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A B S T R A C T

This study utilises an effectuation lens to contribute to knowledge involving the entrepreneurial marketing
practices of rapidly internationalising firms, following a temporary discontinuation of overseas sales. This is
important since earlier studies typically focus on continuing overseas activities, not de-internationalisation.
Semi-structured interviews took place with owner-managers of sixteen small, UK based, knowledge-intensive
start-ups, before planned re-internationalisation occurred. All management teams were proactive, took risks,
exploited innovation and engaged in opportunity-driven plus resource leveraging behaviour. Conversely,
creating adequate ‘customer value’ did not occur. The investigation highlights that in particular contexts, certain
facets of an effectuation approach outweigh others and the notion of ‘affordable losses’ is viewed in both fi-
nancial and non-financial terms. The study offers unique insights into the need for decision-makers in rapidly
internationalising firms to undertake validation of strategies to discover new customers; also, the potential
usefulness to lose particular customers, even temporarily, to facilitate enduring entrepreneurial marketing ac-
tivities.

1. Introduction

1.1. Research objective

Hills & Hultman (2011, p. 3) view entrepreneurial marketing (EM)
“as a spirit, an orientation as well as a process of passionately pursuing
opportunities and launching and growing ventures that create perceived
customer value through relationships by employing innovativeness, crea-
tivity, selling, market immersion, networking, and flexibility”. Whalen et al.
(2016) suggest that EM arises from the practices of firms operating
under conditions of uncertainty, providing an alternative to the tradi-
tional marketing perspective. Nevertheless, many start-up firms fail
given the relative conditions of uncertainty in which they operate
(Blank, 2013); hence, the issue of ‘context’ is important in considering
firms' behaviour, since unique insights from particular contexts can
contribute to knowledge (Jones & Rowley, 2011; Reuber, Dimitratos, &
Kuivalainen, 2017). In fact, Morris, Schindehutte, and Laforge (2002,
p.1) note: “marketing is context dependent, but the context is continually
changing”. In this current study, ‘de-internationalisation’ provides an
interesting context in which to study EM behaviour, given the potential
risk or even uncertainty surrounding new ways of operating in overseas

markets (Crick & Crick, 2018a; Liesch, Welch, & Buckley, 2011; Vahlne,
Hamberg, & Schweizer, 2017).

Earlier studies drawing on aspects of entrepreneurial orientation
and market orientation exist that involve serving overseas markets and
de-internationalisation in line with the context of this current in-
vestigation (Bhuian, Menguc, & Bell, 2005; Rose & Shoham, 2002;
Yayla, Yeniyurt, Uslay, & Cavusgil, 2018). Levels of uncertainty and
potential risks affecting internationalisation differ across firms in re-
spect of a variety of resources/capabilities and economic/competitive-
ness factors (Crick, 2004; Yayla et al., 2018). Such conditions poten-
tially affect management teams' decision-making and the perceived
performance of firms operating in new institutional environments with
their own cultures and regulations (Spence & Crick, 2006). Debate ex-
ists in earlier research involving terminology regarding ‘uncertainty’
and ‘risk’ (McKelvie, Haynie, & Gustavsson, 2011; Sarasvathy, 2001). In
this current study, the term ‘risk’ in respect of decision-makers' per-
ceptions is purposefully used. Specifically, because ‘uncertainty’ in
earlier research is largely viewed as when a decision-maker cannot
assign probability to various outcomes, whereas ‘risk’ implies he/she
can act on some probability towards outcomes occurring, like via re-
search and experience. In addressing potential risks, seminal earlier
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research such as Johanson and Vahlne (1977) discuss an incremental
approach to internationalisation based on increasing knowledge and
commitment.

In contrast, factors like the need to gain first mover status to exploit
‘windows of opportunity’, obtain resources from stakeholders like in-
cubators and grant awarding bodies, and the recent influence of the
Internet in gaining information and facilitating unsolicited orders,
suggest some firms internationalise rapidly (Crick & Crick, 2018a;
Hewerdine, Rumyantseva, & Welch, 2014; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004;
Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Prior studies have used different terms such
as ‘international new ventures’ (INVs) and ‘born globals’ to classify
rapidly internationalising firms and hence no single agreed set of cri-
teria exist to categorise their speed, scale and scope of overseas market
activities (Coviello, 2015; Crick & Crick, 2014). This current study
hereafter uses the term ‘INVs’ to categorise the firms under investiga-
tion given that first, in terms of ‘speed’, they had internationalised ra-
pidly. However, second, their ratio of exports to total sales (scale of
internationalisation) was low; and third, their scope (or geographical
coverage) of overseas markets served before de-internationalisation
took place was limited, such as, to a particular market like the US.
Consequently, it would be difficult to claim they were ‘born global’ in
respect of commitment to overseas sales and the number of markets
served.

Nevertheless, although a body of literature exists involving INVs'
early internationalisation activities, relatively few studies exist con-
cerning INVs' continuing behaviour (Ibeh, Jones, & Kuivalainen, 2018;
Morgan-Thomas & Jones, 2009; Spence & Crick, 2009). In fact, a gap
exists in the literature regarding the practices of those INVs that quickly
withdrew from overseas markets as opposed to remaining engaged in
international activities. This current study addresses that gap by con-
sidering facets of INVs' EM behaviour to facilitate enduring activities
after overseas market withdrawal took place and prior to planned re-
internationalisation occurring. In other words, it considers EM decision-
making in a ‘time-out’ contextual period (between overseas market
withdrawal and international market re-entry) used to re-evaluate
strategies (Crick & Chaudhry, 2006; Hadjikhani, 1997; Welch & Welch,
2009). It is therefore an under-researched context and not least due to
the difficulty in locating and facilitating access to decision-makers at
this stage of firms' development. A number of studies exist to indicate
firms enter and exit product-markets; that is, internationalisation is not
always a forward moving process (Bell, McNaughton, Young, & Crick,
2003; Bernini, Du, & Love, 2016; Crick, 2004; Turner, 2012; Yayla
et al., 2018). However, insights into this behaviour appear somewhat
limited and hence this current study is timely and addresses an im-
portant gap in the literature, since it involves decision-making in INVs
that rapidly de-internationalised and follows a recent call for more re-
search (Yayla et al., 2018).

On the one hand, it seems somewhat counter intuitive for start-ups
to enter overseas markets rapidly only to then quickly de-inter-
nationalise, namely, if there are identified opportunities. For example,
behaviour might include pursuing the previously mentioned opportu-
nities of first mover status, access to resources etc. (Crick & Crick, 2014;
Hewerdine et al., 2014). On the other hand, market withdrawal appears
consistent with the recognised need to pivot strategies if required; such
as, reacting to customer feedback and market conditions (Gassmann,
Frankenberger, & Csik, 2014; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Ries,
2011). De-internationalisation is also potentially consistent with ‘The
Affordable Loss Principle’ of an effectuation lens (Sarasvathy, 2001).
Specifically decision makers in under-resourced set-up firms do not
always focus on possible profits, but minimising potential losses before
limited funds are used (Crick & Crick, 2018b). Such considerations
within earlier literature lead to the study's research question as follows:

RQ: What role does EM-oriented decision-making play for man-
agement teams in INVs that have rapidly withdrawn from overseas
markets?

1.2. Contribution

In contributing to the existing knowledge of INVs' enduring EM
behaviour, this study draws on the seven facets of EM behaviour
mentioned by Morris et al. (2002). These involve a proactive orienta-
tion, opportunity-driven behaviours, customer intensity, innovation-
focused behaviours, risk-management, resource leveraging behaviours
and value creation. By utilising an effectuation lens as an academic
underpinning, we broadly offer support for Sarasvathy's (2001) seminal
research and find aspects of all five facets of the effectuation approach
evident to some degree in entrepreneurs' decision-making (see also,
Prashantham, Kumar, Bhagavatula, & Sarasvathy, 2018). Our first
contribution is to highlight that in particular contexts, a certain element
of the effectuation lens can dominate decision-making. In the specific
context of this current study, entrepreneurs focused on ‘The Affordable
Loss Principle’ in the de-internationalisation decision. Other elements of
effectuation decision-making were more evident within initial inter-
nationalisation and later potential re-internationalisation considera-
tions. The second contribution is to highlight different dimensions of
the notion of entrepreneurs' perceived ‘affordable loss’. These dimen-
sions vary in respect of the influence of different stakeholders like
customers and network partners, namely, in both potential financial
(like profits/losses) and non-financial (such as credibility) terms.

We thirdly contribute to the knowledge by indicating how the dif-
ferent facets of EM need to come together to help facilitate enduring EM
behaviour in the customer discovery process within new product-mar-
kets. In light of risk/reward considerations, we show that all the
management teams had a proactive mind-set, took risks, exploited in-
novation, and engaged in opportunity driven plus resource leveraging
behaviour (entrepreneurial-oriented facets of EM behaviour). However,
decision making that paid lip service to ‘all’ aspects of EM was also
evident. By moving too rapidly without adequate preparation, such as,
accepting serendipitous orders, none of the decision-makers fully un-
derstood customer expectations or created value (marketing-oriented
facets of EM behaviour). This EM behaviour led to temporary overseas
market withdrawal and the need to re-evaluate strategies vis-a-vis
perceived risks/rewards and affordable losses. In short, this study offers
unique insights into the need for decision-makers in rapidly inter-
nationalising firms to undertake validation of strategies to discover new
customers. Additionally, why it is potentially useful for management
teams in particular rapidly internationalising start-up firms to lose some
international customers, even temporarily, to facilitate enduring EM
activities; an issue somewhat counter intuitive to certain existing stu-
dies.

2. Literature review

2.1. The EM domain

The last few decades have witnessed a body of knowledge emerge
involving EM as a distinct research domain within the broader en-
trepreneurship and marketing literature (Hills, Hultman, & Miles, 2008;
Hills & LaForge, 1992; Miles, Gilmore, Harrigan, Lewis, & Sethna, 2014;
Morris et al., 2002; Morrish, Miles, & Deacon, 2010; Whalen et al.,
2016). For example, Whalen et al. (2016) note that rapid changes in
technology and customer preferences create conditions of uncertainty
potentially rendering traditional marketing strategies and tactics as less
effective. They proceed to suggest that EM attempts to merge particular
relevant insights from both entrepreneurship and marketing. Never-
theless, Hansen and Eggers (2010) note that perspectives within the EM
domain have varied leading to differences in respective findings re-
garding the employment of EM in practice. That is, existing studies view
EM from the perspectives of the following: commonalities between
disciplines, entrepreneurship factors viewed through a marketing lens,
marketing issues via an entrepreneurship lens, and unique perspectives
evolving from a combination of entrepreneurship and marketing.
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Various definitions exist involving EM (such as Morris et al., 2002;
Hills & Hultman, 2011). However, returning to that used by Hills and
Hultman (2011) cited earlier in this paper, the issue of “launching and
growing ventures” is relevant since EM activities can exist in larger firms
after a growth period (Miles & Darroch, 2006). Additionally,
Kilenthong, Hultman, and Hills (2016) suggest EM should not be con-
ceptualised solely in respect of the behaviour of small firms, young
firms or founder operated firms. Moreover, the definition by Hills and
Hultman (2011) does not necessarily imply profitability, since EM be-
haviour can also exist in not-for-profit ventures (Roundy, 2017). This is
noteworthy since the EM literature depicts a type of behaviour and is
not restricted to businesses with commercial goals, but can also apply to
organisations with objectives of a ‘social’ nature. Nevertheless, this
current study involves start-up firms with commercial goals.

Morrish (2011) points out that EM is perhaps best articulated not as
a nexus between entrepreneurship and marketing, but what is seen as
an augmented process; namely, where both the entrepreneur and cus-
tomer are the core participants, co-creating value within the marketing
environment (consistent with Morrish et al., 2010). Whalen and Akaka
(2016) suggest opportunities are continually co-created; that is, via the
derivation and determination of value and the reformation of markets.
In the context of this current study, the environmental risks associated
with initial internationalisation provide potential difficulties to co-
create this value unless appropriate validation exists (Gassmann et al.,
2014; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Ries, 2011). Zhu and Matsuno
(2016) find that firms are most likely to employ EM strategies in high-
growth, highly dynamic environments. This finding is consistent with
the context of this current study whereby internationalisation offers
growth potential in dynamic environments (Crick & Crick, 2014, 2016),
assuming evolving business models are validated by decision makers as
an iterative process to find the appropriate product-market fit (Hansen,
Giglierano, & Whalen, 2018).

Ahmadi and O'Cass (2016) focus on EM activities via the degree of
complementarity between entrepreneurial orientation and market or-
ientation in driving innovation in respect of new technology ventures'
first product commercialisation. They find a positive effect regarding
exploratory and exploitative activities in enhancing performance; also,
the contingency role of marketing capabilities. However, EM initiatives
to build capabilities and consequently leading to performance enhan-
cing strategies vary across decision makers (Bell et al., 2003; 2004). As
Eggers, Hansen, and Davis (2012, p.203) point out “strategies cannot
come out of nowhere”. In fact, both planned and unplanned decision-
making feature in earlier export related studies (Crick & Crick, 2014,
2016, 2018a; Spence & Crick, 2006). Furthermore, Mirvahedi and
Morrish (2017) discuss the notion of ‘entrepreneurial serendipity’ and
find behaviour characterised by entrepreneurs finding an unspecified
opportunity via an orderly or haphazard search, that might happen
with either high or low levels of knowledge. In short, understanding EM
decision-making in formulating strategies within particular contexts
provides useful insights. Hills and Hultman (2011) in their research
summarising the academic roots plus the past and present of EM, sug-
gest that the development of effectuation theory (Sarasvathy, 2001)
helps scholars to understand decision-making in light of conditions of
risk/uncertainty and, consequently, important aspects of EM behaviour.
It therefore appears an appropriate lens in this current study.

2.2. Effectuation oriented decision-making

As previously mentioned, the theoretical lens in this investigation
involves ‘effectuation’ oriented decision-making (Sarasvathy, 2001).
‘The Bird in Hand Principle’ suggests entrepreneurs start with what they
have and look at who they are, what they know and who they know.
‘The Affordable Loss Principle’ involves an entrepreneur not focusing on
the upside, like profits; rather, whether the downside is acceptable, like
minimising potential losses. ‘The Crazy Quilt Principle’ involves en-
trepreneurs cooperating with partners to commit to jointly affecting

future strategies. ‘The Lemonade Principle’ is when entrepreneurs will
look at how to leverage contingencies; for example, are they flexible to
surprises that offer potential opportunities. ‘The Pilot-in-the-Plane’ in-
volves putting the previous principles together. In essence, it follows
that entrepreneurs cannot predict the future; however, they can control
certain factors that help determine the future. Debate nevertheless ex-
ists over Sarasvathy's (2001) research in respect of the merits of the
causation versus effectuation approaches (Arend, Sarooghi, &
Burkemper, 2015; Read, Sarasvathy, Dew, & Wiltbank, 2016).

Causation based decision-making could begin with various alter-
natives and end in one objective; however, effectuation based decision-
making has the realisation that these alternatives can end in different
ways (Sarasvathy, 2001). Causation based decision-making is con-
sidered more effective in predictable environments and effectuation
based decision-making where the future is unpredictable (Andersson,
2011). Some earlier studies involving internationalising firms are un-
derpinned by an effectuation approach (Andersson, 2011; Chetty, Ojala,
& Leppaaho, 2015; Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2013; Galkina & Chetty,
2015; Kalinic, Sarasvathy, & Forza, 2014; Prashantham et al., 2018;
Yang & Gabrielsson, 2017). For example, Andersson (2011) mentions
issues like ‘what’ the entrepreneur in an internationalising firm knows
and ‘who’ they know. This may be important in under-resourced start-
up firms that need to draw on the capabilities of their small manage-
ment team that includes knowledge/experience from prior employment
and networks. In fact, Galkina and Chetty (2015) highlight the im-
portance of networks, while Crick and Crick (2018b) suggest for under-
resourced start-up firms, new network partners like investors can en-
hance decision-makers' resources and capabilities in light of an un-
predictable environment. Recently, Prashantham et al. (2018) draw on
all five principles of effectuation and identify ‘internationalisation
speed’ as an important outcome variable.

2.3. De-internationalisation and potential re-internationalisation

Studies have largely focused on internationalisation as an outward
and increasing process (Jones, Coviello, & Tang, 2011), underpinned by
learning and increased commitment over time (Jones & Coviello, 2005).
In contrast, de-internationalisation, can involve a reduction of com-
mitment in various respects based on decision-makers' perceptions. For
example: reducing overseas activities, stopping these activities, or firms
moving in and out of various markets (Benito & Welch, 1997; Bernini
et al., 2016; Javalgi, Deligonul, Dixit, & Cavusgil, 2010; Pauwels &
Matthyssens, 2004; Turner, 2012; Yayla et al., 2018). Drawing on the
issue of co-evolution theory, Turner (2012) highlights different paths of
contraction and expansion followed by firms; trajectories are not pre-
determined and hence various issues influence these for respective
management teams. Such an approach appears consistent with effec-
tuation-based decision-making.

Benito and Welch (1997) argue that de-internationalisation as an
outcome results from a set of factors linked to past international op-
erations and commitments; also, current developments within and ex-
ternal to the company. Nevertheless, ‘past’ activities may vary between
firms and those in this current study involved rapidly internationalising
start-ups with limited experience among management teams. Therefore,
consistent with Hansen et al. (2018) in respect of EM behaviour, un-
derstanding validation efforts to find the appropriate product-market fit
is useful. Welch and Wiedersheim-Paul (1980) suggest that withdrawal
from international markets is not necessarily a market failure; it de-
pends on a decision-maker's objectives. This is relevant to this current
study, since decision-makers may formulate strategies based on objec-
tives other than just sales like securing funding (Crick & Crick, 2018b;
Hewerdine et al., 2014). Moreover, decision-makers' objectives can
change over time (Spence & Crick, 2006).

Welch & Welch (2009, p.567) consider the re-internationalisation
decision suggesting: “much depends on what happens during the interna-
tional time-out period, particularly in terms of changes in management and/
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or ownership; the nature and strength of new re-entry influences; and how
the re-entry process unfolds”. Bell et al. (2003) introduce the term ‘born-
again globals’, representing firms that had internationalised but sub-
sequently pursued a domestic market strategy. They proceed to suggest
that critical incidents such as a change in management or ownership,
new capital or a change in scope of customers may affect international
market re-entry decisions. Pauwels and Matthyssens (2004) highlight
learning and managerial flexibility in shaping strategies. As previously
mentioned, the context of EM decision-making in this current in-
vestigation occurs following INVs' temporarily withdrawing from
overseas markets, but not re-internationalising. The methodological
approach undertaken follows.

3. Methodology

3.1. Overview

The benefits of using qualitative methods in EM studies to address
‘how/why’ issues has been acknowledged in earlier research (Gilmore,
2010). Moreover, as Woodside, Pattinson, and Miller (2005) suggest,
asking practitioners for in-depth accounts of what happened and why,
potentially helps them reflect and uncover nuances of what went right
and what went wrong. This current study focused on semi-structured
interviews with owner-managers of sixteen INVs that had temporarily
withdrawn from overseas markets and the approach undertaken was
largely ‘interpretivist’ in nature. The study falls broadly under the
umbrella term of a ‘narrative inquiry’ whereby interviewees reflected
on their respective decision-making in respect of issues under in-
vestigation; that is, to understand the way they create meaning as
narratives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). The semi-structured inter-
views, undertaken in English, lasted up to one and a half hours.

Semi-structured interviews based on the template in Appendix 1
allowed the interviewer to engage in probing to ask ‘how and why’
issues; the approach was flexible to address questions in a different
order plus allowed further discussion if any important issues arose or if
further information was required. Shared meanings took place between
the interviewer and interviewee to utilise practitioner terminology.
Collection of other sources of data including company documents was
limited due to perceived confidentiality. Table 1 summarises selected
characteristics of the firms in this investigation. Data collection in-
volved issues associated with the interviewee, their firm, the manage-
ment team, decision-making regarding initial internationalisation, de-
internationalisation, plus future strategy considerations. The term ‘is-
sues’ follows from the work of Stake (1995) to avoid quantitative ter-
minology such as ‘variables.’

3.2. Data collection

It is emphasised that this qualitative investigation does not claim to
involve case studies (as per Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, &
Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2011) due to the lack of ‘thick-description’ of
multi-source data; hence the term ‘cases’ is restricted to meaning in-
terviews with firms' owner-managers. Arriving at the appropriate
number of cases (‘interviews’ is more appropriate terminology in this
current investigation) to achieve a balance between theoretical sa-
turation and cross-case comparison can be a challenge (Beverland &
Lindgreen, 2010). This study employed a non-probability purposive
sampling strategy (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). Data collection
involved the recruitment of sixteen owner-managers of INVs that re-
cently withdrew from overseas markets on a temporary basis using a
snowballing process. Specifically, this was via practitioner networks
associated with an institution in which one of the research team
worked, plus other networks such as business incubators.

Interviewing key informants was a positive factor in this study de-
spite data being from a single source, since other interviewees' per-
spectives would add limited value in respect of EM decision-making. Ta
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Moreover, the interviewees responded with hindsight and hence this
introduced the potential for retrospective bias. Triangulation look place
where possible with certain secondary data such as websites and
company documents, but this was limited as firms were relatively new.
Start-up firms often have a high failure rate (Blank, 2013). Therefore, it
was a challenge identifying relatively new firms that had inter-
nationalised rapidly, but had de-internationalised and undergoing re-
evaluation of their strategies as opposed to going out of business.

‘Boundary’ conditions featured in this study (Stake, 1995); that is,
factors that set the context of this UK based investigation. INVs from
knowledge-intensive sectors such as those often labelled ‘high-tech’
have a propensity to internationalise rapidly (Bell, Crick, & Young,
2004; Crick & Crick, 2014, 2018a). Consistent with earlier research,
having ‘rapidly internationalised’ in this study meant INVs needed to
have entered an overseas market within 3 years of the start-up phase
(see review articles such as Jones et al., 2011). All INVs were ‘smaller-
sized’ businesses employing less than fifty staff; that is, on the lower end
of the categorisation of a ‘small-to-medium sized enterprise’ (Storey,
1994).

3.3. Analysis

Sinkovics and Alfoldi (2012) suggest that although studies often
present qualitative research in a linear manner, suggesting a degree of
predictable process and deductive reasoning, the actual process fol-
lowed is iterative. ‘Issues’ in line with the terminology of Stake (1995)
arose in this study in an iterative manner. Interviews involved asking
decision-makers about issues arising from the review of the literature
(Appendix 1 refers). Research of a ‘how and why’ nature was under-
taken so further issues emerged during the investigation. Consequently,
this study took an ‘abductive’ approach (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012);
that is, going back and forth between the primary and secondary data to
produce inferences as patterns emerged. The iterative process enabled
“progressive focusing” to be undertaken consistent with Stake (1995).
Also consistent with Stake (1995) was the notion of “particularisation”;
hence the researchers took account of factors like the context, narra-
tives and personal engagement in the research.

Furthermore, Sinkovics and Alfoldi (2012) highlight potential ben-
efits of software to analyse data. The data in this investigation was
small enough to allow the researchers to get ‘close’ to the data via
manual coding. Specifically, manually coded data analysis took place
around first order concepts, second order themes and aggregate di-
mensions as shown in Appendix 2; that is, similar but different to the
‘Gioia methodology’ (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). It is emphasised
that this study adopts an ‘adapted’ version of the Gioia methodology for
diagrammatic clarity. In fact, the second order themes and aggregate
dimension did not fully emerge from the empirical data in line with an
inductive approach and instead from the ‘abductive’ research design
that also involved the review of the literature. The second order themes
arise from Morris et al. (2002) and the aggregate dimension relates to
the research question.

Consideration of the “trustworthiness” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000;
Morrow, 2005) of the data took place, namely: credibility, transfer-
ability, dependability and confirmability. In part, such considerations
helped establish the extent that findings arising from this investigation
are transferable to other settings. For example, to enhance trust-
worthiness, this study set the previously mentioned “boundary”,
sharing of notes took place with interviewees, and discussions occurred
among the researchers to allow them to agree the issues of importance
under investigation during the ‘abductive’ approach undertaken.

4. Findings

4.1. ‘Issues’ explaining de-internationalisation

A lack of preparation for internationalisation had influenced all the

decision-makers' temporary withdrawal from serving overseas markets
and not least due to a combination of EM issues related to lack of va-
lidation, such as, identifying customers' needs and especially adding
value. In effect, all had internationalised too soon. Under these cir-
cumstances, all interviewees perceived it was useful to lose customers
even on a temporary basis to enable the re-evaluation of EM strategies
and minimise perceived affordable losses. However, perceptions to-
wards the extent of the temporary nature of this withdrawal varied
across interviewees, but they perceived the period to be short (dis-
course varied like a couple, few, several months); namely, while man-
agement teams reflected on decision-making before re-inter-
nationalisation was likely to re-commence. All interviewees had the
broad objective to re-internationalise (somewhat consistent with cau-
sation decision-making). Nevertheless, the manner for implementation
remained undecided like choice of country, depending on perceived
risk/reward considerations as opportunities arose (consistent with ef-
fectuation decision-making).

One underlying issue across all interviewees was a quick time period
before funds ran out, namely, affordable losses in a financial sense.
Exporting as a channel strategy for all firms enabled relative ease in
market entry and subsequent exit decisions compared with other
modes, such as subsidiaries. In re-evaluating EM decision-making, all
interviewees perceived that the resources and capabilities of the man-
agement team in each firm was important if not inadequate; that is,
being under-financed with limited experience and knowledge from
prior employment together with the various networks utilised to date.

All interviewees mentioned that overseas sales served as a reference
point to customers and potential stakeholders. Terminology differed
like ‘first mover’ and a ‘positive reputation’, but gaining traction and
scalability overseas signalled credibility in small global niche markets.
Not least, breaking into the North American market that influenced
decision-making in eight firms. For example, the interviewee in Firm 1
commented: “luck played a part as it's a small sector where most people
(customers) know each other and I chatted to someone I knew and got the
order but it was too soon and we just weren't ready. However, success there
would have been a great indicator that we could expand to other countries”.
An underlying issue across all interviewees therefore related to per-
ceived affordable losses in a non-financial sense; specifically, in respect
of credibility in the small niche markets served, in addition to potential
financial losses.

In terms of EM characteristics, all of the interviewees were oppor-
tunity focused, proactive, looked to exploit innovation, leverage re-
sources like capabilities, and considered risks/rewards (although per-
haps not adequately). However, none had adequately prepared for
internationalisation via a validation process (as per Osterwalder &
Pigneur, 2010; Blank, 2013; Gassmann et al., 2014) to take a customer-
centric strategy or offer an effective value proposition. Risk/reward
decision-making resulted in acceptance of serendipitous orders too
soon. Discourse varied like the interviewee in Firm 5 suggesting: “we
make our own luck by networking”, although that interviewee proceeded
to add: “perhaps we were not that lucky with our choice!” A need therefore
existed for all decision-makers to withdraw from overseas markets to
minimise the previously mentioned negative perceptions from various
stakeholders and potential financial losses; additionally, so further va-
lidation could be quickly undertaken.

Implicitly, all management teams initially considered particular
aspects of EM behaviour, despite thoughts being relatively non-for-
malised, namely, without undertaking detailed research/validation. For
example, to obtain initial funding from banks to supplement personal
savings there was a need to show some limited understanding of cus-
tomer characteristics, but not a value proposition. As the interviewee in
Firm 10 commented: “we knew our target customers (segments) but clearly
not what they wanted (value proposition)”. The perceived affordable
losses from an effectuation perspective in each firm were high in a
monetary sense, since to varying degrees, members of the respective
management teams had collateral such as re-mortgaging their houses if
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things went wrong with their business. As the interviewee in Firm 3
mentioned: “I re-mortgaged my house but it's a risk worth taking”. Given
that each of the management teams was under-resourced financially
and hence could afford relatively minimum outlays such as market
research, there was a high degree of perceived risk towards various
environmental pressures. The interviewee in Firm 7 commented: “of
course research helps, but it is too expensive and time consuming, so we have
to move quickly before we are out of funds”.

Turning to stakeholders other than customers in more detail, in-
ternationalisation provided a potential credibility image of traction and
scalability; however, the perceived importance varied across inter-
viewees. Specifically, ‘stakeholders’ referred to those that interviewees
may want to collaborate with, offer funding, or even acquire the in-
terviewees' firms in the future including potential investors (the latter
being evident in the eight firms commencing sales to North America).
For example, the interviewee from Firm 15 suggested that: “it sent a
message we were proactive and a good investment opportunity”. This ex-
emplified the common EM characteristics of all interviewees' proactive,
innovative, risk-taking, opportunity seeking, and resource leveraging
behaviour by internationalising to seek additional resources and cap-
abilities as well as sales. Unfortunately, the rapid internationalisation
without adequate validation (especially regarding customer require-
ments and a value proposition as facets of EM) potentially sent the
wrong message to the organisations of interest. As the interviewee from
Firm 12 commented: “we embarrassed ourselves a bit”. Consequently, a
need therefore existed to withdraw from overseas markets to minimise
negative perceptions from potential network partners in addition to
customers.

4.2. Decision-making and potential future re-internationalisation

The earlier mentioned negative experiences after a lack of initial
preparation for internationalisation and perceptions towards ‘afford-
able losses’ in financial and non-financial terms, meant decision-making
needed undertaking during the temporary (or ‘time-out’) period of de-
internationalisation. Specifically, involving how to restore credibility
with potential customers and network partners to allow subsequent re-
internationalisation at a suitable future time. As previously alluded to,
although revenue generation from customers in small international
niche markets was an important issue, so was the ability to leverage
resources and capabilities; that is, since none of the management teams
had taken on investors at their early stage in their firm's start-up op-
erations.

During the ‘time-out’ period, each of the interviewees re-evaluated
the role of stakeholders and not least recognising that investors might
be required to move the firm forward. As such, the ‘time-out’ period
enabled decision-makers to minimise negative credibility issues after
de-internationalisation took place. The interviewee in Firm 6 com-
mented: “the right person can bring more to the table than money like their
networks and the experience of working with others like us…they can open
doors”. All interviewees recognised the potential loss of aspects of
control in decision-making if investors took an equity stake, despite the
opportunities they may facilitate; however, that risk/reward decision in
light of affordable losses was a potentially necessary requirement to
assist enduring EM activities. The interviewee in Firm 10 commented
that: “an investor will want to make money so we need to show there is
market potential and we have a great team that the person can work with”.
This perception of interviewees to build/restore credibility included the
potential for a later public share offering. The interviewee in Firm 11
suggested “an investor wants to make money so there may come a time I am
forced to sell the business or perhaps go public if things work out”. This was
interesting since much of the EM literature focuses on entrepreneurs
building and continuing in their business as opposed to those looking
for ‘exit’ decisions. Hence the evolving ‘objectives’ of decision-makers
in effectuation-oriented decision-making were important in guiding EM
activities.

However, all the interviewees also recognised that even if their re-
spective firms were to operate without investor support (to maintain
control in the management team), particular actions were important to
move their business forward and this included the need to re-inter-
nationalise as soon as practical. In short, this influenced the time-period
for decision-making in learning from what went wrong (like lack of
validation), seeking revenue streams and addressing credibility issues
to restore a positive image among stakeholders. The interviewee in
Firm 17 commented: “being successful overseas allows us to showcase our
product so we need to get back out there (overseas) so customers know about
us”. The same interviewee proceeded to point out that: “we need to do
our homework (validation) and undertake some damage control (restore
credibility)”.

5. Discussion, conclusions, implications and future research

5.1. Discussion

This current study is timely and important as it involves EM deci-
sion-making in INVs that rapidly de-internationalised and follows a
recent call for more research (Yayla et al., 2018) given that earlier
studies have concentrated on firms' continued overseas activities. The
research question addressed in this study involved - what role does EM-
oriented decision-making play for management teams in INVs that have
rapidly withdrawn from overseas markets? The findings build on earlier
research utilising an effectuation lens (Andersson, 2011; Chetty et al.,
2015; Gabrielsson & Gabrielsson, 2013; Galkina & Chetty, 2015; Kalinic
et al., 2014; Prashantham et al., 2018), although existing studies do not
address the focus of this current investigation, hence providing a con-
textual as well as a theoretical contribution to knowledge. The findings
of this current study broadly offer support for Sarasvathy (2001)
namely, that all five facets of effectuation featured to some degree in
entrepreneurs' decision-making and more specifically relating to inter-
nationalisation (Prashantham et al., 2018). However, a key issue re-
lated to entrepreneurs focusing on ‘The Affordable Loss Principle’ in the
de-internationalisation decision, but in later considerations of planned
re-internationalisation, other elements of effectuation became more
evident. This suggests that particular elements of effectuation decision-
making can be more prominent in particular contexts.

In terms of interviewees' reflections on their initial behaviour, the
current study builds on existing research involving rapidly inter-
nationalising firms (Coviello, 2015; Crick & Crick, 2018a; Knight &
Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Findings suggest that risk/
reward considerations (Sarasvathy, 2001) resulted in all management
teams building on ‘what’ and ‘who’ they know in light of an un-
predictable environment (Andersson, 2011). Studies such as
Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson (2013) and Crick and Crick (2014) con-
sider degrees of effectuation and causation based decision-making ex-
hibited in behaviour, suggesting aspects of both can occur. In this
current study, all interviewees knew ‘broadly’ what they wanted to
achieve and why, but rushed into internationalisation without adequate
preparation, accepting orders deemed unplanned or serendipitous
(Crick & Crick, 2014; Mirvahedi & Morrish, 2017; Spence & Crick,
2006).

To grow their start-up firms, all interviewees perceived a need to
balance risks/rewards in light of perceived affordable losses and move
quickly via exports into small international market niches. For example,
potential rewards involved revenue streams, gaining credibility in first
mover status and recognition as a reference point for customers in other
markets (Bell et al., 2004; Crick & Crick, 2014, 2016, 2018a). More-
over, gaining traction and predictability of scalability acted as image
creating behaviour for potential stakeholders, such as, investors to take
the firm forward (Crick & Crick, 2018b; Hewerdine et al., 2014). By de-
internationalising, a key issue is therefore that different dimensions of
the notion of ‘affordable losses’ exist, namely, in both financial (like
profits/losses) and non-financial (such as credibility) terms.
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Another key issue in this current study's findings suggested that in
terms of EM behaviour in seeking potential rewards (as per Morris
et al., 2002) all management teams were proactive, took risks, exploited
innovation and engaged in opportunity-driven plus resource leveraging
behaviour. In contrast, the key potential risks from accepting un-
planned or serendipitous orders (as per Spence & Crick, 2006; Crick &
Crick, 2014; Mirvahedi & Morrish, 2017) included not understanding
customers' requirements or adding enough value. A need therefore ex-
ists to consider all and not some of the facets of EM advocated by Morris
et al. (2002). In essence, the net outcome involved decision-makers
taking a product to a market too early and getting negative associations
in a small niche where people often know and communicate with each
other. As such, the timing of internationalisation may have been ser-
endipitous, but not the outcome of receiving the order. Although con-
ventional marketing literature advocates the merits of undertaking re-
search, in reality, extensive information gathering can be too costly and
time consuming for under-resourced start-up firms (Blank, 2013). In
this current study, all interviewees had undertaken inadequate pre-
paration such as ‘build, measure and learn’ and asking actual customers'
perspectives in their customer discovery strategies (Blank, 2013;
Gassmann et al., 2014; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Ries, 2011).

In terms of interviewees' future objectives and the effect on deci-
sion-making, the study builds on earlier research to indicate that in-
ternationalisation is not always a forward moving process (Bell et al.,
2003; Bernini et al., 2016; Turner, 2012; Yayla et al., 2018). This is
important since relatively few studies exist concerning rapidly inter-
nationalising firms' continuing behaviour (Ibeh et al., 2018; Morgan-
Thomas & Jones, 2009; Spence & Crick, 2009). This current study
supports the work of Hadjikhani (1997), Crick and Chaudhry (2006)
and Welch and Welch (2009), to suggest a ‘time-out’ period after the
decision to de-internationalise, for management teams to reflect on the
way forward. This investigation explicitly highlighted the need to
consider losing certain customers, even temporarily, to maintain and/or
restore credibility among particular stakeholders in overseas product-
market niches in addition to minimising financial losses.

5.2. Conclusions

This current study contributes to our understanding of risks/re-
wards in light of affordable losses associated with an effectuation-based
approach (Sarasvathy, 2001); specifically, it offers insights into deci-
sion-making to facilitate enduring EM behaviour. The first conclusion
arising from this investigation is that elements of effectuation-oriented
decision-making are more important in certain contexts. The notion of
perceived ‘affordable losses’ was prevalent following de-inter-
nationalisation. The second related conclusion is that there are different
facets of ‘affordable losses’ related to financial (like profits) and non-
financial (such as credibility) issues. The third conclusion is that ade-
quate validation is important to avoid decision-makers acting on per-
ceived rewards, like accepting serendipitous orders that can outweigh
consideration of potential risks. It is important for owner-managers to
undertake appropriate validation procedures associated with a cus-
tomer discovery process (Blank, 2013; Gassmann et al., 2014;
Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Ries, 2011) as a quick and low-cost risk
minimisation strategy before limited resources are utilised.

The fourth conclusion is that in validation efforts, management
teams need to consider the inter-relationship between all and not just
some of the facets of EM outlined by Morris et al. (2002). For example,
undertaking risk-taking behaviour, having a proactive mind-set, ex-
ploiting innovation, leveraging resources and engaging in opportunity
driven behaviour was not enough in this current study. By moving too
quickly without adequate preparation/validation procedures, a failure
to understand customer needs/expectations in product-markets or
create value, led to a risk/reward overseas market withdrawal decision
and the need to re-evaluate strategies. Prashantham et al. (2018)
identify ‘internationalisation speed’ as an important outcome variable;

however, this current study highlights the performance consequence of
that speed of overseas market entry needs careful consideration.

A fifth conclusion is that it can be useful under certain condition to
lose customers even on a temporary basis and not least those where a
negative initial encounter is experienced. For example, in favour of
gaining other customers that offer more potential like perceived larger
orders and ongoing relationships. Additionally, losing customers after
negative encounters can help with credibility in respect of other sta-
keholders like potential investors. In fact, firms can go backwards from
markets and consolidate operations via re-evaluating decision-making
before moving forward (Bell et al., 2003). This may mean that effective
marketing activities take place with different messages to create posi-
tive/credibility images with various stakeholders, namely, customers,
potential investors and so on (Crick & Crick, 2018b).

In summary, the previous points suggest that evolving, pivot stra-
tegies of de- and potential re-internationalising is potentially required
(Bell et al., 2003; Yayla et al., 2018), unlike much of the existing INV
literature that tends to consider a largely forward moving process
(Coviello, 2015; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). If
things do not initially work as expected, a brief period of reflection
needs to take place, to identify and exploit opportunities based on
further validation and risk/reward together with affordable loss con-
siderations. Consistent with Hadjikhani (1997), Crick and Chaudhry
(2006) and Welch and Welch (2009), a brief ‘time-out’ period allows
reflection on learning, required validation activities, and a re-evalua-
tion of strategies like re-entry into overseas markets. Nevertheless, the
affordable loss principle (Sarasvathy, 2001) means that evolving cus-
tomer discovery strategies at that stage need rapid attention otherwise
the burn rate of management teams' own finances may mean they are
unable to recover from short-term negative experiences unless alternate
resources are obtained. These conclusions lead to implications that
follow.

5.3. Implications

In facilitating enduring EM activities, the first implication arising
from this study involves management teams considering all and not
some of the principles advocated by Morris et al. (2002). For example,
being proactive, taking risks, leveraging resources, innovation focused
and opportunity driven may only work up to a point. That is, the other
EM issues identified by Morris et al. (2002) need recognising, namely,
in balancing risks/rewards against affordable losses (Sarasvathy, 2001),
do decision-makers also understand customers' needs and are able to
add value? The inter-related seven EM facets mentioned by Morris et al.
(2002) need to feature in management teams' validation efforts and
internationalisation considerations; that is, to minimise perceived re-
wards outweighing perceived risks. In other words, adequate validation
efforts help in risk/reward considerations.

A re-evaluation of strategies may be required and especially after
critical incidents (Bell et al., 2003; 2004). Therefore, a second im-
plication is that management teams may only be able to take a business
so far and key network partners (as per Bell et al., 2004; Crick & Crick,
2018b) are possibly required to facilitate enduring EM activities. Ef-
fective ‘marketing’ approaches to potential stakeholders like investors,
such as, demonstrating traction and scalability, is probably likely in
addition to EM activities in serving customers. Being prepared to lose
particular customers, even on a temporary basis, is important if stra-
tegies do not work out as anticipated (or hoped for) in the customer
discovery process. Specifically, so decision-makers in start-up firms do
not encounter perceived negative credibility issues among customers
and network partners in small niche markets that are difficult to recover
from and hence they cannot sustain enduring EM activities.

5.4. Limitations and future research

This study had certain limitations that are worthy of reflection and
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not least since Jones and Rowley (2011) and Reuber et al. (2017)
highlight the importance of ‘context’. First, being UK based it is un-
known whether there were cultural and institutional factors that af-
fected the management teams and/or firms in the investigation.
Second, being restricted to a number of smaller, knowledge-intensive
firms with limited product portfolios, again offered potential limitations
due to resource and sectoral considerations. Third, relying on owner-
managers as interviewees provided a limitation on the perspective of
key decision-makers, although in these smaller firms it is debatable
what the perspectives of others would offer. Nevertheless, the inter-
viewees had the benefit of hindsight and this introduced a degree of
potential retrospective bias.

In taking the findings of this investigation further, avenues for fu-
ture EM research include larger scale industry and cross-national stu-
dies, preferably using quantitative analysis, to build on the qualitative
findings in this study. This might also include multiple perspectives
such as various stakeholders' respective decision-making, including that
of investors if they become part of an extended management team.
Conversely, subject to facilitating access, individual case studies that
offer an in-depth longitudinal perspective will help enhance under-
standing of decision-making in terms of processes followed together
with contextual issues at a firm level. Findings will contribute to a more
effective understanding of decision-making to facilitate the develop-
ment of enduring EM activities.

Appendix 1. Interview schedule

Research issues Sub-issues

Company background • Interviewee and management team's characteristics
• Year founded
• Sector
• Employees

Owner/manager's experience and of management team • Education/training (if not answered above)
• Experience overseas
• Industry experience

Internationalisation • Reasons – explore risks/rewards against objectives
• Research/validation – explore business model factors
• Where and when
• How – like entry mode
• First country or countries
• What happened – explore EM issues

De-internationalisation • When
• Why/what factors – explore risks/rewards against objectives
• Who decided
• Timescale
• Key learning and effect on business model factors
• Explore EM issues

Influence on firm • Revised objectives – link to business model
• Role of other people/organisations on decision-making
• Performance (stress non-confidential and link to objectives)
• Future EM strategy aspirations (like re-internationalisation)

Appendix 2. Data structure using an adapted Gioia methodology
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