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A B S T R A C T

Although there is some recognition that agility is advantageous for a born-global firm, the concept of agility is
underexplored in the management and marketing literature. Little is known about the ability of born-globals to
become agile and under what conditions agility can lead to better market performance. In this investigation the
exploratory qualitative research was conducted using the data of fifteen in-depth interviews with managers and
experts in Tech City in London, UK. Firstly, the findings show that creativity and informal planning are the main
decision-making drivers of agility in born-global firms. Secondly, the study reveals that agility is more likely to
be positively related to international market performance when key decision-makers have certain skills,
including knowledge of the market, international experience, learning orientation and ambiguity tolerance.

1. Introduction

Changes within the global business environment have presented
SMEs with more opportunities to access the international marketplace
(Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, & Zucchella, 2008; Patel,
Fernhaber, McDougall-Covin, & van der Have, 2014). As a result,
companies that operate internationally soon after their inception
(‘born-globals’) are emerging in substantial numbers worldwide. Scho-
lars have provided different definitions of born-globals (BGs) in terms
of speed and scope of internationalization; however, the majority agree
that BG firms are those that start internationalization within three years
of their domestic establishment and derive at least 25% of sales from
international markets (e.g. Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Kuivalainen,
Saarenketo, & Puumalainen, 2012; Madsen, 2013). Although BG firms
have been a focus of attention for about two decades (since the work of
Oviatt &McDougall, 1994) there is still a lack of research that examines
the drivers of their superior international performance.

Being early adopters of internationalization, BGs face multiple
challenges in the international environment (Freeman, Hutchings,
Lazaris, & Zyngier, 2010). To maximize their performance, the deci-
sion-making of BG firms has to be aligned with their external condi-
tions. However, to maintain an alignment with today's dynamic global
marketplace and not to become a victim of its uncertainty, BGs not only
have to respond to environmental changes but also have to be able to
proactively drive the external environment, through being agile
(Griffith &Hoppner, 2013). ‘Agility’ has been defined as the ability to
detect market opportunities and take advantage of them with speed and
surprise (Cegarra-Navarro, Soto-Acosta, &Wensley, 2016;

Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj, & Grover, 2003). Most research has focused
on the ability of firms to minimize the uncertainties in the external
environment rather than on an ability to contribute to market volatility
through speedy and surprising market solutions. BGs provide an
especially appropriate context for such research, as they operate under
challenging conditions – when the environment is highly uncertain,
windows of opportunity are short-lived and limited resources are at
hand (Weerawardena, Mort, Liesch, & Knight, 2007). Little is known
about the ability of BGs to become agile and under what internal
conditions agility can lead to better performance. We respond to this
gap in the literature by developing a conceptual framework based on a
literature review and an exploratory qualitative study of BG companies
in Tech City in London, UK.

The theoretical contributions of this paper are threefold. First, it
evaluates the performance drivers of BG firms. Up to now, most
research has been devoted to the motivations for early internationaliza-
tion rather than the reasons for their success (Almor, Tarba, &Margalit,
2014). Second, we bring into focus the construct of agility, which
requires in-depth understanding, especially in the context of BG firms.
Previous research has emphasized the importance of agility to compe-
titive advantage; however, what is still lacking is an understanding of
its drivers and the conditions in which agility does indeed improve a
firm's performance in international markets. Third, we build on
effectuation theory (e.g. Sarasvathy, 2001) by extending it to cover
the decision-making of BG firms.

The results of the study are relevant for both managers and policy-
makers. From a managerial perspective, the study will help BGs to
improve their decision-making processes. From a policy-making per-
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spective, support for BG companies is part of broader government
programs to promote SMEs in, among countries, the UK, Finland, and
Germany (Mandl & Celikel-Esser, 2012), as such support for BGs can
help an economy (as has happened in the UK and the USA).

The paper proceeds by setting out the background to the research,
by reviewing the literature on the concept of agility and decision-
making approaches. The methodology employed is then described,
followed by findings and propositions arising from the study. The paper
is concluded with a discussion of the implications and limitations of the
study, and avenues for future research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Agility and market performance

Contradicting the incremental pattern of internationalization, BGs
manage to achieve superior market performance despite scarce finan-
cial, human and tangible resources (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). Market
performance is often characterized in terms of market share (e.g.
market share growth) and sales indicators (e.g. sales volume, sales
growth) of a company's products and services (Katsikeas, Morgan,
Leonidou, & Hult, 2016). The markets in which BGs typically operate
are considered to be among the most volatile and the firms themselves
appear to contribute to this volatility (Oviatt &McDougall, 1994;
Coviello, 2015). Although it is acknowledged that BGs are willing to
take risks and face uncertainties (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004), there
is still a lack of academic research on their ability to embrace
uncertainties, deal with unpredictable changes in foreign markets and
gain international market success (Galkina & Chetty, 2015).

Uncertainty is defined as an inability to forecast precisely what the
outcomes of a decision will be (Milliken, 1987) due to insufficient
information and conflicting signals (Raven, McCullough, & Tansuhaj,
1994). Despite the fact that managers emphasize the importance of
market analysis and the prediction of environmental changes, the
environment remains highly uncertain and even major changes are
often not forecast (e.g. the financial crisis of 2008). Moreover,
environmental uncertainty is reportedly greater in the international
environment due to its instability and the interrelation of markets
(Ashill & Jobber, 2014). The international environment favors risk-
taking and opportunism, but it also means that the ability to predict
what will be the ‘best’ solution to any particular problem is less than it
is in less turbulent environments. In such uncertain conditions, BGs
have to understand how to deal better with unpredictability.

Agile firms are argued to be capable of coping with unpredictable
changes in the market as they continuously sense market opportunities
and act upon them (Wadhwa & Rao, 2003). More specifically, agility is
defined as the ability to reconfigure available options with speed and
surprise to reap benefits from unpredictable changes in the business
environment (Bernardes &Hanna, 2009; Sambamurthy et al., 2003). A
focus on agility is especially important for BG firms, as they have to
shape international markets to succeed, rather than merely respond to
market changes.

Industry experts also want attention to be paid to the importance of
unexpectedness and agility in the marketplace. For example, according
to the industry insights provided by Kevin Robertson (2014) (former
CEO of the Saatchi & Saatchi advertising agency), when firms are
operating in an uncertain and turbulent environment, surprise and
disruption can be a way to improve market performance, as they enable
a firm to outplay competitors and win new customers. The ability to
surprise the market was also discussed at the World Marketing and
Sales Forum (2015) as one of the core strategies for competitive
superiority in the modern business environment (wmsfmelb.com).

When companies have sufficient resources, they can invest in the
development of new products and services, as well as in their marketing
and promotion. Indeed, traditional, well-established companies can
achieve agility through high levels of investment in R & D. In contrast,

most BG firms have scarce resources. For them, resources (e.g.
financial) are usually constrained by their young age and often small
size (Oviatt &McDougall, 1994). Where resources are limited, the
success of a company is strongly related to the way in which decisions
are made by managers (Nemkova, Souchon, Hughes, &Micevski, 2015).

2.2. Decision-making approaches

The rapid growth of BG firms is considered to be challenging for
their decision-making processes (Nummela, Saarenketo,
Jokela, & Loane, 2014). Because BGs do not follow the traditional stage
model of internationalization, their way of doing business is rarely
‘characterized by a steady, logical, controlled sequential progression’
(McAuley, 1999, p. 80) and their decision-making strategies can be
described as ‘semi-coherent’ (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998).

Within the entrepreneurship literature a seminal author on the
effectuation theory, Sarasvathy (2001), distinguished between causa-
tion and effectuation decision-making modes, explaining that the main
difference between them lies in the set of choices. Causation involves
choosing between different means to achieve a particular goal, whereas
effectuation relies on the means at hand to achieve a variety of goals in
a process where the outcomes are not initially known (Wiltbank, Dew,
Read, & Sarasvathy, 2006). According to causation logic, the best
solution can be found if managers in BGs carefully look for new trends,
perform frequent environmental analyses, evaluate a large number of
alternatives prior to making a decision and select the one with the
highest expected return (Andersson, 2011). However, the danger is that
under the uncertain conditions of internationalization (Kalinic,
Sarasvathy, & Forza, 2014) and goal ambiguity (Galkina & Chetty,
2015) this decision-making process can become slow and as a result
foreign market opportunities could be missed. Effectuation, on the
other hand, allows decision-makers to quickly change their goals over
time. Using effectuation logic, decision-makers in BGs can initially
focus on the resources available at hand (e.g. personal abilities,
knowledge, social networks) and then try to achieve a variety of goals
related to international expansion (Andersson, 2011). It allows them to
incorporate serendipitous events into their decision-making process and
to construct new alternatives, which, in turn, can create new and
surprising outcomes (Sarasvathy, Kumar, York, & Bhagavatula, 2014).

Thus, it is suggested that effectuation logic is particularly relevant
for developing agility within BG firms, as they often operate in new
niche markets and have to make decisions in the absence of clear pre-
existing goals. However, it still leaves at least three important questions
understudied: (a) whether agility can be also achieved by the use of
causation logic; (b) exactly which decision-making approaches BGs rely
on to become agile; (c) what conditions are necessary for agility to be
able to improve a firm's international performance.

3. Methodology

To achieve the research objectives, a qualitative exploratory study
was conducted. The companies in ‘Tech City’, London, UK, were used as
a case study. Tech City is the biggest start-up cluster in the world
outside the US and the third-largest technology start-up cluster, after
San Francisco and New York City. Past research suggests that BG
companies tend to originate more in high-technology industries
(Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Oviatt &McDougall, 1994). According to
Eurofound (Mandl & Celikel-Esser, 2012), across Europe the average
proportion of all firms that could be categorized as BGs is about 2%;
however, among start-ups the figure reaches about 10% in Finland,
25% in France and 15% in the UK.

The exploratory study included an in-depth interview with one key
decision-maker (seven company founders/co-founders and four market-
ing managers) from each of 11 firms selected and four in-depth
interviews with industry experts (people who had been working with
BG firms over 5 years as external mentors or collaborators) (see
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