2006). PSFs have been found to be difficult to standardise as they depend on high levels of knowledge intensity within individuals and detailed, unique interactions with clients (Lowendahl, 2005). 


PSFs and choice of markets
PSFs dependence on expert knowledge, embodied in their human capital, has also been linked with other areas of their internationalisation process, including the markets they choose to enter (Greenwood et al., 2005; Hitt et al., 2006; Scott-Kennel & von Batenburg, 2011; Shukla & Dow, 2010). PSFs are associated with having high levels of frequent, face to face interactions with the client that it is considered one of their key characteristics and managerial challenges (Cort et al., 2007). The high level of inseparability for PSFs implies that they require close proximity with their clients to maintain competitive advantage. It may also mean that the human resources required to internationalise may be slower to accumulate. Due to the heterogeneity of their service, PSFs need to be aware of the environmental context of each client, something that is difficult to do from a centralised foreign location (Lowendahl, 2005). The context specific knowledge may inhibit choice of markets as the knowledge may be explicit to a market leading to internationalisation to be restricted to those host countries that are similar in context (Abdelzaher, 2012). This extends to culturally distant markets that are more diverse from the home markets and may be less attractive as they have been found to require greater initial financial cost which impact on small firm profitability (Brock & Alon, 2009).
By following clients into new markets PSFs are able to overcome deficiencies in knowledge of the market as well as build upon existing knowledge that it can exploit as part of its internationalisation process (Cort et al., 2007). Engaging with clients and following them into foreign markets may provide PSFs with an advantage in the early phases of rapid internationalisation. Freeman et al. (2010) suggest that pre-existing relationships help enable the firm to develop new knowledge. They suggest that knowledge and relationships become more important to the firm when they rapidly internationalise as they overcome barriers within specific markets. 
The nature of PSFs, their reliance on expert knowledge and the customisation of services, hinders their internationalisation process (Lowendahl, 2005). The greater the cognitive and geographical distance between the client and the service producer the more difficult successful PSF international expansion is considered to be.  PSFs rely on delivering complex knowledge directly to the client and this is paramount to their success.. As such, the ability to deliver services is dependent on the firm’s human capital.  PSFs reliance on human capital is considered critical and has been described as inhibiting the internationalisation process as it does not allow the organisation to gain from economies of scale. This places greater emphasis on limited, careful and considered international expansion. Building relationships and networks may help overcome barriers for entry into particular markets but these may inhibit the firm’s ability to enter markets more quickly (Abdelzaher, 2012). 

PSFs and choice of market commitment
The entry mode chosen by service firms has been most closely linked with the level of inseparability of the service, and the level of intangibility of the service (Blomstermo & Sharma, 2006; Ekeledo & Sivakumar, 2004). In their examination of entry mode choices in service firms Sanchez-Peinado, Pla-Barber & Hebert, (2007) found that service firms with high levels of knowledge intensity benefit from entering markets through high levels of commitment such as establishing subsidiaries. They found that the nature of the service dictated that this was strategically appropriate as these firms wish to protect their knowledge and found it difficult to transfer across markets. 
In contrast, rapidly internationalising firms are associated with low commitment forms of entry such as exporting as it enables them to enter markets more quickly with less risk (Bell et al., 2003; Fernhaber et al., 2007; Kuivalainen et al. 2012; Rialp et al., 2005).  Low commitment entry modes such as exporting, require fewer resources and so are considered the dominant choice when internationalising (Ripolles, Blesa and Monferrer, 2012). By entering a market through a low commitment entry mode, such as exporting, the perceived risk of internationalisation is reduced (Hashai, 2011). 
PSFs may not be able to internationalise the same way as other rapidly internationalising firms as they are associated with high control modes of entry (Cort et al., 2007; Coviello & Martin, 1999; Freeman & Sandwell, 2008; Malhotra, 2003; Scott-Kennel & von Batenburg, 2012). Gronroos (1999) noted that service firms and their need for continuous interaction with the client means that their choice of entry mode does not adhere to stage models. A sequence from exports to higher levels of market commitment does not apply to service firms (Ball et al., 2008). Instead, Ball et al. (2008) suggest that highly inseparable and information intensive services are a collection of functions and not just physical activities that do not follow an incremental pattern. These elements of the service are able to be broken up into ‘back room’ and ‘front room’ activities. By separating these elements, service firms may have greater flexibility when entering foreign markets and should not just rely on high commitment entry modes (Ball et al., 2008). Less resource intensive entry mode options enable the firm to build on and transfer existing knowledge more easily. This may impact the firms internationalisation process and enable the firm to enter markets more quickly (Scott-Kennel & von Batenburg, 2012). Early entry into a market is considered particularly important for rapidly internationalising firms as they are relatively small and resource poor firms that do not necessarily rely on building market knowledge before increasing market commitment (Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Kalinic & Forza, 2012).
The limited research focused on, or around, rapidly internationalising PSFs (see Deprey, et al., 2012; Ripolles Melia et al., 2010) suggest that these firms do internationalise differently. Calls within the rapid internationalisation literature (Kuivalainen et al. 2012; Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012; Taylor & Jack, 2013) to not only examine firms from non-manufacturing industries but also to examine the characteristics of internationalisation  holistically lead us to consider what the present study might reveal regarding rapidly internationalising PSF’s and their choice of entry mode. 
 
Research method
Qualitative case study methodologies have an established place in qualitative international business research due to their in-depth investigative nature and theoretical insights (Welch et al., 2011). A qualitative, multiple case study approach enables the researcher to interact, empathise and interpret the individual viewpoint of respondents (Bryman & Burgess, 1999). In gaining a deeper understanding on the internationalisation process of PSFs that rapidly venture into foreign markets the researcher must be within the context, exploring and seeking to understand how and why these firms internationalise.  Much of the early and subsequent rapidly internationalising literature focuses on the importance of a qualitative approach to gain insights into the firm’s early internationalisation process and the role of the entrepreneur (Chandra et al., 2012; Fletcher & Prashantham, 2011; Hagen & Zucchella, 2014; Kalinic & Forza, 2012; Kuepp & Gassman, 2009;Numella, Saaranketo & Loane, 2014; Taylor & Jack, 2013).  This suggests that gaining the participants perspective is important in early internationalisation research where the entrepreneur may have a pivotal role in determining the firm’s early internationalisation decisions.
Case study research can be viewed as an all-encompassing research strategy as it can make a substantial contribution to theory (Doz, 2011). It also allows for greater focus and insights into specific areas of interest. Qualitative case study methodologies have an established place in qualitative international business research due to their in-depth investigative nature and theoretical insights (Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyyiannaki & Mantymaki, 2011). In a review of four key international business journals over a 10-year period case studies have been found to be the most popular of the qualitative methods (Pikkari, Welch & Paavilainen, 2009). The comparison of similarities and differences across cases allows the researcher to suggest explanations for possible patterns, trends or linkages.  The case study method of theory building relies on theoretical sampling (Stake, 2000, Yin, 2009).  
The final number of cases chosen in case research is relative and depends on the purpose of the study (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Ghauri and Firth (2009) note that there is no upper or lower limit when choosing the number of cases.  Instead, it is the research problem and research objectives the influence the number of cases to be studied. Cooper and Schindler (2006) recommend a minimum of four cases with a maximum of 15 for multiple case designs. They recognise that having more than four case studies reduces the risk of reporting chance associations and increases the study’s theoretical generalizability. Similar research, investigating rapid internationalisers and PSFs have also used qualitative methods with a small number of case studies.  These studies were designed to help understand the internationalisation process of rapid internationalisers and PSFs (e.g. Bell et al.,2001; Deprey, et al., 2012; Freeman, Cray & Sandwell, 2007; Freeman & Sandwell, 2008; Kalinic & Forza, 2012; McDougall et al., 1994; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Rasmussen et al., 2001; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003).
Australian PSFs formed the focus of our research. In addition, a number of key studies across the PSF and rapidly internationalizing literatures have utilized an Australian firm based focus (see Freeman et al, 2006, 2007; Freeman, Daniel & Murad, 2011; Freeman & Sandwell, 2008; Liesch et al, 2011; Mort, Weerawardena & Liesch, 2012; Patterson, 2004; Rasmussan et al, 2001; Styles et al, 2005; Taylor & Jack, 2013).  Potential case studies were identified using academic contacts, reviewing case study literature and through recommendations by representative bodies such as the Australian Trade Commission (Austrade) and The Australian Business Foundation. These bodies were contacted because of their knowledge of Australian firm internationalisation, specific firms industries, and their previous assistance to other similar studies. Potential firms were initially investigated by accessing company specific data. This was available on websites, through advertising materials such as brochures, as well as interviews and articles in business magazines. This enabled the researchers to gain some information about the firm, its product and its internationalisation history. 
Each prospective firm was then contacted to ensure that they met the criteria of the study. Early contact with the firms was limited to phone conversations with founders. As part of an early screening process questions were asked to ascertain if they contained the characteristics associated with PSFs, consistent with the established literature. Von Nordenflycht (2010) developed a typology that focused on three distinct characteristics that define a PSF: knowledge intensity; low capital intensity; and a highly professionalised workforce. PSFs must have high levels of knowledge intensity and either low capital intensity and a professionalised workforce or all three to be classified as a PSF. This restricted the selection of potential case study firms to those firms that exhibited these characteristics. If a firm did not meet these characteristics they were excluded from the study. An outline of the case study firms are presented in Table 1 where the general characteristics of each organisation as well as their main activity, industry and information about their product are displayed.
Insert Table 1 about here
Prospective firms were then investigated to ascertain if they contained the characteristics associated with rapidly internationalising firms. Questions regarding their early internationalisation, markets and percentage of sales were asked of founders as part of an early screening process for prospective firms. The participating firms needed to have internationalised within 3 years from their inception; internationalised into multiple markets and derived at least 25% of total sales from foreign markets (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Table 2 highlight these key characteristics 
Insert Table 2 about here
Sources of Information
Multiple interviews with founders and senior managers from each firm were used as the primary source of information of the study. All of the interviews were face to face and recorded to a digital player with the consent of the interviewees. The exploratory nature of the research required that open ended questions were used to allow unexpected answers and perspectives to emerge. As a consequence, a rich information set was accumulated.   
Each interview lasted for approximately one hour. To achieve construct validity, ensure a well-rounded analysis and minimise misinterpretation, a combined use of multiple secondary sources of information was utilised to allow for the triangulation of data (Stake, 2013). This included internal documentation provided by the company, the company website, as well as product and firm brochures.  
Once each interview was completed, a transcript was written by researchers. Each interview yielded a transcript of between 10000 to 15000 words. Once completed, the transcript was proof read and emailed as an attachment to each interviewee advising them to check the document for its accuracy as a record of the interview.  Any suggested changes were incorporated and further cross checks were made for accuracy. This type of ‘member check’ increased the validity and reliability of data by avoiding possible interpretation errors (Flick, 2008). To further enhance the credibility and reliability of the study, citations from the interviewees are used in the discussion (Stake, 2013).

Findings
We holistically examine the internationalisation process of these service firms by focusing on three key characteristics that are seen to be integral to their internationalisation process -  (i) speed and drivers of their internationalisation (Kuivalainen, Saarenketo & Puumalainen, 2012; Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005), (ii) their choice of markets (Kuivalainen, Saarenketo & Puumalainen, 2012; Shrader, Oviatt & McDougall, 2000), and (iii) their choice of entry mode (Burgel & Murray, 2000; Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). These factors are seen to form a broad basis for internationalisation research (Bell et al., 2003; Casillas & Acedo, 2012; Hilmersson, 2014; Taylor & Jack, 2013). 

Drivers of Foreign Market Entry 
Table 3 categorises each firm based on its industry, the nature of its product, the time to internationalisation, and the key and subsequent drivers, of its internationalisation.  
Insert Table 3 about here
The literature surrounding rapid internationalisation has focused on entrepreneurial foundations (DeClerq et al., 2012; Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Hitt et al., 2006; Jones, Coviello & Tang, 2011; Pla-Barber & Ghauri, 2012).  Early research suggested that the drive, vision, experience and ability of the entrepreneur has been considered a key factor influencing the pace of rapid internationalisation (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005).  In particular, their ability to identify, assess, and act on opportunities is considered vital for rapid internationalisation success (Chandra et al., 2012).  However, the role of the entrepreneur in rapid internationalisation research is often restricted to specific aspects of the value chain, and its co-ordination, rather than product and/or service delivery (Hagen & Zuchella, 2014; Nashai, 2011). Kalinic & Forza (2012) note that specific international commitment from managers may only be related to one specific aspect of the value chain e.g. selling. The early and rapid internationalisation of PSFs is distinct as the nature of their service combined with the firms lack of resources means the firms are wholly reliant on the entrepreneur to deliver the service.
Our findings confirm that the role of the entrepreneur is a key element for rapid PSF internationalisation. Entrepreneurial drive was reported by all of the firms as a key driver and was seen to be the primary driver for 3 (Firms 3, 4 and 5) of the 5 firms studied. However, this entrepreneurial drive could be considered even greater than that found in other types of rapidly internationalising firms. The nature of the professional service required the founders to be directly involved with the firm’s internationalisation, especially with regard to the exporting activities of the firm (Ball et al., 2008). For example, the entrepreneur responsible for the creation of Firm 3 had to regularly fly in and out of the home country as well as reside overseas. The Managing Director of Firm 3 stated,
I was determined to make it work. I was the company so it all fell on me for its success. It is effectively me who makes the decisions, because it is my business if I make the decision to go, I’m the one who has to go

The founders represented all aspects of the value chain as part of their initial internationalisation. The consequence for PSFs that rapidly internationalise is that they do not have the same strategic opportunities because of their unique characteristics. They must consider the client facing nature of their service combined with the level of resource scarcity in their internationalisation decisions. 
Cort et al. (2007) examined the underlying motivations for the internationalisation of PSFs. They found that manager’s perceptions regarding the uniqueness of their service restricted the firm’s success in its international expansion. They suggest that the firm’s dependence on complex knowledge - a key criteria of PSFs - may encourage them to stay in the domestic market to build complementary resources before venturing overseas. Rapidly internationalising PSFs appear to enter foreign markets in part to build long term resources or because their ability to build resources in the home market does not exist. As the Director of Firm 5 highlighted, the size of the market was seen as being too small to create any sort of legitimacy for future growth and this led them to leave the domestic market,
It was more of what we were going to do…we had to go somewhere else. We needed to be internationally recognised and staying here wasn’t going to do that for us. It was more valuable in the long run for us to learn and build ourselves overseas then to stay here and remain specialised in the Australian market

While our findings support extant literature, which suggests the size of the domestic market can drive rapid internationalisation (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003), our findings reveal that the creation of international legitimacy and reputation may be more important for these firms than the number of customers. Firms 1, 3, 4 and 5 internationalised to build legitimacy and international credibility that operating within the smaller domestic market could not provide. This suggests that it may be the pursuit of superior long term resources, rather than relying on current domestic resources, that may encourage the rapid internationalisation of PSFs (Cort et al., 2007; Hitt et al., 2006).
Client followership is seen as a major factor in the internationalisation of PSFs (Freeman & Sandwell, 2008) but is less prevalent in rapid internationalisation research. Chetty, Johanson and Martin (2014) reviewed 19 key papers relevant to the speed of internationalisation and highlighted only one paper (Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006) that discusses client followership. Our findings reveal that client followership is an important element of rapid internationalisation decisions for PSFs. Firms 1, 2, 3 consider it a key driver of their early internationalisation. Client followership allowed Firm 2 to make rapid and dedicated international expansion with minimal risk. It enabled the firm to build relationships with clients and overcome barriers to entry. The high level of knowledge intensity associated with PSFs and the importance of the market context means that client followership makes the ability to transfer knowledge to clients more easy (Brock & Alon, 2009).  This is especially important for rapidly internationalising PSFs as it enabled them to internationalise more quickly. As the Founder of Firm 2 states;
Our client’s foreign operations picked up what we were doing in Australia and asked us to replicate that over there, so we did. So they asked us there, not the other way around. Otherwise we would have not gone overseas as quickly. 

The founder of Firm 1 also believes following clients was critical in their internationalisation process;
Entering [United Arab Emirates] was in response to specific needs that came about from clients…we were tapped on the shoulder to go out there


[bookmark: _Toc306215774]Choice of Foreign Markets
Table 4, categorises the firms first choice of foreign market, subsequent overseas markets, the primary drivers of market selections and subsequent drivers of market selection. 
Insert Table 4 about here
Our findings reveal that rapidly internationalising PSFs would strategically enter a combination of culturally similar markets combined with markets that would enable them to leverage their presence into neighbouring countries. Our study confirms that the initial selection of markets for rapidly internationalising PSFs is based around ‘opportunity’ but suggest that for firms providing client facing professional services the need for reputational capital is critical (Hall et al., 2009). Rapidly internationalising firms may internationalise in a way that develops and maintains their long term growth potential by focusing on opportunities that could enhance their reputation and international legitimacy. 
 The early internationalisation of the case study firms revealed that rapidly internationalising firms’ strategic decisions reflect a focus on long term implications and the need for international reputation. Firms 1, 4 and 5 cited strategic opportunity for the same reason, i.e. they wanted to capture as much of the potential market as possible both in the short and long term. As one of the founders of Firm 5 note;
Being an Australian firm and being able to say that we had worked in the UK with some large internationally recognised brand names would help us in future international markets. In other international markets we may not have gotten the same recognition.

As suggested by Johanson and Vahlne’s stage model (1977) firms develop resources in the domestic market first before initially expanding into psychically similar markets. Anand, Gardner & Morris (2007) suggest that PSFs place a higher priority on enhancing operational knowledge than other types of firms. Firm 1, 2 and 3 looked to maintain their relationships with clients as well as build international legitimacy by following clients into foreign markets. This enabled the firms to leverage their network resources and their operational knowledge to reduce foreign risk. By following existing clients the firms were able to overcome foreign market liabilities. As the founder of Firm 2 explains; 
We were asked by one of the clients to go out there [to the UK]. It was a big piece of work which was dragging people up, but we had the same set up here for that client so we could leverage that to help provide the work…if it helps us to see the market and we can support something, then servicing multinational clients that originate out of Australia is the thing to do.

For rapid internationalisation of PSFs, networks, specifically through client followership, operate as a trigger to become international and to choose initial markets. By following clients into foreign markets the firm is able to overcome the liability of foreignness as well as avoid entering the market as an outsider (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).   
The reliance on operational knowledge influences PSFs internationalisation as they are encouraged to build resources in the domestic market first. Following Johanson & Vahlne’s (1977) stage model, firms reduce foreign risk by entering markets that are most ‘psychically similar’ to their own domestic business environments. As a consultancy firm in the health sector Firm 1 relied heavily on complex knowledge and expertise combined with industry knowledge. As a PSF in this sector the firm required high levels of face to face communication when providing its services. The firm chose to enter the UK because the business environment was similar, ensuring the founders knowledge and expertise would be more easily transferable. To overcome cultural barriers, and the risks inherent in these cultures, firms also chose subsequent markets that presented the lowest cultural distance within a region, such as Hong Kong and/or Singapore. For Firms 2, 3 and 5, they did not necessarily enter the most culturally similar market available, but did enter subsequent markets that had the most similar business practices within a region. This is part of a ‘platform’ strategy (Preble and Hoffman, 2006) where firms select a ‘gateway’ or ‘lead’ market to a region like Asia e.g. Hong Kong or Singapore, whose business practices are more ‘westernised’. We find that this strategy highlighted that rapidly internationalising PSFs are interested in creating superior long-term opportunities by investing in regions where future growth is expected. Firms aim to build regional market knowledge and resources by investing in lower risk neighbouring markets first. Similar to Johanson & Vahlne’s (1977) models, building market knowledge and resources reduces the risk associated with more culturally dissimilar markets. By entering the most similar market within a region firms can more easily leverage their operational knowledge from the domestic market and build an international reputation from within the region. 

Choice of Foreign Market Commitment
Table 5, categorises the firms’ initial entry mode and markets; the drivers of the initial entry mode; subsequent shifts to higher levels of market commitment; time between initial and subsequent shifts to a higher level of market commitment and drivers of the increase in market commitment.  
Insert Table 5 about here
Melen and Nordman (2009) conceptualised an entry-mode model to help explain the choice in entry mode and level of commitment. They emphasise that rapidly internationalising firms should not be just associated with low commitment forms of entry (e.g. Bell et al. 2003; Efrat & Shoham, 2012; Kuivalainen et al. 2012; Rialp et al. 2005; Ripolles et al. 2012) nor do they adhere to stage based models such as the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Instead they are able to internationalise as any other firm would. Building on this, the current study examined the choices of rapidly internationalising PSFs and their level of market commitment. 
We extend Melen and Nordman’s (2009) findings and suggest that rapidly internationalising PSFs may have an advantage in early and rapid internationalisation due to their low levels of capital and the entrepreneurial drive of the founder. The initial choice of entry mode for all of the firms was exporting. This involved the ‘exporting’ (temporary transfer) of staff to foreign markets. In all the cases, the employee was a founding member of the firm, highlighting the unique entrepreneurial drive shared by the founders. This offered a greater level of flexibility, low resource commitment and the ability to withdraw quickly from the market. 
We didn’t want strong ties to any market unless there was success…we focused on conducting our work and if there is a series of projects that can be conducted in a country, then absolutely we are there to build that and if there is not, then we are out of there.

In other rapid internationalisation research entry modes are shown to be restricted to particular areas of the value chain (Hagen & Zuchella, 2014; Kalinic & Forza, 2012; Nashai, 2011). The founder was integral to the business and clients enjoyed dealing directly with them. This was reiterated by the founder of Firm 3;
It was always planned but we did fly in, fly outs out of necessity. In the beginning for us whether it was China or the UK it was kind of necessity because you can’t easily replicate everything I know. That takes time. At least in the very early stages the business revolved around me. 

PSF characteristics and their need for continuous client interaction in the early stages of rapid internationalisation encourage the firm to transfer all areas of the value chain via the founder. Ball et al (2008) referred to this type of entry mode as ‘embodied people exports’. This also provides a contrast to studies that emphasise rapidly internationalising service firms entering markets via high commitment entry modes (Bangara, Freeman & Schroder, 2011; Ripolles Melia et al. 2010). This highlights the initial need for strategic flexibility, increased mobility of personnel and low resource commitment for PSFs that internationalise from inception.
	Our findings reveal an additional strategy whereby the rapidly internationalising firms would initially enter international markets through exporting before increasing their level of market commitment by establishing subsidiaries overseas  For all of the case study firms this occurred in the early international entry/development phase before the firm was internationally established (Trudgen & Freeman, 2014). Although this shift is representative of incremental increases in market commitment as affiliated with stage models (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), these firms did not increase their market commitment based on learning or increased market knowledge. The Uppsala model considers the gaining of foreign market knowledge and experience as a key component in a firms increase in market commitment. Although the firms were able to initially service clients through direct exporting, the founders did not consider this sustainable in the long term. The founders demand placed a constraint on his time and so service quality for individual clients suffered. To maintain the high level of service as well as show a commitment to existing clients the firm established subsidiaries in UK and Singapore.   The founder of Firm 3 stated: 
We didn’t have an office there so all the time I was spending on the phone at night here just to talk to them every day. Then I left here on Friday, arrived there Saturday-Sunday, have Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, left there Friday, and got back on Sunday. I didn’t even have time to get jetlag.  I had no idea what was going when I got back, and that's when I realised I absolutely can't do this on a fly in, fly out basis.  We needed to get an office for my sanity and so that clients could see we were putting ‘skin in the game’. That was very important to them.

By increasing market commitment these firms aimed to build relationships, networks and credibility in foreign markets. The importance of relationships and a strong reputation for successful PSF internationalisation is considered critical (Cort et al., 2007; Hall et al., 2009) and this is mirrored by our findings. For example, Firm 5’s service was considered by its founders to be ‘unique’ and ‘innovative’. This innovation meant that the firm often had to explain to the client the nature of the service and its benefit. By being involved with a brand and service that the market was not familiar with the firm considered it integral to establish a presence in the market.  
I found it too hard from being back here to build up any credibility, and build the relationships. I think being a brand people hadn’t heard of, and being a process or service that they weren’t very familiar with, they need to be able to build credibility that you are real and it will happen.

Ultimately, firms made the transition from exporting to establishing a market presence because they believed it was the best strategy for their firm. By doing so they could achieve longer terms goals by appeasing established clients and/or building relationships. For firms with a high level of client interaction the desire to improve service quality and sales with established clients is essential. 
In summary we derive a conceptual model (Figure. 1) with supporting propositions and make three significant contributions to the rapid internationalisation and service literatures. First, our data confirms the critical role of the entrepreneur in internationalisation strategy and service delivery for rapidly internationalising PSFs. However, our findings suggest that within the early stages of international development, the entrepreneur rapidly shifts from being directly involved with service delivery to entering markets through higher levels of market commitment such as subsidiaries. Our findings reveal that the role of client followership is a key factor throughout the drive to rapidly internationalise, choice of markets and choice of market commitment for rapidly internationalising PSFs. Although this is a common factor within the service literature it is not as prominent in the rapid internationalisation literature (Brock & Alon, 2009; Chetty et al. 2014). 
Finally, we use the above analysis of the findings to suggest the following propositions for rapidly internationalising PSFs.
P1: Rapidly internationalising professional service firms (PSFs) will be driven to internationalise by the entrepreneur and will rely on them for early service delivery, 

P2: Rapidly internationalising professional service firms (PSFs) who are driven to internationalise through client followership will also choose markets and levels of market commitment to appease existing clients. 

P3: Rapidly internationalising professional service firms (PSFs) initially choose low commitment entry modes before quickly shifting to higher levels of market commitment to establish better relationships with clients. 

Conclusion and discussion 
The present research investigated the internationalisation processes of rapidly internationalising PSFs. The early rapid internationalisation of service firms can be seen as a challenge to the stage models with evidence that they may follow a similar path in their internationalisation but at a faster pace than the original Uppsala model assumed. Specifically, professional service firms (PSFs) are more likely to be involved with following clients into overseas markets, enabling internationalise more rapidly than other firms. The exploitation of learning opportunities increases also the speed of subsequent internationalisation. Adopting an exploratory multiple case study methodology, our research examines the internationalisation of rapidly internationalising PSFs. Drawing on the revised Uppsala model which emphasises the role of networks we demonstrate the ‘liability of outsidership’ is a critical internationalisation barrier. The process of rapidly internationalising PSFs may be relatively slow as there are increased difficulties in the transfer of knowledge, greater reliance on clients, and the inseparability of PSF activities. The internationalisation processes associated with slower, gradual internationalisation methods are different when examining rapidly internationalising firms. PSFs do not prescribe to the internationalisation pathways of other types of rapidly internationalising firms. While certain rapid internationalisation models account for elements associated with PSFs they do not fully explore their early strategic decisions. PSFs are not limited by their unique characteristics in their rapid internationalisation; they leverage existing clients into foreign markets; initially enter markets in an incremental manner; and, to balance the constraints of early and rapid internationalisation, they first enter markets through low commitment entry modes before swiftly progressing to a higher level of market commitment to reduce their liability of outsidership.
This study has drawn upon the rapid internationalisation literature as well as the PSF literature to provide theoretical and empirical insights into how these types of firms internationalise. We have built upon the key characteristics of several internationalisation models, specifically their decision to rapidly internationalise, their choice of foreign markets and their choice of foreign market commitment (Hilmersson, 2014; Taylor & Jack, 2013; Madsen, 2013; Hashai, 2011; Kuivalainen et al., 2012). To our knowledge, this paper represents the first holistic, empirical examination of PSFs within a rapidly internationalising context. 
The empirical evidence suggests that the strategic focus of rapidly internationalising PSFs, as well as their decisions, is influenced by the nature of the service itself. The case study firms highlight the lack of homogeneity in the development process of rapidly internationalising firms. Rapid internationalisation models are largely based on manufacturing firms dealing in tangible, homogenous products. The unique client facing nature of PSFs emphasise that these firms internationalise differently. 
We invite future research to build upon this study. For instance, the case study firms were found to rely on the drive of the entrepreneur(s) to shape the firms initial speed of internationalisation. This is a consistent theme in the international entrepreneurship literature but also exists in PSF research as entrepreneurs endeavour to take advantage of opportunities (Krull, Smith & Ge, 2012). An additional insight of our study is the key role that the entrepreneur plays as part of the service delivery. Supporting Jones, Coviello and Kwan Tang (2011) call for greater examination of entrepreneurs in internationalisation we believe further examination and measuring of entrepreneurial involvement throughout the internationalisation process and across industries will increase our understanding of entrepreneurial behaviour in rapid internationalisation.
Our findings extend those by Melen and Nordman (2009) and Ball et al. (2008) and suggest that rapidly internationalising firms are able to directly export senior members of staff that replicate the value chain before shifting to a higher level of market commitment. This is a rapid increase in incremental commitment within the early stages of their internationalisation. It is encouraged that an examination of rapidly internationalising firms and their choice of market commitment is examined with regard to production activities as well as elements of the value chain. This may further highlight the incremental increases in market commitment experienced within our investigation.
This study represents an important step forward in the holistic examination of rapidly internationalising firms within different contexts. By examining the internationalisation processes we can see that rapidly internationalising PSFs do not prescribe to the internationalisation pathways of other types of rapidly internationalising firms (Bell et al. 2003). Certain rapid internationalisation models account for elements associated with PSFs (e.g. Fernhaber et al. 2007) but do not fully explore their early strategic decisions. Figure 1 emphasises that PSF characteristics lead to different strategic motivations in their rapid internationalisation. This re-iterates the homogeneity associated with rapid internationalisation development. It also re-enforces that a ‘one size fits all’ internationalisation pathway for these types of firms may not exist.  
There are some notable limitations in our study.  The research is based on 5 case studies located in Australia. This limits the generalizability of the findings outside of this context. Further classification of service firms and their rapid internationalisation may yield even more interesting results or may help to explain some of the more interesting findings here. Certainly, further investigation of these types of firms from a quantitative perspective would aid in building upon, and improving, the generalizability of the findings. 
The value of the findings presented here extends beyond the academic realm and includes practitioners as well as policy makers. The results should encourage managers of small to medium sized PSFs, especially those who wish to internationalise rapidly, to recognise that they can learn from other manufacturing and service firms when going abroad as they face similar issues in their internationalisation but deal with them in a strategically different way. It is also important for managers to overcome the perception that service firms need to initially enter culturally similar markets using high commitment entry modes to be successful. 
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Figure 1 –Framework of the internationalisation process for rapidly internationalising PSF’s
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Table 1 - Characteristics of case study firms
	
	Industry
	Main product
	Establishment of firm
	Number of employees at inception

	Firm 1
	Experiential Design
	Brand design
	2007
	2

	Firm 2
	Management Consulting
	Business coaching
	1999
	8

	Firm 3
	Research Consultancy
	Research data & dissemination
	2006
	1

	Firm 4
	Health
	Health process solutions
	2003
	2

	Firm 5
	Energy
	Project management
	2007
	8



















Table 2 - Case study firms and rapidly internationalising firm characteristics
	 
	Year of first foreign market entry
	Time between inception and internationalisation
	International market and year of entry
	Percentage of sales in foreign markets 
	Current number of employees 

	Firm 1
	2007
	<6mths
	· UAE (2007)
· Indonesia (2010)
· India (2010)
· Vietnam (2010)
· Singapore (2010)
	35%
	55

	Firm 2 
	2002
	<3yrs
	· New Zealand (2002)
· UK (2003)
· USA (2003)
	45%
	60

	Firm 3
	2006
	<6mths
	· China (2006)
· UK (2008)
· Singapore (2010)
· Hong Kong (2010)
	25%
	60

	Firm 4
	2003
	<6mths
	· UK (2003)
· Solomon Islands (2004)
· Indonesia (2005)
· USA (2008)
	70%
	450

	Firm 5
	2007
	<2mths
	· UK (2007)
· France (2008)
· Spain (2008)
· USA (2008)
· Mexico (2008)
	90%
	30
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	Table3 - The speed and drivers of foreign market entry for case study firms
	
	

	 
	Firm 1
	Firm 2
	Firm 3
	Firm 4
	Firm 5

	Industry
	Experiential Design
	Management consultancy
	Research consultancy
	Health
	Energy

	Time to internationalise
	0yrs
	2yrs
	0.5yrs
	0.5yrs
	0yrs

	Primary driver of internationalisation
	Size of domestic market. Australian market was too small for growth needs. Wished to enter Asian market and "own" it
	Client followership. Wished to increase business and please  international clients
	Entrepreneurial drive. The founder saw an opportunity in the market and was determined to capitalise 
	Entrepreneurial drive. Expected the company to internationalise and succeed
	Entrepreneurial drive. Determined to capitalise on a global opportunity 

	Subsequent drivers of internationalisation
	Entrepreneurial drive. The founders’ goal was to become international quickly.      

Client followership.  The firm established relationships locally and wished to capitalise on them
	Entrepreneurial drive. There was a drive for the firm to be successful, if that meant becoming international then so be it. 
	Size of domestic market. Domestic market but that would not meet the growth needs of the firm.  

Client followership. The firm wished to create credibility and build relationships                                  
	Size of domestic market. There is not a big enough health system in the domestic market
	Size of domestic market. The firm had to go overseas for the business model to work. Domestic market is far too small.  







	Table 4 - The choice of foreign markets for case study firms
	
	
	

	 
	Firm 1
	Firm 2
	Firm 3
	Firm 4
	Firm 5

	First foreign market
	UAE
	UK
	China, 
	UK
	UK

	Subsequent overseas markets
	Indonesia, India, Vietnam, Singapore
	UAE, Hong Kong
	Singapore, UK
	Solomon Islands, Indonesia, USA
	France, Spain, USA, Mexico, Africa

	Primary driver of market selection
	Opportunity. Always aimed at the most opportunistic market. Initially took work wherever possible
	Client followership. Entered markets primarily to stabilise relationships with business partners.  
	Client followership. Wished to give clients the highest possible quality of service. This often meant having some sort of physical presence in the market
	Opportunity. Opportunity within markets was the firms key strategic aim
	Opportunity. Internationalisation pathway followed new environmental legislation (ie new opportunities)

	Subsequent drivers of market selection
	Client followership. The firm entered markets to give clients a high quality of service. The firm the Singapore market due to client expectations
	Culturally similar. UK was chosen because it was culturally similar. HK was chosen because it was seen as a gateway to Asia and had similar business practices
	Similar business practices. Entered Singapore and UK because of similar business practices. 
	N/A
	Cultural similarity. Initially the firm focused on markets that had new legislation but was also culturally similar to the home market.        Networks. The firm utilised networks to gain clients in particular markets and to help establish markets



	Table 5 - The choice of foreign entry mode for case study firms
	
	
	

	 
	Firm 1
	Firm 2
	Firm 3
	Firm 4
	Firm 5

	Initial entry mode and markets
	Exporting: UAE, Indonesia, India and Vietnam
	Exporting: UK, UAE
	Exporting: Hong Kong, Singapore 
	Exporting: UK, Solomon Islands
	Exporting: UK

	Drivers of initial entry mode
	The firm did not have the resources to commit to another form of entry mode
	Firm was not searching for multinational assignments and did not want to commit unnecessarily
	The firm was establishing itself in Australia and saw a job via Hong Kong as a way to get running. Did not want to commit many resources
	Employed domestic staff and placed them in the international markets. Simply did not have the human resources to internationalise any other way
	The firm needed to find somebody appropriate to be on the ground in their international markets. They did not find the right person until one month into the project so they initially exported senior staff

	Subsequent shift to higher level of market commitment
	Subsidiary: Singapore
	Subsidiaries: UK, UAE, Hong Kong, 
	Subsidiary: UK, Singapore
	Subsidiary: Indonesia, US
	Subsidiary: UK, France, Spain, USA, Mexico, Africa

	Time between initial exporting and subsidiary
	2years
	1.5yrs
	1yr
	6months
	1-2months

	Drivers of subsequent shift to higher level of market commitment
	Clients saw establishing a subsidiary as being a big asset. This allowed the firm to be seen as a global firm  operating in Asia
	Firm established offices overseas in response to specific needs from clients. Networks in key markets allowed the firm to establish subsidiaries more quickly
	Were not able to service the client through exporting. High levels of customer service is a core part of the business and clients were expecting this 
	The firm needed somebody on the ground (with the right accent) to deal with the day to day. By doing this the firm was able to establish better relationships with clients and help build networks
	Needed to build credibility and relationships with the client. Seen as especially important as this was a service and brand that they were not familiar with



