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Abstract
The Internationalisation Process of a Firm through a Narrative Perspective: 

The Case of Isku Yhtymä (Group) Oy

Object of the Study

The object of this study is to study the different discourses of the internationali

sation process of a firm utilised by people inside the company.

Research Material and the Methods of Study

This research is carried out as a case analysis and it is based on the 15 interviews 

conducted with Isku’s personnel. The material is analysed using Vaara’s (2002) 

categorisation on four types of discourse and it is also mirrored with the 

traditional internationalisation theories, such as Luostarinen (1979, 1994) and 

Johanson and Vahlne’s (1990) studies on internationalisation.

Results of the Study

The analysis suggests that narrative analysis may offer new insights to 

internationalisation studies. The traditional models on internationalisation are 

based on the quantitative research tradition and it seems that through qualitative 

approach new insights may be found. These include the views and experiences 

that the people inside the organisations have - and their resources are one of the 

driving factors that enable companies to internationalise. In this study four types 

of discourse were identified. The rationalistic, cultural, role-based and individual 

discourses are all employed when people describe and make their organisation’s 

internationalisation process understandable to themselves and to others both 

inside and outside of the company.

Keywords
Internationalisation, discourse, narrative
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Tiivistelmä
Yrityksen kansainvälistymisprosessi narratiivianalyysin näkökulmasta: Isku 

Yhtymä Oy:n tapaustutkimus

Tutkimuksen tavoitteet
Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tutkia erilaisia diskursseja, joita yrityksen työntekijät 

käyttävät kuvaillessaan yrityksensä kansainvälistymisprosessia.

Aineistoja tutkimustapa
Tämä tutkimus on luonteeltaan tapaustutkimus. Aineisto on kerätty 15 

haastattelussa, jotka on käyty Iskun henkilöstön kanssa. Haastattelumateriaali on 

analysoitu käyttäen apuna Vaaran (2002) diskurssien tyypittelymallia, jonka 

avulla on tunnistettu neljä erilaista diskurssia. Tuloksia on myös verrattu 

perinteisiin kansainvälistymisteorioihin, kuten Luostarisen (1979, 1994) ja 

Johansonin ja Vahlneen (1990) tutkimuksiin.

Tutkimuksen tulokset
Analyysi osoittaa, että narratiivianalyysin avulla voidaan löytää uusia näkökulmia 

kansainvälistymisen teorioihin. Perinteiset teoriat pohjautuvat pitkälti 

kvantitatiiviseen tutkimukseen, mutta tämänkin tutkimuksen edustaman 

kvalitatiivisen tutkimuksen keinoin voidaan aiheeseen paneutua uudella tavalla. 

Näitä ovat muunmuassa henkilöstön näkemykset ja kokemukset 

kansainvälistymisestä - loppujen lopuksi heidän osaamisensa ja kyvykkyytensä 

on se, joka taloudellisten resurssien kanssa mahdollistaa yrityksen 

kansainvälistymisen. Heidän kertomuksistaan voidaan löytää neljä erilaista 

diskurssia: rationalistinen, kulttuurisidonnainen, roolisidonnainen ja 

henkilökohtainen. Näitä he käyttävät pyrkiessään kuvaamaan ja selvittämään 

yrityksensä kansainvälistymisprosessia niin itselleen kuin muillekin sekä 

yrityksen sisä- että ulkopuolella.

Avainsanat
Kansainvälistyminen, diskurssi, narratiivi
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1 Introduction

During the past years there has been a growing interest to incorporate the method 

of narrative analysis developed by social scientists to business studies. This has 

especially been the case in the field of organisational research (e.g. Sköldberg 

1994; Vaara 2002).

This study will make an attempt to continue the tradition and to describe the 

internationalisation process of a firm using narrative analysis as a methodological 

tool. For this purpose, narrative analysis can be defined as analysing the 

knowledge in the stories people tell about the internationalisation of their firm and 

the different aspects of it. Narrative analysis is an established and widely used 

method especially in social sciences (e.g. Brown and Yule 1983; Jokinen et al. 

1993).

The study of internationalisation dates originally back to the 1970’s when several 

studies of internationalisation were published (e.g. Johanson and Vahlne 1977; 

1990, Luostarinen 1970; 1979; 1994). However, these studies focus strongly on 

country, industry and firm level leaving the role and the experiences of the 

individual relatively small. In the contemporary increasingly global world 

academics are starting to point out the need for re-evaluation of the status, role 

and relevance of international business research (e.g. Caves 1998; Boddewyn and 

Iyer 1999) because internationalisation is affecting all facets of life; social, 

organisational and personal in addition to the economic life.

This study will therefore take a novel approach to the internationalisation of the 

firm with the help of narrative analysis. An attempt is made to provide a 

description of the internationalisation process of a firm from the viewpoint of the 

firm’s personnel. The outcome will be a categorisation of the personnel’s 

descriptions, or stories, using Greimas’s (1979) actant model and the principles 

laid down by Vaara (2002). The empirical material for this analysis is collected 

from interviews with the Finnish personnel of the Isku Group Oy.
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Even though narrative analysis is used regularly in social sciences it has been 

utilised relatively little in business studies. There are only a few studies on 

organisations that have made a use of this method. For example, Czamiawska 

(e.g. 1995, 1997, 1998) has conducted several studies using narrative analysis. In 

addition, Sköldberg (1994) has used narrative modes in his study concerning 

Swedish public administration.

Studies that have especially utilised Greimas’s (1979) actant model include for 

example Gahmberg’s (1986) study of symbols and values of strategic managers 

and Joutsenvirta’s (forthcoming) investigation of media texts in environmental 

issues in the paper industry. An example is also Lauri’s (2000) analysis of three 

cases of Finnish cross-border paper industry mergers and acquisitions.

This study will be structured as follows: the first section will describe generally 

some current theories of internationalisation and in the second the narrative 

perspective is brought up in the form of Greimas’s (1979) actantial model and 

Vaara’s (2002) categorisation of four types of discourse. The analysis of the 

empirical material will be carried out in the third section and the findings will then 

be presented in the fourth section.

1.1 The purpose of the study

1.1.1 The research problem

The mainstream literature of internationalisation concentrates mainly on the 

normative research of internationalisation. This means that the research 

concentrates to a large extent on the quantitative viewpoint and on the 

management level. However, recently it has been noted that the international 

business research needs also other viewpoints, for example studies that 

concentrate on the qualitative side of the internationalisation process and 

especially into the input obtainable from the experiences that individuals have 

about internationalisation processes.
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In a sense, it is people in the organisations who decide to internationalise their 

company, they manage the internationalisation process, accomplish it and are also 

affected by it. All processes in organisations, no matter whether they are processes 

of internationalisation, finance, recruiting or the like, always involve humans in 

their design and implementation (Schein 1988,12).

The shortcoming is that the contemporary research does not cover in great detail 

the internationalisation process on the individual and personal level. Therefore, 

important pieces of information may be lost if there is not an attempt to collect the 

experiences from those individuals who have been part of the process. These 

experiences, told in a form of stories, offer firstly sources of information for 

researchers and secondly, they are the social construction of the 

internationalisation process that takes place in an organisation (Czamiawska 

1999).

1.1.2 The purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to apply the method of narrative analysis to the stories 

of the internationalisation process of Isku told by its personnel. In order to carry 

out this process, the empirical material is collected in the form of individual 

interviews, which are carried out in Lahti, Finland, in Isku’s headquarters.

The analysis will then be carried out following the principles laid down by Vaara 
(2002, 223-225) in his study concerning the success/failure in post-merger 

organisational integration. In the analysis it is possible to utilise Greimas’s (1979) 

actant model together with the characteristics of different types of discourse 

identified by Vaara (2002) in order to be able to categorise the different discourses 

used and their main characteristics.
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The research question in this study is: How do different organisational members 

in Isku’s Finnish organisation describe the internationalisation process and 

through which types of narratives do they tell their internationalisation stories?
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2 Internationalisation theories

The origins of internationalisation research can be traced to the United States (e.g. 

Wilkins 1974; Buckley and Casson 1976; Bilkey and Tesar 1977; Bilkey 1978) 

and to the Nordic countries (e.g. Luostarinen 1970, 1978, 1979; Johanson and 

Vahlne 1977; Wiedersheim-Paul et al. 1978; Cavusgil 1980; Welch and 

Luostarinen 1988). The North American research differs somewhat from the 

Nordic in its starting points and in the research objectives. Therefore, they can be 

treated as having a different theoretical basis (Lehtinen and Penttinen 1999, 4). In 

this study, the Nordic research tradition is follow ed.

Especially two Nordic theories, Johanson and Vahlne’s (1977, 1990) Uppsala 

Internationalisation Model and Luostarinen’s (1979, 1994) The Stage Model of 

Internationalisation, have particularly in Europe influenced to a great extent the 

research tradition in international business studies. These two models represent 

probably the most well known contributions of Swedish and Finnish researchers 

into the field of internationalisation research and several other researchers from 

various countries have used these models as the basis for their work (e.g. 

W iedersheim-Paul et al. 1978; Buckley et al. 1979; Karafakioglu 1986; Juul and 

Walters 1987; Young et al. 1996; Petersen and Pedersen 1997).

In the following chapter some aspects of these two models are presented in greater 

detail and then a wider perspective is taken on the issues of internationalisation 

that have risen during the latter part of the 1990’s.

2.1 Traditional views of internationalisation

2.1.1 The Uppsala Internationalisation Model

Johanson and Vahlne (1990, 11) have based their Uppsala Internationalisation 

Model on the behavioural theory of the firm (Cyert and March 1963; Aharoni 

1966) and on the theory of the growth of the firm (Penrose 1959). On the other
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hand, Luostarinen (1994, 1) with an influence from the same authors as Johanson 

and Vahlne has based his Stage Model of Internationalisation on extensive data 

gathered to the Finnish International Business Operations (F1BO) database at the 

Helsinki School of Economics.

Johanson and Vahlne’s model has a behavioural approach to the 

internationalisation of a firm. It sees internationalisation as a process where the 

firm increases its international commitment gradually. Increasing commitment to 

the international arena is a result of a linkage between the firm’s development of 

knowledge about foreign markets and modes of operation in them and an 

increasing commitment of resources to the foreign markets. (Johanson and Vahlne 

1990, 11)

These two aspects, knowledge and commitment are in turn divided into two 

categories: the state and change aspects of internationalisation. The state aspects 

include market commitment and market knowledge and the change aspects 

include commitment decisions and current business activities. The state aspects 

affect the change aspects, the decisions about commitment of resources to foreign 

markets and the way current activities are organised. Consequently, the change 

aspects in turn affect the state aspects. Therefore, the process can be described as 

a causal cycle, as presented in Figure 1. (Johanson and Vahlne 1990, 11-12)

State aspects Change aspects

Market Commitment
commitment decisions

------ ►

Market ◄------ Current
knowledge activities

Figure 1: The internationalisation process of the firm
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2.1.2 The Stage Model of Internationalisation

Luostarinen, as his starting point, sees the firm becoming increasingly committed 

to and involved in international business operations. In this sense, the firm’s 

development to an international player can be regarded as a series of steps that 

follow each other in particular order, each step taking the firm into a deeper 

commitment of the international market. (Luostarinen 1994, 1)

A firm usually starts its internationalisation through exporting. It carries little risk 

in the process and the required amount of management time and commitment is 

low. After the foreign market has been tested and some level of familiarity has 

been reached the firm may seek larger revenue through own involvement. This 

leads to formation of a sales subsidiary. {Ibid. 5-6)

After the foreign market has adopted the product or service the company is 

offering it becomes increasingly difficult to satisfy the demand through domestic 

production. The firm may seek candidates from the target market that would 

become licensees to the company. If suitable licensee is found and the contract is 

made, then the company is involved in non-investment production. {Ibid. 5-6)

After knowledge has accumulated the company may seek to begin its own 

manufacturing abroad. This may take place in a country where a previous 

licensee’s license has expired or in another country where the company has 

operations. At this stage, now that there is knowledge of internationalisation 

inside the company, it is possible to skip stages when entering new markets, i.e. 

Luostarinen’s model is, especially in the early stages of internationalisation, target 

market specific. It must also be taken into account that it is not necessary for all 

companies to go to the final stage. {Ibid. 5-6)
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The stages are summarised in Table 1 (Luostarinen 1994, 6):

Order Internationalisation stages of manufacturing

I Export operation stage

II Foreign sales subsidiary stage

III Licensing, contract manufacturing and/or subcontracting stage

IV Foreign production subsidiary stage

Table 1: International stages at the company level

As can be noted, both models identify the gradually increasing commitment to the 

international business operations as the central theme. The differences in the 

models are most visible in the level of concreteness. Johanson and Vahlne have 

developed a relatively abstract synthesis in the form of Figure 1, whereas 

Luostarinen has identified the operational modes for each stage. Despite these 

differences, the two models are rather similar in their starting points. In order to 

develop the discussion further, a closer look is taken on both models.

2.1.3 Accumulating knowledge as a driving force for further internationalisation

Referring back to Figure 1 and its market knowledge aspect, the Uppsala 

Internationalisation Model assumes (following Penrose, 1959) that there are two 

types of knowledge: objective and experimental that together form the market 

knowledge the company has. Objective knowledge can be taught to the firm or it 

can be acquired otherwise without own involvement in the foreign market in 

question. (Johanson and Vahlne 1990, 12)

In turn, experimental knowledge is obtained through experience from current 

business activities in that particular foreign market. In this sense, experimental 

knowledge is viewed as the more important of the two because market knowledge 

is mainly acquired through experience. In addition, the market knowledge also 

includes the perceptions of market opportunities and problems. (Ibid. 12)
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Experimental knowledge enables the firm to recognise and capitalise on the 

business opportunities present in the foreign market. Therefore, experimental 

knowledge acts as the driving force for further internationalisation. It also helps 

the firm to reduce market uncertainty. This leads to the conclusion that in a 

particular foreign market, as the firm gathers experience from its current activities, 

it is able to increase its commitment in the market through lowering the perceived 

risk of operating in that market. {Ibid. 12)

However, it must be taken into account that the model assumes that market 

experience is country-specific and therefore it cannot be readily generalised to 

include other foreign markets {ibid. 12). Hence, the process of gathering 

experimental knowledge must be undertaken in each foreign market where the 

firm operates or is planning to operate in order to achieve the benefits of market 

experience. As can be noted, in the same way as Luostarinen’s model this model 

is also target market specific.

As the firm acquires more market knowledge it can increase its market 

commitment because it can more readily capitalise on opportunities and control 

risks, as described above. However, as market knowledge and especially 

experimental knowledge is gathered incrementally over time, this process is slow. 

Still, there are three exceptions to this development. Firstly, large firms and firms 

with an abundant resource base can internationalise faster, as the commitment 

made to the foreign market is not relatively so large that it represents a significant 

financial risk. Secondly, when the target foreign market is stable and largely 

homogeneous, the required market knowledge can be gathered faster and the firm 

can rely more on objective knowledge, which is less expensive and more readily 

available than experimental knowledge. Thirdly, even though the model assumes 

that experimental knowledge is target market specific and it is not readily 

transportable to other markets, different foreign markets that have similar 

conditions can benefit from the experience accumulated into the firm from earlier 

operations. {Ibid. 12)
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On the change aspect side, those who are active in dealing with the foreign market 

are the main source to initiate the commitment decisions to the particular foreign 

market. This is due to the fact that as a firm is a collection of divisions and each 

division is preoccupied with its respective task, it is the responsibility of those 

operating close to the foreign market, for example in the export department, to see 

the opportunities and problems that arise in this environment. In addition, it is 

their task to capitalise these opportunities and solve the problems - and to obtain 

the resources for these tasks from the top management. Hence, as the commitment 

increases then the resources allocated for the commitment increase, and the 

internationalisation process will proceed. (Ibid. 12)

Current activities in a selected foreign market imply the level of commitment that 

the firm has to the market in question. Because internationalisation is an ongoing 

process, it is likely that in the early stages the level of current activities in a 

foreign market is low. This means that the firm is serving the market through 

irregular exporting. When this leads to increasing knowledge of the market due to 

the experience gathered, commitment to that market tends to increase. When the 

commitment increases, more resources need to be allocated to serving the market 

and commitment decisions need to be made in order to increase efforts to enhance 

the export intensity. (Ibid. 13) As can be noted, here is a strong analogy to 

Luostarinen’s Stage Model of Internationalisation.

Increasing commitment in the current business activities involves a movement 

towards a more active approach. After irregular exporting the firm begins to 

export through independent representatives or agents. When there is enough 
market knowledge the firm has the opportunity to establishing a sales subsidiary, 

as it has been able to decrease the risk to an acceptable level. With own presence 

in the market, the firm is able to acquire knowledge quicker and in larger 

amounts. Increasing market knowledge allows the perceived risk level to decrease 

and may lead to an establishment of a manufacturing subsidiary. (Ibid. 13)
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The Uppsala Internationalisation Model can also be used to explain another 

phenomena in internationalisation of a firm. It is most likely that the firm 

internationalises to markets that are geographically and culturally close to the 

home country, i.e. the psychic distance is short. The psychic distance is defined as 

the difference in language, culture, political and legal system, etc. between the 

home and the target market. It is easiest to understand and hence identify the 

possibilities and threats present in a market that is most similar to the one at home. 

(Ibid. 13)

2.1.4 Reasons for internationalisation for a small and open economy

Luostarinen has identified several reasons why the Stage Model of 

Internationalisation is applicable. The starting point for the model is a small and 

open economy (SMOPEC), such as Finland. The economic situation in a 

SMOPEC creates the following ”powerfield”, which includes the most important 

factors of Luostarinen’s theory (Luostarinen 1994, 7):
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Firm factors

Host country 
market factors

Home country 
market factors Company-specific advantages

LargenessSmallness

Inter
national
pull

Domes
tic pushOpenness

Openness
Peripheric location

Enabling environment

Global factors

Figure 2: Powerfield for the internationalisation of Finnish firms

These factors can be divided into four categories: global, home country, host 

country and firm factors, as in Figure 2. In the home country a domestic push is 

often perceived. This applies to most countries, but it is especially the case in a 

SMOPEC. A SMOPEC market is small when compared with most western 

domestic markets and there are a number of domestic players in it, leaving little 

room for growth. (Luostarinen 1994, 7-8)

The market is also open to outside competition because during the recent decades 

there have been a number of global agreements on freeing the trade flows. This 

opening makes the market relatively even smaller. Furthermore, as the model is 

based on experiences from Finland, the peripheral location of the home market is

17



a push factor. Finland is located far away from the main European markets and 

the Baltic sea is also separating it from these markets. Therefore, Finnish 

companies have stronger push factors originating from their home market’s macro 

economic conditions than do their Central European competitors. (Ibid. 7-8)

The international pull forms the other side of the figure. The international market 

is large offering a large potential for growth. In addition, due to the global 

agreements on freeing the trade flows the international market is also open for the 

company from a SMOPEC. This kind of enabling environment together with the 

company's own advantages makes it possible for the firm to try to compete in the 

larger international marketplace. (Ibid. 8)

The starting points and results of both models presented above are quite similar. 

They are both developing further the ideas originally presented by Penrose (1959), 

Cyert and March (1963) and Aharoni (1966). Both models also put an emphasis 

on the gradualism of the internationalisation process as it takes both time and 

accumulated knowledge to master the internationalisation of a firm. However, 

despite of these similarities, Finnish and Swedish researchers have developed 

their own internationalisation process models (Lehtinen and Penttinen 1999, 7).

2.2 Other views of internationalisation

The theories presented above concentrate mostly on the quantitative analysis of 

the internationalisation process of a firm. However, during the late 1990’s 

concerns have arisen among some academics studying international business that 

this type of research has a too narrow viewpoint (e.g. Caves 1998; Boddewyn and 

Iyer 1999).

In general, international business research is an active and flourishing area of 

study. However, as Caves (1998, 6) points out, it is currently facing some 

problems that have not received quite the attention they deserve. The most 

important of these is the difficulty of isolating the effects of policy choices.
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Isolating the effects of policy choices is a core problem of quantitative research in 

international business. The problem is that managing a multinational business 

involves such a high number of variables in the decision maker’s choices and 

opportunities that comparisons between different firms and different strategies are 

very difficult to carry out. The different fields of international business are highly 

heterogeneous and therefore a comprehensive research design is very difficult to 

implement. (Caves 1998, 6-7)

The result of this is that the researcher is not able to reveal the web of interrelated 

opportunities, threats and the sources of information that managers face when 

making decisions and the study does not reach the necessary depth. Therefore, 

other forms of study need to be employed also, so that alternative viewpoints can 

be found. Currently, international business literature is focusing on normative 

studies that provide managers with “do and don’t” - type of advise. It has been 

mainly in organisational research where other, more critical studies have been 

undertaken (Vaara 2002, 212).

In this study, the purpose is to focus on a single firm and to take a different 

viewpoint to its internationalisation process with the help of narrative analysis 

instead of using the traditional quantitative methods. Even though the established 

theories of Johanson and Vahlne (1990) and Luostarinen (1994) are used when 

describing the international process as it has happened objectively, the main focus 

is to concentrate on the subjective “stories of internationalisation” of the 

organisational members. They are analysed with the help of Greimas’s (1979) 

actantial model and the characteristics of types of discourse identified by Vaara 

(2002). These are presented in the following chapter.
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3 Narrative analysis

3.1 What are narratives?

A narrative can be described as a story of sequential events, experiences or the 

like. Another important term used in connection with narratives is discourse, 

which is defined as the communication of thought by words. (Webster’s 1989) In 

essence, discourse is the conversation where the narrator tells the story (or the 

narrative) of an event that the narrator has experienced.

Even though there is unanimity among different authors over the exact definition 

of narratives, most agree on four aspects. First, narratives are defined as being 

interpretations of sequential events. This interpretation needs a plot to give the 

sequential events a causal structure in the story. However, the plot itself does not 

need to be present in the original event but the author has developed it in order to 

give the event a logical structure in the story being told. (Vaara 2002, 215)

The reason behind this type of behaviour is that people interpret things they 

experience in their personal way. A classical example of this is eyewitnesses on a 

crime seen. Every eyewitness has his or her own version of what happened and 

the interrogating police officer has to rebuild the event on the basis of this 

differing, or even contradictory, information. The same principle applies to all 

stories told by a number of people who describe the same event.

The second aspect agreed about narratives is that they assume that human action 

is intentional. This means that in a story told by an author, all human action is 

seen as having a purpose and not taking place in a haphazard manner. Due to this, 

narrative analysis in earlier studies has often concentrated on the subject positions 

in the story.

The most well known model of these subject positions is probably the A. J. 

Greimas’s (1979) actantial model where he identifies six roles, or actants. These

20



actants are: subject (the main actant), object (the objective of action), adversary 

(the opponent of the subject), sender (the initiator of action), receiver (the person 

or mass of people who benefit from the action) and helper (helps either the subject 

or the adversary in reaching the goal). Greimas’s model is presented in greater 

detail later.

The third common aspect agreed on is that the narratives and identity-building 

processes are inseparably interlinked. This is most obvious in autobiographies 

where the author is the same person as the central subject. (Vaara 2002, 216) But 

even on more general level, narratives that are told of common past events tend to 

be the building blocks of a group’s identity. They imply that the group has 

experienced the events together. Actually, through these experiences each member 

has developed the identity of belonging to this particular group, no matter if it is a 

sports team or a department at work.

The fourth aspect, on its part, sees narratives as been built on a finite number of 

different discourses (Foucault 1973; McKinlay and Starkey 1998). This means 

that there are a limited number of discourses utilised in any narrative, which can 

be identified according to their characteristics.

3.2 The narrative frame of A.J. Greimas

Semiotics is defined as the general theory of thinking. It is the “science of signs 

and signals” and includes concepts such as symbols, myths and meaning patterns. 

(Broms and Gahmberg 1987, 8) A well-known researcher in the field is A.J. 

Greimas, whose actant model offers a useful tool for the analysis of interview 

material. Greimas, in his model, developed further the ideas presented by Propp 

(1973), who is described as the developer of the syntactic analysis, and Lévi- 

Strauss (1968), who developed the paradigmatic approach (Korhonen and 

Oksanen 1997).
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Greimas’s model consists of six characters, or actants, present in practically every 

narrative. These actants are: subject (the main actant), object (the objective of 

action), anti-subject (the opponent of the subject), sender (the initiator of action), 

receiver (the person or mass of people who benefit from the action) and helper 

and adversary (helps either the subject or the anti-subject in reaching the goal) 

(Joutsenvirta (forthcoming), 3). The model can be summarised in the form of 

Figure 3.

Sender

Subject

Anti-Subject

Receiver

Adversary

Figure 3: Greimas’s actant model (Korhonen and Oksanen 1997,57)

The central part of the narrative consists of the subject’s desire to reach the object. 

The subject is the central character and he is often connected with the traditional 

heroic characters; he is strong, wise, a doer and an achiever. The object on its part 

can be a person, a thing or something intangible. (Broms and Gahmberg 1987)

The action originates from the sender. The sender provides the subject with the 

resources, will, ability and skills needed in the quest for the object (Bertrand 1989, 

111-112). He also motivates the subject to carry out the quest. The receiver, or the 

receivers, is the body that evaluates the outcome. He or they decide whether the 

subject has succeeded in reaching the object and they consequently reward or 

punish the subject. The sender can also be among the receivers. On its part, the 

helper is a character that has, at some point of the quest, an ability to help the 

subject. This help can be in the form of an advice or removing an obstacle 

insurmountable for the subject. (Greimas 1979, 197-206)

The subject faces difficulties in his quest for the object. These difficulties arise in 

the form of the anti-subject, who is hying to, actively or passively, inhibit the
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subject from reaching the object. In addition to this opposing character, there can 

be several adversaries. Of them some are more powerful than others and they 

usually pose a straight threat to the subject and in doing so help the anti-subject. 

Adversaries can also include general situations that make the fulfilment of the task 

more difficult to the subject. (Broms and Gahmberg 1987; Joutsenvirta 

forthcoming, 3; Korhonen and Oksanen 1997, 59)

According to Greimas (1979), these actants can be found in practically every 

narrative. Therefore, it is likely that they come up also in the stories told about the 

internationalisation process of a firm. As a preliminary assumption it can be 

presumed that a central character in the firm, usually the managing director, 

carries out the function of the subject. The object in this case would be 
internationalisation, the receiver would be the organisation in the form of better 

competitiveness and the anti-subject and the adversaries would be competitors and 

other forces opposing the internationalisation process, both within and outside the 

organisation.

There are several sources for the roles of sender and helper. The sender can be the 

shareholders of the company, the board of directors or there can be one person 

who acts as the driving force. However, the sender must be a party having an 

access to resources, as it is the role of the sender to provide the subject with the 

resources he needs in order to reach the object. The helpers can include parties 

such as experts within and outside the organisation who give advise to the subject 

or the helper can be a governmental agency helping firms internationalise by 

offering venture capital, subsidies or other types of financial support.

In addition to Greimas’s framework, Vaara’s (2002) categorisation of the types of 

discourse will be used as another tool for the analysis of the interview material. A 

closer look into this categorisation is taken in the following chapters.
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3.3 The classification of the characteristics of four types of discourse

In his study, Vaara concentrates “on the discursive construction of success and 

failure in the case of mergers and acquisitions” (Vaara 2002, 212). The emphasis 

is on the organisational integration after the merger or acquisition and the study 

includes eight cases of Finnish-Swedish mergers and acquisitions. The result of 

the study is a classification of the characteristics of the four types of discourse 

found from the success and failure stories told by the key persons involved in the 
merger or acquisition. These discourses are “rationalistic”, “cultural”, “role- 

bound” and “individualistic”. Their characteristics are summarised in Table 2. 

(Vaara 2002, 225)

In this study, Vaara’s classification of discourses is used as a tool for the analysis 

of the internationalisation narratives told by the Finnish employees of Isku. 

Initially, Vaara’s framework is used in the form presented in Table 2 and the 

possible alterations to the terms used are suggested later, in the discussion of the 

framework’s applicability to the analysis of the internationalisation process. Some 

alterations are likely to be necessary, as Vaara’s study concentrates on post

merger organisational integration whereas this study concentrates on the 
internationalisation process. Now, in order to be able to utilise Vaara’s 

framework, it is necessary to take a closer look at the discourses and their 

characteristics.
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However, before going into details about these four discourses, it should be noted 

that they represent the ideal discourses. In reality, the actual narratives collected 

from the interviews rarely include any of these discourses in their purest form. 

Rather, they are found in fragments and hence the narrative is a mixture of all 

types of discourse combined to make a logical whole of the story that is being 

told. (Vaara 2002) Hence, it is the task of the researcher to identify these 

fragments and categorise them according to their characteristics. In the following 

chapters each discourse will be described according to the characteristics 

presented in Table 2.

3.3.1 Rationalistic discourse

Even though different discourses cannot generally be found in any particular 

order, it seems to be that the rationalistic discourse is most often the first utilised 

in a narrative. The rationalistic discourse resembles the dominant models present 

in the studies of organisational integration as it offers the “official” version of 

what has happened in the organisation. The same version can partly be found also 

in the official communication, such as annual reports and press releases.

As the name implies, rational discourse is the rational explanation of how things 

occur in the organisation. It is communicated with the emphasis on the success of 

the outcome and the outcome is measured with some common standards to all 

companies, such as profitability, turnover, strategic position or lack of 

organisational resistance. Consequently, rationalistic discourse is often identified 

with the perspective that the management has. (Vaara 2002, 227)

In rationalistic discourse the institutional framework is the role of the 

management as the rational decision-makers leading a business enterprise. In this 

setting, the management is seen as the driving force and the decision-making 

body. Thus, the outcome of the integration is portrayed through the managerial 

point of view. This drive from the management is further highlighted in the 

identities attached to the actors in such a way that the management is seen as the
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subject and the organisation as the adversary. In addition, environment is in some 

cases seen as the principal adversary that is inhibiting the management from 

reaching its objective. {Ibid. 227)

The type of rhetoric, or the type of language effectively used in rationalistic 

discourses in Vaara’s study is the language of rationalistic organisational change. 

This rational language is similar to the theories discussed in the academic 

literature of organisational integration after mergers and acquisitions. {Ibid. 228- 

229) It is quite likely that the descriptions of other phenomena, 

internationalisation in this case, follow the same path when rationalistic discourse 

is in question. After all, the theories of internationalisation are widely known also 

in the business world, not just among academics, and people draw aspects from 

these theories to their own accounts.

Vaara {ibid.) sees the construction of the objective in the rationalistic discourse as 

a management’s responsibility. Typically, it includes some legitimate measures of 

success. These may be financial objectives: increased market share, cost 

reductions and the like. Because these objectives are communicated to the 

stakeholder groups, such as the personnel and the owners, they come up also in 

the rationalistic accounts told by the representatives of these groups and not just in 

the accounts of the management.

However, it must be noted that the rationalistic discourse is most often used in the 

first place {ibid. 225) and if the subject is discussed further, other discourses may 

come up. As discussed later, the objectives that people have on organisational, 

departmental and personal level most often differ from the rationalistic (often the 

management’s) objective.

3.3.2 Cultural discourse

The institutional framework of the cultural discourse is that it takes place on 

several different levels. One is culture as the organisational culture, another the 

national culture and third the culture of a certain sub-group. Of these the national
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culture discourse is often placed in a larger context while the organisational 

culture and the sub-group’s culture discourse are more specific. (Vaara 2002, 230)

Cultural discourse is used when one identifies oneself as being different from the 

other side that one must interact with instead of being a neutral party in the 

decision-making process. This us - them division is clear also in speech and it is 

often backed up with some popular concepts of the other culture. Even scientific 

studies, such as Geert Hofstede’s (e.g. 1983) work may be referred to in cultural 

discourse as descriptions of problems that arise from working in cross-cultural 

environment. Also other kinds of descriptions are widely available in business 

literature and the interviewees also refer to them. (Vaara 2002, 229-230)

In cultural discourse the subjects comprise of the representatives of previously 

separate organisations who, in addition, represent different nationalities and even 

different sub-cultures or groups in their own organisation. This division is found 

especially in international mergers and even though the previously separate 

organisations mould to one, the national differences stay and they are often 

brought up. (Ibid. 230-231)

Consequently, the identities of the actors follow the same division. Unlike in the 

rationalistic discourse the division between managers and the personnel is not as 

clear here. Rather, they both represent their own (for example national) side and 

consequently, the whole personnel of the other organisation form the other side 

and acts as an adversary. This is seen in the narratives as the narrator refers to his 

or her original organisation as “us” and the other side is referred at as “them”. The 

narrator also identifies himself or herself as belonging to his or her own national 

group in cultural discourse. In addition, if a member of the own side is seen as 

being on the side of the ‘enemy’, conspiracy theories emerge. In these theories the 

primary adversary can be the conspiring member. (Ibid. 230-231)

The characteristic objective in the cultural discourse is defined from the 

perspective of one’s own side. Consequently, the outcome of the integration is
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described as what effects it has to the own organisational, national or group’s side, 

from own side’s point of view. Hence, the two different sides can be seen as 

fighting for their own interests. This means that the stories can be quite different 

from each other when both sides are interviewed. (Ibid. 230-231)

A good example of a characteristic objective of integration is to get as much 

benefits to the own side as possible. This factor becomes very clear in the 

accounts of the interviewees, for example the improved employment situation or 

the increase in exports in the own organisation are seen as critical signs of a 

successful integration. (Ibid. 231)

3.3.3 Role-bound discourse

In this discourse one sees himself or herself as having a role in the organisation 

and describes the integration process from this perspective. In a sense, this is a 

more detailed discourse than the cultural discourse. The starting point is more 

internal and focused as “we” represent those in close connection with one’s own 

role whereas “them” are representatives of actors in other roles or actors who do 

not function according to their roles. The role-bound discourse is often combined 

with the cultural and rationalistic discourse to provide a more concrete view to the 

situation and to the decisions made. (Vaara 2002, 232)

In the role-based discourse the different organisational levels of the company are 

separated. These levels include the owners, the corporate level and the business 

unit level. The narratives told by those employed in these different levels reveal 

the juxtaposition especially between the corporate and business unit levels. The 

narratives told by corporate managers and business unit managers describe the 

same phenomena quite differently, according to the narrator’s role in the 

organisation. (Ibid. 232-233)

As noted above, there are several interest groups present in the process of 

organisational integration. They include, for example, the acquiring company’s 

corporate and business unit management as well as the same sides from the

30



acquired company. In many cases all these actors have different goals and 

objectives for the integration. When using role-based discourse these internal 

conflicts are communicated and the rhetoric here is often political in nature. (Ibid 

232)

In addition, in some cases even a moral tone can be observed, the narrator 

describes the actions taken as morally legitimate and most necessary in those 

conditions. It can be argued that this discourse actually gives the most detailed 

picture of how the internal decision-making takes place in the company. {Ibid. 

232)

When employing the role-based discourse in their stories, the interviewees as 

subjects identify themselves strongly as being bound to their roles. The same can 

be noted in the descriptions of other actors, or adversaries, in the process too as 

they are seen as being most concerned of their own department and area of 

responsibility. Little consideration is shown to the ability to look at the matter 

from a different viewpoint than the narrator’s own. This leads to the situation 

where different accounts from the same event may differ greatly and hence 

compete or compliment each other. {Ibid. 233-234)

The conceived objective of the integration process is strongly dependent on the 

narrator’s position in the organisation. Hence, the owner’s representatives look at 

the process from the owner’s perspective, corporate managers from the 

perspective of the acquiring company or the new company that is the result of the 

integration and business unit managers from their unit’s perspective. This is an 

interesting finding in Vaara’s study and it emphasises the fact that different 

interviewees describe their experiences in different ways, even though the 

underlying real-life incident is the same in all accounts. {Ibid. 233-234)

3.3.4 Individualistic discourse

Individualistic discourse is in question when the story is strongly personified. In 

addition, the speaker identifies himself or herself as an individual and being
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individually in charge or responsible of the outcome in a complex organisational 

structure. (Vaara 2002, 234)

The structure of this discourse is more fragmented than in the other three 

discourses. Its individualistic nature implies this; the narrators are at this stage less 

likely to identify themselves as a part of a larger organisation, but rather they see 

themselves as individuals inside the organisation. The results of the individualistic 

discourse are stories of autobiographic style instead of descriptions of the whole 

integration process. (Ibid. 234)

The rhetoric used in individualistic discourse is highly personified, it emphasises 

the action of an individual as a subject. It is also political as in the role-based 

discourse. This means that the differences and conflicts between different 

individuals are brought up from the perspective of oneself. (Ibid. 234-235)

The objective in this discourse is defined from the narrator’s point of view. The 

objective is, quite naturally, the success from the perspective of oneself. It can be 

in the form of improved position in the new organisation or simply the preserving 

of one’s position or employment. (Ibid. 235)

These four discourses form the nucleus of this study together with Greimas’s 

(1979) actant model.
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4 Methodology

4.1 Justification of the empirical research method

The empirical data for this study is collected through a series of interviews. The 

method of interviewing is selected because the purpose is to collect stories from a 

number of different sources in order to find out whether similar discourses than 

those identified by Vaara (2002) can be found.

If the research concentrates only on written sources and official documents 

produced by the company for communicational purposes important viewpoints 

may be lost. Companies structure communication to outside stakeholder groups 

carefully in order to give out only the information that the company wishes to 

give. Therefore, there is little room for other discourses than rationalistic 

discourse. In addition, this type of information that can be found in press releases, 

annual reports and company news usually reveals only the view that the top 

management as an aggregate has about the company.

If the study is based on these sources the views that different employee groups 

and different individuals even on managerial level have may remain uncovered. 

Consequently, carrying out individual interviews and making clear before the 

interview that a person’s answers cannot be identified from the report seems to be 

the best method for obtaining material for the type of analysis employed in this 

study.

Traditional studies of internationalisation, such as those by Johanson and Vahlne 

and Luostarinen, are based on extensive quantitative data and it can be argued that 

they follow relatively closely the characteristics of the rationalistic discourse. The 

setting concentrates on the role of the management in decision-making and sees 

them as the central change agent. Often, the level of objectives reached is 

measured using some legitimate measures, such as market share in foreign 

markets or the percentage of income from outside the home market.
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Instead of this approach, concentrating also on other levels in the organisation and 

their perspectives of what are the objectives of internationalisation and how well 

they are met may prove to be an interesting direction that a study of the 

internationalisation process can take. As a result, the objectives of 

internationalisation for different employee groups can be notably different from 

those of the management and difficult to measure. For example, in the export 

department the objective can be to gain better access to expatriate positions 

whereas in production the objective can be to retain jobs in the home country.

Therefore, it is vital for acquiring the necessary depth to the study that the 

research is taken to the individual level. Because the purpose is to collect stories 

as material for the analysis, interviewing is the most appropriate method as speech 

flows more freely than writing. Hence, there is a larger probability of identifying 

the different discourses from interview material than from written sources.

4.2 Choice of the case company and data collection

The narratives for this study are collected from Isku Group Oy. Isku is chosen to 

be the case company because it is suitable for this type of research. It is of the 

right size, there are enough experienced people who are suitable interviewees and 

at the same time the organisation is not too large to be covered in a study of this 

scale. Isku is also willing to offer the essential resource, time of its employees, to 

make this research possible.

The target group for the interviews is selected so that it represents those parts of 

the organisation that have a contact with the internationalisation process. It also 

includes several ranks, not just the top management. The selected individuals have 

international contacts in their work and they have also worked a longer period in 

the company. As a consequence, their perspective to the internationalisation 

process is quite broad.
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The interviews will be designed to be semi-structured so that the respondent can 

relatively freely express his or her experiences. However, in order to get the 

individual interviews well into progress, there is a need to have some specific 

questions to begin with. After the difficulty of starting the interview has been 

surpassed, the interview can, to a large extent, continue with its own weight. In 

practise, the researcher tries to affect the interview as little as possible. However, 

in order to obtain material that can be evaluated, some direction must be 

maintained in the interview.

As mentioned above, the interviewees have been selected to represent various 

parts of the organisation. The selection has been made by the researcher with the 

help of Pekka Kairtamo, the contact person, who is familiar with the company and 

could suggest the most suitable candidates for the interviews. The following 

persons have been interviewed:

• Jukka Anttonen, Director. Human Resources and Real Estate.

• Heli-Maarit Dage, Sales Manager.

• Satu Hirsto, Director, Finance.

• Raimo Jokitulppo, Production Manager.

• Pekka Kairtamo, Group Controller.

• Eero Korpela, Manager, Subcontracting.

• Juha Lätti, Designer, SIO.

• Heikki Rissanen, Division Director, Isku Industry.

• Jukka Rissanen, Managing Director of Kose Mööbel AS.

• Raimo Räsänen, Director, R&D.

• Asko Sorsa, Head of the Solid Wood Department.

• Kalervo Sutinen, Factory Planning Manager, Isku Industry.

• Maria Vesanen, Project Manager.

• Seppo Vikström, Managing Director of Isku Oy.

• Veikko Wuorinen, Manager, Service Centre.

The interviews were carried out during the spring 2000 on several dates. One 

person was interviewed at a time and the conversation was taped. The language in 

all interviews was Finnish and the length was in most cases about an hour. During
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one day usually two or three interviews were carried out. All interviewees have 

been interviewed once.

The pilot interview was carried out with Pekka Kairtamo, the contact person at 

Isku. The preliminary questions were tested in the interview and afterwards, in the 

discussion with Mr. Kairtamo, some of the questions were reformulated to be 

more accurately targeted to Isku’s situation in order to give people a starting point 

for their answers. In a sense, common ground was founded at this stage between 

the researcher and the organisation.

4.3 Interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee

The interviews are carried out in a semi-structured manner. The purpose is that the 

interviewer seeks to initiate a process of story-telling, a process where in the ideal 

situation the interviewee recounts everything she or he can tell about the particular 

situation without any guiding questions. However, the situation is rarely ideal. 

Especially in the beginning the interviewee needs encouragement and therefore, 

the interviewer has prepared a list of questions. These are used to get the 

interview started and in the case if the person interviewed omits some central 

issues to the study. (Vaara 2002, 222)

The purpose is not as such to find out certain pieces of information or to, in a 

sense, test people that how well they are aware of what takes place in the 

company. More importantly, the purpose is to get people to speak, so that it is 

possible collect stories for the analysis. Therefore, the same structure is not rigidly 

applied to all interviews. People tend to be more interested in talking about what 

they know well. As the interviewees represent different parts of the organisation 

all interviews are different at their viewpoint and emphasis even though the basis 

is the same: the internationalisation process of Isku and its consequences to the 

Finnish organisation.

The format of the interviews lies in between the views of positivism and 

interactionism. The common feature with the positivist view is that there is a basic
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structure in the interview as the interviewer has a list of issues that he is going to 

go through. On the other hand, the issues stressed by interactionists, the flexibility 

and the possibility to conduct a more intensive study of perceptions and feelings, 

offers a better starting point for the type of research applied in this study. 

(Silverman 1993,92)

The interactionist style of research is criticised as lacking comparability between 

interviews due to the flexibility it offers for the interviewer. The analysis is also 

seen as more difficult when compared to the standardised interviews used by 

positivists. {Ibid. 92) However, standardised interviews are not readily applicable 

in this study as the purpose is to collect stories from the interviewees, with the 

emphasis on their own perspectives. Therefore, a semi-structured interview is seen 

as offering the most possibilities for conducting this study.

However, the questions posed and the comments made by the interviewer affect 

the resulting narratives. As Silverman (1993) points out, in Denzin’s study (1970, 

133-138) it has been noted that there are several issues that can have an effect on 

the interviewee’s responses. These include, for example, the difficulty of 

penetrating the private worlds of experience of the interviewee and the relative 

status of the interviewer and the interviewee.

These problems cannot be escaped, as there is necessarily an interaction between 

the parties because an interview cannot take place in a vacuum. Therefore, it is 

important to distinguish the factors identified above from the interview situation 

and take them into account. Through this it is possible to minimize their effect.

As can be noted there are several reasons why there is a need for several 

interviews. Firstly, enough material must be gathered for the analysis, as 

mentioned already earlier.

Secondly, there is the need to distinguish the effect of the interviewer-interviewee 

interaction. When conducting several interviews the effect of the difficulty of
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penetrating the private worlds of experience can be decreased. Different people 

have different reservations to how deep levels they are willing to take the 

interview. When there is a large number of persons interviewed, it is more likely 

that there are interviewees who are willing to share also their private experiences.

The relative status of the parties affects the outcome due to many factors. These 

include the age difference, as people interviewed are older and more experienced 

compared to the interviewer, their personalities, openness and willingness to help. 

(Vaara 2002, 222-223, Silverman 1993, 96-97)

There are considerable differences between people in these respects. Most people 

were very interested in my research and were willing to help “any way they can”; 

this was a comment from several interviewees. But, several were also wondering 

how they could be of any help, as they felt that they have little to do with the 

internationalisation. However, in reality they had extensive knowledge of the 

company’s operations and practises. All this affects the narrative and as noted 

above, it must be taken into consideration when analysing the results.

Thirdly, a number of interviews are needed in order to confirm internal 

consistency. In internal consistency there are several questions in the interview 

that measure one aspect and through this the researcher can verify the reliability of 

the answers. In the present study several ways of testing the internal consistency 

have been carried out. In one interview there are questions that address the same 

aspect from different points of view, for example when dealing with the initial 

expansion to a new market area, two questions are asked. The first is: Why were 

these markets chosen? And the second is: What was the reason for expanding to 

these markets?

Another test of consistency is the fact that there are several interviews made 

inside one company. Hence, it is possible to compare different interviewee’s 

answers with each other and find out whether there are any inconsistencies. If 

inconsistencies are found, it is then possible to turn to written sources, such as the
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annual reports, and verify the fact from there if it is of certain importance. 

However, it is most important that the inconsistency does not go unnoticed as it 

may also have explanatory value for the study as a whole.

4.4 The interview agenda

Despite of the concerns discussed earlier, the interviewer has prepared a list of 

questions that are used to keep the interview in motion and on the right track so 

that it is useful for the purposes of this study. In the following paragraphs, the 

agenda of the interviews is presented.

The first part of the interview is designed to get the interviewee comfortable and 

ready to start the story-telling process. At this stage the issues handled are the 

interviewee’s position in the organisation and his or her job description. The 

purpose is to build rapport between the interviewer and interviewee and make the 

situation pleasant for both.

In the second part the beginning of the internationalisation process and its present 

stage is mapped. Which of the two obtains more emphasis depends largely on the 

interviewee’s job history. If he or she has a long experience in Isku then the 

emphasis tends to be on the past events. In this part of the interview the 

internationalisation is dealt on the firm level and preferably taking one market 

area at the time and going through all of them.

On the third stage, a closer look is taken at the departmental and personal level. 

Matters under discussion include the additional resources needed for operating in 

increasingly internationalising environment from the department and oneself and 

own opinions and viewpoints that what should be considered more in the 

operations.

On the fourth stage the future is mapped both on short and medium term. The long 

term is usually left out by the interviewees as something that is either not their

39



business to know or they are not willing to make guesses. Frequently, the long 

term visioning is seen as the responsibility of the owners and the top management.

The last part of the interview consists of some special theme, usually the role of 

Finnish design and its competitiveness in the international arena. It is also 

possible to go back to a theme discussed earlier if it seems that the interviewee 

has come up with new ideas.

The very last question is that has the interviewer failed to notice something that 

the interviewee thinks is relevant. At this stage, rather surprisingly, people still 

have comments they want to bring up. The subject varies, but most often it is 

something that is close to their heart at work.

Even though the interviews are carried out using this agenda as a basis, it is not to 

be expected that two interviews are exactly similar. In the interview situation the 

interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee affects the course and 

consequently the result. In addition, the interviewees also shape the interview as 

they select their perspectives and areas of emphasis according to their own 

interests.

4.5 The narrative analysis

The starting point for the analysis of the interview material is its transcription. The 

recorded tapes are transcribed word by word in order to be able to specifically 

quote the interviewees when analysing their stories and identifying the different 

discourses. Specific quotes are necessary because without them the analysis loses 

some of its explanatory value, as the reasoning may prove to be hard to follow 

without specific examples.

It is possible to identify some excerpts of a specific discourse already during the 

transcription process. This is the case especially with the rationalistic discourse. 

However, in order to gain more depth it is necessary to start the analysis by 

searching for textual characteristics, such as themes, key words and metaphors.
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After this initial search the next step is to identify the different discourses from the 

transcripts and to use them to support the points suggested by the researcher in the 

analysis. The discourses are identified together with the actants from Greimas’s 

(1979) actantial model and an effort is made to incorporate them into a single 

framework.
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5 The internationalisation accounts: Case Isku

In this chapter two viewpoints are taken into Isku’s internationalisation. The first 

is the case history, which includes a description of the internationalisation process 

of Isku from the view of Johanson and Vahlne’s (1990) and Luostarinen’s (1994) 

models. In the second part the internationalisation accounts are studied using 

Greimas’s (1979) and Vaara’s (2002) ideas of narrative analysis.

5.1 Company background

Isku Group Oy defines itself in written sources as being an international integrated 

furniture manufacturer and marketer. It produces and sells high quality and high 

design furniture and interiors for homes, kitchens and offices. The main products 

are made of wood and special attention is paid to environmental issues in both, the 

raw materials and the end products. Isku’s competitive edge is secured by 

internalising the whole production process from the tree stub to the ready-made 

furniture. This means that Isku controls its own production facilities, logistics 

systems and a network of sales outlets. Isku’s mission is to be the leader in the 

industry in Finland and a recognised player in the nearby markets. (Vesikansa 

1998,265)

Isku is an active player in Finland and in the Baltic Sea area. The group’s most 

important market is Finland but it defines its main market area to include also the 

Nordic and the Baltic countries. In addition, it has exports to Russia. Other, 
emerging markets include Poland, France and other Central and East-European 

markets. (Interview with Kairtamo, 29.3.2000)

As can be noted, the company is not yet covering a wide geographical area. This 

type of slow internationalisation is due to the traditionally careful strategy of the 

company as it wishes to evaluate new possibilities and prospects in great detail 

before starting new ventures. This is understandable considering the fact that the
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company is family-owned and has a limited resource base. (Interview with 

Vikström, 23.5.2000)

Isku Group can be roughly described as including two parts: Isku Oy and then the 

other companies in the group. Isku Oy is the heart of the group as it is the original 

company formed in Lahti in 1928. (Vesikansa 1998) Its main functions are 

production and marketing in Finland, even though the export department of the 

whole group is also a part of Isku Oy. The main divisions are Isku Home, Isku 

Office, Isku-Industry and Isku Administration and Finance.

The group’s other companies mostly account for the foreign subsidiaries, the most 

important being Isku-Svenska Ab, which is the subgroup operating in Sweden. It 

includes the two formerly separate subsidiaries, Sundo and Facit. Kose Mööbel 

AS is Isku’s subsidiary in Estonia. It comprises of a sales outlet and of a 

manufacturing company. Isku also has sales subsidiaries in Norway and 

Lithuania.

5.1.1 The internationalisation process

When considering the starting point of Luostarinen’s (1994) The Stage Model of 

Internationalisation, presented in Table 1, it seems that Isku is following the 

development presented in the model. The company has started its 

internationalisation from exports, and they still play an important role in the 

company. At present, the main export market is Russia.

The reasons for starting with exports are similar to those in the model. The firm 

does not need to carry a large risk when exporting, especially if the products are 

sold under ex works - term, which seems to be the preferred term for Isku. The 

reason for the avoidance of risk is identified to the ownership of the company. It is 

a privately owned company and therefore it does not have a large resource base, 

as it is not readily willing to raise capital from the equity market. The size of the
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company is also a limiting factor as it is seen that there is not enough management 

time for extensive and rapid internationalisation.

Isku has several sales subsidiaries abroad and especially in the Baltic Sea area. 

The countries where Isku has sales outlets include Estonia, Lithuania, Poland, 

France, Great Britain, Norway, Denmark and Sweden. This implies that there is a 

commitment in the company to internationalise, as forming a sales subsidiary 

requires capital and ties up also other resources including management time and 

support functions. As noted above, the firm is quite concerned about these 

resources. However, according to the internationalisation strategy the company 

has chosen, it needs to develop this type of network of sales subsidiaries over 

time.

The internationalisation strategy, being a recognised player in the Baltic Sea area, 

has forced the company to form its sales outlet network. It is seen that it is not 

possible to obtain a stronghold through agents and representatives, but own 

presence in the market is required. This increase in commitment enables the firm 

to control better the access to the market, ensures visibility and the creation of its 

own brand.

Isku has reached also the fourth stage of Luostarinen’s model in some markets as 

it has production subsidiaries in Estonia and in Sweden. Of these, Isku established 

the Estonian factory and the Swedish operations were bought after a complicated 

history involving joint ventures, withdrawals and acquisitions.

There are several reasons why Isku has chosen this type of increasing

commitment to the foreign markets. Firstly, the Estonian case is more forward. A

decision was made in the top management that the firm is going to open a sales

unit in Tallinn and either to find a suitable production company that can be bought

or to establish one. As one member of the top management team put it:
Estonia is a natural target market. After all, Estonians are related to Finns and 
as soon as Estonia got its independence in 1992, we went in. We had this kind 
of vision.
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Secondly, the history of the Swedish operation is more complicated. Isku has been 

exporting to Sweden for decades and in the 1980’s it owned 17% of a consortium 

known as Design Funktion, which was formed together with Swedish partner 

companies. The underlying purpose was to use Design Funktion as an export 

channel to the Swedish market. However, in the beginning of the 1990’s the 

consortium run into financial problems and as a result the possibility to purchase 

the production functions from Sweden came as an option for Isku.

The available company, Sundo, was in relatively good financial shape at the time 

and Isku decided to acquire it as a subsidiary. It had the possibility as it had a 

notable share of the consortium. In addition, it was agreed with the partners that 

Isku has an option to purchase also another company (Facit) on a later date, which 

it also did. However, these actions were not in the original strategy that the 

company had about operations in Sweden and therefore the entrance to the 

Swedish market as a producer has been described as “a drift theory”.

As can be noted from the gradual internationalisation, the process follows quite 

closely also the Uppsala Internationalisation Model. Isku has been able to gather 

both objective and experimental knowledge during its internationalisation process. 

A named source of objective knowledge is Helge Kosonen, a famous earlier 

manager. When he joined Isku from Asko, a life-long competitor, he brought with 

him his knowledge of operating abroad. Asko had internationalised earlier and 

that was where Mr. Kosonen had acquired his knowledge. (Vesikansa 1998, 119)

Experimental knowledge has to be collected to the firm through own involvement 

in the foreign market. This has been noted also in Isku. Being a high quality and 

high design furniture company means that experimental knowledge is of great 

importance. Knowing the tastes and expectations of the style to offer in a foreign 

country requires wide experience from that particular market.
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For Isku, Sweden has been an important market area for decades. However, all 

ventures in the Swedish market have not been successful, as can be noted from the 

Design Funktion case. These different operations have nevertheless brought a lot 

of experience to the company and when the opportunity came to purchase 

production units from Sweden, the management and the owners saw that they had 

acquired the necessary set of skills to operate in the Swedish market.

When considering Isku’s other main foreign markets, two aspects must be taken 

into account. The first is, as stated also by Johanson and Vahlne (1990), the 

difficulty of using the existing knowledge in another market. For example, 

operating in Estonia requires a different set of skills and knowledge than operating 

in Sweden and hence, the experimental knowledge acquired from Sweden is not 

readily applicable to Estonia.

This implies that the internationalisation process is not rapid, as the firm must, in 

a sense, start from the beginning in every foreign market it enters. Of course, 

some information is universal that makes the process go faster. But the smallness 

of the company is also here a limiting factor. Isku does not have an abundant 

source of resources or management time to handle the entry to a number of 

foreign markets simultaneously.

The other aspect that one can make a point of is that Isku has established its 

presence on the markets that are close, both geographically and partly also 

culturally. The psychic distance is short and the threshold of starting business is 

therefore lower in these markets. This aspect is actually quite strong in Isku’s case 

because design products (in this case furniture) are not readily exportable to 

distant markets in large amounts.

The underlying reasons for Isku to internationalise are similar to those identified 

by Luostarinen ( 1994) in Figure 2 for a company from a small and open economy 

such as Finland. Several interviewees identified the same home country market 

factors as Luostarinen, those who push the firm to internationalise. The smallness
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of the market became obvious at latest during the recession in the early 1990’s. 

Before that Isku did not see internationalisation as a priority as the home market 

was enjoying rapid growth. However, when recession hit Finland also Isku needed 

new markets where to sell its products in order to utilise the factory capacity. 

This, together with the general trend in this business sector to expand abroad, was 

identified as the last push that forced the firm to internationalise.

As can be noted, the smallness and openness of the market are important factors 

why Isku decided to start expanding its operations abroad. However, the 

peripheral location is also a point of central attention. It is quite natural that the 

long distances to other markets affect Isku greatly as a piece of furniture is a 

bulky product, it requires a lot of space in transport and its value does not increase 

during the transport. This is another reason identified by the interviewees why 

Isku has chosen to expand to nearby markets.

5.2 Analysis of the internationalisation accounts

In the following chapters the interviews collected from Isku’s organisation are 

analysed using Greimas’s (1979) actantial model together with Vaara’s (2002) 

categorisation of four types of discourse. As the discourses are embedded into the 

stories the interviewees tell, it is the task of the researcher to analyse these stories 

and to find the different discourses. As noted by Vaara and Tienari (2002, 12) this 

is an analytic effort and due to its nature, it is naturally an area under close 

scrutiny and criticism.

5.3 Rationalistic discourse

5.3.1 Institutional framework

The institutional framework in the rationalistic discourse is that the 

internationalisation is defined and described from the management’s point of 

view, similarly as in Vaara’s study (2002). In essence, management is seen as
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comprising of rational decision-makers leading a business enterprise to become 

international.

Being international is defined in Isku’s strategy and this becomes clear from

several interviews. A good example of this is the following:
Yes, of course Finland is our main market area and in that sense we are mostly 
serving the Finnish market. However, in our company strategy it says that we 
have as our main market areas Finland, the Nordic countries and the Baltics. In 
a sense we have the Baltic Sea region [as our market area] defined in the 
strategy.

As can be noted, Isku is seen as having the strongest emphasis still on the 

domestic market and therefore, Isku is not always seen as a highly 

internationalised company:
Isku’s functions and resources are not primarily targeted to internationalisation.

However, the strategic importance of the neighbouring areas becomes also 

evident. Of the two main foreign markets, the entry to the Baltic states is seen as 

more strategically planned.
Baltics is our neighbouring area and therefore it has strategic meaning for us.

We entered the Estonian market immediately after Estonia’s independence in 
1992.

The entry into the Swedish market is not seen as so straightforward and following 

a particular internationalisation strategy:
The entry to Sweden was actually more or less some sort of a drift theory.

Rather, the company was almost forced to establish own presence in the Swedish 

market when it was losing its investments in the co-operation called Design 

Funktion.
The operation was bankrupt and when the remaining peaces were divided to the 
partners, Isku was trying to save the pearls... and hence Sundo AB became 
Isku’s subsidiary together with Direktlaminat.

In the early stages Isku’s internationalisation seems to have taken place almost by 

accident. However, even the entry to Sweden was made following the principles 

laid down by Johanson and Vahlne (1990) as Isku had been operating on the
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market through a consortium. It had therefore had the possibility to gather both 

objective and experimental knowledge.

The reasons behind the entry to Estonia on the other hand follow the Stage Model 

of Internationalisation (Luostarinen 1979). The entry was made to a market that 

was seen as being geographically and culturally close.

It is still evident in today’s organisational structure that Isku is targeting its 

managerial skills to areas where the psychic distance is short. This can be seen in 

the organisation of managing operations outside core market areas; Swedish 

subgroup is in charge of the “westward” operations, i.e. on the actions taken in 

Western Europe.
The Swedes have the kind of traditions in trading with Central Europe... We, 
on the other hand, have the trade with Russians “in our blood”.

The division between the responsibilities inside the company become also quite 
evident from the interviews:

In France there is a subsidiary, in Germany non-functional subsidiary...but in 
reality they belong to Isku Svenska.

Finland, on the other hand is managing sales to Russia and Eastern Europe. This is 

in part due to the fact that Finns have the skills of Eastward trade due to the days 

of barter trade with Soviet Union. Also Isku was involved in the trade both on its 

own and through partnerships with large constructors and has hence acquired

experimental knowledge of Russian markets.
Finnish constructors, large constructors have been through ages in East 
Europe...and we together with them, we are their partners.

One of the largest areas where we do project work is the former Soviet Union, 
current Russia...

5.3.2 Characteristic objective

The main objective for Isku’s internationalisation is, quite naturally, enlargement 

of the market area. In the early years internationalisation was seen as a means of 

increasing production volumes through exporting and it still is according to 

several interviewees:
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So our machines are made for long production runs. That is where we get the 
business and the margin, when we are able to make long series and that is why 
we take part in it [exporting].

Exporting was taking place at first to Sweden and more precisely to IKEA as 

subcontracting but slowly other targets were also set for internationalisation, 

especially after the financial difficulties of Design Funktion - consortium in 

Sweden.
...after bankruptcy the owners started dividing [the consortium] and some were 
more keen to continue than others and in a sense there Isku - at least thinking 
so - tried to save the good parts...

On the Swedish market, the objective is currently to incorporate the Swedish 

subgroup more closely to Isku’s Finnish operations and acquire the potential

synergy benefits and to capitalise on them.
...current product lines, both [Finland and Sweden] have product lines and we 
have common marketing now and later we meet the need to design joint 
products and remove the current product lines from the market. And it is going 
to be tough.

As can be noted, Isku as a group still has several challenges to overcome in order 

to make the merger completely effective between the Finnish and Swedish 

companies.

The objective for the Estonian operation is more straightforward. The purpose was

to enter the market seen as being culturally closest - one interviewee actually

called Estonians as “our relatives” - and to do it with heavier investment. This can

be seen with the introduction of own production in Estonia already in the early

stage of establishing presence. However, the firm is not carrying such a large risk

in the operation due to the perceived easiness of transferring machinery,

managerial talent and raw materials acquired jointly with the Finnish company.
We knew a Finn who already was in Estonia and he became a partner to the 
[Estonian] company at first.

The machinery was acquired from Finland, from a furniture manufacturer gone 
bankrupt, a part came from Isku and a part were brand-new.

The risks can also be seen outweighed by the potential benefits offered by the 

Estonian market: the lower costs and quickly growing markets.
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We are able to utilise raw material that cannot be used profitably in Finland...
It is not just a question that we have lower wages but we get on top of that also 
other benefits [from being located in Estonia]...

Following Luostarinen’s (1994) model it can be noted that the sense of the 

perceived risks of a foreign operation were outset by the potential gains obtainable 

quite quickly from the target market. An additional push reason was also the 

possibility to import cheaper products to the domestic market and compete with 

European competitors in the Finnish market.

5.3.3 Principal subjects

Top management, and the owners as part of the top management are clearly seen

as the driving force, or the change agent, in the internationalisation process.
[In Sweden] we were able to acquire the best piece [of Design Funktion] and it 
was due to the actions taken by [managing director] Hannu Roine.

When they [the owners] say do this or do that, then it is done and fast.

They have the control over the resources, they are seen as having the strategic

knowledge required and they are also clearly seen as having the responsibility.
We are not likely to allocate resources needed in Finland to internationalisation 
very much as we have this family-owned company background.

It has never been actually even considered that we should have a foreign 
member in the management...

Hannu Roine is in responsible for finding the synergies [between different 
subsidiaries]...

As can be noted also here, the company is acting as a traditional family-owned 

company. Main resources are directed to domestic market, whose weight remains 

heavy in generating income and the foreign operations are expected to finance 

their own actions. The know-how is sought after from inside the company, which 

in turn may restrict the ability to carry the risks involved in foreign operations.

However, in the internationalisation process one interesting and influential person 

coming from outside the owner family seems to have been Helge Kosunen, his 

personality and persuasion came evident in several interviews:
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I always remember how our former export manager, a real personality, used to 
say: technical people look at things from the frog-perspective... He probably 
thought that he is an eagle who sees the entities...

The legendary export manager Helge Kosunen... who, according to my 
knowledge, was the one who started the operation [exporting to Russia in late 
1950’s],

Other change agents outside the top management cannot be readily identified; 

most of the organisation seems to be taking the role of the change subject.

However, organisational members do not see themselves as totally passive change 

subject, because they are rather willing to offer their own ideas that how the 

internationalisation process should be developed. It is probably the heritage of a 

family-owned business that those in other positions see the main responsibility to 

be on the management level.

5.3.4 Principal adversaries

In Isku’s internationalisation process very few personified adversaries came 

evident. The environment was seen more of an adversary. Main reasons that 

hinder the internationalisation development were seen as being lack of resources 

and time together with the lack of especially experimental knowledge. This 

became evident already before, as the main resources are still targeted to the 

domestic market area.

However, there is little indication that there should be any blame because of this 

on management or any other part of the organisation. The situation is seen to have 

been in status quo for a considerable period of time and it has been accepted as the 

correct way of doing business in Isku.

The few identified adversaries are present both at home - or inside the company - 

and in the target markets. Main issue identified from inside the company is the 

lack of resources as the company is seen being tied to its heritage of a family- 

owned company with a tendency to avoid debt. This ideology seems to be quite
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strong inside the company. The question even arises whether it has become a self- 

realising myth.

Another issue that is often brought up is the heavy involvement in the domestic 

operations; they have traditionally been the driving force for the company. On the 

other hand, the strong position on the domestic market is also seen as a resource 

generator, which enables the company to expand abroad without external financial 

resources.

Adversaries identified in the target market include the difficult economic situation 

in Estonia and St. Petersburg. The newly independent Baltic states and Russia 

enjoyed from an economic boom after the collapse of communism but the 

difficulties soon started to emerge. These caused serious problems for companies 

that had expanded too quickly in relation to their resources. However, for Isku 

there have been only a few setbacks in the eastward operations. One of them is the 

closedown of the subsidiary in St. Petersburg:
In St. Petersburg we had to shut down... The decisions and of course the 
money there, it is in Moscow. There was some in St. Petersburg too but it has 
diminished quite a bit.

In some other markets, such as in Lithuania, the diverse economic situations have

led to taking over former distributor’s business.
We had a large distributor in Lithuania who then got into financial difficulties 
and also owed Isku a little money too. We then thought of the best way to find 
us out ofthat situation and then came the opportunity to take over the business.
The was a ready-made Isku store and so we decided to run the business by 
ourselves.

Here it can be noted that once again, the internationalisation process has not 

always been a process well planned in advance. Especially in the emerging East 

European markets there are situations where a company may have to act on 

relatively short notice and not being able to prepare properly to the situation.
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5.4 Cultural discourse

5.4.1 Institutional framework

Similarly to Vaara’s (2002) study, the cultural discourse in internationalisation 

narratives can to some extent be divided into two categories, one originating from 

the national culture and the other from organisational culture. It is natural that 

national cultures come up more strongly in the international narratives, as the 

basic concept of internationalisation is that a company expands outside its own 

nation’s boundaries and as a consequence facing cultural differences is nearly 

inevitable.

Another similarity is that the national culture-discourse is usually more general 

and the organisational culture-discourse is used in more specific contexts. When 

using the national culture-discourse people tend to treat the other nationality in a 

stereotypical manner. Especially in the case of Sweden, the common views of 

Swedes as slow decision-makers and requiring long negotiations come up often. 

An example of this is:
In Sweden you cannot say, do this or do that. It simply does not happen that 
way. Instead, there they make up a committee and start thinking and 
considering.

The Swedes are seen as slow decision-makers who need quite a lot of time to 

reach an agreement. Top management’s involvement and willingness to invest 

time in the managing of the joint processes is seen as a crucial factor in decision

making in order to capitalise on the potential synergies available from the joint 

operations.
...finding joint product series and combining the abilities found in the two 
countries - it is a very complicated process. But if we are able to do that 
[despite the differences] it brings a lot of added value to our functions.

This habit of long negotiations and the apparently slow decision making process

makes the Swedes look even a bit wary in some interviewee’s accounts.
I have a feeling that the volumes [to Sweden] were larger during Isku 
lnredningar’s days than they are now with Isku Facit and this new co-operation 
[Isku Svenska].
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This is somewhat alarming, as the integration between the Finnish and Swedish 

sides does not readily take place if these types of opinions are heard widely in the 

company.

The national culture’s effect on internationalisation is mostly discussed in 

connection with the Swedes, as the ties between the Finnish and the Swedish 

organisations are stronger than those to the Estonian subsidiaries. The Estonian 

subsidiaries are most likely considered to be better under control as the operations 

are much smaller, the managing director is Finnish and Isku already originally 

founded the company. Therefore its processes coincide with the mother 

company’s processes better and less concern is required in the operations from the 

domestic organisation.

In the narratives organisational culture’s effect is also brought up to some extent. 

There are several voices that argue that Isku’s organisational culture is not 

necessarily very well adapted to internationalisation. For example, there are no 

exchange programs for the employees, where persons occupying the same 

positions would change places as is done in some companies in order to make the 

integration deeper:
I cannot remember a single person who would have gotten here or gone there.
Until now, now we have one person from Finland who we were able to recruit 
to Sweden and I am putting a lot of hope on her.

This is often explained by the fact that the bulk of Isku’s business is still in 
Finland, in the home market, and the company’s strategy is to keep the situation 

as it is. Therefore, adapting the organisational culture more to the needs of doing 

business internationally is not seen as a central issue.

However, as in previous studies, the two sides of cultural discourse are also in this 

research found to be closely knit and come up in most cases in a close 

relationship.
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5.4.2 Characteristic objective

The objective - success of internationalisation - for the cultural discourse follows 

Vaara’s (2002) categorisation in the national culture-aspect. However, the 

organisational culture’s characteristics described in Vaara’s study are not directly 

applicable to all points that have risen in the interviews, as the internationalisation 

has not followed the same route in all Isku’s markets. The Swedish companies, 

originally Sundo and Facit, have been acquired and some post-merger integration 

has been sought after, as mentioned also earlier.

However, this has not been as yet very successful, as it is seen in the Finnish side 

that the Swedes are not very much in favour of integrating their operations with 

the Finnish parent company. Actually, some specific examples of this can be 

found.
I have always said that it is kind of an excessive extra work when you have to 
do something with the Swedes comparing to the easy work with Finns, so it is 
always a bit more difficult.

They [Swedes] have little knowledge of Finnish and on our side the knowledge 
of Swedish is on the same level. So we have communicating problems.
Contacts can only be made through the management.

Even though some voices are putting some of the blame on the Swedish side, this 

has not always been seen as just the fault of the Swedes, but also the Finnish 

parent company’s focus on the Finnish market is held responsible. Not enough 

resources is used to create a common organisational culture between the Finnish

and the Swedish parts of the organisation.
.. .these subsidiaries - in which ever country they may be - should be on their 
own. Like, there are no such things as common investment budgets... They 
need to settle to the level of investments [in marketing, production and the like] 
they themselves can generate profits for. And they have never started to ask any 
[investments] because they know that none are available.

In the Estonian case, which is the other important market in the light of 

internationalisation as Isku has a production unit there, the organisational 

integration has not been a central issue. This is again due to the fact that Isku has 

founded the company to Estonia; it did not buy the operations there.
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In Estonia, the focus on cultural aspects is more on the abilities that the local work 

force has. Also in these narratives the cultural stereotypes of the quality of post

communist workers came up.
It has been a real issue to find good people from there. Yes, it is difficult. So 
that you can tell that they have not had any managerial education there, at least 
not then [during the communist era].

The discussion of the need for putting a Finn in charge of the Estonian operations 

also emphasises this point; it is seen that there are no skilled managers in Estonia 

to choose from. This is clearly seen as a remnant of Estonia’s past and its culture 

as a former communist country.

J. 4.3 Principal subjects

As can be anticipated, in the cultural discourse the subjects in the interviews are 

Finns, i.e. the Finnish side of the organisation. They mirror the Finnish 

organisation quite strongly against the sister organisation in Sweden, as in the 

following:
...when you know the Swedish style as compared to us, the culture is 
completely different. Especially taking care of things is typically such that they 
need to think a lot in every occasion so nothing really happens fast there...

In addition, in their accounts the narrators identify both levels pointed out by 

Vaara (2002), the national and the organisational background that the people or 

groups they are referring to represent. The previous quote is again a good example 

of the differences seen between the national cultures but the other level -

organisational culture - can also be found.
In home furnishing the main market areas are Finland and the Baltics whereas 
in public furnishing the market areas are more diverse...

In projects [project management] we serve the public side as the home 
furnishing does not have special products or projects.

As can be noted, the differences in the organisational background are brought up 

mainly when discussing the different parts of the company in Finland. Instead, 

when discussing about the foreign units, the emphasis is on the national 

background.
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lt still remains evident that it is “we” - i.e. the Finnish side of the organisation that 

is the subject and from whose point of view the success of the internationalisation 

process is looked at.

5.4.4 Principal adversaries

A direct consequence from the previous notes is that the principal adversary in the 

internationalisation process is the foreign side of the company. This role is mainly 

played by the Swedes who are in some cases seen as hindrances to the 
development of a truly international company. This has become strongly evident 

also in discussing the other discourses.

In some accounts the role of the Estonian workforce was also brought up but due 

to Finnish management in Estonia, it is not seen as an important issue in the 

internationalisation process.

From inside Isku’s own Finnish organisation only few voices of opposition to

internationalisation are heard. This is probably due to fact that the domestic

operations do not need to be in strong competition for resources with the foreign

ones. The few critical points of view bring up the potential financial losses

occurred in international operations.
We made mistakes; we started to support our sellers [financially]. We gave 
them show-room pieces for half of the price and started giving very good 
payment terms. And we incurred some losses there, which ate some of our 
resources.

5.5 Role-based discourse

5.5.1 Institutional framework

According to Vaara (2002), when using role-based discourse, the narrator is first 

and foremost a representative of his or her own department, with an emphasis on 

the issues that are most central from the point of view of that department. Even 

thought some examples of this discourse can be found in Isku’s case this 

discourse does not seem to emerge often.
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There are only a few occasions when it is used and in most of those cases it 

describes the relationship between the owners and the very top management and 

the middle management. The fact that the company is family-owned becomes 

quite clear in this discourse.
... a family-owned company is in question and it is its nature that investments 
and growth strategies must be financed with own income...

The owners, who also act as the top managers, are seen as the central decision

making body and there are several references to this. One example is:
Slight carefulness can be seen when going abroad to foreign markets when a 
family company is in question as you are playing with your own money. So 
you are being a little more careful.

What is interesting to notice is that the members of the top management team who 

are not family members and hence owners are also categorised into the same 

“owner” - group in most narratives.
I’d say that Hannu Roine and Seppo Vikström from the top management see 
maybe more possibilities in going abroad [than some other, more conservative 
members].

This implies that the top management acts mostly as a unanimous whole towards 

the rest of the organisation and that the decisions made by the top management are 

not publicly challenged. As can be noticed, it is recognised that as the 

management includes also the owners, they have the right to decide where to 

invest. In a sense, the responsibility is left to the management. Quite a few people 

are actually reluctant to speak about future prospects as they are seen to be the 

responsibility of the management.

5.5.2 Characteristic objective

The objective for internationalisation is in this discourse most often connected 

with the objectives that the management has set for the internationalisation 

process.
We survived very well over the difficult period [in the beginning of the 1990’s] 
because we did not have any collapse, thanks to [the current managing director]
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as he said that we will service the Russian market only with limited resources.
So we did not put all our eggs in one basket.

So, in this case the management saw limited presence in several markets as more 

sensible than attacking the at that moment booming Russian market with exports. 

This is also a good example of the situation where other actors inside the company 

see themselves as being in the position of complying and acting according to the 

guidelines set for them by someone else. There are no strong oppositions in the 

company.

5.5.3 Principal subjects

As can be noted from above, the principal subjects in this discourse are the 

owners as part of the top management and also the other members in top 

management, noticeably Hannu Roine, the managing director of the Group.

5.5.4 Principal adversaries

Similarly to Vaara’s (2002) study, the interviewees also in this study see 

themselves as being bound to their roles. In that way there are not acting as 

adversaries but more like reactive followers. It is debatable whether this is a very 

good phenomenon, as there is a risk for lack of creativity and proactivity in the 

organisation. One example of this is the fact that people are reluctant to make any 

predictions about the future, as noted before. It is simply not seen as one’s area of 

responsibility and it is clearly also seen as an issue that will not be brought up in 

an interview of this type.
I cannot really say much about the long-term plans. It is more the responsibility 
of the board...

5.6 Individualistic discourse

Parallel to Vaara’s (2002) study, the individualistic discourse is also in this study 

in question when the narrative is personified and one identifies the subject of the 

narrative as an individual rather than a representative of a larger group. However,
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many examples of role-based discourse could be used also in connection with this 

discourse. The difference between these two discourses is quite thin.

5.6.1 Institutional framework

There does not seem to be any obvious structure in the individualistic discourse 

but rather the structure is fragmented, similarly to Vaara’s (2002) findings. Using 

the vocabulary of Greimas’s (1979) actant model, in individualistic discourses the 

subject is describing him- or herself as an individual and not being a part of some 

larger whole.

A good example of this is the managing director of Kose Mööbel AS, the head of

the Estonian subsidiary. In his discourse he is describing the Estonian operation

partly from his own point of view and partly from the Estonian company’s view.

This way he mixes role-bound and individual discourses together.
We started from the beginning that we will build our own culture there... We 
wanted already from the beginning to start a real furniture factory with Isku’s 
culture. That is why we did not buy an existing furniture manufacturer. ...and I 
became the manager there...

This emphasises the fact that he sees the Estonian operation to be a nearly 

independent company as it actually has its own exports:
Now we have importers in Sweden and, and there are other importers also, and 
we are starting to export to Denmark... We were in Moscow...

5.6.2 Characteristic objective

Analogous to Vaara (2002), the objective is also here highly personified. The 

success or failure of the whole internationalisation process is strongly seen from 

the perspective of an individual.
It is of course difficult to say what it [expansion to Estonia] has taught to Isku 
but to me, to me - I mean I am part of it and Estonia is considered as our home 
market area, so the better we are doing there the better we are doing as a whole 
group.

The Estonian managing director is here again mixing discourses. He sees himself 

as individually part of the internationalisation process but at the same time he
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brings up that it is the whole Estonian operation that is important to Isku Group. 

Therefore, the objective for internationalisation is to gain growth for the group 

and acquire experience to the people involved.

5.6.3 Principal subjects

The principal subject is - quite naturally - the narrator. He or she is telling her

story as an organisational member in an internationalising company and weighing

the benefits and the drawbacks according to her own standards and aspirations.
I, as a buyer, have to deal with them [the Swedes] quite much and the quality 
criterion is approximately the same.

I have experience from there [the Eastern Europe] actually quite much because 
also 1 have to act as a supportive resource for our agents. They call for example 
from Poland and Czech directly to me when they have with a client a technical 
problem or something like that...

As can be noted from the examples, people are feeling as part of the 

internationalisation process and they seem to be quite content with the situation. 

Internationalisation is seen as offering interesting input to their day-to-day work.

5.6.4 Principal adversaries

Principal adversaries in individual discourses are often personified and they are 

seen as being in direct or indirect opposition to the narrator. However, it is also 

possible that the adversary can be a situation; a lack of resources or the like but 

the most important feature in this discourse is that the opposition is targeted 

towards the narrator and not towards a larger whole.
... financing has been a problem...

...lack of financial resources has somewhat hindered development...

However, the narrators are not explicit in their accounts. It can be noted that their 

aspirations have not been entirely met due to restraints coming from the 

surroundings but they do not bring it out directly.
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In total, individual discourse is relatively hard to find from the interviews. The 

emphasis is on the company level, i.e. people do not see themselves as subjects in 

the internationalisation process but rather the company as a whole. It is probably 

partly due to the family ownership that the culture of the firm is not bringing up 

the individual as a strong actor. The cultural heritage in Isku is strong and people 

are proud of it and also willing participants in the internationalisation process as a 

whole.
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6 Conclusions

The narratives gathered from Isku for this study have suggested that the same 

framework for analysis that Vaara (2002) has used in his research concerning the 

success or failure of post-merger integration can be used also in describing the 

internationalisation process of a firm. Of course, as the vocabulary used in 

connection with internationalisation differs from the one used in weighing the 

outcomes of mergers and acquisitions some changes to the terms used are 

suggested in the table below. Some characteristics need to be developed also and 

they are briefly presented in the following.

When considering the rationalistic discourse the outcome is similar to Vaara’s 

(2002) findings. The main difference is on the level of the vocabulary used but the 

underlying meanings are to a large extent the same.

However, in cultural discourse there seem to be slightly different viewpoints. 

Firstly, the discourse is more focused to the Finnish organisation and to the 

Finnish identity. This can be explained to some extent with the fact that all the 

discourses were collected from the Finnish side of the company and no other 

nationalities were interviewed. However, the national identity inside the company 

is strong and it is likely that the situation is not going to be changed in the near 

future as the bulk of the company’s business is still on the domestic market.

Secondly, in the discourses the Finnish side is seen as one whole and not 

consisting of the different units present in the Finnish company. The relatively 

small size and the background as a family-owned company is probably the main 

reason for this. It has been customarily that all parts of the company; 

management, personnel and the different departments have been relatively unified 

in their views how to develop the company.
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In the role-bound discourse the same issue arises. The main difference between 

the roles inside the company is that between the owners and top management and 

the rest of the personnel. It is seen that the principal subjects in the 

internationalisation process are the owners and top management. It is often 

stressed that as the owners also largely manage the company it is their task to 

make the strategic and other long-range decisions. The same becomes evident also 

when considering the potential adversaries to internationalisation. The 

interviewees cannot identify any groups or persons as adversaries but rather the 

economic limitations are seen as the main hindering factor for further and 

accelerated internationalisation.

Individualistic discourse is similar to the one identified in Vaara’s (2002) study. 

The characteristic objective for internationalisation in this discourse is on the 

personal success. Individualistic identity can be identified as the main framework, 

but this type of discourse can be found relatively scarcely from the interviews.

The answer to the research question: “How do different organisational members 

in Isku’s Finnish organisation describe the internationalisation process and 

through which types of narratives do they tell their internationalisation stories?” 

can be summarised in the form of Table 3 presented below.
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6.1 Managerial implications

The managerial implications that can be drawn from this study mostly point out 

the need of gathering and accumulating the knowledge - both objective and 

experimental - found in the organisation. The process of internationalisation in 

itself has been soundly documented already during the late 1970’s and later 

studies have supported them. However, in the modern business world lead times 

are shorter and competitive edges disappear quicker than before and therefore, it is 

a very important task for management to collect and document all experiences 

from the company.

These experiences, or more accurately said experimental knowledge, are playing a 

key role in the capitalisation of the possibilities the firm is finding in its 

surroundings - both on the home market and on familiar and new foreign markets. 

As objective knowledge becomes more readily purchasable, it is the level of the 

documented experimental knowledge that makes the difference between a 

proactive and a reactive company in the modem business world.

Therefore, different types of programs targeted for gathering the experience and 

making it available and obtainable to all parts of the organisation is one of the 

emerging tasks that management is currently facing.

On a more concrete level it can be pointed out that especially in the early stages of 

internationalisation of a firm the input from one or a few key persons is often of 

cmcial importance for success. Therefore, if a company has this type of talent in 

its organisation, it must be used efficiently and rationally. It is often the case that 

relying mostly on the experiences and ways of doing obtained from the home 

market can lead to difficulties - either to realisation of risks involved or to 

carefulness that inhibits the company from obtaining all benefits available.
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6.2 Suggestions for further research

A study of this scope offers naturally a limited input into the type of academic 

tradition it is a part of. Nevertheless, looking at the internationalisation process of 

a firm through other perspectives than the quantitative perspective does offer new 

insights to the issue and opens new viewpoints necessary in the more rapidly 

evolving business world. Therefore, it is of interest to continue this type of line of 

thought and to take further steps in revealing also the organisational processes; 

cultural, personal and the like found inside all organisations.

The material gathered for a study of this scope is of course limited and hence, it 

offers only some degree of solid ground for drawing conclusions. Therefore, it 

must be pointed out that further studies are needed. One interesting direction 

would be to include into the material the Swedish subgroup and mirror the 

narratives of the Finnish employees to narratives collected from the Swedish side. 

Another, even more broader scope for these type of studies would be to take into 

consideration also other middle-sized family-owned companies that have acquired 

or merged with foreign companies and to map their experiences and viewpoints 

on internationalisation. One obvious direction of internationalisation is of course 

Sweden and many acquisitions and mergers have taken place during the recent 

years, so there are many targets for investigation efforts.

Internationalisation to Sweden is an interesting topic in general, because it has 

become evident also in this study that the management and organisational cultures 

differ quite a lot between Finland and Sweden. This opens interesting insides to 

the incorporation of different organisational cultures even between cultures that 

are traditionally considered to be relatively similar, especially when compared to 

geographically more distant cultures.

69



References

Aharoni Y. (1966) The Foreign Investment Decision Process, Harvard Business 
School, Boston, U.S.A.

Bertrand D. (1989) “Narrativity and Discursivity. Points of Reference and 
Problematics”, in Perron R. and Collins F, editors, Parisian Semiotics I, 
Benjamins, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, pp. 105-139.

Bilkey W. J. (1978) “An Attempted Integration of the Literature on the Export 
Behaviour of Firms”, Journal of International Business Studies, 9(1), pp. 33-46.

Bilkey W. J. and Tesar G. (1977) “The Export Behaviour of Smaller Wisconsin 
Manufacturing Firms”, Journal of International Business Studies, 8(2), pp. 93-98.

Boddewyn J. J. and Iyer G. (1999) “International Business Research: Beyond 
Déjà Vu”, Management International Review, 39(2), pp. 161-184.

Broms H. and Gahmberg H. (1987) Semiotics of Management, Helsinki School of 
Economics, Helsinki, Finland.

Brown G. and Yule G. (1983) Discourse Analysis, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, U.K.

Buckley P. and Casson M. (1976) The Future of the Multinational Enterprise, 
Macmillan, London, U.K.

Buckley P., Newbould G.D. and Thurwell J. (1979) Going International: The 
Experience of Smaller Firms Overseas, Macmillan, London U.K.

Caves R. E. (1998) “Research on International Business: Problems and 
Prospects”, Journal of International Business Studies, 29(1), pp. 5-29.

Cavusgil S. T. (1980) “On the Internationalisation Process of Firms”, European 
Research, 8, pp. 273-281.

Cyert R. D. and March J. G. (1963) A Behavioural Theory of the Firm, Prentice 
Hall, New Jersey, U.S.A.

Czamiawska B. (1995) A Four Times Old Tale: Combining Narrative and 
Scientific Knowledge in Organization Studies, Lund University, Lund, Sweden.

Czamiawska B. (1997) Narrating the Organisation: Dramas of Institutional 
Identity, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, U.S.A.

Czamiawska B. (1998) A Narrative Approach to Organization Studies, 
Qualitative Research Methods Series 43, A Sage University Paper, U.S.A.

70



Czamiawska В. (1999) Writing Management: Organization Theory as a Literary 
Genre, Oxford University Press Inc., New York, U.S.A.

Denzin N. (1970) The Research Act in Sociology, Butterworth, London, U.K.

Foucault M. (1973) The Order of Things: The Archaeology of Human Sciences, 
Vintage Books, New York, U.S.A.

Gahmberg H. (1986) Symbols and Values of Strategic Managers - A Semiotic 
Approach. Acta Academiae Oeconomicae Helsingiensis, A:47, Helsinki, Finland.

Greimas A.J. (1979) Strukturaalista semantiikkaa, Gaudeamus, Helsinki, Finland.

Hofstede G. (1983) “National Cultures in Four Dimensions”, International 
Studies of Management and Organisation, XI 11(1-2), pp. 46-74.

Johanson J. and Vahlne J-E. (1977) “The Internationalisation Process of the Firm 
- a Model of Knowledge Development and Increasing Foreign Market 
Commitments”, Journal of International Business Studies, 8(1), pp. 23-32.

Johanson J. and Vahlne J-E. (1990) “The Mechanism of Internationalisation”, 
International Marketing Review, 7(4), pp. 11-24.

Jokinen A., Juhila K. and Suoninen E. (1993) Diskurssianalyysin aakkoset, 
Vastapaino, Jyväskylä, Finland.

Joutsen virta M. (forthcoming) ”Kohti ymmärrystä ympäristökiistoissa. 
Semioottinen analyysi Enson ja Greenpeacen ympäristökirjoituksista”, a paper to 
be published in the series Acta Semiótica Fennica.

Juul M. and Walters P.G.P. (1987) ”The Internationalisation of Norwegian Firms: 
A Study on the UK Experience”, Management International Review, 27(1), pp. 
58-66.

Karafakioglu M. (1986) ”Export Activities of Turkish Manufacturers”, 
International Marketing Review, 3(4), pp. 34-43.

Korhonen I. and Oksanen К. ( 1997) “Kertomuksen semiotiikkaa”, in Sulkunen P. 
and Törrönen J., editors, Semioottisen sosiologian näkökulmia, Tammer-Paino 
Oy, Tampere, Finland, pp. 54-71.

Lauri M. (2000) Merger and Acquisition Stories in the Media - A Narrative 
Analysis of Three Cases of Finnish Cross-Border Paper Industry Mergers and 
Acquisitions, Master’s Thesis, Helsinki School of Economics and Business 
Administration, Helsinki, Finland.

71



Lehtinen U. and Penttinen H. (1999) “Definition of the Internationalisation of a 
Firm”, in Lehtinen U. and Seristö H., editors, Perspectives on 
Internationalisation, HeSe print, Helsinki, Finland pp. 3-19.

Lévi-Strauss C. (1968) Structural Anthropology, Allen Lane, The Penguin Press, 
London, U.K.

Luostarinen R. (1970) Foreign Operations of the Firm, Helsinki, Finland.

Luostarinen R. (1978) Internationalisation Process of the Firm - Different 
Research Approaches, FIBO-working paper no 1978/1, Helsinki, Finland.

Luostarinen R. (1979) Internationalisation of a Firm, The Helsinki School of 
Economics, Helsinki, Finland.

Luostarinen R. (1994) Internationalisation of Finnish Firms and Their Response 
to Global Challenges, United Nations University, Wider Report, Forssa, Finland.

McKinlay A. and Starkey K. (ed.) (1998) Foucault, Management and 
Organisation Theory, Sage, London, U.K.

Penrose E. (1959) The Theory of the Growth of the Firm, Basil Blackwell,
London, U.K.

Petersen B, and Pedersen T. (1997) “Twenty Years after - Support and Critique 
on the Uppsala Internationalisation Model”, in Björkman I. and Forsgren M., 
editors, The Nature of the International Firm, Handelshoj skolens Forlag, 
Copenhagen, Denmark.

Propp V. (1973) Morphology of Folktale, University of Texas Press, Austin, 
U.S.A.

Schein E. H. (1988) Process Consultation, Volume /. Its Role in Organisational 
Development, Addison-Wesley, U.S.A.

Silverman D. (1993) Interpreting Qualitative Data. Methods for Analysing Talk, 
Text and Interaction, Sage, London, U.K.

Sköldberg, К. (1994) “Tales of Change: Public Administration Reform and 
Narrative Mode”, Organisation Science, 5(2), pp. 219-238.

Vaara, E. (2002) “On the Discursive Construction of Success/Failure in Narratives 
of Post-Merger ”, Organization Studies, 23(2), pp. 211-248.

Vaara E. and Tienari J. (2002) ”Justification, Legitimisation and Naturalisation of 
Mergers and Acquisitions: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Media Texts”, 
Organisation, 9, pp. 275-303.

72



Vesikansa, J. (1998) Puuseppää aina tarvitaan. Iskun historia 1928-1998, Esa 
Print Oy, Lahti, Finland.

Webster's Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language (1989), 
Gramercy Books, New York/Avenel, New Jersey, U.S.A.

Welch L. and Luostarinen R. (1988) “Internationalisation. Evolution of a 
Concept”, Journal of General Management, 14(2), pp. 34-55.

Wiedersheim-Paul F., Olson H. C. and Welch L. (1978) “Pre-Export Activity: The 
First Step in Internationalisation”, Journal of International Business Studies, 9(1), 
pp. 47-58.

Wilkins M. (1974) The Maturing of Multinational Enterprise, Harvard University 
Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, U.S.A.

Young S., Huang C-H. and McDermott M. (1996) “Internationalisation and 
Competitive Catch-Up Processes: Case Study Evidence on Chinese Multinational 
Enterprises”, Management International Review, 36(4), pp. 295-314.

73



Appendix 1

LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

09.06.2000 Anttonen, Jukka 

07.04.2000 Dage, Heli-Maarit 

07.04.2000 Hirsto, Satu 

09.06.2000 Jokitulppo, Raimo 
29.03.2000 Kairtamo, Pekka 

11.04.2000 Korpela, Eero 

23.05.2000 Lätti, Juha 

23.05.2000 Rissanen, Heikki 

14.04.2000 Rissanen, Jukka 

11.04.2000 Räsänen, Raimo 

09.06.2000 Sorsa, Asko 

31.05.2000 Sutinen, Kalervo 

14.04.2000 Vesanen, Maria 

23.05.2000 Vikström, Seppo 

11.04.2000 Wuorinen, Veikko


