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Abstract 

This study explores the internationalization patterns of niche-oriented Chinese cross-border 

e-commerce companies (CCBECs). Existing research has mainly focused on firms from Western 

economies and high-technology industries, while limited attention has been paid to Chinese 

niche-oriented e-commerce firms. Using a qualitative multiple-case study approach, this research 

analyzes six Chinese CCBECs through semi-structured interviews. Based on the dimensions of time, 

scale, and scope, the study identifies four internationalization patterns: radical start-ups, regional 

start-ups, traditional manufacturing enterprises, and late radical enterprises. The findings show that 

the internationalization processes of CCBECs are non-linear and shaped by product differentiation, 

digital platform usage, entrepreneurial experience, and market strategies. Some firms expanded 

internationally at an early stage through digital platforms, while others accumulated domestic 

resources before accelerating overseas expansion. The study also highlights the role of China’s 

institutional environment. Policies related to cross-border e-commerce, customs, taxation, and 

payment systems reduced barriers for SMEs entering international markets. This study contributes 

empirical insights into the internationalization of niche-oriented Chinese CCBECs in digital platform 

environments. 
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1.​ Introduction  

1.1 Background 

Over the past decades, China has integrated into the global economy through reform and opening-up 

and has become the world's manufacturing hub by taking advantage of its labor force. After joining 

the WTO in 2001, exports grew rapidly, but small and medium-sized manufacturers were confronted 

with problems such as thin profits and difficulty in reaching end consumers. In the 2010s, the 

domestic e-commerce ecosystem became highly developed under the promotion of platforms such as 

Alibaba and JD.com, creating a large consumer market. Strong manufacturing capabilities, mature 

e-commerce infrastructure, and growing domestic and international demand created important 

opportunities for cross-border e-commerce in China (McKinsey & Company, 2017). 

In recent years, Chinese e-commerce has entered a mature and overseas expansion stage. The 

domestic market is highly competitive, which drives Chinese e-commerce to expand globally and 

technological innovation. At the policy level, the new infrastructure strategy is promoting the 

construction of digital infrastructure such as 5G, the Internet of Things, and big data centers, 

providing digital infrastructure support for e-commerce (Central Cyberspace Affairs Commission, 

2023). Meanwhile, policies related to the digital economy and supply-side structural reform  have 

promoted the integration of e-commerce with the real economy. Strategies have further integrated 

e-commerce into supply chains and improved industrial efficiency (Yuguo Cross-border, 2024). 

After digitalization became widespread in the domestic market, Chinese e-commerce firms began to 

expand into international markets. The overseas expansion process benefits from infrastructure 

channels supported by national infrastructure and policy initiatives. The Belt and Road Initiative and 

the Digital Silk Road have supported firms’ overseas expansion and reduced barriers to cross-border 

trade. Domestic cross-border e-commerce comprehensive pilot zones have streamlined procedures 

such as customs clearance, foreign exchange settlement, and tax rebate processing, and policies 

introduced through these pilot zones have facilitated the international expansion of small and 

medium-sized firms (E-commerce in China, 2017).  
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

1.2.1 Internationalization  

The traditional Uppsala model views internationalization as a gradual process, where the order of 

entering new markets is related to physical distance (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23-27). Firms usually 

move forward in small steps. Unless they possess vast resources or market conditions are very stable, 

every commitment is based on previous experience and risk assessment (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 

29-30). However, the new Uppsala model suggests that if a firm has not entered relevant business 

networks, it cannot access opportunities and resources (Johanson & Vahlne, 2015: 36-39). This new 

model emphasizes that internationalization is a process of network embeddedness. Markets are 

viewed as networks made of relationships, and a firm must become a network insider to succeed 

internationally (Johanson & Vahlne, 2015: 57-59). 

The Born Global is very different from the traditional gradual model. Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 450) 

define this as an early internationalization pattern. The core feature of these firms is precociousness, 

meaning they rapidly cross distances and achieve quick internationalization immediately after being 

founded (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004: 135-137). This model reveals that internationalization may 

involve both gradual development and sudden change. It includes both gradual progress and sudden 

changes. A firm might follow an existing gradual path, or it might break path dependence under 

specific conditions (Santangelo & Meyer, 2017: 1129-1130). This early and rapid expansion often 

relies less on traditional gradual experience. Instead, it is driven more by managerial drivers 

(Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 450), such as the founder's personal experience, network relationships, and 

entrepreneurial capabilities (Rialp, Rialp & Knight, 2005: 158-161).  

This study distinguishes between "Internationalization Patterns" and "Internationalization Pathways". 

A "Pattern" is seen as a firm's behavior at a particular stage. It reflects the firm's status or behavior in 

a specific stage across three dimensions: time (precociousness), scale (percentage of overseas 

business), and scope (geographic coverage). For example, a startup might show a Born Global pattern, 

characterized by high-intensity sales activities in multiple countries at the same time. A "Pathway" 
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focuses on how internationalization evolves. It is a long-term, dynamic development path formed over 

time. According to the definition by Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 450), a pathway consists of a series of 

patterns observed at different stages. A pathway describes the full dynamic process of how a firm 

switches from an initial pattern (such as an export model during the startup phase) to a subsequent 

pattern (such as a localized operating model during the growth phase). 

1.2.2  The emergence of digital technology 

The rapid development of digital technology and the rise of global e-commerce platforms have 

challenged classical internationalization theories. Early empirical studies have already begun to 

challenge the traditional role of distance in the internationalization process. Ojala and Tyrväinen 

(2007: 141-143), based on an empirical analysis of the software industry, demonstrate that digitization 

has reduced the technical and spatial barriers to firms entering international markets, thereby 

weakening the constraints imposed by geographical distance. It indicates that the explanatory power 

of geographic distance as a proxy for psychological distance has declined in the context of 

digitalization, offering additional insights into the Uppsala model (Ojala & Tyrväinen, 2007: 

141-143). Interpersonal network relationships remain a key factor in entering overseas markets (Ojala, 

2009: 58; Johanson & Vahlne, 2015: 36-39). From this perspective, digitalization is viewed more as a 

factor reshaping the context of internationalization rather than a complete replacement for incremental 

internationalization. 

As research focus has gradually shifted to the context of rapid e-commerce development, studies have 

pointed out that digital technologies and e-commerce platforms offer small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) the possibility of entering multiple overseas markets, enabling them to possess the 

conditions for rapid internationalization from the early stages. The institutional and technological 

environment is considered a key external condition enabling the emergence of a large number of born 

global firms (Lendle, 2016: 412-423; Autio, Mudambi, & Yoo, 2021: 6-13). 
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Monaghan, Tippmann, & Coviello (2020: 14-20) introduced the concept of Born Digital. Unlike Born 

Global, which primarily emphasizes the speed of internationalization and early market coverage, Born 

Digital focuses more on how digital technology, as a foundational condition, changes how firms 

internationalize. This perspective argues that digital platforms enable firms to bypass the gradual 

accumulation of traditional offline relationships and directly access global resources and customers 

through digital reputation systems and platform networks. Internationalization is no longer a linear 

process of gradual progression, but may appear as a more flexible and non-linear process. This differs 

from the gradual assumptions of the Uppsala model. 

Although digital platforms lower market entry barriers and reduce firm reliance on physical assets and 

prior international experience (Coviello et al., 2017: 1157; Monaghan et al., 2020: 18-19), they have 

not eliminated all challenges associated with internationalization. Even in digitalized platform 

environments, cultural and institutional distances continue to influence  internationalization outcomes 

(Ojala et al., 2020: 4656-4659). To respond to the complexity of digital environments, firms exhibit 

different internationalization behaviors, which might lead to specific internationalization patterns. 

 

1.2.3 Cross-border e-commerce (CBEC) in China 

According to the 2024 E-Commerce Report released by the China International E-Commerce Center 

(2025: 31), cross-border e-commerce exports accounted for 81.5% of total exports, and the number of 

cross-border e-commerce firms has exceeded 120,000. Regions such as Beijing, Zhejiang, 

Guangzhou, and Henan have issued relevant support policies for cross-border e-commerce, which are 

primarily related to logistics and warehousing, streamlining procedures, and providing financial 

services (China International E-Commerce Center, 2025: 30-31) . 

Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies (CCBECs) typically operate under several business 

models. These include producer-driven exporters and integrated manufacturers, which possess their 

own production capabilities and factories and can control the entire process from upstream to 
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downstream. Trading companies, which lack production capabilities but act as dealers or distributors 

of branded products, connecting suppliers with buyers. Service-oriented firms, such as freight 

forwarders, payment companies, and logistics firms, also play an important role. The e-commerce 

firms may choose to create their own platforms to sell products or services, or rely on platforms such 

as Alibaba, SHEIN, TEMU, and Amazon (Yuguo Cross-border, 2024). At the same time, trade fairs 

are also one of the channels through which Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies seek 

partnerships, with their core function primarily being B2B (business-to-business), helping firms 

connect with overseas buyers such as suppliers, wholesalers, and distributors. 

Research by Cassia & Magno (2022: 277-278) found that SMEs engaged in cross-border e-commerce 

rely primarily on IT capabilities rather than traditional marketing or operational capabilities. 

Compared to traditional export models involving importers and distributors, cross-border e-commerce 

firms tend to rely more on platform resources than on their own knowledge and capabilities (Cassia & 

Magno, 2022: 278). It indicates that effectively utilizing platform resources is also an important 

capability for accelerating the internationalization process at present.  

Chen et al. (2023: 424-425) also argue that cross-border e-commerce has become a crucial pathway 

for SMEs to enter international markets. Notably, Chen et al. (2023: 423-430) identify three key 

capabilities in cross-border e-commerce: product capability, marketing capability, and knowledge 

capability. SMEs with strong knowledge capability are better able to capture industry trends, those 

with strong marketing capability rely more heavily on brand promotion, while SMEs with strong 

product capability are more likely to enter markets through product differentiation (Chen et al., 2023: 

429-430). This study is particularly interested in product-differentiated markets. Research on small 

niche markets remains limited, especially within the Chinese context. 

Dabić et al. (2020: 713-720) conducted a systematic review of SME internationalization research and 

found that existing studies mainly focus on Europe, North America, and high-technology industries, 

while traditional manufacturing industries and low-technology SMEs have largely been overlooked. 

In addition, most studies adopt quantitative approaches, leaving a lack of qualitative perspectives in 
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the literature. In recent years, the rapid internationalization of SMEs has increasingly deviated from 

traditional incremental internationalization theories, which makes the use of new theoretical 

frameworks increasingly important. In summary, this study aims to conduct in-depth interviews with 

CCBECs using qualitative research methods, with the aim of identifying and explaining the 

internationalization patterns of CCBECs. 

 

1.3 Purpose 

This study aims to explore the internationalization patterns of Chinese cross-border e-commerce 

companies (CCBECs). 

 

1.4 Research questions 

What distinct internationalization patterns can be identified among niche-oriented CCBECs? 

 

1.5 Expected Contribution 

This study aims to contribute to the literature on digital trade and internationalization patterns by 

applying an internationalization pattern framework to empirical case research. We combine Monaghan 

et al. (2020)’s concept of the Born Digital firm with the product differentiation capabilities of 

cross-border e-commerce highlighted by Chen et al. (2023), and Kuivalainen et al. (2012)’s 

classification of internationalization patterns. Monaghan et al. (2020) identified two essential 

characteristics of digital enterprises. However, limited empirical research has examined how these 

firms operate in overseas markets. And existing studies often treat digital enterprises as a broad 

category. This study aims to extend Monaghan et al. (2020)’s discussion by analyzing Chinese digital 

enterprises. Chen et al. (2023) proposed product differentiation capabilities in cross-border 

e-commerce but did not link them to internationalization patterns. Although Kuivalainen et al. 

(2012)’s model emphasizes different internationalization paths, it does not capture the specific 
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characteristics of the e-commerce sector. By analyzing niche-oriented e-commerce firms in China, this 

study expects to further understand internationalization patterns on e-commerce. 

This study seeks to contribute to the literature on Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies. 

Unlike firms in open economies frequently discussed in the international business literature, Chinese 

firms operate within a vast domestic market and benefit from unique institutional support. 

Furthermore, this study seeks to provide empirical insight into niche-oriented Chinese firms. By using 

an interview-based methodology, this study explores the experiences and strategic decisions of 

entrepreneurs and managers in these firms. This may help explain how product capabilities shape 

different internationalization patterns. 
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2.​ Theoretical Framework    

2.1 SME (Small and Medium Enterprise) 

As the research question is to identify the internationalization patterns of small niche CCBECs, it is 

necessary to define what constitutes a small niche firm. In this paper, a small niche firm is defined as a 

small or medium sized enterprise (SME) that focuses on a differentiated product or service market 

segment. 

SMEs are classified according to employee numbers or asset size and differ from large enterprises in 

terms of resource allocation and business behavior (Welsh & White, 1981:18). From the perspective 

of the resource-based view, SMEs are often constrained by scale disadvantages (Aldrich & Auster, 

1986: 169), facing limitations in capital, talent, and external networks. The high degree of overlap 

between ownership and management, and flat organizational structure, can create flexibility and 

adaptability for SMEs (Chen & Hambrick, 1995:459). SMEs respond more quickly than traditional 

large enterprises when facing market uncertainty or technological change. In this study, SMEs are 

characterised by limited resources, flexible organizational structures, and rapid responses to market 

change.  

 

2.2 International Entrepreneurship 

The theory of the three dimensions of the internationalization pattern is based on developments in the 

field of international entrepreneurship (Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 450; cited by Zahra and George, 

2002). Theories in the field of international entrepreneurship are developed as a challenge to 

traditional gradual internationalization models such as the Uppsala model. McDougall and Oviatt 

(1994:49) published one of the foundational studies in this field, and introduced the concept of the 

International New Venture (INV). An INV is defined as a business organization that, from inception, 

seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in 

multiple countries (McDougall & Oviatt, 1994:49). Subsequently, Knight and Cavusgil (1996:18) 
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further focused on this phenomenon and formally popularized the term Born Global, pointing out that 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) could achieve rapid cross-border expansion by relying on 

innovation and technological advantages. McDougall and Oviatt (2000: 903) later defined 

international entrepreneurship as innovative, proactive, and risk-taking activities that cross national 

boundaries and create value for organizations. This definition helped establish the core framework of 

the field. 

 

2.3 Internationalization Process 

Before discussing specific internationalization patterns, it is necessary to understand 

internationalization as a broader process. During the internationalization process, firms gradually 

accumulate resources, experience and market knowledge. Based on resource-based theory and the 

dynamic capabilities perspective, the firm’s unique resources and core capabilities support the firm’s 

international operations (Dunning, 2015: 70-74, 79-81). In this process, due to inherent barriers in 

terms of geographical distance, institutional environments and cultural customs relative to the host 

country, firms inevitably face outsider disadvantage. This disadvantage subjects them to severe 

information asymmetry and a crisis of legitimacy, burdening them with higher operational risks than 

those faced by local firms. Firms accumulate experience and learn to reconfigure resources during the 

internationalization process, so as to reduce uncertainty and entry costs (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 

1997: 531-533). 

The Uppsala model posits that a firm’s internationalization is a gradual process based on experiential 

learning (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23-27). The sequence in which firms enter new markets is related 

to psychological distance. Firms typically begin with markets that are geographically closer and 

involve lower uncertainty, gradually expanding into more distant markets. The new Uppsala model 

places greater emphasis on the role of business networks, arguing that firms will struggle to secure the 

opportunities and resources required for internationalization unless they enter relevant business 

networks (Johanson & Vahlne, 2015: 36-39). Markets are viewed as networks of relationships, and 
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firms can only successfully internationalise by becoming insiders within these networks (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2015: 57-59). Consequently, internal resource capabilities, incremental experiential learning, 

and the synergistic effects of external network relationships collectively constitute the critical factors 

of the traditional internationalization process (Peng et al., 2008: 934-936). 

Another perspective holds that internationalization involves both incremental and discontinuous 

processes. Companies may continue along their existing incremental path, or they may break from 

past patterns by entering multiple international markets within a short period (Santangelo & Meyer, 

2017: 1129-1130). Against the background of  accelerating digitalization and global networking, 

many companies are exhibiting characteristics of accelerated internationalization or being born global. 

Born Global does not rely on the firm’s incremental experience, but rather on the entrepreneur’s 

personal experience, relational networks and individual capabilities (Rialp, Rialp & Knight, 

2005:158-161). 

On the background of highly advanced information and communication technologies, born-global 

characteristics are becoming increasingly prevalent among SMEs (Rosyidah et al., 2023: 490) . For 

small and medium-sized cross-border e-commerce enterprises, their internationalization process is 

closely linked to the digital ecosystem. Digital platforms have lowered barriers to entry into 

international markets, yet enterprises still require local resources to understand local markets, cultures 

and their networks of relationships. Furthermore, digital media provide SMEs with effective channels 

for reaching customers, enabling enterprises to establish international connections at a lower cost and 

enhance brand awareness (Rosyidah, Sudarmiatin & Sumarsono, 2023: 493). Westerlund (2020: 

54-44) found that online SMEs focused on internationalization place greater emphasis on digital 

capabilities than firms focused on domestic markets. Information and technology capabilities assist 

SMEs in managing customer relationships and planning business processes, such as CRM and ERP 

(Westerlund, 2020: 52-53). 

Digital platforms have not entirely eliminated the newcomer’s disadvantage,  enterprises still need to 

access and combine resources through digital networks to adapt to the culture and regulations of local 
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markets. Traditional internationalization theories struggle to fully explain the behaviour of small and 

medium-sized cross-border e-commerce enterprises that are highly reliant on digital platforms. To 

better explain the development process of this emerging group, this study further examines 

internationalization patterns and discusses how firms behave differently in digital environments. 

 

2.4 Conceptualization of Internationalization Patterns 

An internationalization pattern refers to a firm’s behavioral pattern at a specific point in time, referring 

to the behaviors firms exhibit during the internationalization process (Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 

449-450). Internationalization patterns demonstrate distinct characteristics across three dimensions: 

time, scale, and scope. 

 

2.4.1 Time Dimension 

The time dimension, also referred to as precocity, refers to the period between a firm’s establishment 

and its initial internationalization(Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 453). Hilmersson et al. (2017: 40) point 

out that time and speed are two distinct concepts. Time refers to the point at which internationalization 

begins, particularly the period between a firm’s establishment and its first international market entry. 

Speed refers to how frequently and rapidly a firm expands into international markets. 

Hilmersson et al. (2017:37) surveyed 203 Swedish SMEs and found that those which began 

internationalization early and progressed rapidly showed stronger learning capabilities. Such 

enterprises entered international markets shortly after their establishment, enabling them to establish 

practices directly within the international environment and achieve expansion at a faster pace. In this 

paper, the time dimension should not be analysed separately. As Hilmersson et al. (2017:40) 

emphasise, time and speed cannot be treated as the same definition. The time dimension must be 

analysed in conjunction with the Scale and Scope dimensions to fully understand a firm’s 

internationalization pattern. 
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2.4.2 Degree of Internationalization (DOI): Scale and Scope Dimension 

The DOI consists of two dimensions: Scale and Scope, and is used to measure the extent of a firm’s 

internationalization over time (Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 453). A higher DOI value indicates a deeper 

level of internationalization, while a lower value indicates a decline in internationalization. Scale 

refers to the depth or intensity of international operations and can be measured by the ratio of foreign 

sales to total sales (FSTS). Scope refers to the breadth of international market coverage and can be 

measured by the number of countries or regions entered, as well as market concentration or market 

dispersion (Kuivalainen et al., 2012:453). 

Sullivan (1994:338) argues that a single indicator is insufficient for measuring a company’s degree of 

internationalization. Besides the FSTS, researchers should also consider the proportion of overseas 

assets relative to total assets, the proportion of overseas subsidiaries, the international experience of 

senior management, and the geographical distribution of overseas subsidiaries. These indicators can 

reduce measurement error and provide a more comprehensive measure of the degree of 

internationalization. 

Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 455) summarized three pathways of change for the DOI: internationalization 

paths, de-internationalization paths, and mixed paths. Internationalization paths indicate simultaneous 

increases in both scale and scope. De-internationalization paths indicate a simultaneous decrease in 

both scale and scope. Mixed paths indicate an increase in one dimension while the other decreases. 

In the model proposed by Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 456), a high or low DOI does not necessarily 

indicate a specific internationalization pattern. DOI reflects the proportion and scope of 

internationalization activities, it does not indicate the type or pace of internationalization. For 

instance, born global merely signifies a short time dimension of entry into overseas markets, but it 

does not reveal the level of scale or scope, nor does it indicate the speed of the process. Besides, 

multinational corporations may exhibit shifts in patterns, such as acceleration, expansion, or even 
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withdrawal (Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 456). In Uppsala’s traditional incremental theory, 

internationalization involves a gradual increase in DOI over time. According to Kuivalainen et al. 

(2012), internationalization behavior follows patterns of entry, withdrawal, re-entry, or even complete 

exit over time, and DOI may exhibit the diverse trajectories. 

 

2.4.3 Explanation of Internationalization Pattern Figure 

In the illustrative figure provided by Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 456) (as shown in Figure 1), the time 

dimension is divided into early and late stages, representing companies that were internationalized 

from the outset and companies that first developed domestically before expanding overseas. Different 

patterns exhibit both high and low DOI, indicating variations in the scope of internationalization and 

the proportion of international business within different patterns. The DOI dimension is subdivided 

into scope and scale. Metrics for scope include the number of regions or countries, as well as 

geographical distance. Metrics for scale include foreign sales to total sales (FSTS) and entry mode (as 

shown in Figure 1). 

In the original model diagram by Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 456), in addition to internationalization 

patterns, they also discussed the antecedents and consequences of internationalization. This study 

focuses on pattern identity, antecedents and consequences are not part of the research questions. 

Therefore, the antecedents and consequences of internationalization patterns are not included in the 

theoretical framework. For the research subjects in this study, the internationalization of cross-border 

e-commerce mainly refers to market entry and market expansion, rather than the establishment of 

physical entities in host countries. Cross-border e-commerce is essentially a form of overseas export 

conducted through digital platforms, and should mainly be understood as a trade-based form of 

internationalization. As a result, entry mode in this study is defined as the specific types of 

cross-border e-commerce channels chosen by firms, such as platform-based selling and independent 

websites, rather than traditional entry modes such as joint ventures, wholly owned subsidiaries, or 

mergers and acquisitions. 
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Figure 1. Example of Internationalization Pattern and Pathway (Kuivalainen et al., 2012:456) 
 
 

2.5 Classic Internationalization Patterns 

Figure 1 from Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 456) presents several classic internationalization patterns. 

These are BG (Born Global), rapid and slow incremental, born regional, born again global and late 

regional. The concepts are explained in detail below. 

 

2.5.1 Incremental Internationalization 

Incremental internationalization is one of the foundational concepts in the field of international 

business, which is mainly based on the classic Uppsala model proposed by Johanson and Vahlne 

(1977: 1). This theory posits that because of the liability of outsidership and psychic distance, 

enterprises face high levels of uncertainty during cross-border expansion. Therefore, the 

internationalization of enterprises often exhibits a path-dependent process based on learning-by-doing, 

gradually increasing resource commitment through continuous experience accumulation in the target 

market. With changes in the global business environment, later empirical studies further distinguished 

between slow and rapid forms of incremental internationalization (Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 456). 
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2.5.2 Born Global and Born Digital 

The concept of  Born Global was first proposed by Rennie (1993:1) and systematically defined by 

Knight and Cavusgil (1996:11) as young, technology intensive companies whose overseas sales 

account for at least one-quarter of their total annual revenue within a very short period after their 

inception. Unlike the traditional Uppsala model, which advocates that enterprises should establish 

themselves in the domestic market before expanding slowly, born global firms commit their resources 

and capabilities to international markets from their inception or within a very short timeframe, with 

overseas revenue accounting for a significant proportion. Such enterprises typically possess a high 

degree of innovation orientation and entrepreneurial spirit, often relying on unique technologies and 

business models in niche markets to seek resources and customers globally. 

 

Monaghan, Tippmann, and Coviello (2020:14-20) introduced the concept of Born Digital. Unlike the 

Born Global concept,  which emphasizes the speed and scope of internationalization, Born Digital 

focuses on how digital technologies themselves change firms internationalize, viewing digital 

technology as a core driver of firm development. Monaghan, Tippmann, and Coviello (2020:14-20) 

argue that born digital firms interact directly with customers through platforms, reducing the need for 

buyers and sellers to establish long-term and offline relationships. The platform evaluation systems 

and online reputation systems have to some extent replaced the trust relationships that traditionally 

required long periods of accumulation during internationalization. 

 

Vadana et al. (2021:12-19) assert that born digital enterprises acquire resources, including research 

and development, production, marketing, and delivery, through a highly digitized value chain from 

their inception. Born digital firms rely less on traditional interpersonal networks and more on digitally 

mediated platform relationships. Instead, they use network effects to expand internationally, meaning 

that the more users there are, the greater the opportunities for firms to create value (Vadana et al., 

2021:17-19). 
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2.5.3 Born Regional 

The concept of Born Regional was primarily proposed by Rugman and Verbeke (2004:1046). Through 

their research on a large number of startups, they found that the actual business operations of most 

so-called global companies are highly concentrated in specific geographic regions, rather than being 

truly evenly distributed across the globe. In contrast to the borderless expansion emphasized by the 

Born Global concept, Born Regional enterprises exhibit a distinct regional focus during their initial 

stages. Due to the liability of foreignness inherent in cross-border operations, enterprises tend to 

expand first within trade blocs that are culturally, legally, and geographically proximate in order to 

reduce coordination costs and risks. Although these types of enterprises exhibit the characteristic of 

rapid internationalization, their expansion path is born regional,  meaning they achieve economies of 

scale within a specific regional economy but are unable to achieve economies of scale globally. 

 

2.5.4 Born-again Global 

Bell et al. (2001:179-180) found that firms which had traditionally operated in the domestic market 

for an extended period, rapidly shifted from a domestic focus to rapid internationalization driven by 

certain critical events, such as changes in ownership or resource restructuring. This phenomenon is 

termed born-again global. The development of born-again global firms differs from both the 

incremental Uppsala model and the Born Global model. Instead, through changes in ownership or 

management, they undertake cross-regional or global expansion, thus changing the firm’s 

internationalization direction (Bell et al., 2001:179-180). 

 

2.5.5 Late Regional 

Rugman and Verbeke (2008:409) found in their research that the operations of most multinational 

enterprises in the service sector eventually return to the region where their headquarters are located. 

Due to the inter regional liability of foreignness, many service enterprises re-concentrate on their 

home region after attempting to expand (Rugman & Verbeke, 2008:402). Late Regional enterprises do 
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not pursue rapid expansion from the early stage, instead, they follow a more traditional expansion 

logic. Only after establishing a strong market position and resource base in their home market do they 

begin to expand into neighboring regional markets that share cultural or geographic proximity. The 

strategic focus of such enterprises remains home region oriented for an extended period, with their 

expansion targets confined within the region of their headquarters (Rugman & Verbeke, 2004:7-8; 

Rugman & Verbeke, 2008:405). 

 

2.6 The Perspective of Institutional Theory on Internationalization 

Cheng and Yu (2008: 341) found that SMEs respond to institutional pressures from their home 

country by actively promoting internationalization. The more institutional pressure SME CEOs 

perceive, the more likely they are to enter overseas markets at an early stage. Based on DiMaggio and 

Powell's (1983: 150-152) institutional isomorphism theory, Cheng and Yu (2008: 336) categorize the 

institutional pressures faced by SMEs into three types: coercive pressure, mimetic pressure, and 

normative pressure. Coercive pressure refers to the pressure from governments, laws, and regulators. 

Mimetic pressure comes from successful peers in the industry. Normative pressure stems from 

industry norms, as well as the values and behavioral standards within managers' social networks, 

which influence how firms believe they should operate. All these pressures can influence a firm's 

decision to expand overseas. 

Fan et al. (2025: 1) evaluated the impact of China's cross-border e-commerce reform (CBER) on the 

internationalization of enterprises. CBER refers to China establishing pilot zones for cross-border 

e-commerce reforms, which reduce the internationalization costs through institutional innovations in 

customs, taxation, payments, and logistics. The study found that these institutional innovations have a 

significant positive impact on non-state-owned enterprises and traditional businesses. However, they 

have a significant negative impact on state-owned enterprises and the high-tech industry (Fan et al., 

2025: 341-342). The authors argue that CBER supports the relevance of institutional theory in the 

digital economy, indicating that institutional reforms in the digital economy still influence corporate 
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behavior through institutional costs (Fan et al., 2025: 345). Institutional reforms reduced customs, 

taxation, and payment frictions for SMEs, making it easier for them to expand their business globally. 

 

2.7 Conceptual Model 

 
Figure 2. Conceptual model 
Note. Created by the author. 
 
To address the research question, this study developed a  two-dimensional conceptual model with the 

timing of international expansion and the degree of internationalization (as shown in Figure 2). The 

horizontal axis of this model focuses on the time dimension, aiming to measure the time span from a 

firm’s initial establishment to its substantive entry into foreign markets. Firms that expand 

internationally at an early stage often show a global orientation from an early stage, whereas those 

that expand later tend to accumulate resources before expanding abroad.  

 

The vertical axis of the model examines the degree of internationalization, comprehensively 

considering the breadth and depth of a firm’s overseas expansion. A low level is characterized by a 

focus on a single overseas region and relatively small revenue scale, while a high level is reflected in 

a broad presence across multiple countries and a high proportion of overseas sales.  
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This study identifies four typical internationalization patterns during their internationalization process. 

First, located in the lower-right quadrant of the model are traditional enterprises, whose core 

characteristics are a late start and low level of internationalization. These enterprises follow a 

traditional incremental expansion logic or late regionalization, typically choosing to establish a 

dominant position in their domestic market first. Once sufficient capital has been accumulated, they 

adopt risk-averse strategies, and gradually expand into overseas markets that are close in terms of both 

psychological and geographical distance. 

 

Regional start-ups in the lower-left quadrant are characterized by an early start but a low degree of 

internationalization. The enterprises follow characteristics of born regional or rapid incremental 

internationalization. Although they possess a motivation to go global at the early stage, their strategies 

are often limited to specific overseas regions due to constraints on resources and operational 

capabilities. 

 

The transformational multinational enterprises in the upper-right quadrant of the model, it exhibit 

a unique development path characterized by a late start but high degree of internationalization. These 

enterprises have typically been run in their domestic markets for many years, and originally lacked the 

motivation for internationalization. Due to major strategic changes, they have triggered a fast 

expansion into global markets, and this process is often described as born-again global. 

 

Finally, radical start-ups are located in the upper-left quadrant. The companies depart from 

traditional internationalization timelines, exhibiting a radical character marked by an early start and a 

high degree of globalization. The most representative examples are born global enterprises and born 

digital companies. They have a global orientation from the startup stage, and are not constrained by a 

single domestic market. They are able to directly utilise globally dispersed resources and digital 

platform networks to globally expand. 
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It is worth noting that a company’s internationalization pattern is not static, but exhibits dynamic 

shifts over time. As indicated by the circular arrows at the bottom of the model, companies 

continuously adjust their strategies in response to changes in internal resources and external markets. 

In its early stages, a cross-border e-commerce company may be constrained by limited capital and 

distribution channels, resulting in a regional startup model focused on a single overseas market. Once 

digital platforms provide opportunities for rapid growth, the company may quickly shift toward a 

radical start-up pattern. If the company encounters severe trade friction or geopolitical risks during 

overseas expansion, it may be forced to scale back its overseas activities, leading to a contraction in 

the scale or scope of internationalization. 
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3.​ Methodology  

3.1 Research Strategy 

A research strategy refers to the overall approach adopted in a study, while the research design should 

align with both the research purpose and the theoretical framework (Bell, Harley & Bryman, 2019: 

17-18). The purpose of this study was to explore the internationalization patterns of Chinese 

niche-oriented cross-border e-commerce companies (CCBECs). Therefore, a qualitative research 

strategy was adopted. Qualitative research focuses on understanding participants’ experiences and 

perspectives through methods such as interviews, observations, and text analysis and does not aim to 

produce highly generalizable conclusions (Bell, Harley & Bryman, 2019: 35-37). 

The choice of this strategy is grounded in interpretivism and constructionism (Bell, Harley & Bryman, 

2019: 25-30). These two provide a suitable epistemological foundation for observing the corporate 

internationalization process. SMEs’ internationalization processes are dynamic and difficult to capture 

through static statistical data. Direct engagement with participants helps researchers better understand 

the reasoning behind their decisions. 

This study adopted a mixed reasoning strategy. Hyde (2000: 82-83) stated that deductive reasoning 

usually starts from a general theory, and then links the theory to empirical evidence. Deductive 

procedures are actually common in qualitative research, while data collection may be exploratory, the 

analysis stage often returns to theoretical propositions to test or modify them deductively (Hyde, 

2000: 84). Based on theory from Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 456), the researchers derived a 

four-quadrant theoretical framework. Empirical data were then used to test and enrich the initial 

model. The empirical findings helped the researchers develop the final theoretical framework. 

In terms of the specific implementation path, this paper was inspired by inductive reasoning and does 

not present rigid theoretical hypotheses (Hayes, Heit & Swendsen, 2010: 278). The researchers used 

the preliminary theoretical framework to establish the core questions for semi-structured interviews to 
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obtain primary data. Identifying recurring themes and patterns from the raw data in a bottom-up 

manner reflects an inductive process. 

Because the empirical cases of CCBECs revealed characteristics that were not fully explained by the 

original framework, this study was inspired by abductive reasoning. After identifying preliminary 

patterns, this study further adopted abductive reasoning. This is because abductive reasoning is 

particularly suitable for proposing the best explanatory hypotheses in complex situations and laying 

the foundation for subsequent research (Mirza et al., 2014: 1987). We continuously compared 

empirical data with theories to find the best theoretical explanation for the companies' overseas 

expansion behaviors, eventually building up the internationalization pattern of CCBECs step by step 

and updating the theoretical model. While writing the analysis chapter, the researchers found that 

several interviewees mentioned the role of Chinese policies. The researchers returned to the theory 

chapter to add institution-related theories, which also reflected the abductive process. 

As discussed by Bell, Harley & Bryman (2019: 24), deduction, induction, and abduction are often 

used alternately in actual research, rather than following a single path. This paper took the theoretical 

framework as a starting point, identified four internationalization patterns through the induction 

analysis of case data, and used a deductive approach to test and enrich the model. Finally, the Analysis 

chapter used abductive reasoning to introduce unexpected findings, such as the impact of Chinese 

policies, to update the theoretical model. 

 

3.2 Research Design 

3.2.1 Case Study 

Case studies help researchers understand phenomena in real-world contexts, particularly when the 

relationship between the phenomena and the context is unclear (Yin, 2009: 4-6). This study was 

inspired by multiple-case analysis, which offers greater external validity than single-case analysis, as 
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multiple cases allow researchers to compare findings across cases (Yin, 2009: 60-62). This study 

comprised six cases, with the unit of analysis being the firm level. Each CCBEC was treated as an 

independent case. The study focused on analyzing events related to internationalization patterns, 

including the timing of the first internationalization, the sequence of entry into overseas markets, the 

pace of expansion, and market scope. Based on the case framework established in advance for this 

study, the researchers provided an in-depth description of the interviewees’ internationalization 

processes, which aligned with Yin’s (2009: 9-10) definition of a descriptive case study. Descriptive 

case studies do not primarily focus on causal relationships or hypothesis testing, making them suitable 

for this study’s objectives of exploring and identifying phenomena. 

 

3.2.2 Case Story 

As shown in Chapter 4, each case was presented as an individual story once the interview data had 

been collected. Yin (2009: 263-267) argues that case reports require a clear narrative structure, and 

reports with flair can make it easier for readers to follow the content. Presenting cases as stories is a 

common approach among researchers, Gabriel (2019: 403-404) suggests that both case studies and 

stories are narrative forms, both possessing a beginning, development, and conclusion. Since the 

research theme is the internationalization of CCBECs, involving aspects such as entry timing, mode, 

scope, and path, these cases were presented as stories. Converting interview data into stories helped 

readers connect scattered events into a coherent narrative, providing a better presentation of the 

researcher's interview data. Rather than being dismantled into fragmented variable codes or thematic 

snippets, this approach preserved the internationalization pattern and overall development context of 

niche CCBECs. In addition, the case stories and interview transcripts were used in this paper with the 

confirmation and consent of all interviewees. 
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3.2.3 Semi-structured Interview 

This study used semi-structured interviews to collect empirical data. Semi-structured interviews were 

chosen because they allowed flexibility in exploring interviewees’ experiences while maintaining 

consistency across cases. An interview guide was established first, and the interviewer flexibly 

adjusted the order and questions based on the interviewee's responses (Bell, Harley & Bryman, 

2019:212-213). Since the research objective was to understand the decision-making processes and 

business logic during the enterprise internationalization process, it is difficult to obtain detailed 

information for these issues through closed-ended questionnaires. Semi-structured interviews allowed 

researchers to understand the interviewees' experiences and perspectives, encouraging discussion 

around key topics while leaving room for interviewees to express their personal insights 

(Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021:1361).  

The interview guide for the semi-structured interviews consisted of open-ended questions and 

exploratory probes. Open-ended questions were the questions developed from the theoretical chapter, 

providing a general direction for the interview and guiding interviewees to recount their experiences 

(Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021:1362). Exploratory probes were utilized by the researchers to 

explore the details and background of specific issues based on the actual conversation 

(Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021:1362). The combination of the two ensured that the interview did 

not deviate from the research topic while also identifying additional insights. 

 

3.2.4 Linking Theory and Interview Design 

This paper operationalized the theoretical framework (as shown in Figure 3). In this study, the theory 

was used to design interview questions and to help with the analysis of results. Figure 3 illustrates that 

the theoretical section covered three main concepts: internationalization patterns, international 

entrepreneurship, and SMEs, as well as the observable dimensions of these concepts. In the 

interviews, SMEs theory determined the sample selection criteria, while international 

entrepreneurship theory guided the design of questions related to opportunity recognition, risk-taking, 

27 



proactivity, and innovation. The theory of internationalization patterns guided the analysis of entry 

timing, methods, scope, and pathways. 

Concepts Dimensions Coding 
Categories 

Questions References 

Internationalizati
on Pattern 

Time Timing of 
internationalizati
on; early vs late 
internationalizati
on; triggering 
events 

When did the 
company begin 
expanding into 
overseas 
markets? 
What was the key 
turning point in 
its 
internationalizati
on? 
 

Kuivalainen et al. 
(2012) 

Scale (DOI) 
Foreign sales to 
total sales (FSTS) 

What percentage 
of the company’s 
total revenue do 
overseas sales 
currently account 
for? How has this 
percentage 
changed? 

Scope (DOI) 
Geographic 
scope; regional 
focus; market 
diversification 

In which 
countries or 
regions does the 
company 
currently 
operate?  

DOI path Internationalizati
on path; 
de-internationaliz
ation; mixed path 

Are there plans to 
expand into or 
withdraw from 
overseas 
markets? Why? 

International 

Entrepreneurship 

Innovative 
Innovation 
strategy; product 
differentiation 

What are the key 
innovations or 
differentiators for 
companies 
entering 
international 
markets? 

McDougall & 

Oviatt (2000) 
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Proactive 
Opportunity 
recognition; 
proactive market 
search 

How do 
companies 
identify 
opportunities in 
overseas 
markets? 

Risk-taking 
Risk perception; 
strategic 
decision-making 

What risks do 
companies face 
during the 
process of 
internationalizati
on? How should 
they make 
decisions? 

SMEs Firm size Firm size How many 
employees does 
the company 
have? 

Chen & 

Hambrick (1995) 

Resource 
constraints 

Resource 
constraints; 
capability 
development 

What resources 
are primarily 
relied upon for 
internationalizati
on? 

Organizational 
flexibility 

Decision 
structure; 
managerial 
influence 

Who typically 
leads the 
decision-making 
process for 
internationalizati
on? 

Table 1. Operationalization of theory 
Note. Created by the author. 
 

3.2.5 Interview Guide 

The full set of interview questions is attached as Appendix A. 

 

3.3 Sampling and Case Selection 

The research subjects of this study were set as small niche CCBECs. To ensure that the selected cases 

can provide rich and detailed information regarding the internationalization of SME, this study first 
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adopted a purposive sampling strategy (Patton, 2015:1). Enterprises included in this study must meet 

the following criteria. 

First is the firm size. This paper adopted the European Commission's (European Commission, 2003) 

definition of SMEs. According to this standard, a small enterprise is defined as an enterprise with 

fewer than 50 employees, and a micro enterprise as one with fewer than 10 employees. Based on this 

study's focus on small niche cross-border e-commerce, the inclusion criterion for purposive sampling 

is strictly limited to enterprises with no more than 50 employees. 

Second is the business model. The primary revenue of the interviewed enterprises must come from 

cross-border B2C or B2B2C e-commerce. The enterprises need to sell products and services directly 

to overseas end consumers through independent websites or third-party international e-commerce 

platforms (such as Amazon, Alibaba). 

Lastly is market positioning. The interviewed enterprises focus on specific small niche markets. 

Current research on this market segment is limited, making it of high research value. 

During the sampling process, the researchers first screened and contacted the initial 5 enterprises that 

fully met the above criteria through recruitment platforms like LinkedIn or personal networks. 

However, considering that small niche enterprises were often inactive in public business directories, 

provided limited public information, and they were cautious about sharing business information. This 

study supplemented purposive sampling with snowball sampling. After completing interviews with 

the initial enterprises and establishing sufficient trust, the researchers requested the interviewees to 

utilize their networks to recommend other potential interviewees who met the screening criteria (Bell, 

Harley & Bryman, 2019:395). Interviewee F was part of Interviewee B’s social network. This 

sampling method, based on trust-based referrals, helped reduce access barriers in qualitative research 

targeting small enterprises (Saunders et al., 2019:242-245). The entire sampling process continued 

until theoretical saturation was reached (Glaser & Strauss, 1967:61-63), that is, when new interviews 

no longer generated new themes or provided new insights into the existing conceptual framework. 

After the fifth and sixth interviews, no substantially new internationalization patterns emerged. 
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3.3.1 Case Information 

Based on the above criteria, six companies were ultimately selected as case studies. Basic information 

was shown in Table 2.  

Case A specializes in the cross-border export of solar controllers. As a B2B2C company targeting 

niche markets in Southeast Asia and Russia through Amazon and its own website, it meets the three 

criteria established for this study and represents a technology-driven, small-scale niche cross-border 

e-commerce business.  

Case B focuses on the U.S. market, selling remote controls and electronic accessories, relying on 

channels such as Alibaba and its own website. It is a micro cross-border e-commerce enterprise 

engaged in a mix of B2B and B2C sales, and exhibits the characteristics of a brand-oriented small 

niche cross-border e-commerce business.  

Case C is a semiconductor laser company. It serves both animal and human markets. In the human 

sector, it focuses on physical therapy, while in the animal sector, it offers surgical laser cutting and 

coagulation in addition to physical therapy. Overseas sales and promotion rely on distributors, while 

some end customers also inquire about prices and make purchases directly. The company has 

distributors in Ukraine, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Malaysia, South Korea, and the 

Philippines. The company shows the characteristics of a technology-oriented small niche cross-border 

e-commerce business. 

 

Case D is a brand specializing in traditional Chinese handicrafts, dedicated to transforming traditional 

craftsmanship into experiential products and expressions of Eastern aesthetics. They utilize content 

marketing and user community accumulation on overseas social media platforms, such as YouTube 

and Instagram. The company conducts B2C sales across multiple international markets, including 
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North America, Europe, Australia, and Southeast Asia. The brand shows small niche characteristics in 

three dimensions: culturally differentiated products, a small company scale, exhibiting the typical 

features of a born-digital enterprise. 

Case E is a third-party payment company specializing in cross-border RMB settlement services for 

cross-border e-commerce sellers. Unlike the other cases, which mainly focus on product sales, Case E 

operates as a B2B fintech service provider. It met the sampling criteria in terms of company size, 

reliance on digital platforms, and niche market positioning in the payment sector. This case adds a 

financial service perspective to the study of China’s cross-border e-commerce. 

Case F specializes in health product export, serving specific health needs such as joint pain and sore 

throats. It combines platform e-commerce with independent websites, using social media advertising 

as its core customer acquisition strategy. The company conducts B2C sales in markets such as the 

United States, Indonesia, and Southeast Asia. The company exhibits small-niche characteristics such 

as external medical devices and health supplements product categories, advertising-driven marketing 

models. It shows strong digital marketing characteristics. 

 Industry Number of 
employees  

Time to 
internationalization 
(years)  

Number of foreign 
markets 

Case A Solar Controller 44 6 years 6 

Case B Electronic 
components  

5-6 Immediate 1 

Case C Semiconductor laser 20 2 years 7 

Case D Chinese handicrafts 5 3 years 6 

Case E Cross-border payment 
services  

48 3+ years  6 

Case F Health products 47 5 years 7 

Table 2. Overview of the Case Companies 
Note. Created by the author. 
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3.3.2 Case Collection Method 

Following the semi-structured interview guide, the interviews primarily utilized open-ended and 

probing questions commonly used in semi-structured interviews. The interviews were conducted 

online, lasting between 25 and 45 minutes each, and took place between April 10 and April 29, 2026. 

All sessions were fully recorded using audio recording software. The interviews were conducted in 

Chinese, and the recordings were first transcribed into Chinese verbatim transcripts before being 

translated into English by one researcher. Key paragraphs were then back-translated and 

cross-checked by another researcher. The translated versions were then sent to the interviewees for 

verification, and all interviewees approved the content. All interviewees were company founders or 

managers. To ensure confidentiality, personal and company names have been anonymized, and were 

referred to as Cases A-F and Interviewees A-F throughout the paper. 

 

3.3.3 Fact Checking 

After the interviews, the researchers reviewed publicly available information about the six case 

companies. The researchers visited the companies’ official websites, LinkedIn pages, and stores on 

major e-commerce platforms to verify the product categories, target markets, and brand names 

mentioned by the interviewees. Although this information did not provide detailed operational data 

such as sales revenue and market share, it helped confirm that the selected firms met the sampling 

criteria. Interview transcripts and case drafts were later sent to the interviewees for review and 

correction when necessary. 

Since the research subjects are all SMEs, internal sales reports and third-party market evaluation 

reports were unavailable. A potential limitation of this research is that some data relies on the 

self-reported accounts of the interviewees. Details such as the proportion of overseas revenue and 

specific timelines for market entry could not be fully triangulated through multiple data sources. 
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3.4 Data Analysis  

Returning to the research purpose which was to identify the internationalization patterns of the 

interviewed companies. Bell, Harley, and Bryman (2019: 519) noted that thematic analysis can be 

used to analyze qualitative data. Thematic analysis involves identifying and analyzing recurring 

themes within the data for analysis or comparison, helping researchers address their research 

questions (Bell, Harley & Bryman, 2019: 519). 

Because the internationalization pattern framework proposed by Kuivalainen et al. (2012: 456) 

included three analytical dimensions, the researchers categorized the interview data according to these 

dimensions after the interviews. This was done to identify regular internationalization behaviors 

regarding market entry time, expansion scale, and market scope. This step reflects a deductive path 

from theory to data. 

Secondly, inductive logic allowed unexpected themes to emerge from the data. The researchers were 

not limited to existing dimensions but remained open to the interview content, and identified recurring 

themes in a bottom-up manner. Although the impact of Chinese policies was not a dimension in the 

initial framework, the issue was repeatedly mentioned by interviewees and was therefore identified as 

an important analytical theme. Subsequently, the researchers returned to the theory chapter and 

incorporated institutional theories into Chapter 2. 

In addition, abductive logic involved moving back and forth between theory and empirical data in 

order to find the best explanation for the findings. When empirical data that could not be fully 

explained by the original framework, the researchers revisited the literature to introduce 

supplementary perspectives such as institutional theory to explain specific patterns. This process 

reflects the comparison and modification between empirical data and theoretical concepts. Finally, 

based on the results and analysis contents, the researchers updated the original theoretical framework, 

making it more suitable for explaining the research question. 
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3.5 Research Quality 

Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research places greater emphasis on the contextual 

background of specific events and the setting of the interviews (Bell, Harley & Bryman, 2019: 362). 

Researchers cannot explain issues abstractly by detaching them from their background. Instead, they 

must integrate factors such as specific policies and the interviewees themselves to more accurately 

reveal their internal perspectives. This paper was inspired by the four quality evaluation criteria for 

establishing the trustworthiness of qualitative research proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985: 

881-882): credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

 

To enhance credibility, after the interview transcripts were completed, the researchers asked the 

interviewees to verify the accuracy of the researcher's interpretation, and all participants confirmed it 

without any issues. At the same time, secondary data was used to deepen the description of China's 

e-commerce environment. Explanations of the policy environment, platform information, and 

enterprise characteristics were used to support transferability, utilizing detailed descriptions of 

background information to improve the applicability of the results. In its analysis, this paper 

referenced official documents released by the People's Bank of China, China Customs, and the 

Ministry of Finance of China. 

To improve dependability, the researchers used audio recordings and text transcriptions to document 

the interview process. After finishing the case stories and analysis, these documents were sent back to 

the interviewees for confirmation. To maintain confirmability and ensure that the research results 

were not influenced by the researcher’s personal assumptions, the researchers reflected on the impact 

of their own roles and remained objective and neutral during the interview process. 

Additionally, this study was inspired by the four quality criteria for case studies defined by Yin (2009: 

40-45): construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability. To ensure construct 

validity, the researchers collected primary interview data and conducted fact-checking using company 
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websites and LinkedIn pages. This secondary confirmation of basic company information ensured that 

the interviewees met the sample selection requirements. The interviewees were invited to review the 

draft report to confirm back to researchers.   

Internal validity means that the researchers need to ensure the causal explanations are credible. 

Rather than mechanically fitting the cases into the theoretical framework, the researchers interpreted 

patterns that could not be fully explained by the original framework by analyzing the timing, scale, 

and scope of market entry and by introducing supplementary perspectives such as institutional theory. 

The researchers continuously observed whether the data was consistent with theoretically predicted 

patterns (Yin, 2009: 41-43). 

External validity refers to the generalizability and transferability of the research results. This paper 

includes six cases, strictly following the sample selection requirements. These six cases come from 

different industries and provide thick descriptions of background information, such as firm scale, 

niche product categories, channel combinations, and target countries. Readers can compare detailed 

case information of cases with other practical situations. The researchers continuously compared 

theories with cases, ultimately updating the four internationalization patterns and refining their 

boundaries. During this analytical process, this paper refined the original classification of Traditional 

Enterprises into Traditional Manufacturing Enterprises, and updated the Transformational 

Multinational Enterprise to the Late Radical Enterprise. Finally, to increase reliability, the researchers 

retained the interview records and stored them separately from the final report (Yin, 2009: 43-45). 

 

3.6 Ethical Issues 

This study aimed to avoid unnecessary intrusion into privacy and to prevent any harm to the 

interviewees. Before the interviews, the researchers clearly explained the research background to the 

participants and did not provide misleading information or take any action without prior consent. The 

researchers also informed participants that the interviews would be recorded and explained how the 
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data would be processed. Informed consent was obtained to ensure that the interviewees fully 

understood the research topic, purpose, and interview format. 

The researchers remained cautious to avoid exerting pressure or causing harm to the interviewees. 

Participant identities and interview records were treated confidentially to reduce potential ethical risks 

(Adeoye‑Olatunde & Olenik, 2021: 1363). During the interview for Case E, after mentioning that the 

company had once faced regulatory penalties for certain actions, the interviewee stated that it was 

inconvenient to elaborate further and chose not to continue discussing the issue. The researchers 

respected the interviewee’s decision and avoided asking further questions and obscured the crucial 

information. The interview transcripts were sent to the participants for verification and were only 

included in the document after receiving their permission. 

 

3.7 Use of AI 

The researchers employed AI tools to a limited extent. The audio files from the semi-structured 

interviews were first processed by speech recognition tools to generate initial transcripts. The 

researchers subsequently verified and corrected these transcripts sentence by sentence against the 

original audio recordings. To improve readability, AI was utilized to remove filler words from the 

transcripts such as “hmm,” “um,” and “oh”. AI was also used to convert verbal expressions into 

coherent written language. And to ensure that the interviewees' original meanings remained unaltered, 

the researchers double-checked the transcripts and conducted member checking. 

AI was also employed to identify grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, and unidiomatic expressions. 

All revision suggestions were individually reviewed by the researchers, who made the final decision 

on whether to adopt them. To prevent information leakage, all text documents were processed 

exclusively on local devices and were not used for AI model training. 
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4.​ Case Narratives 

4.1 Case A 

Case A is a company focused on cross-border sales and exports of solar controllers, they have  44 

employees. The company operates through the Amazon platform and its own website, conducting 

B2B2C sales in overseas markets, it is a typical small manufacturing enterprise. Unlike companies 

that entered overseas markets earlier, Case A focused on the domestic market and owned original 

equipment manufacturing (OEM) experience after establishing a factory in 2002. The company did 

not begin cross-border expansion until 2015. According to the interview, intensified competition in 

domestic manufacturing and shrinking profit margins have prompted the company to seek overseas 

expansion. The company's initial target market was the United States. However, due to strict 

compliance requirements in the European market and heavy tax burdens in the U.S. market, the 

company decided not to compete directly in these highly regulated markets. Instead, it is gradually 

shifting its focus to markets such as Southeast Asia, Russia, and Africa, where entry is relatively 

easier. Currently, Case A mainly relies on its long-term manufacturing experience accumulated 

domestically over many years to serve overseas customers. Interviewee emphasized that they have a 

complete production, inspection, and transportation system, enabling companies to offer customized 

services to overseas customers, such as rapid product modifications and tailored logistics services. 

Unable to compete with large multinational companies in scale, efficient and flexible supply chain 

services have become its core strategy for attracting overseas customers. Regarding the external 

environment, Case A also experienced broader changes in the business environment. Respondents 

clearly pointed out that the strict tax compliance requirements introduced in recent years are "a signal 

from the state to combat internal excessive competition," which helps reduce unscrupulous 

enterprises. These policies help create a more regulated market environment and make foreign 

exchange settlement and tax rebate procedures more transparent. This enables companies to 

participate in international market competition long-term in a more standardized environment. 
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Dimension Factual Summary 

Firm Background 44 employees; Solar controller manufacturing 

(B2B2C) 

Timing After 13 years as a domestic OEM (2002-2015), 

the company resumed its foreign trade business. 

Geographic Scope The focus has gradually shifted from the United 

States to the emerging markets with relatively 

lower entry barriers, such as those in Southeast 

Asia, Russia, and Africa. 

Scale 20%. Domestic competition has intensified, and 

the business focus has gradually shifted steadily 

towards overseas markets. 

Core Strategy Relying on the physical factory system, we offer 

rapid model updates and customized logistics. 

Policy & Env. Strict tax compliance policies reduced the 

low-quality counterfeit products and protected 

the legitimate manufacturing plants. 

Table 3: Case A 
Note. Created by the author. 
 

4.2 Case B 

Case B is a small team with only five or six employees, which produce electronic products such as 

wireless mouse remote controls. From the beginning, Case B used Alibaba and its own website as sale 

channels. At that time, Case B aimed to develop rapidly and expand to multiple regions, they sold 

their products to Europe, Africa, and South America. After trying different markets, Case B found that 
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safety regulations and market demands varied significantly across countries. This small enterprise had 

limited financial and human resources. Because of this, Case B adjusted its strategy in 2019. The 

company decided to focus on specific markets and transferred over 90% of its business to the United 

States. At the same time, the company also began to build their own brand. The company believed 

that concentrating resources in one market was more sustainable than expanding across multiple 

markets. 

After narrowing the target markets, Case B began to focus fully on the American market. The 

company adjusted product design according to local consumer usage habits, such as increasing the 

spacing between the buttons on remote controls. The interviewee stated that although the company 

was selling online, 70% of electronic products in the United States were still purchased in physical 

stores. Therefore, Case B began to collaborate with social media influencers for marketing, while also 

cooperating with offline retail distributors. This helped them better reach American buyers. 

Dimension Factual Summary 

Firm Background 5-6 employees; consumer electronic accessories 

such as remote controls. 

Timing Immediate launch to sea: No domestic business 

at all. 

Geographic Scope It is confined to the single market of the United 

States (accounting for over 90%). 

Scale 100% overseas sales. 

Core Strategy Adjust product details; establish a hybrid 

channel combining online influencers and 

offline agents. 
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Policy & Env. The e-commerce tax and the formal refund 

channels have reduced malicious fraudulent 

transactions and protected the legitimate 

earnings of micro teams. 

Table 4: Case B 
Note. Created by the author. 
 
 

4.3 Case C 

In the medical device industry, a sector that inherently demands an extremely high threshold of trust, 

For a startup team of around 20 employees, entering multiple overseas markets within two years was 

highly unusual in the medical device industry. Case C achieved rapid international expansion at a very 

early stage. As a team specializing in the semiconductor laser field, they focused on a clearly defined 

niche market from the very beginning: providing professional laser physical therapy for humans, 

while simultaneously supplying the animal market with advanced equipment capable of physical 

therapy, surgical cutting, and coagulation. With its specialized products, Case C rapidly expanded into 

overseas markets only two years after its establishment. Instead of focusing on geographically or 

culturally close markets, the company quickly established local partners in Ukraine, the Netherlands, 

the UK, Malaysia, South Korea, and the Philippines. They were selling medical devices to customers 

across the world, which meant dealing with huge cultural differences.  

The interviewee said that during their most difficult initial stage, the company secured tens of millions 

in major investment through its shareholders' networks. This substantial funding provided sufficient 

capital for its cross-border attempts, and also helped them secure collaboration from top-tier 

laboratories at institutions like Tsinghua University and Fudan University. Because of abundant 

capital and partnerships with China's leading academic institutions, Case C increased credibility 

among overseas customers, strengthened their position when negotiating with overseas agents. Today, 

selling overseas has become so successful that it now makes up 80% of Case C's entire business. To 

sustain this extensive global business network, the team channels its core efforts into major 
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international medical device exhibitions, such as CMEF (China International Medical Equipment 

Fair). International exhibitions provide important opportunities to connect with overseas distributors 

and keep current partners. The interviewee said that the costs associated with frequent overseas 

exhibitions and preliminary research would normally be a massive burden for a small enterprise. 

However, the local government provided timely subsidies for attending overseas exhibitions. Also, the 

Commerce Bureau and the Sports Bureau offered joint projects. These helped reduce financial 

pressure in the early stages of expansion. 

Dimension Factual Summary 

Firm Background 20 employees; semiconductor laser equipment. 

Timing Set up and went to sea just two years after its 

establishment 

Geographic Scope Seven countries including Ukraine, the 

Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Japan, South 

Korea, etc. 

Scale 80% of the sales are from overseas. 

Core Strategy Relying on investment and academic support, 

establish a global distribution network through 

international exhibitions. 

Policy & Env. Receiving subsidies from local governments for 

overseas exhibitions and official cooperation 

projects has offset the early costs of 

cross-border trial and error. 

Table 4: Case C 
Note. Created by the author. 
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4.4 Case D 

Case D sells traditional Chinese velvet flowers to overseas consumers, meanwhile it only has five 

employees. As a brand dedicated to combining traditional craftsmanship with contemporary cultural 

products, they did not follow the traditional pattern of accumulating domestic experience before 

expanding overseas. This team focused on overseas markets from the beginning, directly launching 

cross-border B2C sales to overseas end consumers. In a short period of time, they rapidly extended 

their business footprint to approximately six countries and regions, including North America, Europe, 

Australia, and Southeast Asia. 

Unlike traditional export companies that invest heavily in offline agents and fly around the world to 

attend exhibitions, Case D has adopted a highly digital and asset-light expansion model. In this 

cross-border arena, they have built their customer acquisition engine on overseas social media 

platforms such as YouTube and Instagram. As the interviewee said, they "do not have heavy external 

dependencies." All transnational expansion relies not on offline resource exchanges, but exclusively 

on high-quality online content marketing and the in-depth operation of overseas user communities. 

By consistently delivering highly aesthetic craftsmanship videos through social media, this small team 

has reached overseas consumers directly, establishing a solid emotional connection and brand trust 

directly with overseas end consumers. This pattern proves an important point. Even a very small team 

can gain a firm foothold in the global cultural niche market, as long as they have a unique product 

style and precise digital marketing channels.Their direct interaction with overseas consumers endows 

them with responses quickly, enabling them to constantly listen to the feedback and flexibly adjust 

their products and marketing strategies. 
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Dimension Factual Summary 

Firm Background 5 employees; Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Traditional Handicrafts 

Timing It began operations on the very first day, 

targeting overseas consumers (B2C) 

Geographic Scope Reach out to approximately 6 countries 

including North America, Europe, Australia and 

Southeast Asia. 

Scale Extremely dependent on overseas terminal 

consumption markets. 

Core Strategy There are no traditional agents; all rely on 

content marketing on YouTube/Instagram and 

building trust in overseas communities. 

Policy & Env. Thanks to the global digital infrastructure, 

policy dependence is relatively low. 

Table 5: Case D 
Note. Created by the author. 
 

4.5 Case E 

Case E is a B2B financial service enterprise providing cross-border RMB settlement services for 

cross-border e-commerce sellers, with a team size of approximately 48 employees. As a financial 

payment service provider, the overseas expansion of financial payment involves strict compliance and 

regulatory requirements. Therefore, when deciding to expand overseas, Case E did not enter large 

Western markets directly. Instead, they very cautiously selected Hong Kong as their first stop. The 

interviewee frankly stated: "Hong Kong is a very internationalized place... where we can learn about 
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the laws used by many Western countries, as well as their financial management rules." Through 

long-term learning how to operate under international financial regulations in Hong Kong, a market 

where East meets West. The enterprise gradually explored and accumulated operational experience in 

handling complex international legal affairs and financial rules. After that, they slowly started 

expanding into other countries. Today, they sell in six different international markets. 

Looking at its development process, the main reason for the large-scale expansion of Case E's 

business stemmed from policy liberalization in its home country. The interviewee recalled: "In 2014, 

banks launched cross-border RMB settlement businesses, reopening this sector to third-party payment 

providers." It was precisely the acquisition of the first batch of domestic license qualifications that 

built the foundation for the legalization of their business. However, the one major challenge is how to 

generate trust among foreign clients. To solve this problem, Case E hired a professional team with 

deep experience in international banking. They also actively established deep connections with 

foreign commercial representatives in China and industry associations, reducing the concerns of 

overseas merchants. Currently, while actively expanding its business, Case E is also facing the direct 

impact of macro-environmental changes, such as geopolitical tensions. The interviewee mentioned 

that the geopolitical friction between Russia and the United States has created additional compliance 

risks, forcing many transactions involving Russian and American merchants to be temporarily 

suspended. In their daily operations, they must constantly manage a balance between business 

expansion and the strict control of legal risks. 

Dimension Factual Summary 

Firm Background 48 employees; Third-party cross-border RMB 

settlement services 

Timing After obtaining the qualifications in the home 

country, the internationalization test will be 

conducted in Hong Kong as the first step. 

45 



Geographic Scope Transiting through Hong Kong, it gradually 

expanded its presence in six overseas markets. 

Scale The scale of cross-border transaction 

settlements is huge, providing underlying 

payment services for a large number of small 

and medium-sized sellers. 

Core Strategy Recruit a legal team; form alliances with various 

Chinese chambers of commerce and official 

institutions abroad to overcome the barriers of 

overseas trust. 

Policy & Env. It has directly benefited from the 2014 policy of 

the central bank granting authority for 

cross-border payments; at the same time, it is 

highly subject to macro compliance risks such 

as geopolitical factors. 

Table 6: Case E 
Note. Created by the author. 
 
 

4.6 Case F 

Case F sells health products globally. Even though they have not owned factories, they mainly rely on 

digital marketing and online operations. Before selling overseas, this team spent years operating in the 

highly competitive Chinese e-commerce market. Thanks to that experience, they accumulated 

experience in making short videos and running social media ads. However, in the post-pandemic, the 

domestic medical device and health supplement sectors became increasingly competitive. The profit 

margins of the traffic acquisition model they originally relied on for survival were reduced. Guided 
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and inspired by industry networks, they decided to shift their market focus, directly replicating their 

traffic operation experience improved over years in the domestic market into overseas markets. Over 

the last five years of going global, they expanded into seven different countries, including the US, 

Indonesia, and other parts of Southeast Asia. To do this, they sell on e-commerce platforms while also 

running their own online store. 

Today, Case F's daily operations primarily rely on AI-assisted content generation, coupled with 

precise digital advertising, to efficiently acquire overseas customers. However, this expansion model 

still faced regulatory and customs-related challenges in overseas markets. The interviewee highlighted 

a period of regulatory red lights in the Indonesian market: local customs suddenly implemented 

stricter customs inspections and import regulations on imported goods. Even more unexpectedly, the 

local customs policies abruptly changed twice within a very short timeframe. Faced with such policy 

uncertainties, Case F responded by adjusting its market strategy. They did not want to completely 

walk away from the Indonesian market. Instead, they kept a close eye on customs for any sign of 

change. At the same time, Case F shifted part of their resources and operational focus to other 

Southeast Asian markets. This helped the company reduce the risks associated with becoming overly 

dependent on high-risk markets and maintain the stability of its overseas business operations. 

Dimension Factual Summary 

Firm Background 47 employees; Specific health supplements 

going overseas 

Timing After the domestic e-commerce market became 

saturated, companies began to shift their focus 

to international markets. 

Geographic Scope Covering seven markets including the United 

States, Indonesia and Southeast Asia. 
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Scale 90%. The stage of rapid expansion. 

Core Strategy Depend on data analysis, AI-generated content 

and digital marketing. 

Policy & Env. Vulnerable to changes in customs policies of 

overseas target countries, they rely on extremely 

strong operational flexibility to mitigate risks. 

Table 7: Case F 
Note. Created by the author. 
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5.​ Analysis 

Based on six case enterprises and existing internationalization theories, this paper classifies small 

niche Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies (CCBECs) into four types as subheadings for this 

section. Moreover, during the interviews, the researchers found that several interviewees mentioned 

the impact of Chinese policies on their overseas expansion actions. Chinese policies will also be 

discussed in this chapter. At the end, this chapter updates the theoretical framework based on the 

analysis content and presents it in the last chapter. 

5.1 Radical Start-up 

Through analysis of Case C and Case D, this study finds that although the two enterprises operate in 

entirely different industries, their internationalization processes both fit the characteristics of Radical 

Start-ups. As argued by Knight and Cavusgil (2004: 131), unique products might be particularly 

suitable for born-global firms, because these enterprises tend to operate in niche markets and possess 

relatively specialized resources. Both Case C and Case D demonstrate a rapid expansion into multiple 

markets that differs from the traditional Uppsala model (Kuivalainen et al., 2012: 453). Both 

enterprises entered overseas markets at a very early stage. Case C entered the global market only two 

years after its establishment, while Case D is a typical born digital firm. This rapid expansion into 

multiple countries worldwide during the very early stages of the enterprise life cycle is a core 

characteristic of Radical Start-ups (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994: 475-476). Regarding scale and scope, 

both firms grew quickly in multiple markets. For example, Case C gets 80% of its revenue from 

overseas. At the same time, Case D covers more than six countries with a small team. 

Both companies expanded rapidly, but they used very different ways to overcome the liability of 

foreignness. Case C strongly reflects the resource-based view. Like many small firms going overseas, 

Case C faced financial pressures. However, the company turned trust barriers into a competitive 

advantage. It did this by attracting large investments and building credibility through partnerships 

with top academic institutions.Its internationalization strategy relied heavily on high-level business 

networks, using large international exhibitions to rapidly build a global agency network. This also 
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shows the importance of network relationships when entering psychically distant markets (Ojala, 

2009: 50-51). 

Case D shows the characteristics of a Born Digital enterprise (Monaghan, Tippmann, & Coviello, 

2020: 13). Rather than relying on traditional agency networks or offline exhibitions, the company 

expanded mainly through digital social platforms such as YouTube and Instagram. Its rapid expansion 

across multiple markets was mainly driven by overseas user demand, which also aligns with the core 

characteristics of international new ventures (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994: 45-48). This case highlights 

the low expansion costs enabled by digital strategies and further supports Knight and Cavusgil’s 

(2004: 131) argument that unique products are particularly suitable for global niche markets. 

In this radical expansion, home country institutional support plays an important role in reducing risk 

and improving credibility. In response to the early stage financial constraints and lack of trust faced by 

radical start ups, home country policies substantially alleviate the high costs of cross-border market 

exploration through resource allocation. In Case C, local government subsidies for overseas 

exhibitions, cooperation with the Bureau of Commerce and the Sports Bureau, and endorsements from 

university laboratories helped the company build trust in overseas markets. These forms of support 

helped the company enter international business networks more quickly, expand into multiple 

markets, and gain overseas experience at an early stage. 

 

5.2 Regional Start-up 

Most multinational enterprises are actually regional rather than global (Rugman & Verbeke, 2004: 4). 

Case B is a consumer electronics enterprise with a scale of only 5 to 6 employees, exclusively selling 

products targeted at the US market. This enterprise bypassed the domestic market and directly pursued 

overseas growth, entering overseas markets at a very early stage and possessing typical born-global 

characteristics (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004:1). Case B's international expansion pattern became 

increasingly regionally concentrated during expansion. Based on the empirical data, we can see that 
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when the enterprise initially conducted traditional trade through the B2B platform, its market 

coverage was very scattered, covering regions such as Europe, Africa, and South America. After 

transforming into an independent brand in 2019, its strategy underwent a significant change. The 

company concentrated 90% of its business in the US market. In terms of product adaptation, this small 

team demonstrated great localization efforts. They adjusted the spacing of the remote control buttons 

to better suit the usage habits of American consumers, and the company also realized that 

approximately 70% of consumers in the US prefer to make purchases offline, thus establishing a 

mixed channel of online social media influencers and offline market agents. 

Based on these findings, Case B can be classified as a regional start-up. From the Time and Scale 

dimensions, they have exclusively focused on foreign markets since their establishment, and 100% of 

their revenue scale relies on overseas business, demonstrating typical born-global attributes (Knight & 

Cavusgil, 2004:1). However, from the geographical Scope dimension, constrained by the funds and 

manpower of a small enterprise, they are unable to bear the high costs of multi-country compliance 

and localization. Therefore, they adopted a regional start-up strategy, reducing geographic expansion 

in exchange for a high market share in a specific market. For resource-constrained start-ups, a 

regionalized pattern is a practical internationalization strategy for small firms with limited resources. 

 

5.3 Traditional Manufacturing Enterprise 

Case A represents the overseas expansion pattern of traditional manufacturing companies. Case A is a 

solar and energy storage equipment manufacturer with more than 40 employees. Interview data shows 

that since the establishment of its factory in 2002, it underwent thirteen years focusing on the 

domestic market and OEM accumulation before launching its export strategy. The company took them 

more than a decade to expand overseas. This development path of gradually extending outward based 

on the accumulation of home-market knowledge and resources highly aligns with the gradual 

knowledge accumulation described in the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 23). About  

scale and scope, the domestic market remains the dominant market, while the sales in overseas 
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markets account for only 20% of the total sales. Their products are exported to multiple countries, but 

the company has not yet achieved a significant market share or established a local operation team in 

any of these overseas markets. They did not follow the classic path of gradually expanding to the 

markets that are psychologically closest, but responded passively to occasional overseas orders placed 

by buyers. This reflects the common characteristic of traditional small and medium sized 

manufacturing enterprises of internationalization, which is driven by expansion opportunities rather 

than overseas strategy. 

Interviewee A stated that the decline of the demographic dividend in China manufacturing, and the 

high transparency of the market have compressed the enterprise's profit margins. It drove them to go 

abroad. This is consistent with Parmentola's (2017: 84-85) view that the internationalization of 

Chinese enterprises is often due to domestic competitive pressure and a lack of advantages, making it 

impossible to establish competitiveness locally. Overseas expansion can help enterprises acquire 

resources such as knowledge and capabilities to improve their domestic competitiveness.  

Facing severe liability of foreignness (Zaheer, 1995:1) and institutional barriers (Xu & Shenkar, 2002: 

608) brought about by trade war, and the high certification thresholds of European and American 

markets, Case A chose not to compete head-on. Instead, it is positioning its primary target markets in 

incremental markets with relatively lower psychic and institutional entry barriers, such as Southeast 

Asia and Africa. 

In a highly competitive international environment, the core competitiveness of traditional 

manufacturing enterprises remains rooted in their manufacturing capability. Case A combined its 

factory OEM capabilities into high service capabilities to compete with large multinational enterprises 

in scale. As Interviewee emphasized, their flat corporate structure and manufacturing system enables 

them to provide differentiated services such as rapid product modifications, product iterations, and 

customized logistics. Therefore, we believe that Case A represents the typical overseas expansion 

pattern of traditional manufacturing enterprises. The traditional manufacturing enterprise relies on its 

manufacturing capabilities and adopts a service-oriented strategy to transition from local OEM 
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production to independent cross-border sales. However, their direction of overseas expansion tends to 

be passive, shaped by the overseas markets of existing clients. The timing for going overseas is 

relatively late, and the degree of internationalization remains low. 

 

5.4 Late Radical Enterprises 

This study found that both Case E and Case F followed the Late Radical enterprise pattern of overseas 

expansion. Unlike cross-border trade of physical goods, the internationalization of the financial 

payment industry naturally comes with extremely high compliance requirements. Case E faced 

frictions and obstacles due to the distance in systems. Regarding the selection of expansion time and 

the determination of the initial geographical scope, Case E carefully selected Hong Kong as its first 

overseas market. The interviewee explained that Hong Kong’s legal and financial systems are more 

international in nature, which allowed the company to familiarize itself with international regulations 

before entering a larger economy. After more than three years of preparation, the company expanded 

from Hong Kong into the U.S. market. Subsequently, they achieved rapid expansion in scale and 

scope globally, entering regions including Canada, Australia, and Southeast Asian countries centered 

around Singapore. 

Case F also exhibits characteristics of a late radical internationalization pattern. Although the 

company only initiated its overseas expansion in November 2024, it had long operated in the domestic 

e-commerce market. Similar to Case E, they both turned to overseas markets only after their domestic 

businesses had matured. Furthermore, Case F's overseas sales account for 90%, with only a few 

personnel remaining domestically, as they are attempting to gradually transfer the majority of their 

domestic business abroad. The company shifted resources overseas much faster than traditional 

incremental internationalizers. Case F's internationalization pace essentially follows the platform's 

geographical expansion pace. Case F entered multiple markets within a short period, following the 

regional rollout of TikTok’s e-commerce business, which accelerated the company’s expansion across 

markets. This is not the traditional incremental expansion based on geographical proximity, but rather 
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based on the expansion sequence of TikTok’s e-commerce platform.  The platform's radical expansion 

directly catalyzed Case F's rapid entry into multiple markets.  

In fact, both Late Radical Enterprises and Traditional Manufacturing Enterprises share the 

characteristics of expanding overseas relatively late and relying on knowledge and experience. 

However, once Late Radical Enterprises initiate the internationalization process, their proportion of 

overseas sales becomes extremely high, and their pace of market expansion is much more radical. 

The interview data suggests that Case E’s expansion was mainly driven by home-country policy 

support and the establishment of B2B trust. As one of the first payment institutions permitted to 

conduct cross-border RMB settlement, Case E successfully transformed its regulatory approval 

qualification in the domestic market into a guarantee for overseas expansion. This internationalization 

process triggered by policies is different from the traditional gradual approach. The financial services 

lie in trust. As a payment service provider, trust and legitimacy were particularly important for Case 

E. To reduce legal and regulatory risks, the company hired a professional team with extensive 

international experience and established connections with foreign chambers of commerce and official 

representatives in China. These efforts helped strengthen trust among merchants and clients.  

Case F's important driver is the technological and marketing capabilities. They accumulated 

e-commerce marketing capabilities in their home country and relied on digital technology capabilities, 

such as short videos and AI, to export goods. In both cases, international expansion was driven by the 

transfer of key firm capabilities. However, Case E relies on compliance capabilities and payment 

service, while Case F relies on the marketing and digital capabilities of e-commerce platforms. 

Case E also illustrates how geopolitical uncertainty can disrupt internationalization processes. Due to 

U.S. sanctions against Russia, transactions involving Russia have been restricted. CaseE was forced to 

exit the Russian market. This reflects the de-internationalization pathway described by Kuivalainen et 

al. (2012: 465), in which firms reduce their international activities when facing external risks. The 

case also suggests that payment service providers are particularly sensitive to geopolitical and 

regulatory pressures during international expansion. 
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Case F mentioned custom policy fluctuations in Indonesia, where regime changes led to frequent 

changes in customs policies. Case F did not reduce in business Scale and Scope like Case E did, 

Indonesia remains Case F's important market. It illustrates that the existence of policy risk did not 

necessarily lead to de-internationalization. Unlike Case E, which withdrew from the Russian market 

due to sanctions pressure. Case F responded to policy fluctuations through continuous operational 

adjustments rather than market exit. The primary difference between Case F and Case E stems from 

their industry characteristics and the different levels of regulatory pressure they faced. Case E 

operated in the financial services industry, where international expansion was heavily constrained by 

financial regulations and geopolitical risks. Case F was an e-commerce firm mainly driven by digital 

marketing capabilities, allowing it to adjust its international operations more flexibly. 

Case F also mentioned: "The products are overall compliant... they have been registered and filed in 

the US, and the same filing process is done in Indonesia." Case F sells health products, although the 

compliance threshold is not low, they can be sold simply by completing registration and filing, the 

regulatory pressure is much lower than that of financial payment infrastructure. As a platform, TikTok 

has already handled a portion of the compliance and operational issues in the destination countries to a 

certain extent, unlike Case E, which needs to be embedded into the financial regulatory systems of 

various countries. 

In summary, Late Radical Enterprises is a pattern that lies between traditional incremental 

internationalization and born-global internationalization. They simultaneously inherit the former's 

period of long-term domestic business experience and the latter's post-launch radical characteristics. 

However, their international expansion is usually triggered by scalable digital capabilities, such as 

regulatory licenses, digital marketing capabilities, or data analysis capabilities. 
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5.5 China Policy 

These interviews also indicated that the cross-border trade was influenced by Chinese policies. Fan et 

al. (2025: 345) pointed out that even in the digital trade scenario, institutional reforms still affect the 

behavior of enterprises through institutional costs. Based on the interview data and China's 

macroeconomic policies over the past decade, we identified several important policy developments. 

These policies support the expansion of overseas business by the aforementioned four types of 

enterprises in three main areas: finance, guidance, and resource support. 

Firstly, the "cross-border payment pilot and liberalization" policy implemented by the Chinese 

government from 2013 to 2014. The rapid growth of cross-border e-commerce requires the 

legalization of capital settlement channels as a necessary condition. When analyzing case E, the 

respondents clearly pointed out: "In 2014, banks launched cross-border RMB settlement services, 

reopening this field to third-party payment providers." The evidence provided by this interview is 

highly consistent with an important stage in China's financial opening process: In 2013, the State 

Administration of Foreign Exchange launched the "cross-border e-commerce foreign exchange 

payment business pilot plan", and in 2014, the People's Bank of China issued the "Implementation 

Opinions on Shanghai Payment Institutions Conducting Cross-border RMB Payment Business" 

(People's Bank of China, 2014). The series of clear liberalization policies that broke the dominant 

position of traditional banks over foreign exchange settlements. It helped local enterprises with 

payment business licenses, achieve the legalization of their business models. This reduced the foreign 

exchange purchase costs and exchange rate risks for countless Chinese small and medium-sized 

cross-border e-commerce sellers, supporting the overseas expansion of the broader industry. 

At the guidance level, addressing the issues of difficult customs clearance, complex tax rebates, and 

vicious competition faced by a massive number of expanding small and medium-sized enterprises, the 

Chinese government has provided continuous policy support. In the interviews, interviewees from 

Case A and Case B both discussed the impacts of "formal tax rebates," "e-commerce taxes," and the 

"state combatting excessive internal competition" (anti-involution) on corporate operations. This is 
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consistent with the "Announcement on Launching the Pilot Program for B2B Export Supervision of 

Cross-border E-commerce" issued by the General Administration of Customs in 2020 (China 

Customs, 2020), as well as the transparent regulation of cross-border e-commerce and the Golden Tax 

Phase IV supervision vigorously promoted by the State Taxation Administration in recent years. 

Interviewee A specifically pointed out that strict tax compliance "is a signal of the state combatting 

excessive internal competition... which can eliminate unscrupulous businesses." From the perspective 

of institutional theory (Cheng & Yu, 2008: 336), while national policies have increased the tax 

compliance costs for enterprises, they have also helped create a more regulated market environment. It 

has helped legitimately operating regional start-ups (Case B) and traditional transformational 

enterprises (Case A) open up channels for legal foreign exchange settlements and tax rebates. 

Simultaneously, by raising the cost of illegal activities, it prevented the vicious competition prevalent 

in the early industry that relied on fake orders and gray area tax practices for low price dumping. This 

helped industry shift away from a price war, and encouraged competition based on products and 

services rather than low-price dumping. 

In terms of resource provision, the Chinese government has also offered substantial support. For 

radical start-ups with high technological barriers, the major challenge in the early stages of 

internationalization is the liability of foreignness caused by a lack of brand trust and customer 

acquisition funds (Zaheer, 1995: 341-343). When asked how Case C rapidly expanded its global 

agency network, the interview showed the important role of collaborations with the Bureau of 

Commerce and the Sports Bureau, as well as laboratory cooperation endorsements from Tsinghua 

University and Fudan University. This reflects the long-term overseas exhibition subsidy policies 

implemented by various local governments in China, relying on the "Administrative Measures for 

Special Funds for Foreign Trade Development" (Shanghai Municipal Commission of Commerce, 

2024), such as encouraging enterprises to participate in major international exhibitions like CMEF. 

These policies have substantively shared the high costs of cross-border market exploration, such as 

exhibition fees and research expenses, start-ups with limited financial resources. Furthermore, 

leveraging endorsements from official bodies and top universities has helped these enterprises 
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overcome the liability of foreignness in overseas markets within a very short period (Zaheer, 1995: 

341-343), helping them expand rapidly into multiple markets. 

 

5.6 Updated model 

Based on the cross-case analysis of the six cases, three revisions were made to the initial conceptual 

model (Figure 2). The revised model is shown in Figure 3. 

This chapter renames the category in the bottom-right quadrant to Traditional Manufacturing 

Enterprise. In the initial model, the Traditional Enterprise category was relatively broad, 

encompassing all SMEs that exhibited characteristics of incremental internationalization and a low 

degree of digital transformation. However, the category boundaries were not sufficiently clear. It 

could simultaneously include manufacturing, trading, or even service enterprises, whereas different 

types of enterprises exhibit variations in their resources and internationalization strategies. In the cases 

presented, compared to other enterprises possessing strong digital capabilities, traditional 

manufacturing companies mainly rely on manufacturing capabilities. Their overseas expansion occurs 

the latest, and their overseas expansion is relatively passive. Therefore, this paper renames this 

bottom-right category to Traditional Manufacturing Enterprise. 

The second modification concerns the Late Radical Enterprise in the top-right quadrant. In the theory 

chapter, the term Transformational Multinational enterprise was used to describe companies that 

primarily focused on domestic or regional markets during their early stages but experienced 

accelerated internationalization later on. However, the original term "transformational" can be easily 

confused with changes in corporate strategy or organizational structure. Cases show that late and rapid 

internationalization in digital platform environments may also occur without major organizational 

restructuring or ownership change. Thus, the second revision updates Transformational Multinational 

Enterprise to Late Radical Enterprise. This highlights the two core characteristics of this group are 

delayed market entry and rapid expansion. It helps differentiate this category from traditional 

58 



manufacturing enterprises, which also follow an incremental internationalization path but slow 

expansion. 

The analysis also discussed the important role of home-country policies in influencing 

internationalization patterns. Therefore, an annotation was added to the bottom of the model. 

 
Figure 3. Updated model: Small Niche CCBECs Internationalization Pattern 

Note. Created by the author. 
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6.​ Conclusion 

Based on the case analysis of six Chinese niche-oriented CCBECs, this study identified four 

internationalization patterns they present in terms of entry timing (Time), expansion scale (Scale), and 

market scope (Scope): Radical Start-up, Regional Start-up, Late Radical Enterprise, and Traditional 

Manufacturing Enterprise. The research results indicate that the formation of these varying patterns is 

not accidental. Instead, they result from strategic trade-offs between firms’ internal resources and the 

regulatory pressures of host countries. 

These findings also help address the literature gaps identified in Chapter 1. First, compared to Chen et 

al. (2023:424-425), who focused on the impact of product differentiation on the competitiveness of 

cross-border e-commerce, this study further links this theory with the internationalization pace of 

enterprises. The finding suggests that a high degree of product differentiation advantage is an 

important driver that prompts small enterprises to adopt radical expansion. Second, regarding the 

Born Digital concept proposed by Monaghan et al. (2020: 14-20), this study highlights the limitations 

faced by some born digital firms in complex institutional environments. The findings suggest that 

although digital tools significantly reduce the time required for firms to enter overseas markets, they 

cannot fully eliminate institutional frictions such as customs regulations and taxation in host countries. 

As a result, the international market coverage of digital firms remains vulnerable in complex 

cross-border trade environments, leading some firms to shift their market focus in order to reduce 

compliance risks. 

Furthermore, when exploring the underlying causes of these internationalization patterns, this study 

highlights the important role of the home country's institutional environment. The research suggests 

that relevant Chinese policies provide important institutional support for small enterprises expanding 

overseas. For example, the liberalization of financial settlement businesses and the advancement of 

tax compliance policies in cross-border e-commerce have standardized  market competition within the 

industry, and also helped SMEs establish legitimacy and trust in overseas markets. This has helped 

reduce the liability of foreignness in overseas operations to a certain extent. Lastly, through in-depth 
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interviews, this study shows how small enterprises in niche markets gradually expand overseas. This 

also responds to the methodological gap identified by Dabić et al. (2020:718-720), that past research 

on SME internationalization often lacks a qualitative perspective and rarely uses cases from emerging 

markets. 
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7.​ Suggestions and Limitation 

7.1 Practical Suggestions 

Several key factors for enterprises expanding overseas can be identified from the case analysis. All six 

cases focused on a specific niche market rather than offering broad product lines, which helped them 

differentiate themselves within competitive markets. It aligns with the three capabilities of 

cross-border e-commerce proposed by Chen et al. (2023: 423-430), namely product capability, 

marketing capability, and knowledge capability. For traditional manufacturing enterprises, they can 

learn the digital marketing strategies from radical start-ups, while still maintaining an incremental 

pace. Radical start-ups can learn expansion strategies from regional start-ups to avoid spreading 

resources too early across multiple markets. 

This study also found that multiple cases prioritized entering the US market. Despite the vast cultural 

distance, the US institutions are transparent and rules are predictable. This paper suggests that 

enterprises should consider institutional predictability as a crucial screening criterion when selecting 

target markets. In these cases, enterprises generally establish stable revenue streams in mature markets 

before exploring emerging markets at relatively low cost to hedge against policy risks. Enterprises can 

invest the majority of their resources in mature markets, while using remaining resources to test 

potential markets. When facing the liability of foreignness, the case enterprises acquired local market 

knowledge by joining overseas chambers of commerce, industry forums, and government-supported 

business organizations. It is recommended that before entering a new market, enterprises should 

establish connections with local associations and communities and actively exchange experiences 

with peers, rather than exploring independently. 

 

7.2 Limitation 

Since the research subjects are all SMEs, internal sales reports and third-party market evaluation 

reports were unavailable. A potential limitation of this research is that some data relied on the 
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self-reported accounts of the interviewees. Details such as the overseas revenue, timelines for market 

entry, and strategy adjustment could not be fully triangulated through multiple data sources. 

The six cases come from six industries. In the cross-case comparative analysis, this study observed the 

influence of industry factors on internationalization patterns. Although industry heterogeneity 

increases the diversity and richness of the findings, it also means that certain patterns may partly 

result from industry characteristics.  

This study focuses on Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies operating in niche markets. These 

companies typically concentrate on narrow product lines, and maintain flat and flexible organizational 

structures. However, the broader cross-border e-commerce environment also includes enterprises with 

extensive and diversified product lines, as well as large-scale firms. Therefore, caution should be 

exercised when applying the findings to broader-market or large enterprises. 

The context of this study is strongly shaped by country background. For enterprises in non-Chinese 

contexts, the conclusions serve more as a starting point for discussion rather than a framework that 

can be directly generalized.  

 

7.3 Further Research Directions 

This study proposes a two-dimensional framework based on time and the degree of 

internationalization. However, whether similar categories can be observed across a larger sample, and 

whether additional variations exist within these categories, has not yet been tested. Therefore, future 

research could utilize quantitative methods to further test this framework and refine the framework. It 

could also be tested across different scopes, as more internationalization patterns may exist within 

different countries and regions. 
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This study mainly focuses on the current context and characteristics of the case enterprises and 

therefore provides limited insight into how internationalization patterns evolve over time. Future 

research could adopt a longitudinal multiple-case design to track enterprises over an extended period. 

Additionally, the analysis found internationalization affected by industry characteristics. For instance, 

financial service enterprises are strongly shaped by policy compliance and license acquisition. 

Enterprises relying on digital marketing are highly dependent on social media content and community 

operations, and AI technology. This suggests that differences in industry product attributes or 

regulatory pressures may have impacts on internationalization patterns. Therefore, future research 

could further focus on multiple-case comparisons within the same industry to reduce the influence of 

industry variation. 

The two-dimensional framework could be applied to niche-oriented SMEs that rely on digital 

channels in other countries. Future research could also research whether different institutional 

environments influence internationalization patterns, which would help improve the applicability of 

this framework across different national backgrounds. 
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Appendix A 
Interview Instructions & Consent  

Briefly explain this to the interviewee before starting to build trust and meet academic requirements: 

All data is strictly for academic research. Personal and company information will be anonymized in 
the final paper unless explicit permission is granted. Trade secrets will not be disclosed. Interviews 
will be audio-recorded solely for accuracy and transcription purposes. Recordings are accessible only 
to the researcher and will be destroyed upon project completion.The interview will last approximately 
30 minutes. Participation is voluntary, interviewees may decline to answer any question or withdraw 
at any time. 

 

Interview Question Guide 

Question 1: Could you provide us with a comprehensive overview of the company’s current overall 
scale of operations and its current international business footprint? 

Exploratory probes: 

Approximately how many employees does the company currently have? 

In which specific countries or regions is the company’s business currently concentrated? 

What percentage of the company’s total revenue does sales in overseas markets currently account for? 
What trends have been observed in this percentage over the past few years? 

 

Question 2: Looking back to the beginning, how did your company take its first steps into the 
international market? What was the industry landscape like at that time? 

Exploratory probes: 

In what specific year and under what circumstances did you begin entering overseas markets? 

Who was primarily responsible for the decision to expand overseas at that time? 

 

Question 3: As a relatively small company, how did you initially identify and pinpoint these market 
opportunities overseas? 

Exploratory probes: 

Did you rely on any specific channels? For example, participating in international trade shows, 
referrals from existing customers, or a network of distributors? 

Question 4: In a highly competitive international market, what do you believe are the company’s core 
competitive advantages that will enable it to establish a foothold and win over specific clients? 

Exploratory probes: 
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Compared to large multinational corporations, what key innovations or differentiators do we have in 
terms of products, technology, services, or business models? 

 

Question 5: Small businesses expanding overseas often face constraints in terms of funding or human 
resources. In the process of advancing internationalization, what core resources has the company 
primarily utilized or relied on? 

Exploratory probes: 

For example, are there key external partners, specific technology patents, or an executive’s overseas 
network of contacts? 

 

Question 6: Throughout the internationalization process, what significant ups and downs or major 
strategic adjustments has the company experienced that left a lasting impression on you? 

Exploratory probes: 

 Has the company undertaken any major overseas market expansions? Or has it faced setbacks that 
forced it to withdraw from a particular country or region? What were the underlying causes? 

 

Question 7: Given the high level of uncertainty in overseas markets, what was the greatest risk the 
company faced during its international expansion? 

Exploratory probes: 

How did the management team respond to and make decisions in the face of these complex risk 
environments? Did they rely more on data analysis, team consensus, or the founder’s intuition and 
experience? 

 

Closing Remarks 

“That covers most of my questions. Before we wrap up, regarding your company’s experience in 
expanding into overseas markets, is there anything else we haven’t discussed today that you feel is 
particularly important or worth sharing?” 

“Thank you again for your time! As I’m compiling the interview transcript and writing my thesis, if I 
come across any specific details that need verification, would it be okay to reach out to you briefly via 
WeChat or email?” 
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