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Abstract

Aileen Kennedy

Exploring the Internationalisation Process of Small and Medium Sized
Enterprises: A Strong Structuration Perspective

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMESs) are increasingly active in international
markets and it is important to understand their processes of internationalisation. Extant
studies explain the firms’ internationalisation process in terms of dualist and
dichotomous thinking, with researchers implicitly emphasising either structural
(environmental) or agential (managerial) dimensions. Such approaches exclude the
interplay and interaction between structure and agency from their analysis yet
knowledge of this relationship is seen as crucial to fully understanding the process of
firm internationalisation (Dutta et al., 2016; Sydow et al., 2010).

To overcome the structure-agency divide evident within extant research this study
adopts the duality of structure approach and a structuration perspective to research firm
internationalisation. It conceptualises the firms’ internationalisation process as a
reciprocal relationship between structure (contextual and environmental factors) and
agency (the individual manager) that operates as a duality, as two intertwined and
interdependent elements. Strong structuration theory (Stones, 2005), a strengthened and
refined version of Giddens’ structuration theory (1984), is applied as the theoretical
framework to analyse the internationalisation process in six case studies of Irish SMEs.
The case analyses illustrate the role and influence of internal structures (within the
agent) and external structures, as well as managerial practices (active agency) on the
internationalisation activities and outcomes of the firm. These are the four components
of the quadripartite framework (Stones, 2005). The analyses provide a richly
contextualised explanation of how and why the internationalisation process occurs
within these firms.

Adopting a structuration perspective and embracing the duality of structure contributes
to internationalisation research by extending the theoretical explanation of firm
internationalisation to include multiple inputs into, as well as multiple outcomes from,
the process. A structuration perspective also accounts for the recursive processes and
patterns of internationalisation by incorporating both structure and agency into the
explanation of firm internationalisation. A further contribution to existing theories of
internationalisation is the introduction of the role of soft power within the
internationalisation process. This research addresses calls for increased process studies
within the international field while also extending strong structuration theory into a new
context, that of firm internationalisation. Positioned at the intersection of sociology and
internationalisation literatures, this research contributes to scholarship by demonstrating
the value of interdisciplinary research in advancing knowledge of firm processes.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION



1.1 INTRODUCTION

SMEs are increasingly active in international markets and the activities and processes
surrounding their internationalisation are important phenomena to understand from both
a research and a managerial perspective (Kuivalainen et al., 2012; Vanninen &
Kuivalainen, 2015). This research adopts a process approach, based on a structure and
agency perspective, to explore and understand the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the
internationalisation process of the firm (Langley et al., 2013; Pettigrew, 1997).
Adopting this approach addresses the acknowledged paucity of process studies within
the field, where although process approaches are needed they have remained scarce
(Coviello & McAuley, 1999; McAuley, 2010; Piekkari & Welch, 2004; Welch &
Paavilainen-Mantyméki, 2014).

Existing research explains the firms’ internationalisation process in terms of dualist and
dichotomous thinking. Researchers have implicitly emphasised either structural
dimensions (environmental or contextual features) or agential dimensions (knowledge
and characteristics of managers) within their studies. By adopting this approach,
existing research excludes the interplay and interaction between structure and agency
from explanations of firm internationalisation. As a result, much of the extant research
on internationalisation in SMEs offers a highly focused, but necessarily partial
explanation, of the internationalisation process (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Lamb et
al., 2011). This has led to calls for alternative frameworks and alternative ways of
understanding the firms’ internationalisation process (Kuivalainen et al., 2012; Li &
Gammelgaard, 2014; Welch et al., 2016).

This research proposes an alternative framework for researching and understanding the
firms’ internationalisation process, based on a structuration perspective. The firms’
internationalisation process is conceptualised as a reciprocal relationship between
structure (contextual and environmental factors) and agency (the individual manager)
that operates as a duality, incorporating interdependent and mutually enabling elements
(Giddens, 1979, 1984; Farjoun, 2010; Sewell, 1992; Slattery, 2003). Within the context
of internationalisation, the recursive interplay of structure and agency is seen as
representative of the process whereby a firm’s ability to undertake internationalisation
activities is dependent on the types of actions managers can take (agency) within

existing environmental and contextual influences (structures). Knowledge of this



relationship between structure and agency is crucial to understanding the process of
firm internationalisation (Dutta et al., 2016; Sydow et al., 2010). Offering a unique
processual view on internationalisation, a structuration perspective overcomes the
structure-agency divide evident within existing research. Drawing from a structuration

perspective the research question for the study is:

To explore the reciprocal relationship between structure (environmental and contextual
factors) and agency (the individual manager) during the internationalisation process of
SMEs.

This research draws on strong structuration theory (Stones, 2005), a strengthened and
refined version of Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, as a theoretical framework to
analyse the interaction, and interdependence, of structure and agency within the
internationalisation process. Giddens’ (1984) original structuration theory is based on a
local ontology where structure has no physical existence existing instead as a ‘virtual
reality’ (Busco, 2009). The strong structuration ontology underpinning Stones’ (2005)
work recognises the existence of external structures, which are autonomous from the
agent and exert a causal influence. This change in the ontological status of structure
(Englund & Gerdin, 2016), coupled with additional ontological and methodological
developments, have been recognised as being of considerable use to researchers
adopting a structuration perspective (Coad et al., 2015; Jack & Kholief, 2007, 2008;
Parker, 2006; Stones & Jack, 2016). The quadripartite nature of structuration (Stones,
2005) is applied as the interpretative framework to investigate the internationalisation
process in six case studies of Irish SMEs. The components of the framework include

internal structures of managers, external structures, active agency, and outcomes.

By interviewing multiple managers, including the CEOs or MDs involved in
internationalisation activities in each of the case firms, an in-depth and contextualised
account of the interplay of internal and external structures and agents is developed. The
case analyses produce a richly contextualised explanation of how the
internationalisation process occurs within firms. In relation to agency, the managers’
dispositional frame of meaning is shown to exert a critical influence on the firms’
internationalisation activities. The agents’ dispositional frame of meaning, or general

dispositions, includes such things as skills, attitudes, ambitions, moral and practical
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principles (Greenhalgh et al.,, 2014a; Stones, 2005). The agents’ general business
dispositions calibrate and condition their responses to, and interactions with, the

external structures they encounter within the international terrain.

These dispositional frames of meaning create confidence within agents in their
transposable (generalisable) skill sets, which can in some cases, overcome a perceived
lack of task specific or particular international knowledge. Within Stones’ (2005)
framework, conjuncturally specific knowledge is knowledge of how to act in particular
situations, based on ones’ hermeneutic understanding of external social structures (Coad
& Herbert, 2009; Greenhalgh et al., 2014a). Within the case analyses the impact of
managers’ knowledgeability, captured within conjuncturally specific knowledge,
whether well informed or ill informed, exerts significant influence on the firms’
international activities. The analyses highlight the role and influence of the managers’
position-practice relations in the firms’ internationalisation activities. Position-practices
represent the web of social relations and interdependencies which the manager operates
within. These position-practices enable managers to access the internationalisation
knowledge of networked others. Managers also leverage their social and professional

relationships, or network ties, to access and mobilise resources for internationalisation.

External structures exerting influence within the internationalisation context of the case
firms included distributors/intermediaries, customers, partner organisations,
competitors, procurement processes, and internal company structures. Including
environmental and contextual aspects of the international landscape, or external
structures, within the case analyses delivers a realistic insight into the pressures that
managers operate under in the dynamic international landscape. Understanding how the
agents’ hermeneutic frame influences their interpretation of, and approach to, these
specific external structures within defined case contexts are key outputs from this

research.

The case analyses illustrate that managers demonstrate active agency, in that they act
and make choices in dealing with external structures. In some cases, they break free
from these structures, in other cases they preserve and sometimes modify external
structures. The impact of the agents’ capacity for reflexivity, self-monitoring and

ordering of concerns on firms’ internationalisation activities is also evidenced within
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active agency. Firm outcomes indicate both the preservation and change of external
structures as well as changes in the dispositional frames of agents, such as changes in
managers’ attitudes, international outlook, and views on the external international
terrain. The case analyses provide valuable insights into why and how a particular
outcome has been (re)produced at a specific point in time, generating a comprehensive

explanation of firms’ internationalisation outcomes.

This structuration analysis offers a number of contributions to existing theoretical
knowledge of firm internationalisation. Firstly, it extends the theoretical explanation of
internationalisation to include multiple inputs to, and multiple outcomes, of the process.
A strong structuration analysis incorporates many different aspects of the firms’
multifaceted internationalisation process (Ruzzier et al., 2006; Welch & Paavilainen-
Mantyméki, 2014), dealing with both multiple inputs to the process (as external
structures within the agents’ context analysis), and accounting for multiple outcomes of
the process (as change or reproduction of internal and/or external structures and events).
In this way, a strong structuration analysis captures critical events, and their inter-
relationships, in the firms’ international development as well as the key factors that

affect the firms’ international behaviour.

Secondly, a structuration analysis accounts for the recursive processes and patterns of
internationalisation by incorporating a combination of both structural and agential
considerations into the explanation of the firms’ internationalisation process. The case
analyses illustrate the analytical value of the quadripartite framework in exploring how
ongoing structuration processes within the firms coalesce into internationalisation
practices (Moore & McPhail, 2016). A further contribution to existing theories of
internationalisation is the introduction of the role of soft power within the
internationalisation process. The case analyses highlight the role and influence of the
soft power capacities of the agent-in-focus. Soft power, or persuasive communication, is
the ability of an agent to persuade others to do what they want without the use of force

or coercion

In conclusion, Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory provides a rich conceptual
foundation for investigating the process of small firm internationalisation. The
international context of the firm influences its activities (Andersson, 2004). The
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attributes and knowledge of managers driving the internationalisation process are also
influential (Lamb et al., 2011). Gathering knowledge of the interaction and interplay
between these elements of structure and agency is crucial to understanding the firms’
internationalisation process (Sydow et al., 2010). The duality of structure, as the core
tenet of structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) gives sufficient weight to both structure
and agency within the analyses rather than ascribing primacy to either. It also articulates
the relationships and pressures between external and internal agents and structures by
examining their interaction throughout the process (Jack & Kholief, 2008). In the
context of the SME case studies strong structuration theory (Stones, 2005) provides a
valuable conceptual apparatus for researching the internationalisation process of firms
and produces valuable managerial and research insights.

This perspective offers a novel approach to internationalisation process research, but is
based on the robust theoretical platform of structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). This
research builds on and advances previous internationalisation process research adopting
Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory such as work by Dutta et al. (2016) and Sydow et
al. (2010). It concludes that Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory provides a
framework that delivers a deeper and more insightful exploration and understanding of
the role, and interdependence, of both structure (contextual and environmental factors)
and agency (individual manager) in the firms’ internationalisation process, than those

put forward by extant process models.

1.2 ORGANISATION OF THE THESIS

The thesis is organised in eight chapters as shown in Figure 1.1.This first chapter
provides an overview of the study. The key premise of this research is that the
internationalisation process of the firm can be explored as a reciprocal relationship
between structure (contextual factors) and agency (the individual manager), operating as
a duality, as two interdependent, intertwined and mutually enabling elements (Giddens,
1979, 1984; Farjoun, 2010; Sewell, 1992; Stones, 2005).

To position this approach within extant internationalisation models and theories the
main streams of SME internationalisation research are critically evaluated in Chapter 2.
Within process research, studies can be executed in two ways, from a variance

perspective or from a process perspective. The two main approaches to firm
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internationalisation research reflecting a process orientation emerge as the Uppsala
model and Network theory. As a result of implicitly emphasising either a structural
orientation (Uppsala model) or an agential orientation (business network approach)
within their research designs, neither of these process models can incorporate the impact
of the firms’ environment (structural aspects), the activities of the firms’ managers
(agency) as well as the interaction of structure and agency within their explanations of
firm internationalisation. Structuration theory as a process approach, incorporating the
duality of structure, can overcome the research limitations of this structure-agency
divide. Theoretical developments from leading scholars within the strategy process
domain have drawn on both structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) and structuration
variants in their research approaches, and how these ‘structuration like’ theories have

advanced process theory is reviewed.

It is also possible to research the internationalisation process of the firm from a micro
perspective. A micro perspective on the internationalisation process investigates the
practical activities needed within companies to actually make the process happen. A
micro level understanding of internationalisation can be achieved by exploring
organisational routines as micro processes within the firm (Prashantham & Floyd, 2012)
and this is the focus of Chapter 3. Structuration theory provides the conceptual
foundation for routine scholars and exploring the interaction of the ostensive (structure)
and performative (action) aspects of routines delivers a micro perspective on the firms’

internationalisation process.

Emerging from the discussions in Chapters 2 and 3, this research asserts that a
structuration  perspective  provides a strong conceptual foundation for
internationalisation process research. As the duality of structure and Giddens’ (1984)
structuration theory will be used to gain a unique perspective on the firms’
internationalisation process, as well as a micro perspective on the same process,
structuration theory is reviewed in Chapter 4. However, examining structuration theory
(Giddens, 1984) reveals a number of criticisms of, and drawbacks to, the theory. The
critical issue for this research is that Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory is based on a
local ontology which means there are no such things as external social structures which
exist beyond the human mind (Coad et al., 2015). Giddens’ (1984) structures have no

physical existence. As a result this research draws on strong structuration theory
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(Stones, 2005), which is a strengthened and refined version of Giddens’ (1984) original
structuration theory, as a theoretical framework. Strong structuration theory includes a
number of ontological and methodological developments. The key ontological
development is the introduction of external structures, which exist autonomously from
the agent and are capable of exerting a causal influence (Stones, 2005). As strong
structuration theory recognises the existence of external structures, external
environmental, situational, and contextual factors exerting influence on the firms’
internationalisation activities can be incorporated into the analysis. Operationalising
Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory allows this research to examine the recursive
interplay of structure (environmental and situational factors) and agency (individual

manager) within the firms’ internationalisation process.

How this research was conducted is discussed in Chapter 5. By choosing to use strong
structuration theory, an ontological position of duality of structure and action is
selected. Adopting this ontological position implies that structure and agency are
viewed as two sides of the same coin, neither can dominate within the relationship and
neither can exist independently of the other. This research is designed as a process study
and views process as a developmental event sequence that describes how things change
over time (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013). It is based on six case studies of SMEs
with data gathered from multiple respondents, including MDs and CEOs as agents-in-

focus.

The case findings and analyses of the internationalisation process of the six SMEs are
presented in Chapter 6. The first two cases, The Whiskey Co. and Gold Mountain,
examine export intermediaries as the external structures which emerged most
prominently from the firms’ internationalisation story. Within the following cases, the
external structures identified are conceptualised and analysed as sets of external
position-practices (Stones, 2005). Within the third case firm, FishFarm, the joint venture
company created to enter the Asian marketplace is investigated. Within the fourth case,
Caretech, the tendering process within the industry is examined. Within the fifth case,
Dromoland Engineering, the Product Management function, as an external structure is
explored. The sixth and final case analysis presented, on Keavy Engineering,
demonstrates how the quadripartite nature of structuration operates as a cycle. The case

investigates three episodes of structuration, examining how the internationalisation
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process evolved and the impact on, and the impact of, the agent-in-focus within each

episode.

The key observations from the six case analyses are synthesised within the context of
Stones’ (2005) quadripartite framework in Chapter 7. Based on the case analyses and
the firm insights offered, the ability of strong structuration theory to capture and
understand the dynamics of the firms’ internationalisation process is assessed. What a
strong structuration perspective offers in comparison to alternative process models is
assessed by revisiting the assumptions and limitations of the Uppsala model and the
network approach. A strong structuration perspective is positioned as an alternative to
existing process models for exploring and understanding the small firms’
internationalisation process. The value of exploring the internationalisation of the six
case SMEs involved as a reciprocal process between structure (contextual and
environmental factors) and agency (individual manager), operating as a duality, is

reinforced to conclude this discussion chapter.

The final chapter, Chapter 8, revisits the motivation for this study. An overview of the
core arguments advanced in support of the strong structuration perspective adopted is
provided. A summary of the key findings on internationalisation and specifically how
agency (the individual manager), structure (environmental factors), and active agency
influence the case firms’ internationalisation outcomes is provided. The core insight of
this research is that a structuration perspective is an innovative process approach to
explore and understand the small firms’ internationalisation process. This study
contributes to internationalisation process research by providing an alternative way of
conceptualising the process of small firm internationalisation. Some future research

directions, which emerged from this research agenda, are highlighted.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

This research adopts a process approach, based on a structure and agency perspective, to
explore the internationalisation process of the firm. To position this approach within
extant internationalisation models and theories the main streams of SME
internationalisation research are critically evaluated. Within process research studies can
be executed in two ways; either by adopting a variance perspective or by adopting a
process perspective. This choice of design is based on the researchers understanding of

what process actually means to them within the study.

It emerges from the literature review that the two main approaches to firm
internationalisation research reflecting a process orientation to process research are the
Uppsala model and Network theory. The evaluation of these approaches reveals that the
Uppsala model tends to focus on the firms’ environment (or structure) as the factor
explaining firm internationalisation. Alternatively, the business network approach
emphasises relationships and the role of the individual (or agent) within these
relationships. However, neither of these models can incorporate the impact of the firms’
environment (structural aspects), the activities of the firms’> managers (agents) and the

interaction of structure and agency within their explanations of firm internationalisation.

Structuration theories can bridge this structure-agency divide as they are based on the
concept of duality; the idea that structure and agency are two sides of the same coin. In
the study of firm internationalisation processes, the concept of duality allows for the
analysis of both structure (environmental and contextual factors) and agency (role and
influence of managers) and the analysis of the interaction and interplay between these
dimensions. This research asserts that a structuration perspective is the stronger
approach for exploring and understanding the dynamics of the internationalisation

process within the smaller firm.

2.2 INTERNATIONALISATION RESEARCH IN SMALL FIRMS

Internationalisation is generally understood as an evolutionary process during which a
company adapts its operations, strategies, structures, and resources to the international
environment (Calof & Beamish, 1995). A considerable body of literature on SME

internationalisation exists and various theories have been advanced to date to explain
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small firm internationalisation (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Fletcher, 2011; Knight &
Liesch, 2016; Lamb et al., 2011; McAuley, 2010; Rialp & Rialp, 2001).

Internationalisation has been defined as the “process of increasing involvement in
international operations” (Welch & Luostarinen, 1988, p.36) as well as “the process by
which firms both increase their awareness of the direct and indirect influence of the
international transactions on their future, and establish and conduct transactions with
other countries” (Beamish, 1990, p.7). This later definition recognises that
internationalisation has both behavioural and economic components and implies that it
is dynamic and evolutionary in nature (Coviello & McAuley, 1999). There is
widespread consensus that internationalisation is a multifaceted process that occurs over
time, rather than a single set of decisions or discrete events (Ruzzier et al., 2006; Welch
& Paavilainen-Méantymaki, 2014).

2.2.1 Internationalisation streams of research

Existing research into small firm internationalisation has been examined from several
conceptual perspectives and can be grouped into differing research streams. Andersson
(2000) identifies two main research currents representing the economic approach and
the process approach. Other scholars have summarised internationalisation research into
four main streams or perspectives, which also reflect the divide between the economic
and process approaches (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; McAuley, 2010; Ruzzier et al.,
2006).

Within the first stream of research internationalisation theories are based within
mainstream economics and include internalisation theory, the transaction cost approach,
the eclectic paradigm and monopolistic advantage theory. Combined these theories
represent the economic school of internationalisation research (Andersson, 2000;
Coviello & McAuley, 1999). The focus is on examining why firms invest in foreign
markets but as Andersson and Florén (2011) note small firms often do not have the
resources to engage in foreign direct investment but instead tend to export and use
export intermediaries. The economic view of internationalisation focuses on the
company and its environment and has been useful in explaining certain aspects of
internationalisation. It does however ignore the process aspects of internationalisation

(Andersson, 2000). This economic view does not take individuals and their strategic
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choices into account, and does not acknowledge that decision makers in the same

situation can make different strategic decisions (Andersson, 2000).

The second identifiable stream of internationalisation research includes the Uppsala
internationalisation model and the Innovation model. These represent the behavioural
school of the Establishment Chain (stage) models (Coviello & McAuley, 1999). The
Uppsala model has been at the forefront of process research in internationalisation
(Andersson, 2000). Starting in the 1970s in the Nordic countries, these stage models
draw on organisational growth, behaviour, and learning theories to capture
internationalisation. The Uppsala model discusses how small firms grow internationally
in a step-by-step way with direct exports, followed by middlemen, sales subsidiaries
and production facilities (Andersson & Florén, 2011). Though this approach
incorporates process aspects of internationalisation, in a similar vein to the economic
approach, it overlooks the possibility of individuals making strategic choices
(Andersson, 2000) and has been criticised for being deterministic (Andersen, 1993,
1997; Fletcher, 2011).

The third stream of research includes the network theory approach, which examines the
internationalisation process by applying a network perspective with a focus on
relationships, viewing firms as embedded actors in business networks (Jack, 2005,
2010; Johanson & Vahlne, 1990). This is the relationship school of the network
perspective (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Rialp & Rialp, 2001), which incorporates
process aspects of internationalisation. Within the extensive network literature, a
number of perspectives exist including social network research, entrepreneurial network
research and business network research (Jack, 2010; Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010).
Within these perspectives, the business network approach focuses on the individual and
their relationships within the network while the former are concerned with structural

aspects of the network.

The Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm is also used for investigating small firm
internationalisation and represents the fourth identifiable stream of research (Coviello &
McAuley, 1999). The objective of the resource-based approach to internationalisation
has been to develop a dynamic capabilities/resource based theory of the firm. The RBV

characterises firms as a collection of heterogeneous firm-specific resources (McAuley,
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2010; Ruzzier et al., 2006). Research within this stream has yet to incorporate process

aspects of internationalisation (Sminia & de Rond, 2012).

In summary, these four streams of internationalisation theories and research are rooted
in very different conceptual frameworks. They serve as both alternative and
complementary explanations of small firm internationalisation. Combined they have
generated a substantial body of knowledge on the dimensions of internationalisation
including, foreign market selection (Brouthers & Nakos, 2005; Marchi et al., 2014;
Musso & Francioni, 2014; Ozturk et al., 2015), entry mode choice (Laufs & Schwens,
2014) and exporting (Francioni & Pagano, 2016; Kuhlmeier & Knight, 2010; Paul et al.,
2017; Rundh, 2015). In addition the internationalisation patterns (Kuivalainen et al.,
2012), pathways (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012), stages (Dominguez & Mayrhofer, 2017),
and levels of international involvement of SMEs (Martineau & Pastoriza, 2016), have

also received substantial research attention.

2.2.2 Internationalisation research: agency and structure

Within existing small firm internationalisation research, two parallel streams of research
have emerged. One stream of research studies has focused on the role and influence of
the agent (the individual manager) on the firms’ internationalisation behaviour, while
the second stream examines the role of environmental (contextual, situational, and

structural) factors in the firms’ internationalisation activities and behaviour.

Within extant internationalisation research, managers are seen as central to explanations
of firms’ international behaviour and the importance of managers and the role of agency
have been dealt with in a substantial number of studies (Acedo & Florin, 2006;
Andersson, 2000; Andersson et al., 2003; Manolova et al., 2002; Ruzzier et al., 2007).
This stream of research attests to the significant role managers’ play as decision makers
in SMEs where personal and individual characteristics and interpretations are highly
likely to affect the firms’ internationalisation (Child & Hsieh, 2014; Dutta et al., 2016;
Li & Gammelgaard, 2014; Sarason et al., 2006, 2010). These studies reinforce the
importance and influence of managers and managerial behaviour to small firm
internationalisation, indicating positive relationships between managers’ international

attitude, orientation, knowledge and experience and the firms’ international
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development. (Andersson, 2000; Andersson & Florén, 2011, Andersson et al., 2003;
Child & Hsieh, 2014; Lamb et al., 2011; Manolova et al., 2002; Nummela et al., 2004).

The relationship between top management characteristics, such as professional
experience, language knowledge, international business skills and the
internationalisation strategies of SMEs has been the subject of focused and ongoing
research and these characteristics have been acknowledged as key determinants of small
firm internationalisation (Andersson, 2000; Andersson & Florén, 2011; Manolova et al.,
2002; Fernandez-Ortiz & Lombardo, 2009). The concept of human capital, which refers
to the range of valuable skills and knowledge a person has accumulated over time by
managing the company, exerts a significant influence on firm internationalisation
(Manolova et al., 2002; Ruzzier et al., 2007). Psychological aspects of managers’, such
as their personal motives which affect their decision making and impact their world
view and general business dispositions, also influence firms’ internationalisation

activities and behaviours (Li & Gammelgaard, 2014).

The managers’ interest in international growth and their view of the firm’s international
strategy, reflected in their ‘global mindset’ or vision, is critical for the firms’
international development (Andersson, 2000; Felicio et al., 2015; Kyvik et al., 2013;
Manolova et al., 2002; Nummela, 2004; Oviatt & Mc Dougall, 1994). Within the
managerial cognition literature, the ‘global mindset’ concept is regarded as a
determinant of the managers’ strategic perception of the global market (Kyvik et al.
2013; Nummela, 2004). The global mindset of managers includes components such as
international experience, professional training abroad and foreign language skills
(Felicio et al., 2016).

The international orientation of managers has also been investigated and findings
support the central role of both cognition and risk perceptions of CEOs, in explaining
the implementation of international expansion strategies for their firms (Acedo &
Florin, 2006; Kraus et al., 2015). The international orientation of the manager will affect
the orientation of the firm, as the decision making power in small firms is often
concentrated in the hands of one person or manager (Andersson & Florén, 2011;
Manolova et al., 2002; Ruzzier et al., 2007).
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Within small firm internationalisation studies, another stream of research focuses on
understanding the role and influence of the firms’ context (environmental, situational
and structural factors) on its’ internationalisation behaviour (Andersson, 2004;
Andersson et al., 2013; Felicio et al., 2015; Fernhaber et al., 2007; Grggaard et al.,
2013; Laurell et al., 2013). Researchers posit that the specific industry environment (or
context) in which firms operate affects their international activities and is an important

determinant of firm behaviour (Andersson et al., 2004).

Specific industry context factors influence firms differently and extant research suggests
that the particularities of an industry can shape the internationalisation process of the
firm (Andersson et al., 2013; Evers, 2010; Laurell et al., 2013). Prior research has
emphasised the need to include the differing specificities of internationalisation in
different industries into internationalisation studies (Andersson, 2004; Fernhaber et al.,
2007; Laurell et al., 2013). Characteristics of the specific industry context, such as the
intensity of competition, the level of industry growth and level of technological
development of an industry context are purported to be important factors for
understanding firms’ international behaviour (Andersson et al., 2013; Evers, 2010;
Fernhaber et al., 2007; Laurell et al., 2013). Industry factors and characteristics, as well
as differences across industries, are seen to significantly contribute to explaining firm

internationalisation activities as well as the firms’ propensity to internationalise

(Greggaard et al., 2013).

These findings indicate that firm internationalisation needs to be understood within the
context and requirements of the respective industry (Fernhaber et al., 2007) rather than
generalising internationalisation research findings across industries that display
differing dynamics and structural characteristics (Andersson et al., 2013; Laurell et al.,
2013). The complexity and variety of environmental variable combinations has also
been highlighted as influencing firm internationalisation (Fernhaber et al., 2007) and
researchers have sought to understand internationalisation activities and processes of
firms within dynamic international environments (Figueira-de-Lemos & Hadjikhami,
2014).

To summarise, within extant internationalisation research, studies have focused on the

role of agency (the individual manager) and structure (the firms’ context and
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environment) to examine how these various factors affect the firms’ internationalisation
process. The importance of managers and the role of agency have been dealt with in a
substantial number of studies (Acedo & Florin, 2006; Andersson, 2000; Andersson et
al., 2003; Manolova et al., 2002; Ruzzier et al., 2007). Similarly, research focusing on
understanding the role and influence of the firms’ context (environmental, situational
and structural factors) on its’ internationalisation behaviour has received significant
attention from scholars (Andersson, 2004; Andersson et al., 2013; Felicio et al., 2015;
Fernhaber et al., 2007; Grggaard et al., 2013; Laurell et al., 2013).

Within this body of research, scholars have implicitly emphasised either contextual
dimensions (structural, situational, and environmental factors) or agential dimensions
(knowledge, experience, and personal characteristics of managers) within their studies.
There is a paucity of studies combining aspects of both agency and context within
research designs, though there are some exceptions (Dutta et al., 2016; Felicio et al.,
2016). In implicitly emphasising agency to the exclusion of context and vice versa,
scholars exclude the potential to investigate the interaction of structure (firm context)
and agency (the individual manager) and so exclude such considerations from their

explanations of firm internationalisation.

2.3 CONDUCTING INTERNATIONALISATION PROCESS RESEARCH
Process research is made distinct by two types of inquiry within the field; the variance
method and the process method (Caffrey & McDonagh, 2015). These two methods
represent very different approaches to studying temporal phenomena and processes such
as internationalisation. Within extant SME internationalisation process research, the
differing approaches reviewed can be categorised according to the underlying
paradigms of process and variance they have engaged with when researching the
internationalisation process (Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014).

2.3.1 The meaning of process

In order to categorise existing SME internationalisation research the meaning of process
within each research approach (variance and process) must be clear. It is possible to
distinguish between three meanings of process, and each definition is associated with a
particular type of process research; either a variant perspective or a process perspective
(Sminia, 2009).
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The first type of research is described as a variance approach to process. From a variant
perspective, the process is not actually part of the research, but is simply taken to be
there to account for the assumed cause and effect relationships between variables
(Sminia, 2009; Van de Ven, 1992). Process is considered to be the logic by which
independent variables are taken to be contributing factors to a certain outcome (Sminia,
2009; Van de Ven, 1992).

The second type of research, which is also a variance approach, uses process as a
category of concepts represented by some process variables that are inserted into a
cause and effect model. In this case, the process effects are part of the research but this
still resembles a variance approach, as process is merely another category of variables
to be put into a larger explanatory model, and is a static representation of a process
(Sminia, 2009; Sminia & de Rond, 2012; Van de Ven, 1992).

The third definition of process views process as a developmental event sequence that
describes how things change over time (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013; Sminia,
2009; Van de Ven, 1992). This approach explicitly and directly observes the process in
action and is actually able to describe and account for how some entity or issue
develops and changes over time (Pettigrew, 1997). It demonstrates a true process
orientation to process research. The focus of this type of process research is on the
sequence of human action and interaction and related activities (events) that lead to the
temporal order of things, shaped largely through time, history, and context (Caffrey &
McDonagh, 2015; Van de Ven, 1992).

2.3.2 Variance approach to process research

Variance approaches to researching process are based on questions addressing the
antecedents and consequences of an issue, in this case internationalisation, as an
outcome for the firm. The process by which antecedent X results in consequence Y, is
deduced and not directly observed (Pentland, 1999). The process itself is not part of the
research and in this approach, it is not deemed to be necessary to the explanation
(Sminia, 2009; Van de Ven, 1992). This modelling of process as determinants and
outcomes means that variance approaches conform to a positivistic notion of science
and are well suited to, though not limited to, statistical methods that are predictive in
nature (Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014).
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Within this variance approach, time is conceived as a uniform, measurable unit
independent of the objects and people who experience it. These simplifying
assumptions allow for explanations that are parsimonious and predictive in nature but
the process by which variable X leads to outcome Y is not captured (Langley, 2009;
Sminia, 2009; Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014). This leads to variance
approaches being described as static perspectives on the process of internationalisation
(Knight & Liesch, 2016).

Lamb et al. (2011) in their review of internationalisation research conclude that most
international business researchers operate within a rationalistic research tradition. This
research tradition is underpinned by dualist ontology and an objectivist epistemology, or
approach to gathering knowledge. The dualist ontology, or view of the nature of reality,
stipulates that the person and the world are separate entities, externally related to each
other (Farjoun, 2010; Lamb et al., 2011). With objectivist epistemology researchers
view knowledge as produced only through observation and measurement (Hudson &
Ozanne, 1988).

These underlying assumptions guide researchers working within rationalistic
approaches to identify, conceptualise, and describe firm internationalisation as two
independent entities or a dualism (Lamb et al., 2011). Such a dualism shows a clear cut
and decisive contrast, a well-defined boundary and no overlap between entities
(Farjoun, 2010). In the context of the internationalisation process this implies that, for
example, researchers examine the impact of environmental factors on the firm’s
international development on the one hand, and examine the individuals or managers
involved in carrying out international activities on the other hand, but do not examine

the interaction between them (Lamb et al., 2011).

Within SME process research, internationalisation theories drawing from economic
theories as a base tend to adopt a rationalist variant perspective to researching process.
These approaches tend to emphasise rational and strategic decision-making criteria and
assume that foreign market entry decisions consist of discrete alternatives that occur at
specific points in time as opposed to viewing internationalisation as a multifaceted
process unfolding over time (Jones & Coviello, 2005; Rialp & Rialp, 2001; Ruzzier et
al., 2006).
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The trend towards variance approaches is a persistent one within the economic view.
For example, an argument has been made in favour of adding a process strand to
existing RBV research through its extension, the dynamic capabilities perspective.
However, as with much prior research, dynamic capabilities scholarship has opted
predominantly for a variance approach, or the identification of a range of variables that

can be measured and compared (Sminia & de Rond, 2012).

Within the economic school of internationalisation research the process aspects of
internationalisation are ignored and the environment is taken as a given (Andersson,
2000; Ruzzier et al.,, 2006). Firm internationalisation is then seen as a set of
relationships between a few variables. Lamb et al. (2011) suggest that these
assumptions  de-contextualise firm internationalisation and the process of
internationalisation is reduced to ever smaller partial elements and dimensions to
accommodate causal relationships that can be empirically tested. Pettigrew (1997) has
argued against these types of methodologies based on hypothesising about variables and
outcomes because they ignore the process by which these relationships exist (Sminia,
2016). Pettigrew (1997) posits that research on any topic is acontextual, aprocessual and

ahistorical when it utilises a variance approach.

Internationalisation theories relying on economic theory as a foundation also typically
undervalue the important role played by managers in making internationalising
decisions (Axinn & Matthyssens, 2001a). Even where managers are included in
research designs, what motivates them in their international decision-making may not
be something that can be fully understood in terms of rational economic thinking. For
example, personal motivations may affect managers’ decision-making (Li &
Gammelgaard, 2014). As the economic school of internationalisation research
undervalues managers and agency it cannot take account of the role and influence of

social relationships in business transactions (Ruzzier et al., 2006).

Given the limitations of the dualist ontology underlying rationalistic approaches the
ability of such approaches to advance understanding of firms’ internationalisation is
constrained. Lamb et al. (2011) argue for the need to move away from research

approaches underpinned by dualism, which separates firm internationalisation into two
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discrete entities, towards using alternative approaches to conceptualise small firm

internationalisation.

2.3.3 Process approach to process research

In comparison to the variant perspective of process, process approaches do not seek to
measure the variance in a dependent variable (how much of a change occurred). Instead,
process approaches use temporal sequences of events as the basis for tracing how and
why the change occurred and how it has emerged. In essence, process theories address a
very different question to variance approaches, namely, ‘how and why things emerge,
develop, grow, or terminate over time’ (Langley et al., 2013, p.1). Within process
research events not variables are the unit of analysis and understanding patterns in
events is the key to developing process theory (Langley, 1999; Van de Ven, 2007). The
interdependent chain of events leading from X to Y and the order in which they occur,
which are not captured by variance approaches, are the building blocks of a process
explanation (Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014). Process research focuses
empirically on evolving phenomena and is a method by which scholars can study the
nature and effects of change in organisational settings (Caffrey & McDonagh, 2015;
Langley, 2009; Langley et al., 2013). Pettigrew (1997, p.338) describes studying
process as paying attention to “the what, why and how of some sequence of individual

and collective events, actions and activities unfolding over time in context”.

Langley et al. (2013) suggest that process research enables scholars to address important
questions that lie at the heart of management and organisational life. This is due to the
underlying assumption behind process thinking, which is that reality is not a fixed state
but a dynamic process that occurs rather than exists. This process perspective views
organisations in a world of ongoing change and flux (Caffrey & McDonagh, 2015; Van
de Ven, 2007). The ontological distinction of how the world is organised separates the
variance method and the process method. The variant perspective on process views the
world as made up of stable components or things (empirical entities) whereas the
process perspective views reality as a dynamic state of interactional occurrence (Caffrey
& McDonagh, 2015). A specific feature of process research, which makes it different
from variance studies, is that the unit of analysis is taken to change in content and/or
shape over time (Sminia, 2009). This is brought about by the interchange between

individual and collective action (human agency), the situation within which these
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interactions occur (context), and its position within the sequence of events for any given
process (Caffrey & McDonagh, 2015).

The process research tradition is based on a view of social reality as socially constructed
through ongoing actions, negotiations, and agreements between individuals. Whereas
within variance approaches human action is taken as being determined by measurable
external forces (Sminia, 2009), within process approaches human action and activities
are based on an individual understanding of reality. How people act, within the process,
is determined by how they understand different aspects of their reality (Lamb et al.,
2011). This leads to a process perspective viewing the world as composed of events and
experiences rather than substantial entities. Each event arises out of, and is constituted
through, its relations to other events. Each event can be further analysed in terms of

smaller events (Langley et al., 2013).

The purpose of process methods is linked to capturing and analysing data that provide
answers to questions about the word ‘how’. How is an outcome realised? How does the
sequence of individual and collective action interact and give rise to an outcome?
(Sminia, 2009). Process theories are therefore reliant on methodologies that capture
multiple time points (Langley, 2009). As Van de Ven and Poole (2005, p.1394) posit,
“time is the ether of change” and “we judge that change has occurred against a
background of time”. By recognising the centrality of time, process conceptualisations
offer an essential contribution to organisation and management knowledge that is not
available from most variance based generalisations (Langley, 2009; Langley et al.,
2013). However, incorporating process is not just about collecting data from multiple
time points; it is also about explaining how these time points are connected (Langley et
al., 2013).

The challenge for any process explanation is to go beyond describing patterns of events
to identifying the mechanisms driving these patterns (Langley, 2009). Langley et al.
(2013, p.11) posit that the challenge with process research is to “unravel processes as
they happen so as to develop an understanding of the underlying logic ”. Process data
consists “largely of stories about what happened and who did what when, that is events,
activities, and choices ordered over time” (Langley, 1999, p.692). As one moves from

concrete surface observations to more abstract process theory, one moves from
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description to explanation (Langley et al., 2013). Explanation requires a story and such
stories can be understood as process theories (Pentland, 1999). There is also recognition
that process theorising can be viewed as a continuum, with distinctions drawn between
weak, stronger and strongest process theorising. Weak process theories consist of phase
models that describe stages of development; while stronger theories propose the

generative mechanisms producing these temporal sequences (Langley, 2009).

To summarise, scholars contrast two differing approaches to researching process; a
variance perspective and a process perspective. Variance approaches conceive of
process explanations in terms of relationships among dependent and independent
variables. Variance based models generate knowledge of ‘what’ works, usually based
on comparisons of performance in large samples. Alternatively, process approaches
build explanations of the process from observed “patterns in events, activities, and
choices over time” (Langley, 2009, p.409). By observing process in action, process
researchers seek to describe and account for how an entity or issue develops and
changes over time (Pettigrew, 1997, 2012). Pettigrew (2012) posits that process scholars
seek to develop a distinctive form of knowledge; ‘how-to’ knowledge. Essentially, “if’
variance theorising generates ‘know that’ type of knowledge, process theorising
produces ‘know how’ knowledge” (Langley et al., 2013, p.4). Within extant
internationalisation process research, variance approaches have dominated the research
landscape. However, there are calls for more process based approaches to process
research to offset the static variant perspective and to put ‘process’ back into process
research (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; McAuley, 2010; Piekkari & Welch, 2004; Welch
& Paavilainen-Mantymaéki, 2014).

2.4 INTERNATIONALISATION PROCESS MODELS

2.4.1 The Uppsala Model

The key process based model within internationalisation research is the Uppsala model.
This model, and its variations, represents one of the most enduring paradigms in the
area of internationalisation research (Fletcher, 2011; Knight & Liesch, 2016; McAuley,
2010; Rialp & Rialp, 2001). The Uppsala model explains the characteristics of the
internationalisation process of the firm (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) and captures an
iterative process of internationalisation based on the behavioural theory of firms (Cyert

& March, 1963; Figueria-de-Lemos et al., 2011). Uppsala conceptualises international
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expansion as an experiential knowledge development process where internationalisation
evolves as a series of incremental managerial decisions and actions to overcome the
uncertainties of foreign-ness. The model proposes that the general and experiential
market knowledge and resource commitment of firms (state aspects) affect commitment
decisions and current business activities (change aspects) (Johanson & Vahine, 1990,
1977, 2009).

These change aspects increase market knowledge and stimulate further resource
commitment to foreign markets in the subsequent cycle. The model implies that firms
increase their international involvement in small incremental steps within those foreign
markets in which they operate. Firms will subsequently enter markets at a greater
psychic distance. This accumulated market knowledge in conducting international
operations drives internationalisation by influencing entry mode and country market
selection (Johanson & Vahine, 1977, 1990, 2009; Ruzzier et al., 2006).

Emerging as it does from the behavioural school of internationalisation research
(Coviello & McAuley, 1999), the Uppsala model views the environment as an
important determinant of firm behaviour (Axinn & Matthyssens, 2001a). The key
criticism levelled at the model is that of being overly deterministic in nature, which
leads to the neglect of managerial action in internationalisation strategies. The model
prioritises situational variables at the expense of agential considerations (Andersen,
1993, 1997; Andersson & Florén, 2011; Chetty, 1999; Fletcher, 2011; Ruzzier et al.,
2006; Lamb et al., 2011). Johanson and Vahlne (1977, p.23) are explicit about the scope
of the original model stating that they “do not deal explicitly with the individual

decision maker” or variations in decision-making styles.

The Uppsala model is dynamic in that the outcome of one decision, or more generally
one cycle of events, constitutes the input of the next (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Welch
et al., 2016). In the Uppsala model the concept of foreign commitment is composed of
two factors, the amount of resources committed (investments needed in marketing,
organisation and human resources) and the degree of commitment (the difficulty of
identifying an alternative use for the resources i.e. sunk costs) (Johanson & Vahine,
2006, 2009).
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The model has been updated to capture changes in business practices, reflected in
networks and business relationships, and other theoretical advances which have
occurred since 1977 (Figueria-de-Lemos et al., 2011; Vahlne & Johanson, 2013; Welch
et al., 2016). Johanson and Vahlne (2009) reformulated their original model to capture
important changes that occurred in the global business environment and in response to
criticisms from other scholars (Dominguez & Mayrhofer, 2017). The revised model is
informed by both business network theory and entrepreneurship literature. The main
argument is that markets are a network of relationships linking firms together.
Insidership refers to the degree to which a firm is connected or positioned within the
network(s) as an “insider”. Liability of outsidership refers to firms lacking a relevant
position within the network(s); being an “outsider”. These network positions determine
the connectivity of the firm to its relevant networks, which in turn impact the available
opportunities for learning and building trust and commitment, which are perceived as
preconditions for successful internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Johanson
and Vahlne (2009) acknowledge the decreased importance of psychic distance in the
updated model and acknowledge the importance of networks in influencing foreign
market selection and entry mode (Andersson et al., 2013). Forsgren (2016) is critical of
this 2009 revision of the Uppsala model arguing that the possibility of combining
business network theory and entrepreneurship within the model needs further

consideration if it is to increase understanding of firms’ internationalisation.

There have been further revisions of the model post 2009. Vahlne et al. (2011) adapt the
original model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 1990) to explain the globalisation process
and ‘test’ a globalisation process variant of the Uppsala model on the globalisation of
Volvo’s heavy truck business. Vahine and Johanson (2013) provided a further update of
the model as an alternative to Dunning’s’ Eclectic paradigm when trying to understand
the evolution of multinationals over time. This revised version of the Uppsala model has
been influenced by studies within the dynamic capabilities domain, entrepreneurship
research and studies on management under conditions of uncertainty (Vahlne &
Johanson, 2013).

Whereas Uppsala attempts to explain the paths, patterns and pace of the
internationalisation process (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 2006), it leaves other factors
unexplored (Andersen, 1993, 1997; Chetty, 1999; Dominguez & Mayrhofer, 2017). A
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key criticism of the model put forward by Andersen (1993, 1997) is that it falls short of
explaining what happens when companies decide to internationalise their operations,
specifically what happens inside the business during internationalisation and thereafter
as internationalisation continues. Andersen (1993) also highlights that no explanation is
given of how the internationalisation process will start or the nature of the mechanism
whereby knowledge affects commitment. The dynamics of progressing from one stage
to the next are not explained (Chetty, 1999). Andersen (1993) also suggests that critical
events in the firms’ development and factors that affect the firm’s export behaviour also
need to be identified and captured. Fletcher (2001, 2011) concurs, suggesting that

whereas Uppsala describes firm internationalisation it does not explain it.

Li and Gammelgaard (2014) support this critical view of the Uppsala model. They
suggest that the degree to which managerial levels of trust or distrust affect
internationalisation strategies is not necessarily only an outcome of the external setting
or environment. It may in fact be a reflection of the individual’s, or manager’s,
orientation based on psychological factors, such as emotions. Excluding such factors
exposes the Uppsala framework to the criticism of neglecting managerial psychology,

and so agency, in its explanation of firm internationalisation.

Lamb et al. (2011) suggest that although the revised Johanson and Vahlne (2009)
network internationalisation process model makes significant advances by including
firms’ networks of relationships, it still remains incomplete. This is because it does not
accommodate the differences in meaning that managers bring to their
internationalisation activities which Lamb et al. (2011) deem to be an essential aspect of

agency impacting the internationalisation outcome for the firm.

In summary, whereas the Uppsala process approach does incorporate process aspects of
internationalisation, it overlooks the possibility of individuals making strategic choices
and excludes the important role of managers and entrepreneurs, and therefore agency, in
the firms’ internationalisation process (Andersson & Florén, 2011; Li & Gammelgaard,
2014; Ruzzier et al., 2006).
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2.4.2 Network theory

Another way to analyse a firm’s internationalisation, within a process approach, is to
use network theory. This perspective allows firms to be viewed as embedded actors in
business networks. Networks not only influence individuals but also impact
significantly on how organisations are managed, developed, maintained and sustained
(Jack, 2005) and researchers have approached the study of network processes in very
different ways. Within the literature, three perspectives of network process research
exist; social network research, entrepreneurial network research, and business network
research (Jack, 2010; Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010).

Social network literature provides a rich discussion of the concept of embeddedness
(Granovetter, 1985) arguing that economic behaviour is embedded in a social context or
in a network of relationships. As a school of thought, social network research generally
examines the impact of the network on the social group or organisation. It focuses on
assessing network structure for efficiency, while also generating insight on how the
network impacts firm growth and other outcomes. Within this perspective, the structural
aspects of networks are generally emphasised and researchers consider political,
cultural, economic, and technological developments as exogenous influences on both
individual and inter-organisational levels of cooperation. These exogenous influences
within the environment are seen as key drivers of change. The social network approach
has been criticised for taking social structures as a given, raising concerns about the
perception and interpretation of structure and agency in terms of influencing behaviour
(Jack, 2010; Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010).

A common feature of social network research is the use of longitudinal studies and large
data sets to examine networks at different points in time. The tendency is to focus on
structural analysis with a positivist lens (Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010). Applying Van
de Vens’ (1992) interpretation of the meaning of process, this type of research is one
that examines how variables change over time. The process is viewed as a logic to
explain causation or requiring variable change to be measured, and represents a variance

approach to process research.

Entrepreneurial network research, on the other hand, provides an understanding of the

impact of the network on firm performance and also some understanding of which types
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of network ties matter in which circumstances. Within entrepreneurial network research
in general, structural aspects of networks have received more attention than processual
issues. This is despite a general acceptance that entrepreneurial network analysis should
consider both the structure of the network and the nature of the interaction between the
network actors (Jack, 2010). Though these entrepreneurial networks involve both
quantitative (structural) aspects and qualitative (process) aspects and are amenable to
both softer and harder methodologies (Coviello, 2005) a trend persists towards
quantification methods, which favour analysis of the structural aspects of networks.
Entrepreneurial network research tends to take a fairly clinical positivistic approach to
understanding network process, with an emphasis on large-scale studies and a
structuralist approach (Jack 2010; Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010).

The last of the three perspectives, the business network approach, emphasises an
understanding of the interactions that create dyadic relationships and the wider network
and adopts a process perspective. This business network approach has been championed
by the IMP?! group, which accounts for much of the literature within this tradition. The
work of the IMP group reflects a strong shift towards agency in network research
(Borgatti & Foster, 2003).

Within the business network approach, several identifiable streams of research exist
(Bizzi & Langley, 2012; Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Fletcher, 2008; Slotte-Kock &
Coviello, 2010). At the macro level, the business network approach provides a theory of
network context for examining actor relationships, and the management of an individual
firm within a network context. Researchers explore how networks emerge and what
their key drivers are (Jack, 2010; Mdller, 2013; Moller & Halinen, 1999). This stream
also includes research focused on how new business networks evolve (Hakansson &
Ford, 2006). Understanding these networks and their dynamics is fundamental in
managing dyadic network relationships, which is the micro level of business network

research.

Research at the network actor, or micro, level focuses on how relationships change and
why they change. The focus is on resource ties, activity links, and social and

organisational bonds connecting network actors, as well as the processual nature and

! Industrial Marketing & Purchasing Group. Impgroup.org
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evolution of these relationships (Jack, 2010; Hakansson & Ford, 2002, 2016; Hakansson
& Snehota, 2006; Mdller, 2013; Moller & Halinen, 1999). Researchers investigate the
concept of interaction between parties, where relationship development is
conceptualised as (inter)action, rather than action, between independent firms or actors
and how such interactions can be managed (Ford & Hakansson, 2006; Hakansson &
Ford, 2002, 2016). Within this perspective, environment is understood as the networks
of actors’ relationships (Moller, 2013).

At the meso-level of business network activity, research is distinguished by its focus on
focal networks (those perceived as relevant to the actor) and strategic nets (specific sets
of organisations with agreed roles and tasks) (Moller & Halinen, 1999). Objectives of
the focal network approach are to understand how these networks evolve and how
companies are trying to take advantage of them. Research on strategic nets focuses on
the structure and management of specific nets and their value creation potential for the
firm (Moller, 2013; Moller & Halinen, 1999).

Although work within this business network approach was initially stimulated by large-
scale surveys, more recently researchers have been concerned with a finer-grained
qualitative understanding of the content and shape of relationships among firms in terms
of activities, resources, and actors (Hakansson & Waluszewski, 2016; Jack, 2010). A
central tenet of this perspective, and its process ontology, lies in the systematic
interdependence and mutual constitution of business networks through the continuing

interactions of their members (Bizzi & Langley, 2012).

Whereas the business network approach can offer a deep understanding of specific
relationships, particularly in terms of assessing interactions and change within a tie, a
detailed understanding of structural (environmental and contextual) change and its’
influence within the network is excluded from the analysis. The focus of analysis is the
interaction processes between actors. In terms of Van de Vens’ (1992) meaning of
process, business network researchers tend to assess how variables change over time but
do so viewing process as a developmental sequence of events (Langley, 2009; Langley

et al., 2013). This perspective is aligned with the process orientation to process research.

30



To summarise, although early arguments in network research suggested that theory
should include both the structure of the network and the interactions between actors
(Granovetter, 1985) most research perspectives consider either one or the other; either
aggregate network patterns (structure) or the ties (interactions/agency) forming the
network (Jack, 2010). Of the three perspectives reviewed, only the business network
approach is based on a process approach to process (Van de Ven, 1992). Within this
approach, the emphasis is on understanding development and change within
relationships as well as between and across relationships. The focus rests squarely on
agential dimensions of the network process and structural influences on the network are
not part of the analysis. In some ways current network perspectives offer opposing
views for scholars with some emphasising structural aspects of the network (the social
and entrepreneurial network perspectives), and the alternative emphasising agency (the

business network perspective) (Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010).

2.5 STRUCTURATION THEORY AS A PROCESS APPROACH

There are several ways of understanding processes and explaining outcomes, and
sequences of events can be conceptualised and studied in very different ways (Sminia,
2009; Van de Ven, 1992). As internationalisation process models have evolved this has
coincided with useful theoretical developments and advancements within the strategy
process domain. The key practices of process research within the strategy domain draw
on the contributions of Mintzberg, Van de Ven and Pettigrew as reviewed in detail by
Pettigrew (2012) and Sminia (2009, 2016). While Mintzberg adopted a configuration
approach to studying how strategy was realised within firms, Van de Ven sought to
develop a metatheory of innovation and change, to explain how innovations develop
over time, by bringing together four general process theories (Caffrey & McDonagh,
2015; Sminia, 2009). Pettigrews’ work examines change within organisations, and how
context, process, and content combine to explain outcomes. Pettigrew relied on the
dialectical model of process theory, drawing support from Giddens’ structuration theory
(Sminia, 2009, 2016).

These three seminal process researchers, Pettigrew, Mintzberg and Van de Ven, draw
from both structuration theory (Giddens, 1979, 1984) and structuration variants
(Bourdieu, 1977; Sewell, 1992) in their research approaches. Pettigrews’ work draws

from Giddens’ (1979, 1984) structuration theory, of which Pettigrew was one of the first
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users (Pozzebon, 2004: Sminia & de Rond, 2012). However, Giddens is not the only
scholar looking at underlying process theory (Sminia, 2016) nor is he the only theorist
to argue for a reconciliation of structure and agency (Jackson, 1999). Other process
researchers such as Mintzberg and Van de Ven have drawn from alternative
structuration variants such as Bourdieus’ (1977) theory of practice, and Sewells’ (1992)
theory of structure. While differences exist among these process researchers in terms of
their structuration thematic choices there is however “commonality with regard to the
role of agency and structure” (Sminia, 2009, p.111). This leads to the use of the term
‘structuration like’ theories to describe the foundations of their approaches (Sminia,
2009, 2016), which share the common goal of overcoming the structure-agency dualism
within process research (Jackson, 1999). Strategy related inquiry is then based on these
‘structuration like’ theories to advance the process method. These theories enable
researchers to consider both agency and structure to seek out patterns among purposeful
management action (agency) and socially embedded constraints (structure) (Caffrey &
McDonagh, 2015).

In terms of how process research is carried out, there are differences within the process
approach due to differences in underlying research orientations (Sminia, 2009). How the
process story takes shape in the eyes of the researcher is informed by the particular
reading of process or process theory that is being used. This can be traced back to the
overall generalist versus contextualist orientation in process research, and the degree to
which researchers adopt a position on this continuum. A generalist orientation views
process patterns as fairly common and this allows for process research aimed at
statistical generalisation (Smina, 2009). Van de Ven and Mintzberg have positioned
themselves closer to the generalist end of the scale (Sminia, 2009) reflecting a variance
approach to process research (Sminia & de Rond, 2012; Van de Ven, 1992). A
contextualist orientation views any process as unique and Pettigrew is situated more
towards this end of the continuum (Sminia, 2009), reflecting a process orientation
(Langley et al., 2013).

With contextualism, Pettigrew takes empirical observations and the knowledge derived
from them, as unavoidably bound up in when and where they occur. These observations
capture events whose meanings can only be grasped by referring to the sequence of

which they are a part, in combination with the setting in which they take place. The

32



overall approach is that of an historian who attempts to understand an outcome based on
what has led up to it (Sminia, 2016). Contextualism sees the world as a collection of
events in their unique setting (Sminia, 2009). As Pettigrew (1992, p.11) suggests such
an approach allows researchers to catch “reality in flight”. Context is not just a
backdrop to these events rather it is seen as offering participants both opportunities and
constraints within the process. Context is also maintained and changed as a consequence
of people’s activities and is continuously involved in how the course of the process
takes shape (Sminia, 2016).

Pettigrew developed this contextualist take on process research based on an underlying
‘structuration like’ theory of process, which explicitly referred to Giddens’ (1979, 1984)
structuration theory (Sminia, 2009, 2016; Sminia & de Rond, 2012). Drawing from
structuration theory Pettigrew views social reality as a process that occurs rather than
exists. It is socially constructed, emerging by way of actions, with the tension between
action and structure as its driving force. There is a duality of structure and a dual quality
of actors (Giddens, 1979, 1984; Sminia, 2016).

Unlike the dualism of the rationalistic approaches, which views internationalisation as
separate elements (Lamb et al., 2011), the concept of duality presents two constructs
that cannot exist, or be understood, separate from each other (Sarason et al., 2006).
Structure and agency are seen as mutually enabling, interdependent and intertwined
(Farjoun, 2010; Sewell, 1992; Slattery, 2003). In the context of internationalisation, the
concept of duality rejects the notion that the firms’ processes and activities can be

understood separately from the activities and practices of managers.

Sminia (2009, 2016) argues that the appeal of ‘structuration like’ theories is
understandable because of the inclusion of both agency and structure, which allows a
researcher to accommodate both purposeful managerial activity, as well as enabling and
constraining effects of structural features such as power and cognition in their analysis.
The duality of structure also allows the process to be understood as simultaneously
encompassing continuity and change. Continuity is the case whenever the process
conforms to the social structure while change involves an alteration of part of the social

structure.
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To summarise, strategy researchers have advanced the process method through the use
and application of ‘structuration like’ theories (Sminia, 2009, 2016; Sminia & de Rond,
2012). Of the key process researchers reviewed, only Pettigrew follows a contextualist
approach, which is closer to the process research tradition, with Mintzberg and Van de
Ven pursuing a generalist approach to process research, which is closer to the variance
perspective. Pettigrews’ approach to process research is based on Giddens’ (1979, 1984)
structuration theory. In the context of internationalisation process research, Giddens’
(1979, 1984) concept of duality infers that the firms’ environment and context and the
activities and practices of managers are viewed as mutually enabling, interdependent

and intertwined. They cannot be understood, or examined, separately from each other.

2.5.1 Structuration Theory and Internationalisation Process Research

A development within internationalisation process research has been the use of
‘structuration like’ theory, in this case Giddens’ (1979, 1984) structuration theory, to
offer a unique processual perspective on internationalisation. Sydow et al. (2010) in
their study of the internationalisation of television content production examine the
foreign market entry process as a structuration process. The recursive interplay of action
and structure describes foreign market entry where the ability of firms to successfully
penetrate foreign markets hinges on the kind of actions they can take within existing
structures. Sydow et al. (2010) suggest that structuration theory helps to better
understand business internationalisation strategies by highlighting process without
neglecting structure, and also by highlighting the recursive nature of social life in

general.

Dutta et al. (2016) proffer that the internationalisation process of the firm, reflected in
the firm’s cross-border acquisition decisions, follows an evolutionary path characterised
by both structural and agency considerations following the logic of the duality of
structure. The recursive interplay of structure and agency is proffered as an apt
descriptor of the process where a firms’ ability to undertake internationalisation
activities can be enabled or constrained within existing structures at particular points in
time (Dutta et al., 2016). They conclude that Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory offers
a powerful theoretical rationale for the reciprocal interaction of human actors and social
structures in any social system, including organisations. den Hond et al. (2012) concur
suggesting that, as a process theory, structuration theory offers a distinct building block
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and sensitising device for explaining processes of change, in and around organisations.

This conceptualisation of small firm internationalisation accommodates agency and
acknowledges that managers’ play an increasingly important role in the development of
a firm’s internationalisation strategies (Li & Gammelgaard, 2014). The significant role
played by individual decision makers in SMEs means that their personal characteristics
and interpretations are highly likely to affect their internationalisation decisions and this
must be acknowledged within theoretical approaches applied to examining small firm
internationalisation (Child & Hsieh, 2014). In summary, ‘structuration like’ theories
provide an alternative perspective to researching small firm internationalisation. The
ontological perspective of duality, rather than dualism, opens up new ways of thinking
about the internationalisation process that have been absent from, but called for, in the

literature.

2.6 CONCLUSION

This research proposes adopting a structuration perspective when researching firm
internationalisation. This is based on the assertion that structuration theory provides a
useful conceptual foundation for internationalisation process research. Incorporating the
duality of structure as a core tenet, structuration theory provides a framework for better
understanding the role of both structure and agency in the firms’ internationalisation
process while also recognising the interdependence of context (structure) and manager
(agent) (Dutta et al., 2016; Sminia, 2009, 2016; Sydow & Windeler, 1998; Sydow et al.,
2010).

Structuration theory can bridge the structure-agency divide evident within extant
process models of internationalisation such as the Uppsala model and Network theory.
Both approaches have made significant contributions to understanding firm
internationalisation however they remain only partial explanations of the process, as
they tend to emphasise either a structural or an agentic orientation. The Uppsala
internationalisation process model is critiqgued for its deterministic nature and
structurally focused orientation, which leads to the neglect of managerial action in
internationalisation strategies. The perspectives on network process research reveal a
structural orientation within both the social and entrepreneurial network perspectives,

which also represent variance rather than process approaches. Alternatively, the
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business network perspective, which is a process approach, emphasises agency and
relationships within the network process to the exclusion of structural and

environmental influences.

To fully understand firm internationalisation requires a move away from research
approaches underpinned by dualism, which separates firm internationalisation into two
discrete elements, towards theoretical perspectives such as structuration theory, which
view structure and agency interacting within a recursive process based on the duality of

structure.
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CHAPTER THREE: A MICRO PERSPECTIVE ON PROCESS: ROUTINES
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

The internationalisation process of the firm can be investigated from a micro
perspective. A micro perspective breaks the phenomenon of internationalisation down
into more finely grained processes, which are focused on the internal changes and
developments within the firm as it internationalises (Welch & Paavilainen-Méantymaki,
2014). A micro perspective on process goes inside the organisation and is interested in
the practical activity necessary to make the internationalisation process happen. It

investigates what is actually done and by whom (Johnson et al., 2003).

A micro level understanding of internationalisation can be achieved by exploring
organisational routines as micro processes within the firm (Feldman & Pentland, 2003,
2008; Prashantham & Floyd, 2012). Identifying and analysing routines as processes
reveals the detailed practices which constitute the day-to-day activities within the firm.
Routines are the key mechanisms underlying processes (Feldman, 2016; Felin et al.,
2012) and Becker (2008, p.3) suggests, “to understand routines is to understand
organisations”. Exploring routines allows a deeper insight into the tasks and sequences

of activities that underpin the internationalisation process and how they are enacted.

Within the practice perspective, structuration theory provides the conceptual foundation
for scholars and allows them to focus on the internal workings and dynamics of routines
(Feldman, 2000, 2003; Feldman & Worline, 2016). Founded on the duality of structure,
the ontology of performative (agency) and ostensive (structural) aspects of routines has
been advanced. Exploring the interaction of the ostensive (structure) and performative
(action) aspects contributes to an enhanced understanding of how structure and agency
co-evolve in the context of routines (Hansen & Vogel, 2011) and delivers a micro

perspective on the firms’ internationalisation process.

3.2 FOUNDATIONAL SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT

Within the management literature, organisational routines have been interpreted in at
least two separate yet complementary ways (Becker, 2008; Salvato & Rerup, 2011) as
behavioural regularities (Nelson & Winter, 1982) and as cognitive regularities (Cyert &
March, 1963). Within the Carnegie School (Cyert & March, 1963) scholars viewed
routines as cognitive regularities which denote abstract patterns or understandings that

organisational agents adopt to guide and refer to specific performances of a routine
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(Salvato & Rerup, 2011). Looking at routines as cognitive regularities or patterns would
be to understand routines as rules, for example ‘if then’ rules (Becker, 2004, 2005a) or
as standard operating procedures that shape and guide organisational behaviour.

The concept of organisational routines is also central to the evolutionary theory of the
firm as per Nelson and Winter (1982) which is arguably the single most influential work
on routines (Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Nelson and Winter (1982, p.14)
define routines as “regular and predictable behaviour patterns of firms” and note, “it is
clear that nothing that does not repeat itself can be a routine”. This perspective views
routines as behavioural regularities, which denote recurring analytical processes,
embedded in firms and performed by groups of individuals (Salvato & Rerup, 2011).
This body of work, grounded in evolutionary economics, and labelled the organisation

theory school has greatly expanded the idea of routines (Hansen & Vogel, 2011).

Within this perspective, routines are portrayed as unitary, and ‘routine as entity’
theorists such as Nelson and Winter (1982) cast a routine as a non-observable yet
coherent entity with clear boundaries (Rerup & Feldman, 2011). This is referred to as a
‘black box’ approach to routines research (Pentland & Feldman, 2005). As a stream of
research, it views the central feature of organisational routines to be the capacity to
generate stability and therefore efficiency, predictability and legitimacy in
organisational interactions (Becker, 2004; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Scholars within
this research stream view routines as important for fostering stable action over time
(Cyert & March, 1963; Nelson & Winter, 1982) and these approaches do not emphasise
the agency of the individuals enacting the routine (Feldman, 2000; Sonenshein, 2016).

From this foundational work two distinctly different avenues of scholarly activity have
emerged within the organisational routines domain; the capabilities or ‘dynamic
capabilities’ perspective and the practice perspective also known as ‘routine dynamics’
(Feldman & Pentland; 2008, Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Each provides a
major theoretical pillar of the routines concept. However, as Parmigiani and Howard-
Grenville (2011, p.443) describe they are “distinct but complementary; the capabilities
and practice perspectives take fundamentally different approaches to the study of
organisational routines”. Capabilities scholars are interested in firm performance and

how routines affect this, whereas practice scholars are more interested in how routines
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are put to work by individuals, and the internal dynamics of such routines (Parmigiani
& Howard-Grenville, 2011).

3.2.1 The capabilities perspective

Within the capability perspective (Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011) or
competence theory school (Hansen & Vogel, 2011) the central concept is organisational
capabilities. Grounded in organisational economics this view is founded on the broader
concept of organisational routines as ‘“organisational capabilities and high level
routines or collections of routines that can confer on an organisation’s management a
set of decision options for producing significant outputs of a particular type” (Winter,
2003, p.991). Within this view, routines are defined as ‘the building blocks of
capabilities’ (Becker, 2004; Nelson & Winter, 1982; Teece et al., 1997) that can lead to
stability and change and potentially to competitive advantage for firms (Parmigiani &
Howard-Grenville, 2011). It is assumed that routines generally operate as expected with
little agent or individual influence (Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011).

The capabilities perspective leaves the ‘black box’ of the routine intact and focuses on
the routine as a whole (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Zollo & Winter, 2002). Its main
interest is in what routines accomplish towards organisational goals and it links routines
to firm performance. Whether focusing on stability or change the capabilities
perspective emphasises the motivation for, and the outcomes of, routines (Parmigiani &
Howard-Grenville, 2011). The capabilities perspective historically taken a collectivist
view and has not considered how individuals or agency affect routine enactments and
assumes that routines operate as intended (Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011).
There has been a call for work to better understand the micro-foundations of routines,
with scholars suggesting that the collectivist view is incomplete within the capabilities
perspective and that the level of individual action and interaction must be included in
research (Abell et al., 2008; Felin & Foss, 2011; Foss et al., 2012; Salvato & Rerup,
2011). Theorists have responded to this micro foundations project by focusing research
on the role of individual actors (Abell et al. 2008; Witt, 2011), their motivations
(Pentland et al., 2012), experiences (Turner & Fern, 2012), and properties such as

declarative and procedural memory (Lazaric & Dennis, 2005; Miller et al., 2012).
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3.2.2 The Practice Perspective

From a practice perspective the routines concept provides a framework that is firmly
anchored in the social sciences (Becker & Zirpoli, 2008). It considers organisations as
complex social systems (Feldman, 2003, 2000; Feldman & Pentland, 2003) and routines
as social practices (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Hansen & Vogel, 2011). The practice
perspective emphasises the processes inside the ‘black box’ of the routine, focusing on
how routines are enacted as practices in day-to-day operations (Parmigiani & Howard-
Grenville, 2011). The emphasis is firmly on the internal workings of specific routines,
in specific organisational contexts, and the central theme is organisational change
(Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). From the routine dynamics perspective
Feldman and Pentland (2008, p.302) suggest that this focus on internal workings “opens
the black box of organisational routines and reconceptualises them as being made of
interacting parts” in contrast to a capabilities perspective which “leaves the black box

intact and focuses on the routine as a whole”.

Definitional consensus within the practice based perspective ensures that organisational
routines are a well-defined phenomenon of “repetitive, recognisable patterns of
interdependent actions, carried out by key multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003,
p.95) not all of which are human (Pentland, 2011). The notion of patterns is central to
the concept of routines (Becker, 2004; Feldman, 2016). The emphasis is on how
patterns are produced and reproduced and to what extent these patterns remain stable or
change over time (Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Pentland et al. (2012)
suggest that a routine is recognisable if the steps within each performance follow from
one to the next, like the notes of a song. For a routine to be repetitive, these
recognisable patterns must in turn be retained from one performance to the next.
Whereas behaviours constructing a routine cannot be expected to be identical every
time, they can be expected to conform to a typified pattern (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002).

The process orientation of routine dynamics has allowed routine scholars to refocus on
the enactment of the routine, rather than just on its representation (Feldman, 2016). This
theoretical shift has moved the unit of analysis from the firm and the routines that
constitute it, to the routine itself and the actions that constitute it (Feldman, 2000, 2016;
Howard-Grenville, 2005; Pentland & Reuter, 1994; Rerup & Feldman, 2011). As the

accepted definition implies, routines are conceptualised as collective phenomena
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involving multiple actors (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Feldman & Pentland, 2003;
Nelson & Winter, 1982). Both the organisational and routines literature hold that
routines occur at the group or functional level whereas skills or habits are individual
properties (Dosi et al., 2000; Pentland & Feldman, 2005; Vromen, 2011). Recognising
the collective nature of routines helps in understanding the concept of routines as to
involve multiple actors’ means that carrying out one routine might involve actors in
different locations. Organisational routines can therefore be distributed across space or
across an organisation. In this way, multiple actors carrying out routines can belong to
differing organisational units and can be located in different places, but linked by
interaction (Becker, 2004).

3.2.2.1 Structuration theory

There is growing theoretical consensus within the practice school with recent theories of
organisational routines being grounded in theories of structuration (Giddens, 1979,
1984) and practice (Bourdieu, 1990) and engaging with the practice turn in sociology
(Feldman & Worline, 2016; Hansen & Vogel, 2011; Pentland, 2011; Sonenshein, 2016).
These theories have provided a fruitful foundation for the theory of organisational
routines facilitating a focus on, and examination of, the internal workings and dynamics
of the routine (Feldman, 2000, 2003; Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Feldman & Pentland,
2003; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Pentland & Feldman, 2005; Pentland & Reuter,
1994).

3.2.2.2 Dualities in theorising routines
Drawing from structuration theory (Giddens, 1979, 1984), there are two primary

dualities engaged in theorising routines as practices: firstly action and structure and
secondly, stability and change (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). In the first instance,
routines are viewed as dualities in that they have elements of structure as well as
elements of action (agency) within them (den Hond et al., 2012) and in this view
structure is created and recreated through agency (Feldman & Pentland, 2008). A
subsequent assumption of the practice perspective is that phenomena always exist in
relation to each other, produced through a process of mutual constitution (Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Mutual constitution implies
that structures, such as routines, are the product of human action and agency, yet human

action is constrained and enabled by these very structures (Feldman & Pentland, 2008;
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Giddens, 1979, 1984; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Organisational routines,
from this perspective, are neither structural nor agentic but both (Feldman & Pentland,
2008). Organisations are created and recreated through the performance of routines just
as routines are created and recreated through the performance of particular actions that
come to be seen as making up the routine (Feldman & Pentland, 2008; Rerup &
Feldman, 2011).

(a) Structure and agency

These practice based theories provided the basis of a new ontology of routines based on
new understandings of structure and agency, proposing the terms ‘ostensive’ and
‘performative’ to designate the two levels of routines (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). The
performative might be thought of as the routine in practice, the enactment, while the
ostensive is the routine in principle, or the idea (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, 2008).
Drawing on these concepts the practice based view of organisational routines can be
described as generative systems (Figure 3.1) consisting of performative and ostensive
parts (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Pentland & Feldman, 2005) constituted through the
interaction of the internal parts which exist as a duality (Feldman & Pentland, 2003,
2005).

The ostensive and performative framework (Feldman & Pentland, 2003) emphasises the
active engagement of individuals in on-going practices, and the interpretation of agency
with various forms of structure (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). The performative aspect
reflects individual agency, which involves the ability to remember the past, imagine the
future, and respond to present circumstances (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Feldman and
Pentland (2003) argue that to display qualities of repetitive actions and recognisable
patterns organisational routines must have these two aspects: ostensive (abstract
patterns of actions) and performative (specific instances of actions). Both aspects are
necessary to constitute what we understand to be a routine (Feldman & Pentland, 2003,
2008).

The ostensive level of a routine is the abstract level that both shapes and is shaped by
specific performances (Becker 2004, 2005a; Feldman & Pentland, 2003, 2008; Pentland
& Feldman, 2005; Pentland et al., 2012). It represents the ideal or schematic form of a

routine (Feldman & Pentland, 2003) or cognitive regularities and descriptions that
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enable participants to guide, account for and refer to, specific performances as a routine
(Becker & Zirpoli, 2008).

Figure 3.1: Routines as generative systems
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Source: Pentland & Feldman (2005, p.795)

The ostensive aspect of an organisational routine represents the structural dimension
which refers to the existence of social structures (Giddens, 1984) that enable
organisational members to orientate their work activities and account for their
behaviour, while at the same time constraining their organisational activities (Hansen &
Vogel, 2011). Becker and Zirpoli (2008) highlight, as is also suggested by Feldman and
Pentland (2003), that the role of human agency in rule following must be taken into
consideration. People can use the ostensive as a guide to what actions ought to be taken,
or retrospectively as a guide to accounting for actions already taken (Pentland &
Feldman, 2003). The ostensive aspect of a routine can serve as a template for behaviour
or a normative goal. This is what Nelson and Winter (1982) called the ‘routine as target’
and why routines are sometimes likened to scripts (Feldman & Pentland, 2008; Pentland
& Feldman, 2003). However, the ostensive level can only act as a guide; it cannot
specify the details of the performance, which people must always choose. This is the
irreducible element of agency, which requires reflexive self-monitoring (Feldman &
Pentland, 2003).

The performative aspect of the routine consists of actual performances by specific
people at specific times in specific places (Becker, 2005b; Becker & Zirpoli, 2008;
Feldman, 2000; Pentland & Feldman, 2003, 2005) that may exhibit many variations

(Pentland et al., 2012). The performative aspect of routines is essential for the creation,
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maintenance, and modification of the ostensive aspect in much the same way that
speaking creates, maintains, and alters a language. Performances enact the ostensive
aspect of routines (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). The performing individuals refer to the
structural dimension of organisational routines that guide their behaviour, and through
this reproduce and change the ostensive aspects (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). The
performative aspect refers to the central role of agency and the actual enactment of
organisational routines by human agents at a certain time and space. Only the specific
actions of organisational members “bring the routine to life” (Feldman & Pentland,
2003, p.94). Without action, routines are empty formalisations or what might be

referred to as espoused routines (Feldman, 2016; Rerup & Feldman, 2011).

Pentland and Feldman (2005, p.797) describe artefacts as “the physical manifestations
of the organisational routine”. Artefacts can take many different forms from written
formal rules, standard operating procedures and forms to the general physical setting, a
factory, or an office. Software and computers are common types of artefacts (Pentland
& Feldman, 2005; D’Adderio, 2008, 2011). Artefacts may reflect either the ostensive
aspect of the routine (as in the case of a written procedure or a policy statement that
describes the overall pattern of the routine) or the performative aspects (as in the case of
a transaction history or tracking database). In practice, researchers use artefacts as
indicators of the ostensive and performative aspects of organisational routines (Pentland
& Feldman, 2005). In an organisational routine artefacts are often used to try to ensure
the reproduction of a particular pattern of action. Artefacts such as work logs and
databases can also provide a convenient archival trace of the performative aspect of the
routine (Pentland & Feldman, 2008).

Though empirical work on routine dynamics acknowledged the role of various artefacts
in routines, early theorising separated artefacts from the ostensive and performative
aspects to make the point that they were not to be confused with either aspects even
though they may have interactions with them both (as per Figure 3.1) (Feldman, 2000,
2003; Howard-Grenville, 2005; Pentland & Reuter, 1994). More recent theorising on
artefacts suggests that as research has evolved artefacts have been more fully
incorporated into the relationship between ostensive and performative (Cacciatori,
2012; D'Adderio, 2008, 2011; Feldman, 2016). For example, recent attention to the role
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of artefacts in shaping routine enactments brings contextual factors such as technology
within the routine itself (D’Adderio, 2008; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011).

(b) Stability and change

The second duality engaged in theorising routines as practices is that of stability and
change (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). The practice perspective has described routines
as inherently generative (Becker, 2005b; Feldman, 2003; Howard-Grenville, 2005;
Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011; Pentland & Reuter, 1994) and a source of
continuous change (Feldman, 2000). This suggests that although routines are often
thought of as a way to solidify or stabilise an existing arrangement, they can also be
used as a mechanism to promote change which leads to an emphasis on their role in
flexibility and change (Pentland & Feldman, 2005, 2008a). Routines are seen to have a
dual nature (Feldman & Pentland, 2003) in that they can be both a source of stability
and of change (Becker, 2004; Feldman, 2002; Hansen & Vogel, 2011) and endogenous
change can occur (Feldman & Pentland, 2008). Change may be engaged in order to
promote stability, and stability may be essential to bringing about change (Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011).

In summary, adopting a practice perspective implies that organisational routines are no
longer viewed as simple monolithic objects but are seen to consist of both abstract
understandings (ostensive) and specific performances (action) (Pentland & Feldman,
2005) as well as artefacts (D’Adderio, 2008; Pentland & Feldman, 2005). In this way,
the practice school espouses a move away from a reductive view of routines as ‘things’
and brings agency back into the picture (D’Adderio, 2011). Whereas historically
routines as behavioural (Nelson & Winter, 1982) and cognitive regularities (Cyert &
March, 1963) were seen as being inherently separate, within the practice approach both
the ostensive (structural) and the performative (agentic) are created and recreated
through action (Feldman & Pentland 2003, 2008; Howard-Grenville, 2005; Salvato &
Rerup, 2011).

The practice approach highlights the importance of human actors and agency and seeks
to access peoples ‘situated’ behaviour, examining specific actions in specific places and
times (Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Routine dynamics conceptualises

routines as engaging agency and subjectivity on the one hand, and structure and
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objectivity on the other hand (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). It highlights the
importance of individual agency in the creation of both the ostensive aspects as well as
the performative aspects of organisational routines (Feldman & Pentland, 2008).

3.3 CONCLUSION

This brings the review of pertinent literature on internationalisation process research
(Chapter 2) and the micro level perspective of internationalisation, through the study of
routines as micro processes (Chapter 3), to a close. Examining internationalisation
process research has underscored the potential of a structuration perspective as an
innovative conceptual foundation for exploring firm internationalisation in comparison

to the traditional alternatives within the domain.

Structuration theory specifies a reciprocal relationship between agency and structure
and offers a unique processual perspective that specifically articulates this relationship
as a duality (Sarason et al., 2006). In the context of internationalisation process research
the recursive interplay of structure and agency is proffered by scholars as an apt
descriptor of the process where a firms’ ability to undertake internationalisation
activities can be enabled or constrained within existing structures at particular points in
time (Dutta et al., 2016; Sydow et al., 2010).

The appeal of structuration theory for internationalisation process researchers is its
ability to overcome the inherent limitations of traditional process models. These models
largely based on dualisms, view internationalisation as two discrete entities. Based on
either a structural orientation (as with the Uppsala process model) or an agential
orientation (as in the business network approach) they cannot accommodate the
interaction between structure and agency within their analysis or explanation of

internationalisation.

The internationalisation process of the firm can also be investigated from a micro
perspective (Chapter 3). This approach breaks the temporal phenomenon of
internationalisation down into more finely grained, small scale processes, focused on
internal changes and developments within the firm as it internationalises (Welch &

Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014). This micro level understanding of internationalisation
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can be achieved by exploring routines as micro processes within the firm (Prashantham
& Floyd, 2012).

Scholars researching routines within the practice perspective also draw on structuration
theory and the duality of structure to investigate the internal dynamics of routines
(Feldman, 2000, 2003; Feldman & Worline, 2016). Exploring the interaction of the
ostensive (structure) and performative (action) aspects of routines allows researchers to
contribute to an enhanced understanding of the structure-agency relationship within this
particular context. Insights from routines research contribute to the micro level
understanding of the structure-agency agency relationship  within  the

internationalisation process.

As the duality of structure from Giddens’ (1979, 1984) structuration theory underpins
the key aspects of internationalisation process theory (Chapter 2) which this research
seeks to build on, as well as how the practice perspective explores routines as micro
processes (Chapter 3), the theoretical framework of structuration theory (Giddens, 1979,

1984) is examined in detail next in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER FOUR: STRUCTURATION THEORIES
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4.1 INTRODUCTION

This research asserts that structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) provides a rich
conceptual foundation for internationalisation process research. The duality of structure,
the core tenet of Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, can deliver a unique perspective
on the firms’ internationalisation process. Examining the duality of structure (ostensive)
and action (performative) within routines as micro processes can also deliver a micro

level understanding of the internationalisation process.

However, examining structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) reveals a number of
criticisms, among them that the theory is too abstract and underdeveloped for use in
empirical research. From the perspective of researching internationalisation the crucial
issue with Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory is the conceptualisation of structure as
having no physical existence, rather existing as a ‘virtual reality’, given substance only

through what people do (Busco, 2009).

As this research seeks to examine the recursive interplay of structure (environment) and
agency (individual manager) within the firms’ internationalisation process, structure in
this context represents the external environmental, situational and contextual factors
exerting influence on the firms’ international activities. However, Giddens’ (1984)
structuration theory is based on a local ontology, which means there are no such things
as autonomous external social structures (Coad et al., 2015). This ontological view

makes it difficult to use structuration theory within internationalisation research.

This research draws on strong structuration theory (Stones, 2005), a strengthened and
refined version of Giddens’ (1984) original structuration theory, as a theoretical
framework to analyse the interaction, and interdependence, of structure and agency
within the internationalisation process. Strong structuration theory includes a number of
ontological and methodological developments, which have been recognised as being of
considerable use to researchers adopting a structuration perspective (Coad et al., 2015,
2016; Jack & Kholief, 2007, 2008; Parker, 2006).

The key ontological development is the introduction of external structures, which exist
autonomously from the agent and are capable of exerting a causal influence (Stones,

2005). Only strong structuration theory recognises the existence of external structures
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and in doing is applicable to, and easy to operationalise within, internationalisation
process research. Giddens’ (1984) original structuration theory and Stones’ (2005)

strong structuration are presented next.

4.2 STRUCTURATION THEORY

4.2.1 Dualism to duality

Within the social sciences, views of individual agents and structures as two independent
sets of phenomena represent a dualism. A dualism shows a clear-cut and decisive
contrast between two elements, for example between structure and agency, with a well-
defined boundary and no overlap (Akram, 2012; Farjoun, 2010; Jackson, 1999;
Llewellyn, 2007). Studies based on dualist approaches have been criticised for being
overly simplistic and for being too restrictive to capture the complexities involved in
social life (Jackson, 1999). Giddens (1984) attempted to transcend the notion of dualism
by suggesting it needed to be re-conceptualised as a duality; as the duality of structure
(Giddens, 1976, 1979, 1984). Duality resembles dualism in that it retains the idea of two
essential elements, but it views them as interdependent, rather than as separate and
opposed. With duality, structure and agency are seen as mutually enabling and a
constituent of one another (Akram, 2012; Farjoun, 2010; Sewell, 1992). In this vein
Giddens claims that structure and agency are two sides of the same coin. Neither
structure nor action can exist independently, instead both are intimately related,

interdependent and intertwined (Farjoun, 2010; Slattery, 2003).

Human agents draw on social structures in their actions, and at the same time these
actions serve to produce and reproduce social structure (Giddens, 1984; Jackson, 1999;
Jones & Karsten, 2008). Swingewood (2000, p.9) has referred to Giddens’ concept of
duality as his “master concept through which it becomes possible to grasp human
practices as both action and structure”, that is, while agents produce meaningful action
they do so within definite social contexts. The properties of social systems are therefore
produced and reproduced by regular social practices. Assuming the duality of structure
and action Giddens (1984) then proposed the theory of structuration. The term
structuration refers to the conditions governing the continuity or transformation of
structures and social systems, and indicates that structure and agency exist in a recursive
relationship (Busco, 2009).
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4.2.2 The Agent

The idea of the agent as developed by Giddens seeks to “connect being with action”
(Giddens, 1979, p.39). It goes beyond what agents think or intend to do, to focus on
what they do and how they accomplish it. Agency is about practice it is about ‘doing’
and intervening in the world (Llewellyn, 2007). Giddens (1979, p.55) posits, “action or
agency ... does not refer to a series of discrete acts combined together, but to a
continuous flow of conduct. We may define action ... as involving a ‘stream of actual or
contemplated causal interventions of corporeal beings in the ongoing process of events-
in-the-world”. According to Giddens (1979) agents are always intervening in the world
and in so doing they have the capacity to transform it. This is because agents have
power, which plays a central role in structuration theory (Baert, 1998). Giddens
(1979, p.93) defines power as “the capability of actors to secure outcomes” or the
individual’s capability to intervene in a series of events (Baert, 1998). In this sense,

power is seen as a transformative capacity (Bryant & Jary, 2011; Giddens, 1977).

Giddens’ perspective is that agents are free to act as they wish but only within the rules
and structures they have created. Only in exceptional circumstances are individuals
either totally free or totally constrained. There is always choice or the possibility ‘to do
otherwise’, even if this choice is constrained. Constraints, according to Giddens, do not
determine actions though they may place limits on the range of options open to the
agent. This is the dialectic of control “the ability of the agent to act otherwise, to say no,

to refuse to comply and so to make a difference” (Stones, 2005, p.29).

Giddens (1984, p.5) advocates a stratification model of action (Figure 4.1) and proposes
three levels of action framed as: (i) reflexive monitoring of action; observing and
reflecting on self and on others as well as the contexts through which activities take
place, (ii) knowledgeability and rationalisation of action; agents understanding of the
basis of their actions, and (iii) motivation for action or agents ‘wanting’ (Giddens,
1979).

Giddens’ knowledgeable agent also exhibits three levels of consciousness: the practical,
discursive and the unconscious (Giddens, 1984). Practical consciousness refers to the
tacit knowledge that agents have which underpins their ability to ‘go on’ in social life.

This practical consciousness is also a feel for the unexpressed ‘rules of the game’ that
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allows people to do appropriate things without having to reflect on their actions
(Llewellyn, 2007). Discursive consciousness is mobilised when agents articulate their
reasons and intentions for their activities. It is the interplay between discursive and
practical consciousness that makes reflexivity possible for the agent (Llewellyn, 2007).
Reflexivity should be understood not merely as self-consciousness but as “the
monitored character of the on-going flow of social life” (Giddens, 1984, p.3). The
agent’s reflexivity facilitates the tracking of their social interactions as they are played
out in time, and enables agents to form flexible responses to dynamic situations they

encounter (Llewellyn, 2007).

Figure 4.1: Giddens’ stratification model of consciousness and action
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The rationalisation of action dimension refers to the process by which agents draw on
their knowledgeability of social structures (Stones, 2005). Subjective powers of agency
depend primarily on actors knowing how to do things, having a ‘practical
consciousness’ of the appropriate rules for making sense of situations and a command
of relevant resources. This ‘practical consciousness’ of ‘knowing how to go on’ depends
on a wealth of taken for granted knowledge (Bryant & Jary, 2011; Parker, 2000). In this
context, managers involved in business internationalisation can be seen as individuals
who monitor their environment continuously and rationalise their own actions, the

actions of others and the contexts in which actions are embedded (Sydow et al., 2010).

Motivation of action denotes the wants which prompt the agent to take action (Giddens,

1984). This motivation may be “direct, intense and purposeful or indirect and much
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more routine” (Stones, 2005, p.24). Agents have the capacity to say no or to ‘do
otherwise’, however in practice agents are inclined to repeat routine patterns of
behaviour (Busco, 2009; Parker, 2000). By sticking to such routine patterns of
behaviour, individuals avoid having to monitor and reflect on all the possible choices

for action available to them at a particular point in time (Busco, 2009).

This reflects Giddens’ view that humans have a basic desire for some degree of
predictability in social life. By performing routines, agents sustain a sense of
‘ontological security’ which Giddens (1984) argues is a basic anxiety controlling
mechanism. Cohen (2007, p.328) refers to such ontological security as “a comfortable
mental state in which actors engage in taken for granted activities in familiar
surroundings and in the company of unthreatening others”. These routines can be
disrupted in critical situations and unpredictable events can unlock possibilities for
change in agents’ behaviour (Busco, 2009). Reflexive knowledge means that agents are
flexible and they can decide, when engaging in an activity, to take a different ‘tack’ if
they feel their project is not going well (Llewellyn, 2007). This change needs to be
interpreted as a re-examination, at different levels of consciousness, of the stored
knowledge which provides an agent with their sense of ontological security (Busco,
2009).

4.2.2 Structures of signification, legitimation and domination

Giddens departed from the traditional conceptualisation of structure as having some
given or visible form (Pozzebon, 2004). Giddens suggests instead that structure has no
physical existence, it is a ‘virtual reality’, and is only given substance through what
people do (Busco, 2009; Jones & Karsten, 2008; Parker, 2000), existing only “in and
through the activities of human agents” (Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005, p.1357). For
Giddens (1984, 1989) structure is what gives form and shape to social life, but it is not
itself that form and shape. He defines the dual role of structures as both “the medium

and outcome of agency” (Giddens, 1984, p.23).

For Giddens (1984, p.xxvii) structure means the “rules and resources which agents
draw upon in the production and reproduction of social systems”. These structures are
the abstract templates which guide human behaviour in social settings (Busco, 2009).

Rules may be formal or informal (Swingewood, 2000) and are defined as implicit
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techniques or generalisable procedures that are used in the enactment or reproduction of
social practices (Baert, 1998). These rules equate to generalised formulae that are
embedded in agents’ practical consciousness allowing them to ‘go on’ in their day-to-
day activities (Giddens, 1984). Resources, on the other hand, refer to the materials and
the means used in producing goods and services and to the skills and powers that men
and women bring to the production process (Slattery, 2003). Resources are of two
kinds; authoritative resources derived from the co-ordination of the activity of human
agents, and allocative resources stemming from control of material products or other

aspects of the material world (Giddens, 1984).

In terms of the relationship between agents and structure Giddens points out that
structure “is not external to individuals: rather as memory traces, and as instantiated in
social practices”; it is in a certain sense more ‘internal’ than exterior to their activities.
Structure is not to be equated with constraint as it is always “both constraining and
enabling” (Giddens, 1984, p.25). Although structures guide human behaviour they are
not deterministic in nature and so can be altered by agents in social interactions. In
Giddens’ perspective on agency, actors are not social dupes governed by independent
structures but are knowledgeable agents who reflexively monitor their actions and make
choices (Busco, 2009). Within the structures of society, the individual has the power
and freedom to express him or herself and over time to change those structures for the
better. While structures are produced and reproduced by human action, new structures
require time to become institutionalised, and obsolete structures can linger in memory
(Sydow & Windeler, 1998).

Structure is analysed along three dimensions; structures of signification (meaning),
structures of legitimation (norms), and structures of domination (power) (Giddens,
1984) as shown in Figure 4.2. Giddens (1979) notes that this is only an analytical
distinction and that all three dimensions would inevitably be involved in any social
action. However, the analytical distinction allows a focus on any one of the structures;
signification (rules), legitimation (rules) and domination (resources) independently, and
also allows an examination of the particular ways in which they are combined (Stones,
2005).

Structures of signification provide general interpretative schemes necessary for
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communication. Such interpretive rules provide ways for people to see and interpret
events, and so give meaning to (inter)actions (Englund & Gerdin, 2014). In this way,
structures of signification are drawn upon to make sense of organisational
activities (Busco, 2009) and enable meaningful communication (Parker, 2000).
Agents can make sense of the context they act in and can communicate this
meaning and their views of ongoing practices to others (Sydow & W.indeler,
1998).

Structures of legitimation are norms, which endorse or sanction certain forms of
conduct (Englund & Gerdin, 2014) and denote a set of values and ideals for action
(Busco, 2009). Rules governing legitimation allow moral sanctioning (Parker, 2000),
and norms and moral codes are drawn on by agents to institutionalise their
reciprocal rights and obligations. Sanctioning behaviour is the category of interaction
or agency through which behaviour gets encouraged or discouraged, potentially through
the application of reward, penalty, caution and inducement (Nicholson et al., 2009).

Structures of domination provide facilities for the exercise of power (Englund &
Gerdin, 2014). Rather than seeing power as a type of act (making people do things
against their will, for example) or a stock of capital (like land and money that can be
owned), Giddens views power as a capability manifested in action (Jones & Karsten,
2008). Power is the means of getting things done and as such, it is directly implied in
human action. Power is exercised through access to either authoritative or allocative
resources (Giddens, 1984).

Giddens employs the concept of modalities to link the potential of knowledgeable
actors to the structural properties of institutions (Baert, 1998; Busco, 2009).
Modalities are the knowledge and resources accessible to actors (Cohen, 2007) as
depicted in Figure 4.2. Although analytically separate, in reality these modalities
intersect (Baert, 1998). When people act in organisations through modalities, they

create and recreate three fundamental elements of social interactions and structures.

In the context of internationalisation and market entry strategies, Sydow et al.
(2010) posit that agents make sense of behaviour and events through

communication and in doing so reproduce or transform rules of signification. They

56



suggest that talking repeatedly about a particular foreign market as involving huge
investment risks is likely to increase the possibility that this country will be
perceived in this way. As a result of such sense making communication, which
leads to specific rules of signification, managers may come to prefer exporting or
alliances over direct investment options, irrespective of the true degree of

uncertainty in the targeted country.

Figure 4.2 Dimensions of the Duality of Structure

Structure Signification | «....» |Domination | «...» | Legitimation
Interpretive -

(Modality) scheme Facility Norm

Interaction Communication | -3 Power e Sanction

Source Giddens (1984, p.29).

By sanctioning certain behaviours, managers change or reproduce rules of
legitimation. By using organisational resources they reproduce or change the
system’s structure of domination. In this way managers reflexively shape social
practices, such as the market entry strategy they use or the routines they use when

coordinating activities of foreign subsidiaries (Sydow et al., 2010).

4.3 CRITICISMS OF STRUCTURATION THEORY
Critiques of structuration theory address three main issues: (i) the duality of structure,
(ii) the level of specification and comprehensiveness of the theory, and (iii) the level of

abstraction of the theoretical concepts involved.

4.3.1 Duality of Structure

With Giddens’ structuration theory there is a conceptual critique on the fundamental
logic behind the theory, focusing on the notion of the duality of structure (Baert, 1998;
den Hond et al., 2012; Jack & Kholeif, 2007). This critique is most forcefully
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formulated by Archer (1982, 1995) who criticises Giddens’ approach for combining
agency and structure into a single recursive relationship and locking structure and
agency too tightly together, thereby conflating the concepts. Archer (1995) argues that
the stress on duality in structuration theory means that one cannot tell where structures
begin and agents end and vice-versa. The two are mixed together and confused to such
an extent that any analytical value possessed by the concepts in the first place
disappears. Instead Archer (1995) argues for an analytical dualism between structure
and agency which allows internal structure to be separated from action, giving better

insights into the interaction between the concepts (Herepath, 2014; Llewellyn, 2007).

The distinctive aspect of this Archerian approach is captured in the concept of
morphogenesis. This suggests that whenever structure and agency interact to produce
change or morphogenesis, structure will precede agency in time. In this way Archer
(1995) ascribes primacy to structure rather than to structuration. Though Archer is keen
to relate structure and agency she is actively against moves to conflate them, and views
Giddens’ duality of structure as an example of such conflationary thinking (Herepath,
2014; Llewellyn, 2007). Archer (1995) believes that the analytical dualism she supports
is both superior to, and incompatible with, structuration’s notion of duality (Stones,
2005).

Giddens’ work on the duality of structure also faces difficulties over his definition of
structure, which differs from the normal sociological one (Jackson, 1999; Parker, 2000,
2006). Giddens’ definition of structure, his critics argue, can be misleading and too
narrow to be useful in social theorising (Jackson, 1999). Other commentators argue that
Giddens fails to provide an accurate definition of what rules are (Baert, 1998). Sewell
(1992, p.5) posits that structure, though a central term of Giddens’ theory, “remains
frustratingly underspecified”. Although structure can both enable and constrain human
behaviour, the constraints take the limited form of rules and resources affecting
individual conduct and are therefore internalised to human action (Jackson, 1999). It is
this definition of structure adopted by Giddens which exposes him to the critique of
conflationary thinking.

Critics have also taken issue with the forms of methodological bracketing used by

Giddens; ‘institutional analysis’ and ‘analysis of strategic conduct’. ‘Institutional
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analysis’ requires the researcher to suspend the skills and awareness of actors; focusing
instead on how structures are reproduced across time and space (Giddens, 1984).
‘Analysis of strategic conduct’ places institutions in suspension; concentrating instead
on the skilful and knowledgeable agent and on how actors reflexively monitor what they
do and how they draw upon rules and resources in the constitution of interaction
(Giddens, 1984). Critics have argued that this type of methodological bracketing
increases the chance of reintroducing the dualism between objectivism and subjectivism
that the theory of structuration is actually trying to avoid (Englund et al., 2011; Stones,
2005).

4.3.2 Level of specification and comprehensiveness of the theory

There is also a conceptual critique of structuration theory at the level of specification
and comprehensiveness of the theory (den Hond et al., 2012). It is argued by some
critics that structuration theory fails to specify the properties of agents and structure and
the mechanisms whereby they are linked together other than in highly abstract terms
(Busco, 2009; Kilminster, 2014). The ways in which action transforms structures is
unclear and the concept of the agent is highly elliptical and difficult to understand
(Swingewood, 2000). Stones’ (2005) refers to this as a lack of analytical clarity around
structure while den Hond et al. (2012) allude to the weak definitional value of the

theory.

Some scholars also object to the alleged eclecticism of the theory of structuration,
relying as it does upon a mosaic of intellectual influences, some of which are not
perceived as compatible (Baert, 1998). Other scholars suggest that there are
fundamental areas of under development in Giddens’ work, such as the relationship
between agents, structures and external pressures (Coad et al., 2015; Jack & Kholeif,
2007, 2008; Stones, 2005).

4.3.3 Level of abstraction of concepts

Structuration theory has often been seen as a meta-theory and a way of thinking rather
than as an empirically testable explanation of social behaviour (Pozzebon &
Pinsonneault, 2005). This is due to the fact that Giddens does not provide clear
guidelines on the relationship between structuration theory and empirical research (den

Hond et al., 2012). The lack of clear operational definitions of structure and agency, the
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highly abstract level of theorising, and the nature of the duality of structure and agency
have made the application of structuration theory to empirical research difficult (den
Hond et al., 2012; Nicholson et al., 2009; Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005). Part of the
difficulty is that structuration theory is not easily coupled to any specific research
method or methodological approach (Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005). Giddens’ own
view is that structuration theory is not intended as a method of research or even as a
methodological approach (Giddens, 1989) and the majority of studies employ the theory
as an analytical device or as Giddens himself put it, “as a sensitising device” (Giddens,
1984, p.231).

4.4 STRONG STRUCTURATION THEORY

The argument that Giddens’ theory is too abstract and underdeveloped for use in
empirical studies (den Hond et al.,, 2012; Nicholson et al., 2009; Pozzebon &
Pinsonneault, 2005) has led a number of social theorists to develop and strengthen the
theory. The most significant recent contribution to this ongoing development is Stones’
(2005) work on strong structuration theory. Recent reviews of Stones’ (2005) theory
have recognised this work as being a substantive and considerable development in the
theory of structuration (Bryant & Jary, 2011) and a ‘“serious attempt to give
structuration theory a new lease of life” (Parker, 2006, p.122). In strong structuration
theory, Stones (2005) argues for a reinforced ontology that can enable empirical social
studies to be designed and carried out while informed throughout by the theory (Jack &
Kholief, 2007). This theory development has been recognised as being of considerable
use to researchers (Coad et al., 2015, 2016; Jack & Kholief, 2007, 2008; Parker, 2006).

Strong structuration theory is not positioned as an alternative to Giddens’ theory but as
an attempt to provide a strengthened version of the original theory (Jack & Kholief,
2007). Preserving the tenet of the duality of structure, a central element of strong
structuration theory is its focus on the issue of agency embedded in structures rather
than on structures cut off from agency (Coad et al., 2016; Englund & Gerdin, 2014).
Stones’ (2005) theory is interested in people, individually and collectively, and their
analysis of their conduct and context or external structures (Coad et al., 2016).
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4.4.1 Strong structuration ontology

In advancing strong structuration theory Stones (2005) moved from the notion of a flat
and local ontology, which underpins Giddens’ (1984) original structuration theory, to a
reinforced ontology of strong structuration. In the context of Giddens’ work, a local
ontology means that there are no such things as ‘external’ social structures that exist
beyond the human mind. A flat ontology suggests that there are no levels of social
structures, for example, no micro or macro structures (Coad et al., 2015).

Stones’ (2005) has moved from this flat ontology to a strong structuration ontology and
introduces a number of new ideas such as: (i) moving from ontology-in-general to
ontology-in-situ, (ii) the idea of a sliding ontological scale and a meso-level ontological
concept, and (iii) external structures existing autonomously from the agent and exerting

causal influence.

4.4.1.1 Ontology-in-general and ontology-in-situ

The key strength of Stones’ (2005) work is that it presents a well-articulated,
ontologically sound argument for the development of structuration theory as well as a
sound epistemological practice (Coad et al., 2016; Jack & Kholief, 2007). Giddens’
(1984) concept of structuration was pitched very much at the philosophical and abstract
level and was directed towards establishing a general set of concepts or ontology-in-
general (Coad & Herbert, 2009). The absence of clear links to substantive

circumstances meant that structuration theory was “too free-floating” (Stones, 2005,
p.7).

Strong structuration theory moves away from the relatively abstract ontology in which
Giddens was interested (Coad et al., 2015). Stones (2005) argues instead for the
development of structuration theory to encompass ‘ontology-in-situ’ and the ‘ontic’:
where structure and action are not contemplated in abstract but are observed in concrete
situations, “through the why, where and what of everyday occurrence, and through
understanding the dispositions and practices of agents” (Jack & Kholief, 2007, p.211)
in particular times and places. The ontic is the level at which empirical evidence can be
sourced and the purpose behind pointing Giddens’ abstract ontology toward the ontic is

to encourage it to do more work at this substantive and empirical level (Stones, 2005).
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In this way strong structuration theory as a conceptual methodology can provide a

bridge between theory and empirical research (Coad et al., 2016; Stones & Jack, 2016).

4.4.1.2 Sliding ontological — ontic scale

Ontology-in-general operates at an abstract level whereas the ontic operates at the level
of concrete details and specificities. The value of a ‘meso-level’ ontological concept is
that it makes it possible to talk about some abstract ontological concepts in terms of
scales or relative degrees (Stones, 2005). Action and structure can then be analysed in
relative terms for example, “more or less knowledgeability, more or less critical
reflection” of the agent (Stones, 2005, p.78). This meso-level concept provides a sliding
scale on which to locate a particular study and the ability to focus on one or more
individual agents (Coad et al., 2015; Stones, 2005).

In earlier work Stones presented the idea that structuration studies may be characterised
by the depth of contextualisation, from an in-depth concrete study of an individual
through to an abstract sweep of historical and global phenomena (more characteristic of
Giddens’ own work), and the sliding scale is a development of this idea (Jack &
Kholief, 2007). Meso-level studies may not cover every ‘nook’ of a study (Jack &
Kholief, 2007) but offer a valuable tool within which to situate individual concrete level
studies of structuration. This sliding scale conceptualises a more developed, refined and
adequate ontology of structuration (Stones, 2005). It also offers the potential for multi-

layered studies of sociological phenomena (Coad et al., 2016).

By way of an example, the application of these ontological developments can be seen
within the empirical work of Chan et al. (2010). The authors have used strong
structuration theory to explore how multiple, conflicting social structures in the
multicultural city of Hong Kong interact recursively with the agency of children,
parents, and teachers to produce obesity in some, but not all, children. Structure and
agency are examined in the concrete setting of eating practices. This enables a detailed
understanding of the dispositions and practices of agents in particular places at
particular times. The meso-level concept facilitates examining a number of key agents

who have differing relative degrees of influence on the outcomes of structuration.
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4.4.1.3 External structures

The key area where there is a major ontological divide between Giddens’ (1984)
original framework and the quadripartite framework advanced by Stones (2005) is their
view of external structures (Englund & Gerdin, 2016). Table 4.1 represents the differing
ontological views of external structures within both Stones’ and Giddens’ work as
synthesised by Englund & Gerdin (2016).

Table 4.1 Two ontological views on (external) structures

Structural aspect Strong structuration ontology Flat and local structuration
ontology
(Stones, 2005) (Giddens, 1984)
Essence of structure Social structures may be divided into | Social structures are virtual.

internal and external structures.
Internal structures are virtual. External

structures have a real and factual

existence.
Relation to individual Internal structures exist as memory | Structures exist as memory traces
actor traces within the agent. External | within the agent. Structures exist

structures have an existence that is | only as they are instantiated in
autonomous from and independent of | social practices, they have no
the agent that reproduces them. existence autonomous from, and
independent of, the agent that

reproduces them.

Role(s) for social External structures can be seen as | Structures may be seen as
practices having independent and/or irresistible | influencing social practices but not
causal influences on social practices. as a causal force that is independent
of, and/or irresistible to individual

actors.

Source: Englund & Gerdin (2016, p.258).

While both versions of structuration theory acknowledge the existence of virtual
structures, only strong structuration theory recognises the existence of external
structures. The other major difference is that while both versions of the theory
acknowledge that some parts of social structures exist as memory traces within the
agent, strong structuration theory assumes that external structures are autonomous from,

and independent of, the agents that reproduce them (Englund & Gerdin, 2016). The
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ontological status of structures within Giddens’ (1984) work means that structures can
never be autonomous from, or independent of, those agents who reproduce them.
Within strong structuration (Stones, 2005), or within the essentialist view of structures,
external structures can exert causal influences on social practices (Englund & Gerdin,
2016). Strong structuration scholars follow Stones (2005) lead in adopting an
essentialist approach to the ontological status of external structures and in rejecting the
idea of a flat and local ontology as presented in Giddens” work. This conceptual debate
is ongoing within the literature (Coad et al., 2015, 2016, Englund & Gerdin, 2008, 2011,
2014, 2016).

To summarise, Stones’ (2005) conception of strong structuration theory emphasises a
number of key contributions for organisational research, namely the claim that
structuration theory can be used meaningfully for empirical work by providing an
‘ontology-in-situ’ to support Giddens’ ‘ontology-in-general’, by providing the concept
of a ‘sliding ontological scale’ and by introducing external structures. These ontological

developments are captured within the ‘quadripartite nature of structuration’ framework.

4.5 QUADRIPARTITE NATURE OF (STRONG) STRUCTURATION

Stones (2005) distinguishes four separate but interlinked aspects of the duality of
structure, which he labels the ‘quadripartite nature of structuration’ as shown in Figure
4.3. Stones (2005) invites researchers to study ‘conjunctures’ which are defined as
critical combinations of events, circumstances or interactions, and to consider the four
distinct components in relation to these conjunctures. The researcher selects the
agent(s)-in-focus for a particular study. This agent must be located somewhere on a
sliding scale from the ontic/micro level, to the meso or macro level by the researcher
(Coad et al., 2015). Strong structuration theory can then focus on the in-situ processes
of structuration, as it emphasises how agents situated in specific settings at a specific

time experience the process (Makrygiannakis & Jack, 2016).

The four components of the quadripartite framework are: (i) external structures, which
are conditions of action, (ii) internal structures within the agent, (iii) active agency,
including the ways in which agents either routinely or strategically draw upon their
internal structures, and (iv) outcomes, which can involve either change or reproduction
and preservation of external and internal structures. Events can represent other
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outcomes of the process. Outcomes represent the intended and unintended consequences
of the agents’ purposive actions. To analyse external structures is to examine the
‘agents’ context analysis’ whereas to analyse internal structures is to examine the
‘agents’ conduct analysis’ (Stones, 2005). The four components of the framework are
not analytically separate rather they are intertwined and overlapping (Stones & Jack,
2016).

Figure 4.3: Quadripartite Nature of Structuration
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Source: Stones (2005, p.85)

4.5.1 External structures

External structures have an existence that is autonomous from the agent-in-focus and
form the structural context of action. These external structures exert influence over
internal structures and agents themselves and may constrain or enable action by the
agent-in-focus (Jack & Kholief, 2008). They may take the form of ‘independent causal
influences’ where the external structures are constituted, reproduced, or changed
entirely independently of the wishes of the agent-in-focus, even though they may
directly affect the life of the agent (Stones, 2005).

These influences are distinguished from ‘irresistible causal forces” where the agent-in-
focus has the capacity to resist an external influence but may feel unable to do so
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resulting in a feeling of powerlessness (Coad & Herbert, 2009; Stones, 2005). For an
agent-in-focus to resist the pressure of external forces they must possess sufficient
power and the capability to do so, and have adequate knowledge of relevant external
structures including alternative avenues of possibility (Coad & Herbert, 2009). Based on
the identified external structures one can attempt, as a researcher, to specify the
objective possibilities open to, and the constraints on, the agent-in-focus and examine
how external structures may enable or constrain their actions (Stones, 2005). In this way
the strong structuration framework, while retaining Giddens original emphasis on the
active character of agents, is much more realistic about the extent to which external

social pressures constrain the agent (Stones, 2005).

Agents-in-context are other agents within the organisation and within the community of
practice. Though not the focus of the analysis per se they are nonetheless part of any
analysis as they inform the behaviour of the agent-in-focus in the same way as other
external structures (Stones, 2005). An example of the influence of external structures on
the agent is reflected in the work of Jack and Kholief (2008). The authors used strong
structuration theory to analyse how the role of the management accountant played out
within a new organisation during an attempt to implement an enterprise resource
planning (ERP) system. External structures included government and international
organisations, as well as software vendors, all of whom together provided the structural
conditions of action. Stones’ (2005) interpretative framework was used due to its ability
to articulate the relationships and pressures between internal and external agents and
structures within a particular ‘organisation in focus’ (Jack & Kholief, 2008). In a similar
way, Feeney and Pierce (2016) have explored the role of accounting information, as an
external structure, within the new product development process. Makrygiannakis and
Jack (2016) have examined the role of the budgeting process, also as an external

structure, in management accounting change observed within the hotel sector.

Position-practices (external)

Position-practices can exist within both the external and internal structures of the agent-
in-focus. Position-practices within the external, autonomous structures can be
considered in abstract or substantively (Jack & Kholief, 2007). These external position-

practices can take several forms such as: (i) positional identities, (ii) institutionalised
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positions, and (iii) clusters of practices (Stones, 2005). These external position-practices

form the structural context of action within which the agent operates.

An example of positional identities can be seen within the work of Jack & Kholief
(2008). While examining ERP implementation within their ‘organisation in focus’,
positional identities took the form of both the European Union and the Egyptian
government. Stones (2005, p.62) describes “positional identities ... defined in terms of
identifying criteria such as documented qualifications and observable attributes”.
Institutionalised positions, on the other hand, are made up of practices which locate one
group in a particular position relative to other groups (Coad & Glyptis, 2014). These
positions have been operationalised as organisational departments within existing
empirical research. Coad et al. (2015) suggest that particular expectations exist within
an organisation regarding the prerogatives and obligations of, for example, an
Accounting Department or a Personnel Department, which represent institutionalised
positions. These ‘position-practice slots’ can be identified independently of their

incumbents and so can be classed as external structures (Stones, 2005).

The final external position-practice is ‘clusters of practices’ or more specifically the
“cluster of practices through which identifying criteria, prerogatives, and obligations
are made manifest and acknowledged by others” (Stones, 2005, p.62). The ERP
technology in the work of Jack and Kholief (2008) represents a cluster of practices with
structuring properties. Both Coad et al. (2010) and Greenhalgh and Stones (2010) posit
that technologies and material artefacts can represent external position-practices, which

embody structuring properties and form part of the agents’ external structures.

Stones’ (2005) has argued that there are fundamental areas of underdevelopment in
Giddens’ work such as the relationship between agents and the importance of external
pressures. Other scholars have agreed that the influence of external structures on actors’
needed attention (Coad & Herbert, 2009; Parker, 2000). Stones’ (2005)
conceptualisation addresses this issue and is more realistic than Giddens about the
extent to which external social pressures constrain the actor, conceiving external
structures as independent forces, and pressurising conditions that limit an agents’

freedom.
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4.5.2 Internal Structures

Internal structures (within the agent) are divided analytically into two components: (i)
the ‘general disposition or habitus” and (ii) ‘conjuncturally specific’ internal structures
(Stones, 2005). Within ‘general disposition structures’ external structures are interpreted
in the context of the agents’ dispositions, including such things as “generalised world
views and cultural schemas, typified recipes of action and habits of speech and
gestures” (Stones, 2005, p.88). General dispositions, or the agents’ dispositional frame
of meaning, includes such things as technical and other embodied skills, attitudes,

ambitions, moral and practical principles or habitus (Greenhalgh et al., 2014a).

This is something that the agent “draws on without thinking and is best conceptualised
as existing in a taken for granted and unnoticed state” (Stones, 2005, p.88). It
represents enduring knowledge built up over time as an actor is exposed to, and
interacts with, social contexts. It provides the perspective by which events in the world
are framed and perceived by the agent (Greenhalgh et al., 2013). This type of
knowledge is trans-situational (Coad & Herbert, 2009). A focus on general dispositional
internal structures allows a researcher to understand more about the particular character

of a certain agent’s worldview (Stones, 2005).

Conjuncturally specific (particular) knowledge is knowledge of how to act in particular
situations, it is knowledge of the strategic terrain and how one is expected to act within
it based on ones’ hermeneutic understanding of external social structures (Coad &
Herbert, 2009; Greenhalgh et al., 2014a). Conjuncturally specific internal structures
provide a pivot between external structures and dispositions of the agent (Moore & Mc
Phail, 2016; Stones, 2005). For the agent-in-focus internal and external structures are
both interactive and overlapping (Feeney & Pierce, 2016). Internal structures offer
agents interpretive schemes, resources and norms for fashioning a course of action
through particular social worlds while also providing a basis for recursive interpretation
of intended and unintended consequences (Coad et al., 2015). Conjuncturally specific
knowledge may be informed and fine grained or it may be ill informed and broad brush
risking unintended or unwanted consequences (Stones, 2005).

Jack & Kholief (2007) illustrate that when agents-in-focus were attempting to create

new organisational structures, and rules and routines to govern action, they were acting
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in accordance with their general dispositions as accountants and former corporate
employees. While performing conjuncturally specific actions, in this case setting up an
ERP system, they reproduced familiar structures from their past. Poorly informed
internal structures and conjunctural knowledge constrained the project implementation
and the unintended consequence or outcome for the organisation was project failure
(Jack & Kholief, 2007, 2008). It is this conceptual elaboration of internal structures
within general dispositions and conjuncturally specific knowledge that distinguishes
Stones’ (2005) version of structuration from that of Giddens’ original structuration
theory (Coad & Herbert, 2009; Parker, 2006).

Conjuncturally specific internal structures reflect the agents’ knowledge of interpretive
schemes, normative expectations and power capacities (Stones, 2005). This is similar to
the Giddensian structures of signification, legitimation, and domination and this
language has been retained by Stones (2005) within the quadripartite structure to

examine the conjunctural internal structures of the agent.

Position-practices (internal)

A final aspect of the agents’ internal structures, and conduct analysis, is the influence of
position-practices. A position-practice can be thought of as the social position and
associated identity of the agent. This role or position has various rules and normative
expectations embedded within it (Stones, 2005). Such a social identity also carries with
it a range of prerogatives and obligations (Coad et al., 2015). For example, to speak of a
Chief Executive Officer or an Accountant or a Supply Chain Manager is not only to
refer to a positional identity but also to a set of structured practices which incumbents
can and do perform (Coad & Glyptis, 2014; Jack & Kholief, 2007).

Unlike in the context of external positional identities, these internal position-practices
are not ‘structural slots” within which agents are largely interchangeable. With internal
position-practices, identities are perpetuated or changed through their enactment by
active agents within the network of relationships (Stones, 2005). The identity of the
CEO is intertwined with the agent-in-situ. Power embodied within the position comes
from the agents’ ability to command allocative resources (over objects and materials)

and authoritative resources (command over people) (Stones, 2005).
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By focusing on one cluster of agents (which may be an individual, team, or an
organisation) the networks of relationships, norms, sanctions, knowledgeability, and
power resources within which this agent-in-focus resides can be mapped and analysed
(Cohen, 1989; Jack & Kholief, 2007, 2008). Jack and Kholief (2008) achieved this in
their study of an ERP implementation considering three separate clusters of agents and
investigating the tensions between them. This highlights how the concept of position-
practice relations can be used to tease out how different groups of actors battle against
each other in order to gain and maintain legitimacy within any given context (Coad et
al., 2015).

Position-practices consider people in webs of social relations and interdependencies
affecting, and being affected by, others whom they may or may not know, or be aware
of, but with whom they are interdependent (Stones, 2005). Therefore, the agent-in-focus
should always be conceptualised as being in the midst of, and already caught up in, the
flow of position-practices and their relations (Stones, 2005). A key implication of the
position-practices concept is that the agent-in-focus can draw not only on their own
internal structures, what they know about the social world, but also on the knowledge of
the internal structures of other agents as their agents-in-context (Chan et al., 2010;
Stones, 2005). According to Coad and Herbert (2009, p.180) an “agents-in-focus’s
understanding of conditions of action, formed by external structures, is informed by the
conjuncturally specific knowledge of networked others”. This knowledge is related

outward towards the external structure (Jack & Kholief, 2007).

Within strong structuration theory, external structures are mediated largely through the
position-practices of agents (Coad et al., 2015; Cohen, 1989) that is social positions,
their associated practices and networks of social relationships (Greenhalgh & Stones,
2010; Moore & McPhail, 2016). The strong structuration concept of position-practices
enables the researcher to analyse the realities of agent(s)-in-focus from the perspective
of multiple positions within a field of position-practice relations (Moore & McPhail,
2016). Coad and Glyptis (2014) have developed their concept of position-practice
relations, as depicted in Figure 4.4, from the work of both Stones (1991, 2005) and
Cohen (1989). The circles represent social positions and the arrows represent

interactions between them.
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4.5.3 Active agency

During moments of structuration agents draw upon their (virtual) internal structures,
which represent their understanding of (concrete) external structures as a basis for
active agency (Coad et al., 2015). This allows them to apply their knowledge and
understanding to their situation, or a particular conjuncture (Stones, 2005). Stones
(2005, p.100) posits that active agency “encapsulates the observable behaviour during
which an agent, motivated by his internal structures, chooses to act in order to confront
his external structures”. This analysis of active agency is concerned with how agents
draw on their knowledge of internal and external structures when making decisions,
choosing which arguments to make, communicating with others and resisting or
bringing about change (Coad et al., 2016). Active agency is the ability to act reflexively
or routinely in relation to the external and internal structures that provide conditions of
action (Stones, 2001) and is the centre of strong structuration theory (Moore & McPhail,
2016).

Figure 4.4 Position-Practice Relations

Source: Coad & Glyptis (2014, p.144).
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Stones’ (2005) puts forward five aspects of active agency that are important when
investigating the agents conduct. He suggests that each of these is consistent with
Giddens’ (1984) stratification model of the agent as shown in Figure 4.1. These aspects
of active agency are: (i) shifting ‘horizon of action’ designating ‘contexts of relevance’
for the agent, (ii) the possibility of creativity, improvisation and innovation within an
agent’s conduct, (iii) varying levels of critical distance that agents bring to internal
structures, (iv) conscious and unconscious motivations and emotions which will impact
how agents draw knowledge from internal structures, and (v) the ordering of concerns
or the sorting out of priorities into a hierarchy of purposes, which may involve more or

less critical reflection.

While each agent brings generic capabilities, dispositions and strategic knowledge to
any particular event or circumstance, what an agent will actually do in any given
situation depends on a host of specificities, which cannot be predicted in advance. The
agents’ behaviour will depend on their ‘horizon of action’, as well as the contextual
particularities of other external structures and happenings, as well as the constraints of

time and space (Greenhalgh & Stones, 2010).

4.5.4 Outcomes

Outcomes are the result of active agency. The effects of the agents’ practices on extant
structures, both external and internal, can involve change and elaboration or
reproduction and preservation. As outcomes, consequences of structuration may be
intended or unintended, and the agent may be facilitated or frustrated. Outcomes may

also be conceptualised as events (Stones, 2005).

4.5.5 Methodological Bracketing

Stones (1991, 2005) put forward two adapted forms of methodological bracketing to
replace those of ‘institutional analysis’ and the ‘analysis of strategic conduct’, which
appear in Giddens’ (1984) original theory. Stones’ (2005) argues that the
methodological brackets of ‘agent’s conduct analysis’ and ‘agent’s context analysis’ are
more appropriate forms of bracketing for strong structuration theory. This bracketing
concentrates attention on the internal and external aspects of agents respectively
(Parker, 2006). ‘Agents’ conduct analysis’ is directed inwards, towards the dispositions

and practices of the agent-in-focus. It draws on the ontological category of

72



knowledgeability, as part of an agent’s internal structure, in a way that leads us back to
the agent herself, “her reflexive monitoring, her ordering of concerns into a hierarchy
of purposes, her motives, her desires and the way she carries out the work of action and
interaction within an unfolding sequence” (Stones, 2005, p.121). Agents’ conduct
analysis includes the internal structures of the agent divided analytically into the
components of general dispositional frame of meaning and the agents’ conjuncturally
specific internal structures (Stones, 2005). The focus is on the ways that the agent
perceives the immediate external structural terrain from the perspective of their own
projects and whether this is in terms of helplessness or empowerment, or a complex

combination of the two (Stones, 2005).

In contrast, the ‘agents’ context analysis’ is directed outward to the structural terrain the
agent faces. It gives an account of the agents’ interpretation of, and practical
engagement with, external structures (Parker, 2006; Stones, 1991, 2005). The agent’s
context analysis allows the researcher to identify and assess the range of causal
influences impacting the agent, the potential courses of action open to them, and the
probable consequences of both (Stones, 2005). Within an agents’ context analysis a
researcher can identify relevant external structural clusters and the position-practice
relations that constitute them. These structural clusters can be of great significance to
the problem to be explained or the question at hand. Allocative and authoritative
resources at the disposal of agents can also be identified (Stones, 2005). As Stones
(2005, p.122) states the agent’s context analysis “takes us on a journey from the agent
and their hermeneutic frame of meaning out toward the external processes of
structuration”. Stones and Jack (2016) draw attention to the fact that the agents’ context
analysis has to include conduct analyses of other agents or agents-in-context. This
reflects the idea of position-practices and web like interdependencies, where the
behaviour of the agent is informed and influenced by other agents-in-context.

4.6 STRONG STRUCTURATION THEORY IN ACTION

Strong structuration theory has yet to be applied within internationalisation research?.
The use of original structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) has also been a rarity within the
international field. Sydow et al. (2010) and Dutta et al. (2016) who examined the

2 A search of published sources did not return any works based on strong structuration theory applied in
the context of internationalisation research.
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internationalisation process of their respective firms from a structuration perspective are
the notable exceptions. This lack of use of Giddens’ (1984) original structuration theory
within internationalisation research may be attributable to the flat ontology on which it
is based and the resulting internal virtual structures which it is concerned with (Englund
& Gerdin, 2016).

Within the internationalisation process of the firm, external environmental, situational,
and contextual factors, exert a significant influence on the firms’ international activities
(Andersson et al., 2013; Laurell et al., 2013) and need to be included in a credible
analysis of the firms’ internationalisation. The development of the strong structuration
ontology and particularly the introduction of external structures, which are autonomous
from the agent and capable of exerting a causal influence, make it feasible for
internationalisation researchers to operationalise strong structuration theory and
recognise its applicability. External structures can capture the changing conditions of
action affecting the firm as well as the inter-relationships and interactions between these
structures delivering a realistic depiction of the environmental pressures and challenges

confronting the agent.

There is a growing use of strong structuration theory within the accounting discipline
(Adhikari & Jayasinghe, 2017; Feeney & Pierce, 2016; Harris et al., 2016; Jack &
Kholief, 2007, 2008; Makrygiannakis & Jack, 2016; Moore & McPhail, 2016). A
stream of research has also emerged within the healthcare sector incorporating Stones’
(2005) framework. This research has examined the implementation of information
technology programmes within healthcare (Greenhalgh & Stones, 2010; Greenhalgh et
al., 2013) and resistance to them by healthcare staff (Greenhalgh et al., 2014a,b).
Healthcare research has also examined the possibility of remote video consultations
between clinicians and patients (Greenhalgh et al., 2016). Other individuals using strong
structuration theory include Barley (2014) who used the framework to examine identity
and social interaction in a multi-ethnic classroom and O’Reilly (2012) who used the
framework as a guiding approach in the study of international migration. Arnall (2015)
explored resilience as a transformative capacity in a Mozambican resettlement
programme using the quadripartite nature of structuration. Stones and Tangsupvattana
(2012) have used strong structuration theory, coupled with other social theories, to

assess media accounts of political conflict in Thailand. To conclude, scholars agree that
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strong structuration theory has the potential to overcome many of the limitations of
Giddens’ (1984) traditional structuration theory (Coad et al. 2015, 2016; Stones & Jack,
2016) and this is reflected in the burgeoning stream of researching implementing the

strong structuration framework.

4.7 CONCLUSION

Strong structuration theory (Stones, 2005) is adopted as the interpretative framework for
this research as it seeks to understand the interaction of structure (environmental
aspects) and agency (individual manager) within the recursive process of firm
internationalisation. The ontological and methodological developments that strong
structuration theory contributes to organisational research make it appealing for use

within internationalisation research.

Moving from the abstract ontology of Giddens (1984) to concepts of ‘ontology-in-situ’
and the ‘ontic’ (Stones, 2005) means that structure and agency can be observed within
concrete situations rather than in abstract ones. The introduction of the sliding
ontological scale and the ‘meso-level’ ontological concept means that action and
structure can be analysed in relative terms, reducing the level of abstraction common in
original structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). The key ontological development for
internationalisation research is Stones’ (2005) recognition of the existence of external
structures, in contrast to Giddens’ (1984) structures, which can only exist virtually.
These external structures can be autonomous from the agent (manager) and can exert

causal influences on social practices.

Within the context of internationalisation research, this change in the ontological status
of structures within Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory means that environmental
and situational factors operating externally to the firm, and their impact on firm
activities, can be captured within a structuration analysis. This reinforced ontology also
makes it easier to conduct empirical research, which is informed throughout by the

theory and the quadripartite nature of structuration framework.
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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5.1 INTRODUCTION

This section describes how this research was conducted. By choosing to use strong
structuration theory as an interpretative framework, an ontological position of duality of
structure and action is also selected. Adopting this ontological position implies that
structure and agency are viewed as two sides of the same coin, neither can dominate
within the relationship and neither can exist independently of the other. In terms of an
epistemological position, this research is designed as a process approach to process
research, as reviewed in Chapter 2. Viewing process as a developmental event sequence
describes how things change over time (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013), and

internationalisation events within firms are the unit of analysis.

Qualitative studies are best placed to understand the process by which these events and
actions take place (Maxwell, 2013) and this research is based on six case studies of
SMEs. Data gathered from multiple respondents, including MDs and CEOs as agents-
in-focus, delivers rich contextual descriptions of the firms’ internationalisation story.
This allows a detailed understanding of, and insight into, the interaction and interplay of
structure (environmental factors) and agency (individual manager) within the
internationalisation process. To ensure validity and transparency within the research

design, the steps in the data collection and analysis phases are outlined in detail.

5.2 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY

Underlying any form of research is a philosophy of science that informs us of the nature
of the phenomenon to be examined (Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007; Burrell & Morgan,
1979). Ontology, or the nature of reality, is the starting point of all research and
examines the origin, nature, and constitution of social reality (Bechara & Van de Ven,
2007; Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Creswell, 2013; Grix, 2002). This ontological position
in turn characterises sociological theories according to the relative emphasis they place
on agency or social structure. Agency is the capacity of individuals to act
independently, to make their own choices, and to exercise free will. Social structure
refers to any recurring patterns of social behaviour that influence or determine an

agent’s choices and opportunities (Jenks, 1998).

Determinists adhere to the view that human behaviour is entirely determined by outside,

or environmental, forces which exist independently of individual actors (Burrell &
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Morgan, 1979; Grix, 2002). This is based on an ontological position, which asserts that
social phenomena and their meanings have an existence that is independent of social
actors (Grix, 2001). This real world is made up of hard, tangible, and relatively
immutable structures that exist as empirical entities. This represents a realist view and
for the realist the social world exists independently of an individual’s appreciation of it.
It is not something which the individual creates, rather it has an existence which is “as
hard and concrete” as the natural world (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p.4). Determinists
posit that these structures dominate individual behaviour. Rather than creating the social
world in which they live, people are seen as creations of the system. Human behaviour
is viewed as entirely determined by outside forces, no human agency is exercised, and
within this perspective, structure is seen as dominating agency (Jenks, 1998).

Voluntarists adhere to a different point of view, which asserts that people are
autonomous and have free will to act as they wish. This perspective prioritises agency
within the structure and agency relationship. It can draw this conclusion as it is based on
the ontological position of nominalism, which asserts that social phenomena and their
meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors (Bryman, 2001; Grix,
2002). The nominalist position revolves around the assumption that the social world,
external to individual cognition, is made up of nothing more than names, concepts, and
labels, which are used to structure reality. The nominalist does not admit to there being
any ‘real’ structure to the world, which these concepts are used to describe (Burrell &
Morgan, 1979). Nominalism implies that social phenomena and categories are not only
produced through social interaction but that they are in a constant state of revision
(Bryman, 2001; Grix, 2002). They hold the position that no social reality exists except
the one that individuals construct in their perceptions. Agency is exercised by the
individual over environmental or structural forces and in this view agency is seen as
dominating structure (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Jackson, 1999; Parker, 2000, 2006;
Swingewood, 2000).

These ontological positions reflect the image of social reality on which a theory is based
(Grix, 2001). In adopting the theoretical framework of Stones’ (2005) strong
structuration theory a point midway between these two ontological positions of
determinism and voluntarism is selected. This intermediate standpoint allows for the

influence of both structural and agential factors in accounting for the activities of people
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within the process of structuration. The duality of structure, presented in tandem with
Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory in Chapter 4, posits that neither structure nor
action can dominate within the relationship and neither can exist independently, rather
they are viewed as two sides of the same coin, inseparable, intertwined and
interdependent (Akram, 2012; Farjoun, 2010; Slattery, 2003). Duality of structure is a
key concept, which advances understanding of the interrelationship and interplay
between social structures and individual agency. The additional ontological
developments advanced within Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory, such as the
existence of external structures, have previously been presented in Chapter 4, where

they are contrasted with Giddens’ (1984) ontological stance and views of structure.

The second component underpinning a research philosophy is the epistemology of the
study, which is the method used for understanding it (Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007;
Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Epistemology focuses on the knowledge gathering process
(Grix, 2002) and examines what counts as knowledge and how knowledge claims are
justified (Creswell, 2013). The two dominant approaches to gaining knowledge in the
social sciences are positivism and interpretivism (Grix, 2001). Both of these approaches
include theories and methods based on different goals and underlying assumptions
(Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). These underlying philosophical assumptions include beliefs
about the nature of reality, of social beings, and of what constitutes knowledge. The
difference in focus is fundamental as it changes what each approach views as important

problems, facts, and evaluation criteria (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988).

5.2.1 Positivism

Ontologically positivists tend to take a realist position and assume therefore that reality
can be precisely and accurately measured and observed (Burrell & Morgan, 1979).
Positivists seek out general abstract laws that ideally can be applied to a large number of
phenomena (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). Positivism endeavours to identify time and
context free generalisations, or nomothetic statements (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). It is
epitomised in the approach and methods employed in the natural sciences, which focus
on the process of testing hypotheses in accordance with the canons of scientific rigour.
It is preoccupied with the construction of scientific tests and the use of quantitative

techniques for the analysis of data. Surveys, questionnaires, personality tests, and
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standardised research instruments of all kinds are prominent among the tools which

comprise nomothetic methodology (Burrell & Morgan, 1979).

Positivists, with the goal of explanation and prediction, place a high priority on
identifying causal linkages. The deterministic assumption regarding the nature of social
beings, that man’s activities are completely determined by the situation or environment
in which he is located, further supports their efforts to identify the causes of individuals’
behaviour (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). An epistemological assumption of positivism is
that the researcher does not influence, and is independent from, the subject of the
research. A detached stance is necessary to maintain objectivity (Bryman, 2016;
Creswell, 2013; Grix, 2002; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988).

Within internationalisation research, this research philosophy is reflected in the variance
approach, to process research, as discussed in Chapter 2. A variance approach asks
‘what are the antecedents or consequences of internationalisation and how does it
develop and change over time?’ These ‘what’ type questions entail a variance model or
outcome driven explanation (Van de Ven, 2007). Accordingly, within these
explanations, process is conceptualised as a law-like relationship between precursor and
outcome variables and process is deduced based on a measurement of two points of
analysis or time (Van de Ven, 2007; Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014). These
variance approaches seek to explain and predict what happens within
internationalisation by searching for regularities and causal relationships between its
constituent elements (Burrell & Morgan 1979; Grochal-Brejdak, 2016).

5.2.2 Interpretivism

Interpretivists, or as Burrell and Morgan (1979) refer to them, anti-positivists, perceive
that reality is essentially mental and perceived. Reality is also socially constructed and
multiple realities exist because of different individual and group perspectives (Burrell &
Morgan, 1979; Creswell, 2013; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). Within interpretivism, it is
crucial for the researcher to know the context of behaviour, or an event, because social
beings construct reality and give it meaning based on context (Bryman, 2016; Creswell,
2013; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988).
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Interpretivists take a particularistic approach to research; they study a specific
phenomenon in a particular place and time. Rather than seeking to determine law-like
regularities interpretivists seek to determine motives, meanings, reasons, and other
subjective experiences that are time and context bound (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). For
the interpretivist, the social world can only be understood from the point of view of the
individuals who are directly involved in the activities which are to be studied (Burrell &
Morgan, 1979).

Interpretivists tend to create ideographic knowledge (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). This
ideographic approach to social science is based on the view that one can only
understand the social world by obtaining first-hand knowledge of the subject under
investigation. It places considerable emphasis on getting close to the subject and

exploring their detailed background and life history (Burrell & Morgan, 1979).

Interpretivists view the world as being so complex and changing that is as impossible to
distinguish a cause from an effect. Viewing the world holistically, the interpretivist’s
stance is that mutual, simultaneous shaping occurs between entities (Creswell, 2013;
Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Maxwell, 2013). The voluntarist assumption, that people
actively create and interact in order to shape their environment, supports the
interpretivist’s position against causality (Bryman, 2016; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988;
Mason, 2013).

Epistemologically interpretivists hold that the researcher and the people under
investigation interact with each other. Therefore, the individual who is studied becomes
a participant in the research (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). The researcher tries to minimise
the ‘distance’ or objective separateness from those being researched (Creswell, 2013).
As a result, the researcher’s identity and values are inevitably implicated in the research

process (Greenhalgh & Stones, 2010).

Within internationalisation research, this research philosophy is reflected in the process
approach, to process research, as discussed in Chapter 2. A process approach asks ‘how’
type questions, such as how does the issue emerge, develop, grow, or terminate over
time. This requires a process model or an event driven explanation of the order and

sequence in which a discrete set of events occur, in this case internationalisation events,
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based on a story or historical narrative (Van de Ven, 2007). Process theory tends to see
the world in terms of people, situations, events, and the processes that connect these
(Maxwell, 2013).

5.3 RESEARCH QUESTION

To explore the reciprocal relationship between structure (environmental and contextual
factors) and agency (the individual manager) during the internationalisation process of
SMEs.

This research considers the firms’ internationalisation process as a reciprocal
relationship between structure (environmental factors) and agent (individual manager),
and articulates this relationship as a duality of interdependent and mutually enabling
elements (Farjoun, 2010; Giddens, 1979, 1984; Stones, 2005). This research uses
Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory as a theoretical framework to explore the
internationalisation process of SMEs in terms of the interaction of structure and agency,

arguing that internationalisation is a recursive process based on the duality of structure.

This research addresses a number of gaps within extant SME internationalisation
literature. The first gap addressed is the ongoing need to understand the
internationalisation process of SMEs. As SMEs become increasingly active in
international markets the activities and processes surrounding their internationalisation
are important phenomena to understand from both a research and managerial
perspective (Kuivalainen et al., 2012; Vanninen & Kuivalainen, 2015). This research,
by developing contextualised insights into the internationalisation process of firms,
contributes to knowledge of SME internationalisation by providing in-depth insights
into the role, and interdependence, of structure and agency in the firms’
internationalisation process (Dutta et al., 2016; Sminia, 2009, 2016). The need to
understand SME internationalisation also manifests itself in a growing interest in
theoretical frameworks through which the internationalisation process can be described
and analysed (Kuivalainen et al., 2012; Li & Gammelgaard, 2014). This research
proposes strong structuration theory as one such alternative framework and argues in

favour of the analytical value of describing and analysing the internationalisation
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process through the reciprocal relationship of structure (environmental and contextual

factors) and agency (individual manager).

The second research gap this study addresses is the structure-agency divide evident
within existing process approaches to internationalisation research. The dominant
approach within extant research studies is to explain the firm internationalisation
process in terms of dichotomous thinking, where researchers implicitly emphasise either
structure (contextual and environmental factors) or agent (the individual manager) in
their research, rather than identifying and exploring the interactions occurring between
structure and agent within the process. Excluding the opportunity to explore the
interplay of structural and agential dimensions has resulted in concerns about the
inadequacy and partiality of existing theories of small firm internationalisation (Lamb et
al., 2011). A structuration approach addresses this gap created by partial explanations of
internationalisation as it can accommodate managerial action (agency), the impact of
contextual variables (structural features) and the interactions between them in an
analysis of firm activities. This generates a comprehensive explanation of the firms’
internationalisation process. Knowledge about the relationship between structure and
agency is seen as crucial to understanding the process of firm internationalisation

(Sydow et al., 2010) and a strong structuration analysis can deliver this knowledge.

The third research gap addressed by this study is the acknowledged paucity of process
studies in the international field. This research adds to the existing stream of process
studies and in doing so provides an alternative perspective to the traditional static
variant approaches currently dominating the international research landscape (Coviello
& McAuley, 1999; McAuley, 2010; Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014). A
structuration approach offers an insightful processual perspective on internationalisation
and this research addresses what Welch and Paavilainen-Mantyméki (2014) have
termed the ‘retreat from process’ within internationalisation process research.
Delivering a micro level explanation of internationalisation through investigating
routines as micro processes within the firm (Prashantham & Floyd, 2012) also addresses
an under researched area within the international domain (Nummela et al., 2006; Welch
& Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014).
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5.3.1 Research objective one

In SMEs, how does the individual manager (agency) influence firms’
internationalisation outcomes when interacting with, and responding to, external

structures?

Within small firms, managers (agents) have been found to heavily influence the firms’
international activities and it is important to include them in explanations of the firms’
internationalisation (Andersson, 2000; Andersson & Florén, 2011; Lamb et al., 2011).
The significant role played by managers as decision makers in SMEs means that their
personal characteristics and interpretations are highly likely to affect internationalisation
and therefore must be included in any explanation of the firms’ internationalisation
(Child & Hsieh, 2014; Li & Gammelgaard, 2014; Sarason et al., 2006, 2010).

The role of agency (the individual manager) is acknowledged through internal structures
in Stones’ (2005) strong structuration theory. Internal structures (within the agent) are
divided analytically into the components of general dispositions and conjuncturally
specific internal structures. Within general disposition structures external structures are
interpreted in the context of the agents’ dispositions, world views, attitudes, skills, and
ambitions (Greenhalgh et al., 2014a; Stones, 2005). Conjuncturally specific knowledge
is particular knowledge of how to act in particular situations, based on the agent’s
hermeneutic understanding of external social structures (Coad & Herbert, 2009;
Greenhalgh et al., 2014a; Stones, 2005).

5.3.2 Research objective two

In SMEs, how do environmental and contextual factors (structure), mediated by

managerial agency, influence firms’ internationalisation outcomes?

Research has shown that the firms’ environment influences their internationalisation
strategies and development (Andersson, 2004). These environmental and situational
factors include peculiarities of industry context and of the industry structure, which is
constantly changing, driven by technological, competitive, and economic changes

(Andersson et al., 2013; Laurell et al., 2013). The impact of environmental and
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contextual factors is captured through external structures within strong structuration
theory (Stones, 2005). These external structures form the structural context of action for
the manager (agent-in-focus) and the firm. External structures also exert influence over
the internal structures of the agent and may constrain or enable their actions and the
firms’ subsequent internationalisation outcomes (Jack & Kholief, 2008; Stones, 2005).
Within strong structuration theory, external structures are mediated by the agency of
managers (Coad et al.,, 2015) and are interpreted in the context of the agents’

knowledgeability and their internal structures (Stones, 2005).

5.4 RESEARCH DESIGN
5.4.1 Qualitative research
Qualitative studies are particularly well suited to understanding the process by which
events and actions take place (Maxwell, 2013) and for examining and articulating
processes (Pratt, 2009). Qualitative research is uniquely suited to opening the ‘black
box’ of organisational processes, the how, who and why of individual and collective

organised action, as it unfolds over time in context (Doz, 2011).

Qualitative researchers tend to focus on three kinds of questions that are much better
suited to process theory than to variance theory: (i) questions about the meaning of
events and activities to the people involved in these, (ii) questions about the influence of
the physical and social context on these events and activities, and (iii) questions about
the processes by which these events and activities and their outcomes occurred
(Maxwell, 2013). Such a processual orientation is reflected in the study of situation

specific phenomena (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013).

Extant structuration studies, as process approaches in the international domain (Dutta et
al., 2016; Sydow et al., 2010) and strong structuration studies (Chan et al., 2010; Feeney
& Pierce, 2016; Greenhalgh & Stones, 2010; Greenhalgh et al., 2013, 2016; Jack &
Kholief, 2007, 2008; Moore & McPhail, 2016), have adopted an interpretative stance
within their research designs. This research tradition attests to the suitability of an

interpretive and qualitative approach within this study.

Within qualitative research designs, an inductive or deductive approach to theory can be
adopted and most social research involves elements of both deductive and inductive

85



reasoning (Grix, 2001). Within an inductive approach the researcher moves from data to
theory (Mason, 2013), generating theory from the empirical data analysis (Bryman,
2016). The process of inductive analysis is one of discovering patterns, themes and
categories within the data and of moving from the particular to the general (Bryman,
2016; Creswell, 2013). Researchers draw conclusions from specific empirical data, or

the particular, and attempt to generalise from them to derive theories (Grix, 2001).

Alternatively, within a deductive approach the researcher moves from theory to data
(Mason, 2013). Theory guides the research, which moves from the general to the
particular or specific (Bryman, 2016; Mason, 2013). Deductive research is a label given
to theory driven research (Grix, 2001). This study, using Stones’ (2005) quadripartite
framework, seeks empirical evidence with which to explore and test key concepts and
the relationships between them, while answering the explanandum in hand (Greenhalgh
& Stones, 2010). Within this study, the deductive analysis represents a situation where
the analytic categories are stipulated (prior to the analysis) according to an existing
framework (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). This study represents a qualitative research

design with a deductive orientation (Grix, 2001).

5.4.2 Case study research

This research follows the definition of a case study as proposed by Piekkari et al. (2009,
p.569) as “a research strategy that examines, through the use of a variety of data
sources, a phenomenon in its naturalistic context”. This research operates within the
interpretive tradition (Stake, 1995, 2005; Welch et al., 2011) where ‘particularisation’ is
the goal of the case studies; that is an understanding of the uniqueness of the case in its
entirety. Scholars within the interpretive tradition embrace context, narratives and
personal engagement on the part of the researcher (Welch et al., 2011). Within this
tradition, the aim of case research is “the study of the particular” which provides
understanding (Stake, 1995, p.238).

The strength of case studies is their ability to offer a contextualised holistic perspective
(Piekkari et al.,, 2009). They enable the rich contextual description essential to
understanding (Welch et al., 2011) and are well suited to obtaining both retrospective
and real-time insights (Welch & Paavilainen-Méantyméki, 2014). Jack and Kholief
(2007) suggest that Stones’ (2005) framework is particularly suited to case study
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research offering as it does a robust credible theoretical framework for interpretative
research. This view is validated by the extensive use of case studies within work in the
strong structuration domain (Chan et al., 2010; Greenhalgh & Stones; 2010, Greenhalgh
et al., 2013; Greenhalgh et al., 2014a,b; Jack & Kholief, 2007, 2008). Among various
methods of qualitative research the case study is the most prevalent one in international
business (Piekkari et al., 2009; Tsang, 2013) and the dominant qualitative method used
in internationalisation research is the interview based case study (Welch & Paavilainen-
Mantymaéki, 2014).

5.4.3 In-depth interviews

Mason (2013, p.67) describes the loosely structured or semi-structured interview as “a
conversation with a purpose”. Specifically the purpose is to gather information (Berg,
2004). The unique strength of interviews lies in the capacity to access the internal life of
participants’ interpretations, feelings, and beliefs (Langley, 2009). Semi-standardised
interviews also allow the interviewer some freedom to probe far beyond the answers to
their prepared questions (Berg, 2004). Interviews are the dominant source of data
collection in international business case studies (Piekkari et al., 2009) as well as within
qualitative research (St Pierre & Jackson, 2014). den Hond et al. (2012) identify
interviewing as the core data collection method in studies applying structuration theory.
Semi-structured interview questions were used as the basic guidelines during the
interview to make sure that all relevant topics were covered and to provide direction for

questioning.

5.5 DATA COLLECTION

5.5.1 Case selection

In order to answer the research question purposive sampling was employed to select the
case companies (Eisenhardt, 1989; Silverman, 2010). Within a purposive strategy,
particular settings, people, or activities are deliberately selected to provide information
that is particularly relevant to the research question and study goals (Bryman, 2016;
Mason, 2013; Maxwell, 2013; Silverman, 2010). Miles and Huberman’s (1994) four
parameters, setting, actors, events and processes, were used as the case sampling frame.
As case selection was based on conceptual categories rather than on representativeness,
this ensured that case companies reflected the key conceptual categories sought, and this

in turn enhanced the explanatory power of the case data (Eisenhardt, 1989).

87



SMEs® were chosen as the focal point of the study in response to the ongoing need to
understand more about their internationalisation processes (Kuivalainen et al., 2012;
Vanninen & Kuivalainen, 2015; Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014).

(i) Settings

In relation to the first sampling parameter of settings (Marshall & Rossman, 2016;
Miles & Huberman, 1994) the choice was made to select Irish SMEs with high levels of
internationalisation, defined either as high levels of international sales volumes and/or
activity in numerous international markets, from any sector of activity within the
market. This increased the likelihood of observing the phenomenon of interest (Punch,
2005) and facilitated data analysis at the ontic level of the individual case (Stones,
2005).

The SMEs selected operate within differing sectors and industries and this allowed for
an investigation of various types of external structures within the analysis. It has been
suggested that industry context is a decisive factor in understanding firm
internationalisation (Andersson, 2004; Laurell et al., 2013). These diverse cases
facilitate the analysis of the impact of structural, environmental, and contextual factors
(external structures) on the internationalising SME. Case firms were identified through
professional contacts and networks. Company details and names have been anonymised.

Details of the case firms and interviewees are presented in Table 5.1.

(i)  Actors/Participants
In terms of the second sampling parameter of actors or participants (Marshall &
Rossman, 2016; Miles & Huberman, 1994), the choice was made to select Managing
Directors or CEOs as the pivotal agents-in-focus within the firm. The owner or manager
plays an important role in, and heavily influences, the internationalisation activities of
these firms. Accessing the key agent-in-focus (CEO or MD) and his networked others,
members of the management team (agents-in-context) within the firm, was crucial to

understanding the internal structures of agents.

3 The European Commission definition of an SME as a micro, or small and medium company, employing
less than 250 people and with an annual turnover not exceeding €50m was used for this study.
88



Cases were selected where multiple respondents involved in internationalisation were
identifiable and accessible, and all relevant personnel with inputs into the
internationalisation process or tasks were interviewed. Given the size of the firms
involved, this varied from three to four people in each case. This represented the senior
management team and those directly involved in making decisions about international
activities. Accessing multiple informants within each case was essential given the
retrospective nature of the study, and the complexity of events under investigation. As
Pentland (1999, p.714-715) suggests “there is a great deal of insight to be gained from
careful analysis of the same story from multiple points of view” and this proved to be
the case for each firms’ story of internationalisation. The positions of the interviewees
are detailed in Table 5.1. In total 23 interviews were conducted in the six cases

generating 20 hours of audio.

(i)  Events

In relation to the third sampling parameter of events (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Miles
& Huberman, 1994) the choice was made to focus on the internationalisation event/s
emerging within the horizon-of-action of the agent-in-focus at the time of the research.
This represents the ‘conjuncture’ or critical combination of events and circumstances to
be studied within the quadripartite structure (Stones, 2005). The internationalisation
event chosen as the core of the structuration analysis was the one which emerged most
prominently from the case data as recounted by the interviewees. The agents-in-focus as
well as the agents-in-context discuss structures (both internal and external) in relation to
this conjunctural situation (Greenhalgh & Stones, 2010).

(iv)  Processes
In terms of the final sampling parameter of processes (Marshall & Rossman, 2016;
Miles & Huberman, 1994), the focus was on the internationalisation process within the
firms. Given the diversity of firm activity, these processes involved distributor
management, managing sets of position-practices (such as a joint venture, a Product
Management function, and a tendering process) as well as the management process of
an Export Consultant. Process identification was aided by secondary research
conducted. Case studies of organisations may be defined as the systematic gathering of
enough information about a particular organisation to allow the investigators insight

into the life of that organisation (Berg, 2004). To ensure the collection of quality data,
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extensive desk research was conducted in advance of scheduling the interviews. Sources

relied on included publicly available records for the company, annual reports, patent

records, articles in press and industry publications, as well as online and social media

sources. Documents are an important source of data on key event chronologies

(Langley, 2009) and in these cases access to extensive secondary sources ensured that

the interviews covered issues and themes of internationalisation at a fine grained level.

Table 5.1 Case firms and interview details

Case name Position Duration Dates
(minutes)
Caretech Director of Programme Management 44 mins 27.03.2013
Group Managing Director 71 mins 20.05.2013
CEO (US) (by phone) 35 mins 11.07.2013
Managing Director (UK) (by phone) 20 mins 10.07.2013
Keavy’s Commercial Director 85 mins 09.06.2014
Engineering | Chairman 76 mins 16.07.2014
Managing Director 52 mins 16.07.2014
Business Development Manager (China) 51 mins 12.02.2015
Gold Sales & Marketing Manager 48 mins 27.02.2015
Mountain Export Consultant 49 mins 06.03.2015
CEO 41 mins 16.03.2015
Dromoland CEO 75 mins 20.03.2015
Engineering | Product Manager (Agriculture) 51 mins 05.05.2015
Product/Technical Manager 52 mins 21.05.2015
Product Manager (Construction) 80 mins 23.06.2015
FishFarm Sales & Marketing Manager (1% interview) 80 mins 28.05.2015
Managing Director 30 mins 17.06.2015
Finance Director 30 mins 17.06.2015
Sales & Marketing Manager (2" interview) 15 mins 17.06.2015
Administrative Assistant 15 mins 17.06.2015
The Whiskey | Sales & Marketing Manager 79 mins 03.09.2015
Co. Managing Director 81 mins 18.08.2015
Brand Manager (US) (by phone) 35 mins 19.07.2015
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5.5.2 Interview guide

Events are at the centre of any process research and so firm internationalisation events
were the focus of the interviews. A challenge with this research is that
internationalisation can unfold in many different ways for different firms and so the
content of the interviews varied significantly from one firm to another. St Pierre and
Jackson (2014, p.715) suggest that in order to avoid the “vacuum cleaner approach” to
data collection, which sweeps up all and any data into the study, researchers should
instead use theory to determine first, what counts as data and second, what counts as
good and appropriate data. Firms were asked about their internationalisation story. The
questions were informed by extensive desk research conducted in advance of the
interviews. The generic interview guide or theme sheet is presented in Appendix A.
This theme sheet was an emergent and evolving design or set of questions rather than a
tightly prefigured one. This approach was adopted as best practice to gain maximum

information.

All interviews were recorded and then transcribed verbatim. This generated
approximately 510 pages of transcripts. Additional notes or observations made during
interviews were written up immediately after the interview ended. After the first
interview in each case firm was completed, prominent themes, and external structures as
conditions of action, were identified and used to craft questions for subsequent
interviews. These questions explored issues in more detail with the next interviewee or
sought to fill gaps in information or understanding, or clarification on issues. The theme
sheet was a result of an iterative process between interviewee data and theory
throughout the case and evolved to capture newly identified themes and questions of
interest as they emerged. Within Table 5.1, the interviews are presented in the order in

which they were conducted.

5.5.3 Coding strategy

A defining feature of the case studies conducted is their inherent complexity due to the
level of contextual detail achieved. Within each of the cases, internationalisation means
different things to different firms: for some it represents market entry, for others market
or distributor selection, and for others alliance formation. Though the case analyses are
based on the story of each firm’s internationalisation, and can be analysed in terms of

the same theoretical framework, strong structuration, they differ considerably in
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content. Contextual case study analysis, as used in this research, is a practice guided by
a search for the particular in context rather than the common or consistent, and the
holistic rather than the cross-sectional (Stake, 1995, 2005). This kind of approach is
much less supported by software (Mason, 2013). For these reasons, the data extracted
from transcripts and secondary sources was manually organised and categorised prior to
its analysis and software packages were eschewed. An illustrative example of how the
data was categorised and coded to elements of Stones’ (2005) quadripartite framework
is presented in Appendix B.

5.5.4 Reliability and validity

There are various perspectives on evaluating the quality of qualitative research
(Creswell, 2013; Mason, 2013; Tracy, 2010). A common approach includes assessing
the reliability of the study, the degree to which it can be replicated, as well as its
validity, and the degree to which the findings can be generalised across social settings
(Bryman, 2016).

Reliability is a difficult criterion to meet in qualitative research (Bryman, 2016;
Creswell, 2013). Tracy (2010) suggests that the best way to achieve reliability is to
document the data gathering process and the data analysis methods used with as much
detail as possible to give maximum transparency (Punch, 2005; Tracy, 2010). Providing
information on how the cases were selected, how the interview information was
collected and analysed and thoroughly reporting the data provides a chain of evidence
showing how the researcher moved from data to interpretation (Pratt, 2009; Punch,
2005). Clear specification of the methods used demonstrates coherence within the
research and facilitates transparency (Bryman, 2016). This allows both the research
procedure and its results to be evaluated (Eisenhardt, 1989). The steps in the data

analysis are outlined in section 5.6.

External validity refers to the extent to which the research findings are generalisable or
transferable (Bryman, 2016; Creswell, 2013; Golafshani, 2003). As the cases are highly
contextualised and particularistic in nature (Stake, 2005), this threatens external
validity. However, for case study research the objective is to generalise from each case
to the extant theory, rather than to generalise to a population (Batt, 2012; Bryman,

2016). Within this research, the case studies rely on analytical generalisation. This is
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generalisation to a theory or phenomenon being studied, a theory which may have much
wider applicability than to the particular cases studied, rather than generalisation to a
defined population (Yin, 2012). It is the quality of the theoretical inferences made from
the qualitative data that is crucial to the assessment of generalisation within this

research (Bryman, 2016).

5.6 STEPS IN DATA ANALYSIS

The data analysis involved six steps within each case firm as follows:

Step 1.
A thick description of the case history as a series of detailed chronological events

around internationalisation was written up. This traced an atheoretical account of the
internationalisation process from documentary evidence and interview data. As all of
the cases were complex in nature, generating thick descriptions was vital for

understanding these context sensitive cases.

Step 2:
Consistent with the approach of Coad et al. (2015) the agent-in-focus was identified in

each case. Within each company, this was the agent responsible for directing,
resourcing, and implementing the firm’s internationalisation strategy. These were MDs
or CEOs of the SMEs with one exception where the agent-in-focus responsible for
internationalisation was the Finance Director. The other interviewees fulfil the role of
agents-in-context and represented other agents within the company who were involved

in the internationalisation process.

Step 3:
This step identified the appropriate external structure for detailed analysis within each

company. The external structure chosen as the core of the structuration analysis was the
one which emerged most prominently from the case data as recounted by the
interviewees in their story of internationalisation. It also represented the external

structure which was the firms’ priority within the action horizon of the research.
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Step 4:
Having identified the agent-in-focus and the key external structure to anchor the

analysis, the steps in Stones’ (2005) research strategy, based on the quadripartite nature

of structuration, were followed to analyse the case data. These steps are as follows:

(@) The analysis begins with the ‘agents’ conduct analysis’ which is the study of the
agents’ internal structures. Within the methodological bracket of the agents’
conduct analysis the first step was to categorise the case data considering the
two aspects of the agents’ internal structures; the general dispositional frames of
meaning of the agent-in-focus and the conjuncturally specific knowledge of the
agent-in-focus. References to values, as well as professional and personal
backgrounds, knowledgeability of the agent, their worldview, motives, attitudes
and information drawn on in a taken for granted way was taken as evidence of
dispositions and coded accordingly. Reference to knowledge of the specific job
or task in hand, or specific knowledge of particular settings and contextualised
knowledge, was taken as evidence of conjuncturally specific knowledge and

analysed accordingly.

The case data was also categorised by the meaning inferred by agents in relation
to internal structures that they draw on in terms of structures of signification
(interpretive schemes), structures of domination (resources), and structures of
legitimation (norms). Case data which related to the agents’ internal position-
practices, as a subset of conjuncturally specific knowledge, was also categorised
and analysed. This data included content illustrative of the agents’ view of the
external and the strategic terrain the company faced, as well as their perception
of their networked others. This coding strategy is illustrated in Appendix B. The
outcome of this step of the analysis was an increased understanding of the
dispositions, attitudes, perceptions, and knowledgeability of the agent-in-focus
(CEO or MD) and others (agents-in-context) within the firm.

(b) The next step in Stones’ (2005) strategy is to examine the agents’ context
analysis. Within the methodological bracket of ‘agents’ context analysis’,
relevant external structures framing the action horizon of the agent-in-focus are

identified. This involved looking at a range of external structures and at their
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inter-relationships and categorising the data accordingly. Environmental and
situational factors such as competition, industry structure and regulations, export
intermediaries, other agents-in-context and changes within the economy
represented autonomous external structures impacting case firms. Based on the
external structures identified, including external structures as sets of external
position-practices, it was possible to explore whether these external structures
enabled or constrained the agent-in-focus. Where the data was indicative of
either independent or irresistible causal influences, which exist within external
structures, it was coded and analysed accordingly. The outcome of this step of
the analysis was an understanding of the environmental, situational, and
contextual factors impacting the manager as agent-in-focus and the firm. How
these external forces interacted with each other in exerting influence on
internationalisation was also illustrated. Whether the manager was in a position
to resist these external forces or not, and why not, also emerged from the

analysis.

(c) Active agency is when managers’ internal and external structures combine and
are manifested in action. Data indicative of the elements of active agency as
identified by Stones (2005) included references to changing horizons of action,
creativity or improvisation within the agents’ conduct, reflexivity of the agent-
in-focus, and evidence of agents’ motivations and how they prioritised and
ordered business concerns. This data was coded as evidence of active agency

and analysed accordingly.

(d) Outcomes are the results of active agency and are represented in changes or
preservation of external and/or internal structures and events. Changes in
external structures were evidenced within some of the cases whereas in others
external structures were modified or preserved. Changes in internal structures
were evidenced by changes in the agents’ frame of meaning, change of attitude
and perception and changes in their ordering of priorities. Internationalisation
related events were numerous within the case firms and included new market
entry, sales growth, changes in organisational design, changes of personnel, and

changes in internal processes among others. Data indicative of these events or
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changes was coded as internationalisation outcomes of the process within each

case story, and analysed accordingly.

Step 5:
Data was validated and crosschecked by using documentary evidence and by comparing

the different perspectives and recollections of the interviewees in terms of
internationalisation events and the sequencing of these events. This rich data set
generates a multi-actor narrative of how the internationalisation process unfolds within
the firm. Data validation is necessary given the well-known limitations of retrospective
data (Hewerdine & Welch, 2013). Real-time data was accessed in all of the companies
and this contextualised and deepened understanding of the retrospective data collected.
The case analyses were revisited and revised as part of the iterative process back and

forth, between case data and theory, for sense checking and clarity.

Step 6:
Each case analysis was written up based on a theoretical interpretation of the data using

a strong structuration narrative. The completed case analyses retain the ‘thick
description’ of the internationalisation story which Tracy (2010) suggests is the most
important means of achieving credibility in case analysis. Such thick description results
in in-depth illustrations describing as it does the study setting, the participants, and the
research themes in rich detail (Creswell & Miller, 2000).

5.7 CONCLUSION

The six case SMEs selected were chosen to facilitate access to the CEO or MD leading
internationalisation as well as to other members of the management team (agents-in-
context) involved in the internationalisation process of the firm. This ensures that the
role and influence of agency within the internationalisation process can be examined in
detail. These SMEs have achieved substantial levels of internationalisation and
represent diverse industries and sectors. This ensures that structural influences on the
firms’ internationalisation activities can be examined at a detailed level. The duality of
structure is the core tenet of strong structuration theory and this ontological position
allows the interaction of structure (environmental factors) and agency (individual

manager) to be examined within the recursive process of firm internationalisation.
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Adopting a particularistic approach to the six case studies conducted generates a wealth
of contextual detail and depth of description on the internationalisation story of each
firm. These thick descriptions result in in-depth illustrations and understanding of the
interaction of structure and agency within the internationalisation process of each
particular firm. The findings and analyses from each of the six case firms are presented

individually in Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER SIX: CASE FINDINGS AND ANALYSES
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6.1 INTRODUCTION
This chapter presents the case analyses of the internationalisation process of six SMEs.
The six case analyses are presented in the following sequence and analyse the following

external structures:

Case 1l The Whiskey Co. External structure is Distributors.
Case 2 Gold Mountain External structure is an Export Consultant
Case 3 FishFarm External structure is a set of position-

practices [Joint venture]

Case 4 Caretech External structure is a set of position-

practices [Tendering process]

Case 5 Dromoland Engineering  External structure is a set of position-

practices [Product Management function]

Case 6 Keavy Engineering External structures are Distributors and
wholly owned subsidiaries across three

episodes of structuration

Cases 1 and 2, The Whiskey Co. and Gold Mountain, examine export intermediaries as
the external structures which emerged most prominently from the firms’
internationalisation stories. Within the next three (cases, 3, 4, and 5) the external
structures identified are conceptualised and analysed as sets of external position-
practices (Stones, 2005). Within Case 3, FishFarm, the joint venture company created to
enter the Asian marketplace is conceptualised as a set of position-practices or cluster of
practices, which embody structuring properties. In a similar way within Case 4,
Caretech, the procurement practices, or tendering process within the industry is
conceptualised as a set of position-practices or cluster of practices. In Case 5,
Dromoland Engineering, the Product Management function within the company is

conceptualised as an institutionalised position (Stones, 2005), made up of practices
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which locate one group in a particular position relative to other groups (Coad & Glyptis,
2014; Coad et al., 2015).

The final case analysis presented, Case 6, on Keavy Engineering, demonstrates how the
quadripartite nature of structuration operates as a cycle, with the outcomes of one cycle
forming the external structure and conditions of action for the next phase of action.
Spanning a 36 year period or episode (Giddens, 1984) with the same in situ agent-in-
focus, the case investigates three episodes of structuration examining how the
internationalisation process evolved and the impact on, and the impact of, the agent-in-

focus within each episode.

Figure 6.1 Quadripartite Nature of Structuration Theory
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Source: Stones (2005, p.85).

This research operationalises Stones’ (2005) strong structuration framework, as
presented in Figure 6.1, as the interpretative framework for the analysis of the interplay
of structure (contextual factors) and agency (individual manager) in the
internationalisation process of the firm. Within each individual case analysis, the steps

in Stones’ (2005) research strategy are followed as outlined:
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Step 1: Agents’ conduct analysis

The first step in Stones’ (2005) research strategy is to investigate the agents’ general
dispositional frames of meaning and conjuncturally specific internal structures within
the methodological bracket of the agents’ conduct analysis. The focus is on the ways the
agent perceives the immediate external structural terrain from the perspective of their
own projects (Stones, 2005). The outcome of this step of the analysis is an
understanding of the dispositions, attitudes, perceptions, and knowledgeability of the

agent-in-focus and agents-in-context within the firm.

Step 2: Agents’ context analysis

The second step in Stones’ (2005) research strategy is to investigate the structural
terrain or external structures that the agent encounters within the methodological
bracket of the agents’ context analysis. Analysing the agents’ context analysis gives an
account of the agents’ interpretation of, and practical engagement with, external
structures (Parker, 2006; Stones, 1991, 2005). The outcome of this step of the analysis
is an understanding of the environmental, situational, and contextual factors impacting

the manager as agent-in-focus and the firm.

Step 3: Active agency

The third step in Stones’ (2005) research strategy is to investigate the agents’ practices
or active agency. An analysis of active agency is concerned with how agents draw on
their knowledge of internal and external structures when making decisions, choosing
which arguments to make, communicating with others and resisting or bringing about
change (Coad et al., 2016). The analysis of active agency generates an understanding of
the agents’ changing horizons of action, the level of improvisation and creativity within
their actions, the influence of their personal motivations and the level of reflexivity they
engage in.

Step 4: Outcomes

The fourth and final step in Stones’ (2005) research strategy is to examine firm
outcomes, which are the result of active agency. The effects of the agents’ practices on
existing structures, both internal and external, can involve change and elaboration or
reproduction and preservation. Outcomes may be intended or unintended and the agent

may be facilitated or frustrated (Stones, 2005). From this analysis, the
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internationalisation outcomes of the firm can be evaluated within the structuration

process.
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6.2 Case 1: The Whiskey Co.

Introduction

The Whiskey Co. is a craft distillery established in 2010. Currently there are 11
products in the brand portfolio. A number of the firms’ whiskeys have won awards at
global competitions including Best Irish Whiskey and Best Single Malt Irish Whiskey.
The company exports 90% of its production to 18 export markets including the US,
Australia, South Africa, France, Germany, Scandinavia, Japan, Hong Kong, Norway,
Ukraine, Denmark, Holland, Canada, the UK, Italy and Austria. The remaining 10% of
production is sold into the Irish marketplace. The company is currently in talks with

distributors in Spain, Slovenia, and Poland.

The external structure, which emerged most prominently from the firm’s
internationalisation story, was that of distributors. These distributors both enable and
constrain the agent and the company and emerged as the key priority within the agent’s
‘horizon of action’ at the time of the research. Though other external structures as
conditions of actions, as well as their inter-relationships, are included in the discussion,
the external structure that the analysis animates in particular is that of foreign market
drinks distributors. The case analyses the complex dynamics of the mutual
interdependencies between structure (distributor) and agent (Managing Director) and
allows an understanding and explanation of the interface between structure and agency

and its consequences for the firm to be unveiled.

Agents’ conduct analysis

‘Agents’ conduct analysis’ is the first of two methodological brackets to be employed as
part of Stones’ (2005) quadripartite framework. The ‘agents’ conduct analysis’
examines their internal structures which are divided analytically into two components;
dispositional frame of meaning or habitus and conjuncturally specific internal

structures.

The agent-in-focus is the Managing Director (MD) and a co-founder of The Whiskey
Co. General dispositions or the agents’ dispositional frame of meaning includes things
such as embodied skills, attitudes, ambitions, moral and practical principles, or habitus
(Greenhalgh et al., 2014a). Such knowledge is built up over time as the agent is exposed

to, and interacts with, social contexts. It also relates to the role and position occupied by
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an agent, which is examined through the agents’ position-practice relations (Stones,
2005). The agent-in-focus has a Finance and Operations background and 25 years
professional experience within the drinks sector. As he describes;

“myself and [another co-founder] were both with [a large management
consultancy] as Food and Beverage analysts. So we would have been looking at
the glob