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Abstract

Globalization and digitalization have removed barriers, reduced costs of multinational
interchange and enabled a remarkable speed of information transfer world-wide. Thus, a growing
portion of international market players are international start-ups or so called born globals. To
overcome the liability of newness, outsiderness and foreigness in international markets, start-up
brand building offers strategic focus and tools for accelerating this process.
The purpose of this study is to understand start-up brand building in internal and external level in
international context and how internationalization and branding as operations support and affect
each other. The literature review views internationalization process and start-up branding as
separate phenomena since existing literature combining these two is nearly non-existent.
Therefore, the study opens discussion and offers new perspectives on the topic.
The empirical part of this study was conducted as a single case analysis of global education
industry start-up Edunation. Empirical data was gathered through three themed interviews
including two of the entrepreneurs and one employee.
This study identifies the operations behind successful start-up brand building on internal and
external level and finds the linkages between these and accelerated internationalization’s key
functions: networks, international opportunity recognition and innovations.
The main theoretical contribution of this study is opening discussion of two separate research
paths of start-up branding and accelerated internationalization. Study emphasizes the previous
studies’ findings on entrepreneurs’ big influence on both processes and how both branding and
internationalization happen in networks.
This study focuses on identifying and understanding the underlying functions on international
start-up branding. It leaves space for future research since the phenomenon lacks universal
guidelines and identification of most effective brand building functions.
Keywords

Internationalization process, accelerated internationalization, start-up, start-up branding,
international start-up branding
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1
1.1

INTRODUCTION
Introduction to the research topic

Globalization that has determined the change in markets since the beginning of
digital revolution from 1990s has created a playfield for multinational business
enterprises. These firms are process-oriented and proactive, operate in dynamic
business network and ready to answer for rapidly changing market conditions
(Johanson & Vahlne 2017). It is not only big multinational enterprises who get to
enjoy the privileged to exploit overseas opportunities, but a growing portion of these
multinationals are so-called born globals (Rennie 1993; Knight & Cavusgil 2004),
start-up companies that internationalize their operations and have global value chain
activities close to birth (Rennie 1993; Coviello 2015). They don’t follow the
traditional process model of internationalization (Oviatt & McDougal 1994;
Johanson & Vahlne 1977) as they accelerate their internationalization with tools
acquired from networks, efficient international opportunity recognition and business
innovations. International start-ups might lack of financial resources but due to
undefined organizational structure, entrepreneurial orientation and a pivotal need for
surviving on global markets, these companies are agile and proactive in finding new
innovative international opportunities.
Around 10 years later after start-up companies started to conquer international
market places and gain the attention of international entrepreneurship and
internationalization process research, marketing researchers started to get curious
about start-up brand building or branding in small and medium sized enterprises
(Abimbola & Vallaster 2007). This all started from the notion on how branding for
small companies could operate as a strategic tool for entering and positioning a startup in highly competitive environment and how it provides tools for differentiating
the products from competitors. Brand and brand building are one of the most studied
concepts in marketing literature, brand being a complex causal relationship between
company’s identity and customer’s perception (Keller 2003; Rode & Vallaster 2005).
Despite the complexity, the potential value a strong brand provides not only for
business but also for its stakeholders, makes brand worth of exploiting for any
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business. Corporate brand building was before researched through powerful, wellknown and mature brands (Agostini et al. 2015; Rode & Vallaster 2005).
Both internationalization and branding have been previously seen as expensive and
time-consuming processes for big companies, but start-ups are developing and
exploiting new opportunities in branding and overseas to overcome the liability of
newness and foreigness. Branding and internationalization in the phase of early
operations could go hand in hand, as supportive of each other. My personal
motivation towards to subject comes from working for a Finnish start-up in Hong
Kong in 2016. Study Advisory is an international start-up and an online service for
searching and rating universities and other higher educational institutions. I was able
to experience the enthusiastic team who believed in the mission and values of the
company but constantly met the barriers of smallness and lack of brand awareness,
which we tried to build with the team. I was working as a Marketing Coordinator and
got an insight for start-up marketing activities. The company was internationalizing
fast and our marketing functions tried to keep up with the fast pace. At the same
time, as a student of International Business Management, the idea of start-up
branding in an international context occurred in my mind.
Due to extensive professional networks the co-founders had from their previous
business Asia Exchange in the Asian region and their competent team, Study
Advisory managed to make around 30,000 net sales on their first operational year.
Team grew fast after the successful start, subsidiary was established to Hong Kong
(Asiabroad Ltd.) to cover Asian markets and they launched a freelancer program to
boost up the sales in the future. Hong Kong office was a new important player which
got big responsibilities in Asian markets. One of activities was launching a
successful crowdfunding round with the Hong Kong team. Study Advisory’s current
project is Edunation. Edunation aims to bring foreign students to Finland to
experience the world’s best education system and opportunities Finland can offer for
foreigners. Project had been launched in several Asian countries and big plans lie
ahead in world’s developing countries.
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1.2

Research problem and questions

New companies are uncertain of variety of things in the inception stage, such as
finding acceptance in chosen market segments, finding a successful business model
for a specific time-frame, will they put up with the competition and are they able to
differentiate themselves in the chosen markets (Venkatesh 2018). Start-up
characteristics include resource constraints, working under time pressure to follow
new opportunities, strong entrepreneurial influence and limited business networks
(Venkatesh 2018). In international context uncertainties are circling around seizing
international opportunities, successful networking on international markets and
gaining enough knowledge and innovation for foreign market entry. Researchers
have acknowledged that branding can help start-ups to overcome these uncertainties
and problems (Rode & Vallaster 2005; Merrilees 2007; Juntunen et al. 2010;
Juntunen 2012; Odoom 2016; Venkatesh 2018).
However, a little effort or nothing at all has been put into investigating start-up
branding and international venturing together. Both require same business activities,
resources and people conducting them, such as well-designed and extensive external
communication for business networking. Therefore this thesis is interested in the
question why there are no existing guidelines for international start-up branding. The
role of marketing or branding in start-ups is proactively communicating the brand
while doing other business-related activities (Venkatesh 2018). Efforts towards
accelerated internationalization and at the same time, efforts put up for branding
most certainly affect each other, but it remains unclear where the linkages might be
found and how significant they are.
The main research question of the study is:


What kind of activity is start-up branding of an international new venture?

The secondary research questions, to bring more insight to the main question and
including the processes and tools of accelerated internationalization, are:
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How accelerated internationalization and branding are linked?



What means a start-up company can use when building international
company brand?

Research questions will be answered by creating a theoretical background for
international new venturing and brand building in start-ups separately. Later these
two are combined and compared with each other in order to find linkages that
support each other. These linkages are presented in form of propositions. In the
empirical part, as a single case study of the case company Edunation, these linkages
or propositions are tested and researched further.
1.3

Purpose of the study

Establishing, maintaining, enhancing and protecting a successful brand is perhaps the
most important skill an entrepreneur can have (Venkatesh 2018). Entrepreneurs need
to be multitalents of their companies as, due scarce resources, marketing managers
are rarely seen in small start-ups (Krake 2005). Still, growing companies adopt brand
orientation to a greater extent than stable or declining ones (Odoom 2016), and this
responsibility lays on the shoulders of the entrepreneurs who are the directors of
brand management and marketing (Krake 2005). The importance of branding is
recognized by the entrepreneurs, but the study conducted by Krake (2005) revealed
that almost a half of small and medium sized companies involved did nothing for
brand management. Start-up branding theoretically lacks guidelines and resources in
practice.
At the same time globalization has shaped the development of international business
in means of retailing, movement of talent and people and global consumer behavior
(Rennie 1993; Oviatt & McDougal 1994; Douglas et al. 2001). Companies are born
global, but small companies lack the resources for marketing adaptation for various
foreign locations (Rao-Nicholson & Khan 2017). Still, reputation and branding are
important capabilities for international start-ups (Laurell et al. 2017), for example by
helping them to overcome risks (Venkatesh 2018) and position on new markets
(Douglas et al. 2001). Where the previous literature lacks the universal guidelines or
frameworks for start-up branding, international start-up branding is nearly inexistent.
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However, that is the context where branding is happening today with born global
companies.
The main purpose of this study is to find out what means or opportunities there are
for start-up branding, what type of activity is start-up branding on international
context and can company’s internationalization process affect branding in a start-up
or vice versa. It is a challenging task to link two separate research paths together.
This research builds knowledge not only on how branding and internationalization
support each other, but also on how to start building an international company brand
in early operations.
1.4

Structure of the thesis

This research is divided into three parts. Firstly, the two main concepts of
internationalization and international new ventures and start-up branding are
introduced in a literature review in chapters 2 and 3. Secondly, chapter 4 concludes
these two separate research paths together by providing supporting concepts and
propositions on how these two are linked together. The third part consist of
introduction to the methodology of the study in chapter 5, introduction of the case
company in chapter 6, empirical analysis in chapter 7 and finally conclusions in
chapter 8.
The first chapter introduces the reader to research topic and provides an overall view
to the issues related to international start-ups and start-up branding. Main research
questions are introduced, and the purpose of the study is explained and justified.
In the second chapter, international start-up environment and processes are explained
through research on international entrepreneurship and internationalization
processes. International entrepreneurship research part is especially interested on
how companies can achieve accelerated internationalization and what are the most
important factors behind it. The third chapter starts with introducing the concept of
brand and then moves on to start-up branding. It explains start-up branding in general
but also the internal and external brand building functions that can be identified from
the existing literature. Finally, start-up branding is examined in the first growth
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stages of the company to give brand building functions a chronical order. The fourth
chapter concludes international new ventures and start-up branding together and
propositions are provided for the basis of empirical analysis.
Methodology, data collection and methods of data analysis of the study are discussed
in chapter 5. Chapter 6 concentrates on the empirical research. It describes the case
company before moving on to analysis part which aims to answer the research
questions, contribute on existing academic literature and provide new insights to how
the linkage between company’s international processes and start-up branding is
showing in this single case study. Lastly, chapter 7 introduces the theoretical and
managerial conclusions. The limitations of the study are presented, and future
research opportunities are discussed.
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2

INTERNATIONALIZATION AND INTERNATIONAL NEW VENTURES

This chapter introduces the definitions, perspectives and models of international
venturing of start-up companies discussed in the scientific literature. After defining
the concepts, different perspectives are introduced to limit the concepts and to
support international start-up venturing and the study.
The theoretical framework of internationalization of a start-up for this is a sum of
two separate research paths: research on international entrepreneurship and
international new ventures, and research on internationalization processes. Thus, this
chapter is divided to three parts. First the different definitions of an international new
ventures are discussed and how to link different definitions in to start-up context.
Internationalization of new companies has raised the interest of researchers from
1970s onwards and the most known theories for the process are introduced and
discussed. For the nature of a start-up company, this study is particularly interested in
the factors that can accelerate this internationalization process. These concepts are
introduced in the third part of this chapter.
2.1

Defining an international new venture

The field of research in international new ventures (INVs), that are companies that
internationalize shortly after inception, is relatively young and have increasingly
developed from the beginning of 1990s (Criado et al. 2002). Since then, the field has
reflected and examined the issues entrepreneurs have to face while internationalizing
their operations (Zahra et al. 2005). An international new venture is “a business
organization that, from inception, seeks to derive a significant competitive advantage
from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries (Oviatt &
McDougal 1994: 50). This definition of international entrepreneurship has later on
evolved to describing how companies creatively exploit opportunities outside of
domestic markets in seek of competitive advantage (Zahra & George 2002).
Internationalization literature in general is based on two underlying assumptions:
first, internationalization happens in networks, and second, internationalization
happens because of the actions taken by individuals or the entrepreneur (Juho 2011:
31).
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Whereas the scientific literature has been interested in big multinational enterprises
(MNEs) and their internationalization process, more and more new companies are
growingly international from inception (Criado et al. 2002; Zahra & George 2002;
Oviatt & McDougall 1994). Rennie pointed out in 1993 the phenomenon of
Australian companies that started competing and winning against larger players
worldwide at relatively young age. Rennie was the first one to introduce the term
“born global” to the scientific research literature. This means that MNEs don’t
necessarily need to go through certain stages of evolution before venturing in foreign
countries (Oviatt & McDougal 1994; Rennie 1993). Born globals started to their
operations in countries where domestic markets are relatively small (Knight &
Cavusgil 2004) but are now a universal phenomenon.
There are many definitions for global and newly established companies in the
literature and often concepts like new venture, international new venture, born global
and global start-up companies are used in different contexts to describe relatively
same phenomenon (Criado et al. 2002, Coviello 2015). Terminology in this research
is concentrated in international new ventures and when speaking of newly
established companies, start-ups and international start-ups. Start-up company is
often referred to when speaking of a recently established company which struggles to
solve a common problem for society with their business. There are no hard rules on
defining the global start-up since revenues, profits and employment numbers vary so
drastically between different companies and industries, and there are no strict limits
to its age or size either (Forbes 2013). In the research of international
entrepreneurship and internationalization processes, “international new venture”
seems to be a commonly accepted concept whereas “start-up” is more commonly
used in practice among professionals in everyday lives.
Some of the major area of controversy in this sense can be found in terms of the
specific time-span of INV, born global or international start-up (Criado et al. 2002).
Specific time-span is the time elapsed between the moment of first international sales
obtained from the moment of company’s founding. Six years is a common threshold
for the definition of “new” company (Zahra et al. 2005; Coviello 2015). Sometimes
time-span is combined with export-to-sales ratio. Many studies suggest everything
between exporting two years after foundation and 76% of total sales by export
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(Rennie 1993), to 25% export-to-sales ratio within three to two years if the company
has been established after 1990s (Criado et al. 2002). Another perspective is
presented by Autio, Sapienza and Almeida (2000), who didn’t limit the time-span but
rather critically evaluated if the learning process is ready and enough resources and
knowledge is acquired for a company start the internationalization process. Some
experts say that start-up is defined by its young age but also its ability to grow fast
and scale quickly. In this focus the growth is unconstrained by geography (Forbes
2013), which makes start-up as a term suitable to use when talking of international
new ventures.

Figure 1. Definitions of international new ventures

In addition to time elapsed and export-to-sales ratio, term of born global or global
versus international needs to be used with caution. Born globals export to global
markets and captures multiple global value chain activities close to birth (Coviello
2015). INV is a wider description since there are many forms of INVs (Oviatt &
McDougall 1994) and the term should be used in a context where the company
competes on regional markets and in relatively limited number of countries, but not
world-wide (Coviello 2015).
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2.2

Internationalization process of a new venture

In the past, building a strong domestic base before venturing overseas was a natural
way of expanding the business. One reason is the high fixed costs of entering the
new market at a distance, which required gaining related market information and
services from managing agents and representatives to provide quick and effective
sales and service response. Before 1980s the physical distance of a foreign market
was relatively close to domestic one (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Compared to
domestic markets, psychic distance creates market barriers when entering foreign
markets. These are for example differences in language, business practices, culture,
and law (Johanson & Vahlne 2003). Lack of routines on foreign markets pose
another type or thread of difficulty in decision making concerning new market
operations (Johanson & Vahlne 1977).
Internationalization processes started to drastically change after 1990s due to various
reasons, one of the biggest being the digital revolution. Since information was
suddenly out there and easily accessible, the resources and information transfer in
remarkable speed reduced the costs in multinational interchange (Rennie 1993;
Oviatt & McDougal 1994; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Globalization has helped
foreign companies in simplifying their product development and in positioning on
the markets, since the phenomenon has increased the homogenization of buyer
preferences (Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Nowadays consumers have international
business experiences world-wide (Oviatt & McDougal 1994; Juho 2011).
2.2.1 Learning by experience
Uppsala model, developed by the researchers in Uppsala university in Sweden,
introduced to audiences in 1977 by Johanson and Vahlne was the seminal work of
explaining the characteristics of firm’s internationalization process. At the time, in
mid 1970s, Swedish companies started their international process by ad-hoc
exporting (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Export sales were formalized with the help of
intermediaries which were replaced with company’s own sales organization when the
foreign sales had grown enough. According to the original Uppsala model,
experience on the markets is a powerful way to build knowledge which increases the
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level of commitment. Commitment enhances and gives birth to new activities which
engenders more learning still (Johanson & Vahlne 1977).
Uppsala model describes a slow and gradual process of internationalization where
companies steadily grow the physical distance by entering a country after country
trough successful foreign operations. According to the model, companies change by
learning process which is experience of operations in foreign markets. Companies
need to strengthen their position which drives them to do commitment decisions.
Experience and the learning process builds up knowledge on the markets which helps
the company to carry out even better activities with high level of commitment and
leads to change (Johanson & Vahlne 1977). Therefore, the model is dynamic
(Johanson & Vahlne 2009). The original Uppsala model is presented in Figure 2.

State variables

Change variables

Market knowledge

Commitment
decisions

Market commitment

Current activities

Figure. 2. The Uppsala model 1977 (Johanson & Vahlne 1977).

2.2.2 Networks as a basis for internationalization
The prevailing Uppsala model of 1977 neglects the value of entrepreneur as
decision-maker and the personal network and knowledge a company might have to
support the process of internationalization (Wang 2016). Authors have since evolved
and updated the model to meet the requirements of modern markets and existing
research on international entrepreneurship and internationalization process. One of
the biggest efforts towards new models is including network approach of business
networks into the model. Business networks are interconnected business
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relationships of collective actors in a net of exchange relations between the
companies (Johanson & Vahlne 2003). Johanson and Vahlne (2003) base their
definition of business relationships to Cook and Emerson’s (1978) definition which
demonstrated that close and lasting relationships between companies are important
and they require time and resources to build. Relationships become a network when
each customer and supplier firm the company is in relationship with has other
relationships with other firms (Cook & Emerson 1978 in Johanson & Vahlne 2003).
Johanson and Vahlne’s 2003 network approach to the Uppsala model is still
concentrating strongly in the learning process and knowledge gaining through
experiences but highlight the importance of networks in acquiring new business
information on foreign markets. Juho (2011: 36) identified and summarized four
types of business network learning according to Johanson and Vahlne (2003): 1)
developing partner-specific knowledge to coordinate activities to support the
partnership, 2) learning relationship-development skills (transferable outside of the
specific relationship), 3) learning to coordinate activities between third-party
relationships and 4) learning how to build and connect new business networks. This
learning and management of strategic (critical) relationships requires commitmentenhancing actions, for example acquisitions or expansions to secure existing
relationships from competitors (Johanson & Vahlne 2003) or allocating scarce
resources of a small company to maintain an important business relationship.
Internationalization is an outcome of firm’s development of existing relationships
and establishment of new important customer or supplier relationships similar to
existing ones, and developing relationships with customer firms that are connected to
existing customer relationships. These relationship actions are not restricted by
country markets (Johanson & Vahlne 2003). Profitability, growth and survival are all
result of being an insider in its foreign network (Johanson & Vahlne 2017), since this
help to overcome the outsiderness or liability of foreigness (Johanson & Vahlne
2009).
In their Uppsala model 2009 Johanson and Vahlne update the model in the light of
evolution of international business research and development of business
environments. They include emotional aspects of relationships to the model and
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emphasize that trust is an important ingredient for successful learning and
development of new knowledge in the net of foreign business networks. The 2009
model includes a new element of international opportunity recognition and
development which takes the revised Uppsala model closer to research of
international entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship literature (Juho 2011).
Opportunity recognition is a form of knowledge and the most important factor
behind internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne 2009). Entrepreneurs as opportunityseekers should trust especially on prior knowledge rather than their personal
characteristics, as it has been proved to impact more in opportunity recognition
(Shane 2000 in Johanson & Vahlne 2009). Consequently, this prior knowledge rises
firstly from company’s internal resources in a case when it has not operated in
foreign markets before, and secondly from external information sources that reveal
relationship partners and business networks. Opportunities arise especially from
networks as network-based learning – and business relationship activities give
unique opportunities for those who participate (Johanson & Vahlne 2009).
2.2.3 Modern internationalization
Johanson & Vahlne’s latest effort on Uppsala model (2017) are based on previous
versions and new thoughts and theoretical ontology of concept of process and
evolution. They switch their focus from speaking of multinational enterprises (MNE)
to multinational business enterprises (MBE) to emphasize key features of a modern
company. Modern companies are operating in networks, they are process-oriented,
they do business exchange instead of production, they are proactive and
entrepreneurial and power has increasingly decentralized from hierarchical company
to heterarchical company (Johanson & Vahlne 2017).
The newest model is illustrated in Figure 3. It contains the same two variables as the
first Uppsala model 1977. Change variables of commitment processes and
knowledge development processes are essential for the model as they are where the
action takes place in internationalization. Commitment processes include the
entrepreneurial or managerial decisions of reconfiguring and coordinating resources.
Knowledge development processes consist of learning, creating and trust-building
and these happen continuously in an organization. These processes and new
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knowledge sparkles change to other elements of the model (Johanson & Vahlne
2017). For example, in their provided example, due to new information the company
learns that its capabilities could be improved, which might shift focus and allocate
resources from an existing relationship to a new one. Commitment processes change
and this shift positions the company in a new way. Changed capabilities and resource
position affect the future learning processes in a new position and resource allocation
(Johanson & Vahlne 2017).
State variables are the result of change variables and affect each other in an evolution
process. Capabilities explain the ability to use resources for particular purpose
(Johanson & Vahlne 2017), and the action takes places in commitment processes. It
is important to understand capabilities from two perspectives: operational and
dynamic capabilities. Dynamic capability is an ability to exploit internal and external
competencies to compete in rapidly changing environments. Operational capability
refers more in the management of existing firm-specific advantages, which are, for
example, capital, technology, brands, distribution channel and existing business
relationships. Dynamic capabilities develop operational capabilities further and add
to their strength. To be able to use a dynamic capability, a company must have
commitment in the process. (Johanson & Vahlne 2017.)

State variables

Change variables

Capabilities

Commitment processes

Commitments /

Knowledge

Performance

development processes

Figure. 3. The Uppsala model 2017 (Johanson & Vahlne 2017)

21
2.3

International entrepreneurship and accelerated internationalization

Success of international new ventures has been studied in literature by international
entrepreneurship and organizational and entrepreneurial capabilities. International
start-ups and born globals drive their commitment to the accelerators of
internationalization, modernizing the internationalization process described by
Johanson and Vahlne in the previous chapter 2.2. The rapid internationalization of a
start-up is due to the leverage of innovativeness, knowledge, business networks and
the capability of opportunity seeking and succeeding when facing one (see i.e. Karra
et al. 2008; Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Oviatt & McDougal 2005; Johanson & Vahlne
2003, 2009). As Rennie stated: luckily the ability to be born global has nothing to do
with particular technology and fast-growing companies are not limited on an industry
– it’s in everyone’s privilege (1993).
There are many other concepts discovered by authors that are proven to help a young
business to succeed in international markets, but international opportunity
recognition, active business networks and the ability to innovate and be creative can
be identified from many previous studies as components of accelerated
internationalization. International opportunity recognition, business networks and
organizational capabilities, especially in means on innovation and knowledge
intensity are all interconnected concepts and based on international resource
configurations (Karra et al. 2008).
2.3.1 International opportunity recognition
New innovative opportunities in markets are solutions of greater value than the
existing one, leveraged by entrepreneurs and their dissatisfaction for current options
(Mainela et al. 2014: 107). As Holm, Johanson and Kato note: “doing the same thing
over and over again, even if it is profitable, is not an opportunity” (2015: 339).
Modern MBEs do exchange instead of production (Johanson & Vahlne 2017), and
more and more of business operations take place in knowledge intensive service
industries (Chetty & Stangl 2010). Mainela et al. (2014) note that research field has
shifted its focus from emphasis on INVs towards international entrepreneurship
behaviors. The focus in Uppsala model is in the company itself rather than in
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entrepreneur or entrepreneurial behavior (Juho 2011). According to the Uppsala
model 2009, entrepreneurs recognize opportunities as reflection of earlier
experiences gained from particular business networks (Johanson & Vahlne 2009;
Holm et al. 2015). In overall, entrepreneurship can be viewed “as focusing on
opportunities that may be bought or sold, or they may form the foundation of new
organization” (Oviatt & McDougal 2005: 539). Therefore, international opportunity
recognition is primarily an entrepreneurial capability and entrepreneurial
opportunity.
Eckhardt and Shane define entrepreneurial opportunities “as situations in which new
goods, services, raw materials, markets and organizing methods can be introduced
through the formation of new means, ends, or means-ends relationships” (2003: 336).
International opportunities not only accelerate internationalization but also serve
domestic markets by exploiting foreign-based resources in form of importing,
international outsourcing, technology transfer, transfer of ideas and business models,
human resource recruitment and international partnerships (Di Gregorio et al. 2008).
Di Gregorio, Musteen and Thomas (2008) argue that opportunity recognition is
mostly created in combining foreign or cross-border resources in an innovative way.
Karra, Phillips and Tracey speak of entrepreneurial capabilities when referring to
“the ability to identify and acquire necessary resources to act upon opportunities
identified in the market, or to create new market opportunities” (2008: 443). Authors
argue that identifying opportunities lies at the heart of new ventures and they can be
identified in three ways: 1) through active search, 2) through passive search or
fortuitous discovery and 3) through creativity and imagination. First one refers to a
capability of searching and identifying opportunities from markets with special skills.
In passive search opportunities might be discovered in the course of other activities
or from existing knowledge. This could refer especially networks that pose the
opportunities to each company involved. Networks and their relation to opportunities
are discussed in the next chapter 2.3.2. Opportunities are likely to be found from
areas that are already known to the firm, and firms may only be able to recognize
opportunities that stem from activities in their current operations (Holm et al. 2015).
Therefore, passively finding opportunities from outside the area of knowledge,
especially without a network, seems to be unlikely. Third identifying tactic refers to
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innovativeness, ability to combine new resource combinations. This creativity and
imagination-based opportunity recognition is identified particularly important by the
authors and will be given extra attention in this study in chapter 2.3.3. (Karra et al.
2008.) Opportunities that involve product or process innovation are most studied
opportunities alongside opportunities which are labelled arbitrage (Mainela et al.
2014). In addition to opportunity identification, researchers speak of opportunity
creation and discovery. According to Mainela et al. (2014) and Holm et al. (2015),
created opportunities arise from acquiring knowledge from the business networks to
enact the opportunity. Discovery happens without the network as a result of
unexpected changes or isolated internal shocks that take place in the organization.
These unexpected changes can’t be influenced through entrepreneurial activities.
(Holm et al. 2015.)
Opportunity is non-existent, if the firm cannot exploit it (Holm et al. 2015). Creation
or discover of the opportunity affect the possible outcome and exploitation (Holm et
al. 2015) and this is likely to happen in a path-dependent process (Johanson &
Vahlne 2009). Opportunity is enacted in the actions and reactions of the company
and its business partners in the network (Holm et al. 2015).
2.3.2 Networks
The network perspective to international business sees markets as systems of longterm relationships between customers and suppliers. Business network is a system of
economic activities that are linked to each other since nothing happens in a complete
isolation. Business networks and social contacts help companies along the way of
conquering international markets (Coviello 2006). They help small and new
businesses to gain access to resources and to overcome liability of newness,
smallness and foreignness (Laurell et al. 2017). The lack of network knowledge
poses firm to the liability of outsidership (Holm et al. 2015). Networks open doors
for foreign market access, finance and distribution channels and relationships
accelerate both internal and external development in the organization (Oviatt &
McDougal 1994; Coviello 2006). Also, networks help at identifying international
business opportunities (Oviatt & McDougal 2005; Johanson & Vahlne 2009).
External social capital, for example, management contacts, involved customers and
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involved suppliers’ impact positively on foreign market knowledge and international
growth of new ventures (Yli-Renko et al. 2002 in Coviello 2006).
Coviello (2006) researched the network dynamics of INVs in terms of structural and
interactional patterns at early stages of its life cycle, which the author identified as
conception, commercialization and growth, including the internationalization
process. In INV’s early phases, business relationships evolve from entrepreneurs’
own individual relationships, so called personal networks (Laurell et al. 2017).
According to findings, networks expand over time through an evolutionary process
and in this process the networks increases in complexity. The main tie between two
businesses in early stages of INVs business is, simply, an economic one (Coviello
2006). This is because start-ups need to “develop the ties to build organization
quickly for international market entry” (Coviello 2006: 722). Coviello’s multiple
case study shows that the amount of purely social ties or multiplex ties (both social
and economic) increase as the business moves onwards.
Karra et al. (2008) emphasize the preference of creating cross-cultural networks to
achieve competitive advantage. Clearly, building social networks overseas in
promising new markets is crucial and also recognized by researchers. For an
entrepreneur, the ability to select competent partners and capacity of interpreting and
assimilating knowledge and information across the network is a key skill (Karra et al.
2008). Authors’ theory on identifying business opportunities (see chapter 2.3.1.) is
also related on business networks. Holm, Johanson & Kao (2015) base their notion
on Johanson & Vahlne’s Uppsala model 2009 and argue that if an opportunity is
recognized while firm has business relationships with other firms in the foreign
market network (insider), opportunities are recognized and exploited in the context
of specific business relationships (Holm et al. 2015: 338). This is due to the networkspecific knowledge and once again, opportunity recognition, networks and
knowledge acceleration are all linked together.
Opportunities recognized from an outsider position are more general in nature and
can be perceived through market information that is available for everyone (Holm et
al. 2015). Authors also note that as an insider position in a foreign network, the more
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opportunity relates to the network, the more the exploitation will bond the company
to the network and make it more embedded.
Figure 4. presents the conceptual model of opportunity development in foreign
market networks created by Holm et al. 2015. In this version of the model one can
see the linkage between the network position and how opportunities are recognized.
Authors make a differentiation in companies’ position (outsidership versus
insidership) on foreign market networks and how it influences opportunity discover
or creation. The opportunity development is thus development of these two phases. If
a company is an outsider, not yet in direct relationships in foreign players, it is more
likely that the opportunities occur surprisingly through indirect relationships as
opportunity discovery. This is due to the limited flow of information or knowledge
and how it is distorted while passing multiple actors to reach the company. Other
actors along the way can significantly influence on the message of the opportunity
before it reaches the company. (Holm et al. 2015: 342–343.) This can decrease the
competitive advantage that is normally acquired through opportunity discovery.
First direct relationship starts the insidership positioning in the foreign network and it
influences the opportunity recognition in two ways. Firstly, Holm et al. argue that
while the information and knowledge flow inside the network is flowing back and
forth, insidership also opens door for information from outside of the network. As the
information flow is big from both inside and outside, company can compare the
content and quality and make the most of the knowledge and create new
opportunities. (Holm et al. 2015.) So, insidership opens pathways to the existing
information on both inside and outside the network and therefore gain serious
competitive advantage versus outsidership. Secondly, the development and
exploitation takes place in the network. In the interactive process, for example, using
the new created technology with business partners, the opportunity exploitation
influences company’s position in the network, “leading the firm’s network to either
weaken or strengthen, and expand or shrink.” (Holm et al. 2015: 343).
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Figure 4. The conceptual model of opportunity development in foreign market networks.
Modified from Holm et al. 2015.

Networks can also pose a risk for opportunity exploitation since companies are
locked-in to insider positions in their relationship networks and the interdependence
between partners is high. Therefore, ability to receive new information and form new
opportunities becomes limited. Companies can the trapped to the position they are
trying to reach through internationalization and become inflexible when facing
changes that occure in the network. Unexpected changes are common in international
markets. (Holm et al. 2015.)
Oviatt & McDougal argue that the importance of network relationships relies on the
weak ties, rather than on strong ties which entrepreneurs rarely have more than 20
(2005). These weak ties are relationships with customers and suppliers and any
stakeholders that are “friendly and business-like” (2005: 545). Weak ties are easier to
form because they require less investment and know-how and information moves
quickly in the network. Authors argue, that a network with numerous weak ties can
accelerate internationalization very quickly when an opportunity is detected.
According to Oviatt & McDougal (2005), the number of weak ties entrepreneur has
established in foreign country, the greater potential it has for internationalization and
greater speed for increasing that scope. Density of the network substitutes the lack of
strong ties, although density decreases over time in business networks (Coviello
2006). Coviello’s study (2006) doesn’t find a clear linkage of the importance
between weak and strong ties. Author suggests that although network ties facilitate
the development towards international markets, relationships aren’t easy to
categorize.

27
The power of networks in gaining resources for accelerated internationalization lies
in the interaction in which (both internal and external) players in the network engage
to, and which enhances the information and knowledge exchange. This process not
only shares but also creates completely new knowledge. International opportunity
recognition is important in this process: without the ability to catch and pursue
international opportunities, network-based knowledge goes to waste. (Laurell et al.
2017.) Networks also create access to resources other businesses have (Holm et al.
2015; Laurell et al. 2017).
In their longitudinal single case study Laurell, Achtenhagen and Andersson (2017)
identified critical capabilities through networks, abilities that lead to superior
company performance, differentiated the most important ones and studied how they
change over time and context. They found out that in the pre-establishment phase
(pre-founding phase), entrepreneurs’ and founders’ existing direct and local network
ties were important for product development and regulatory requirements such as
patents and product prototypes (p. 130). Indirect global ties with company’s network
create a capability for regulatory clearance, which can help gain competitive distance
to competitors, for example, by means of getting financial advantage.
Internationalization might accelerate from a single person’s global focus, vision and
networks on global markets, especially if the person is highly involved in the
business. Entrepreneurs or founders might also tie relationships with different
stakeholder groups on different fields: one concentrates in making sales contacts
while another one is best at meeting and interacting with potential financers. (Laurell
et al. 2017.)
After establishment, commercialization takes place and marketing capabilities are
created for current and future sales. In networking perspective, in this phase
participating conferences and fairs is beneficial, especially for potential distributor
contacts for the product or service (Coviello 2006; Laurell et al. 2017). Entrepreneurs
should focus on intentionally creating new direct network ties to strategically
important global actors to leverage marketing and sales capabilities. These
capabilities help in creating legitimacy, brand building and achieving international
sales. In this phase, local direct ties to financial actors are not enough anymore: in
order to secure future sales, new and indirect ties to financial actors need to be
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created. Final reveal of their study was that during developmental phases of the
business, strategic outcomes beyond financial performance are relevant to ensure
innovations’ market acceptance (Laurell et al. 2017: 133-134.)
2.3.3 Network-based knowledge for international innovations
Business growth and success depend on the joint effect of internationalization and
innovation (Zucchella & Siano 2014). Small and open economies like Finland,
Sweden, Denmark, New Zealand and Australia need to encourage small companies
for innovation and internationalization to grow their economies. Political and
technological transformations have positively influenced on global integration of
business, and innovation lay in the heart of economic growth and productivity. For
small businesses, innovations are an important source of competitive advantage for
firms to compete in the global market place. Newness is part of innovation in its
multidimensional process. (Chetty & Stangl 2010.) Actually, internationalization is
considered to be a type of innovation itself by several researchers (Chiva et al. 2014;
Zucchella & Siano 2014).
Innovation consists of two sources: 1) creating new products, services and methods
from the unique knowledge of the company and 2) imitating the innovations of other
companies (Nelson & Winter 1982; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Knowledge provides
particular advantages that facilitate foreign market entry and operations.
Development of knowledge through operations is fundamental for a company’s
internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne 1977; Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Johanson &
Vahlne 2017). Knight and Cavusgil explain that in this context, knowledge means
the capacity of a company to understand and use relationships and information to
achieve the intended goal (2004).
Innovations have either radical or incremental impacts on companies. Radical
innovations produce fundamental changes in the activities of an organization,
resulting in abandonment of existing practices, whereas incremental innovations
don’t necessarily call for big changes in existing practices but rather reinforce
existing capabilities in the organization (Chetty & Stangl 2010). As an example,
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studies have found that start-ups that work closely with the customers have great
gateway for incremental innovations (Chetty & Stangl 2010).
Innovations are often examined by technological or goods-oriented, “hard”
innovations. A holistic approach to innovations counts in “soft” service innovations
that are typical for knowledge-intensive industries (Chetty & Stangl 2010). Product
innovations, despite the name, can be labelled to both goods and services that aim to
increase sales or improve customer benefits. This is achieved through implementing
new methods of production, more cost-efficient delivery, increased quality or
improving a service. There are several types of innovations relevant for
organizations. Marketing innovations significantly improve the physical product
design or placement, pricing, promotion and positioning strategies. Organizational
innovations are changes in business practices to, for example, reduce administrative
costs or increase employee satisfaction. (Chetty & Stangl 2010.)
Innovativeness arises from internal and organizational capabilities (Knight &
Cavusgil 2004) which can be viewed from Nelson and Winter’s (1982) evolutionary
economics point of view, as well as from networks the company has (Chetty &
Stangl 2010). Organizational capabilities (organizational learning, competences and
routines) that lead into superior performance, especially in highly competitive and
challenging environments, is due to company’s ability to sustain innovation and
create unique knowledge (Nelson & Winter 1982; Knight & Cavusgil 2004), and use
and create opportunities in joint action in business relationships (Johanson & Vahlne
2017). Innovative culture forecasts earlier internationalization for a young firm as it
facilitates the acquisition of knowledge. Entrepreneurial and managerial knowledge
about international markets is important for start-ups with typically poor tangible
resources since it helps the company to avoid their liabilities of foreignness and
newness. The undefined organizational structure of a young company helps along the
process: development of new knowledge occurs best when there are little or no
organizational routines blocking new ways of acting and behaving (Autio et al.
2000). Knowledge plays a vital role since it is in the core of received wisdom on
internationalization, which represents innovation by the company (Chiva et al. 2014).
Knowledge is acquired especially from networks (see chapter 2.3.2.) and the tool
lays in organization’s capability of organizational learning (Chiva et al. 2014).
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Organizational learning is the process of through which “organization change or
modify their mental models, rules, processes or knowledge, maintaining or
improving their performance (Chiva et al. 2014: 689).
Networks are important for start-up innovations. Chetty and Stangl note that small
companies tend to compensate fewer internal resources for innovation and
internationalization with external ones acquired from network relationships (2010).
Networks

combine

all

things

needed

for

innovations

and

accelerated

internationalization: knowledge which is the key ingredient for recognizing potential
new innovations and as well opportunities in international markets. Start-ups work
closely with customers and direct business partners to obtain ideas for new
innovations that are not accessible with company’s own internal resources (Chetty &
Stangl 2010). Pittaway et al. (2004) identified six innovation benefits from networks
that are risk sharing, access to new markets and technologies, commercialization
speed, accumulation of complementary assets, protection of property rights and the
that role of networks play as avenues to external knowledge (Pittaway et al. 2004:
145). Chetty and Stangl propose from their multiple case study of software industry
that firms with radical innovation and diverse network relationships are more likely
to have radical (accelerated) internationalization. Accelerated internationalization is
made possible also in a case of incremental innovation and financial relationships
(Chetty & Stangl 2010: 1740).
Entrepreneurial capabilities take many forms. Karra et al. (2008) found out that
institutional bridging is another entrepreneurial capability to help creating a
successful start-up. It means overcoming institutional distance: the differences in
business environment a company has to face when doing business outside of national
borders. Institutional distance is based upon the assumption that a company faces a
risk when adjusting business to both institutional contexts as they become
increasingly diverse. The capacity of institutional bridging includes gaining
knowledge from three important perspectives: 1) knowledge about customers and
their buying behavior, 2) cultural knowledge about the norms and practices
especially on commercial actions and 3) knowledge about the legal and regulatory
environment in formal and informal form.
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2.4

Conclusions

Whether characterized as a born global or an international new venture, the
internationalization process of new companies is following new rules of the modern
world. Global market places, certain level of standardization of consumer
preferences and easiness of accessing information through new digital solutions has
opened new markets, new international opportunities and competitive advantage for
companies that know how to leverage them (Rennie 1993; Oviatt & McDougal 1994;
Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Juho 2011). Companies need to combine these
opportunities to existing capabilities to create firm-specific advantages that drive
their commitment processes on international markets. Where actions took for
internationalization are based on individuals and managers of a start-up, they take
place in a foreign network that companies need to build for internationalization.
Gaining insidership in this network ensures profitability, growth and survival
(Johanson & Vahlne 2017). The power of networks is based on knowledge that flows
back and forth between businesses in a network, engaging its actors to one another
and creating combinations of whole new information and opportunities that can’t be
predicted beforehand (Johanson & Vahlne 2003; 2009; 2017). To understand
internationalization, one must understand the path-dependence (Johanson & Vahlne
2017): how network-based learning and knowledge eventually changes how
companies allocate their resources and commitment on international markets and
how this adds up to existing capabilities and creates new ones. The whole
performance of not only one company but all the actors of the network will change.
Endless numbers of small businesses are competing over same international markets
and path-dependence approach needs accelerating effects for truly gaining a
competitive advantage. The accelerating effects lie in the business networks,
opportunity recognition and international innovations but not as separate phenomena
but rather supportive of each other and as capabilities of the organization and
international entrepreneurship. International opportunities work as drivers of change
and development, occur from dissatisfaction for current business options (Mainela et
al. 2014) and take place in knowledge development processes (Johanson & Vahlne
2017). Opportunities that are acted upon and created by imagination and creativity
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are innovations (Karra et al. 2008). Innovations are important since they produce
fundamental changes or reinforce existing internal and organization capabilities, both
resulting from the network-based learning and response to changing international
markets. Opportunities can be seen are sparkles that turn into innovations when
grasped. To understand company’s operations, entrepreneurs and their personal skills
play a significant role on identifying the most rewarding opportunities and turning
them profitable.
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3

BRAND BUILDING IN START-UP COMPANIES

Corporate brand building is mainly studied and explained through two perspectives:
brand building through growth stages and brand building through entrepreneurial
activities. This chapter connects both of these perspectives and summarizes them
together for studying brand building processes on start-up level in businesses’ early
growth stages.
3.1

Brand

A brand is considered to be an intangible asset which is attached to the company and
its offering, conferring it with an extra value added and providing the customers
additional reasons for choosing a product (Kapferer 2012; Hollis 2010: 7). Brand is
“a name that symbolizes a long-term engagement, crusade or commitment to a
unique set of values, embedded into products, services and behaviors, which make
the organization, person or product stand apart or standout” (Kapferer, 2012: 12). It
is the collection of perceptions in the mind of a consumer or any other stakeholder
(Hollis 2010: 9). It’s important to differentiate brand from trademark or corporate
identity (Hollis 2010: 9), as it takes its form in the dialogue between corporation, its
identity and the stakeholder (Abimbola 2001; Rode & Vallaster 2005; Merrilees
2007; Juntunen et al. 2010).
As an intangible and somehow abstract concept, there are many disagreements in the
definition of a brand among the experts and researchers (Kapferer 2012: 7). Kapferer
notes that these disagreements and confusion relate mostly to the nuances in the
definition but also how to measure a brand and its strength and what indicators to use
when evaluating brand equity (2012: 7). The added value element is widely
acknowledged: Hollis argues that the perceptions of a brand hold value that makes
the product or service interesting, more compelling than its competitors and worth of
buying for the consumer. Historically brands have been created for business purposes
and most of all, to create profit. Brand’s ability to create financial equity and value,
profits, is called the brand value. (Kapferer 2012: 15)
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On the other hand, some experts argue that “a brand is a collective perception in the
minds of consumers” (Hollis 2010: 13). Brand is a form of socially constructed
reality, holding value because not only one consumer but many others have a
positive perception of it. Shared understanding is critical to a brand’s meaning and
therefore culture is a key factor when determining the success of global brands.
(Hollis 2010: 13.) According to Shocker and Weitz (1998), payoff of a sufficient
brand strategy overcomes the costs of realizing it and has particular impact on three
important areas for any business: financial, strategic and managerial. Therefore,
“strong brands enjoy significant advantages to those that do not” (Krake 2005: 229).
Brand consists of various elements. Brand name is perceived as the most seen
information by consumers and it works as the basis for brand awareness and
communication. Logo is an important element for visual identity for awareness and
recognition. Consumers and stakeholders associate brands with several human
characteristics: the brand personality. Brand personality is built by the manipulation
of brand name and other features like symbols, signs, logos, music, layout or use of
provocation and humor. For example, color of the logo can significantly influence on
how the brand is associated in consumers’ minds: black color is related with
expensiveness and power, red color with love and trust and dependence in blue color.
Importantly, people and especially employees influence consumers’ perception for
service brands. These brand personality features are important in stakeholder’s
engagement with the brand. Brand personality that is successful in bringing favorable
attitudes

towards

the

brand

(consumer

satisfaction,

brand

loyalty

and

recommendation) can significantly enlarger brand value and equity. (Seimiene &
Kamarauskaite 2014.)
Markets have witnessed a huge growth of service sector, service industries and
service enterprises (Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015). Service brand at the company level is
“a combination of tangible and intangible elements that uniquely identifies a service
produced by one service provider and thereby distinguishes it from the competitors’
services’.” (Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015: 54). In a dynamic environment with dynamic
customer base, the most favorable brand orientation is innovative at the company
level. The company is constantly alert to change its present service brand strategy
and acknowledge modern customer base: how it features dynamic characteristics,
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due to, for example, need for enhanced individualism and tailored products. From
brand management, this requires change-oriented leadership to answer for possible
changes in dynamic factors in environment and customer base. On practical level for
the company, this means speeding up branding processes to keep the “drive forward”
orientation going. This way a company can develop in even more competitive
direction and adapt to shifting customer preferences and brand values. This can be
achieved, for example, putting more effort to monitoring systems. Since employees
are the real brand ambassadors, it’s important to combine change-oriented leadership
with highly motivated, committed and empowered employees since it works as an
accelerator for the service brand on a company level. (Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015.)
The corporate image the stakeholder creates from the information and perception
received from various communication channels might be completely different from
the intended one. As seen in Figure 5, brand building takes place in the
communication processes. Brand building influences the internal corporate actions
(corporate identity) and should reach to every element of the corporate identity as
well as the communication process between the corporation and the stakeholder. The
final corporate image, the brand of the company, formulates in the minds of
stakeholders. Juntunen refers to this process as brand co-creation which is strongly
based on the view of value co-creation (2012). Value and brand formulate in cocreative process where the supplier or the company understands customer’s valuecreating processes and learn how to support this process. In branding literature, the
value of co-creation in network relationships and social interactions of stakeholders
is acknowledged (Juntunen 2012). Juntunen found out from her study that B2B
corporate brand doesn’t have to be known publicly to measure how good job the
company does “–it is enough that it is known among it’s important stakeholders
(2012: 241).
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Figure 5. Communication and brand building between the corporation and the stakeholder

3.2

Brand building in start-up companies

Corporate brand building is often researched through examining powerful and
mature corporate brands. Very little notion has put on researching the early stages of
corporate branding (Agostini et al. 2015; Rode & Vallaster 2005), or the nature and
degree of brand-building in high and low performing start-ups (Odoom 2016). Startup companies provide a unique research base for the evolution of corporate brand
inside the company since the internal structures are yet to be developed (Rode &
Vallaster 2005). In brand building literature, many of the existing studies have a
wider perspective on a company than limiting it to its star-up years. Therefore, in this
chapter, the findings of existing small and medium sized enterprise (SME) branding
literature are applied to start-up context. This has to be done with careful
consideration since marketing in micro-sized companies (employing less than ten
people) differ from SME marketing since SMEs mainly focus on ongoing brand
management (Merrilees 2007; Bresciani & Eppler 2010).
The research on start-up branding and models has expanded during the last 15 years
and various empirical studies have been conducted among companies of different
nationalities and success stories. Krake (2005) was one of the first to build a brand
management model for small businesses after weighing Keller’s (2003) theoretical
model of building a strong brand for SMEs. Guidelines Krake conducted from his
study of SMEs in Netherlands are the following: 1) concentrate on building one (or
two) strong brands, 2) use a well-integrated mix of brand elements that fully support
both brand awareness and brand image, 3) be logical in your policy and consistent in
your communications, and 4) ensure that there is a clear link between the character of
the entrepreneur and that of the brand (Krake 2005: 232). Latter studies show similar
type of results, emphasizing different features of small business branding.
Start-ups are not completely defendants in branding comparing to big companies
with large budgets for marketing strategy and implementation, indeed, small
businesses enjoy a few strong points. These are flexibility, speed of reaction and a
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good eye for market opportunities. These capabilities are mainly result of the small
size, flexible organization structure and how the decision-making power is
centralized only to few people from founders and owners to top management. (Krake
2005.)
Various authors summarize that corporate branding is important for start-up
companies since it is the tool of entering and positioning the new venture in highly
competitive environment that provides opportunities on such a small time-frame.
(Abimbola 2001; Krake 2005; Rode & Vallaster 2005; Merrilees 2007; Juntunen et
al. 2010). Branding offers competitive tools for SMEs in differentiating products or
services for growth (Agostini et al. 2015). Abimbola (2001), similarly to Krake
(2005) suggest that small businesses with limited resources require greater focus on
effectiveness and therefore company should run very tightly specified and targeted
campaigns either focused on the corporate brand or one or two product brands.
Newer researches have shifted their focus from separate product brands to more
holistic theory of the corporate brand.
Odoom notes that evidence shows that “growing enterprises adopt market and brand
orientations to a greater extent than stable and declining ones” (2016: 1229).
However, an empirical study of Krake revealed that among companies involved in
the study, just over half did something about brand management (2005), and most of
them were already middle-sized. In all cases, the responsibility for brand
management and brand building lied at the highest management level; often hold by
the owner and the entrepreneur. Marketing managers are rarely seen and often no one
else than the director or the entrepreneur is concerned with brand management.
Brand management was far from a high priority issue nor was it widely discussed or
communicated. However, a relatively large amount of money is available for
marketing. An average of 2.3 percent of the turnover of a company is available
meaning a few hundred thousand Euros. “The majority of the companies base their
budget plans on a series of scheduled activities but also make allowance for ad-hoc
decisions.” (Krake 2005: 232).
Entrepreneurs can build a strong brand by taking an unconventional approach to
branding (Boyle 2003 in Juntunen 2012: 231). On the field of small business
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branding, much have been published on the subject of entrepreneurial brand building
(Krake 2005). Several theories suggest that entrepreneurs as actors and
entrepreneurial activities drive the brand building processes in new ventures,
especially during the first growth stages of the company (Abimbola 2001; Rode &
Vallaster 2005; Wong & Merrilees 2005; Merrilees 2007). Rode and Vallaster (2005)
note that without strongly established internal processes, entrepreneurial activities
guide the brand building process unintentionally. Entrepreneur can be extremely
important in building and acquiring recognition for a brand (Krake 2005).
Without

established

organizational

culture

and

communication

patterns,

entrepreneurs’ actions form the internal structure for the company on its early stages
(Rode & Vallaster 2005). Entrepreneurs’ influence reaches far inside the company
and outside via external communication. Internal interaction takes place between the
entrepreneur and employee, but entrepreneurs are also communicating actively with
stakeholder groups such as finance, product development and production. PR
contacts are mainly managed by the entrepreneur and considered as a preferred
communication channel for delivering brand and brand related messages (Krake
2005). This two-way communication process in and outside the company increases
the complexity managers and entrepreneurs have to face in start-up brand building
(Rode & Vallaster 2005).
However, organizational structure starts to form slowly already in the preestablishment stage. In their empirical research of multiple case study, Juntunen et al.
identified many new actors and their emergence while the company develops and
reaches new growth stages (2010). Entrepreneurs’ influence on decision making is
evident but the power in brand building strategy is steadily divided while the
organizational structure and hierarchy develops during business operations. Juntunen
et al. note that especially after the early growth stage and when entering the effective
growth stage, higher management is involved in most of the brand building functions
(2010).
Merrilees (2007) argues that while entrepreneurial activities run the brand building
process, branding and brand building has a possibility to facilitate new venture
entrepreneurial activities. When brand orientation is adopted and integrated at the
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very basis of the entire new venture process, brand building brings focus and helps to
achieve certain key considerations of a developing new business venture. Bresciani
& Eppler (2010) identified four types of brand orientation from start-up companies
that describe how important branding is seen in the company. The first cluster,
“damned to brand” start-ups are the ones that have to have strong traditional and
innovative branding activities. Attitude towards branding is almost negative as
branding is seen more of a restriction than an opportunity. Tech-marketers have
similar type of activities to “damned to brand” but they have a clear strategy for
conducting these activities. However, the emphasis is on innovative branding
activities and traditional activities are only complementary to the strategy if they
even exist. “Far-sighted” cluster operate on an industry where branding is not
necessary, but they recognize the value and “traditionalists” don’t believe in the
value branding might have for the start-up. Traditionalist’s branding activities are
usually product centered.

Strong branding
expectations

Damned
to brand

Techmarketers
s
Traditionalists
Low branding
expectations
Traditional
branding activities

Innovative
branding activities

Figure 6. Start-up branding orientations classification. Modified from Bresciani & Eppler
(2010)

Brand building brings focus and discipline to otherwise much uncontrolled
innovative and creative processes. It also works as a filter for opportunity recognition
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process and could sharpen the focus in business model formulation. Sharper and
better-justified business plan can help chances to get financial approval and new
venture capital. In addition to the business plan, better branded entrepreneur with a
good reputation is more likely to get financial support. Carefully branded business
models, projects and ideas increases the quality and trustworthiness and helps to
present the company in the venture markets. Following this idea, branding also helps
to reach the initial customers. As mentioned before, brand building starts before
business in pre-establishment stage and the embryonic brand can secure first initial
customer sales – contracts and agreements might be done even before the launch.
Better branding will increase access to suppliers in the early and later stages of the
venture. (Merrilees 2007.)
The benefits of branding, collected from various authors presented earlier in this
chapter 3.2., are summarized to Table 1. Benefits are divided by whether they relate
to internal processes, business networks or relationships or to company’s external
environment.

External

Internal

BENEFITS OF BRANDING FOR START-UPS

Organization

Facilitates new entrepreneurial activities
Gains focus and discipline for innovative and creative
processes
Filters opportunity recognition processes
Sharpens the focus on business model formulation

Networks &
relationships

Helps to access financial capital
Helps to reach the initial customer
Increases access to suppliers

Markets

Positioning on markets
Differentiating products
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Table 1. Benefits of building a corporate brand for start-up companies (from various authors)

3.3

Brand building activities

To get a holistic understanding of the activities start-ups can develop and maintain
for their brand building operations, the brand building process can be divided to
internal and external level. Notion for this categorization is combined from Juntunen
(2012) and Rode and Vallaster (2005) and supported by various studies of start-up
branding. Juntunen reveals in her study that corporate brand in B2B start-ups consists
of internal and external elements. Rode & Vallaster are interested in the corporate
identity and how it builds up as brand image outside of the company on external
stakeholder side.
Based on the existing literature, entrepreneurial activities seem to be closely related
to creating and maintaining corporate image. Corporate identity, how it is
communicated externally to stakeholders and how stakeholders respond to it creates
the corporate image. On the other hand, corporate image and its processes seem to
include many of the functions of brand building activities Juntunen et al. defined
from their theoretical analysis (2010).
Juntunen et al. classified six different functions of start-up brand building based on
latter studies by several authors (2010): defining the corporate personality, brandoriented strategic planning, creating and maintaining corporate identity, creating
consistent brand communication, assuring employees involvement and creating a
corporate image. Their own study revealed another important function of managing
corporate branding relationships. Their empirical study revealed that corporate
branding activities are not performed only by the internal actors in the company but
in various functions where also the stakeholders take part in branding activities. The
importance of co-creation with stakeholder was later verified by Juntunen (2012)
with her study of start-up brand building in B2B software companies.
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3.3.1 Internal activities
According to Rode & Vallaster (2005) corporate culture, or corporate personality, is
at the very heart of the corporate identity. It includes corporate mission which states
organization’s value and all managerial actions and decisions are based on those
values. It also contains the heroic myths about the organization, carried by stories
and gossip that spread information about the values. (Rode & Vallaster 2005.)
Juntunen et al. define the formation of corporate culture as one of the key functions
of corporate brand building, referring to it as defining the corporate personality
(2010). Corporate values are seen relatively stable (Urde 2003), but they have been
proven “to change over time especially in dynamic operational environments,
characterized by evolving technology” (Juntunen et al. 2010: 117). This tendency of
change in the core values was also proven in the empirical analysis conducted by
Rode & Vallaster (2005). This is because in many cases, business models prove to be
unsuccessful and this requires fundamental changes in the organization.
Organizational culture requires a certain amount of flexibility in the start-up phase:
vision and values might not always correlate with the actions that are needed in order
to survive. The process of aligning the corporate culture might be difficult for
example due its distance from reality. In addition, founders are often close long-term
friends with similar types of dreams and values and aligning them and putting them
into action might be surprisingly painful and though process. They might even split
the founders’ teams if mutual understanding is impossible to find after all. (Rode &
Vallaster 2005.)
Start-ups that grow out to be successful, document their corporate culture. However,
in many cases the ideas of mission and values only exists in entrepreneur’s minds
(Rode & Vallaster 2005). As a conclusion from Rode and Vallaster’s empirical
study, usually the underlying idea and purpose of the corporation lays in the minds of
the founders and is very easily modified as a response to market changes (2005).
Reason why documenting makes start-ups successful might relate to corporate
communication to spread the message of the culture through organization, making
the message and the organization more integrated and coherent in its actions.
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With clearly defined business concept including norms and values, entrepreneurs can
leverage them into a strategic tool which helps the company navigate through early
growth stages (Rode & Vallaster 2005). Consistency with corporate design, behavior
and communication helps stabilizing the corporate image and consistent brand image
in the eyes of stakeholders. Juntunen et al. refer to this as brand-oriented strategic
planning: accelerating corporate vision and linking it with corporate culture and
images is the way of creating strategic value for the company. A company must
create the vision, philosophy and values, link it to corporate culture and live up to it
in its operations. (Juntunen et al 2010.)
Corporate design consists of all visual elements of the corporate brand. These are for
example slogan, logo and character of the corporation. Corporate design that is in
line with the culture and values is a very powerful element of corporate brand and
crucial for successful brand image (Rode & Vallaster 2005). Sometimes parts of
corporate design have been included with the formation of corporate culture, such as
deciding the name of the company (Juntunen et al. 2010). Best design was of a type
where it was connected to the business idea and concept. Just like every dimension of
corporate identity that are visible for stakeholders, design is easily changed in the
early stages of the business, even though a certain stability is required to support trust
from the stakeholder side (Rode & Vallaster 2005; Juntunen 2012). It seems that the
best designs were developed professionally to support the business concept.
Entrepreneurs’ influence, as well as in the development of the corporate culture, was
inevitably seen. Many companies’ designs were influenced by founder’s preferences,
sometimes leading to a situation where it did not target and attract the desired
customers or design was in clear discrepancy with corporate value. (Rode &
Vallaster 2005). Juntunen (2012) found out that considering the brand building,
stakeholders often have a lot of influence in corporate design. For example, for
forming the name or logo for the company, entrepreneurs often ask help, advice and
ideas from employees, universities, other professionals or graphic designers.
Corporate communication is the most complex element of the corporate identity
(Rode & Vallaster 2005). Internal communication links all the other elements of the
identity but is also extended to the external interaction with the organization’s
audience and shareholder groups. Communication takes place in many formal and
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informal forms in written and in oral, in verbal and non-verbal communication.
Inside the company, the aim of corporate communication is to help individuals to
accomplish their individual and organizational goals but also teach them how to
respond to change and how to engage themselves in all important organizational
behavior. (Rode & Vallaster 2005.) Corporate communication is, on some level, and
abstract concept that links the aims and goals of human resource activities to
organizational culture and harness employees as the advocates of corporate identity
in the corporate brand building process. This is also how the corporate
communication shows to external audiences.
Internal communication must be open and transparent (Rode & Vallaster 2005).
Unstructured and undeveloped organizational behavior patterns and the fact that
founders and employees need to put majority of their attention and resources into
selling and surviving on the markets leads to undefined ways of communicating and
choosing the right channels for communication. Employees and entrepreneurs share
information through various informal channels such as calendar calls, e-mails and
individual face-to-face conversations (Rode & Vallaster 2005). However, if taking
only formalities into agenda in actual meetings seemed to lower the team spirit and
employee motivation. Entrepreneurs need to trust their employees with unpleasant
facts such as the financial situation or upcoming changes in the company.
As with corporate behavior and human resource processes, entrepreneurs can
communicate corporate values indirectly and engage their employees. Storytelling
was proved to be an efficient way of communicating corporate values without
speaking about them directly. In the Winner’s team in Rode and Vallaster’s study the
daily casual dress code and friendly but performance driven way of interacting
proved to be successful among the studied start-ups (2005). This is strongly related
one of the main conclusions of Rode and Vallaster’s empirical study that
entrepreneurs should live up to their business concept and reflect the corporate
culture in their behavior. This encourages the development of encouragement and
trust among employees. Juntunen et al. (2010) note that brand communications are
rarely a problem to SMEs. The real problem often relates to defining the message to
be vivid and distinctive, determining the content of the message and through these
messages establishing a stable position and personality among stakeholders.
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Corporate behavior indicates how corporate identity drives the human resource
processes including recruiting, empowering and supporting employees (Rode &
Vallaster 2005). Behavior is also acknowledged as important internal element by
Juntunen (2012). Rode and Vallaster identified differences especially in human
resource management (HRM) processes and recruiting new work force for the startup team (2005). Once again, lack of planning the activities and unprofessional
recruiting methods resulted in bad results and wasted time and money in resources.
Recruiting friends to the company was, in majority of the cases, a bad choice.
Entrepreneurs concluded that friendship doesn’t ensure trust and private relationship
was constantly harmed with the professional relationship. Used resources for HRM
were often put to development of the salary structure and bonus system. Bonuses
were an important motivator factor. A successful way of recruiting new employees to
the corporation on its early stages is to ensure in the recruitment process that the
applicant typifies the corporate values and that way fits the company well. Human
resource management in a start-up context starts before business by selecting the
right founder team. Wrong founding partners pose a severe danger to the existence of
young businesses. Alongside founders’ seamless cooperation, underestimating the
importance of effective recruiting processes that emphasize company’s business
concept, philosophy and values pose another type of thread. (Rode & Vallaster
2005). Unfortunately, very few start-ups have structured recruitment processes
aligned to the brand (Bresciani & Eppler 2010).
Both internal communication and corporate behavior processes aim to assure
employees’ involvement, their commitment to absorbing, maintaining and
implementing corporate culture and personality into their actions. Employees and
their perception of the corporate brand is significant since their interface with
external stakeholders is great. (Juntunen et al 2010.) Employees’ contribution to
corporate brand formation is perhaps as great as entrepreneurs’.
3.3.2 External activities
Communication is not important only internally but also externally to stakeholders.
Companies have communication plans and strategies that are often benchmarked to
similar type of businesses (Juntunen 2012). Juntunen found out that in start-ups,
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these communication strategies are often kept as short and clear as possible,
however, many companies felt the pressure to present a wide-ranging and
comprehensive plans as large companies provide. Simple communication strategies
are result of limited resources (especially time) and professionalism start-ups lack for
developing one. Instead, external communication evolved via feedback from
customers and financers (Juntunen 2012). In the study, they gave valuable
information of how to develop the material, what was missing, how to present the
company. Communication to external audiences should be logical and consistent
(Krake 2005), just as the internal one (Rode & Vallaster 2005; Juntunen et al. 2010).
Brand image is the perception that consumers have of a corporate brand, illustrated
before in Figure 5. Consumers have associations on the internal elements of
corporate brand. Associations linked to brand image are attributes, benefits and
attitudes (Keller 2013). Understanding these associations, acknowledging the
influence on corporate brand and evolving brand building according to brand image
is part of service-dominant logic for value and brand co-creation process with not
just the customer but all the stakeholders (Juntunen 2012). Using a well-integrated
mix of brand elements that support brand awareness and brand image is one of
Krake’s (2005) guidelines for small business branding. Brand awareness refers to the
brand recognition among stakeholders, which means the stakeholder’s ability to
verify prior exposure to the brand when given a cue (Keller 2013). Awareness,
credibility and trust from stakeholder side are recognized as external brand elements
in B2B start-ups, where credibility and trust are often personified to the entrepreneur
as a face of the company (Juntunen 2012).
Bresciani and Eppler identified various concrete brand building activities from 15
different Swiss start-up companies (2010). The mix of different activities is diverse
from advertising to event participating and sponsoring. Conventional activities for
large companies like mass media advertising are not used widely in start-up since
they require significant amount of money. Unconventional branding activities are
popular among start-ups since so-called general advertising doesn’t bring much to
the company. From the study, organizing events seemed to be the most popular one.
PR contact didn’t show particularly important. Another key branding activity was
building online-presence for the company. Simply creating, developing and having
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continual updates on website. Every company in the study agreed that search engine
optimization (SEO) was a core tool for branding. (Bresciani & Eppler 2010.)
Internal and external brand building activities are illustrated in Figure 6. It is
modified from Juntunen (2012) Figure of corporate external and internal brand
elements. These elements are included in Figure 6 but the study findings from Rode
and Vallaster (2005) and Bresciani and Eppler (2010) are included and the focus is in
brand building elements rather than brand elements. Communications are found from
both internal and external context of brand building.

External

Internal
Identity

Brand building

Image
Awareness

Culture
Design

CORPORATE
BRAND

Credibility
Trust

Behavior

PRODUCT

BRAND

Communications

Communications
Unconventional
activities
Figure 7. Internal and external brand building elements

Table 2. describes Figure 7.’s illustrations in more detail and involves the practical
actions that companies take in internal and external level. Authors who identified
these activities are included in the Table.
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Brand building element
Culture

Design

Communication

Internal

Behavior

External

Awareness

Credibility
Trust
Communications

Unconventional
activities

Activity

Authors

Forming corporate values
Documenting the values
Creating vision and
philosophy

Rode & Vallaster 2005
Juntunen et al. 2010

Creating company name,
logo, character in line with
values
Developing design in
cooperation with
stakeholders
Establishing open and
transparent communication
Choosing the right channels
Storytelling
Vivid and distinctive message

Rode & Vallaster 2005

Effective HRM activities
Empowering employees
Supporting employees
Establishing bonus systems
Recruiting employees who
fit the company values
Selecting the right founder
team
Aligning recruitment to the
brand
Understanding what
associations customer relate
Creating awareness through
marketing activities
Service-dominant logic for
brand co-creation
Using well-integrated brand
elements to support
awareness

Rode & Vallaster 2005;
Juntunen 2012

Establishing credibility to
reach new customers
Establishing trust to reach
new customers
Keeping the communication
strategy simple
Monitoring feedback from
stakeholders
Keeping the message logical
and consistent
Activities that don’t require
(much) money
Online presence

Juntunen 2012

Juntunen 2012

Rode & Vallaster 2005

Juntunen et al. 2010

Bresciani & Eppler
2010
Juntunen 2012
Boyle 2007
Krake 2005

Juntunen 2012
Juntunen et al. 2010;
Juntunen 2012; Boyle
2007
Krake 2005
Bresciani
2010

&

Eppler
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Table 2. Internal and external brand building activities

3.4

Timing brand building functions

The growth stages of the company, according to the traditional life-cycle model,
created and introduced by Churchill and Lewis (1983) and later developed further by
Scott and Bruce (1987), are inception, survival, growth, expansion and maturity.
Unlike the stage models that encompass the entire lifespan of an organization, lifecycle model excludes decline and failure out of it. Life-cycle model concentrated on
adaptation to business growth, what efforts companies can make during different
growth stages and what possible impacts these have on organizations (Juntunen et al.
2010). Since growth and survival with limited resources are the main incentives of a
start-up business, life-cycle model is relevant for describing growth stages and brand
building in start-up and SME companies.
During the first stage of inception the business takes its first steps and starts to learn
how to operate as a business entity. This is also where the product development
process starts. According to Boyle (2007), the first step of brand co-creation process
with the customer is product development and the unique product attributes the
customers perceive. In the survival stage the company is a working business entity
but does not make any profit yet. Survival stage includes the struggle of seeking
acceptance from customers and stakeholder groups. Company reaches success stage
as soon as the business turns to profit, number of employees increases, and business
starts to steadily operate functionally. In the expansion and maturity stage growth
continues and requires changes in the management styles and structures. During all
of these stages a company can slowly grow from a micro organization (employing
less than 10) to medium and large sized organization. (Juntunen et al. 2010.)
These growth stages are overlapping. Pre-establishment stage takes place before the
business is born and shares some functions and activities with the inceptions stage.
Early growth stage takes place in both inception and survival stage and effective
growth stage begins in growth and expansion stage. Study by Juntunen et al. (2010)
also reveals the stakeholders that are involved in brand building activities in these
stages. Understanding brand building in growth stages of a small business helps to
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put different building blocks of corporate branding activities into a time frame. Even
though the growth stages aren’t lineal, and a company might go back and forth
between different stages (Juntunen et al. 2010), inception, survival, growth,
expansion and maturity hold different types of focuses on brand building. For startup branding, pre-establishment and early growth-stages are the most applicable ones.
3.4.1 Pre-establishment stage
Pre-establishment stage is often characterized by informal behavior in brand building
activities. In this stage, the brand-oriented strategic planning and building and
managing company’s first relationships starts to take their first steps (Juntunen et al.
2010). Corporate culture starts to formulate in informal actions which are influenced
by entrepreneurs, owners, family member, friends and financers. Details like
entrepreneurs’ financial situation and local legislation play a certain role and have
their influence on the company’s first steps on the markets. (Juntunen et al. 2010.)
Corporate culture starts to formulate in means of corporate personality.
Entrepreneurs decide on the company name, business idea, structure, characteristics
and core values. Usually brand-oriented strategic planning starts in pre-establishment
stage by doing groundwork and different analyses on the markets. In Juntunen et al.’s
empirical study, the analyses case companies identified in addition to general market
analysis were competitor analysis, technology study and business plan as one of their
first functions. (Juntunen et al. 2010).
Third important function in this stage is managing corporate branding relationships.
The need of different type of partners varies by the market the company operates in
and the nature of the business but in general all start-up companies recognize the
need for marketing and sales partners. Media and relationships with its
representatives is a great way to gain recognition for the company but also a risk of
gaining negative attention. Company name will be known to several external
audiences once the company is established.
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3.4.2 Early growth stage
In the early growth stage elements of the corporate identity start to develop fast and
they are specified from the pre-establishment stage. Corporate values don’t just
format the base for the brand but rather work as a central concept in every brand
building activity. Therefore, values that are closely related to business’ everyday
work support brand building better than abstract and general values. Brandorientation, the concern of brand and marketing-related activities is incorporated in
to everyday business life leading to emphasized brand-oriented strategic planning
(Juntunen et al. 2010). In effective growth stages values are and should be specified
to support business through growth stages.
Alongside the development of corporate personality, culture and values, corporate
identity takes its first form in early growth stage. Defining corporate identity
(culture, behavior, communication and design) and making the elements consistent is
essential when communicating corporate brand effectively to external stakeholder
groups (Juntunen et al. 2010). Interestingly, considering the emphasis corporate
identity has in the brand building process, it seems to arise on its own rather than
being consciously developed (Juntunen et al. 2010). Entrepreneurs, owners and those
who influence the most in the operations have an equal strong influence on the
corporate identity (Juntunen et al. 2010; Rode & Vallaster 2005). Identity arises in
the everyday actions of internal actors like employees. The product the company is
producing tells a lot about corporate identity formation since it’s the outcome of
employees’ work and a lens used for evaluation and decision making (Juntunen et al.
2010).
Employees operate as very powerful links between the company and stakeholder
groups, connecting corporate identity and image with each other and therefore
directly influencing building a concise company brand. Especially enthusiastic and
committed employees, who spread awareness to great variety of stakeholder groups,
have a great potential of creating a positive corporate image (Juntunen et al. 2010).
In the early growth stage, the company should start paying attention on how to create
consistent communication and tailor messages according to the intimacy and other
aspects of the relationship between external partners and stakeholders (Juntunen et
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al. 2010). Managing corporate relationship function continues from the preestablishment stage. Start-up companies realize the importance of educational
institutions by means of future professionals they produce for the markets. Asking
for references from partners and customers is seen very beneficial, however many
partners are not necessarily willing to reveal who are they doing business with. New
stakeholders that emerge in this stage (depending on the industry and the company)
are for example research organizations, educational institutions and students,
competitors and the networks in the operating industry. (Juntunen et al. 2010.)
In this stage, a new branding function of monitoring with feedback has been proven
to be beneficial for the start-up company. This means collecting feedback from
customers, investors, suppliers and other available sources concerning company’s
product and how they are perceived in the markets. This helps companies to
prioritize and increase competences regarding the company product and brand.
3.5

Conclusions

Brand formulates in the co-creative process which is the interactive communication
between the corporate identity and customers’ or stakeholders’ perception of the
corporate identity, the corporate image (Rode & Vallaster 2005; Juntunen 2012). To
understand start-up branding, one must understand how it differs from branding that
large companies do, why it is important even with scarce resources and how the
brand building activities can be constructed in start-up businesses. Entrepreneurs
themselves work as a face for company brand and hold specific value and decisionmaking power over marketing and brand decisions.
Branding is important also for start-up companies since it helps to bring focus for
new business development (Merrilees 2007), it helps to enter and position the
company and its offering and provide tools for differentiating the products and
services (Abimbola 2001; Rode & Vallaster 2005; Agostini et al. 2015). Start-ups
should concentrate on building the corporate brand instead of a product brand (Krake
2005; Merrilees 2007), use a well-integrated mix of internal and external brand
elements to support internal and external brand building functions (Krake 2005;
Juntunen 2012) and ensure the linkage between the entrepreneurs and the brand
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(Krake 2005; Rode & Vallaster 2005). A strong emphasis should be put on brand
orientation, a mindset and a strategy of the company, entrepreneurs and employees
that links brand to all business operations.
Entrepreneurs’ influence on corporate brand creation is on its strongest on the
internal activities and on creating the corporate identity (Rode & Vallaster 2005;
Juntunen et al. 2010). Corporate identity’s dimensions, culture, design,
communications and behavior all form the basis for the development of the corporate
brand. However, part of entrepreneurs’ responsibilities towards good branding is
ensuring employees involvement (Juntunen et al. 2010) since employees are equally
important brand ambassadors when communicating the corporate identity to external
audiences (Juntunen et al. 2010; Rode & Vallaster 2005).
No business in an island and brand building functions should be strategically carried
out with external audiences in forms of creating communication, brand awareness,
credibility and trust. Characteristics of a start-up business, low resources, undefined
structure and flexibility requires and enables unconventional and innovative branding
activities to be carried out in order to gain competitive advantage (Bresciani &
Eppler 2010). Where there’s not much resources to put on clear communication
strategies, monitoring feedback from stakeholders provides an evolving tool for
communication (Juntunen et al. 2010; Juntunen 2012).
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4

BRAND BUILDING IN INTERNATIONAL START-UPS

This chapter aims to bring together accelerated internationalization in start-ups and
start-up brand building. Marketing literature has contributed much to understanding
marketing strategies of large multinational companies but there’s only a few studies
on born global marketing strategies (Luostarinen & Gabrielsson 2006), not to
mention branding in international start-ups. Reputation and branding are important
capabilities for international new ventures (Laurell et al. 2017) and brands have role
in establishing company’s visibility and position in international markets (Douglas et
al. 2001). Previous literature of international branding describes the process to be
expensive and use big multinational companies’ brand value as an example: Coca
Cola estimated $57.3 billion, IBM $32,1 billion and Microsoft $104,9 billion (Forbes
2018; Usunier & Shaner 2017). Start-up branding is an activity that is done usually
with very low resources and scarce marketing budgets or if any at all.
Companies need to pay great attention to coordinating marketing strategies across
markets due to globalization and how it has shaped the development of international
retailing, movement of people and goods and global consumer behavior (Rennie
1993; Oviatt & McDougal 1994; Douglas et al. 2001). Two main strategies for
branding in various national markets are using a global brand, same brand name and
logo worldwide (standardization), or establishing separate country brands
(adaptation). Typically, this process goes through evolutionary steps, similar to
Johanson & Vahlne’s Uppsala model (1977) when marketing activities are applied
when entering new foreign markets (Douglas et al. 2001). Unfortunately, this is often
done by not considering the overall balance or coherence of branding across national
borders with a strategic perspective (Douglas et al. 2001).
International marketing literature has debated over 60 years, whether companies
should use standardization or adaptation for their offering in foreign markets.
Standardization means establishing a global brand and adaptation adjusting company
brand according to cultural preferences. Despite the rapid globalization and growth
of international trade, “cultural barriers to both business and consumer activities are
still pervasive” (Rao-Nicholson & Khan 2017: 139). Argument between choosing
standardization or adaptation is based on two key factors: cost savings and enhanced

55
value (Rao-Nicholson & Khan 2017), where standardization is more cost efficient,
but adaptation might bring enhanced value. Since INVs or international start-ups
need to work with scarce resources, it’s assumed that they start their international
branding for brand standardization. There is no existing literature about international
branding in small companies.
This chapter will therefore identify concepts that have been introduced in previous
chapter and could support each other from INVs and internationalization process
literature and start-up brand building to create a new framework and understanding
for the concept of branding while internationalizing. In particular interest is to
identify, whether these two concepts support each other. To conclude the main points
and analyze this with the empirical data, propositions are formed.
The underlying proposition to set the scene for all other proposition is the assumption
that a company brand and activities that relate to brand building can work as a focus
and integrating tool for international new venture process. Same assumption has been
previously done by Merrilees (2007) about new ventures without the international
aspect. In his study, the assumption lies on Abimbola (2001) who found out that
concentrating on corporate brand brings more advantages for small business than
concentrating on one or two product brands.
4.1

Brand as a tool for international networking

Networks are important for accelerated internationalization (Oviatt & McDougal
1994 & 2005; Johanson & Vahlne 2003; Coviello 2006; Karra et al. 2008; Holm et
al. 2015; Laurell et al. 2017) and start-up branding (Merrilees 2007) mainly because
it creates brand awareness (Krake 2005), also internationally. In branding and startup branding literature the focus is on stakeholders and customers’ perception, the
corporate image which formats the brand. In INV and internationalization literature
researchers speak about network actors and business relationships. Networks help the
access to get financial support, reach the potential customer and increase access to
suppliers (Merrilees 2007). Brand awareness creates access to networks, and
networks itself open doors for finance and distribution itself (Oviatt & McDougal
1994). Therefore, as stated in proposition 1, brand building and establishing a strong
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networking
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aspect
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internationalization.
Proposition 2: Brand building activities creates networks on international markets
Laurel et al. (2017) proved this with a case example. Authors note that networking
activities when inventing, commercializing and internationalizing new innovations
are important. Strategically targeting the right markets and building foreign networks
is not only accelerating internationalization but the key for building an international
brand for a start-up. In their study, the case company achieved this by trial and
failure tactic, moving from previous target market to another after failure. Company
established connections to new target markets from managers’ personal relationships
and connections and fairs and conferences they had attended to. Attending the events
also created awareness of the product, brand awareness, which helped new
distributors to approach the company to establish business relationships. This is a
clear case example of how internationalization and branding go hand in hand and
support each other. Networking is crucial from moving from domestic markets or
foreign location to another country and at the same time building the brand and
awareness helps to establish new business relationships.
Because

economic

relationships

are

so

important

in

early

stages

of

internationalization in start-ups (Coviello 2006), creating a brand that attracts
financers’ attention and convinces them about the business idea should be one of the
main goals of early start-up branding for international start-ups. Branding creates
access financial capital by building focus on achieving key considerations of
developing a start-up, such as business model formulation (Merrilees 2007). A sharp
and focused business model and an entrepreneur with a great brand and reputation is
more likely to get financial support (Merrilees 2007). Whereas financers have a
direct link between internationalization, especially marketing and sales relationships
are equally important form brand building perspective in pre-establishment stage
(Juntunen et al. 2010). Therefore, proposition no 2 is formed.
Proposition 3: Brand building creates access to financial support
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Another way to accelerate internationalization is the way networks engage its actors
to interaction and knowledge sharing. Successful start-up branding requires external
communication strategies (Juntunen 2012), ways to reach stakeholders and create
interaction on purpose, but this doesn’t show a clear linkage yet. Network-based
learning and external communications could support each other if a branding
orientation (Juntunen et al. 2010) is adapted to business operations. Adapting brand
orientation brings focus to entrepreneurial activities (Merrilees 2007) such as
external communications. Most favorable branding orientation in dynamic
environments and dynamic customer bases, which global markets are, is an
innovative one (Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015). So, to integrate brand orientation to
international networking, company can achieve accelerated internationalization and
brand building at the same time.
Venkatesh (2018) notes that brand orientation is mainly incorporated in strong
corporate culture and values that showcase themselves in the actions of entrepreneurs
and employees. For example, when pitching to investors, with a strong brand
orientation and corporate values the company might also proactively communicate
marketing capabilities and therefore increase the chances of getting funding. The role
of corporate culture and identity has been proved to be a strong individual factor
behind building a brand in start-ups (see i.e. Rode & Vallaster 2005; Juntunen et al.
2010; Venkatesh 2018). So, if networking is an inevitable form of international
operations, adapting brand orientation to communication could create valuable
branding activities and enhance the corporate brand without sustaining a
communication strategy.
Proposition 4: Brand orientation creates valuable communication tactics for
international networking
One of the six functions of start-up branding, managing corporate relationships, helps
to bring focus for internationalization process through networks. Laurell et al.’
(2017) longitudinal study about international network capabilities is in line with
Juntunen et al. (2010) findings about important stakeholders who participate in early
stages of start-up branding. Authors noted that from internationalization side in preestablishment stage, direct relationships with foreign players help with regulatory
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requirements (Laurel et al. 2017). Relationships in pre-establishment stage also
influence on the early formation of corporate culture and therefore a big part of
corporate identity (Juntunen et al. 2010), especially if there are financers involved in
the process. Local legislation and financing, which international start-ups need to
reach, influences how the corporate identity and therefore brand starts to formulate.
Juntunen et al. (2010) showed that indeed, from band building perspective, managing
corporate relationships takes the first steps in pre-establishment stage.
Proposition 5: Early international relationships influence on brand formation.
After establishment, commercialization (Laurell et al. 2017) of international start-up
or early growth stage (Juntunen et al. 2010) takes place. Commercialization creates
marketing capabilities to create future sales (Laurell et al. 2017). International
network ties with strategically chosen global actors help to leverage marketing and
sales capabilities, including brand building (Laurel et al. 2017). To involve Juntunen
et al.’s findings (2010), in order to do the brand building efficiently, corporate
identity’s elements need to be communicated consistently outside to foreign network
partners. Corporate identity starts to slowly form on all its aspects and entrepreneurs
have a strong influence on the process as the decision makers. Interestingly,
employees seem to be the ones to have the biggest influence on brand building when
communicating identity between company and the network (Rode & Vallaster 2005;
Juntunen et al. 2010; Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015; Venkatesh 2018). In the
commercialization phase of internationalization, letting enthusiastic and committed
employees to interact with network actors helps the company to spread positive
corporate image. In contrast, INV and international entrepreneurship literature
doesn’t spread much insight to employees’ influence on internationalization, but it
rather emphasizes entrepreneurial actions and capabilities. So, if a company wants to
internationalize quickly and at the same time have a strong brand orientation, using
employee voice in communicating with the network have positive impacts on
corporate brand.
Proposition 6: Employee voice is a powerful way to leverage brand orientation in
international activities.
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4.2

Entrepreneurial skills for branding and international opportunity
recognition

Continuing this conclusion about employees as brand ambassadors, recruiting
foreign employees who have direct personal relationships with foreign markets could
help both start-up branding and internationalization. Start-up branding literature
suggests of doing strategic HRM planning and to recruit people who already meet the
values and corporate personality (Rode & Vallaster 2005). However, HRM starts by
selecting the right founder team, the entrepreneurs (Rode & Vallaster 2005). For both
INV performance and start-up brand building, entrepreneurs have or lack capabilities
that can determine the future success or failure for the company.
Entrepreneurs leverage international opportunities (Eckhardt & Shane 2003; Oviatt
& McDougal 2005; Juho 2011; Mainela et al. 2014) through their entrepreneurial
capabilities (Karra et al. 2008) and through experiences they gain in their business
network (Johanson & Vahlne 2009). This means that entrepreneurs have abilities to
identify and acquire enough resources for leveraging new opportunities or creating
ones in international markets (Karra et al. 2008). Entrepreneurs hold particular value
also for creating and maintaining corporate identity and internal brand building
activities. One of the most important aspect is creating a strong corporate culture
(Rode & Vallaster 2005). The original business idea lays in the minds of the founders
and start-up literature emphasizes the importance of entrepreneurs’ seamless
cooperation when building a new company from a scratch (Rode & Vallaster 2005).
Entrepreneurs are the messengers inside the company, communicating corporate
culture and purpose of the business’ existence. Their actions lay at the very heart of
corporate identity, creating the building blocks for brand building and corporate
image. They are also links and company face to foreign networks where they not
only need to develop and maintain business relationships but to absorb new ideas and
knowledge, opportunities, to create future success. As a summary, both processes,
branding and internationalization, require entrepreneurial capabilities. Managerial
perspective for internationalization and branding intersect in the business model
formation (Merrilees 2007). Entrepreneurial skills are needed for recognizing
company’s critical resources and capabilities for creating competitive advantage
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through business model. Entrepreneurs should be able to give considerations how
branding will be developed and spell out the branding strategy in the business model
(Merrilees 2007).
Proposition 7: Creating a branding strategy brings focus to internationalization
operations
Brand building facilitates entrepreneurial activities (Merrilees 2007). From
internationalization perspective, a specific focus should be put on international
opportunity recognition. Merrilees (2007) pointed out that brand building helps
entrepreneurial skills of leveraging new market opportunities as it works as a filter in
the process. This is because entrepreneurs are faced with endless opportunities,
especially when markets are as wide as global. Branding operates as a lens: what are
the branding opportunities out there? It helps dividing large amount of information
into smaller pieces by filtering with branding purposes. Proposition 7 is formed.
Proposition 8: Brand building filters the recognition of new international
opportunities
4.3

International branding innovations

Both internationalization and start-up brand building require efforts of groundwork
and market analysis. In brand building especially on the pre-establishment stage
(Juntunen et al. 2010). Knowledge development through groundwork and operations
is crucial for company’s internationalization process (Johanson & Vahlne 1997;
2017; Knight & Cavusgil 2004). Especially incremental innovations, innovations that
reinforce existing capabilities in the company (Chetty & Stangl 2010), could link
internationalization and start-up branding together. Branding as well needs
innovative

solutions

internationalization

to

succeed.

requires

Both

exploiting

strong

international

organizational

brand

capabilities,

and

learning,

competences and routines (Knight & Cavusgil 2004), in a new innovative way.
For brand building these organizational capabilities are rising from start-ups
corporate identity, it’s culture, design, communications and behavior (Rode &
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Vallaster 2005). The potential of corporate culture is in taking action with it and
leveraging it into a strategic tool (Rode & Vallaster 2005; Venkatesh 2018), not only
for brand building, but also for navigating the company through pitfalls of start-ups
in different growth stages, similarly to proposition 3. In an international context,
start-ups who decide to incorporate brand orientation to their actions, their
incremental innovation of building a strong brand, might gain competitive advantage
compared to other small market players. However, as Chetty & Stangl (2010) found
in their study, radical (completely new) innovations that take place in diverse
networks are more likely to cause radical accelerated internationalization for start-up.
Incremental innovation creates more steady way for internationalization, though if
incremental innovations are combined with strong financial relationship, accelerated
internationalization could take place. These observations are summarized to
proposition 8 and 9.
Proposition 9: Organizational capabilities can be leveraged as a strategic tool for
branding
Proposition 10: Branding can create competitive advantage among small market
players on international markets
Innovativeness is not only needed on internal level, but start-ups are masters of using
new innovative or unconventional branding activities. Low resources require
innovativeness both with internationalization and brand building. General advertising
doesn’t bring much for the company (Bresciani & Eppler 2010), and start-ups need
to leverage unconventional activities by mimicking others or finding something
completely new (Knight & Cavusgil 2004). With low resources, most of the
innovations are gained from business relationships mainly due knowledge (Chetty &
Stangl 2010; Pittaway et al. 2004). External and internal communications are a vital
part of start-up brand building. If innovations mostly occur in networks, external
communications as a part of brand building could help to reach new relationships,
build the network and gain access to business opportunities and innovations in
international markets. Therefore, proposition 10 is formed.
Proposition 11: Branding innovations result from networking

Innovations

Entrepreneurial
capabilities

Business networks
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Proposition 1:

Brand building activities
international markets

create

networks

Proposition 2:

Brand building creates access to financial support

Proposition 3:

Brand orientation creates valuable communication
tactics for international networking

Proposition 4:

Early international relationships influence on brand
formation

Proposition 5:

Employee voice is a powerful way to leverage brand
orientation in international activities

Proposition 6:

Creating a branding strategy
internationalization operations

Proposition 7:

Brand building filters the
international opportunities

Proposition 8:

Brand orientation as a strategic tool and innovation can
lead to accelerated internationalization

Proposition 9:

Branding can create competitive advantage among small
market players on international markets

Proposition 10:

Innovations result from networking

brings

recognition

focus
of

on

to
new

Table 3: Propositions.

4.4

Conclusions

Internationalization in a start-up and start-up branding are both processes or activities
that need innovation to overcome scarce resources, entrepreneurs with capabilities in
both branding, knowledge especially on international markets and strong
international networks. Start-ups need to be agile, different and strategic with their
international market decisions and branding. Combining these two phenomena with
existing literature is about finding similarities, processes that support each other,
rather than strong rules on how these two have effect on each other. Interestingly, it
seems that internationalization is more supported by brand building activities than
vice versa. Internationalization is a goal whereas making profit is, and branding is
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one of the tools for achieving this. Brand building for a start-up is a strategic tool to
help overcoming the liabilities of newness, outsiderness and foreigness.
Uppsala model 2017 by Johanson & Vahlne describes modern internationalization
process and all the important elements of accelerated internationalization:
international opportunity recognition, networks and knowledge and innovation.
Therefore, it is a good way to conclude how start-up brand building could link to
these concepts. According to Johanson & Vahlne (2017), brand is an operational
capability, similar to incremental innovation, referring to management of existing
firm-specific advantages. Dynamic capabilities add to operational ones by exploiting
not only internal but external capabilities through commitment processes. For
example, committing as a part of network and actively searching and exploiting
business opportunities from it is a dynamic capability. If brand is the internal
capability, brand building could represents adding to the strength of existing brand as
a dynamic capability since, as seen in Chapter 3.3. it includes internal and external
activities and relies in company’s and entrepreneurs’ existing abilities.
Capabilities, in start-up branding perspective, lie in the corporate identity and
entrepreneurial actions. The existing brand is an operational capability. Commitment
processes change mainly due building new networks in international markets. This is
influenced in brand building communication and while creating brand awareness.
Therefore, branding changes commitment processes. Managers or entrepreneurs are
the one making the decisions, but employee’s influence on external communications
shouldn’t be underestimated.
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METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN
This chapter introduces the research design and specific methods this research has
adopted to analyze the phenomena of start-up brand building in international context.
These methods are case study of the case company Edunation co. and the framework
of processual analysis that gives an order and depth to the single case study. In
addition to introducing research design and methods, data collection and analysis is
explained in detail. After this, validity and reliability of the research are discussed.
4.5

Research design

The research approach is qualitative and data collection of this research is conducted
via half-structured and theme-centered interviews. Qualitative approach applies well
for this research as it is divides interest to detailed structures and specific actors and
their influence behind certain phenomenon (Yin 2003; Metsämuuronen 2011: 92), in
this study start-up branding and the case company. This research is a process
research of brand building in international start-up and the research method is a case
study of the case company Edunation.
Research is divided in two parts: theoretical and empirical research. Theoretical part
aims to interpret phenomena of international start-ups and start-up branding by
summarizing and analyzing existing literature. Existing literature of these subjects
are both qualitative and quantitative, however, most of the studies especially about
start-up branding are conducted as qualitative research and case studies. Theoretical
part aims to relevance and practicality to support the research in empirical part.
Empirical part is conducted as a case study of Edunation co.
Case study is an empirical study that researches specific action or actors in specific
environment with diverse methods (Scholz & Tietje 2002; Metsämuuronen 2011:
94). As a research method it is intensive and comprehensive. Case study doesn’t aim
to provide generality for the research subject but rather provide similarities and
unique new knowledge. In a way, case study is a small step towards generalization,
though more important is actually understanding the case findings and their
importance (Metsämuurtonen 2011: 95). Case studies can we divided into holistic
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and embedded case studies (Yin 2003). This study design is a holistic case study
which means

that it

relies

on

qualitative methods

and

narrative and

phenomenological descriptions; themes and hypotheses are important but remain
subordinate to the understanding of the case (Scholz & Tietje 2002). Holistic case
study aims to describe the international brand building as whole at the company
level, even though founder’s specific perspective for leading the brand building
process is considered.
This case study is a single case study which means that the brand building in startups in international context is research through just one case. A multiple case studies
are interested in more than one unit of research which also enables a comparative
analysis between the cases. Single case study was selected for few reasons.
According to Yin (2003), single case study is a good method for analyzing a single
thing or single group, in this research the case start-up company, to develop a deeper
understanding of the subject. Single case study allows uniqueness for the research
and in general produces high-quality theory but doesn’t aim for generalization of the
phenomenon (Dyer & Wilkins 1991; Yin 2003). Therefore, are new insights by a
unique case is provided to contribute to existing literature.
Ten propositions were formed from the literature review as an aim to link two
separate

theoretical

paths

together:

start-up

branding

and

company’s

internationalization process. Propositions increase the likelihood that the research
stays in certain feasible limits (Baxter & Jack 2008). Baxter & Jack note that each
proposition should have distinct focus and purpose. In this case study, these
propositions help to connect separate research paths from theory but also structure
the analysis for empirical data. Data triangulation was used in this study, meaning of
using multiple sources for gathering data in addition to the main source. In this study
data triangulation consists of the interviews as the main source, previous notes about
the company practices gathered during working experience in 2016, media reports,
company social media and company website. Data triangulation increases the
trustworthiness and credibility of qualitative case study (Baxter & Jack 2008).
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4.6

Data collection

The empirical research data was gathered through one company interview and two
theme-centered interviews with the co-founders (entrepreneurs) of the company.
Interviews were held online via Skype since the interviewer and interviewees were in
different geographical locations around the world. First interview took place in April
2018 and the second and the third one in May 2018. For all interviews the question
frameworks were provided beforehand via e-mail. Interviewing the co-founders on
last two rounds was relevant for the study since entrepreneurs and managers are the
ones that are responsible for putting brand building activities into action (see i.e.
Abimbola 2001; Rode & Vallaster 2005; Wong & Merrilees 2005), have the most
influence as individuals to company brand (Krake 2005; Merrilees 2007) and also
know the business in detail.
All of the interviews consisted of narrative and structured parts. Interviews were
given specific topics and entrepreneurs choose themselves, who answered to which
topic. Questions that were send to interviewees beforehand formed a basis but both
interviewee and interviewer could improvise to gain a deeper understanding. In all of
the interviews, extra questions related to the topic were presented based on
interviewees’ answers. This ensured that all important information was examined
and clearly understood (Koskinen et al. 2005: 108-109).

No

Interview date and time

Informant position and

Theme

company
1

April 19, 2018/10:00-11:00

Marketing coordinator,

Company info

Edunation (Tampere)

Co-founder/Director,
Tuomas (Hong Kong)

2

May 15, 2018/13:00-13:30

3

May 22, 2018/14:00-15:00 Co-founder/Sales
Director, Harri
(Tampere)

Inside the company

Marketing and brand

67
Table 4. List of interviews with key informants

The first interview was about basic company information to know the story of the
company in detail. The results of this interview are mainly presented in chapter 6.1.
Introducing the case company. It also contributed to later interviews by providing
employee perspective to company’s operations. Second and third interview were
theme-centered. First one was titled as “Inside the company” and it aimed to identify
different phases from the company’s history for processual analysis, build knowledge
about company’s identity and its elements and internationalization’s concepts.
Interviews not only aim to identify different sequences of Edunation’s business
operations but also identify the driving forces of these actions. Second, “Marketing
and brand” was about company’s perception about brand building, different
strategies, brand orientation and different marketing activities. Questions can be
found from Appendices (appendix 1-3).
4.7

Data analysis

Data-analysis includes multiple phases that aim to, step-by-step, specify the data. It
starts from a broad transcription and continues identifying specific structures and
themes to base the analysis on (Koskinen et al. 2005: 229–232). The data analysis
method that is used in this research is linking data to propositions (Yin 2003) that are
concluded in chapter 4. This leads to focused analysis and links data better to
research questions rather and avoids interpretation outside of original plan.
Propositions have been drawn from the secondary data and they bring the secondary
data of start-up branding and company’s internationalization process to the primary
data, the interviews. According to Alasuutari, this is the first phase of qualitative
analysis, reflecting the observations of qualitative data collection method (in this
case the interviews), to the secondary data and theoretical framework (2011: 32-37).
Also, further propositions are made of the single case to provide alternative
explanations that occur from the data. This all helps to evaluate the propositions that
has been made earlier and increases the confidence on the findings (Yin 2003). Data
report aims to discuss with former literature but also present the findings in a form
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that are understandable for the reader (Koskinen 2005: 229). This is the second phase
of qualitative data analysis, presenting the observations as more general conclusions.
Transcriptions were made immediately after the interviews and more detailed
analysis after the third interview. Notes and mind maps were used to identify themes
that were repeated by different interviewees. Finally, the findings were structured by
the theoretical conclusions and propositions, themes around start-up brand building
and internationalization. As suitable for case research, the results are reported in
narrative nature (Scholz & Tietje 2002).
4.8

Validity and reliability

The underlying philosophy of this research is positivistic or post-positivistic, which
describes an idea of what can be revealed and what can be studies, can be assumed to
be true (Metsämuuronen 2011: 89). Because phenomenon and business procedures,
such as branding operations, are complex and multi-dimensional, it is possible that
some influential factors are unintentionally left out of the research (Metsämuuronen
2011: 89). Critical realism of post-positivism still aims to discover as reliable results
as possible and the paradigm suits well the qualitative approach.
The objectivity of a research is often examined through reliability and validity of the
study (Koskinen et al. 2005: 253). Reliability refers to the replicability or
repeatability of results and observations (Golafshani 2003). For example, high
stability of research results (scores or observations remain relatively same after retesting) usually indicates high degree of reliability. Since qualitative research aims
for understanding and explaining rather than direct generalization (Koskinen et al.
2005: 30; Metsämuuronen 2011: 92), especially qualitative single case studies, the
concept of reliability is misleading in defining the quality of a study. Reliability in
qualitative research is examined by trustworthiness (Golafshani 2003). Golafshani
(2003) introduces few scholars in her article that even deny of using reliability as
measurement in qualitative research, however, it is widely accepted that the
reliability of a qualitative study is established through validity.
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Validity determines if the research truly measures what it was intended to and, in
qualitative research, how truthful, rigor and truthful these results are. Golafshani
(2013: 602) explains that the validity in qualitative research is reached by accepting
that there is a quantitative bias in the concept of rigor and accuracy of the research
should be defined by exploring subjectivity, reflexivity and social interaction of
interviewing.
Traditionally the concept of validity is divided into external and internal validity.
Case studies don’t develop testable generalizations and therefore are often criticized
for not being scientific enough. Single case study analysis has some limitations, most
commonly related to research subjectivity and external validity. (Willis 2014.) Since
external validity aims for generalization of results, this research as a single case
study can’t be measured through external validity. It aims to bring more insight in
form of a unique case and contribute to existing theory, but it is not able to create
generalization. Also, when conducting an interview, researcher must trust in the
accuracy of interviewee’s feelings, beliefs, attitudes and behavior (Gillham 2005).
However, internal validity explains how logical the interpretation of the study is and
if there are any discrepancies or conflicts in it (Koskinen et al. 2005: 224). To create
trustworthiness and internal validity, this research is carefully planned by its
structure and research design. The literature analysis is presented in logical way of
supporting the research topic and questions. In order to exploit the unique single case
study, propositions were formed for analyzing the empirical data. These propositions
bring focus for the themes in international start-up branding.
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5
5.1

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS
Introducing the case company

Globally education is a multibillion dollar market and the largest and most
competitive segment of this transnational higher education market is international
student mobility (Kemal 2011: 178). On a global scale, OECD projects that the
world’s population of international students will reach 8 million by the year 2025,
the estimate number being over 5 million at the moment (2015). For students there
are several reasons to seek higher education internationally, QS recognizing for
example connections worldwide (professional networks), employment prospects,
quality of education, opportunities to travel and student experience (Karzunina et al.
2016; Kemal 2011: 177). Finding right place to can be difficult due to the wide
variety of reasons such as the large number of possible destinations, lack of
information online especially in developing economies and difficult visa and
application processes.
Edunation is an individually branded project of a company Study Advisory. Study
Advisory itself is a Finnish start-up company operating internationally on
educational field. Company was incorporated in January 2015 and the service was
launched online in September 2015. Study Advisory provides an online platform and
website for university marketing and student recruitment. Study Advisory’s (2018)
vision is “to revolutionize and simplify the process of finding a place to study”.
Company aims to revolutionize the traditional student recruitment channels.
Academic rankings such as QS, THE, ARWU and CWTS aim to measure the quality
of an institution with qualitative and quantitative ways and they provide a
trustworthy way to compare universities both on a national and international level. In
fact, “ranking universities can help demonstrate otherwise transparent information
that can be highly valued to political decision makers, academic job seekers, alumni,
current students and their future employers” (Koutaniemi 2016).
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5.1.1 Edunation
Edunation is a project Study Advisory’s founders launched together with their
business advisor Peter Vesterbacka in the beginning of 2017. The team of Study
Advisory is now concentrating on growing Edunation. Edunation is an education
export start-up which aims to open Finnish education to the world. They aim to bring
international degree and summer school students to Finland. Their first goal is to
enroll 150,000 full degree students from non-EU/EEA countries in the Finnish higher
education by 2020 (Edunation 2018a). Finland implemented tuition fees for
international students outside of Europe from August 2017.
Finnish education has been famous for a while in foreign countries so that’s
when Harri and Tuomas got interested in how we can utilize that. Can we
promote Finnish education abroad?
We feel like Finland can’t really stay this closed-up country anymore: we need
more foreign people, we need more students, foreign employees – and the way
to go is to promote Finnish education. (Employee)
Harri and Tuomas are two of the four entrepreneurs or co-founders of Edunation.
Other two entrepreneurs are Susanne and Antti. Three of the co-founders work in
different managerial positions from sales and marketing to finance, Antti is more of a
silent partner, not actively participating on everyday operations. In addition, there is
a Business Development Manager sitting in Tampere office in Finland. Edunation
employees six employees, three in Tampere, one in Hong Kong, one in Shanghai and
one freelancer in Philippines.
Edunation has official offices in Tampere and in Hong Kong. Subsidiary of Study
Advisory was established in Hong Kong by the end of 2015. Establishment had a few
major strategic objectives. Asian universities and students are highly potential
customers since the number of Asian higher education students is big and
continuously increasing, especially China and India, where a large number of youths
is coming into a college age (Falcone 2017; OECD 2015). East Asian nations also
send out the greatest number of international students in the world. Hong Kong has
been identified as one of the six regional education hubs in the world. (Falcone
2017.) Half of the world’s higher education students live within a 4-hour flight from
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Hong Kong. Two of the co-founders, Harri Suominen and Tuomas Kauppinen, have
extensive networks with the higher education providers in the region due their
previous business Asia Exchange and many of their previous business partners
became customers also for Study Advisory. In the future, Edunation is going to have
a new office in Shanghai.
5.1.2 Turning points of business
The turning points or phases of business were discussed with Tuomas (Director) in
the second interview. Three different phases were identified that had changed the
business operations by driving focus from another business area to another. The first
one is the biggest: changing focus from Study Advisory to Edunation in 2017.
Tuomas described the changing process by painting the bigger picture and vision that
underlies Edunation as a business. Their main advisor Peter plays a crucial role of
identifying this new opportunity.
I think in our start-up we used to work under Study Advisory brand more and
now we are Edunation. So instead of building the global platform of
universities, like the TripAdvisor of universities, we are now focusing more to
Finland first, because in Finland we have the best education and happiest
people, happiest immigrants and most satisfied international students. It is an
easy starting point for us to start from.
We [Peter and founders] met at the start-up sauna in 2016 and then decided that
“hey, let’s start doing Edunation and sending students to Finland” and that was
the one major turning point in our start-up history. Now the target with
Edunation is to increase the capacity by 150 000 new seats in Finnish
universities. (Tuomas, Director)
Switching from Study Advisory to Edunation was more of a radical than incremental
innovation that changed the course of business completely and resulted in
abandonment of existing practices (Chetty & Stangl 2010). This is also a feature of a
good service brand: being able to answer demands of dynamic customer and market
place require innovative brand orientation (Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015). From the
interviews with the two entrepreneurs the orientation towards change is seen as an
inevitable and positive outcome of start-up business, which requires change-oriented
leadership.

73
Second turning point was the funding round that closed in the beginning 2018. By
the funding they did not only get financial support but also increased their brand
awareness. Their key investors are well-known Finnish businessmen. Key actions
that Edunation team took for the funding round were networking in events and
meeting potential financers in Finland and in Slush conferences in Tokyo and
Shanghai.
We closed our funding round and now we have couple of good names as our
investors.
It was just about network, meeting a lot of people. So many investors always so
now but finally always someone gets interested in. We had a lot of meetings in
Finland but also for example in Slush conferences in Tokyo or Shanghai and
especially Singapore was very successful for us. (Tuomas, Director)
The third bigger change in course of business was establishing Edunation India as a
separate business unit. Edunation started the business by identifying the market
potential themselves while searching for new markets to expand to. In literature, this
is defined as opportunity by discovery, while the company is still an outsider without
no direct links to the markets (Holm et al. 2015). Due to this discovery, Edunation
team made an effort and met an important Indian education influencer and
entrepreneur Pramath Sinha in Slush in Helsinki, who became the head for Indian
operations.
We talked with these people [Indian ambassador and Pramath Sinha] and soon
we travelled to India to meet them again and finally we decided to establish
Edunation India. The contract was signed two weeks ago there in Delhi. Now
India is the biggest and fastest growing market for us at the moment.
Building and exploiting new business opportunity through network is in line with
previous finding by Holm et al. (2015) of how gaining the insidership starts the
development and exploitation of the opportunity as well as gaining competitive
advantage due to the cumulative knowledge both from inside and outside the
network. Insidership gains access to profitability, growth and survival (Johanson &
Vahlne 2003). This way the new business unit Edunation India should be more
successful than establishing it without direct relationships. Looking at the turning
points from Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne 2017), Edunation’s commitment
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processes, reconfiguring and coordinating resources, have changed in each turning
point.
5.1.3 Customers and competitors
There are two target customers for Edunation: Finnish universities and international
students. Company perceives the universities as their main customer base:
When we think about our primary customers, where we get our money from, it
would be Finnish universities. (Employee)
The revenue generation model of Edunation is commission based. For every student
Edunation recruits, universities pay a commission which is a percentage of the tuition
fee. Edunation is currently developing “extra revenue sources” such as artificial
intelligence-based entrance exams and courses. After gaining references and
partnering with every Finnish university, which Edunation mentions as their goal, the
company aims to expand partnerships to other European universities, mentioning
Estonian universities as an example. For this customer base, the internationalization
process is still developing.
Our secondary customer base is the students, and that’s what people usually
think about when they think of our customers. At the moment the main
customer base is in Asia, that’s where we started from. (Employee)
The most important countries for student customers are China and India. Currently
Edunation is expanding their operations to South America in Columbia and Brazil.
After that the plan is to continue to Middle-East and Africa.
Edunation has been able to scale their operations quickly which affects how the
company is responding to its competitors and sees them. Edunation’s biggest
competitors are higher educational agencies both in Finland and overseas. Finnish
universities can also use foreign agents of getting degree students instead of
partnering with Edunation. Overall, the situation and positioning among the
competitors in educational markets is seen very positively. When asked if they think
there are many competitors competing over Finnish universities, their answer is no.
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We also like to create the image that we are just not the recruitment agent, we
will do so much more: for example, we want to help the students even after
they have graduated. Finding a job and everything. So, we are kind of
promising the students not only a study place but a life in Finland. (Employee)
We have some good competitive advantages like easy to apply or discounted
tuition fees. These are maybe the biggest capabilities that we have. (Tuomas)
Establishing trust and credibility to acquire new customers was not discussed in the
interviews, but similarly to earlier operations with Study Advisory, showcasing
partners, references and affiliations and presenting the partners in conferences and
fairs in visual form aims for trust and credibility building (Edunation 2018b).
5.2

Entrepreneurs and networks

From the four entrepreneurs the ones in media the most are Harri and Tuomas. In
addition, Susanne has appeared in few big media articles (see i.e. Lehto 2018).
Entrepreneurs have their personal life connected to the company, for example Harri
and Tuomas are friends over 20 years. In a blogpost about the co-founders on
Edunation website, founders mention that the personal connections have never
caused harm for their companies (Study Advisory 2016). This in in contradiction to
previous findings of Rode & Vallaster, where the formation of corporate behavior is
determined by the foundation of the co-founder team and where personal
relationships where usually harmed during the business (2005).
Entrepreneurial capabilities are required both for internationalization processes and
planning and carrying out brand building activities. Edunation’s biggest
entrepreneurial capabilities seem to lie on the previous experience on
entrepreneurship, experience on international markets, co-founders’ capability to
network overseas and innovative start-up mentality. In this sense, the
internationalization related concepts such as networks, international opportunity
recognition and innovations are recognized more easily than brand building
activities.
Harri and Tuomas have previous experience from international entrepreneurship and
international venturing from Asia Exchange, founded in 2007, which is biggest study
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abroad organization in the world focusing on Asia (Study Advisory 2016). The
knowledge they have developed from Asian markets during Asia Exchange and the
partnership and personal or business connection they have from previous operations
has served as a basis for Study Advisory and Edunation. This external social capital
is crucial for developing market knowledge and growth for INVs (Ylirenko et al.
2002 in Coviello 2006). With Edunation (and Study Advisory) operating partly on
the same markets as Asia Exchange, as a company Edunation was able to skip the
first steps of international networking by moving from simple first economic
relationships straight to direct and personal relationships. Direct relationships result
in insidership on these foreign markets which accelerates future knowledge
development and opportunity exploitation (Holm et al. 2015). Tuomas mentions
networks as the number one factors enabling internationalization for Edunation. Not
only they provide insidership but for some foreign markets due to culture they are
necessary. Recognition of these unique aspects of each foreign market can be
counted as an entrepreneurial capability (Autio et al. 2000; Chetty & Stangl 2010).
Relationship and networks are crucial. I would like to compare a little bit to
Asia Exchange and Edunation. Asia Exchange is little bit more direct play
marketing to consumers, who are the students and making decisions by
themselves, but Edunation is more about relationships and our markets are in
developing countries in Asia, South America or Africa where the relationships
are basically everything.
I think that we need to network as much as possible both online and offline. Go
to meetings, go to events, travel around, participate in some conferences like
Slush for example.
Experience on the foreign markets doesn’t only provide assets for Edunation by
means of venturing on international markets but also for brand building. Trust and
credibility are important aspects of external branding functions and often personified
to the entrepreneurs (Juntunen 2012). Co-founders Harri and Tuomas have already
established this and having prior experience most likely serves as a positive
landscape for trust and credibility on the brand side. Start-up mentality and
innovativeness are discussed in further sub-chapters.
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5.3

Edunation’s corporate identity

Edunation is a start-up company that characterizes a typical start-up mentality of
enthusiasm and fast responses to market changes, a “driving force” as Skaalsvik &
Olsen (2015) described it. Entrepreneurs and employees are not only focusing on the
current business operations but also constantly searching for new opportunities on
their field. The knowledge and business know-how of the founders is highly valued
in the company and entrepreneurs express a great amount of storytelling and painting
the bigger picture to show how business support their initiative values and vision. At
the same time these values and identity are not well documented but rather living in
the word-of-mouth.
Corporate culture is important for stabilizing and catching the essence of corporate
personality which forms the basis for corporate image or brand formation (Rode &
Vallaster 2005). Values, norms, mission and vision need to be defined and lived up
to in everyday operations. Edunation’s mission, vision and values are not
documented nor publicly available on their website, despite the vision which is
indirectly mentioned in company info (Edunation 2018a). The interviewed employee
finds it difficult to express the mission, vision and values clearly defined.
Yeah, that was a tricky one when I was thinking about it because there are so
many things kind of linked to what we do. But what we started with, what was
the main mission was to streamline the application process to Finnish
universities, to simply make it easier for foreign students to come to Finland,
and also promote Finland and Finnish education abroad.
About the vision, of course, we would like to grow a lot, and the vision would
be to make Finland even more international and make education one of the
biggest exports in Finland. That’s our main thing. (Employee)
Despite the uncertainty, the staff and the entrepreneurs seem to have similar type of
perception about the company values. They are both talking about equality and in
addition, employee feels like internationalization should be considered as one of the
key values. Employee and Harri as the Sales Director both know how to describe the
meaningfulness of the values.
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And our values, I think, one of our biggest values in equality. Because, we are
proud of Finnish education but we would like other people to have a chance to
experience it as well. (Employee)
What we communicate outside is that in Finland we are very equal, the best in
the world in this sense and here it is possible to be very successful, it’s only a
matter to oneself. (Harri, Sales Director)
And of course, internationalization is one of our biggest value as well, we
would like to make Finland even more international. We feel like Finland can’t
really stay this closed-up country anymore: we need more foreign people, we
need more students, foreign employees – and the way to go is to promote
Finnish education. (Employee)
Tuomas and Harri as the entrepreneurs both add Finland and start-up mentality to the
set of Edunation’s values. Harri also describes ”the internal values” which are
problem solving skills, agility and flexibility – especially to the employees. Tuomas
refers to the start-up mentality as the urge to grow. Positive image Finland brand
delivers to the audiences is also something the co-founders try to incorporate to the
Edunation corporate culture.
Despite the complexity, the employee still finds that communication about the
company values is enough to get the message through to the employees. Harri
explains this by the tone of voice, keeping up the positive image and living up to the
values rather than creating a clear strategy for communications, which start-up
companies very rarely do (Rode & Vallaster 2005). However, many small things the
company wants to achieve seem to be a bit complex to the staff.
We are always talking whenever we have orientation to new employees or
whenever we create new marketing material, we are always talking about what
we want to do: bring more students to Finland, give everybody the opportunity
to study here, but maybe the problem is that we have quite many things we
want to do. (Employee)
Of course, it’s about the tone of voice and how we speak to the people and how
positive image we want to give of ourselves and the things we want to pursue
with. So, that’s maybe like the normal thing instead of creating a strategy of
how you communicate or how you use those values every day because they
should come from yourself. (Harri, Sales Director)
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The undocumented culture lives in the minds of the entrepreneurs and can change as
a response to market changes (Rode. & Vallaster 2005). In Edunation the values are
seen relatively stable but the mission and in bigger changes the vision have been
changing focus along the way. The interviewees refer to the flexibility and change as
a typical and necessary thing for start-ups as the business evolve.
That’s kind a like a start-up “thing”. When we are a new company, things
change. So I think we could make it more clear to everybody: what is the main
focus on what we do. Though it’s pretty clear. The values will stay. They have
stayed the same, but the mission and vision might be changing a bit as we go.
(Employee)
Edunation’s corporate culture is strongly characterized by the innovative start-up
culture. Entrepreneurs play a crucial role by creating the inspiring and motivating
atmosphere not only for the employees but also for other stakeholders.
It’s crazy how hyped-up things can get. Now there is this education event in
India in a couple of weeks. Harri and Peter managed to get some Finnish
universities to go there as well and got our partner universities very excited
about the event. Suddenly everyone is very excited about India, and when you
think about for example the beginning of last year, there was no word
mentioned of India. It all just got started four months ago.
You never know what’s going to happen. But the main thing stays the same.
We want foreign students to come to Finland, no matter what country they are
from. (Employee)
The corporate design Edunation has is reflecting two separate words: education and
nation. On this level the design or name of the company is reflecting to the company
culture and values well (Rode & Vallaster 2005). The reason why they switched the
name was because their main advisor Peter didn’t like to connect Study Advisory but
rather start of with a new brand. Harri was the one to come up with the new name in
a coworking space, building up the idea from another Finnish start-up company. To
share same visual identity, identify Study Advisory and Edunation as a same brand
and for cost efficiency, they decided to keep the same font, color and logo for
Edunation. The design for Edunation was naturally born yet also thought from the
strategic perspective. Other actors than just the entrepreneurs took part in deciding on
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the name, similar to findings of Juntunent (2012) and Juntunen et al. (2010) from
start-ups establishment stage.

It happened so that it was me sitting in Kaapelitehdas in We+ co-working
space. I was there with Peter and we had some break going on and I was
looking at this roll-up of Space Nation which was start-up who wants to make
people to fly up to space and train them with mobile application. I started to
play around the word like Study Nation and Education… Education…
Edunation. Ok, then it hit my mind: Edunation.
I presented the idea to Peter couple of minutes later when he came back and
after five seconds he said: “Yeah that’s good, let’s take that one.” And in the
same premises there was the founder of Space Nation, Mr. Kalle Vähäjaakola,
and I said to him that “hey, do you have anything against that we share a little
bit same kind of brand name, you have Space Nation and we have Edunation”
and he was like “no no, it’s a good name, go with that.” That’s how it was
born. (Harri, Sales Director)

Figure 8. Visual design of Study Advisory and Edunation

Edunation as a start-up doesn’t have a corporate communication manager. As a
company they have a strategy on how to communicate to external audiences, but that
strategy is not documented in a guidebook nor are they having weekly meetings
about Edunation’s communication on internal level. They trust their employees with
the communication. Different communication channels and tactics are closely related
to brand building activities that are introduced in chapter 6.3. For external
communications, Edunation is concentrating equally on online and face-to-face
contact with partners, customers, students and education professionals. PR contacts
and media publicity are as well important for Edunation.

In a start-up we need to follow this same rule with communications, but we
need to be proactive and we need to provide very good quality
communications. At the same time, we need to take some risks and we need to
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be bold in our messaging, otherwise we might be looking like any other player
who is doing this stuff. So, we need to differentiate ourselves. (Harri, Sales
Director)
Inside the company entrepreneurs want to communicate their end product efficiently
to create motivation. They also aim to communicate start-up values to highlight the
start-up working environment and its positive elements such as agility and flexibility.
Internally used communication channels (Skype, Slack, MS Teams) have changed a
lot during operations and they also vary from country to country. For example,
Chinese employees and Peter prefer using WeChat over other channels.
But the key is to communicate everything to everybody and with Teams (and
Skype as well) we have different channels for different discussions. So always
when something new happens, we put it on Teams, so that everybody will
know what’s going on and what have been some changes.
Harri, whenever he’s travelling, he tries to update everybody, like sending emails and reports what he has been doing and what is happening next so it has
been helpful. (Employee)
Geographical distance between offices in Finland and Hong Kong and between
employees worldwide is creating some issues for internal communications in means
of transparency and message delivering, which are important for internal brand
building activities (Rode & Vallaster 2005). Things move fast: a lot of different
operations are taking place at the same time keeping the entrepreneurs and
employees busy. Especially when located in different countries, sometimes
employees feel it is not important for them to share everything with other busy
workers. This creates unnecessary information blocks.
So there are quite many ways to connection and it can be a bit tricky because
everybody is all over the place and you don’t really know what their working
hours are, and you always have to think like what time is it in some other
country.
Sometimes it can be difficult to share everything with everybody, not that they
are not sharing information with me but more that I’m not sharing information
with them. Because when they are so busy you feel like you can’t tell them
everything: you feel like it’s not that important for them to know. That can
sometimes cause trouble because it’s good that everybody knows what
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everybody’s doing. So that they know what are my responsibilities currently
and if I’m busy with something. (Employee)
Internally communicating Edunation’s values entrepreneurs link communication and
corporate behavior and HRM together (Juntunen 2012). Entrepreneurs are admiring
the start-up working environment themselves and want to attract people that fit this
value. They use a lot of examples when describing the specific features which goes
in line with the ability of storytelling, an important link in internal communications
between the company and the employee (Rode & Vallaster 2005).
In these kinds of companies [start-ups] it might be a challenge to compete with
salaries and other benefits the same way the bigger companies are doing. So, in
this sense we need to attract people that are thinking that they want to enjoy the
time that they are at work, because they realize that it’s one third of their time
in a day. It’s not only their work, it has to be something that they feel proud of
their job… and not only a job but sharing this entrepreneurship thinking and
attitude. In that case, it goes very well sharing the same values. (Harri, Sales
Director)
Entrepreneurs acknowledge the importance employees have for their company brand
if they share the same company values. Employee’s self-improvement and
development seems to be a delight for the company, making the entrepreneur happy
for providing these experiences for both employee and growth of Edunation. This
issue was brought up in the interviews without asking.
… of course, we try to make a recruitment that they can make a positive
increase on how people see us and how they can communicate our values and
be part of making the image for the company. (Harri, Sales Director)
It was music to my ears when I just discussed with one of my staff who started
a month ago. We were in this event in Finland, Kevätpäivät, where all the
universities from Finland are and after that she said that “I’m so lucky I’m not
working for the public sector anymore”. Because they are only throwing
problems but not resolutions in the air! (Harri, Sales Director)
Employee’s engagement is seen important for branding purposes. When describing
different business operations, also employee engagement is described first by
storytelling, by linking it to the bigger picture. In addition to engagement building
team activities they also have built a stock-compensation system for employee
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motivation, acknowledged as one of the internal brand building actions in corporate
behavior by Rode & Vallaster (2005).
We are doing a huge impact for Finnish people: we want to bring lots of
international talent to Finland and at the same time lots of export. 150 000
people means easily 4 billion Euros in a year. That motivates people to work
for us, not only for our employees but everybody is interested in Edunation.
We do a lots of team activities together, start-up events and we have a very
young team itself, so people get engaged easily. Then we have also a stockcompensation plan existing so many of our employees are shareholders at the
same time. (Tuomas, Director)
Employees are important brand ambassadors (Rode & Vallaster 2005; Juntunen et al.
2010). Edunation aims to exploit employees’ personal capabilities individually and
design their jobs accordingly. For branding, Edunation use employees that are good
with communicating or in back office, for example writing blog posts. Leveraging
employees for branding is seen something that could be done if employees’
personality fits for these purposes. The main focus is still on external
communications with employees.
It depends on the personality and we want to find the best possible position for
out-going persons who can communicate us well.
5.4

International branding activities

5.4.1 Key influences on Edunation brand
Edunation’s brand consists of the visual identity and the brand personality, where the
personality is still in the building process. The name reflects the company mission
and values and works as a basis for awareness and communication with stakeholders
(Seimiene & Kamarauskaite 2014). According to the entrepreneurs, the identity they
want to communicate to stakeholders is being academic professionals and high-level
information source in their field. The start-up mentality, agility, innovation and
putting things in action is also part of their corporate identity and brand they want to
deliver.
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Instead of putting a lot of effort and thought to brand and branding strategy to create
something yet non-exiting, Edunation is building its company brand also on existing
perceptions. This means that they are marketing themselves through Finland as a
brand and through well-known investors and advisors while slowly raising awareness
for Edunation as a company on national and foreign markets. This is something that
wasn’t discussed in the literature review. It also varies by the customer group how
they market their service: foreign students are not interested in an unknown company
Edunation yet, but they are interested in Finland as a country. For example,
Edunation India is promoting the service Finland-first: “Finland is the best country to
study” and after this “Apply for Edunation”. The end-product or service, a study
place and a future in Finland is appealing on its own. For foreign partners and
customers (students) the existing brand of Finland provides a strong link to
Edunation’s offering. For Finnish universities on the other hand, Edunation needs to
raise brand awareness and credibility.
We are not too much branding ourselves: it’s more about branding Finland and
our schools in here, our programs… and the good about this kind of branding is
that we don’t need to create something from scratch. There’s these existing
things in Finland and in our schools. We just need to simplify those and make
them available. That’s part of the branding: we are simplifying this complex
academic world and this complex system so it’s really possible to apply. (Harri,
Sales Director)
When we are marketing abroad, this is maybe only my opinion, but people
don’t really care about Edunation. They care about Finland. So first we need to
start promoting Finland. When we go abroad to promote our partner
universities, we talk about Finland: come to Finland to study or come to
Europe to study. When they get interested in that, we say ok, come and study in
Finland and when they are interested in that, we promote one of our partner
universities.
But in Finnish media, it is important to talk about Edunation as well so that the
partner university will get interested. If they see us on media and see that we
have been collaborating with many universities, they will probably get
interested as well like OK, maybe I want to work with Edunation as well.
(Employee)
Branding as an activity hasn’t changed much during the turning points or phases of
the business. Biggest changes to branding cause the differences in customer
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segments and their specific interests. The funding round they see as an opportunity to
drive resources for raising brand awareness.
But for the brand itself it’s [funding round] not affecting if we have the
investors support or not. Unless, there would be someone like Chairman of the
Board from Nokia, so then we would use his brand and boosting our own
brand. At the moment he has not signed up to be an investor but hopefully in
the future. And then in Edunation India, which was the example, there we have
Mr. Pramath Sinha, who is the biggest educational thinkers in whole India.
This of course helps making the brand in that market but still Finland, China or
Columbia don’t know about this person. But in India in this specific market we
can help to make Finland and Edunation more aware because he’s such a
character and very well-known there. (Harri, Sales Director)
Local characters in their local network are the key for building brand on different
foreign locations. Both interviewed entrepreneurs refer their partners and advisors as
one of the key capabilities Edunation have in their company for building competitive
advantage and brand. All of these actors have their influence on the development of
corporate identity and culture (Juntunen et al. 2010).
That’s the team. We have huge talent in the team. Harri and me, we have been
on the industry +11 years, and Peter, everybody knows him. Harri Ketamo is
our advisor in AI. Then Pramath Sinha in India, a very very successful business
man and good values at the same time. That’s a huge thing that we have.
(Tuomas, Director)
From the professional network one of the biggest influencer on Edunation company
brand is Peter Vesterbacka, who is well-known throughout the world as the Business
Developer from game developer and distributor company Rovio but currently doing
business in various fields, including education. Today he works as a Brand Director
for educational gaming company Lightneer. As an advisor for Edunation he operates
almost as an “another” entrepreneurs, giving advice, networking, raising brand
awareness of Edunation and driving the business forward. He is a key influencer in
the birth of Edunation, decision maker on the corporate design and a friend and an
investor for the company. Peter is extremely important especially on national
markets.
Peter went to Columbia and everybody was so excited about that. They were
really excited about Finland and coming in here. So that’s how it usually starts:
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Peter goes somewhere and get everybody excited and then Edunation goes
there.
I think it really has helped that we have Peter with us. I think it’s kind of
shameless promotion when you use Peter’s name to promote something, but
that’s sales because people know Peter already at least in Finland. So of course,
when Peter is doing something, they want to know more. And then we can
mention Edunation as well. When you look at the articles where Edunation has
appreared it’s often about Peter: Peter and Edunation doing something.
(Employee)
5.4.2 Brand strategy
The role of branding is important for Edunation and influenced by the experience of
entrepreneurs and Peter as an experienced “brand breaker”. Brand building actions
are influenced by the different demands from different customer groups but also by
the dynamic international environment.
Of course, in a start-up everything is changing a bit so it’s important to keep
and create your identity and branding is one important part of that. Try
something for one month and then the next do something totally opposite.
(Harri, Sales Director)
Branding starts from gathering information. On international markets it is
acknowledged that the best way to do this is meeting people on local markets or
meeting foreign people in Finland. For Edunation these are personal contacts and
friendly and business-like weak ties, where know-how and information move quickly
(Oviat & McDougal 2005). Karra et al. (2008) has defined the capability for
network-based learning as one of the main sources for start-up competitive
advantage. Edunation team values their own research greatly as it works as a basis
for their branding strategy. Network-based learning comes next in the order. Face-toface meetings are mentioned by both interviewed entrepreneurs as the most
important networking and branding activity.
It might be that we can go deeper when we are finding new people and talking
with them, but we couldn’t do that without first making the effort on ourselves
and doing some online research and comparing stuff.
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But still, nothing compares to personal networks and face-to-face meetings.
Discussions and meetings without agenda, you know, going there and being
excited about the matter that all of you are working hard and then coming up
with some brilliant ideas afterwards. (Harri, Sales Director)
It seems that branding and marketing are important topics but the word “strategy” is
left out of the comments. Entrepreneurs talk more about the activities they conduct
for the sake of branding. As mentioned before, they don’t have a coherent
communication strategy for external communications, rather they try to live up for
the collective values and business idea in their operations and communication.
Juntunen et al. (2012) and later Juntunen (2012) have raised up the importance of
monitoring feedback for developing a strategy and to compensate not having one,
which is very common for start-up business. It seems that after their own research
they do brainstorm with their partners, financers and customers but it remains unclear
if the feedback from these discussions are documented.
For marketing communications, very similarly to findings of Bresciani & Eppler
(2010) among Swiss start-up companies, Edunation has been building online
presence and SEO. Edunation has been using actively several social media channels
such as Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Twitter and YouTube. Tuomas refers the
usage of social media as online networking. The content they provide in their
channels is for international audiences and they are presenting not only news about
their operations and brand boosting material but also sharing related articles about
global education, Finland and future education solutions. In this sense the social
media communications seem to be coherent, yet very wide-ranging. Different media
serve customer groups a little bit differently. Instagram is clearly for student
customers and mainly presenting the Finland-aspect of Edunation brand. At the
moment YouTube seems to be an informative channel for potential partners in means
of universities, agencies and other foreign collaboration potentials, however, one
video is titled in Korean where Finnish students tell about studying in Finland in
English. The work-in-progress and lack of clear strategy can be seen from the
YouTube channel.
In addition to social media, Edunation website and its SEO is mentioned one of the
key aspects for Edunation branding: the offering for students is online and it needs to
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be found easily. Media presence is important and well documented on their website
which displays public articles and blogposts categorized by the language they are
currently published, now including English, Finnish, Swedish, Chinese, Spanish,
German and Malay. Edunation blog in company website is serving the student
customers with tips for studying in general and studying in Finland.
5.4.3 Innovativeness
Edunation branding activities consists of traditional activities that form a basis for
their branding. It seems that Edunation has adapted a tech-marketer brand orientation
(Bresciani & Eppler 2010) as their emphasis is on innovative branding activities.
However, without a clear branding strategy they seem to linger between “damned to
brand” and tech-marketers group. Their innovative branding activities are mostly
targeted for building brand awareness and getting recognition from big audiences to
reach as many people as possible at the same time.
I would say that on the minimum, we need are doing this normal stuff: sending
the newsletter and selectively visiting some kind of fairs. But on top of that we
need to influence and get visibility from the top level.
Unconventional branding activities are widely discussed in the interviews by both
entrepreneurs and the employee. The main reason for these marketing innovations as
mentioned in existing studies is to save money (Bresciani & Eppler 2010; Chetty &
Stangl 2010). Enthusiasm and boldness in presenting tactics and future goals is part
of Edunation. They want to take unconventional activities one step further and mimic
other companies’ bold tactics, which is one of the two the basic forms of innovations
(Nelson & Winter 1982; Knight & Cavusgil 2004).
Let’s say that there’s some kind of big event in China. We want to be invited
there as a key speaker and free of charge, so we don’t need to pay anything for
this kind of visibility.
-- they were paid for doing the marketing because they were invited to different
kind of events and this way gained a lot of visibility. This is something that
makes a huge difference, compared to that we are just traditionally paying
Facebook or Google Ad marketing or putting on newspaper ads and so on. Still
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at the same time, it is very multi-layered and there are different ways to do it
[marketing]. (Harri, Sales Director)
Company is collaborating with a Finnish company HeadAI which is concentrating on
artificial intelligence. They aim to create more flexible and easy-to-access university
admission and visa system by artificial intelligence (Rasi 2017). Future opportunities
and operations serve also for branding purposes internationally: Edunation is
promoting themselves at the same time they talk about artificial intelligence.
We are working together with this company called HeadAI, their founder Harri
Ketamo is also one of our advisors and Harri Ketamo is this AI guru, he has
been working with artificial intelligence for 20 years.
It will help when talking with foreign media to talk about the artificial
intelligence, because people get interested. Nowadays that is a password to
something new and exciting: it’s not only about recruiting students but using
new tools to do that to do it more efficiently. (Employee)
Start-up innovations often take place in networks (Chetty & Stangl 2010). Both
branding activities and future operation opportunities are influenced strongly by
company’s existing network, in this case Peter as an advisor with branding activities
and their partner company and its founder Ketamo with artificial intelligence. For
example, the AI technology and knowledge wouldn’t be available with Edunation’s
own internal resources, the know-how comes from the partnership in a mutually
beneficial business relationship. As a categorization from Pittaway (2004), this
particular relationship provided Edunation access to new markets and technologies.
Peter’s role and influence as an advisor is multi-faceted but from an innovation
perspective, it has provided Edunation speed for commercialization of their business.
Edunation has identified new market opportunities the most from international
networking and business relationships. International opportunities are also a big part
of co-founder’s entrepreneurial capabilities. Harri and Tuomas as co-founders do
business by constantly searching and learning, identifying more opportunities but not
necessarily acting on every one of them. It’s part of their start-up mentality and
innovativeness to respond to ideas and changes the markets or networks pose to the
business.

90
It’s crazy how hyped-up things can get.
You never know what’s going to happen. But the main thing stays the same.
We want foreign students to come to Finland, no matter what country they are
from.
5.5

Summary of the results

Edunation’s early operations and story about their branding activities show how
important their contacts and network are not only for expanding their operations to
new foreign locations but also as deep-level as establishing the whole business.
Looking at the company’s turning points, business relationships, how entrepreneurs
have learned and what opportunities and innovations have occurred, have been the
main reason behind different phases and moving to different foreign locations, in this
case India and Southern America. From Uppsala model point of view (Johanson &
Vahlne 2017), both existing and new direct relationships on foreign markets have
changed Edunation’s commitment processes through network-based learning.
Entrepreneurs’, especially Tuomas and Harri’s previous contacts in Asia and
previous knowledge and skills on entrepreneurship on foreign markets have
positively influenced on all the aspects of internationalization: networking,
opportunity recognition and leveraging new innovations.
However, own research on foreign markets have played a big role for both building
the brand and marketing strategy and identifying foreign market potential and
opportunities. For example, entrepreneurs and employees knew the potential of India
themselves which clearly has an influence on seeking a business contact from that
market. For branding, first finding out what others do by imitating successful start-up
marketing activities is as important or even the first step before networking in
different situations, which the company considers an important branding activity
itself.
Branding is acknowledged as important aspect to think and talk about, but the
company seems to lack a coherent branding strategy. What company represents, what
are the values and how Edunation communicates them is more word-of-mouth than
documented facts about the company. This finding is in line with previous findings
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of Krake (2005) how start-ups recognize the value of early branding but rarely carry
out strategic brand management. In this case, marketing activities combined with
strong storytelling about the company’s mission, vision and values is considered as
branding. This results in somehow mixed thoughts of what the corporate culture and
values are, which affects how these are communicated outwards.
Edunation’s start-up branding is strongly influenced by different customer groups
(students outside of EU, universities, governmental and business partners) and
exploiting the existing brand of Finland as a nation for the sake of business.
Exploiting existing brands that can be related to one’s business is a new brand
building strategy for start-ups that wasn’t discussed in the previous literature.
Edunation is linking the aspects of Finland as a brand (happiness, good education,
well-fare society, Scandinavian well-being) to their company brand. The company
does this also with their partners and investors but more directing the reputation of a
name to gain awareness and interest with new customers, partners and financers. On
the other hand, different customer groups require different brand building activities
especially by means of external communication. For example, different social media
channels serve customer groups a little bit differently. Promoting Finland instead of
Edunation works best with the students but with potential partner universities, they
need to concentrate on speaking of Edunation.
From external brand building activities Edunation seems to concentrate the most
creating awareness through social media, SEO optimization, media presence and
most importantly networking. Partner references are a visible action for establishing
credibility and trust with future customers (Juntunen 2012; Edunation 2018b). For
external communications they don’t have a clear strategy. Edunation trust their
employees for external communications but without a coherent and documented
company culture and communication strategy, the risks of delivering mixed
messages is high. Feedback monitoring was not mentioned as a compromise for nonexisting communications strategy. In a summary, external communications could be
improved by implementing feedback monitoring and documentation of company
culture (mission, vision and values). This would help to keep the message logical and
consistent (Krake 2005) in the future. Unconventional branding activities (Bresciani
& Eppler 2010) are the ones Edunation is most interested in for the sake of cost-
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efficiency. Interestingly, one of their biggest efforts towards this is getting invited to
events or media as educational experts and advisors so that they don’t have to pay for
visibility but rather be paid for their brand awareness.
Case study of Edunation shows how company culture can be on some levels strong
and vivid without clearly documented company culture. The start-up mentality of
pushing forward, being under constant change and agility are aspects that are build
strong in both entrepreneurs’ as well as employee’s minds. Talking about future, big
ideas and company story are present in everyday actions, similar to Rode &
Vallaster’s (2005) findings on how storytelling is an effective tool for internal
communications to raise up the company spirit and make employees committed to
the company. Employee commitment and motivation are important for a start-up
since employees are the ones to communicate with external audiences. However,
being international and apart from each other poses challenges for the formulation of
corporate identity by means of communication.
From internal branding activities, the mission of the company is clear and coherent
for both short and long-term, however, company has many values and visions for
their operations. They are also trying to achieve many things at once. From employee
perspective, this can decrease the focus and coherence of the message they have to
deliver outwards, which, as mentioned, affects the external communication and brand
building. Company design represents a typical and efficient brand building aspect for
their start-up business: it was designed by the entrepreneurs with professionals and
advisor (Juntunen et al. 2010). Geographical distance is a challenge for internal
communications, however, entrepreneurs put a lot of effort for establishing open and
transparent communication, update the channels for practicality purposes. Most
significantly they use a lot of storytelling about present and future operations that are
catchy and motivating for the employees. This goes hand in hand with empowering
the employees. From brand perspective they their recruitment practices try to attract
employees that are suitable for start-up working environment so that the employees
fit the company values. The selection for the right founder team was easy due to their
previous history and cooperation and suitable for brand building since the two
entrepreneurs who are good friends as well are the faces for Edunation.
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First five propositions about the connections of start-up branding and
internationalization of a start-up were about business networks and their influence.
Firs proposition “Brand building activities create networks on international markets”
is based on brand awareness and the proposition realizes itself in this case study.
Laurel et al.’s (2017) example of how brand awareness raised in networking events
resulted in increased future business contacts. Edunation is active especially in
foreign fairs and conferences and establishing Edunation India was based on meeting
important Indian contact while promoting the company.
Interestingly, for Edunation the media presence had created the needed brand
awareness for them to reach their main advisor Peter, who got interested in Study
Advisory based on the published article in Aamulehti. As an addition to creating
brand awareness through networking, getting media visibility can boost networking
both nationally and overseas. As discussed in the data, entrepreneur Harri mentioned
while attending a big event in China they also try to get into the local news.
Proposition 2 “Brand building creates access to financial support” is examined
through entrepreneurial and company reputation and clear business model which the
company brand should represent. The key aspects when getting the funding,
Edunation concentrated on networking but the empirical analysis doesn’t present
clear evidence on how entrepreneur’s reputation and company brand helped to get
the funding. However, their advisor Peter is also their investor which shows the trust
on the business model from an insider perspective.
Proposition 3 “Brand orientation creates valuable communication tactics for
international networking” is proved to be true in this case study. Edunation’s
entrepreneurs are tech-marketers (Bresciani & Eppler 2010), interested in innovative
branding activities and using those traditional marketing activities that are only
necessary. This orientation pushes Edunation to invent new and more efficient
channels to reach foreign media and potential customers and partner. They don’t just
traditionally network face-to-face, in fairs or in conferences but also participate in
side activities and hang out in start-up co-working spaces. Opposite to previous
studies of how strong and clear values are the ones behind strong start-up brand
orientation (Venkatesh 2018), also strong internal communication, storytelling and
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creating the hype for their business among their employees has helped employees to
express the company values and vision for stakeholders.
Proposition 4 “Early international relationships influence brand formation” helps to
identify two things about early relationship development and its influence on
company brand. In this case, Edunation’s advisor and financer Peter had the most
significant and direct influence on the birth and design on Edunation, similarly to
Juntunen et al. (2010). He has also a big role in forming the brand as his personal
brand and influence is exploited for external brand building activities. However,
Peter is a Finnish contact which can be a coincidence; a similar type of business
contact could have been found, for example, in Hong Kong where one of the
entrepreneurs, Tuomas, is located in person. It is clear that entrepreneurs’ previous
contacts on Asian markets has influenced in the recognition of the potential business
of Edunation and how Edunation’s offering is presented for international students
outside of EU.
Last proposition that links branding to international networking is proposition 5
“Employee voice is a powerful way to leverage brand orientation in international
activities”. Edunation’s employees are working independently in a start-up and
external communications are trusted greatly with their output. If employee’s
personality is communicative, social and open, employee receives more networking
and social work activities in fairs, conferences and customer meetings. These all
operate internationally. The new Business Development Manager in Finland was
hired to do the same job as the entrepreneur Harri (Sales Director) to represent the
company in international networking events: talk about Edunation and their mission
and get people excited for future business opportunities in that country.
Next two propositions related entrepreneurial capabilities to branding and
international opportunity recognition. Proposition 6 is “Creating a branding strategy
brings focus to internationalization operations”. Merrilees (2007) suggested that
brand strategy should be included in the business model formulation, as an
entrepreneurial insight for gaining competitive advantage on international markets.
Entrepreneurs realize the importance of branding and talk about it, but seem to lack a
coherent and documented strategy due to lack of time or resources. Strategy would
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certainly bring more focus to branding but it’s influence on internationalization
operations remains unclear since in this case study it was not included or documented
in the business model.
Proposition 7 “Brand building filters the recognition of international opportunities”
can be analyzed if looked at the opportunity recognition process of Edunation.
Entrepreneurs are innovation sources for the company on their own and they are also
searching for new innovations mainly through networking. Existing knowledge of
how INVs find opportunities come true in this case study: through both active and
passive search and learning from established relationships. Where employees are
important for leveraging their brand in networks, entrepreneurs’ special task is, in
addition, to identity opportunities. One aspect of their brand as a company is the
start-up mentality of flexibility, efficiency and moving fast and dynamically. This
can be seen from the opportunity identification. Entrepreneurs throw out ideas and
are working on multiple possible future projects at the same time, but leveraging
only those that seem to be profitable in the future.
Propositions 8, 9 and 10 link corporate identity as a brand element to start-up
innovations as an accelerator of company’s internationalization process. Proposition
8 was “Organizational capabilities can be leveraged as a strategic tool for branding”.
Organizational capabilities are important for both branding and international
innovations, and for branding purposes these capabilities are resulting from the
corporate identity and its elements. Knowing how to leverage corporate identity as a
strategic tool is an incremental innovation. According to the entrepreneur,
Edunation’s biggest capability is its human power, entrepreneurs, employees and
partners or advisors. With entrepreneurs themselves they exploit their 11 years of
experience on the markets. Maybe the most important thing is innovatively using
personal brands of Peter Vesterbacka to back up Edunation brand by using his name
in media and a face for the company. Mr. Pramath Sinha as their Indian partner is
raising awareness for the company in Indian markets, local characters in their local
network are the key for building the brand in foreign locations.
Proposition 9 was “Branding can create competitive advantage among small players
on international markets”. In this study where the case company is so young and
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there are not enough financial data or statistics available, truthfully estimating the
position of Edunation and their competitors is challenging or nearly impossible. At
the moment, Edunation has more partners than one of its biggest competitors Finland
University (Finland University 2018; Edunation 2018c). However, their own opinion
about their positioning is optimistic mainly due to their offering (easy to apply,
discounted tuition fees) and how they offer much more for both students and
universities (i.e. career planning) than their competitors. This is the only time
Edunation was talking about their product brand instead of the corporate brand.
Concentrating on product brands is not recommended strategy in the start-up phase
(Abimbola 2001; Krake 2005). Theoretically, differentiating oneself by corporate
brands makes the difference. This proposition couldn’t be proved right in this study.
Proposition 10 was “Branding innovations result from networking” which is true in
this case study. Every identified opportunity and innovative idea that was raised up
in the interviews was related to the knowledge Edunation had acquired from their
business relationship, unofficial and official meetings and by networking abroad.
Face-to-face meetings without agenda were mentioned to be one of the most fruitful
ways to identify new ideas that result in innovations and actual business
opportunities.
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6

CONCLUSIONS

The final chapter of this study presents the conclusions of the study and answers the
original research questions. Theoretical and managerial contributions of the study are
discussed. Chapter also presents the research limitations and suggestions for future
research on the field of international start-up branding and early internationalization
operations.
6.1

Research questions

The purpose for this study was to investigate start-up branding as an activity in an
international new venture, a research field that has been almost non-existent without
established frameworks or guidelines for practical use. The main research question
was “What kind of activity is start-up branding of an international new venture?”
and secondary research questions “How early international venturing and brand
building are linked?” and “What means a start-up company can use when building
international company brand?”.
Start-up branding itself is an activity that operates both on internal and external level
in a company, engaging all the actors of the small company but also many influential
stakeholders. Entrepreneurs have their key influence in building the basis, corporate
identity for the corporate brand, creating the strategy for branding and international
operations and leveraging international opportunities. Employees have significant
power on communication as brand ambassadors. Study found out that start-up
branding in an international new venture lacks documented strategy but is still under
a constant hype and consideration. This finding resonates with previous studies of
how start-up branding just happens in proactively communicating the corporate
brand while doing business operations (Krake 2005; Venkatesh 2018).
In an international new venture, where adaptation is not a coherent brand strategy
due to high expenses and low resources, most efficient branding activities happen in
a network context with new and existing business partners. That is the context where
learning about international markets takes place, ideas spread, new opportunities are
found and leveraged, and international brand awareness is build. Direct local
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connections in foreign locations is the one most powerful tool to gain awareness,
credibility and trust in foreign markets. Partners should be seen as brand
ambassadors for external communication but also in this case study, partners’
personal brands benefitted the formation of the corporate brand.
Elements of accelerated internationalization, networking, international opportunity
recognition and start-up innovations, and early brand building operations both aim
for overcoming the liability of newness and outsiderness, to differentiate and to
position in new markets (Johanson & Vahlne 2009; Holm et al. 2015; Laurel et al.
2017. Two separate research paths and activities in a start-up with the same ultimate
goal. In this case study, the linkages were found from analyzing how branding can
help in the internationalization process; branding as a tool for achieving and
internationalization as a context. Similarly to previous studies, the case company
Edunation managed to raise brand awareness and create new business contacts in
networking events. Innovative branding ideas to reach international audiences
resulted from the knowledge acquired from the closest business relationships.
6.2

Theoretical contributions

This thesis introduced two separate research paths. Firstly, the internationalization
process and accelerated internationalization of INVs and secondly branding and
brand building processes and activities in start-up companies. Internationalization
process research and the development of the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne
1977-2017)

gave

the

guidelines

for

important

elements

of

accelerated

internationalization, both studied extensively in the past. Start-up branding is a field
that still lacks universal guidelines (Krake 2005; Juntunen et al. 2010) and requires
more investigation.
Previous studies have debated about the definitions of an INV and born global
(Coviello 2015). This study presented a modern mindset of the start-up companies.
The globalization and digitalization of the markets have developed so far that
companies are born global with a focus on international markets. Being born global
is inevitable and every part of operations are related on overseas communication,
developing existing and building non-existing business contacts to launch operations.
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The strict definition of a born global by Rennie (1993) is outdated, especially with an
export-to-sales ratio, doesn’t necessarily serve modern start-ups nowadays where
internationalization is a natural way of building the business and companies are
exchanging services instead of products. In the business model of this study’s case
company the revenue comes from national markets, however, in just one year they
have expanded their international operations to South-East Asia, East Asia, India and
Southern America to target another customer group. This study is in line with
Coviello (2015): born global is a company with multiple global value chain activities
close to birth.
International venturing seems to be dependent on entrepreneurial capabilities and
networking, where the latter results in learning, international opportunity recognition
and innovativeness. This study gave evidence for how entrepreneurial and
managerial knowledge about international markets is important for start-ups.
Entrepreneurial knowledge and skills can be seen as a resource on its own when the
company lacks tangible ones. Networks are all as important and more. This study
proved that international networks are not only important for identifying new
business opportunities (Holm et al. 2015; Johanson & Karo 2015) but a tool for
expanding the business. Earlier research on accelerated internationalization and
meaning of networks is concentrating on the learning process and innovations but in
this study a new benefit occurred. The case company made strategic partnerships
with foreign actors who started to operate not only as a local link but head of
operations in the foreign markets. This type of direct relationship intensified the
learning of foreign markets (Holm et al. 2015), helping to overcome the liability of
foreigness and outsiderness.
According to this study results, innovative start-up culture means openness to new
possibilities, courage for pursuing them, positive attitude towards change and
flexibility. All this raises firstly from entrepreneurial capabilities, that result in
organizational capabilities of learning, competences and business routines (Knight &
Cavusgil 2004). In this study, innovative culture, often referred as “start-up hype”,
resulted in the identification of so many international opportunities that the company
can leverage just a small part of them.
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This study contributed to the theory of start-up branding by confirming some of the
existing knowledge but also adding a few notions that were not discussed in the
literature review. First of all, branding is important for modern start-up and brand
value is well acknowledged, however, there is often no existing brand strategy
(Krake 2005; Venkatesh 2018). Brand building happens during other actions of
business operations if the company remembers to think about it. However, not
documenting the brand strategy and corporate culture creates biases, especially
between the employees and entrepreneurs. Considering that employees are such
important brand ambassadors (Juntunen et al. 2010; Skaalsvik & Olsen 2015),
getting everyone to the same page about values, mission and vision is a key for
communicating coherent corporate identity.
The study adds to previous research of Rode & Vallaster (2005) about corporate
identity and corporate image by increasing the knowledge about the focus in
branding. This case study showed that entrepreneurs often think almost exclusively
external branding activities instead of concentrating on the internal activities,
excluding the visual design of the company. Branding is seen mostly as an activity
always engaging the external stakeholders and how the communication flows back
and forth. Designing the elements of corporate identity are not linked directly to
branding.
Interestingly, completely new brand building tactics occurred. Linking other brands
to corporate brand turned out to be efficient by means of costs and brand awareness.
Case company used the brand of Finland almost exclusively when targeting one of
their customer groups as well as personal and professional brands of their partners
and advisors to gain awareness and credibility. This was not discussed in the
literature review. Compared to Bresciani & Eppler (2010) unconventional branding
activities, seems that the information outdates fast and only the sky is the limit when
designing innovative brand building activities. The case company didn’t just want to
achieve media presence but to be paid to brand themselves. This was pursued by
branding the entrepreneurs as professionals on their own field.
This study combined international new venturing and start-up branding in a whole
new way. Finding clear linkages were found especially from start-up networking
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related activities. It seems that the connection for better performance on international
markets is there, but this requires further exploration. The opportunities for future
research are discussed in chapter 6.4.
6.3

Managerial implications

This thesis gives the case company information on how they should evaluate and
plan their branding processes, what activities to use and how to support their
internationalization development. These managerial implications can serve also other
young companies.
An entrepreneur should first understand the aspects of start-up branding, as
mentioned in the theoretical contributions, both internal and external activities and
the interaction between company’s corporate identity and corporate image. Where
there are usually not enough time, money and human resources for creating a
documented strategy or continuing strategic actions taken towards building the
company brand, entrepreneurs should understand how everyday actions and internal
communication can create the basis for the brand. Thinking of how company’s
culture, HRM practices and communication can be aligned with the company brand
helps a long way. When these are thought through, the company can efficiently focus
on external activities.
A lot happens in a start-up company in relatively short time frame and sometimes the
employees can be confused what to focus on and where the company is going. This
is a problem since employees are important brand ambassadors. In this case, the
undocumented company culture by means of values and vision, and multiple future
scenarios for business caused some biases and complexity. At the same time
employee motivation was high due to enthusiastic atmosphere and storytelling that
entrepreneurs successfully carry out in everyday operations. Another element of
corporate identity can operate successfully while it is important to identify those that
need more planning. Brand building should be seen as a focus and a filter for
operations to concentrate on the most important things and avoid complexity and
confusion.
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For a start-up with low resources it is also a good idea to think about the company
offering and what other, great and, most importantly, existing elements can be related
to this brand. Marketing a service or product by linking it, for example, to the
nationality it is from can be a cost-efficient way of reusing an existing brand. The
existing brand should have same brand attributes (such as values) as the intended
corporate brand. The same thing can be done with people, not paid advertisement
with celebrities, but acquiring important and powerful business partners and using
their personal brand for the sake of building the brand awareness, trust and
credibility.
Innovative organizational culture and change-oriented leadership keeps the company
spirit dynamic and suitable for leveraging new foreign market opportunities quickly.
Innovative culture also seeks out for innovative branding ideas. Starting operations
on a foreign location is easy with local business ties. Especially direct and close
foreign business relationship accelerate the knowledge building from the
international markets. At the same time this local character is great for building the
company brand awareness in his or her nation, if willing to do so. However,
insidership in these close relationships might limit the perspective for international
operations and create a tunnel vision, so the development process should be
monitored.
Networks are everything for both branding and internationalization. Building a
foreign network is not just recommended but inevitable, and seeking innovations and
opportunities result from the network activities and interaction. Brand can be build
whilst networking and the viable branding activities are participating in networking
events. Networking as an activity shouldn’t be restricted for participating fairs and
conferences in a professional manner but it can be done daily by chatting
unofficially, working in co-working spaces and meeting in professional yet unofficial
business events. Network ties don’t only provide new knowledge about external
business environment, but studies have shown that business relationships are
important feedback channels about company’s operations and brand. Monitoring
feedback from stakeholders should be repeated and taken as part of managing
company’s relationships.
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6.4

Research limitations

The validity and reliability of the research were discussed in chapter 4.8. A main
notion in this chapter concerned the reliability of qualitative single case studies.
Reliability (replicability or repeatability) is hard to achieve since qualitative research
aims for understanding and explaining rather than pure generalization. Therefore, the
results of this study can bring new perspectives on the field of start-up branding in
international new ventures, but they are not necessarily true in other cases.
Combining

research

paths

of

international

new

venturing,

accelerated

internationalization and start-up branding posed challenges for the research design
since the connections had to be developed from the scratch. The linkages were there
theoretically but lacked previous research and evidence. Propositions were formed by
applying the theoretical information creatively. As seen from the empirical analysis,
not all of these propositions were proved to be true or false and they require more
careful analysis in the future.
The entrepreneurs and employee who were interviewed for the empirical analysis
might not have expressed their concerns related to their business operations,
expressing the answers in merely positive manner. This was also part of their
tendency for positive image building storytelling and motivational start-up culture.
The aspects of the case company’s branding that seemed to need improvement were
not clear. Deducing such things might cause bias for the research results since the
reality might be different. In addition, trusting the research results of case company’s
corporate identity elements on one single employee doesn’t create generalization
among all the employees. Though interviews were carried out in two levels of the
organization, carrying out more interviews would have increased the credibility of
this study.
6.5

Suggestions for future research

In overall, the field of building an international company brand for young business
should be researched further since more and more companies internationalize their
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operations from inception and brand is proved to be a supportive process. These
three points for suggestions as future research are listed below.
Networking, innovations and recognizing opportunities from foreign markets have
been considered as accelerators for young companies’ internationalization (Karra et
al. 2008; Knight & Cavusgil 2004; Oviatt & McDougal 2005; Johanson & Vahlne
2003, 2009). The less studied field of start-up branding lacks such identified
concepts and functions. Many studies give out suggestions of what to do for the
branding and who to include in the process, but the top three functions are yet to be
discovered. Since customer preferences and market characteristics vary, this could be
studied by different sectors and industries.
Few of the propositions were still left to be answered. The importance of branding
could be examined and justified by studying how strong entrepreneurial and
corporate brands have helped start-ups to acquire external funding. The challenge is
this would be first evaluating a strong brand truthfully. Comparative study of
multiple cases on same international markets would help figuring out if brand
building had created competitive advantage for those small markets players who
engage themselves fully to it.
One aspect of international start-up branding that was not discussed in this study was
the most effective brand building activities for international brand building. This
study concentrated on explaining how these two processes can support each other.
Longitudinal and comparative multiple case studies are needed for identifying
companies that have succeeded in their branding and how this resulted in the
development of business and growth. For future research, identifying specific brand
building functions and activities that could help especially in building international
corporate brand should be researched and specified.
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