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Abstract 

Digitalisation is reshaping how small and medium-sized enterprises enter, develop, and manage foreign 

markets. For Swedish SMEs, digital tools can create new opportunities for international visibility, market 

learning, customer interaction, and cross-border coordination. However, access to digital tools does not 

automatically lead to successful internationalisation, and less is known about how SMEs strategically 

select, integrate, and use these tools as part of their internationalisation process. 

This thesis explores how Swedish SMEs incorporate digital tools into their foreign-market activities. The 

study adopts a qualitative, abductive research approach and is based on a multiple-case study of six 

Swedish SMEs engaged in international business. Empirical material was collected through 

semi-structured interviews with company representatives and analysed through coding and thematic 

analysis. This approach enabled in-depth understanding of how digital tools are connected to managerial 

reasoning, organisational routines, and firm-level internationalisation practices.  

The findings show that digital tools support SME internationalisation not as isolated technologies, but as 

strategic and practical resources embedded in everyday business activities. The findings also show that 

SMEs select digital tools based on customer needs, market requirements, internal capabilities, and fit with 

existing routines. These tools are then integrated into sales, communication, marketing, customer 

relationship management, market research, and coordination practices. Across the cases, digital tools were 

used to support foreign-market learning, strengthen international visibility, manage customer and partner 

relationships, coordinate activities across borders, and identify or develop international opportunities. The 

study further shows that digital tools do not replace traditional internationalisation processes. Instead, they 

complement experiential learning, networking, relationship-building, and market adaptation. The thesis 

contributes to research on SME internationalisation and digitalisation by showing that the value of digital 

tools depends not only on adoption, but on how they are strategically selected, organisationally integrated, 

and practically used across foreign-market activities.  

Keywords: SME internationalisation; Digital tools; Digitalisation; Swedish SMEs; Internationalisation 

process; Qualitative multiple-case study  
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1. Introduction 

This chapter introduces the background and problem area of the study. It positions the research within the 

context of Swedish SMEs, digitalisation, and internationalisation. The chapter explains why Swedish 

SMEs provide a relevant context for studying digital tool use internationally and identifies the research 

gap addressed in the thesis. Finally, the purpose, research question, and delimitations of the study are 

presented.  

 

1.1 Background of  the Research 

Small and medium-sized enterprises are an important part of the Swedish economy. They contribute to 

employment, value creation, innovation, and regional economic development. According to the European 

Commission’s SME country fact sheet for Sweden, Sweden had a total of 669,002 SMEs in 2024, 

representing 99.8% of all enterprises in the non-financial business economy. These firms employed  

approximately 1.97 million people, corresponding to 57.3 % of total employment and generated 

approximately EUR 149 billion in value added, representing 51.4% of total value added in the sector 

(European Commission, 2025a). The non-financial business economy refers to business activities 

excluding financial and insurance activities and is commonly used in European SME statistics for 

cross-country comparison.  

 

These figures, presented in  Table 1,  show that SMEs have a crucial role in the Swedish business 

environment. In this dissertation, the SMEs will be defined according to the European Commission 

definition as enterprises with fewer than 250 employees and either an annual turnover not exceeding  

EUR 50 million or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 43 million (European Commission, 

n.d.). Although SMEs are economically important, they often differ from large companies in ways that 

influence internationalisation processes. Compared with larger firms, SMEs generally have fewer 
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financial, human and managerial resources, and they may lack established international structure, brand 

recognition, and organisational capabilities for competing across foreign markets.  

 

Sweden provides a relevant context for studying SME internationalisation. As a relatively small, open and 

internationally oriented economy, Sweden has a strong tradition of trade, innovation, technological 

development and entrepreneurship. The European Commission’s Country Report for Sweden, states that 

the country has a highly competitive and innovative economy due to its efficient infrastructure, effective 

business operations, strong research and development activity, and diversified sources of financing. 

Furthermore, the report emphasises that small businesses in Sweden operate in an environment with 

minimal barriers, affordable financing, and strong digital and transport infrastructure (European 

Commission, 2025b). At the same time, Sweden’s strong integration into international value chains makes 

Swedish firms exposed to changes in the international trade environment and global market uncertainty. 

 

At the same time, Sweden also provides a relevant digital context for this study. The Government Offices 

of Sweden describe Sweden as one of the world's leading nations in digital development and emphasise 

that the digital economy is central to Sweden’s economic development, competitiveness, and position in 

both internal and global markets (Government Offices of Sweden, 2024). However, the European 

Commission's Country Report for Sweden highlights that despite this supportive environment, Swedish 

SMEs lag behind in adopting and using digital tools and in innovation expenditure (European 

Commission, 2025b). This contrast is important because it shows that Sweden has a strong digital 

environment but Swedish SMEs may still face challenges in using digital tools effectively in their 

internationalisation processes.  

 

In this thesis, digital tools are understood as software-based applications, platforms and digital systems 

that SMEs use to support international business activities. These include tools used for communication, 

market access, relationship management, e-commerce, digital marketing, coordination, foreign-market 
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learning, analytics, CRM systems and AI-supported research or planning. This study does not focus on 

evaluating the technical performance of specific software systems or on digital transformation as a broad 

organisational change. Instead, the study intends to investigate the use and application of digital tools by 

SMEs during their internationalisation processes.  

 

Digital tools may help SMEs increase international visibility, communicate with customers and partners, 

collect market information, manage relationships and coordinate activities across borders. This is 

particularly relevant because SMEs often face resource and competence limitations when engaging with 

digital transformation and international market development (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1424). However, the 

availability of  digital tools does not necessarily mean that SMEs use them effectively. This makes it 

relevant to examine digital tools from a strategic and organisational perspective, not only from a 

technological perspective.  

Indicator Swedish SMEs 

Number of SMEs 669,002 

Share of all enterprises 99.8% 

Persons employed Approx 1.97 million 

Share of employment  57.3% 

Value added EUR 149 billion 

Share of total value added 51.4% 

Table 1: Swedish SME contribution in the non-financial business economy, 2024 

Source: European Commission (2025a). 
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

Existing internationalisation literature provides important explanations for how firms expand into foreign 

markets. The Uppsala model suggests that firms internationalise gradually as they accumulate experiential 

knowledge and reduce uncertainty in foreign markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23-24). This perspective 

is relevant  for SMEs because smaller firms often face uncertainty  due to limited market knowledge, lack 

of international experience, cultural distance, language differences and unfamiliar customer behaviour.  

However, the contemporary business environment raises new questions about how foreign-market 

learning takes place. Digitalisation can influence the cost and speed of communication, coordination and 

knowledge exchange across locations (Autio et al., 2021: 4-5). Digital tools may allow SMEs to access 

market information, communicate with foreign actors and test international interest before making larger 

commitments. This suggests that digital tools may complement traditional forms of market learning.  

Nevertheless, it remains unclear how SMEs use these tools in practice and how digital learning interacts 

with experiential knowledge in internationalisation.  

 

Network-based internationalisation literature also provides an important foundation for this study. 

Johanson and Vahlne’s revised model argues that internationalisation is strongly shaped by relationships 

and networks rather than only by country-specific knowledge (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1413-1416). 

Digital tools may influence this relational process by making it easier for firms to identify, contact and 

maintain relationships with international actors. However, there is still limited understanding of how 

SMEs use digital tools to support relationship-building across distances and how these tools interact with 

trust-building, commitment and legitimacy in foreign markets.  

 

Digital internationalisation literature has also shown that digital technologies can support SME 

internationalisation. Moen et al. (2008: 495) argue that information and communication technologies can 

support information searching and relationship-building in SME internationalisation. Hervé et al. (2020: 

29-30) further argue that digitalisation can influence SME internationalisation through market knowledge, 
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relationship capabilities, and access to resources and competences. These studies highlight that digital 

technologies are important but there is a need for better understanding of how SMEs use digital tools 

strategically in practice.  

 

Much of the existing research discusses digitalisation broadly or focuses on the general benefits of digital 

technologies. Less attention has been given to the firm-level process through which SMEs select specific 

digital tools, integrate them into organisational routines and use them in relation to internationalisation 

activities. This is an important gap because digital tools do not create value simply because they are 

adopted. Their usefulness depends on how they are connected to SMEs' resources, capabilities, customer 

relationships, business model and international market conditions. This creates both a practical and 

theoretical problem. Practically, SMEs may have access to many digital tools but not all tools are suitable 

for their international activities. If tools are selected without a clear purpose, or if they are not integrated 

into organisational routines, they may create complexity rather than value. Theoretically, traditional 

internationalisation theories explain how firms learn, build relationships, identify opportunities and 

increase market commitment, but the role of digital tools within these processes remains insufficiently 

understood. 

 

Therefore, the central problem addressed in this thesis is that although digital tools are widely assumed to 

support SME internationalisation, there is still limited understanding of how SMEs actually select, 

integrate and use these tools in practice. This study addresses this gap by examining Swedish SMEs and 

analysing how digital tool strategy becomes part of their internationalisation processes.  

 
1.3 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this research is to understand how Swedish small- and medium-sized firms strategically 

implement digital tools as part of their internationalisation process. This study aims to build on existing 

studies about SME internationalisation and digitalisation by gaining a better understanding of how digital 
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tools are selected, integrated and used in international processes. More specifically, it looks at how digital 

tools are used for learning about foreign markets, building relationships, creating opportunities, and 

coordinating across borders. 

Based on the above discussion, the study will aim to address the following research question: 

How do Swedish SMEs strategically select, integrate and use digital tools in their internationalisation 

processes? 

 

1.4 Delimitations 

The research is limited by the following delimitations. First, the research will be conducted among Swedish 

SMEs, which are currently involved in international operations and utilise digital tools in conducting business 

operations. The selection of SMEs as the main subjects of the research is because they constitute a significant 

part of the Swedish economic sector but lack adequate resources, human resources, management, or 

international networks like larger companies. The study followed the European Commission definition to 

identify the SMEs, where firms with fewer than 250 employees and either annual turnover not exceeding 

EUR 50 million or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 43 million. 

Secondly, the study focuses on Sweden because it is a small, open, and internationally oriented economy 

with a strong digital and innovation environment. However, the study does not examine all Swedish 

SMEs. It only focuses on selected Swedish SMEs that are involved in international business activities and 

use digital tools in their operations. Third, the study is not limited to one specific industry. The selected 

firms come from different business contexts, which helps to understand how digital tool use may differ 

depending on firm size, business model, customer type and international path. However, because the firms 

are from different industries, the study does not aim to make conclusions about one specific sector. 

Finally, the study is limited to digital tools connected to internationalisation such as tools for 

communication, market access, digital marketing, e-commerce, customer relationship management, 
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coordination, analytics, foreign-market learning and AI-supported research or planning. It does not 

evaluate the technical quality of a specific software system or compare which tools are better.  
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2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

The chapter starts with an overview of the relevant literature and theories on digital tools and SME 

internationalisation. First, it explores major theories on SME internationalisation such as the Uppsala 

model, born globals, and network and opportunity- oriented approaches. Then the chapter analyses 

digitalisation and digital tools, especially in terms of their selection, integration, and use in SME 

internationalisation. Finally, the chapter covers the difficulties and limitations of digitalisation and the 

research framework of the study.  

 

2.1 Internationalisation Perspectives 

2.1.1 The Uppsala Model : Learning, Uncertainty, and Commitment 

A foundational view in the internationalisation literature is that firms expand abroad incrementally as they 

acquire and use market knowledge about foreign markets and gradually increase their market 

commitment. Johanson and Vahlne’s Uppsala model presents internationalisation as a learning-based 

process in which firms increase their involvement in foreign markets over time (Johanson & Vahlne,1977: 

23). The model also argues that limited market knowledge creates uncertainty in international operations, 

which helps explain why firms often make incremental rather than large foreign-market commitments 

(Johanson & Vahlne,1977: 23). 

 

A central concept in the original model is psychic distance, which refers to factors that prevent or disturb 

the flow of information between the firm and the foreign markets, including differences in language, 

education, culture, political systems, business practices, and industrial development (Johanson & Vahlne, 

1977: 24). The implication is that foreign markets perceived as more difficult to understand may create 

 
8 



 

greater uncertainty for firms, making internationalisation more likely to proceed gradually as firms learn 

from experience before increasing commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 26, 30). 

 

Later work broadens this perspective by showing that learning does not emerge only through the firm‘s 

own foreign operations, but also through relationships with other actors. Johanson and Vahlne (2009: 

1413-1415) revise the Uppsala model by viewing the business environment as a network of relationships, 

where firm’s positions inside or outside relevant networks shape the internationalisation process. In this 

revised view, firms develop knowledge, trust, commitment through interaction with customers, partners, 

and other actors and that these relationships become an important source of knowledge about 

foreign-market  conditions and opportunities (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1414-1416). They also maintain 

that distance and limited resources continue to matter, since firms still depend on experiential knowledge 

to make and adjust international commitments.(Johanson &  Vahlne, 2009: 1416). Johanson & Vahlne 

(2009:1421) also maintain that psychic distance remains relevant because it affects relationship building 

and the processes of learning, trust, commitment development. This is relevant for this research because 

digitalisation may influence the timing, pace and process of internationalisation by shaping how firms 

access foreign-market knowledge, interact with customers and partners, and manage international 

activities across markets (Coviello et al., 2017: 1152-1154). 

2.1.2 Born Global Firms and Early Internationalisation 

Although the Uppsala model remains an important starting point, more recent research suggests that its 

original step-by-step logic does not fully capture how many SMEs and new ventures internationalise in 

contemporary markets. The traditional view is still useful for understanding learning, uncertainty, and 

commitment, but it needs to be complemented by perspectives that explain earlier, faster, and more 

opportunity-driven internationalisation. Oviatt and McDougall (1994: 50-51) argue that international new 

ventures create a challenge for stage-based explanation of internationalisation, especially because such 

firms are often young, resource-constrained, and international from an early point in their development.  
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The limitations of purely gradual view become especially clear in the literature on early internationalising 

firms. Oviatt and McDougall (1994: 49) define international new ventures as organisations that, from 

inception, seek competitive advantage through the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple 

countries. While Knight and Cavusgil (2004: 124) define born-global firms as organisations that, from or 

near founding, seek superior international business performance through the application of 

knowledge-based resources across multiple countries.  

This does not mean that learning, resources, and uncertainty become irrelevant. Knight and Cavusgil 

(2004: 124-125) argue that born global firms often internationalise despite scarce financial, human, and 

tangible resources, because they leverage innovativeness, knowledge, and organisational capabilities. 

Similarly, Oviatt and McDougall (1994: 46) argue that development in communication and transportation 

made it increasingly feasible for resource-constrained new ventures to identify and exploit business 

opportunities across multiple countries.  

Digitalisation further strengthens the relevance of early internationalisation perspectives. Bargoni et al. 

(2024: 1421) argue that SME internationalisation does not always follow the classical incremental 

approach, and that digital transformation allows SMEs to gather information more quickly. In 

digitally-connected markets, SMEs may become visible to foreign customers earlier, access information 

more easily, and interact with international actors without first establishing a physical presence abroad. 

This argument is also consistent with the revised Uppsala model, which moves away from a purely 

sequential view by emphasising networks and relationships in the internationalisation process (Johanson 

& Vahlne, 2009: 1413).  

For this thesis, the born global perspective is relevant because some SMEs may experience 

internationalisation as an early or necessary part of their development rather than as a later stage after 

domestic growth. However, the perspective is not treated as replacing the Uppsala model. Instead, it 
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complements it by showing that SME internationalisation can be early, nonlinear, and opportunity-driven, 

while still being shaped by learning, resources, networks, and uncertainty.  

2.1.3  Network-Based and Opportunity Driven Internationalisation 

Current research increasingly portrays SME internationalisation as an opportunity-driven and 

relationship-based process rather than simply a sequence of foreign-market entries. Hånell and Ghauri  

(2016: 468) argue that opportunity development in foreign markets is shaped by foreign-market 

knowledge and by matching activities involving business, social, and political network actors. This shifts 

attention away from internationalisation as a linear expansion path and towards internationalisation as a 

process of learning, interaction, and responsiveness. This means that SMEs do not only internationalise by 

choosing markets in planned sequence; they may also develop international opportunities through 

contacts, networks, and emerging market signals.  

This relational logic is further developed in Coviello’s (2006: 714) work on network dynamics where it 

shows that both social and business ties influence the internationalisation of start-up technology ventures, 

and that the venture’s network and growth pattern change over time. She further argues that if networks 

are central to the emergence and development of international new ventures, then their evolution must be 

understood from the beginning of the venture’s life cycle rather than only from the point of first foreign 

market entry (Coviello, 2006: 715). This adds an important dynamic element to the literature, as it 

suggests that SME internationalisation depends not only on which relationships firms have, but also on 

how those relationships develop, change and are mobilised over time. 

The literature also shows that opportunity development often depends on actors outside the firm. Hånell 

and Ghauri (2016: 472, 474) illustrate this by showing how support organisations can help firms extend 

opportunities across markets, for example through assistance from the Swedish Trade Council and 

connections with Swedish embassies. This highlights that SME internationalisation may be strengthened 

by external networks that provide access to contacts, legitimacy, and market knowledge. In this sense, 
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internationalisation is not only shaped by internal planning and resource commitment, but also by external 

relationships that help firms identify, evaluate, and develop opportunities across markets. 

Another important strand of the literature focuses on variation in internationalisation patterns across 

firms. Dimitratos et al. (2016: 1211-1212) argue that opportunity-seeking internationalised SMEs differ 

not only in time, but also in international market presence and international mode. They further suggest 

that these patterns are associated with differences in international entrepreneurial culture, including firms’ 

risk attitudes, market orientation, and networking orientation (Dimitratos et al., 2016:1212). This 

perspective is useful for this research because it suggests that differences in a firm's entrepreneurial 

culture and internationalisation patterns may also shape how SMEs use digital tools in international 

markets. Some may use digital tools mainly for market sensing, others for relationship development, and 

others for scaling and coordinating activities across several foreign markets. 

2.2 Digitalisation and Digital Tools  

2.2.1 Define Digitisation, Digitalisation,  and Digital Transformation 

A common issue in SME research is that digitalisation is sometimes treated too narrowly, as if it only 

refers to having a website, using social media or being present online. However, these terms are not 

identical and the literature distinguishes between them. Verhoef et al. (2021: 891) separate digitization, 

digitalization, and digital transformation as different levels of digital change. In their account, digitization 

refers to converting analogue information into digital form, while digitalization involves using digital 

technologies to improve or reshape business processes such as communication, sales, and customer 

management. 

Yoo et al. (2010: 725) reinforce the first part of this distinction by defining digitisation as the encoding of 

analogue information into digital form. Verhoef et al. (2021: 891-892) further describe digital 

transformation as the broadest level of change, involving wider organisational shifts and, in some cases, 

 
12 



 

changes to the business model itself. Vial (2019: 121) develops this view by defining digital 

transformation as a process aimed at improving an entity through significant changes enabled by 

combinations of information, computing, communication, and communicability technologies. These 

perspectives move beyond technology adoption alone and frame digital transformation as a deeper 

restructuring of how the firm operates and creates value. This distinction is important for SMEs, since the 

use of digital tools does not automatically mean that the firm has transformed its business model or 

organisational practices. 

A more practical SME-oriented view is offered by Bargoni et al. (2024: 1423), who describe digitalisation 

as a process through which firms discover and adopt new digital technologies to exploit their benefits. 

They also explain that digital technologies affect several organisational activities, including production, 

sales and marketing, delivery, and support. And that firms may need to transform activities across the 

organisation in order to recognise and use these opportunities. For the present thesis, this suggests that 

SME digitalisation should be understood as a spectrum rather than a single condition. It can range from 

basic digitization of information to broader digital transformation that reshapes how the firm operates and 

delivers value (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1423; Verhoef et al., 2021: 891-892). 

2.3 Digital Tools Selection, Integration, and Use in SMEs Internationalisation 

Digitalisation has become increasingly important in explaining how SMEs internationalise in 

contemporary markets particularly through ICT adoption, e-commerce platforms, digitised value-chain 

activities and knowledge acquisitions on digital platforms (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1418-1419). While 

traditional internationalisation theories emphasise learning, uncertainty, commitment, and networks, the 

digitalisation literature shows how digital tools may change the conditions under which these processes 

take place. For SMEs, digital tools can support internationalisation by increasing foreign-market visibility, 

reducing communication and information costs, enabling cross-border coordination, and supporting 

learning about customers, competitors, and market conditions (Coviello et al., 2017: 1153; Bargoni et al., 
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2024: 1420-1421). However, digitalisation should not be understood as a simple replacement for 

traditional internationalisation processes. Rather, digital tools may support and reshape how SMEs 

operate across markets, build relationships, and manage international activities.  

 

2.3.1 Selection and Adoption of Digital Tools  

Digital tool selection and adoption in SMEs is strongly influenced by resource constraints, as Bargoni et 

al. (2024: 1424) argue that SMEs may be less exposed to digitalisation pressure than large firms and may 

be more likely to continue with existing practices due to limited competences and resources. They also 

note that digital transformation investments are often connected to financial performance, meaning that 

SMEs may not always have excess resources available for digital change (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1424). 

This suggests that digital adoption among SMEs is not only a question of recognising technological 

opportunities, but also of having the financial and organisational capacity to act on them.  

 

This resource-based limitation means that SMEs may approach digital tool adoption in a selective and 

practical way. Rather than adopting the most advanced tools, they may prioritise technologies that are 

affordable, easy to use, and directly connected to current business needs. Verhoef et al. (2021: 891) argue 

that digitalisation involves using digital technologies to improve or reshape business processes, but such 

change requires firms to organise activities around the technologies they adopt. 

 

In this context of internationalisation, selection may involve choice between digital marketing tools, 

e-commerce systems, customer relationship management tools, communication platforms, analytics tools, 

online marketplaces, and other digital sales channels. These choices are shaped by the firm's resources, 

capabilities, target markets, customer relationships, and international goals.  
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2.3.2 Integration of Digital Tools into Organisational Practices  

Digital tools need also to be integrated into organisational routines and capabilities before they can 

support internationalisation effectively. Verhoef et al. (2021: 891) distinguish digitalisation from broader 

digital transformation, but both concepts imply that digital technologies become meaningful when they 

influence business processes such as communication, sales, customer management, and coordination. This 

means that digital tools should not be understood only as separate technologies, but as a part of 

organisational practices.  

 

Vial (2019: 121) defines digital transformation as a process aimed at improving an entity through 

significant changes enabled by combination of information, computing, communication, and connectivity 

technologies. Although not all SMEs undergo full digital transformation, this perspective highlights that 

digital technologies may require changes in how firms organise work, make decisions, and interact with 

customers or partners. In the context of SME internationalisation, integration can therefore involve 

adapting routines for communication, sales coordination, market research, customer support, or 

relationship management.  

 

The literature also suggests that digitalisation requires more than access to technology. Ritter and 

Pedersen (2020: 182) argue that digitalisation depends on firm capabilities, not only on digital tools 

themselves. They define digitisation capabilities through the interconnected dimensions of data, 

permission, and analytics, meaning that firms must be able to generate data or access data, secure the right 

to use it, and analyse it in a meaningful way. This is important for SMEs because limited skills or weak 

analytical capacity may reduce the value they can gain from digital tools, even when the tools are 

technically available. 
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2.3.3 Use of Digital Tools in SME Internationalisation 

The use of digital tools refers to how SMEs apply digital technologies in practice to support 

internationalisation. In this thesis, use is connected to wider market access, improved coordination, better 

market knowledge, flexible expansion, and international opportunity development.  

2.3.3.1 Digital Platforms and International Sales Channels  

Digital platforms and online sales channels are also important for understanding how SMEs use digital 

tools in internationalisation. Digitisation can influence not only internal processes, but also how firms 

create, deliver, and capture value in international markets. Teece (2010: 172-173) defines the business 

model as the architecture through which a firm creates value for customers and converts this into 

revenues, costs, and profits. From these perspectives, digital sales channels are not only communication 

tools; they may also affect structure transactions, customer relationships, and revenue generation.  

 

Amit and Zott (2001: 493-495) develop this argument in the context of e-business by defining the 

business model as the design of transaction content, structure, and governance. They argue that value is 

created through how transactions are enabled and organised, and identify efficiency, novelty, 

complementarities, and lock-in as key sources of business value creation (Amit & Zott, 2001: 494). This 

is relevant for SME internationalisation because digital platforms, e-commerce systems, and online 

marketplaces can change how firms reach customers, process orders, communicate with buyers, and 

coordinate sales across borders.  

 

Bharadwaj et al. (2013: 472) add a strategic dimension by defining digital business strategy as 

organisational strategy that is shaped and enacted through digital resources to create differentiated value. 

This suggests that digital tools are not only operational supports, but may become part of how firms 

compete and position themselves. Kraus et al. (2019: 354) complement this by showing how digitalisation 
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can create opportunities for firms to move from offline to online business and by linking this development 

to digital entrepreneurship. Together, these studies emphasize digitisation as a driver of strategic and 

commercial change, where digital tools can reshape how firms reach customers, deliver offerings, and 

compete in domestic and international markets.  

 

Ritter and Pedersen (2020: 180-181) add that digitalisation may influence value demonstrations in the 

business market. They distinguish between becoming digitized, meaning using digital data to improve 

existing processes, and becoming truly digital, meaning developing digital value propositions that 

continue to evolve in the market (Ritter & Pedersen, 2020: 180-181). This distinction is useful because 

SMEs may use digital platforms in different ways: some may use them mainly to support existing sales 

channels, while others may develop more digitally dependent ways of reaching and serving international 

customers.  

 

At the same time, digital platforms may create new dependencies. Zhang et al. (2025: 3) show that digital 

platforms can both support and constrain SME expansion. On the one hand, platforms can provide access 

to foreign customers and ready-made tools for selling and marketing; on the other hand, they may create 

dependence because visibility and access are shaped by platform governance and algorithmic changes 

(Zhang et al., 2025: 3). This means that digital platforms can expand international sales opportunities, but 

they may also reduce firm control over customer access, visibility, and market positioning.  

 
2.4. Digital Support for the SME Internationalisation Process 

2.4.1 Foreign Market-Reach and Opportunity Development  

One important way in which digital tools support SME internationalisation is by increasing 

foreign-market reach. For SMEs, limited financial and managerial resources can make it difficult to 

access foreign customers through traditional market entry routes, such as establishing local offices, 
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building physical distribution structures, or relying on extensive international travel. (Loane, 2006: 264; 

Eduardsen, 2018: 165). Digital tools may reduce some of these constraints by making firms more visible 

to foreign customers, partners, and distributors at lower costs (Loane, 2006: 264). 

 

Loane (2006: 264) shows that digital channels can give SMEs wider market reach by expanding global 

visibility, reducing marketing communication costs, and increasing the speed of information flows. This 

suggests that digital tools can help SMEs overcome some of the market-access disadvantages that often 

follow from small size and limited resources. Websites, e-commerce channels, and online communication 

platforms may allow firms to present their products, communicate with foreign customers, and receive 

enquiries from markets that would otherwise be more difficult or costly to access.  

Digital tools are also connected to opportunity discovery, where Eduardsen (2018: 163) argues that firms 

must first become aware of an international opportunity before internationalisation can take place, and 

that this awareness may emerge either through deliberate search and more accidental forms of discovery. 

An online presence lowers search costs and broadens exposure to international opportunities and 

knowledge (Eduardsen, 2018: 164). This means that internationalisation may not result from planned 

market selection, but may also be triggered by digital visibility, foreign enquiries, and early online contact 

with customers or partners (Eduardsen, 2018: 164-165). 

At the same time, digital foreign-market reach should not be understood only as online selling. Digital 

tools may support different forms of international reach depending on the firm’s business model, target 

customers, and sales channels (Loane, 2006: 264; Eduardsen, 2018: 165). For some SMEs, this may 

involve direct-to-consumer e-commerce, digital marketing, or online marketplaces. For others, especially 

B2B firms, it may involve identifying foreign partners, strengthening brand visibility, communication 

with potential clients or supporting distributor relationships. In this way, digital tools can expand how 

SMEs access foreign markets, but their value depends on how they are connected to the firm’s 

internationalisation strategy and customer relationships.  
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2.4.2 Cross-Border Coordination and Flexible Expansion  

Digital tools also influence SME internationalisation by enabling communication and coordination across 

borders. For SMEs, international expansion often requires interaction with foreign customers, partners, 

distributors, and internal teams across different locations (Reuber & Fischer, 2011: 661; Hervé et al., 

2020: 33). Without digital tools, such coordination may cause frequent travel, local staff, or physical 

presence in foreign markets, which can be difficult for firms with limited resources (Reuber & Fischer, 

2011: 661). 

Reuber and Fischer (2011: 661) argue that advances in information and communication technology 

improve the speed and quality of cross-border communication and transactions while lowering their cost. 

Hervé et al. (2020: 33) describe this development through the concept of broader dematerialisation, where 

some cross-border activities can be handled digitally rather than through physical presence in the foreign 

market. Online communication and coordination can reduce operational delays and make international 

activities easier to manage from the home market (Hervé et al., 2020: 33).  

Bargoni et al. (2024: 1434) provide a more specific example by showing how data-based technologies 

such as the Internet of Things (IoT), can support cross-border expansion without local operations. IoT 

refers to digitally connected physical products or devices that can collect, exchange, and transmit data. In 

an internationalisation context, this can allow firms to monitor product use, provide remote support, and 

manage after-sales services across borders.  

2.4.3 Foreign-Market Learning  

Digital tools are also relevant to SME internationalisation because they can support learning about 

foreign-markets. In internationalisation theory, market knowledge is central to internationalisation 

because firms need to understand customers, competitors, regulations, culture, and business conditions 

before making informed decisions about foreign expansion (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23; Eduardsen, 
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2018: 163). For SMEs such learning can be challenging because limited resources may restrict their 

ability to conduct extensive market research or gain direct experience in several foreign markets 

(Eduardsen, 2018: 163). He also broadens the understanding of learning by showing that firms do not rely 

only on experiential learning from their own foreign activities, but may also develop knowledge through 

indirect experience, external search, and internal information (Eduardsen, 2018: 163). This is relevant for 

digitalisation, because digital tools can support these alternative routes to learning by making information 

easier to access, organise, and compare. 

Loane (2006: 270–271) similarly argues that the internet increases awareness of distant opportunities and 

improves access to market intelligence and competitor information that was previously difficult or costly 

for SMEs to obtain. This suggests that digital tools may help SMEs reduce uncertainty by providing 

information about foreign customers, competitors, prices, and market conditions before large 

commitments are made. However, this learning should not be understood as a full substitute for market 

presence and relationship-based learning, since firms that rely too heavily on online interaction may risk 

retaining physical and relational distance from foreign markets (Sinkovics et al., 2013: 130-132). 

2.5 Challenges and Limitations of Digitalisation   

Although digitalisation may support SME internationalisation, the literature also shows that digital tools 

do not automatically remove the difficulties associated with foreign-market expansion. Digitalisation can 

reduce some barriers related to communication, information access, and coordination, but it can also 

create new challenges related to skills, maintenance, integration, platform dependence, and local market 

understanding (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1424; Vial, 2019: 130,137; Zhang et al., 2025: 3-4). Therefore, 

digitalisation should be understood as a resource and capability-dependent process rather than as a simple 

technological solution.  
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2.5.1 Capability, Maintenance, and Resource Challenges 

One important limitation concerns the capabilities and resources required to adopt and maintain digital 

tools. Bargoni et al. (2024: 1424) argue that SMEs may be constrained by limited competences, limited 

resources, and a tendency to continue with existing practices. They also note that digital transformation 

investments are often closely connected to financial performance, which means that SMEs may not 

always have the financial room to invest in digital development (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1424). This is 

particularly relevant because SMEs often have fewer specialised employees and less managerial capacity 

than larger firms.  

The literature also suggests that digital tools require organisational capabilities, not only technical access. 

Ritter and Pedersen (2020: 182) argue that digitalisation depends on capabilities related to data, 

permission, and analytics. In their view, firms need to be able to generate and organise data, gain the right 

to use it, and analyse it in order to create useful insights (Ritter & Pedersen, 2020: 182). This indicates 

that the value of digital tools depends on whether firms have the internal skills and routines needed to use 

them effectively.  

Vial (2019: 130-131,137) further highlights that digital transformation can create new risks related to 

security, privacy, and dependence on interconnected digital actors. As firms rely more heavily on digital 

technologies, they may become more exposed to technical vulnerabilities and trust-related risks, and 

coordination problems across digital systems (Vial, 2019: 130,137). For SMEs, these risks may be 

especially difficult to manage because they may lack specialised technical support or sufficient resources 

for continuous system maintenance. 

2.5.2 Platform Dependence, Local Knowledge, and Remaining Internationalisation Barriers  

Another limitation concerns dependence on digital platforms and the continued importance of local 

market knowledge. Zhang et al. (2025: 3-4) show that digital platforms can both support and constrain 
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SME expansion. Platforms may provide access to foreign customers and ready- made tools for selling, 

marketing and communication, but they may also create dependence because visibility and access are 

shaped by platform governance and algorithmic changes (Zhang et al., 2025: 3). This means that SMEs 

may gain international reach through platforms while also becoming dependent on systems they do not 

fully control.  

The literature also suggests that the barrier-reducing effects of digitalisation are context-dependent. 

Eduardsen and Ivang (2016: 169-170) argue that the internet-enabled internationalisation does not 

automatically ensure faster internationalisation or improved performance. Similarly, Sinkovics et al. 

(2013: 130-132, 144-146) argue that the internet can reduce physical and psychological barriers, but that 

this depends partly on the firm's customer orientation and their ability to use online information to 

strengthen market responsiveness. This suggests that digital tools  do not reduce barriers equally for all 

firms or in all markets. Eduardsen (2018: 176) reinforces this caution by showing that perceived export 

barriers can weaken the positive effect of informational e-commerce on internationalisation outcomes. 

This further supports the argument that digital tools may reduce some barriers, but their effects depend on 

the broader export context and the firm’s ability to manage remaining internationalisation challenges. 

Remaining international barriers may also relate to market knowledge, culture, regulation, and 

relationships. The Uppsala model emphasizes that uncertainty and limited foreign-market knowledge 

affect international commitment decisions (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 26). Even when digital tools 

provide access to information, firms may still need experiential knowledge and relationships-based 

learning in order to understand local business practices and customer expectations (Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009: 1416).  

This limitation is also connected to psychic distance as Johanson and Vahlne (1977: 24) argue that 

differences in language, culture, and business practices can disturb information flows between the firm 

and the foreign market. Digital tools may make communication faster and cheaper, but they do not 
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automatically remove cultural differences, regulatory complexity, logistical problems, or the need to build 

relationships in foreign markets.  

2.6 Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework brings together the internationalisation and digitalisation literature reviewed in 

this chapter. As shown in Figure (1), the framework begins with SME internationalisation context, which 

includes resource constraints, foreign-market knowledge, and networks and opportunities. These elements 

are based  on internationalisation literature that views SME internationalisation as shaped by learning, 

uncertainty, market knowledge, resource limitation, relationships, and opportunity development theory, 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23-24; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1413-1416; Hånell & Ghauri, 2016: 469- 

474). The born global and international new venture perspectives also inform this part of the framework, 

as they explain how some SMEs internationalise early despite resource constraints by relying on 

knowledge, capabilities, and opportunity recognition.(Oviatt and McDougall, 1994: 45-46; Knight and 

Cavusgil, 2004: 124-125). 

 

The middle part of the framework is labelled the digital tool pathway and consists of three interrelated 

dimensions: selection, integration, and use. Selection refers to how SMEs choose digital tools that fit their 

resources, capabilities, target markets, customer relationships, and internationalisation goals, which reflect 

the literature on SME digitalisation and resource constrained adoption (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1423-1424). 

Integration refers to how digital tools become embedded in organisational routines, communication, sales, 

coordination, customer management, and decision-making. This is connected to digitalisation literature 

that understands digital technologies as meaningful when they improve or reshape business processes 

rather than remain separate technical tools. (Verhoef et al., 2021: 891; Vial, 2019: 121). Use refers to how 

SMEs apply digital tools in practice to support international activities. The framework therefore presents 

selection, integration, and use as interrelated and iterative rather than as fixed linear sequence.  
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The right side of the framework shows digital support for the SME internationalisation process. Digital 

tools may support foreign-market access and visibility by helping SMEs become visible to foreign 

customers, partners, and distributors at lower costs (Loane, 2006: 264; Eduardsen, 2018: 164-165). They 

can support cross-border coordination by improving communication, interaction, and translations across 

markets (Reuber & Fischer, 2011: 661; Hervé et al., 2020: 33). They can also support foreign-market 

learning by improving access to customer feedback, competitor information, market signals, and other 

forms of foreign-market knowledge (Loane, 2006: 270-271; Sinkovics et al., 2013: 139; Eduardsen, 2018: 

163). 

 

The framework also includes flexible international expansion and international opportunity development. 

Flexible international expansion is included because digital tools may reduce the need for immediate 

physical presence and allow some international activities, such as communication, service, and after-sales 

support, to be managed remotely (Hervé et al., 2020: 33; Bargoni et al., 2024:1434). International 

opportunity development is included because digital tools can help SMEs identify, evaluate, and respond 

to opportunities emerging through digital channels, networks, and customer interactions (Hånell & 

Ghauri, 2016: 468-474; Coviello et al., 2017: 1153; Bargoni et al., 2024:1435). 

 

Overall, the framework positions digital tools as a supportive mechanism in SME internationalisation 

rather than an automatic driver of international expansion. Their role depends on how SMEs select, 

integrate, and use them with their specific internationalisation context.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework.  

Source: Own illustration based on the literature review. 
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter, the methodologies employed in finding answers to research questions are explained. They 

include the qualitative abductive research methodology, the case study research design, the case selection, 

the process of data collection and data analysis. This chapter also covers issues such as the quality of 

research, the use of artificial intelligence in research, and ethics in research.  

 

3.1 Research Approach  

In business research, theory and empirical materials are commonly linked through deductive, inductive, or 

abductive approaches (Bell et al., 2019: 20-24). A deductive approach begins from existing theory and 

tests it against empirical observations, whereas an inductive approach develops theoretical understanding 

from empirical material. An abductive approach moves iteratively between theory and empirical material 

allowing the researcher to refine the initial theoretical understanding in light of empirical observation.  

This study adopts a qualitative, abductive, research approach where the research process began with a 

pre-study, which provided an initial understanding of the practical relevance of the topic and helped 

clarify the focus of the study. Based on this early exploration, the introduction, problem discussion, 

purpose, and research question were developed. The study then moved into the literature review, where 

previous research on SME internationalisation and digitalisation was examined in order to build the 

theoretical framework. 
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Figure 2: Overview of the research process 

Figure 2 illustrates the overall research process followed in this study. The process began with pre-study 

and introduction, which helped define the research problem, purpose, and research question. These early 

stages informed the research approach and design, as well as the development of the literature review and 

theoretical framework. Based on this theoretical foundation, an initial conceptual framework was 

developed and used to guide the empirical stage of the study, including selection, interview guide 

development, company contact, interviews, transcription, coding, and thematic-analysis. The empirical 

findings were then analysed in relation to the theoretical framework, which led to the development of a 

revised conceptual framework. The dashed arrows in the figure show that the process was not strictly 

linear, but involved iterative movement between theory and empirical material throughout the study.  

The abductive approach was suitable because the study did not move in a purely linear way from theory 

to empirical testing or from empirical material to theory building. Instead, the study moved between 

existing literature and empirical material. As the empirical material was collected and analysed, the 

theoretical framework was refined in order to better capture how digital tools are used in practice within 
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SME internationalisation processes. This corresponds to what Dubois and Gadde (2002: 555) describe as 

systematic combining, where theory and empirical inquiry develop in relation to one another.  

A qualitative approach was also found suitable because the study focuses on managerial reasoning, 

organisational practices, and firm-level processes rather than on the measurement of variables. Qualitative 

research is appropriate when the aim is to understand how people interpret their reality and the meaning 

they attach to social or organisational phenomena (Bell et al., 2019: 34; Creswell, 2009: 4). This study 

aims to understand the organisational processes and managerial reasoning through which SMEs use 

digital tools in internationalisation. This requires access to detailed descriptions of decisions, routines, 

interpretations, and firm practices, which are difficult to capture through a quantitative design.  

The qualitative abductive approach has several advantages for the present study. It allows the researcher 

to explore a complex and evolving phenomenon in depth, to remain open to unexpected empirical 

patterns, and to connect the empirical material to theory in an iterative way.(Dubois & Gadde, 2002: 555; 

Bell et al., 2019:19-25,34). This is particularly useful when studying digitally enabled SME 

internationalisation, where firms may differ in how they use digital tools and where established theories 

may not fully capture current practices. 

At the same time, this approach also has several limitations. It does not aim at statistical generalisation, 

and the interpretation of the material necessarily may involve researcher judgement. (Bell et al., 2019: 34, 

363-365; Creswell, 2009: 22-23). For this reason, transparency in data collection, coding and analysis is 

particularly important.  

3.2 Research Design  

Research design refers to the overall framework that guides how data is collected and analysed in order to 

address the research question (Bell et al., 2019: 45). Given the exploratory and process-oriented nature of 

the study, a multiple case study design was considered appropriate. Case study research is suitable when 
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the aim is to examine a contemporary phenomenon in relation to its organisational setting (Yin, 2018: 33). 

In this research, each case is defined as one Swedish small or medium-sized enterprise (SME) that is 

active internationally and uses digital tools as part of its international activities.  

A multiple case design was chosen because it allows comparison across firms and makes it possible to 

identify both shared patterns and case-specific differences. This is relevant because SMEs differ in terms 

of industry, size, internationalisation path, resources, and digital tool use. Studying several firms therefore 

supports a more robust analytical understanding of how digital tools are selected, integrated, and used 

under different organisational conditions. Bell et al. (2019: 67) note that multiple case studies strengthen 

comparison across settings, while Yin (2018: 54-59) argues that they support replication logic allowing 

patterns from one case to be compared with others.  

3.3 Case Selection and Sampling 

The study applied purposive sampling which is appropriate when participants are selected because they 

are expected to provide relevant and informed insights into the research topic (Bell et al., 2019: 395). The 

cases were selected according to three main criteria: First, the firms had to qualify as Swedish SMEs; 

second, they had to be active in the international market; and third, they had to use digital tools as part of 

their business and international activities.  

In addition, the respondents had to hold managerial or decision-making roles within their firms. This was 

important because the study examines how digital tools are selected, integrated, and used in 

internationalisation, which requires deep knowledge and insight into firm-level decisions and practices. 

Because the participating firms are relatively small with few employees, responsibilities for 

internationalisation and digital tool use are often concentrated among a limited number of individuals. 

One key informant was therefore considered appropriate in each case, as those respondents were able to 

provide a broad overview of the firm's relevant activities and decisions.  
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The participating firms were identified and approached based on their relevance to the research question. 

Initial contact was first attempted by email, but response rates were limited. Thus, the researchers 

approached potential respondents through LinkedIn, which proved to be a more effective channel for 

gaining access. Access to SMEs nevertheless remained challenging, as participation depended on 

availability, willingness to respond, and time constraints within the firms. This reflected the pace of data 

collection and shaped the final sample. 

However, the purposive sampling strategy has several strengths. It ensures that the study focuses on firms 

and respondents that are directly relevant to the research question, and it supports the collection of 

information-rich data. At the same time, purposive sampling also has limitations. The sample is not 

statistically representative of Swedish SMEs, and the findings should therefore not be interpreted as 

statistically generalisable. Furthermore, interviewing one person per company means that the study 

captures an informed managerial perspective, but not the full range of internal views within each firm.  

As a result, six interviews were completed with key-informants from firms that vary in industry, 

approximate size, international markets, and degree of digitalisation, which supports meaningful 

cross-case comparison. 
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Respondent Role Case company Industry  Date  Duration 

R1 Co-founder & CEO 
Suntribe AB 

Personal Care Product Manufacturing  2026-03-09 30 min 

R2 Co-founder & CEO Lucent Retail Health and Personal Care Products  2026-02-17 40 min 

R3 Co-founder 
SmellWell 

Health, Wellness & Fitness  2026-02-17 30 min 

R4 Managing Director Not Disclosed Retail Apparel and Fashion  2026-04-17 45 min 

R5 Marketing Director 
Kognic 

Software Development  2026-04-21 30 min 

R6 
Sales & Business 
Development Manager 

 
 
 Not Disclosed 

Semiconductor Manufacturing  2026-04-22 35 min 

Table 2: Overview of the respondents and details of the interviews. 

3.4 Data collection 

The study draws on both primary and secondary data, the main source of primary data is semi-structured 

interviews, while secondary data sources were used to provide contextual support and basic company 

background.  

3.4.1 Primary Data Collection 

The primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews, which were chosen because they 

provide a balance between structure and flexibility. The interview guide made it possible to cover the 

main topics relevant to the research question while still allowing follow-up questions and more detailed 

exploration of the respondents’ experiences (Saunders et al.,  2019: 438-439). 

The interview guide was developed from research aim, research question, and the  conceptual framework 

developed in Chapter 2. The questions were organized around eight broad areas: firm background and 

context, internationalisation process, selection of digital tools, integration into organisational practices, 
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use of digital tools in internationalisation, learning and market knowledge, commitment and market 

presence, and opportunities, challenges and future development (see Appendix 1). The structure helped 

ensure  comparability across interviews while leaving room for respondents to elaborate on issues that 

were particularly relevant to their own firm.   

The interview sessions were conducted with managers or founders who had direct knowledge of 

internationalisation and digital tool use within their firms. These conversations took place digitally, 

primarily through Microsoft Teams and Google Meet. This was a practical choice given the geographical 

distance between the researcher and the respondents, as well as the respondents’ time constraints. Most 

interviews were documented through written notes while some were recorded with participants’ consent. 

In all cases, the material was written up shortly after each interview, and the documented summaries were 

confirmed with participants where relevant.  

Semi-structured interviews offered important advantages in this study. They made it possible to obtain 

detailed and context-sensitive insight into how managers understood digital tool use and 

internationalisation, and they provided flexibility to explore new issues that emerged during the 

conversation. They were also well suited to a process-oriented study, where respondents needed space to 

explain sequences of decisions, adaptations, and experiences over time. At the same time, this method 

also has limitations. The interviews depend on the respondents’ memory, willingness, and ability to 

articulate organisational processes. In addition, because some interviews were documented through 

written notes rather than audio recordings, the amount of verbatim detail available for later analysis was 

more limited in those cases. To address this limitation, the material was written up shortly after each 

interview, and participants were allowed to confirm the documented responses.  

3.4.2 Secondary Data Collection 

Secondary data was used to complement the interviews and provide contextual background for the cases. 

These sources included company websites and publicly available company information. Secondary data 
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were not used as the main source of empirical evidence, but as supporting material to contextualise the 

firms, their markets, and their international presence.   

3.5 Data Analysis  

The empirical material was analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is appropriate for 

identifying and interpreting recurring patterns in qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 79). In this 

study, data collection and data analysis were closely connected and carried out iteratively rather than as 

strictly separate phases (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016: 140). This reflects the abductive logic of the study, 

where theory and empirical material informed one another throughout the research process (Dubois & 

Gadde, 2002: 555). 

After each interview, the written notes were reviewed and expanded where necessary in order to capture 

the content of the interview as accurately as possible. As the interviews progressed, recurring patterns 

began to emerge, particularly in relation to how firms selected digital tools, how these tools were 

integrated into daily work, and how they were used to support international activities.  

The analysis followed an iterative coding process. First, meaningful passages in the written interview 

material were identified and coded in relation to the research question. These passages were then grouped 

into broader categories, such as digital tool selection, integration into organisational routines, use in 

internationalisation, foreign-market learning, relationship-building, and challenges or limitations. The 

categories were subsequently compared across cases and developed into broader themes that captured 

recurring patterns in the material.  

To support the organisation of the empirical material, a cross-case theme matrix was developed in which 

recurring issues and patterns were grouped across the interviews (see Appendix 2). This matrix helped 

structure the comparison of the cases and supported the development of broader themes. The development 

of the themes was guided by repetition across interviews, similarities and differences between cases, and 
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the relationship between the empirical material and the study’s theoretical framework (Ryan & Bernard, 

2003: 88-94). This means that the analysis moved back and forth between the data and the concepts 

developed in the literature review. In this way, the thematic analysis remains grounded in the empirical 

material while also allowing the findings to be interpreted in relation to existing research on SME 

internationalisation and digitalisation.  

Thematic analysis was suitable for this thesis because it allowed the researcher to identify recurring 

patterns across cases while still preserving important differences between them. It was particularly useful 

for analysing a process-oriented topic with multiple connected dimensions, such as selection, integration, 

and use of digital tools. At the same time, thematic analysis also involves interpretive judgement. The 

way data is organised, grouped, and framed into themes depends partly on the researcher’s analytical 

choices. This is especially important in a study mostly based on written interview notes rather than 

verbatim transcript. For this reason, transparency in how the empirical material was organised and 

interpreted was important throughout the analysis.  

3.6 Research Quality 

In qualitative research, trustworthiness is commonly assessed through the criteria of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Bell et al., 2019: 363-365). These criteria were used to 

guide the quality of the present study. Rather than aiming for statistical generalisation, the purpose was to 

ensure that the research process was transparent, grounded in the empirical material, and appropriate to 

research questions.  

3.6.1 Credibility 

Credibility concerns whether the findings are grounded in the participants’ perspectives and are plausible 

in relation to the empirical material (Bell et al., 2019: 363). In this study, credibility was strengthened in 

several ways. First, the respondents were selected because they held relevant managerial roles and had 
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direct knowledge of internationalisation and digital tool use within their firms. Second, the use of 

semi-structured interviews made it possible to ask follow up questions and clarify responses during the 

interview process. Lastly, interview material was supported by secondary company information that 

provided contextual background. 

Credibility was also strengthened through respondent validation, since the documented answers or written 

summaries were shared with participants where relevant so that they could confirm whether the 

information had been captured accurately. This was particularly important because the interviews were 

documented through written notes. A limitation is that one person was interviewed per firm, which means 

that the study does not capture all possible internal perspectives. However, the selected respondents were 

considered appropriate informants because of their positions and responsibilities.  

3.6.2 Transferability 

Transferability concerns the extent to which the findings may be relevant in similar contexts. The aim of 

this study is not statistical generalisation, but analytical insights into digitally enabled SME 

internationalisation (Bell et al., 2019: 365). To support transferability, the research provides a clear 

description of the research setting, the case selection criteria, and the characteristics of the participating 

firms. The inclusion of SMEs from different internationalisation patterns also increases the relevance of 

the findings beyond a single organisational setting.  

At the same time, transferability remains limited by the relatively small number of cases and the 

context-specific nature of qualitative research. The findings should therefore be understood as analytically 

informative rather than broadly representative of all Swedish SMEs.  

3.6.3 Dependability 

Dependability refers to the consistency and transparency of the research process (Bell et al., 2019: 365). 

In this study, dependability was supported by documenting the research design, interview process, 
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note-taking procedure, and analytical steps in a systematic way. An audit trail was maintained through 

written interview notes, written summaries, coding notes, and analytical memos, making the research 

process more transparent and traceable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985: 316-318). 

A challenge for dependability in qualitative research is that data collection and analysis often evolve over 

time, especially in inductive and iterative studies. In this study, this was addressed by documenting 

emerging reflections and analytical decisions throughout the process. An audit trail was maintained 

through interview notes, written summaries, coding notes, and analytical memos, which strengthened the 

transparency and consistency of the research process.  

3.6.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability concerns the extent to which findings are grounded in the data rather than in the 

researcher's personal assumptions (Guba, 1981: 87-88). In this study, confirmability was supported by 

grounding interpretations in written interview notes, documenting coding decisions, and keeping 

analytical notes throughout the research process. Reflexivity was also important, meaning that the 

researcher remained aware of how prior assumptions and theoretical expectations might influence 

interpretation.  

3.7 Use of AI Support in the Research 

AI-based tools were used in a limited and supportive way during the research process. Their use was 

restricted to assistance with language, structure, and the reformulation of draft text. AI support was used 

to help improve clarity and organisation in parts of the writing process. 

AI was not used to generate empirical data, conduct interviews, code the empirical material automatically, 

or replace the researcher’s own interpretation and analysis. All methodological choices, literature 

interpretation, coding decisions, theme development, and final conclusion were made by the researchers. 

Any AI-supported suggestions were reviewed critically and adjusted where necessary before being 
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included in the thesis. The use of AI was therefore limited to supporting the writing process and did not 

replace the researcher’s own judgement. This was done in accordance with the relevant programme 

guidelines regarding acceptable AI use.  

3.8 Ethical Considerations  

Ethical considerations were taken into account throughout the study. Participants were informed about the 

purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, and their right to withdraw at any time before 

agreeing to participate. They were also informed about how the interview material would be used, and 

permission was requested before any recording took place. 

The level of permitted identification differed across the cases as some respondents gave permission for 

the company name and/or respondent information to be published, while others preferred to remain 

anonymous. For this reason, the case overview table includes company names only where permission was 

granted. In the findings chapter, all interview-based empirical material is presented using anonymised 

respondent codes, R1-R6. This ensures a consistent presentation across cases and reduces the risk of 

directly attributing specific statements to individual respondents or companies. 

The study also considered confidentiality and privacy as the participants were informed that the material 

would be used only for academic purposes and that sensitive company information would not be disclosed 

without permission. Interview notes, audio recordings, written summaries, and other research material 

were stored securely and handled only by the researcher. No misleading information was provided to 

participants at any stage of the research process. These procedures are consistent with the principles of 

avoiding harm, informed consent, privacy, and avoiding deception discussed by Bell et al. (2019: 

114-123). 
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4. Empirical Findings 

This chapter presents the empirical findings from the six Swedish SMEs included in the study. The 

findings are organised thematically rather than case by case in order to highlight similarities and 

differences across the firms. The chapter first presents the firms’ international paths and then discusses 

digital tool selection, integration, and use. It ends by outlining the main opportunities, limitations, and 

future expectations connected to digital tools in SME internationalisation. This chapter ends with a 

cross-case summary table that provides an overview of the main empirical patterns across the six firms.  

 

4.1 International Orientation and Paths into Foreign Markets 

The interview data shows that the six firms followed different internationalisation paths, but they all 

demonstrated an international orientation that developed relatively early. The findings suggest that the 

firms did not follow one single process of internationalisation. Instead, they expanded abroad through 

different combinations of market needs, customer demand, personal contacts, trade fairs, digital reach, 

and strategic ambition. 

R1 described internationalisation as necessary rather than optional, as the respondent explained that the 

domestic market was considered too small and seasonal to support growth, which encouraged the 

company to target foreign customers from an early stage. R5 similarly described its internationalisation as 

emerging early in a relatively smooth way from the outset. The respondent explained that interest 

appeared quickly from Germany and US and emphasised that, as a Swedish firm, the company: 

”had to think internationally early on”, describing this as “born global mindset from the beginning”(R5).   
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R2 also described early international ambition, but followed a more staged path. The company always 

intended to expand internationally through both direct-to-consumer and retail channels, but first focused 

on building internal processes in the home market before expanding further. Similarly, R6 also described a 

more gradual internationalisation process, where the respondent explained that the company initially 

focused on nearby and culturally similar markets, especially within the Nordic region. Early cross-border 

projects were supported by existing industry contacts and the firm’s technical reputation. As demand 

grew, the company expanded gradually into other European markets, mainly through partnerships and 

client-driven opportunities rather than through large up-front market entry investments. 

R3 also described internationalisation as being enabled through networks and trade rather than gradual 

market-by-market expansion. The respondent further explained that early contacts in the Swedish sports 

industry helped the firms access international awareness:  

“ Through contacts in the Swedish sports industry, our company was recommended to exhibit at ISPO, as 

a major sports trade show in Germany. There, the company met a wide range of actors, from local 

retailers to global distribution partners, and some of those relationships are still active today”(R3). 

R4 described a more organic path of internationalisation, shaped by growing customer interest rather than 

a large planned expansion from the outset which made their internationalisation presence more gradual. 

The respondent linked the firm’s origins to the founder’s personal experience of needing softer and more 

skin friendly products for children, which later formed the basis of the brand’s positioning. As 

e-commerce developed, customer interest increased and contributed to wider brand awareness across 

markets. Trade fairs also supported this development; as participation in fairs in Italy increased visibility 

and contributed to the firm’s international growth.  
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4.2 Selection of Digital Tools among Swedish SMEs 

The selection of digital tools followed different logics across the firms rather than one common model. 

The interviews show that firms selected digital tools in ways shaped by their size, market context, 

available resources, customer expectations, and commercial priorities. Three main patterns emerged: 

pragmatic and cost-conscious selection, strategic experimentation, and market-adapted selection.  

4.2.1 Pragmatic and Cost-Conscious Selection  

A first pattern across the cases was pragmatic and cost-conscious selection, where digital tools were 

mainly chosen because they were affordable, easy to manage, and solved immediate international tasks. In 

this pattern, tool adoption was not described as a formalised strategy process, but as a practical response 

to operational needs connected to international activity. This was particularly visible in two companies, 

first R1’s respondent listed a set of tools, including the company website, Google tools (such as Gmail 

and Google Meet), HubSpot, and WhatsApp, and social media. These tools were useful for practical 

international work such as identifying potential partners, connecting them, arranging meetings, and 

managing ongoing communication.  

R4  also took a similar pattern as the company used Shopify for e-commerce and Pyramid as the back-end 

system behind Shopify, alongside browser-based tools used in daily operations. Cost was described as a 

key driver of tool selection:  

“Cost is a very important factor for us because we are a small company, so we need tools that work well 

but do not become too expensive"(R4). 

This resulted in prioritising tools that were manageable and financially realistic rather than the most 

advanced available. The respondents also noted that the company currently felt in control of its markets 

and did not see a strong reason to change its systems.  

 
40 



 

4.2.2 Strategic Experimentation  

A second pattern was strategic experimentation, where digital tool selection was guided by an overall 

strategic direction, but the choice and use of tools were intentionally trial-based. In this pattern, firms 

tested multiple tools and approaches in practice, kept what performed well, and dropped what did not add 

value, while still aiming to remain consistent with broader brand identity and commercial goals. R2 

illustrates this approach as the respondent described a broad set of digital tools used in international 

activities including Shopify, Meta, Google, TikTok, Triple Whale, Amazon, Fiverr, ChatGPT, Klaviyo, 

Slack, and related tools. The respondents summarised R2’s approach as follows:  

“We have an overarching strategy, but the execution is highly experimental. We test many tools and then 

invest more in what works…and we try not to waste time on tools that are weaker than promised”(R2). 

4.2.3 Market-Adapted Selection 

A third pattern was market-adapted selection, where firms choose digital tools based on the requirements 

and expectations of specific foreign markets, customers, or sales channels. Across the interviews, a 

market-adapted selection logic appeared in three cases, described by R3, R5, and R6, where tool choices 

were shaped less by price alone and more by fit with local practices and partner expectations.  

R3 described this approach through channel- and market specific tool setup. The respondent explained 

that the firm used Shopify for European B2B operation as a digital showroom and order management 

system. The company also uses tools such as Meta, Helium 10, Sellerboard, and Google Analytics to 

support marketing and analytics. Tool choices were described here as strategic, and the decision to use 

NuOrder in the United States was presented as a calculated market fit decision. 

“Our digital adoption is purely strategic, for example, the decision to implement NuOrder in the US was 

a calculated move to bridge the gap between our Swedish headquarters and American retailers. We 

realized that to scale in the US, we needed a platform that felt native to US buyers”(R3). 
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R5 described a similar market- and customer-dependent approach in a B2B context. The company used 

communication tools such as Slack and email, CRM and website tools such as HubSpot, and AI-enabled 

tools for analysis. The firm has also tested localisation tools (e.g, Localize and Crowdin), but described 

these as lower priority due to limited needs. R5 explained that tool decisions depended on the market, the 

customer, and where the company could identify clear value: 

R6 also linked tool selection to international sales coordination and cross-border collaboration. The 

respondent explained that CRM systems were central for managing international client interactions, 

tracking opportunities, and coordinating sales activities across markets. Digital communication platforms 

such as Microsoft Teams and other collaboration tools were also described as important for 

communication with international clients and internal teams alongside project management and document 

sharing tools used to coordinate work across borders. In this case, tool selection was closely connected to 

the needs of international operation, especially scalability and cross-border collaboration requirements.  

4.3 Integration of Digital Tools among Swedish SMEs 

The interview data also indicate that digital tools are not only adopted at the surface level. In all six firms, 

they are integrated into everyday work, although the degree of formalisation and organisational 

complexity varies across the cases. In the case described by R1, digital tools were embedded in everyday 

international work rather than used occasionally. Tools were used daily to identify suitable partners, 

contact them, arrange meetings, and maintain ongoing communication. Responsibility for tool use was 

not located to a specialized function, but  appeared to be handled as part of day-to-day work in the small 

organisation. R1 also described adapting internal communication practices to use the tools more 

effectively, such as summarising information more clearly and keeping meetings short and focused.  

R2 and R4 followed the same pattern where R2 stated that most digital tools are used daily in activities 

connected to international operations. R4 likewise described digital tools as used as part of everyday 

business, including tasks such as checking that products were presented correctly, ensuring that 
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information and texts were accurate, and supporting resale-related activities. In these cases, integration 

appeared to be distributed across the organisation rather than concentrated in one specialised team.  

A more structured and system-oriented form of integration was described by firms on shared systems 

across larger teams or across internal and external actors. R3 emphasised that digital tools were accessible 

not only to colleagues but also to partners, which supported everyday operational work: 

“Our colleagues and partners (like sales reps in the US) have all access to these tools which makes it 

easy for them to add new orders, new customers and so on. It also gives us the possibility to have a better 

overview which is crucial for inventory planning and budgeting.”(R3) 

R5 also presented its tools as part of a connected “tech stack”, embedded in everyday communication, 

documentation, and commercial work. R6 provided a particularly explicit description of integration into 

core routines:  

“Digital tools are fully embedded in our daily operations and play a central role in how we manage sales 

and international activities…these tools are not used in isolation but are integrated into our core 

processes, supporting decision-making, improving  transparency, and enabling more effective 

collaboration across borders.”(R6) 

The firms also differed in how much adaptation was required to use digital tools effectively. R5 reported 

relatively little need for adaptation, since employees were already tech-oriented and this was considered 

in recruitment. By contrast, R1, R4, R3, and R6 all described at least some adjustment in routines, 

communication habits, support needs, or process alignment. This suggests that integration involves not 

only using  digital tools, but also aligning everyday practices and routines around them.  

 

 
43 



 

4.4 Use of Digital Tools in Internationalisation among Swedish SMEs 

4.4.1 Reaching Customers and Entering Markets 

One major use of digital tools across the six firms was to reach customers and access foreign markets,  but 

the way it happened differs depending on business model and channel structure. For some firms, digital 

tools supported direct international customer access through online sales and digital visibility. This was 

particularly visible in the case described by R4, where e-commerce presence appears when allowing 

customers from multiple countries to discover and purchase the brand. R3 similarly used digital channels 

to access foreign customers and retailers across multiple markets without needing physical visits. The 

respondent also highlighted the value of digital marketplace functions for identifying potential retailers 

remotely: 

“This was a great way for us to access new stores to sell to, without going physically there to meet 

them."(R3) 

In other firms, digital tools were used more for partner and business-customer access. R1 described using 

digital tools to support international reach and contact, including identifying and approaching potential 

partners and customers and managing communication efficiently. The respondent explained that video 

meetings were used to hold conversations without immediate travel and that messaging tools were used 

for urgent matters with key clients. R2 described a mixed approach, where digital tools supported both 

B2B outreach and D2C communication across international markets. 

In the B2B cases, digital tools were especially important for identifying customers, managing commercial 

relationships, and supporting early market engagement. R5 and R6 both described digital tools as helping 

their companies reach international clients and coordinate market activities before making larger 

commitments in specific markets.  
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4.4.2 Communication, Relationship Management, and Coordination 

A second major use of digital tools across the cases was to support communication, relationship 

management, and coordination. Across the cases, digital tools enabled firms to manage international work 

remotely, although they did not fully replace the need for local presence in all situations. R6 described 

that digital tools supported remote international operations, especially in early stages of market 

engagement.   

“Digital tools enable us to operate to a large extent without a physical presence, especially in early 

market stages. We can manage sales, communication with clients, and deliver support remotely.   

However, in some cases, local presence is still important for building relationships and handling complex 

projects.”(R6) 

R5 further described a similar ability to coordinate international activities without full local presence. The 

company could manage some markets remotely by relying on partners, while maintaining local presence 

in other markets where needed. Digital tools also influenced commitment decisions by allowing the firm 

to engage with markets before making larger investments.  

R1 also emphasized the value of remote communication, especially when budgets for travel were limited. 

Digital meetings and messaging tools helped the firm maintain contact with international partners and 

customers in a more flexible and cost-efficient way. Similarly, R3 explained that shared systems 

supported coordination between the Swedish headquarters and international sales representatives, while 

R4 described digital tools as important for managing product information and resale-related activities 

across markets. 

4.4.3 Learning about Foreign Markets  

The findings also show that digital tools support learning about foreign markets, although the type of 

learning differed between firms. In some cases, market learning was mainly information-oriented, while 
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in others it was more data driven and connected to customer behaviour, sales performance, or product 

validation. 

R1 explained that market decisions were based on information such as market size, price levels, 

competition, and entry barriers including  import regulations. This information was gathered through 

online searching and consultation with sales agents, distributors, and support organisations such as ALMI. 

R6 similarly described learning as supported through data analytics, CRM information, and online market 

research, which help the firm track customer behaviour, monitor competitors, and identify market trends. 

R3 described a more data-supported approach, especially  when evaluating new products and market 

opportunities: 

“Digital tools are great especially for validating potential new products and in particular for the US 

market. Digital tools make it easy to analyse the competitive landscape, margin requirements etc. before 

actually going live with a new product.”(R3) 

R4 also described digital tools as useful for identifying which countries showed stronger sales 

performance and where the firm could focus more attention:  

“They help us see which countries buy the most and where sales are going well.That kind of information 

can guide us when deciding where to focus more… or even whether we could consider opening a 

store.”(R4) 

Moreover, digital tools were also described as helpful for research and planning, as R5 stated that tools, 

especially AI, helped the company to conduct research on markets and customers. R2 also described using 

digital tools for strategy, lead generation, and market planning.  
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4.5 Opportunities, Limitations, and Future Development 

The respondents consistently described digital tools as important enablers of international activity, but 

also emphasised that digitalisation created new demands and did not remove all cross-border challenges. 

The findings in this section are organized into three themes: opportunities, limitations, and expectations 

for future development. 

4.5.1 Opportunities of Digital Tools in Internationalisation  

The most frequently mentioned opportunities were speed, efficiency, scalability, lower communication 

costs, broader market reach, and improved market visibility. R1 highlighted faster and cheaper 

communication, as well as efficient problem solving with key clients and mentioned that remote meetings 

made it possible to maintain international contact despite limited travel budget. R2 similarly emphasised 

speed and simplicity more broadly, describing tools as valuable when they save time and improve access 

to new markets: 

“Speed and simplicity. Whatever saves time and gives greater access to your new market are 

valuable.”(R2) 

Several respondents also described scalability and control as key benefits. R3 explained  that digital tools 

made it possible for the company to enter new markets quickly while managing many international 

accounts with a lean team: 

“We are now able to enter a new market with a localized website in days, not months. Automated B2B 

portals allow a lean team in Sweden to manage hundreds of global accounts.”(R3) 

R4 described digital tools as providing better overview and structure, which helped the company identify 

where demand was strongest and where to focus more actively.  R5 also reported improved efficiency, 

reduced costs, faster market entry, and increased learning speed, particularly through remote 
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communication and data-driven decisions. R6 similarly described digital tools as improving transparency, 

coordination, and scalability in international sales activities. 

4.5.2 Limitations and Challenges Experienced in Practice  

At the same time, respondents stressed that digitalisation does not remove practical cross-border 

complexity, and that tools often require ongoing effort, technical competence, organisational support and 

local market understanding. R3 emphasized that digital solutions cannot eliminate operational and 

regulatory demands linked to international selling: 

“Managing different platforms for different regions requires high technical competence and support 

functions. “Digital” does not solve “physical” problems like global shipping or varying tax regulations, 

which still require significant manual oversight and local expertise.”(R3) 

R4 raised a similar point from a market-understanding perspective, stressing that digital tools do not 

replace human experience when evaluating foreign markets: 

“Europe consists of many different cultures and markets, while the US can be seen more as a shared 

culture with different regions. Because of this, human knowledge and experience is very important in 

order to understand local conditions and cultural differences.”(R4) 

Beyond market complexity, other respondents described challenges linked to maintenance, integration, 

and capability requirements. R4 noted that digital tools require continuous maintenance and that specialist 

support or external consultants can be important when systems need adjustments. R6 pointed to system 

integration challenges, the need for ongoing training, and the difficulty of ensuring consistent digital use 

across teams. R5 highlighted the need for proper localisation, human validation alongside AI, and 

sensitivity to cultural communication differences. R2 also described frustration when digital tools are not 

mature enough or when promised functions did not work efficiently in practice.  
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4.5.3 Future Development and Expectations  

The respondents expressed different expectations regarding the future role of digital tools. R6 expected 

digital tools to become a more strategic role through automation, analytics, and digital customer 

engagement, supporting more scalable and data-driven international growth. R5 also expected AI and 

digital tools to help research into more markets and customers by accelerating work, enabling knowledge 

reuse, and improving processes across markets.  

R2 also emphasized continued experimentation and the importance of staying curious and testing new 

tools. R3 also pointed to the growing range of available digital tools, particularly AI-driven services, 

suggesting that current and  future digital options are broader than when the firm began internationalising. 

By contrast, R4 described a more stability-oriented approach where the respondent emphasized cost 

control, continuity, and the importance of using existing systems effectively rather than constantly testing 

new tools.  

Table 3 provides a concise cross- case summary of the main empirical findings discussed in this chapter. 

The table is intended to give an overview of the key patterns across the six cases, including 

internationalisation path, digital tool selection, main digital tool use, main opportunities, and main 

challenges. The detailed empirical findings are discussed in the sections above.  
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 Company   
code 

Internationalisation path Digital tool selection Main digital tool use Main opportunity Main challenge 

R1    Early international orientation    Pragmatic and 
cost-conscious 

  Partner search and communication            Lower cost and faster      
contact   

Limited resources 

R2    Staged international expansion      Strategic 
experimentation 

   B2B/D2C outreach and planning    Speed and flexibility    Tools not always reliable 

R3   Network- and trade fair-based 
expansion 

     Market- and 
channel-adapted 

  B2B ordering, retailer    access, 
analytics 

   Scalability and market 
reach 

   Platform, logistics, and tax 
complexity 

R4    Organic customer-driven growth     Cost-conscious and 
practical     

  E-commerce, product information, 
sales overview 

  Better market overview   Maintenance and cultural 
differences 

R5    Early born-global orientation Market- and 
customer-dependent 

CRM, communication, AI-supported 
research 

  Efficiency and market 
learning 

  Localisation and human 
validation 

R6    Gradual and partnership-based 
expansion 

Operation- and 
collaboration-focused 

    CRM, coordination, project 
communication 

     Transparency and 
scalability 

  Integration and training needs 

Table 3: Cross-case summary of empirical findings  
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5. Discussion and Analysis 

This chapter discusses the empirical findings in relation to the theoretical framework developed in 

Chapter 2. It analyses how the SME internationalisation context shapes digital tool strategy and how 

digital tool selection, integration, and use are connected. The chapter then explains how digital tools 

support the SME internationalisation process through foreign-market access, cross-border coordination, 

foreign-market learning, flexible international expansion, and international opportunity development. 

Finally, the chapter discusses the challenges and limitations of digitalisation and presents the revised 

conceptual understanding.  

 

  

5.1 SME Internationalisation Context as a Driver of Digital Tool Strategy 

The conceptual framework suggested that digital tool strategy is shaped by the SME internationalisation 

context, including resource constraints, market uncertainty, foreign-market knowledge, and networks and 

opportunities. The empirical findings largely support this assumption. Across the six firms, digital tool 

strategy was not shaped by technology alone. Instead, it was influenced by firm size, available resources, 

business model, customer type, industry conditions, international ambition, and existing networks. 

 

A first important condition concerns resource constraints. Previous literature shows that SMEs often face 

stronger financial, organisational, and competence related limitations than larger firms when adopting 

digital technologies (Bargoni et al., 2024: 1424). This was clearly visible in the case of R1 and R4. These 

firms selected digital tools that were affordable, practical and easy to manage. R1 used tools such as  

Gmail, Google Meet, WhatsApp, HubSpot, and social media to support communication, partner contact, 

and  international coordination. R4 relied on tools such as Shopify and Pyramid because they were useful 
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and financially realistic for a smaller organisation. These examples show that SME digitisation is not 

always a large-scale transformation process, but also a practical response to immediate business needs.   

 

This finding extends the literature by showing that resource constraints do not only limit SMEs, they also 

shape a specific type of digital strategy. For smaller firms, digital tool use becomes selective, lean, and 

need-driven. Unlike larger firms that may invest in advanced enterprise systems, SMEs often evaluate 

tools according to whether they solve concrete problems, such as reaching customers, communicating 

with partners, managing orders, or monitoring demand. Therefore, digitalisation in SMEs should not be 

understood only as a move towards broad digital transformation, but also as a gradual and practical 

process of adapting available tools to international business activities. 

 

At the same time, limited resources did not necessarily create passivity. R2 illustrates this point as the 

firm adopted an experimental approach by testing different tools and continuing only with those that 

supported its strategic direction and brand identity.  This indicates that constraints can also encourage 

flexibility and experimentation. Instead of considering  small size only as a disadvantage, the results show 

that it can also support quick decision-making and selective adaptation.  This adds nuance to the literature 

on SME constraints by showing that limited resources may restrict digital investment, but they may also 

encourage more agile digital behaviour.  

 

A second important condition concerns market uncertainty and foreign-market knowledge. The Uppsala 

model emphasises that firms internationalise gradually as they gain foreign-market knowledge and 

increase commitment over time, while limited market knowledge creates uncertainty in international 

operations (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23, 26). The findings show that uncertainty remained important for 

the SMEs, especially when they needed to understand foreign customers, competitors, regulations, price 

levels, and market demand. However, digital tools helped the firms gather and interpret some of this 

information before making larger commitments. R1 used online search and advice from agents, 
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distributors, and support organisations to understand potential markets. R3 used digital tools to analyse 

competition and validate products, especially in the US market. R4 used sales information to identify 

which countries showed stronger demand. R5 and R6 used CRM data, analytics, online research, and AI- 

supported tools to develop customer and market understanding.   

 

These findings indicate that the use of digital tools can help in acquiring knowledge about foreign-market, 

however, they do not remove uncertainty completely. Interpretation, judgement, and contextual 

understanding are required. This is consistent with Johanson and Vahlne (2009: 1416) revised perspective 

that knowledge is developed through interaction and relationships, not only through information access. 

Therefore, the findings show that digital tools complement traditional market learning, but they do not 

replace experiential and relationship-based knowledge. 

 

A third condition concerns networks and opportunities. Network-based internationalisation literature 

argues that firms develop international positions through relationships with customers, partners, and other 

actors (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1413-1416). The findings support this view as several firms used 

digital tools to identify, contact , and maintain relationships with international customers, retailers, 

distributors, partners, and sales representatives. However, international opportunities were not generated 

by digital tools alone. R3’s international development was strongly connected to trade fairs, retailer 

networks, and long-term distributor relationships. R6’s international development was shaped by 

partnerships, client-driven opportunities, and technical reputation. R5’s B2B internationalisation 

depended on customer relationships and specialised industry positioning. 

  

This shows that digital tools supported network development, but did not replace the social and relational 

foundations of internationalisation. Digital tools made it easier to communicate, coordinate, and maintain 

contact across borders, but trust, legitimacy, and opportunity development still depended on human 

interaction, reputation, and existing or emerging relationships. This supports Coviello’s (2006: 714-715) 
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argument that networks evolve over time and play an important role in international venture development. 

The findings also show that the SMEs’ internationalisation context was shaped by each firm’s business 

model and customer type. Consumer-oriented firms such as R1, R2, R3, and R4 relied more on 

e-commerce, social media, digital marketing, online visibility and customer-facing communication. In 

contrast, B2B firms such as R5 and R6 placed greater emphasis on CRM systems, communication 

platforms, market intelligence, project management tools  and customer relationship management. This 

difference reflects Teece’s (2010: 172-173) argument that a firm’s business model shapes how it creates, 

delivers, and captures value. In this study, digital tools were selected and used according to the firm's 

specific ways of reaching customers and delivering value internationally.  

 

Overall, the findings show that digital tool strategy is highly context-dependent. Swedish SMEs do not 

digitalise in one uniform way. They digitalise according to their resource base, customer type, business 

model, industry context, networks, market uncertainty, and international ambition. This supports the 

conceptual framework, but also adds a critical insight, the same digital tool can have different meanings 

and strategic value depending on the firm using it.  

 

5.2 Digital Tool Strategy as Selection, Integration, and Use 

The conceptual framework of the study outlines the digital tool strategy on the basis of three interrelated 

aspects. These include selection, integration, and usage. The results of the study justify this  

categorisation. However, it should be noted that these aspects are not easy to separate from one another. 

The selection process represents just the first stage of the entire process.  

5.2.1 Selection of Digital Tools in SMEs Internationalisation 

The empirical findings show that digital tool selection was strongly shaped by a firm's resources, 

competences, capabilities, target markets, customer relationships, and international goals. This means that 

digital tool selection is not only a technical decision, but also an organisational and 
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internationalisation-related one. As Bargoni et al. (2024: 1424), stated that SMEs often face limited 

resources and competencies, which affects their ability to invest in digital technologies. Similarly, Ritter 

and Pedersen (2020: 182), argue that digitalisation depends on firm capability, not only on access to 

digital tools. This was visible in our findings, where the six companies did not select tools according to 

one common model.  

 

For this reason, in the findings chapter we have identified three main selection patterns: pragmatic and 

cost-conscious selection, strategic experimentation, and market-adapted selection. These patterns show 

that SMEs select digital tools based on what they can afford, what they can manage, what their markets 

require, and what supports their international activities. In addition, the conceptual framework also 

presented selection as one of the three central dimensions alongside integration and use of digital tools.  

 

The first pattern was pragmatic and cost-conscious selection, which was most visible in R1 and R4 

company cases, where digital tools were selected because they were affordable, manageable, and useful 

for immediate international tasks. For example, R1 used tools such as the company website, Google tools, 

HubSpot, WhatsApp, and social media, which were considered affordable tools compared with other 

ones, to identify potential partners, arrange meetings, and maintain communication. R4 also used Shopify, 

Pyramid, and browser-based tools, with cost described as an important factor in tool choice. These cases 

show that resource constraints did not prevent digital tool adoption, but they shaped it into a selective 

approach focused on solving concrete problems in their international work. 

 

The second pattern was strategic experimentation described by R2 where the company illustrated another 

selection logic. The firm described its digital tool adoption as strategic but experimental, as it tested a 

broad range of tools and retained those that supported its commercial goals and brand direction. However, 

this experimentation was not random, but it was guided by the firm’s need to support international 

expansion while maintaining strategic consistency. This can be linked to Dimitratos et al. (2016: 
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1211-1212), who argue that opportunity-seeking SMEs differ in speed, market presence, international 

mode and entrepreneurial orientation. The company’s selection approach suggested that digital tool 

selection can become part of an entrepreneurial and opportunity-seeking logic, where the firm tests tools 

to identify what supports international growth, customer access, and commercial performance.  

 

This finding also develops the literature by showing that experimentation can be a way of managing 

uncertainty. The Uppsala model emphasises that uncertainty and limited market knowledge influence 

internationalisation decisions (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 26). In R2’s case, digital experimentation 

allowed the firm to test tools and channels before committing more resources, where experimentation 

functioned as a learning process. Rather than choosing one fixed digital system at the beginning, the firm 

learned through trying, evaluating, and adjusting. This suggests that digital tool selection can support 

international learning by helping SMEs identify which tools, platforms, or channels fit their markets and 

customers. 

 

The third pattern was market-adapted selection, which was visible in several cases described by R3, R5, 

and R6. These companies selected digital tools based on foreign-market requirements, customer 

expectations, sales channels, and collaboration needs. R3’s decision to use NuOrder in the United States is 

a particularly clear example, because the platform was selected to fit the expectation of American 

retailers. R5 also mentioned that the company selected tools depending on the market, the customer, and 

where clear value could be identified. As well as, R6 also selected CRM, communication, project 

management, and collaboration tools because they supported international client interaction and 

cross-border coordination. 

 

This pattern also connects to the Uppsala model because tool selection was shaped by the need to reduce 

uncertainty and manage differences between markets. Johanson and Vahlne’s concept of psychic distance 

refers to differences in language, culture, business practices, and institutional conditions that disturb 
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information flow between the firm and foreign markets ( Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 24). So R3’s use of a 

platform that felt familiar to US buyers can be interpreted as a digital response to psychic distance. It was 

clear that the firm did not select the tool only because it was technically useful; it had been selected to 

reduce friction between the Swedish headquarters and American retailers. In this sense, digital tool 

selection became part of adapting to foreign-market practices.  

 

Overall, the findings show that digital tool selection in SME internationalisation is a process of fit rather 

than a search for the most advanced technology. As mentioned above, some firms selected tools because 

they were affordable and manageable, some experimented to identify what worked, and others adapted 

tools to market and customer expectations. This idea confirms the conceptual framework by showing that 

selection is shaped by SME internationalisation context. However, selection is only the first part of the 

process, and the value of these tools depends on whether they become integrated into organisational 

routines and how they are later used to support international activities.  

 

This finding can be linked to Bharadwaj et al. (2013: 472), who define digital business strategy as 

organisational strategy shaped and enacted through digital resources. In the firms studied here, digital 

tools were not selected simply as IT assets. They were selected as commercial and organisational 

instruments for reaching customers, communicating with partners, managing relationships, supporting 

online sales, and gathering market knowledge.  

 

At the same time, the findings challenge an overly technology-centred view of digitalisation. The most 

advanced tool was not always the most strategically useful tool. For some firms, simple tools such as 

email, Google Meet, WhatsApp, Shopify or CRM systems were more valuable than complex digital 

systems because they directly supported international activities. This suggested that the strategic value of 

a tool depends less on its technological sophistication and more on its fit with the firm’s  

internationalisation process.   
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5.2.2 Integration of Digital Tools into Organisational Practices 

The literature review showed that digital tools need to be integrated into organisational routines and 

capabilities before they can support internationalisation processes effectively. As Verhoef et al. (2021: 

891) suggested that digitalisation becomes meaningful when digital technologies influence business 

processes such as communication, sales, customer management, and coordination. Vial (2019: 121) also 

emphasises that digital technologies may require changes in how firms organise work, make decisions, 

and interact with customers or partners. Integration is more than just simple adoption, it means that firms 

may have access to several digital tools, but they become valuable when they are embedded into routines, 

responsibilities, workflows and organisational practices.  

 

Across all the six firms, digital tools were not adopted as separate technologies, but they had become part 

of everyday work even if the degree of integration differed between these cases. In smaller and less 

formalised settings, integration appeared more practice-based and distributed across daily activities. In 

more system-oriented firms, integration was more structured and connected to shared platforms, partners, 

and internal processes. This variation supports the literature's view that SME digitisation is a spectrum 

rather than a single condition, ranging from practical digitalisation to deeper organisational 

transformation.  

 

A key analytical point is that integration in SMEs does not always look like formal digital transformation. 

In R1, R2, and R4 cases, digital tools were embedded through daily routines rather than through a 

separate digitisation project. This does not make integration less important or effective, rather, it just 

shows that SMEs integration does not always require large digital transformation and may happen 

through small adjustments in how employees communicate, organise information, follow up tasks, and 

divide responsibilities. For example, R1’s adaptation of communication routines, such as summarising 

information more clearly and keeping meetings focused, shows that integration is also behavioural. In 
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other words, it's not only about inserting a tool into the organisation, but about adjusting work practices 

around the tool. This supports the idea that digitalisation involves organisational change, even when that 

change is incremental and informal. 

 

This finding points to an important issue, because it challenges a technology-centered view of 

digitalisation. If integration is understood only as system implementation, then smaller SMEs may appear 

less digitally advanced. This view does not appear in the findings, whereas it shows that integration can 

occur when simple tools become normalised in daily work. In this sense, digital maturity should not only 

be judged by the complexity of the tool used, but by the extent to which the tools are embedded into 

routines and responsibilities. A simple communication tool may be more integrated than an advanced 

system if it is consistently used, understood by employees, and connected to everyday decisions.  

 

At the same time, the cases also presented a more structured form of integration. R3, R5, and R6 

illustrated how digital tools can become part of the firm’s operational infrastructure. In these three cases, 

digital tools were not only used by individuals, but were connected to shared systems, partners, 

documentation, sales coordination, and decision-making processes. R3’s shared access between 

colleagues and external sales representatives, R5’s connected “tech stack”, and R6’s description of tools 

as fully embedded in core processes all show that integration can extend beyond the internal organisation 

and become part of wider cross-border workflows.  

 

This more structured form of integration connects closely to Ritter and Pedersen’s (2020:182)  

capability-based view of digitalisation where they argue that digitalisation depends not only on tools, but 

also on the firm's ability to generate, organise, access and analyse information. This was supported by the 

findings where the more integrated cases were not simply using more tools; but they had connected tools 

to routines for information sharing, coordination, documentation, and decision-making. This means that 
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integration can be understood as organisational capability that makes digital tools part of the firm’s way 

of working, rather than leaving them as separate applications.  

 

However, the findings also show that integration creates demands, where it requires employees to adapt 

routines, develop competences, maintain systems, and use tools consistently. Here the analysis becomes 

more critical, as digital tools may be presented as efficiency-enhancing, but integration itself requires 

effort. For example R5 reported fewer adoption problems because employees were already tech-oriented, 

while R1, R3, R4, and R6 describe some need for adjustment in routines, communication habits, support 

needs, or process alignment. This means that integration becomes easier when digital competence is 

already part of the organisation, but more demanding when routines and skills must be developed 

alongside the tools. 

 

This point also strengthens the previous discussion of SME constraints, where SMEs may adopt tools 

because they are affordable and accessible, but integration still requires time, attention, and capability. 

Therefore, digitalisation can create a double challenge: tools may reduce some difficulties in international 

work, but they also create new internal demands related to maintenance, training, consistency, and system 

alignment. This point is consistent with the literature’s argument that digitalisation requires organisational 

adjustments and may place pressure on resource-constrained firms.  

 

In general, the analysis shows that integration is the point where digital tool strategy becomes 

organisational. Selection explains why certain tools enter the firm, but integration explains whether those 

tools become part of routines, workflows, and decision-making. The findings therefore refine the 

conceptual framework by showing that integration is not just a middle stage between selection and use, 

but it is the organisational condition that determines whether tools can become meaningful for 

internationalisation and without it, digital tools remain only available technologies.  
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5.2.3 Use of Digital Tools in Internationalisation 

The empirical findings show that digital tools were used across commercial, operational, and strategic 

functions. Commercially, firms used digital tools to reach customers, identify distributors, support 

e-commerce, manage sales channels and maintain visibility in international markets. For example, R4 

used Shopify and online channels to support e-commerce and international customer access, while R3 

used digital platforms to reach retailers and manage B2B sales across markets. R1 used digital tools such 

as Google Meet, WhatsApp, HubSpot and social media to identify and communicate with potential 

international partners and customers.  

 

Operationally, digital tools supported communication, coordination, project management, partner 

interaction and internal collaboration. This was particularly visible in R5 and R6, where CRM systems, 

communication platforms, and project management tools were used to manage international customer 

relationships and coordinate cross-border activities. R3 also used shared digital systems to allow 

colleagues and sales representatives in different markets to access customer and order information, which 

supported coordination between the Swedish headquarters and international partners.  

 

Strategically, digital tools were used for market intelligence, demand monitoring, competitor analysis, 

product validation, lead generation, and international decision-making. R3 used digital tools to analyse 

competitors and validate potential products before entering or expanding in a market. R4 used sales data 

to identify which countries showed stronger demand and where the firm could focus more attention. R5 

used AI-supported tools and digital research to understand customers and markets, while R6 used CRM 

data, analytics, and online research to monitor customers, competitors, and market trends.  

 
 
The findings show that digital tools should not be analysed only according to their technical labels. The 

same tool may have different strategic meanings depending on the function it performs in the 
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internationalisation process. For example, a digital platform may act as a sales channel in one firm, while 

a CRM system may be used as relationship-management and market-monitoring in another. This can be 

linked to Amit and  Zott (2001: 493-495) argument that e-business value is created through how 

transactions are structured and organised. In this study, digital tools changed how firms communicated, 

sold, coordinated and gathered market knowledge, but they did not necessarily transform the firm’s 

business models. In many cases, they supported and extended existing business models rather than 

replacing them, which made international activities more manageable. 

 

This section therefore provides the link between digital tool strategy and digital support for 

internationalisation. Selection explains why tools enter the firm, integration explains how they become 

embedded, and finally the use explains how they are applied in practice. The following section analyses 

what these uses contributed to the SME internationalisation process.  

 

5.3 Digital Support for SME Internationalisation Process  

The final part of the conceptual framework suggests that digital tool strategy supports the SME 

internationalisation process through five dimensions; foreign-market access and visibility, cross-border 

coordination, foreign-market learning, flexible international expansion, and international opportunity 

development.  The findings support these dimensions, but they also show that digital support is always 

shaped by firms' context, human judgement, organisational capability, and market-specific conditions.  

 

5.3.1 Foreign-Market Access and Visibility 

A central way in which digital tools supported SME internationalisation was increasing foreign-market 

reach and helping firms become more visible. The literature argues that digital tools can help SMEs 

overcome some disadvantages connected to small size and limited resources by increasing visibility and 

reducing cost of reaching foreign customers, partners, and distributors. Loane's (2006: 264) statement is 
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relevant here, because it explains how digital channels can expand global visibility, reduce marketing 

communication costs, and increase information flows.  

 

The findings support this argument, but digital tools did not support foreign-market reach in the same way 

across all firms. R4 explained that foreign- market reach was connected to e-commerce and online 

visibility, which allowed the customers from different countries to discover and purchase their brand. For 

R3’s company, digital channels and marketplace functions supported access to foreign retailers without 

always requiring physical visits. In contrast, for R1,R5 and R6, digital reach was less about direct online 

selling and more about identifying, contacting, and engaging partners, business customers, or 

international clients.  

 

This difference is analytically important, because it shows that “digital reach” is not one single 

mechanism to follow. Loane’s argument about global visibility is supported, but the findings refine it by 

showing that visibility depends on firms' business model and customer type. For example, in B2C or 

retailer-oriented firms, visibility may mean being found by customers or retailers through e-commerce, 

marketplaces, or digital marketing. Where in B2B firms, visibility may mean becoming identifiable and 

credible to potential clients, distributors, or partners through websites, CRM-supported outreach, digital 

communication, or market research. This means that digital tools do not simply create international reach; 

they create different forms of reach depending on how SME create and deliver value.  

 

The theoretical contribution here is that digital tools appear to shift opportunity development from being 

mainly reactive or network-dependent to becoming more observable and data-supported. However, this 

does not mean that digital tools replace managerial judgement. Sales data, online enquiries, or platform 

signals only become meaningful when firms assess whether they fit their resources, logistics, customer 

expectations, localisation needs, and strategic priorities. Therefore, the findings support Loane (2006: 

264) and Eduardsen (2018: 164-165), but it also qualifies their arguments; digital tools can widen 
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foreign-market access and reveal opportunities, but cannot guarantee that these opportunities are 

strategically viable.  

 

5.3.2 Cross-Border Coordination 

A second form of digital support concerns cross-border coordination. The findings show that digital tools 

allowed SMEs to manage communication, sales, customer relationships, internal collaboration, partner 

interaction, and project coordination across different markets. This is especially important for SMEs 

because they often lack subsidiaries, large international teams, or extensive foreign offices.  

 

This finding aligns with Reuber and Fischer (2011: 661) who argue that information and communication 

technologies improve the speed and quality of cross-border communication and transactions while 

reducing costs. It also supports Hervé  et al. (2020: 33) who describe how some cross-border activities can 

be handled digitally rather than through physical presence in foreign markets. R6 provides a clear 

example of this, where the firm used CRM systems, communication platforms, project management tools, 

and document-sharing systems to manage sales and international activities. R5 also described the ability 

to coordinate international markets remotely through digital tools and partner relationships. R3 used 

shared systems to coordinate between Swedish headquarters and international sales representatives. R1 

used Google Meet, WhatsApp, HubSpot, and email to maintain communication with distributors and 

international clients.  

 

Digital tools therefore helped compensate for limited physical presence by allowing firms to manage 

dispersed relationships and activities remotely. However, the findings also show that digital coordination 

must be connected to operational structures. Digital communication alone does not deliver products, solve 

logistics, or create trust. R1’s international operations still depended on warehouses and delivery 

arrangements. R3’s retail presence depended on distributors and sales representatives. R6’s B2B activities 
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depended on technical collaboration and customer trust. Therefore, digital tools reduce some coordination 

barriers, but they also create new managerial and capability requirements. Firms reported communication 

pressure, system integration challenges, platform complexity, inconsistent tool use, localisation needs, and 

training demand. This suggests that digitalisation does not eliminate distance, it changes how distance is 

managed.  

 

5.3.3  Foreign-Market Learning 

A third form of digital support concerns foreign-market learning. In line with the Uppsala model, the 

findings show that market knowledge  remains central to SME internationalisation. Johanson and Vahlne 

(1977: 23, 26) argue that firms increase foreign-market involvement as they gain knowledge and reduce 

uncertainty. The findings support this view, but they also show that digital tools change how some market 

knowledge is accessed and interpreted.  

 

The firms still needed knowledge before making or increasing international commitments. However, 

learning did not only occur through physical presence in foreign markets. Instead, firms used online 

search, CRM data, analytics, customer feedback, AI tools, competitor monitoring, sales data, and digital 

interaction to understand international markets. R1 gathered market information through online searches 

and consultation with distributors, agents, and support organisations. R3 and R4 used digital data to 

identify demand patterns and market potential. R5 and R6 used digital tools for market research, business 

intelligence, and customer analysis. This aligns with Eduardsen (2018: 163) who argues that firms can 

develop market knowledge through indirect experience, external search, and internal information.  It also 

supports Loane (2006: 270-271) who argues that the internet improves access to market intelligence and 

competitor information. 

However, the findings also show that digital learning has limits. R4 stressed that digital tools do not 

replace human experience in understanding cultural differences and local market conditions. R5 
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highlighted the need for human validation alongside AI-supported research. This means that digital tools 

can support foreign-market learning, but they cannot fully replace interpretation, judgement, and 

experience.  

 

Therefore, the findings do not reject the Uppsala model. Rather, they update it as the traditional 

internationalisation theory suggests that firms learn mainly through experience and presence in foreign 

markets. While the findings suggest that SMEs can now learn partly before deeper market presence 

through digital signals, remote interaction, and online information. However, digital learning remains 

incomplete unless it is interpreted through human judgement and relational knowledge.  

  

5.3.4 Flexible International Expansion 

A fourth form of digital support concerns flexible international expansion. The findings suggest that 

digital tools allowed several SMEs to test market interest, communicate with foreign actors, coordinate 

remotely, and expand without immediately committing to large physical investments. This supports the 

idea that digitalisation can make internationalisation less dependent on step- by- step physical expansion 

(Hervé et al., 2020: 33; Reuber & Fischer, 2011: 661). Several firms internationalised early or developed 

international activities relatively quickly. R1 described internationalisation as necessary from the 

beginning because the Swedish market was too small and seasonal. R5 reflected a born-global mindset 

because of the specialised and international nature of its market. R3’s internationalisation was accelerated 

through trade fairs, networks, and retailer contacts, while digital tools supported sales and coordination 

across markets. 

 

These findings partly support the born-global literature, as Oviatt and McDougall (1994: 49) describe 

international new ventures as firms that are international from inception. Knight and Cavusgil (2004: 124) 

define born-global firms as firms that seek international performance from or near founding. Digital tools 
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contributed to flexibility by reducing search costs, enabling faster market testing, supporting remote 

communication, and making international interaction possible from Sweden. However, flexibility did not 

mean that all firms internationalised quickly. R4 followed a more gradual path shaped by e-commerce 

growth, customer interest, and brand visibility. R6 also followed a gradual expansion pattern, beginning 

with nearby and culturally similar markets before expanding further through partnerships and 

client-driven opportunities. This shows that digital tools may support flexible international expansion, but 

they do not automatically create rapid internationalisation. Product type, customer relationships, logistics, 

regulation, industry conditions, and organisational readiness still matter.  

 

This finding offers a balanced interpretation, where digital tools can make international expansion more 

flexible by allowing firms to combine online reach, remote coordination, partnerships, and selective 

physical presence. However, they do not remove the need for market-specific adaptation, operational 

capacity, and strategic commitment.  

 

5.3.5 International Opportunity Development 

The fifth form of digital support concerns international opportunity development. The findings show that 

digital tools helped firms notice, evaluate, and respond to foreign-market opportunities. This finding 

connects to Hånell and Ghauri (2016: 468) who argue that internationalisation should be understood as an 

opportunity development process shaped by relationships and foreign-market knowledge. Eduardsen 

(2018: 163) adds an opportunity perspective by arguing that internationalisation begins when firms 

become aware of international opportunity before internationalisation can take place, while Coviello et al. 

(2017: 1153) suggest that digitalisation can influence how firms engage with emerging international 

opportunities. Together, these studies suggest that digital tools can widen the international opportunity 

space available to SMEs.  
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The findings support these perspectives by showing that digital tools helped firms recognise and evaluate 

possible opportunities, through demand patterns, customer enquiries, performance data, market research, 

and partner interaction. For example, R4 explained using sales data to identify countries with stronger 

demand, R3 also used tools to validate products and assess market potential, and R2 used them for testing, 

lead generation, and market planning. These examples show that digital tools helped firms identify 

opportunity signals, but these signals still had to be interpreted and evaluated by managers.  

 

Nevertheless, digital opportunity signals are not enough by themselves. Firms still need to interpret the 

signals and assess whether the opportunity is strategically suitable. They also need to consider logistics, 

regulation, localisation, customer expectations, resource capacity, and relationship quality. Therefore, 

digital tools support opportunity development by making potential opportunities easier to identify and 

evaluate, but they do not remove the need for managerial work of interpreting and acting on these signals. 

This reinforces the argument that digital tools are enabling resources rather than automatic drivers of 

internationalisation.  

 

5.4 Challenges and Limits of Digitalisation 

Although digital tools supported the internationalisation process, the findings challenge an overly positive 

view of digitalisation. Digitalisation reduced some barriers related to communication, information access, 

and coordination, but it also created new challenges related to capability, maintenance, integration, 

platform dependence, local knowledge, trust, and physical requirements. This supports Eduardsen and 

Ivang’s (2016: 169-170) argument that the benefits of internet-enabled internationalisation are 

context-dependent rather than automatic. 

5.4.1 Capability, Maintenance, and Resource Challenges 

The first limitation concerns the capabilities and resources required to adopt, integrate, and maintain 

digital tools. Several firms described the need for training, maintenance, specialist support, consistent tool 
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use, and human validation. R4 noted that digital tools require ongoing maintenance and sometimes 

external support. R6 pointed to system integration challenges, training needs, and difficulties in ensuring 

consistent use across teams. R5 highlighted the need for human validation alongside AI-supported tools. 

R2 described frustration when digital tools were not mature enough or did not perform as promised.  

 

These findings support Ritter and Pedersen’s (2020: 182) argument that digitalisation requires 

capabilities, not only tools. SMEs may access digital technologies, but this does not mean that they can 

use them effectively. They need skill, routines, data practices, and organisational capacity to turn tools 

into useful resources. This is especially important for SMEs because limited financial, human, and 

managerial resources can make continuous digital development difficult. Therefore, digital tools may 

lower some barriers, but they also create new demands for digital competence and organisational learning. 

This reinforces the argument that digitalisation is not simply a technological issue; it is also an 

organisational capabilities issue.  

5.4.2 Local Knowledge, Trust, and Physical Requirements  

The second limitation concerns local knowledge, trust, and physical requirements. Digital tools made 

communication faster and cheaper, but they did not remove the need for cultural understanding, 

localisation, personal interaction, and trust building. This connects to Johanson and Vahlne (1977: 24) 

concept of psychic distance, which refers to differences in language, education, culture, political systems, 

and business practices that disturb information flows between firms and foreign markets. The findings 

suggest that digital tools may reduce communication  distance, but cultural and relational distance remain 

important.  

 

R4 stressed that human knowledge and experience are important when understanding differences between 

European and US markets. R5 highlighted localisation needs and cultural communication differences. 

Several firms still valued trade fairs, referrals, personal networks, and partner relationships. This shows 
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that digitalisation does not replace relationship-based internationalisation. A further critical insight is that 

digital tools were rarely described as unique sources of competitive advantage in themselves. Many firms 

treated common tools such as Shopify, Teams, Google Meet, WhatsApp or CRM systems as necessary 

infrastructure rather than as differentiating resources. Competitive advantage appeared to come from how 

firms combined these tools with strong products, brand identity, technical expertise, customer 

relationships, organisational routines, and managerial judgment. 

 

Therefore, the findings support a balanced view of digital internationalisation. Digital tools are important 

because they reduce some costs, support communication, enable learning, improve coordination, and 

create new opportunities. However, they do not guarantee international success. Their value depends on 

strategic alignment, organisational capability, human judgement, and the firm's ability to manage the new 

dependencies and complexities that digitalisation creates.  

5.4.3 Platform Dependence and Remaining Internationalisation Barriers 

The third limitation concerns platform dependence and remaining internationalisation barriers. Digital 

platforms and online sales channels can support international reach, but they can also create dependence 

on systems that firms do not fully control. This aligns with Zhang et al. (2025: 3-4) who argue that digital 

platforms can both support and constrain SME expansion because visibility and access may depend on 

platform governance and algorithmic changes.  

 

The findings show that digital tools do not remove practical cross-border complexity. R3 clearly stated 

that digital tools do not solve physical problems such as global shipping or varying tax regulations. The 

firms also described platform complexity and regional differences as important challenges. R1’s 

international activities still depended on logistics and warehouse arrangements. R4 also noted that digital 

tools require maintenance and do not replace market experience. These findings show that even when 

market access becomes more digital, international business still depends on physical movement, 

 
70 



 

compliance, logistics, and operational infrastructure. Digital tools may make it easier to reach markets, 

but they do not automatically solve the practical work of serving those markets.  

 

5.5 Revised Conceptual Framework 

The empirical findings support the overall logic of the conceptual framework developed in Chapter 2, but 

they also refine it in two main ways. As shown in Figure 3, the revised framework keeps the same overall 

structure: SME internationalisation context, digital tool pathway, and digital support for SME 

internationalisation process. The digital tool pathway still consists of selection, integration, and use, while 

digital support is shown through foreign-market access, cross-border coordination, foreign-market 

learning, flexible international expansion, and international opportunity development.  

 

The first refinement concerns digital capability, as the findings show that the value of digital tools does 

not come from adoption alone,  but from the firm’s ability to work with digital tools in a purposeful way. 

Digital capability therefore affects the whole digital tool pathway, rather than only one part of it. It shapes 

how firms move between selecting, integrating, and using digital tools in relation to their resources, 

routines, international goals and market conditions. This supports the view that digitalisation in SMEs is 

capability- dependent and that digital tools become valuable when they are connected to organisational 

practices and international activities (Ritter & Pedersen, 2020: 182; Bargoni et al., 2024: 1423-1424). 

 

The second refinement concerns the wider internationalisation process, where the findings show that 

digital tools do not replace the broader requirements of internationalisation. Human judgment, local 

knowledge, cultural differences, physical presence, compliance, logistics and operations, localisation, 

personal interaction, and trust building remain ongoing considerations across the internationalisation 

process. These factors influence how SMEs understand foreign markets, manage relationships, coordinate 

activities, and turn digital support into actual internationalisation outcomes. This is consistent with 

internationalisation literature that emphasises experiential knowledge, networks, uncertainty, and 
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relationship-based learning (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23-24; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1413-1416; 

Coviello, 2006: 714-715). 

 

The revised framework therefore positions digital tools as strategic and supportive resources rather than 

automatic drivers of SME internationalisation. Digital tools may reduce some barriers related to 

communication, information access, coordination, and visibility, but they do not remove the need for 

market understanding, relationships, adaptation, and organisational capability. Instead, the findings 

suggest that SMEs internationalise through digital practices that complement existing internationalisation 

processes. Digitalisation therefore reshapes how internationalisation is carried out, but it does not replace 

the importance of learning, networks, opportunity development, and local market adaptation. 

 

 

Figure 3:  Revised Conceptual framework. 

Source: Own illustration based on the literature review and empirical findings.  
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6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

This final chapter presents the conclusion of the study by providing answers to the research question as 

well as highlighting the key findings of the study. In addition, the theoretical contribution of this study will 

be addressed, along with practical suggestions that can be applied by SMEs. This chapter will also cover 

the limitations of this research, along with possible directions for future research.  

 

6.1 Summary of Key Findings 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore how Swedish small and medium-sized enterprises strategically 

select, integrate, and use digital tools in their internationalisation processes. The research question guiding 

the study was:  

How do Swedish SMEs strategically select, integrate, and use digital tools in their internationalisation 

processes?  

The findings show that Swedish SMEs use digital tools as important support mechanisms in their 

internationalisation processes, but these tools do not independently drive international growth. Instead, 

their value depends on how they are selected, integrated, and used in relation to each firm’s resources, 

routines, business model, customer relationships, market conditions, and international ambitions.  

 

First, the findings show that SME internationalisation context shapes how firms approach digital tools. 

Resource constraints, market uncertainty, foreign-market knowledge, and networks and opportunities 

influenced how the firms understood the purpose and value of  digital tools. This means that digitalisation 

in SMEs should not be understood as a large, uniform transformation process, but as a practical and 

gradual process shaped by each firm’s international context.   

 

 
73 



 

Second, the findings show that digital tool selection was based on different logics. Some firms selected 

tools pragmatically because they were affordable and easy to manage, while others used an experimental 

approach in which tools were tested and adjusted over time. Some firms selected tools according to 

customer expectations, market requirements, or partner needs. Therefore, the findings show that SMEs do 

not follow one universal model when selecting digital tools. Instead, each firm selects the tools that best 

fit its own international context.   

 

Third, the findings show that digital tools become valuable for a firm only when those tools are integrated 

within its practices. According to the findings of the study, just adopting digital tools is not enough. 

Digital tools have to be embedded in organisational routines related to communication, sales, 

coordination, decision-making and customer relationship management. It is important to note that in some 

firms, integration was  informal and practice-based, while in others it was more structured. This shows 

that integration is a key step between selecting digital tools and gaining international value from them. 

 

Fourth, the findings show that Swedish SMEs use digital tools to facilitate the internationalisation process 

in five main ways. First, digital tools support foreign-market access and visibility by helping firms reach 

customers, partners, retailers, and distributors beyond Sweden. Second, they enable cross-border 

coordination by supporting communication and collaboration across markets. Third, they contribute to 

foreign-market learning by helping firms collect and interpret information about customers, competitors, 

demand, and market conditions. Fourth, they support flexible international expansion by allowing firms to 

test markets and coordinate activities without immediately making large physical investments. Finally, 

they support international opportunity development by helping firms identify, evaluate, and respond to 

opportunities in foreign markets.  

 

However, the findings also show that digital tools do not remove all internationalisation barriers. SMEs 

still need human judgement, local market knowledge, trust, relationships, logistics, and operational 
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capacity. Digital tools can reduce some barriers such as communication costs and information access, but 

they can also create new challenges related to platform dependence, digital competence, maintenance, 

system integration, and localisation. Therefore, the central conclusion is that Swedish SMEs 

internationalise not simply by adopting digital tools , but by strategically configuring digital tools within 

their wider internationalisation process.  

 

6.2 Theoretical Contributions 

This study contributes to the theoretical field of SME internationalisation by showing how digital tools 

become part of internationalisation processes at the firm level. Traditional internationalisation theories, 

especially the Uppsala model, emphasise learning, uncertainty, and gradual commitment. The findings 

support the continued relevance of these ideas, but also show that digital tools can change how SMEs 

access and develop foreign-market knowledge. Through online search, CRM systems, analytics, customer 

feedback, digital communication, and AI-supported tools, SMEs can gain some market knowledge before 

making deeper commitments in foreign markets.  

 

The study also contributes to network-based internationalisation theory. The findings indicate that digital 

tools support communication and relationship management across distance. This supports SMEs to 

identify, contact, and maintain relationships with customers, partners, distributors, retailers, and sales 

representatives. Nevertheless, the findings also indicate that digital tools do not replace trust-building, 

legitimacy, and personal relationships. Instead, they complement network-based internationalisation by 

making relationship maintenance and cross-border coordination easier.  

 

In addition, the study contributes to digitalisation literature by showing that digital tool value depends on 

selection, integration, and use. As the Digital tools are adopted, they  do not create value simply, but their 

value depends on how well they fit the firm’s resources, routines, capabilities, customer relationships, and 
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international goals. This supports a capability-based understanding of digitalisation, where organisational 

practices and managerial judgement are as important as technological access.    

 

Finally, the thesis contributes to SME internationalisation literature by showing that SMEs use digital 

tools in selective and context-dependent ways. The findings show that Swedish SMEs do not digitalise in 

one uniform way. Their digital tool strategies differ depending on firm size, business model, customer 

type, industry context, networks, and international ambition. Consequently, this study highlights digital 

tools as enabling resources in relation to internationalisation of SMEs instead of being a trigger that 

automatically leads to international development.  

 

6.3 Practical Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the following practical recommendations can be made for SME entrepreneurs and 

managers: 

●​ Select digital tools according to strategic relevance and organisational fit 

The findings show that  the most useful tools were not always the most advanced ones. SMEs 

should therefore prioritise tools that fit their budget, internal capabilities, customer relationships, 

and international activities.  

●​ Focus on integration, not only adoption 

The value of a digital tool depends on how well it is integrated into everyday routines and 

organisational practices. SMEs should use digital tools to support the monitoring of demand, 

competition, customer behaviour, and market conditions. At the same time, firms should ensure 

that employees understand the purpose of each tool, how it should be used, and who is 

responsible for related tasks.  

●​ Use digital tools for foreign-market research before making major commitments 

Digital tools can help SMEs gather information about demand, competition, customer behaviour, 

and market conditions. However, managers should not rely only on digital data. Digital 
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information should be combined with human judgment, local knowledge, customer feedback, and 

partner insights.  

●​ Combine digital tools with relationships and network building 

Digital communication can reduce costs and support coordination across borders. However, 

internationalisation still depends on trust, legitimacy, and relationship-building. SMEs should 

therefore use digital tools to support, rather than replace personal interaction and network 

development.  

●​ Evaluate digital tools regularly  

As firms develop their international activities, their needs may change. A tool that was useful in 

early stages may become less suitable later. SMEs should therefore review whether their digital 

tools remain cost-effective, relevant, and aligned with their international goals. 

●​ Develop digital capabilities gradually 

Many SMEs face time, budget, and competence constraints, which can make it difficult to invest 

in advanced systems, training, or continuous evaluation. Therefore, SMEs should avoid trying to 

digitalise everything at once. A more realistic approach is to start with tools that solve clear 

international business problems and then develop digital capabilities gradually.  

 

6.4 Limitations 

This study has some limitations. First, the study is based on six Swedish SMEs. Therefore, the findings 

cannot be statistically generalised to all SMEs in Sweden or other nations. Instead, the study provides 

analytical insight into how selected Swedish SMEs use digital tools in their internationalisation processes.  

 

Second, the firms used in this study belong to various industries. This made it possible to compare 

different SME experiences, but also reduced the ability to draw industry-specific conclusions. The role of 

digital tools may differ between industries depending on customer type, product characteristics, sales 

channels, regulation, and international market structure.  
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Third, the study mainly relies on interviews with one representative from each firm. Although the 

respondents had relevant knowledge about their firm’s international activities, future studies could include 

several respondents from the same company. This could provide a deeper understanding of how digital 

tools are selected, integrated, and used across different departments such as sales, marketing, operations, 

and management.  

 

Fourth, the study focuses mainly on the firm perspective. This means that the views of customers, 

distributors, retailers, or international partners are not directly included. Since digital tools influence 

external relationships, including these perspectives could provide a more complete understanding of how 

digitalisation affects international interaction from both the SMEs’ side and the external partner side.   

 

6.5 Future Research  

Future research could develop this study in several ways: 

●​ Future studies could compare Swedish SMEs with SMEs from other countries. Since Sweden has 

a strong digital and international business environment, comparison with SMEs from less 

digitally advanced countries or larger domestic markets could provide useful insights into how 

national context shapes digital tool strategy. 

●​ Future research could focus on SMEs within one specific industry. This would make it possible to 

examine how industry conditions influence digital tool selection, integration, and use in 

internationalisation. 

●​ Future studies could include several respondents from the same firm. This could provide a more 

detailed understanding of how digital tools are used across different departments and 

organisational levels. 

●​ Future research could include the perspectives of customers, distributors, retailers, and 

international partners. This would help explain how digital tools influence international 

relationships from both the SMEs’ side and the external partner side. 
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●​ Future studies could examine the long-term effects of digital tools on SME internationalisation. 

For example, research could investigate whether digital tool use leads to stronger international 

commitment, improved market performance, or new international business models over time. 

●​ Future research could also explore the role of artificial intelligence in SME internationalisation, 

especially how AI-supported tools influence market research, customer analysis, decision making, 

and opportunity development.  

 

6.6 Final Conclusion 

This thesis demonstrates that digital tools play a significant  role in the internationalisation  processes of 

Swedish SMEs. However, their role should not be exaggerated. Digital tools do not automatically create 

international success, remove uncertainty, or replace traditional internationalisation processes. Instead, 

they support SMEs when they are selected carefully, integrated into organisational processes, and used in 

relation to the firm’s resources, customers, markets, and international ambitions.  

 

The main conclusion of the study is that Swedish SMEs do not internationalise simply through the use of 

digital tools. Rather, they internationalise by using digital tools strategically within their overall 

internationalisation process. Digital tools help SMEs access foreign markets, coordinate across borders, 

learn about foreign markets, expand flexibly, and develop international opportunities. At the same time, 

their value depends on human judgement, organisational capability, relationships, and market-specific 

understanding. Therefore, digital tools should be understood as important but context-dependent resources 

in SME internationalisation.  
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Appendices  

 
Appendix  1: Interview Guide (Digital Tools and Internationalisation in Swedish SMEs) 

 
Introductory information and consent 

Before starting the interview, the participant was informed about the purpose of the study, how interview 

material would be used, and the participation was voluntary. The participants were also informed that they 

could decline to answer any question or withdraw from the study. Permission was requested to record the 

interview where relevant, and participants were informed that the material would be treated confidentially 

and used only for the purpose of this thesis. 

The following points were confirmed before the interview began: 

1.​ Do you consent to participating in this interview? 

2.​ Do you consent to the interview being recorded, where relevant? 

3.​ Do you consent to the  use of anonymised quotations or summaries from the interview in the 

thesis? 

4.​ Do you prefer your name and/ or company name to remain anonymous?  

5.​ Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

 

 Section 1: Background and Context 

1.​ Can you briefly describe your company and your role within it? 

2.​ In which countries or regions does your firm currently operate internationally? 

 

 Section 2: Internationalisation Process 

3.​ Can you describe how your firm’s internationalisation process started? 

4.​ How do you decide which foreign markets to enter? 

 

 Section 3: Selection of Digital Tools  

5.​ What digital tools does your firm use to support international activities? 

6.​ How do you decide which digital tools to adopt for international markets? 
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7.​ Were these tools adopted as part of a clear strategy, or in response to immediate needs? 

  

Section 4: Integration into Organisational Practices 

8.​ How are digital tools integrated into your everyday work and routines? 

9.​ Have you had to adapt your organisation, processes, or skills to use these tools effectively? 

 

Section 5: Use of Digital Tools in Internationalisation 

10.​ How do you use digital tools to reach and interact with international customers? 

11.​ How do digital tools support your marketing, sales, or customer relationships in foreign markets? 

 

Section 6: Learning and Market Knowledge 

12.​ In what ways do digital tools help your firm learn about foreign markets (e.g., customers, 

competitors, trends)? 

 

Section 7: Commitment and Market Presence 

13.​ Have digital tools influenced how your firm commits resources to foreign markets (e.g., 

investments, hiring, partnerships)? 

14.​ To what extent do digital tools allow your firm to operate internationally without a physical 

presence? 

 

Section 8: Opportunities, Challenges, and Future 

15.​ What advantages and challenges have digital tools created in your internationalisation process? 

16.​ How do you see the role of digital tools evolving in your company’s future international 

expansion? 
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Appendix  2: Cross-case theme matrix used to support thematic analysis 

Analytical theme Empirical focus from findings Main case 
evidence 

Literature / theoretical link Use in analysis chapter 

Different 
internationalisation 
paths 

Firms followed early, gradual, organic, 
network-based, and opportunity-driven 
paths into foreign markets. 

R1–R6 Uppsala model; born global 
perspective; network-based and 
opportunity-driven internationalisation. 

Used to analyse why the firms did not 
follow one single internationalisation 
pattern. 

SME 
internationalisation 
context 

Digital tool strategy was shaped by 
resources, uncertainty, foreign-market 
knowledge, networks, business model, 
customer type, and international 
orientation. 

R1–R6 SME resource constraints; Uppsala 
model; network theory; business model 
perspective. 

Used to analyse why digital tool use 
differed across firms and was 
context-dependent. 

Digital tool 
selection 

Firms selected tools based on cost, 
practical needs, experimentation, 
customer expectations, market fit, and 
coordination requirements. 

R1–R6 Digital adoption; SME resource 
constraints; digital capabilities. 

Used to analyse why tool selection 
differed across firms rather than 
following one standard digitalisation 
path. 

Integration into 
organisational 
routines 

Digital tools were embedded into daily 
work, with different levels of structure 
and formalisation. 

R1–R6 Digitalisation as reshaping business 
processes; organisational capabilities. 

Used to analyse how tools became 
useful when connected to routines, 
workflows, and decision-making. 

Use of digital tools Digital tools were used commercially, 
operationally, and strategically in 
international activities. 

R1,R3,R4,R5, R6 E-business value creation; digital 
business strategy; business model 
perspective. 

Used to analyse how tools supported 
sales, communication, coordination, and 
market intelligence. 

Foreign-market 
access and visibility 

Digital tools helped firms become 
visible and reachable to customers, 
retailers, partners, and clients across 
foreign markets. 

R1, R3, R4, R5, R6 Foreign-market access; global 
visibility; reduced communication and 
marketing costs. 

Used to analyse how digital tools 
reduce some access barriers for SMEs. 

Cross-border 
communication 
and coordination 

Digital tools supported communication, 
partner interaction, remote 
collaboration, sales coordination, and 
project communication. 

R1, R3, R5, R6 Cross-border coordination; ICT-enabled 
communication; dematerialisation. 

Used to analyse how SMEs coordinate 
international activities with limited 
physical presence. 

Foreign-market 
learning 

Firms used digital tools to gather 
market information, analyse demand, 
monitor competitors, and support 
planning. 

R1,R3, R4 ,R5, R6 Uppsala model; foreign-market 
knowledge; indirect learning; digital 
market intelligence. 

Used to analyse how digital tools 
support learning and reduce uncertainty, 
while still requiring interpretation. 

Flexible 
international 
expansion 

Digital tools allowed firms to test 
markets, communicate remotely, and 
engage internationally without 
immediate large physical investment. 

R1, R3, R4, R5, R6 Born global perspective; digital 
internationalisation; flexible expansion. 

Used to analyse how digital tools can 
support more flexible 
internationalisation, but not 
automatically rapid expansion. 

International 
opportunity 
development 

Digital tools helped firms notice, 
evaluate, and respond to possible 
international opportunities. 

R2, R3, R4,  Opportunity-driven internationalisation; 
opportunity recognition; emerging 
market signals. 

Used to analyse how digital tools make 
opportunities easier to identify and 
evaluate, while still requiring 
managerial judgement. 
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