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 Firms’ Internationalization is a gradual and incremental process where firms concen-
trated in their home country and internationalized over a period. This research work has 
sought to find out the determinants of born-global firms in Nigeria. 121 copies of 
questionnaires were administered to selected companies in Nigeria, only 102 were 
returned. Only 64 firms met the criteria for classification as a born-global firm. Logistic 
regression was employed to analyse the data. The response rate is 84.30%.The result
reveals that Enterprise Support Agencies (ESA) network  and cultural proximity 
increase the probability of a Nigeria exporting MSMEs being a born global firm, but the 
technology level at which the firm does business, does not significantly increase the 
probability of a Nigeria exporting MSME being a born-global firm. It is recommended 
that the government should enhance the capacity of the enterprise development agencies 
as well as create more awareness about its operations. 
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Introduction 

Internationalization of firms has traditionally been a gradual and incremental 

process, firms concentrated in their home country and internationalized over a long 

time, some firms have operated locally for 7,10,15 and even 20 years before 

internationalizing. However, international entrepreneurship literature documents that 

some firms internationalized early, some internationalized in less than 3 years after 

creation, while some even began exporting since their creation, with most of these 

firms usually having a global orientation since inception. This class of firms are called 
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international new venture or born global firms. Born global firms differ from the 

traditional form of firms’ internationalization that is characterized by gradual or 

incremental entry into a foreign market and usually operates locally for over 6 years 

before internationalizing. Born global firms on the other hand internationalize rapidly 

and they usually have an international orientation from inception. 

Scholars have studied the features as well as the determinants of born global 

firms in developed economies (Chetty& Campbell-Hunt, 2004; Crick & Spence, 

2005; McKinsey& Co., 1993). Scholars equally studied the features and determinants 

of born-global firms in emerging and some developing economies (Escandon, 2009; 

Cancino& La Paz, 2010; Dibetal, 2010; Amoros et al., 2012; Cancino& Coronado, 

2014), but studies of the features and determinants of born global firms in Nigeria and 

West Africa region are sparse. The broad objective of this study is to explore the 

determinants of born-global firms in Nigeria as compared to traditional (gradual) 

internationalizing firms; furthermore, the study will be guided by the following 

specific objectives. First, to investigate whether Nigeria born-global firms are 

involved only in more technological sectors or whether they are also players in 

sectors classified as low-tech. Second, to understand how networking with gover-

nment agencies influences the internationalization of born-global entrepreneurships. 

Third, to identify the scope of the internationalization of born-global firms in terms of 

cultural distance. 

The study is particularly important, because Nigeria is an import-dependent 

economy, that imports virtually everything, including commodities, whose raw 

materials are abundantly available in Nigeria, for instance, tooth picks, matches, 

petroleum products are still been imported into the country, despite the fact that wood 

and crude oil are abundantly available.  

2.0. Literature Review 

Recent studies in Nigeria have revealed that some firms internationalized early, 

some firms in Nigeria began exporting less than 6 years after creation, some were 

even established with the aim of exporting a particular product or combination of 

product. The Nigeria export promotion council reveals that some firms began 

exporting very early and most of these firms are micro, small and medium-sized 

enterprises (MSMEs) (NEPC, 2017). Therefore, most of these early internationalizing 

firms in Nigeria, known as born-global firms are MSMEs, which enter foreign market 

by majorly adopting exportation entry strategy. 
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2.1.1. Born-Globals 

During the 1970s the dominant internationalization strategy was of incremental 

export development, where a firm’s internationalization commences with its entry 

into an international market in incremental or gradual steps, and this usually takes 

long years from foundation to internationalization, that is, some firms internat-

ionalized after 6 to 20 years of operating in their home country. However in the 1980s 

the concept of firms that possess global vision from inception, with export revenue 

accounting for a significant percentage of total revenue emerged. Welch and 

Luostarinen (1988) first introduced the concept of the ‘Born Global firm. The term 

‘Born Global’ has been widely used since the study by McKinsey & Company (1993) 

conducted in Australia about the early internationalizing firms and they conclude that 

Born Global firms are very flexible, close to the customers and able to adapt the 

products according to the market needs and wants. They produce innovative techno-

logy products targeted to international niche markets, which compete on quality and 

value created. 

A year after the study by McKinsey & Company (1993), Oviatt and McDougall 

(1994) defined international new venture (INV) as a “business organization that, from 

inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources 

and the sale of outputs in multiple countries” while Knight and Cavusgil (2004) used 

the term born global and defined it as “business organizations that, from or near their 

founding, seek superior international business performance from the application of 

knowledge-based resources to the sale of outputs in multiple countries”.  

Cavusgil and Knight (2015) opine that the term born global is less precise than 

international new venture, which is supported by Coviello (2015) when he refers to 

the multiple forms of INVs introduced by Oviatt and McDougall (1994) and the 

importance of geography while defining a company, that may not have a global focus 

but instead a regional or international one. Nevertheless, ‘born global’ is the 

terminology most used and known. 

Different authors’ definitions agreed that the distinctive characteristics of these 

firms are their international origins and early internationalizing path. Regarding the 

duration between the creation of a born global firm and its commencement of 

international business activities, Rennie (1993) posits that these are companies that 

internationalize within 2 years after the company inception. However, most scholars 

suggest that 6 years and younger is suitable (Zahra, Ireland &Hitt, 2000). Garcia-

Cabrera, Garcia-Soto & Suarez-Ortega (2017) opine that a firm’s capabilities 

influence a new venture propensity to become a born-global firm. 
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In summary, all the definitions stated above agreed that a Born Global is a young 

firm, established by an entrepreneur with a strong international background, with the 

aims to attain foreign markets entry at their inception by offering to niche markets an 

innovative and first-rate product that fits its customer needs and wants. We thereby 

posit that Born-global firms are firms that internationalized within four years after 

start-up and derive 20percent of their revenue from foreign business activities. 

2.1.2. Drivers of Born Global Firms 

Scholars in the field of international business have recognized some factors that 

drive the creation of born global firms; they have linked this growing propensity with 

the changing economic, technological, and social conditions. They argue that 

enhancement of international communication and transportation reduces the 

operational and transactional costs of doing international business and increases 

homogenization of markets in distant countries, and makes the conduct of interna-

tional business easier to comprehend. Firms need to internationalize in order to 

sustain the degree of products’ specialization and the consequent increase of niche 

markets that new market conditions are requesting. Moreover, the needs and wants of 

buyers are becoming more homogeneous and financial markets have had to be 

internationalized.  

Globalization leads to an increased homogenization of buyer preferences around 

the world that simplifies product development and positioning in foreign markets, 

making international business easier. Technological advances in information and 

communications technologies, production methods, transportation, and international 

logistics have reduced transaction costs and facilitated the growth of international 

trade. New production processes are making small-scale operations more economical 

and therefore specialization, customization and niche production is more viable. 

Transportation is more frequent, reliable and cheaper which has reduced the cost 

barriers of international business and the developments in communication have made 

world markets more accessible at a lower cost.  

People, including the founders of the born globals, have more sophisticated 

abilities, there are higher numbers of employees with competence to communicate, 

understand and operate in foreign markets due to the growing number of people with 

international experience, consequence of exchange programs or increasing internatio-

nal business activities. This exchange of people between countries is making national 

boundaries less important and the markets more homogeneous. (Oviatt and 

McDougall 1994;  Loper, 1995; Madsen &Servais, 1997; Knight &Cavusgil, 2004). 

Martin, Javalgi & Cavusgil (2017) posit that born global firms can enhance their 
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performance by overcoming their asset-constrained conditions, through ambidextrous 

innovation. The rising availability of international financing opportunities by most 

governments, through the establishment of export promoting agencies led to the 

creation of these early internationalizing firms. A very good example is the 

establishment of Nigeria Export Promotion Council (NEPC), a Nigerian government 

agency with the mandate of promoting exportation, as well as providing supports to 

exporters, through training, finance, and networking among others.  

2.1.3. Traditional (Gradual) Internationalization 

Prior to the advent of born global firms, firms internationalized incrementally, 

that is, firms gradually internationalized, characterized by a time lapse of many years 

to internationalize between the foundation of the firm and its first international 

activity. Johanson and Vahlne, 1977opine that the knowledge and information 

impacting the behavior of firms in entering foreign markets, not just the magnitude of 

its resources in competing, explains why firms generally begin an internationalization 

process at a later stage in their development and why that process takes place 

gradually. A firm targets culturally close markets at the beginning of its 

internationalization, that is, markets that have a similar language, political system, 

trade practices and culture. The start of an international expansion will thus entail 

little risk and be implemented mainly through indirect exports to similar markets, 

which allow the firms to improve its understanding of the foreign markets. That 

understanding helps them to commit more resources to international business 

activities (Blankenburg-Holm, 1995). 

According to Johanson and Vahlne (1977), firms are expected to go through the 

stages, from low to high commitment entry modes. There are four stages, called the 

“establishment chain”. That includes; No regular export activities, Export via 

independent representatives, Establishment of an overseas sales subsidiary, overseas 

production (Andersen, 1993). A company stores knowledge and enhances its presence 

in a foreign country by passing these stages. In stages 1 and 2 market-specific 

knowledge is not that needed as in further stages. When a company has learned more 

about a foreign market, it moves to Stage 3 and 4. Kontinen and Ojala (2010) posit 

that in market selection, firms usually choose a nearby market, and then distant ones. 

Companies tend to favor nearby countries within a low cultural distance when they 

start internationalizing and after that expand to culturally distant markets.  

 

 

 



Izvestiya 

2017  •  Volume 61  •  №4 

382 

2.2. Theoretical Review 

2.2.1. Uppsala Theory 

Uppsala model was developed by Johanson and Vahlne (1977) on the basis of 

arguments from the behavioral theory of the firm, in the theory of the growth of 

the firm (Penrose,1957) and in the incremental decision making process (Carlson, 196

6). The theory postulates that organizations internationalize gradually, starting with 

low commitment entry modes, mainly by indirect exports and after improving their 

knowledge of the host country, the organizations then employ high commitment 

strategies, like a joint venture or wholly-owned subsidiary and in internationalizing, 

organizations concentrate on culturally close foreign markets, that is, countries with 

similar culture, language, and political system. 

Based on empirical observations researchers explain theoretically the internation

alization of firms and describe the expansion from a learning viewpoint, because acco

rding to Johanson and Vahlne (1977), firms’ internationalization is tightly connected 

with knowledge acquisition and learning. In selecting a market, firms usually choose 

a nearby market, and then distant ones. Firms tend to favor nearby countries within a 

low cultural distance when they start internationalization and after that expand to 

culturally distant markets, international commitment decisions are made incremen-

tally because of market uncertainty, risks, and opportunities. According to the 

Uppsala model, firms are expected to go through the stages, from low to high 

commitment entry modes. There are four stages, called the “establishment 

chain”, which includes; No regular export activities, Export via independent repre-

sentatives, Establishment of an overseas sales subsidiary, overseas production 

(Kontinen&Ojala, 2010).  

2.2.2. Born Global Theory 

The born global or international new venture model postulates that some firms, 

mostly young small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) expand rapidly, and 

moreover they start internationalization from start-up, instead of gradual 

internationalization. They prefer to enter foreign markets immediately. In order to 

internationalize rapidly, they use such factors as founder-entrepreneur’s knowledge 

(Oviatt & McDougall, 2000) and network of contacts (Crick & Jones, 2000) and their 

corporate relationships with public and private agents (Simoes & Dominguinhos, 

2001). These firms have proactive international strategy, offer unique products and 

services; they are willing to take risks. Frequently, such SMEs are firms that produce 

highly specialized technology-intensive goods and occupy narrow specific market 
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niche. But despite this common association with high-tech industry it would be 

correct to say that there are no limitations related to industry. For instance, 

international new ventures can be found in such sectors as arts and crafts (McAuley, 

1999), management services (Oviatt& McDougall, 1995), manufacturing (Rennie, 

1993) and sea products (Knight et al., 2001). They are innovative and creative not 

only in technology, but also in the way they conduct business.  

According to Zahra, Ireland and Hitt (2000) INVs are those firms whose foreign 

trade activity constitutes more than 25% of their sales over a period of less than 6 

years of establishment. Different terms were used in literature, for instance they were 

first called innate exporters (Granitsky, 1989), then born internationals (Ray, 1989), 

subsequently infant multinationals (Lindqvist, 1991) and high-technology start-ups 

(Jolly et al., 1992). Further proposed were the terms global start-ups (Oviatt& 

McDougall 1995), instant internationals and international entrepreneurs, more 

frequently used were the names: born global (Rennie 1993; Knight &Cavusgil 1996; 

Moen 2002; Chetty& Campbell-Hunt 2004) and international new ventures (Oviatt& 

McDougall 1994; Bloodgood et al. 1996). 

This study has adopted the born-global theory, because it captures the subject 

matter. However, some modifications were effected, including, the selection criteria 

for the firms, which were limited to firms that internationalized within four years after 

start-up and derive 20 percent of its revenue from foreign business activities. 
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Table 1.1 

Comparison of U-Model and Born Global Theory 

 
Source: Pereira (2015). 

2.3. Empirical Review 

McKinsey & Company (1993) conducted a study on three hundred and ten (310) 

small and medium-sized enterprises in Australia. The initial exporters were divided 

into two groups, one with more traditional domestic-based firms, which created a 

strong domestic base before exporting, and covered 75% of the total sample. The 



M. S. Oladimeji, B. U. Eze.  

Determinants of Born-Global Firms: Evidence from Nigeria 

385 

second group was formed by the so-called Born Globals, which started exporting 

within less than 2 years of operation and were exporting 75% of their total sales. 

These Born Globals were very flexible, close to the customers and able to adapt the 

products according to the market needs and wants. They produced innovative 

technology products targeted to international niche markets, which competed on 

quality and value created.  

Cancino and Coronado (2014) explores the determinant of born global firms in 

Chile, using survey research method, the findings suggest that a foreign capital 

network, an economic development agencies network, the cultural distance from the 

countries receiving the exports, the localization of the SME in the capital city, and the 

company’s size are factors that significantly increase the probability that a young 

Chilean exporter will be classified as born-global. In contrast with the high 

technology content of the born-global companies that has been reported in developed 

countries, the technology level was not relevant in how quickly the Chilean SMEs 

internationalized 

Mohammed (2017) identified the determinants of export propensity and intensity 

of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Nigeria. He estimated an export model 

for SMEs, comprising a system of two equations, one export propensity and the other 

for intensity. The analysis revealed that the firm’s age, labor productivity, access to 

loans and infrastructure are robust determinants of export propensity. In addition, the 

results confirmed that a firm’s age, labor productivity, capital intensity, skill intensity, 

access to loans, managerial experience, and infrastructure increase the export 

intensity.  

Yipeng (2017) investigated the role of transnational entrepreneurs in growing born 

global firms, with a focus on the growth process facilitated by collaborative entry mode. 

The author chose the solar photovoltaic industry as a case study. This industry is a 

particularly good context for the study because many firms in this industry sell 

knowledge-intensive products internationally from their inception. The primary data 

consist of 32 in-depth interviews with entrepreneurs, industry association represen-

tatives, research institute scholars, and professional service firms. The study highlighted 

the importance of transnational entrepreneurs who develop born global firms to 

maturity by using their technological knowledge, international connections, and 

bicultural advantages to navigate and leverage institutional complexity. Collaborative 

entry mode with distributors enables born global firms’ high growth rapidly, whereas 

transnational entrepreneurs play a central role in building and expanding international 

network. Initial public offering in overseas stock exchange accelerates the high growth 

trajectory of born global firm by signaling its maturity. 
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Garcia-Cabrera, Garcia-Soto & Suarez-Ortega (2017) examined knowledge 

spillovers and firms’ capabilities as a propelling factor for young SMEs’ propensity to 

export and to become a born-global firm. Through the application of Binomial 

Logistic Regression Models, using survey research design, by employing a sample of 

242 young Spanish manufacturing SMEs. The findings revealed that knowledge 

spillovers rather than firms’ capabilities influence young SMEs propensity to export, 

while firms’ capabilities rather than knowledge spillovers influence a new venture 

propensity to become a born-global firm. 

Martin, Javalgi & Cavusgil (2017) explored how born-global firms can enhance 

their performance by overcoming their asset-constrained conditions. The authors 

developed and tested a framework that explores the role of balanced innovation 

approach on the ambidextrous innovation of born-global firms. The findings revealed 

that positional advantage mediates the relationship between competitive strategy and 

export ventures performance. Furthermore, ambidextrous innovation is a key 

decision-making input for performance enhancement of born global firms in Mexico.   

3.0. Methodology 

This study employed a survey research design, 121 exporting micro, small and 

medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) were purposefully selected and a structured 

questionnaire was administered to their various chief executives. Though, most 

scholars applies the criteria of Knight and Cavusgil (1996), who classified companies 

as born-global if they began to export within three years after start-up and more than 

25 percent of revenue is accounted for by export. This study, having considered the 

peculiar nature of Nigeria economy, classifies a born-global firm as a firm that 

internationalizes within four years after start-up and generate more than 20percent of 

total revenue from foreign operation. The study adapted the questionnaire used by 

Cancino and Coronado (2014),  out of the 121 questionnaire administered, only 102 

were returned and out of which only 64 firms met the criteria for classification as a 

born-global firm. Logistic regression was employed to analysis the data. 

3.1.1. Variable Definition and Coding 

Born-globals are firms that internationalized within four years after creation and 

export more than 20% of its sales, therefore, firms that meet these criteria have a 

value of 1 while firms that don’t, have a value of 0. Enterprise Support Agencies 

(ESA) network is defined as a dichotomous variable that has a value of 1 if the firm 

has support from government agencies furthering MSME export development and 0 if 

it does not. Cultural distance is defined as the percentage of culturally distant 
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customer countries compared to all countries to which an MSME exports, based on 

language difference, we classified countries where the official language is English as 

culturally proximate countries.  

Countries where other languages are spoken were classified as culturally distant. 

Culturally distant countries take the value 0, while culturally proximate countries take 

1. Technology level is defined as a dichotomous variable that uses a value of 1 if the 

company participates in technology sectors rated high-technology or medium high- 

technology and 0 if they are rated medium-low or low.  

3.1.2. Hypotheses 

Entrepreneurs relate with government agencies, especially government agencies 

that support exports and start ups. The importance of a government network to 

MSMEs is a well-known fact in the literature, particularly since many countries set up 

a good number of enterprise support agencies (ESA) to boost enterprise creation, 

entry to new markets, the development of innovative products and carrying out 

research and development (Moen &Servais, 2002; Cancino and Coronado, 2014). 

There are so many ESAs in Nigeria and they include: Nigeria Export Promotion 

Council, Small and Medium Scale Enterprises development Agency of Nigeria, Bank 

of Industry, Federal Institute for Industrial Research, among numerous others, all of 

which aimed at enhancing entrepreneurial activities in the country: 

H1. Taking part in the ESA network increases the probability of a Nigeria 

exporting MSME being a born-global firm. 

But it is not just governmental networking that is important for rapid interna-

tionalization. Johanson and Vahlne (1990) posit that the geographic and cultural 

distance between the markets could condition the export behavior of MSMEs, taking 

into account the risks implicit in international business. According to Andersen 

(1993), the gradual approach to internationalization means that MSMEs begin 

exporting to similar markets, ideally neighboring markets, in the early stages of 

development. A notable and differentiating aspect of born-global firms is that they do 

not decide where they will export based on smaller existing cultural distances. Born-

global firms based their decision regarding their target markets on the profitability 

expected from each market and they manage to position themselves in those markets 

because of the international experience that the entrepreneurs themselves or their 

network contacts have.  

H2. Cultural proximity of an exporting firm to its target foreign markets 

increases the probability of a Nigeria exporting SME being a born-global firm. 
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Another element that is analyzed to a great extent in the literature on born-global 

firms bears a relationship to the features of the product or service marketed abroad (Bell, 

1995; Oviatt and McDougall, 1994). Provided it is innovative, knowledge-intensive or 

can be rated highly technological, it will be easier to enter international markets and take a 

competitive position, complementary to the vision of the entrepreneur, his network 

contacts, and the choice of export markets, the technology level of the product sold is also 

a stimulus to a rapid internationalization (Zahra et al., 2000).  

Innovative entrepreneurships undertake activities that aim to create new 

technologies that will result in increasing their competitiveness compared to 

companies doing business in the same market or in creating new business 

opportunities for themselves in other markets. Thus, investments in R&D and 

technology development inside companies are key factors in explaining a substantial 

part of their internationalization strategy. 

H3. The technology level of the industry in which the company does business 

increases the probability of a Nigeria exporting MSME being a born-global firm. 

4.0. Empirical Findings and Discussion 

Table 4.1 

Parameter Estimates 

bornglobal
a
 B 

Std. 
Error 

Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% Confidence 
Interval for Exp(B) 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

.00 

Intercept -19.484 .723 725.533 1 .000   

[technology= 
.00] 

16.416 .000 . 1 .13474124.862 13474124.86213474124.862 

[technology= 
1.00] 

0
b
 . . 0 . . . . 

[ESA=.00] -16.416 7611.750 .000 1 .998 7.422E-008 .000 .
c
 

[ESA=1.00] 0
b
 . . 0 . . . . 

[culturaldist-
ance=.00] 

-16.416 5673.463 .000 1 .998 7.422E-008 .000 .
c
 

[culturaldist-
ance=1.00] 

0
b
 . . 0 . . . . 

Author’s computation from Logistic regression (SPSS) output. 
a. The reference category is: 1.00. 
b. This parameter is set to zero because it is redundant. 

c. Floating point overflow occurred while computing this statistic. Its value is therefore set to 
system missing. 
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From the table 4.1, the result reveals (wald= 0.000 and sig of 0.998) that taking 

part in ESA network increases the probability of a Nigeria exporting MSMEs being a 

born global firm. The result further reveals that cultural proximity to the MSMEs 

target foreign market increases the probability of a Nigeria exporting MSMEs being a 

born-global firm (wald= 0.000 and sig 0.998). Furthermore, the result reveal that the 

technology level which the firm does business do not significantly increase the 

probability of a Nigeria exporting MSME being a born-global firm.  

5.0. Conclusion, Recommendations and Suggestions for Further Studies 

The study examines the factors that determine the development of born-global firms 

in Nigeria, using 64 exporting micro, small and medium enterprises in Nigeria that started 

exporting within 4 years after creation and obtain over 20 percent of their total revenue 

from export. The results reveal that most born-global firms in Nigeria receive support 

from government agencies (enterprise support agencies), which aid their early 

internationalization. The study further reveals that most born-global firms in Nigeria 

export predominantly to English speaking countries, thereby exporting to culturally 

proximate countries. Finally, the study reveals that born-global firms in Nigeria, unlike 

their counterpart in developed economies operate in low technology areas. 

It is therefore recommended that the government should enhance the capacity of 

the enterprise development agencies, as well as create more awareness about their 

operations. Entrepreneurs should also network with the ESAs, so as to benefit from 

the various support packages of the ESAs. The government should also enhance its 

relationship with countries that are culturally proximate to Nigeria, particularly 

countries that speak our language (English). 

The measurement of the variables is a potential limitation, for instance, cultural 

distance is not only measured by language, future studies can incorporate other 

components of cultural distance, furthermore, future studies can also examine other 

determinants of born global firms. 
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