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Objective: This study aims to analyze the internationalization processes of two 
Brazilian IT firms from the perspective of business networks, seeking to understand 
the reasons that led these firms to internationalize, the factors influencing the 
process, and, above all, the importance of business networks. 
Method: a qualitative approach, based on multiple case study method was chosen. 
Main results: It was found that, although the firms internationalized for different 
reasons and in different ways, the propositions of the Network Theory, to a greater 
or lesser extent, were sufficiently robust to explain the internationalization 
processes of the two firms. Furthermore, in the case in which relationship networks 
played a more relevant role, the speed of internationalization was higher. 
Relevance / Originality: The present study addresses two literature gaps noted by 
Chetty and Stangl (2010): (i) the study of small and medium-sized enterprises in 
relation to internationalization, innovation, and networks; and (ii) the qualitative 
testing of the propositions raised by the authors on these subjects. 
Contributions: Both managerially – by stressing to managers and entrepreneurs the 
importance of relationship networks for the internationalization of firms, using real 
cases – and academically – by contributing to the literature on firm 
internationalization and network theory (NT).  
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Introduction 

In an increasingly globalized and borderless world, 
two phenomena have been drawing attention to the 
process of internationalization of firms: (i) the 
growing importance of relationship networks in this 
process, especially for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (Chetty and Holm, 2000; Coviello and 
Munro, 1995; Galkina and Chetty, 2015; Lin et al., 
2016; Torkkeli et al., 2012) and (ii) the growing 
participation of emerging-economy based firms in 
the international market (Cuervo-Cazurra, 2008; 
Fleury and Fleury, 2007; Lin et al., 2016; Luo and 
Tung, 2007). While the former has been the focus of 
numerous and important academic works, the 
second phenomenon is still less explored (Cuervo-
Cazurra, 2008; Fleury and Fleury, 2007). This gap is 
even more pronounced for studies involving firms 
from Latin American countries (Cuervo-Cazurra, 
2008), such as Brazil. 

This study aims to address the two phenomena 
through the analysis of the internationalization 
processes of two Brazilian information technology 
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(IT) service firms. In doing so, it also addresses an 
important research gap: the internationalization of 
service firms (Carneiro and Hemais, 2004; Javalgi and 
Grossman, 2014), responsible for 23% of total global 
trade and growing 60% faster than traditional goods’ 
companies (Mckinsey Global Institute, 2019). 

The IT sector is characterized by a high demand for 
technology and constant innovation. The Brazilian 
domestic market, which ranks ninth worldwide, stood 
at USD 47 billion in 2018 compared to the world 
market worth USD 2.234 billion (Associação Brasileira 
das Empresas de Software [ABES], 2019). Despite the 
good domestic performance, exports of Brazilian IT 
services companies in 2015 amounted to just over 
USD 1.1 billion (ABES, 2019.) This fact shows there is 
still room for foreign growth, since this figure is well 
below that of other developing countries in 2012, 
such as China (USD 6.2 billion) and India, the largest 
exporter of IT services with approximately USD 50 
billion (Associação Brasileira das Empresas de 
Tecnologia da Informação e Comunicação, 2013).  

Following Santos et al. (2010), who stressed the 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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importance of investigating the influence of 
gradualism, entrepreneur profile, and relationship 
networks in the process of internationalization of 
Brazilian firms belonging to the IT sectors, this study 
sought to identify and understand the main 
challenges and barriers encountered in the 
internationalization process of the firms studied, as 
well as the factors that influenced the move to 
internationalize, with special emphasis on the role of 
networks in this process. Thus, the following research 
question was proposed:  What is the role of 
relationship networks in the internationalization of 
Emerging Market IT firms? 

To answer this question, a literature review on 
relationship networks was done, starting with the 
seminal article by Johanson and Mattsson (1988). 
Two cases of Brazilian IT service providers were 
described, analyzed, and compared in the light of the 
theory, thus generating insights and contributions, 
both managerially – by stressing to managers and 
entrepreneurs the importance of relationship 
networks for the internationalization of firms, using 
real cases – and academically – by contributing to the 
literature on firm internationalization and network 
theory (NT). The two cases, coming from developing 
countries, are studied in depth.  

Finally, the present study addresses two 
additional literature gaps noted by Chetty and Stangl 
(2010): (i) the study of small and medium-sized 
enterprises in relation to internationalization, 
innovation, and networks; and (ii) the qualitative 
testing of the propositions raised by the authors on 
these subjects. While the first gap has been subject 
to a few works since 2010 (about 112 papers 
published in scientific peer-reviewed journals over 
the past 10 years, according to a EBSCO search) most 
are quantitative (over 70%), based on  non-specified 
or developed contexts (about 90%) and on large 
businesses (over 90%). Moreover, none (according to 
the same database search2)has answered to Chetty 
and Stangl’s call for a qualitative testing of their 
2010’s paper propositions.   In doing so,  we hope to 
have contributed both to practice – by stressing to 
managers and entrepreneurs the importance of 
relationship networks for the internationalization of 
firms, using real cases – and to literature – with 
qualitative testing (Doz, 2011; Thomas, 2017) of 

 
2 Search on EBSCO database, on April 16th, 2020.  
“Innovation” AND “ Network” AND “internationalization” 
on abstracts, AND (“qualitative research” OR qualitative 

previous  propositions (Chetty & Stangl, 2010) and 
theory elaboration (Fischer & Aguinis, 2017) on the 
relationship between firm internationalization and 
network theory (NT). 

  

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Network theory 
 

Network theory was considered by Hilal and 
Hemais (2003) as a natural evolution of the Uppsala 
model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977) that emphasized 
the importance of the relational aspect in the process 
of firm internationalization. 

The Uppsala model describes in a fairly precise 
way the internationalization of firms located in less 
internationalized sectors and is especially applicable 
in cases of large firms pioneering internationalization 
in their fields of activity (Johanson and Mattsson, 
1988). However, the model does not explain the case 
of rapid internationalization in small firms (Coviello 
and Munro, 1995), a reason for which it was 
criticized.  

 The importance of experiential knowledge in the 
internationalization process was also questioned. The 
Uppsala model, in its original version, stresses that 
such knowledge can only be acquired via the firm 
obtaining direct experience in foreign markets. 
However, studies suggest the possibility of 
transferring experiential knowledge through business 
networks, which leverage their participants at many 
levels, such as fundraising (Bell, 1995), a concept later 
incorporated into the Uppsala model (Johanson and 
Vahlne, 2009).  

The proposal of Johanson and Mattsson in their 
seminal 1988 article conceives the market as a 
network of relationships marked by firm inter-
dependence. Coordination takes place through 
interaction between firms, taking time and effort to 
develop the relationship with the participants of a 
network. A network emerges when two or more firms 
are linked and contextualized as collective actors 
(Chetty and Holm, 2000). Each firm, seeking to 
enhance its position in the network, can choose 
partners with which it wishes to relate. It is worth 
noting, however, that the choice of partners and the 
formation of relationships may lead to restrictions for 

method OR qualitative study OR interview” on full text”), 
AND “SMEs OR small and medium enterprises”, plus 
analysis on context and on Chetty & Stangl (2010) citation. 
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the firm with regard to future alliances (Johanson and 
Mattsson, 1988). 

According to NT, a firm’s value is directly linked to 
its interactions with the other parties and to the 
context in which it interacts; moreover, the firm’s 
development will depend on its positioning in the 
business network and its ability to use internal and 
external resources (Hakansson and Snehota, 1989). 
Additionally, NT assumes that transactions usually 
occur in established relationships, which require a 
maturation period. Occasional breaks in relationships 
usually occur early in the network formation 
(Johanson and Mattsson, 1988). 

Another point worth highlighting is that the 
relationships of a network can directly influence the 
firm’s decision to internationalize, as well as the 
choice of a new foreign market to exploit. Moreover, 

the network often benefits the member firm by 
enhancing acquisition of knowledge and access to the 
foreign market’s resources (Chetty and Holm, 2000)  

Additionally, Johanson and Mattsson (1988) find 
that firms can develop a relationship in three ways:  
1) establishment of new positions for the firm, as in 
the case of an international extension; 2) increased 
commitment to a current position, as in the case of 
increased penetration in a given market; 3) increased 
coordination between different positions, as in the 
case of international integration. 

From these dimensions, the authors created a 
Market and Firm Internationalization Matrix, which 
identifies four stages of firm, based on the "degree of 
internationalization of the firm" and "degree of 
internationalization of the market," as shown in 
Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Internationalization Matrix 

Source: Johanson and Mattsson (1988: 310) 

 
The Early Starters are characterized by a low 

degree of internationalization of the market and of 
the firm. In this case, the sector in which they are 
inserted has a low degree of internationalization and 
does not exert significant pressure in terms of 
internationalization of the firm. Internationalization 
occurs gradually and to markets nearby, in an 
attempt to lessen the need for adaptations (Johanson 
and Mattsson, 1988). 

The next stage is the Lonely International, i.e., the 
firm becomes more internationalized despite the low 
degree of internationalization of the market. This 
gives the firm an advantage over the competition 
because it develops its positioning in the business 
network abroad before others do, and thus has a 
higher chance of optimizing resources through the 
coordination and integration of international 
activities (Johanson and Mattsson, 1988). 

In the case of Late Starters, the market is already 
very internationalized when the firm takes its first 

steps in this direction. In this case, the firm suffers 
from having little knowledge of the market and has 
difficulties establishing a position in the network, 
which already has well-defined relationships. For this 
reason, the firms must adapt to the consumer or 
influence their preferences (Johanson and Mattsson, 
1988). 

International among Others is characterized by 
the high degree of internationalization of the firm and 
the market. In this case the firm, already embedded 
in the business network, has greater access to 
external resources.  

The firm can also leverage its experience to enter 
new markets without wasting resources (Johanson 
and Mattsson, 1988). NT also helps explain the 
internationalization phenomenon of small and 
medium-sized firms, which use resources and 
knowledge of their business networks to enter new 
markets. Company strategy is then not only 
comprised of its own individual movements, but also 
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of coordination of the entire network (Coviello and 
Munro, 1995).  

Coviello and Munro (1995) also note that the 
competitiveness of the sector can be an important 
factor driving the process of firm internationalization. 
According to the authors, high-tech and innovative 
sectors tend to be more internationalized due to high 
competitiveness. Forsgren and Hagstrom (2001) 
studied the internationalization dynamics of firms in 
the technology sector and also found that — unlike 
the incremental process marked by the chain of 
establishment suggested by the original Uppsala 
model — the internationalization of these firms 
occurred in an accelerated way and was influenced by 
their business networks. 

Therefore, authors such as Lin et al. (2016) 
attribute to relationship networks one of the main 
factors for the rapid internationalization of the so-
called born-globals (Rennie, 1993), i.e., firms that 
internationalized within three years of inception, that 
derive at least 25% of sales from the foreign market, 
and that, rather than following a gradual process of 
internationalization, do so shortly after inception (Lin 
et al., 2016).  

The study by Torkkeli et al. (2012) corroborates 
this view, finding that belonging to a good 
relationship network is positively correlated to the 
propensity of small and medium-sized firms to 
internationalize, as well as their international 
performance. 

 

2.2 Revised Uppsala model 
 

Johanson and Vahlne, the authors of the Uppsala 
model, in order to account for the increasing speed 
of the internationalization process included NT in 
their revised model. According to this pattern, the 
internationalization of firms is not necessarily gradual 
and does not necessarily adhere to the stages 
establishment chain and psychic distance (Johanson 
and Vahlne, 2003).  

The Uppsala model came to consider the 
internationalization process from a perspective of 
relations between firms that are part of an integrated 
business network. In this sense, the success of 
internationalization also depends on firms’ ability to 
establish connections and ensure a good position in 
this network (Johanson Mattsson, 1988). 

For this reason, Carvalho and Dib (2013) contend 
that the revised Uppsala model positions 

relationships as the focal point of the 
internationalization process. Experiential knowledge 
— so important in the original Uppsala Model — can 
now be obtained via the relationships between the 
actors in the business network. With such a network,  
a firm does not need to operate directly in a country 
to gain knowledge, because that knowledge can 
instead be passed on by its business network partner 
(Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). 

Likewise, the firm’s commitment is basically 
defined by exchange activities, and the market is 
conceived as a dynamic network of relationships. In 
this sense, the partners’ commitment to the business 
network is a key factor for the success of an 
organization’s internationalization (Johanson and 
Vahlne, 2009).  

Knowledge and commitment continue as central 
elements of the Uppsala model; however, these 
variables are seen in a new light that values the firm’s 
ability to obtain partners, as well as systematizing a 
learning process through relationship networks 
(Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). 

Finally, the revised Uppsala model removes the 
establishment chain as central to the 
internationalization process and admits that firms 
can often skip steps, even including different entry 
modes, such as joint ventures. The revised model also 
diminishes the importance of psychic distance in the 
internationalization process, since it assumes that a 
firm can minimize this sense of foreignness within the 
network.  

In this case, the cultural and institutional 
differences become less relevant, because what 
makes the passing on of knowledge viable is being 
part of the business network. For this reason, there is 
a downside to being outside the network that firms 
should consider (Carvalho and Dib, 2013).  

In 2013, Vahlne and Johanson update the model 
once again, further consolidating the importance of 
networks in the process of firm internationalization. 
They conclude that the firm’s position in the network 
is the result of relationships, commitments, and past 
knowledge, as well as the starting point for new 
actions (Vahlne and Johanson, 2013). 

 

2.3 Combining network theory, innovation and 
internationalization 

Discerning a gap in the work combining the 
literatures of networking, innovation and 
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internationalization, Chetty and Stangl (2010) carried 
out a study of 10 New Zealand software firms, 

classifying them according to the matrix represented 
by Fig. 2 below. 

 

 Innovation 

Internationalization Incremental Radical 

Incremental Group 3 Group 4 

Radical Group 1 Group 2 

Figure 2. Innovation and internationalization matrix 
Source: Chetty and Stangl (2010: 1733) 

Thus, the authors consider internationalization to 
be radical when a firm (a) begins its 
internationalization process within three years of 
inception and (b) its foreign sales exceed 75% of total 
sales and come from at least 20 countries. 
Incremental internationalization, on the other hand, 
is when the firm (a) has been in business for at least 
three years and (b) foreign sales account for no more 
than 60% of revenues come from fewer than 5 
countries. Moreover, radical innovation refers to 
products or processes that represent a clear rupture 
with existing practices, with consequent changes in 
the firm’s capabilities. Incremental innovation, 
therefore, is when new products or services 
represent only a marginal departure from existing 
practices. 

As a result, Chetty and Stangl (2010) arrived at the 
following propositions:  

P1. Firms with a radical innovation and diverse 
network relationships are more likely to have a 
radical internationalization process; 

P2. Firms with an incremental innovation and 
relationship networks with financial agents are likely 
to have a radical process of internationalization; 

P3. Firms with a radical innovation in a rapidly 
changing technological environment that lack 
relationships with financial agents are more likely to 
have an incremental internationalization process; 
and  

P4. Firms with incremental innovation that are 
small, young and with few relationships are likely to 
internationalize incrementally.  

Finally, the authors suggest that future research 
should include qualitative and quantitative tests of 
these propositions in other countries and contexts. 

 

3 Research Method 
 

The research approach used in this work is 
qualitative, in order to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the internationalization process of 
the two software firms studied. The methodology 
chosen was the multiple case study, which allowed a 
comprehensive investigation to be made of the main 
aspects involved in the internationalization processes 
of the firms analyzed and the role of the relationship 
networks in these processes. 

The choice of qualitative research is justified in 
subject areas that call for a deep understanding or 
that do not have well delineated boundaries 
(Creswell, 2004), as is the case with this study, since 
the investigation of the process of firm 
internationalization considers subjective aspects of 
managers’ decision-making processes.  

Thomas and Myers (2015) point out that the case 
study is particularly efficient in describing a 
phenomenon from multiple perspectives, thus 
enabling a richness of analysis and providing insights 
into the focus of study. In this sense, although the 
case study method does not seek generalizations, it 
has been used in studies that have obtained insights 
in several areas (Thomas and Myers, 2015).  

The choice of this method is also consistent with 
the recommendations of Ghauri (2004), who 
emphasizes that case studies are appropriate in the 
area of international business because with open 
questions the interviewer is able to explore and 
discern multiple points of view (Ghauri, 2004). Finally, 
it is worth noting that Hoang and Antoncic (2003) call 
for more qualitative and inductive research in the 
study of relationship networks in international 
entrepreneurship in order to introduce new 
theoretical ideas and stimulate future work. 

A few scholars, such as Doz (2011) and Thomas 
(2017), go even further, arguing that “the 
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multidisciplinary nature of IB makes qualitative 
research particularly valuable in that it allows us to 
build and test new theories, illustrate and exemplify 
new phenomena and surface contextual differences 
between countries” (Birkinshaw, Brenen & Tung, 
2011, p.5), which were our objectives with this paper. 
 

3.1 Selection of cases 
 
 

The firms studied were identified by researching 
various information media, such as magazines and 
newspapers, and websites specialized in 
entrepreneurship and information technology. For a 
firm to qualify, it had to be (i) of Brazilian origin; (ii) in 
the IT services sector; (iii) and have international 
activities in at least one foreign country. 

In addition to these criteria, it was essential that 
the firms be able to provide the necessary interviews 
through their managers. Thus, according to the 
established criteria and managers’ confirmation of 
their availability for interviews, the firms chosen were 
Muxi and Wett (Wett being a fictitious name, at the 
firm’s request to remain anonymous). 

 

3.2 Data collection and analysis methods 
 

The case study is a research method that allows 
the in-depth study of a phenomenon. Therefore, 
using several data sources to understand complex 
phenomena from different perspectives is key (Yin, 
2009). In addition, a variety of data sources is needed 
to enable triangulation for a better research base 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). 

According to Thomas and Myers (2015), the case 
study involves an analysis from various angles  to 
understand how the elements of the case connect, 
given that multiple perspectives help explain a 
phenomenon and how it manifests. In order to follow 
this recommendation, this research collected both 
primary and secondary data. Secondary data on the 
sector were obtained from the websites of Brazilian 
government institutions, such as IBGE, Softex 
(Association for the Promotion of Brazilian Software 
Exports), and IT trade magazines. Regarding the 
firms, 15 different sources were consulted and 
provided the basis for the interviews. Sources 
included news stories, information on the companies’ 
own websites, promotional materials, and a previous 
case study of one of the companies. There was also a 
previous interview with the founder of Muxi, 
conducted at CENI/UFRJ (Prates, 2010). 

The primary data collection was done through two 
in-depth interviews, covering three major sources: 
one joint interview with the CEO and marketing 
director of Wett, and another with the CEO of Muxi. 
The interviews lasted about two hours each; they 
were recorded and transcribed in a way that made it 
possible to construct the cases. Following the 
interviews, telephone calls were made to the 
interviewees to clarify any questions and obtain 
additional information needed to complement the 
cases. 

 

4 The Cases 
 

4.1 The Muxi case 
 

Muxi was founded in 1993 in Rio de Janeiro. The 
firm develops solutions for payment transactions, 
especially in the areas of capture, 
routing/authorization and settlement, serving a 
variety of business segments. The firm’s technology is 
multichannel and accessible via several devices, 
including point of sale (POS), mobile phone, tablet, 
PC, and website. The customer portfolio is diversified 
and includes important companies, such as Banco do 
Brasil and Cielo (formerly VisaNet). Cielo, a successful 
partnership according to the firm, is the biggest 
player in the world in terms of POS, with more than 
1.8 million in Brazil (CIELO, 2016). 

Including Brazil, the firm has operations in five 
countries, operating in over three million POS in Brazil 
and other foreign markets; it has more than 100 
employees spread over three offices in Rio de Janeiro, 
São Paulo and Mexico City. The firm is planning on 
opening two additional foreign offices in the near 
future, one in the USA and one in Peru.  

Muxi’s big jump came in 2001 with the creation of 
a product that had a great impact on Brazil’s payment 
industry: a web-based browser that runs on the 
operating system of POS terminals, a move that 
enabled the firm to take control of several resources. 

 

4.1.1 Internationalization 
 

The internationalization of Muxi began as a 
personal project of its founder, who did not want to 
run the risk of losing opportunities in the foreign 
market. 

“We know we’re going to grow a lot here, and we 
know we can do the same outside of Brazil. 
Sometimes I’m struck by this desperation not to 
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lose the opportunities the foreign market offers.” 
(Alexandre Pi, Muxi founder).  

The global nature of the payment market was 
another important driver for Muxi’s 
internationalization process. According to Luis Felipe 
Cavalcanti (Muxi CEO), the global payment standards 
established by the credit card brands favor the firm’s 
internationalization by  standardizing procedures.  

Its first international expansion attempt was 
shortly after their main product rollout, in 2001, by 
participating in major European and US trade-shows 
(Prates, 2010). However, the lack of planning and lack 
of knowledge of the payment market contributed to 
the failure of these early forays.  

“My strategy was to go to every event [...]. We 
never did close a deal; but everyone got to know 
us [...]. This was very difficult: we created a 
product that nobody wanted to buy. [...] It was a 
terrible experience.” (Alexandre Pi, Muxi founder) 

The firm’s real first international market was 
Mexico in 2005. The firm was able to sell software 
licenses in an internationalization process that 
originated from Brazil, but without the presence of 
local commercial representatives.  

In 2007, the internationalization project was put 
on hold to focus on to the project with Cielo, but was 
resumed in 2009 by the founder himself: 

“[...] my goal was close the new contracts with 
Cielo, and then I’d leave Brazil to advance our 
internationalization process. It’s a personal 
project. I have no more challenges in Brazil. The 
hard part is already done.” (Alexandre Pi, Muxi 
founder). 

In that same year (2009), the firm was selected to 
participate in G-Lab, a consulting service provided by 
MIT students, with the objective of outlining a 
strategy to enter the US market; the strategy was 
three-pronged (Prates, 2010): before opening an 
office of its own, which could be costly and 
ineffective, the firm should (i) acquire market 
knowledge; (ii) await opportunities to invest in this 
market; (iii) and, before entering the US, know and be 
known by the American market by establishing a 
business network. From 2009 to 2015 the firm 
worked on building a relationships network with the 
help of representatives. 

In parallel, from 2010-2011 and while also 
studying at MIT, Luis Felipe Cavalcanti drew up a new 
strategic plan for the firm to leverage its operations 

inside and outside Brazil in the prepaid market. The 
firm should guide its global strategy based on criteria 
such as distance from Brazil (cultural and 
administrative/geographic/economic factors) and 
market attractiveness. Thus Mexico, Chile, Colombia 
and Peru were chosen. Luis Felipe Cavalcanti also 
noted that Brazil’s technological leadership in the 
South American payment market was important in 
choosing these countries. 

In 2012, Luis Felipe Cavalcanti became the CEO of 
Muxi, and an international board was created to 
coordinate the firm’s efforts in foreign markets. The 
firm began its activities in Colombia in 2012 and in 
Peru in 2013, both through local representatives. 
Entry using local representatives has been a firm 
practice, enabled by its representatives’ commercial 
contacts and knowledge of the culture and the local 
market. The firm expects its forays into Peru and 
Colombia to help leverage operations in the region:  

“Both Visanet-Peru and Redeban (Colombia) are 
the largest purchasers, and both are in the 
implementation phase. We believe (and are 
working so they become regional cases) that 
from there we can close other projects in Latin 
America and Mexico. The United States is the 
next target.” (Luis Felipe Cavalcanti, Muxi CEO). 

Currently, Muxi has an office in Mexico, 
representatives in Colombia, Argentina, and Peru, 
and is assessing business prospects in Chile. The 
relative weight of foreign sales (previously 1%) grew 
to 6% in 2015. 

 

4.2 The Wett case 
 

Wett was founded in 2008 by André Lima (CEO), 
Danilo Silva (CTO), and Hilton Alves, all with excellent 
academic backgrounds and relevant professional 
experience in the industry as a global provider of Big 
Data Analytics for the internet of things (IoT). Initially, 
they marketed their software through licensing 
agreements with clients operating in three segments: 
telecommunications, energy, and transport/logistics.  

The firm is based in Rio de Janeiro, has an office in 
São Paulo, and is setting up another in London, where 
it already has a sales team to service the European 
market. The technical structure is located in Brazil, as 
is customer service to national and international 
clients. A small technical structure is maintained in 
Canada for legal reasons. By 2016, the firm had 
customers in Chile, Colombia, Peru, Argentina, 
Mexico, Bolivia, Canada, United States and Italy. The 
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firm has approximately 100 employees, mostly in 
Brazil. Between 40% and 60% of sales are foreign. 

Wett’s international contracts are concentrated in 
the telecom sector. André, who worked for more 
than 10 years in a major telephone company, 
highlights the firm’s knowledge in this area as a key 
aspect to Wett’s success in the telecom segment. 
Moreover, its network of relationships in this sector, 
built over the years, was also an important aspect. 

In addition to the founding partners, over the 
years the firm has received capital contributions from 
significant investors. The firm’s first investor was Intel 
Capital in 2013, followed by Citrix, which invested 
that same year. Also in 2013, the firm acquired 
Telematics, a company active in the field of transport 
and logistics. In 2015, the firm sought additional 
partners for a new round of investment. This time, 
Qualcomm, DGF, and Intel (in a second round) made 
total investments of some BRL 40 million. 

 

4.2.1 The internationalization of Wett 
 

The firm’s telecommunications segment has 100% 
of its contracts in foreign currency and these account 
for the bulk of revenues. The scenario is different in 
the transportation and logistics segment, where the 
firm has grown in recent years and in which it 
operates only in Brazil.  

André highlights two key factors for Wett’s 
internationalization: the high degree of 
internationalization in the telecommunications 
sector and the relationship with Nokia. In his opinion, 
a telecom network in Brazil is not much different from 
anywhere else. Thus, when a company is qualified to 
compete in Brazil, it is qualified to compete 
worldwide:  

[...] “When you have a telecom network — for 
example, here in Brazil — it’s not much different 
from networks elsewhere in the world. Suppliers 
are usually the same too: Those that service Brazil 
are the same ones that service United States and 
Europe; so it’s a sector that’s already globalized. 
So, as you prepare to compete in Brazil, you are 
practically already qualified to compete in any 
other country. [...] For example, in 2012, we bid for 
a contract in Indonesia: not so much as a comma 
was changed for the sales pitch [...].” (André, CEO 
Wett). 

However, this is not true for all the segments in 
which Wett operates. According to André, the 
differences between the problems encountered in 

Brazil and in other countries in the logistics segment 
make internationalization in this segment more 
complex. 

The relationship with Nokia began in 2009, when 
the firm won a bid to provide services to this 
company. Nokia sought to complement its portfolio 
of offerings with the services that Wett had 
developed in order to offer solutions beyond 
hardware. As a result, Nokia invited firms to submit 
proposals for provision of this type of service. Wett 
was awarded the contract and since then has become 
Nokia’s standard tool in several countries.  

Thus, Wett did not prospect overseas customers, 
since Nokia had introduced the firm in the 
international market. The demand came to them.  

However, there were some occasions whereby 
demands originated through referrals from people 
who already knew Wett. This was the case in Canada, 
where Brazilians recommended the firm to a mobile 
operator in that country.  

“But we also had other customers that found us 
other than through Nokia. [...] It turns out that 
in the telecommunications market, because it is 
so concentrated and people switch jobs often, a 
person who has already worked with an 
operator, who has already used our tool, will go 
and work in another operator. That’s what 
happened in Canada” (André, Wett CEO). 

Despite recent investments from major 
companies such as Intel and Qualcomm, the company 
remains under the control of the founders, who 
together are a majority on the board and have full 
control of management. However, in addition to the 
benefits of invested capital, investors offer important 
support, especially in the commercial area, mediating 
contacts with potential clients and ensuring space for 
stands at trade shows and conventions. 

“... they (the investors) provided support by 
investing their own capital in the commercial 
and technological area, the latter being more 
focused on sharing experiences. We received a 
lot of support in relation to getting introductions 
to customers. They hold frequent events in which 
they fit us into workshops so we can present our 
portfolio. So you’re obviously getting backed by 
Intel, which is a great advantage” (André, CEO 
da Wett). 

He continues: 

“In conferences too. There is a very large 
conference that’s held once a year in Barcelona. 
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This year we did have a stand of our own; but 
Qualcomm set aside a space inside their stand, 
which is huge, to present our products. Intel had 
reserved meeting rooms whereby they arranged 
meetings for us with several potential 
customers”. 

5 Analysis 
 

Table 1. Below summarizes the main 
characteristics of the firms studied 

 

TABLE 1: Summary of companies 

Company Muxi Wett 

Year of inception 1993 2008 

Internationalization 2005 2009 

Reason for first export Will of the founder Fortuitous (networks) 

Company size + 100 employees Approx. 100 employees 

Percentage of revenues from 
foreign sales 

6% 40% to 60% 

Business model B2B B2B 

Products exported Payment solutions Data analytics solutions 

Foreign markets served in 2016 Mexico, Peru, Colombia, 
United States 

Chile, Colombia, Peru, 
Argentina, Mexico, Bolivia, 
Canada, United States, Italy 

Source: prepared by the authors 

 
5.1 The network model and the cases studied 
 

As mentioned previously, NT assumes that the 
firm can be positively influenced performance-wise 
when it is part of a network (Chetty and Holm, 2000; 
Hakansson and Snehota, 1989; Torkkeli et al., 2012). 
Being in a relationships network can mean access to 
more resources and more knowledge. A firm within 
the network can utilize the knowledge of its business 
partners to enter new markets, thereby reducing the 
need to obtain experiential knowledge exclusively 
through in-house operations (Johanson and 
Mattsson, 1988). 

When comparing the two cases presented here, 
both firms, to a greater or lesser extent, have taken 
advantage of and benefited from their relationship 
networks in their internationalization processes. 

Muxi systematically used commercial 
representatives to obtain knowledge about the 
foreign markets. The company used its 
representatives not only to obtain greater knowledge 
about the culture and mode of doing business in 
these places, but also to increase its market 
penetration via its representatives’ relationship 
networks, an observation consistent with Coviello 
and Munro (1995) and Chetty and Holm (2000).  

Muxi also took the time and effort to expand its 
network of relationships based on its view that they 
are key to internationalization. Therefore, it acts 
jointly with representatives to ensure customer 
needs are met. In Peru, the firm is preparing to set up 
an office to provide its customer Visanet-Peru 
additional support and strengthen its relationship in 
the belief that good performance may lead to new 
projects in other countries in the region. 

But the relationship network was even more 
important in Wett’s internationalization, because the 
first and most significant foreign orders came 
through Nokia. Thus, the firm did not prospect 
customers or choose the markets in which to 
operate. According to the CEO:  

We did not choose; we were chosen. We were 
not active; we did not seek internationalization; 
it happened. The demands from these countries 
came, and we simply serviced them. We did not 
prospect in these countries in order to enter 
them (André, Wett CEO). 

Even in other cases, such as in Canada, the firm 
was recommended by people who were already 
familiar with Wett – another benefit derived from 
networks.  

The company’s relationship with investors is 
another highlight, because it expanded the 
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availability of financial and non-financial resources 
for the firm. In addition to providing funding, these 
investors were part of other large relationship 
networks and helped Wett by holding meetings 
between the company and potential customers, 
arranging for space in stands at international fairs and 
conferences, and sharing technological support and 
experiences.  

Thus, consistent with the findings of Lin et al. 
(2016), the relationship networks played an 
important role in the rapid internationalization of 
Wett, just one year after its founding, as well as in its 
good performance, with foreign business ranging 
from 40% to 60 % of annual revenues – also in line 
with the findings of Torkkeli et al. (2012). 

Another similarity between the two firms, and in 
agreement with Coviello and Munro (1995), would be 
the internationalization of the sectors in which both 
operate. However, the similarities of the two 
internationalization processes are limited to these 
variables.  

Using the internationalization matrix of Johanson 
and Mattsson (1988: 310), Wett and Muxi are located 
in different quadrants. Although both of them 
operate in internationalized sectors, Muxi presented 
characteristics of a “late entrant” during its 
internationalization process: difficulties in 
establishing a position in the network and the need 
for the firm to adapt to the demand (see remark by 
company CEO, page 10 of this study), thus requiring 
local representatives to assist in the process. 
Consequently, the firm took longer to establish itself 

and to expand internationally comparing to the case 
of Wett. 

Regarding Wett, besides acting in an 
internationalized sector, the firm can be considered 
an "international among others,” i.e., a firm already 
inserted in the business network, with greater access 
to external resources, and benefiting from its 
experience to enter new markets without wasting 
resources. 

 

5.2 The Chetty and Stangl model (2010) and the cases 
studied 
 

While neither of the two firms has undergone a 
typical radical internationalization (75% of total sales 
from foreign markets and serving more than 20 
countries), Wett is closer to that than Muxi, since it 
internationalized just a year after inception, is 
present in more countries (ten versus only five) and 
has a much more significant proportion of its sales 
from the foreign market (40-60 percent, versus 6 
percent). However, neither can Wett’s 
internationalization process be considered 
incremental, as defined by Chetty and Stangl; thus, it 
occupies an intermediate position between groups 2 
and 4 in Figure 3 below. 

With regard to innovation, Wett did present a 
radical innovation process, with a clear rupture with 
existing practices and consequent changes in the 
firm’s capabilities (Chetty and Stangl, 2010). In 
contrast, Muxi advanced internationally with only 
incremental innovations.

 

 Innovation 

Internationalization Incremental Radical 

Incremental Group 3 
Muxi 

Group 4 
 

 
Radical 

 
Group 1 

 
Group 2 

Figure 3. Innovation and internationalization matrix 

           Source: adapted from Chetty and Stangl (2010) 

 

There was not sufficient empirical evidence to 
fully confirm the proposals of Chetty and Stangl 
(2010), as explained below: 

P1. Firms with radical innovations and broad 
relationship networks tend to present a radical 
internationalization process. 

In Wett’s case, the internationalization process 
was, if not radical, at least accelerated. 

Chetty and Stangl (2010), according to the 
proposed typology, classify relationship networks as 
broad or restricted. Although Wett’s relationships 
network is apparently broader than Muxi’s, network 
size does not seem to be the main driver of success in 

Wett 
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its internationalization process. Rather, the strength, 
importance, and even bilateral dependence of these 
relationships should be considered.  

P2. Firms with incremental innovation and 
relationship networks with financial agents tend to 
present a radical internationalization process. 

No empirical evidence supporting this proposition 
was observed in Wett or Muxi. 

P3. Firms with radical innovation in an 
environment of rapid technological change, but, if 
they lack relationships with financial agents, tend to 
present an incremental internationalization process.  

No empirical evidence supporting this proposition 
was observed in Wett or Muxi. 

P4. Firms with incremental innovation that are 
small, young, and with few relationships tend to 
internationalize incrementally. 

Muxi’s case presents empirical evidence that 
supports this proposition, since over the course of its 
development, innovations adopted by the firm were 
incremental, as was its internationalization process, 
developed through a relatively restricted network of 
relationships. 

 

Conclusions 
 

Muxi and Wett are two firms that 
internationalized for different reasons and in 
different ways. However, the propositions of NT, to a 
greater or lesser extent, were robust to explain the 
internationalization processes of both, as expected 
with IT firms.  

Consistent with the findings of Coviello and Munro 
(1995) and Chetty and Holm (2000), Muxi used its 
market knowledge and the contacts of its 
representatives to establish itself overseas. This 
facilitated the firm’s entry in different markets, both 
in relation to mode of doing business and in relation 
to the network of contacts of these representatives. 

With Wett, their client portfolio and therefore the 
choice of countries to enter was the result of 
recommendations from their networks of contacts. 
This pattern is consistent with the concepts described 
by Chetty and Holm, (2000) and Coviello and Munro 
(1995). Thus, (i) Wett’s exports originated through 
Nokia; (ii) additional contracts were then obtained via 
recommendations by people who already knew or 
had worked with the firm; and (iii) Wett’s investors, 

as international organizations, besides increasing the 
availability of resources to the company, also assisted 
with technological, strategic, and commercial 
support. 

However, it is worth noting that in the case of 
Wett, the relationship networks played an important 
diffuser/accelerator role that was highly relevant in 
the firm’s internationalization. Although both firms 
operate predominantly in sectors that follow global 
standards, which facilitate internationalization, this 
process occurred just one year after Wett’s inception. 
In contrast, twelve years passed in Muxi’s case, even 
though internationalization had been a stated 
objective of the founder from the firm’s earliest days. 
In addition, ten years after the start 
internationalization, revenues from Muxi’s 
international operations accounted for just six 
percent of total revenues, while at Wett this number 
was around 40-60 percent within seven years of the 
start of internationalization. These differences — 
both in terms of time elapsed to start international 
activities and the importance of these activities for 
total firm revenues — can be explained by the 
importance of the relationship networks in the 
process:  stronger and more decisive in the case of 
Wett (which had an almost reactive 
internationalization in response to the demands of its 
network); weaker and less impactful in the case of 
Muxi (which always had a more proactive role, 
seeking its own international opportunities). 

Similarly, even though significant innovation is by 
itself a driver of growth, as Chetty and Stangl (2010) 
pointed out and could be observed in Wett’s case, the 
effects of a significant innovation are boosted when 
the firm is part of a relationship network, catalyzing 
the internationalization process, accelerating it or, in 
some cases, making it radical. 

 

Contributions, limitations and recommendations for 
future studies 
 

The present article aims to contribute (i) business-
wise, to emphasize to managers and entrepreneurs, 
using real cases, the importance of relationship 
networks for the internationalization of firms; and (ii) 
academically, by contributing to the literature of firm 
internationalization and NT with an in-depth case 
study that addresses the two major research gaps 
(regarding firms from emerging countries and 
regarding service providers), as well as Chetty and 
Stangl’s (2010) call for papers that qualitatively test 
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their theoretical propositions in different contexts, 
thus contributing with theory elaboration (Fischer & 
Aguinis, 2017). 

In addition to the limitations of the method, 
limitations arise from the fact that both cases are IT 
service providers and Brazilian firms. 

For future studies, similar qualitative research can 
be done in other sectors, both in Brazil and in other 

developing countries, in the same sector and/or 
other. In addition, broader quantitative studies are 
recommended for proper testing and statistical 
generalization of findings. Finally, investigating if IT 
firms have any specific characteristics that interfere 
in their internationalization process, positively or 
negatively, regarding relationship networks. 
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