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Abstract 

 

One of the basic signs of globalization, which has affected our lives rapidly, is 

the widespread emergence of international firms producing similar products 

and brands in nearly all countries around the world. After the 1980s, due to the 

expansion of the concept of entrepreneurship and thanks to technology and 

globalization, also as a result of a rapid increase in the number of small-and 

medium-sized enterprises (SME), more attention has been paid directly 

towards such SMEs. Within the same period and in contrast to the classic 

internationalization theories, a new concept has appeared known as “Born 

Global (BG) Firms”. These firms are deemed quite different from the 

conventional ones because of their internationalization process. The purpose of 

this study is to examine this process among the SMEs in different sectors 

within Turkey – more specifically, manufacturing and services firms- and to 

determine the main differences between the features of entrepreneurs in these 

sectors. The results are compared with those in the related literature, 

highlighting the impacts of those differences. 
 

Keywords: Entrepreneurship, SME, Born Global, Entrepreneurial features, 

services firm and manufacturing firm. 
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Introduction 

 

In recent years, under increasing globalization, new innovations in 

technology and borderless communication all over the world, many firms have 

realized the merits of internationalization within foreign markets. Thus, a large 

number of young firms have started to create foreign operations with the help 

of innovations in IT (information and technology). 

According to the literature, Born Global (BG) firms have to globalize 

either within the same period of inception or shortly after that. An increase in 

the significance of such firms naturally means an increase in the interests for 

SMEs and entrepreneurs. As a result, there have been a lot of researches in 

recent years related to the BG concept, firms and their features, markets and 

the internationalization processes. As to Turkey, because SMEs are becoming 

increasingly popular, many studies have focused on the internationalization of 

such firms, but no comparison has been made among the sectors.  

In this study, the main focus is on the meaning of the concept of 

entrepreneurship, BGs and SMEs concept, Turkish BG firms in particular and 

the basic features of entrepreneurs in this country, all of which are seen as the 

“locomotive actors” for the Turkish economy (KOSGEB Report, 2012). Here, 

a qualitative case study analysis is used with semi-structured interviews with 

the purpose to examine the internationalization process of SMEs and to 

identify the basic differences between the features pertaining to the 

entrepreneurs in the selected Turkish SMEs. According to the study, the results 

show that only some of those SMEs which have been internationalized at the 

beginning of their inception and considered as BGs possess have actual 

entrepreneurial and risk-taking characteristics. In detail, the present research 

will discuss the effects of these SMEs in the Turkish economy, their types of 

entrepreneurial characteristics and their nature as BG firms in Turkey. 

This paper is organized as follows. In the first section, reviews are 

provided as to the main theoretical approaches and the definition of ‘Born 

Global’ concept used in the literature as well as the processes regarding SME 

internationalization. Later, the exact position of BGs in the Turkish economy is 

discussed along with their effects on the policies designed for SMEs. Finally, 

section three presents the methodology accompanied by the cases study. 

 

 

Literature Review: Internationalization Process of  SMEs 

 

The internationalization process of firms has been examined in several 

recent studies (Johannson and Vahlne, 1990; Andersson, 1993; 2003, Knight 

and Çavuşgil, 1996; Oviatt and McDougal, 1999; 2005, Shrader 2001, 

McDougall and Oviatt, 2000; Madsen and Servais, 1997; Chetty and 

Campbell-Hunt, 2004; Rialp-Criado, Rialp-Criado and Knight, 2005). The 

main purpose of the theories concerning internationalization is to evaluate how 

firms quickly expand into multiple markets outside their country, as well as 
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how they can benefit from increased demand, find cheaper inputs and attain 

managerial success. 

Most of the research conducted on the internationalization of firms’ dates 

back to the 1970s. After the 1980s, due to the effect of globalization process, a 

rapid increase was seen in technological developments, innovative information 

and entrepreneurial activities all over the world. As a result of these effects, the 

concept of entrepreneurship needed to be studied in further detail together with 

the internationalization process of firms and BGs. The term “born global” was 

coined by Rennie (1993), who used it in his empirical study on Australian 

ventures to describe young SMEs which engage in export activities early on in 

their corporate life (Vadana, 2013).  

There has been a large amount of research related to internationalization 

and, upon the emergence of the BG phenomenon, the effects of globalization 

on firms have been considered even further. In order to understand the ideas 

proposed by the pioneering works on entrepreneurship, one needs to examine 

the rapid internationalization theories beforehand. In the literature, basically 

three main theories have been proposed, namely: Traditional 

Internationalization Theory, which includes the Uppsala and Innovation-related 

Model; Network Theory; and the Modern Approach Theory, known as the BG 

theory. To differentiate among these three, the author will provide brief 

information on each.  

The Traditional Internationalization Theory is based on the idea of gradual 

internationalization, which means that a firm, in the beginning, starts selling in 

its own country until it increases its profit and market share, and, then, 

proceeds to the next stage – indirect export - and on to the last stage – global 

internationalization – by directly exporting its products. One of the pioneering 

and largely recognized traditional theories, the Uppsala Model, was created by 

Johansson and Valhne in 1977. This model focuses on the obstacles caused by 

lack of knowledge, risk aversion and physical distance all of which directly 

hinder the rapid internationalization of firms. When knowledge is increased, 

the risks and opportunities in a given market can be observed more easily 

(Johansson and Valhne, 1977).  

 

Figure 1. Uppsala Model for Traditional Theory in Internationalization 

 
Source: Johansson and Valhne, 1977 

 

Another Traditional Internationalization Theory is the Innovation- related 

Model designed by Bilkey and Tesar in 1977. According to this approach, a 

company has to adapt new ways of doing business in an innovative way. The 

internationalization process may begin by filling an unsolicited order from a 
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foreign company, and an ending in a state where the company is an 

experienced exporter looking for new export markets (Bilkey and Tesar, 1977).  

 

Figure 2. Innovation Based Model 

 
  Source: Johansson and Mattson, 1988 

 

The second theory is known as the Network Theory and focuses on the 

networks of the entrepreneur in the market. As Network Theorists, Johansson 

and Mattson (1988) see firms’ internationalization as a natural product of 

network relationships with foreign individuals and firms. According to this 

idea, firms can establish and improve their positions in the market by creating 

foreign networks in different countries. Such networks can help firms to move 

on from international expansion to penetration and, eventually, achieve 

international integration. In doing so, increasing the number and strength of 

relationships adds to the firms’ ability to internationalize. 

 

Figure 3. Internationalization Process of SMEs 

 
Source: Masum, Mohibul Islam and Alejandra Fernandez, 2008 
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The Origins of ‘Born Global’: Modern Internationalization Theory 

 

Moving from past theories to present ones, at the beginning of the 1990s a 

new concept, known as ‘Born Global’, was created by the McKinsey Co. 

(1993) and Rennie. In the international business literature, ‘Born Globals’ have 

been given different names, such as “innate exporters” (Ganitsky, 1989), “rapid 

internationalizers” (Gupta,1989; Hurmerinta- Peltomaki, 2004), “global start-

ups” (Mamis, 1989; Oviatt and McDougal, 1995), “high technology start-up” 

(Jolly, Alahatu and Jeannet, 1992), “international new ventures” (Oviatt and 

Mdougall, 1994), “instant internationals” (Fillis, 2001; Melen and Nordman, 

2009), “born internationals” (Kundu and Katz, 2003) and “born globals” 

(Rennie, 1993; Knight, 1997; Madsen and Servais, 1997; Rasmussen, Madsen 

and Evangelista, 2001; Sharma and Blomstermo, 2003; Knight, Madsen and 

Servais, 2004; Rialp and Rialp, 2006; Çavuşgil and Knight, 2009). This theory 

focuses on the direct internationalization of firms in inception and not step-by-

step. In order to become a BG firm, according to researchers, founders need to 

possess certain entrepreneurial features different from the rest. In the 

following, these features are discussed in detail. 

To understand the BG concept, one has to define the term ‘Born Global’ at 

first. Since the 1970s, a variety of definitions has been proposed in the 

literature. Since the concept has bears different definitions and requirements in 

different countries, the literature includes various such names and definitions 

for BGs. Whatever the case, the origins of the concept need to be clarified first. 

According to Knight (1997), Rennie (1993), Madsen and Servais (1997), Karra 

and Phillips (2004), Rasmussen and Madsen (2002), Knight and Çavusgil 

(1996), Harveston (2000) and, Madsen, Rasmussen and Servais (2000), BG 

firms are defined as, “small and medium enterprises (SMEs) with at least 25% 

of export rate within three years of founding and also continuity in 

international export activities are required”. Loustarinen and Gabrielson (2006) 

state that the globals of large countries globalize because of the demand-based 

pull forces in the international markets; whereas the BGs of small and open 

economies globalize due to the push and pressure forces based mainly on the 

smallness of domestic markets and on the fear of expected future competition 

coming from BGs located in large nations (Karlsen, 2007). 

In the past, the process of internationalization of firms was seen as a costly 

and time-consuming effort. For these reasons, companies took a long time 

before they could start expanding international and prior first growing strongly 

in the domestic market (Bingman and Cederang, 2008). While proceeding on 

to the foreign markets, firms could still face certain obstacles and had to move 

slowly. In this respect, conventional companies have been found to have a 

relatively long domestic business period before advancing through the stages of 

internationalization (Johansson & Vahlne, 1977; Luostarinen, 1970, 1979). 

In the present work, similar to recommendations by other researches, it is 

assumed that BG firms possess four main characteristics: 
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 Have a minimum 25% share of their sales revenue from foreign 

activities; 

 Internationalize within 3 years of founding; 

 Categorize as SME and stand alone as independent firms and not 

as subsidiaries; and 

 Have continuous foreign activities. 

 

The proposed BG concept here is consistent with the other studies on BG 

firms (Çavusgil and Knight, 2009; Danskin, 2000; Oviatt and McDougall, 

1994).  

In recent years, the field of entrepreneurship has focused on some basic 

features of the entrepreneurs in explaining the internationalization process of 

BG firms (Danskin, 2000; Oviatt and McDougall, 1999, Freeman and 

Çavuşgil, 2007). From this perspective, internationalization basically results 

from the firms’ search to find and serve the global niche markets with unique 

products by adapting a global vision and risk-taking ability, and by creating 

new innovative products/services to be founded by internationally experienced 

entrepreneurs. A firm is driven by an entrepreneur, who is capable of acting on 

opportunities that others do not (Danskin, 2000).  

Because the chances for international trade and investment may be the 

most attractive and obvious, most of the studies related to BG firms focus on 

high-tech industries such as computers, biotechnology, semiconductors, and so 

on. However, in this research the aim is to understand the effect of 

entrepreneurial features owned by founders of companies that may not 

necessarily be of high-tech nature.  Although the firms in this case study have 

been selected from low-tech industries, they appear to use and follow the exact 

technological developments as their high-level counterparts. Also, depending 

on the entrepreneurial features of firm founders/senior managers, personal and 

managerial features mostly affect the internationalization process of their firms. 

Therefore, the analysis and proposition development in this paper is based on 

the following entrepreneurial features: 

 

 experience/ background of founders/ senior managers 

 managerial skills 

 marketing skills 

 personal network 

 

 

Definition of SME in Turkey and EU 

 

BG firms, prior to being of such nature, first need to be SMEs. Before 

discussing the case studies set in this paper, one has to know the exact meaning 

of being an SME. As it stated before SMEs in Turkey are known as the 

locomotive actors for the economy. They are an essential source of economic 

development, employment, creating entrepreneurial spirit and innovation. What 

is more, they are crucial for fostering competitiveness and foreign trade. To be 



ATINER CONFERENCE PAPER SERIES No: SME2014-1444 

 

9 

able to better appreciate what each of these benefits means we need to take a 

closer look at their share of the Turkish economy.  

Up to 2005, there was no common definition for SMEs in Turkey and each 

institution had its own way of defining and characterizing.  SME definition and 

criteria. After 2005, however, the European Commission determined the 

framework for SME definition and their related activities to promote micro 

enterprises improve access to capital and also encourage innovation and R&D. 

In addition to these efforts, in 2012 legislation and regulations where revised in 

Turkey following its in EU harmonization process, which includes not only this 

definition of SME but also a detailed set for assessment and classification (EU 

Commission Report, 2012). 

In Turkey, the scales of enterprises are defined according to such criteria, 

that is; the number of employees, annual turnover and balance sheet (Figure 4). 

The first criterion, the number of employees, is the same as the one adopted by 

the EU. However, the latter to financial criteria limits are lower than those of 

the EU countries due to the characteristics of Turkish enterprises (KOSGEB 

Report, 2012). 

 

   Figure 4. Criteria for Being an SME 

 
 Source: EU Commission Report, 2005 

 

According to the Turkish regulation, enterprises with a whose number of 

employees are less than 250 and an annual turnover or balance sheet not 

exceeding 25 million Turkish Liras are regarded as SMEs. However, if state 

institutions or organizations have control over 25 % of an enterprise capital or 

the right to vote over it, then the enterprise is not considered an SME, even 

though it satisfies the limits determined in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Definition of SME in Turkey 

                         
Source: EU Commission Report, 2005 

 

Although SMEs are defined as firms that do not employ more than the 

number of employees as in Table 1, this figure as well as annual turnover/ 

annual balance sheet might vary across national statistical figures as shown in 

Table 2 (KOSGEB, 2012). Through this information, the EU definition for 

SMEs is as follows: “The category of micro, small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) is made up of enterprises which employ fewer than 250 

persons and which have an annual turnover not exceeding 50 million euros, 

and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro.” (Extract of 

Article 2 of the Annex of Recommendation 2003/361/EC).  

 

Table 2. Definition of SME in EU  

 
Source: EU Commission Report, 2005 
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The Place of SMEs in Turkey: The Locomotives of the Turkish Economy 

 

Turkish SMEs play a crucial role as they comprise 99.9% of all firms in 

Turkey. In addition to these statistics, 95% of all firms are categorized as 

family businesses. SMEs constitute 78% of national employment, 53% of 

wages and salaries, 64.2 % of turnover, 56.3% of value added at factor cost and 

54.5% of gross investment in tangible goods.  

The total number of SMEs in Turkey is about 3.2 million. According to the 

figures 2011, 2,591,082 enterprises were active in the industry and services 

sectors. In 2012, they were responsible for 62.6% of Turkey’s overall exports 

in 2012, while the rest of share micro enterprises (1-9 employees) was 20.6%, 

small enterprises (10-49 employees) 24.3%, medium-sized enterprises (50-249 

employees) was 17.7% and large enterprises (250+) 37.2% in exports (Turk 

stat, 2013). 

In the same year, the SME portion of imports was 38.5%. In detail, the 

share of micro enterprises (1-9 employees) was 6.2%, small enterprises (10-49 

employees) 14.3%, medium-sized enterprises (50-249 employees) was 17.9% 

and large enterprises (250+ employees) 61.4% in imports.  (Turk stat, 2013) 

Again in the same year, the Gross Domestic Expenditure on R&D (GERD) 

was 13,062 million TL. 16.6% of the R&D expenditure (2,166 million TL) was 

spent by SMEs. The total number of full-time equivalent (FTE) R&D 

personnel was 105,122, regarding of which 25.3% was employed in SME firms 

(Turk stat, 2013, No: 15881, 28 Nov. 2013). 

 

 

Research Methodology 

 

The empirical research for this paper is based on a multiple case study of 

12 Turkish BG firms in two different sectors, 6 cases from the services 

(accommodation) sector and 6 from the food (frozen-dried-organic) sector. A 

qualitative approach was applied in the form of 12 different case studies. As 

stated by Strauss and Corbin (1998), such an approach allows for the 

researcher to get closer to the participants, establish personal contact and 

understand their experiences.  With the aim of not only understanding the 

effect of entrepreneurial specifications of BG SMEs, but also to explore the 

motivations behind their internationalization, most of the studies on this topic 

so far have proved that a qualitative approach is more useful and favored than 

quantitative ones (Şengüler, 2013).  

With a qualitative research approach, a researcher can focus on gaining a 

better understanding of the research problem through detailed information 

about the subject matter. One essential aim of this research approach is to have 

a complete and detailed description of the subject through the application of 

reasoning (Lester, 1999). Qualitative research often involves interviews and 

observations without formal measurement. The main purpose of this kind of 

research is to understand the phenomenon studied and describe the situation. 
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Qualitative data consists of descriptions, quotations, observations, and excerpts 

from documents (Quinn, 2002). 

In this regard, phenomenology explains experiences as lived by other 

individuals (Crotty, 1996). It also attempts to gain a perspective of the 

experience as understood from a person’s view point and frame of reference.  

In this study, in-dept interviews are used applying semi-structured 

questionnaires to the founders/senior managers who have the greatest influence 

in the decision-making processes in BG firms regarding early 

internationalization. 

All of the information gathered from these founders/managers is 

supplemented with secondary data, such as company websites, brochures, 

records and interviews with staff and customers. In all the 12 cases, figures are 

examined with regards to the total amount and percentage of export, number of 

target countries and total sales and profits.  

As confirmed by many researches with a theoretical and/or empirical 

bases, there are also many entrepreneurs and networks in high-tech industries 

who directly affect the decision for becoming BGs. A major part of the 

literature on the characterization of BG firms’ behaviors has mainly focused on 

five factors: globalization, network, industry, entrepreneur and entry modes. In 

the present paper, we ask which of these factors affect at most the formation of 

BG firms in Turkey. In detail, we look at the impact of these factors in the food 

and services sectors with regards to entrepreneurship and the 

internationalization decision.  

 

 

Research Findings 
 

12 Turkish SME entrepreneur companies to become BG in two different 

sectors are evaluated by comparing their entrepreneurial characteristics and 

their impacts on the Turkish economy. By this research, the similarities and 

differences of the entrepreneurial sub-factors of the BG firms’ founder/ senior 

managers are identified. As a result of the assessment, it is observed that there 

are a number of differences between manufacturing (food) and service 

(accommodation) sectors as to their founders’ entrepreneurial features. 

Commonly known basic characteristics of such individuals as per previous 

research are considered and compared with these of the firms selected for this 

paper. These features are: willingness to take risks, proactiveness, global vision 

and innovativeness, technological knowledge, and niche-market oriented. Each 

of these features is discussed in the following. 

 

Willingness to take risk 

As a result of the interviews, it can be noticed that this tendency is very 

high in the manufacturing firms subject to this paper.  Because all the six 

entrepreneurs in the this sector have had experience in other related sectors to 

manufacturing, by looking at their choice of foreign country and investment 

plans, one may assume that they favor taking risks. However in the services 
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sector, even though four out of six entrepreneurs stated that they did not have 

any previous experience in that field, they invested all their capital in the 

services sector and entered the market right away. It has to be mentioned here 

that, prior to carrying out the interviews; there was an expectation from the 

manufacturing sector to more willingly take risks and enter new markets. On 

the contrary, upon completing the interviews, it is observed that the services 

sectors firms take more risks than those from the manufacturing sector in terms 

of investing capital in unknown and new markets.  

 

Proactiveness  

Generally speaking, entrepreneurs described themselves as having 

alternative plans and, once faced with uncertainty, they can plan an exit in case 

of dire circumstances. In this research, it can be seen that both manufacturing 

and services firms are ready to change their plans and show a quick response to 

the changing environment. Thus according to proactive criterion the 

differentiation in the sectors is analyzed and it is seen that entrepreneurs in 

both sectors can make quick decisions and create new alternatives. Owners of 

four out of six firms in manufacturing sectors agree that for proactiveness, it is 

exactly required to create not only an alternative plan but also market analysis 

to give decision. Also, in the same sector, the other two firms increase their 

proactiveness characteristics by creating and investing new areas. Therefore, 

they can quickly change their target market. Although these decisions can be 

accepted by owners of services firms, it is quite difficult to apply changes to 

their target market within a limited time. Thus, this provides an advantage to 

manufacturing firms rather than services sectors.  

 

Global Vision and Innovativeness 

Although Turkish SMEs take the majority position in their share of the 

Turkish economy, according to some research, they are less innovative than 

their European counterparts (Başçavuşoğlu- Moreau, 2010). However, the 

analysis by these two researchers is only true about the high-tech 

products/services sectors because most Turkish SMEs are family businesses 

and produce low-tech but high value-added products/services. In this study, it 

is seen that the risk-taking level and innovativeness of the founders are quite 

high.  

According to the criteria for having a global vision and innovativeness 

approach, it appears that all 12 firms have internationalized and focused on 

foreign countries, and that their global vision is “to expand all over the world 

and to consider it as one big market”. Thanks to their flexible structures, the 

manufacturing firms are more prepared to adapt any innovative way since they 

are primarily capital - and technology-oriented. Naturally, the cost is high and 

the adaptation time quite long for these companies compared to those in the 

services sector.  
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Technological Knowledge 

There is a relationship between innovativeness of entrepreneurs and their 

technological knowledge. In the interviews, both sectors’ entrepreneurs clearly 

emphasized that adapting technologically and staying up to date are essential 

for them not only for decreasing their costs, but also for getting ahead of their 

competitors. The adaptation process to new technology can be a little bit 

difficult and expensive for manufacturing firms rather than services firms but it 

will take these firms one step further of their competitors.  

 

Niche Market Oriented 

The most important feature of BG firms may be that they focus on the 

niche markets and that they make it their own mission to produce/supply 

unique or differentiated products. All 12 firms subject to investigation in this 

paper have focused on niche markets in different parts of the world and intend 

to make a change in those markets. Five of the six manufacturing firms started 

to produce and export fully organic, dried and frozen foods in a short period of 

time, thus showing mission innovativeness and establishing specialty-products 

stores even though no other firms of such nature existed in those markets 

before.   

Despite the share of export volume being 98% of the total manufacturing 

in the related firms, this share is 96% in the services sector firms. Two of the 

firms in both manufacturing and services sectors have not only exported their 

products/services but also started to respond to domestic markets demands. On 

the other hand, the services firms have quite different situations. Since their 

inception or within a maximum of one year afterwards, they can enter foreign 

markets before the anticipated 3 years as stated by Rennie (1993), Oviatt& 

McDougall (1995) and Knight (1997). At the end of the 1980s, thanks to very 

strong support by the government, the tourism industry became more attractive 

and considered as a major engine to boost the Turkish economy. In addition, 

the number of rest areas and seaboards was increased due to investment by 

different groups. Firms taking part in this research do not tend to enter foreign 

markets until they have observed potential demands for their products and 

services abroad. However, because of labor intensiveness, services firms grow 

more rapidly than manufacturing ones. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this study is to describe the BG firms and characterize the 

general features of these companies’ founders by comparing two sectors, 

manufacturing and services, to understand the differences between their 

entrepreneurial features. The basic difference observed in this paper between 

these two is, despite the fact that the services sectors’ entrepreneurs have more 

advantage than the manufacturing ones in terms of global vision and 

proactiveness, the entrepreneurial characteristics of the latter’s founders are 

more pronounced in terms of dominants, decisiveness, persuasiveness, having 
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extended networks and having more tolerance towards ambiguity in the 

market. 

Being Born Global has certain implementations, especially in the 

entrepreneurial features of founders. In Turkey, SMEs play a crucial role in the 

economy, but in the process of internationalization, most of them move 

gradually and step-by-step.  

This research has focused on 12 selected BG Turkish SMEs which were 

internationalized either in their inception or within 3 years after that. Because 

of not having the exact statistics about the total number of BG SMEs in the 

country, this research can obviously not be generalized to the entire country. 

With this limitation, the analysis made on the entrepreneurial features of the 

two different sectors’ entrepreneurs reveals that, except for some minor 

differences, BG firms’ entrepreneurs mostly have similar attitudes and features 

in terms of risk-taking, innovativeness, global mindedness and proactiveness. 
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