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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper aims at investigating the resource-seeking internationalization process of an 
international nongovernmental organization (INGO) from the process point of view. INGOs 
have received scant attention in the international business literature, despite their relevance in 
almost every aspect of aid and development and as actors of global governance. The research 
question addresses the issue of whether or not INGOs can follow a path similar to business firms 
in their internationalization process. The study departs from two different theoretical perspectives 
— the Uppsala model and the born global perspective — to study the case of the NGO Médecins 
Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders), an international, private, nonprofit, member-based 
organization. We identify three stages in the resource-seeking internationalization process of the 
NGO, which present similarities with that of business organizations. The study contributes to the 
IB literature by revealing key aspects of the internationalization trajectory of an NGO to raise 
funds and recruit volunteers in advanced and emerging economies with the purpose of employing 
these resources to support its emergency assistance activities in less developed countries, and to 
the literature on INGOs in exploring the issue of resource-seeking internationalization. 
 
Keywords: NGO; internationalization process; resource seeking 
 
JEL Code: M16, L31. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have become an important part of the global landscape 
(Dichter, 1999). The number of international NGOs has grown substantially over the past 
century, especially since the 1970s. According to the NGO Branch of the United Nations (United 
Nations, 2017), there are more than 30,000 international NGOs worldwide that are affiliated 
with the United Nations Economic and Social Council, with international activities that focus 
on economic and social development, conflict resolution, peacemaking, and humanitarian 
assistance. As a result, scholars from a variety of disciplines, including economics, international 
relations, development studies, political science, and sociology, among others, have used different 
lenses to examine the NGO phenomenon.  
 
NGOs are, however, difficult to define and to classify (Dichter, 1999; Martens, 2002; Parker, 
2003). Authors debate whether or not they are part of the third sector, with some arguing that 
they are similar to business organizations (Kistruck, Qureshi, & Beamish, 2013), except that they 
are not-for-profit entities (Bebbington, Hickey, & Mitlin, 2008; Uphoff, 1996), and thus should 
be considered as part of the private nonprofit sector (Salomon & Anheier, 1997). In fact, NGOs 
serve beneficiaries, while business organizations serve customers. In addition, NGOs are 
accountable to various stakeholders, such as donors and contributors, beneficiaries, employees, 
public officials, and government agencies, while business organizations are accountable to 
shareholders, customers, employees, suppliers, government, and society in general. Other 
scholars have debated whether organizations that get most of their funding from governments 
should even be called nongovernmental (Smillie, 1998). After a detailed review of the meanings 
associated with the term, Martens (2002) defines NGOs as “formal (professionalized) 
independent societal organizations whose primary aim is to promote common goals at the 
national or the international level” (Martens, 2002, p. 282). 
 
Part of the reason for this debate comes from the wide variety of institutional types and the 
“multidimensional nature of NGOs,” thus making the classifying of NGOs “a perplexing 
dilemma” (Vakil, 1997, p. 2057). Vakil offers several different dimensions to be considered when 
classifying an NGO. McGaughey (2018), in turn, looks specifically at NGOs involved with human 
rights and proposes six different types. In light of the large number of taxonomies emanating 
from different disciplines and theoretical perspectives, a simple but useful classification is offered 
by Kellow and Murphy-Gregory (2018), who distinguish between operational NGOs, which are 
“involved in the delivery of programs,” and advocacy NGOs, “involved in advocacy or 
campaigning” (Kellow & Murphy-Gregory, 2018, p. 7). Nevertheless, despite the differences, 
there is a consensus that these organizations do have characteristics in common and are thus 
definable.  
 
Many NGOs have spread their activities to several countries and become global. A number of 
factors seem to be behind the rise of international NGOs (INGOs) — also called global or 
transnational NGOs — such as increased global connectedness, technological advances, and social 
changes (Anheier & Themudo, 2005), and they seem to be significantly motivated by fundraising 
pressures (Aldashev & Verdier, 2009; Kistruck et al., 2013). Smillie (1998) praised their 
“capacities and efficiencies” (Smillie, 1998, p. 185) to provide faster responses to international 
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problems than national governments are capable of, and he also lauded their ability to secure 
political support.  
 
Despite the importance of INGOs in almost every aspect of aid and development and as actors 
of global governance, and despite the interest in these organizations by scholars from diverse 
fields and theoretical perspectives, scant attention has been given to the subject in the area of 
international business (IB), especially when it comes to studying these organizations as actors per 
se, or, as Lambell et al. (2008) put it, “in their own right” (Lambell, Namia, Nyland, & Michelotti, 
2008, p. 85). In fact, the IB literature is largely silent when it comes to examining the 
internationalization of other types of organizations besides multinational enterprises (MNEs). 
Buckley, Doh, and Benischke (2002) pioneered the call for IB scholars to look specifically at the 
international activities of NGOs as “candidates for important research agendas” (Buckley, Doh, 
& Benischke, 2002, p. 369). Buckley’s quest was supported by Teegeen, Doh, and Vachani 
(2004), who also called for broadening the scope of IB research “to include non-state, non-firm 
actors” (Teegeen, Doh, & Vachani,2004, p. 464). Specifically, these authors suggested that the 
internationalization process of NGOs needed to be addressed by the IB field: “NGOs might 
internationalize in stages … and follow a life cycle … International NGOs’ modes of entry into 
foreign markets may be predicted by experience and cultural similarity, as we have seen for their 
MNE counterparts” (Teegen et al., 2004, p. 676). 
 
Lambell et al. (2008) evaluated the progress of IB research on NGOs and realized that the issues 
raised by Teegen et al. (2004) had not yet been sufficiently addressed, excepting the study of 
strategic alliances between MNEs and NGOs. Kourula and Laasonen’s (2010) review of the 
literatures on business and society, management, and IB confirmed this state of affairs. More 
recent studies that examine the international aspects of NGO activity have also focused on the 
relationship between MNEs and NGOs (e.g., Bhanji & Oxley, 2013; Nebus & Rufin, 2010; Rana 
& Elo, 2017). Accordingly, a recent literature review (Sinkovics, Sinkovics, & Archie-
Acheampong, 2019) on social responsibility issues in IB identifies the study of NGOs among the 
under-represented topics, which still focuses mainly on MNE-NGO interactions. In a fresh 
evaluation of the presence of NGOs in the IB literature, Buckley et al. (2017) acknowledge that 
despite IB scholars’ increased interest in MNE-NGO interactions, they have remained “almost 
exclusively focused on understanding the MNE’s resources, strategies, tactics, and responses, and 
rarely consider those same characteristics for its organizational counterpart [the NGO]” (Buckley 
et al., 2017, p. 1050). Thus, some of the issues raised by Teegen et al. (2004) remain uncovered 
by IB research, particularly the internationalization process of NGOs, that is, how NGOs develop 
and structure their international activities.  
 
Therefore, the subject matter of the present study is the process involved in the 
internationalization of an NGO, seeking to contribute to filling a gap in the IB literature. The 
study sought to answer the following question: “To what extent does the internationalization 
process of NGOs follows a path similar to the internationalization process of business 
organizations?” Considering the similarities between INGOs and business-like organizations, it 
seems a logical research endeavor to investigate whether or not these organizations follow paths 
similar to business firms in their internationalization processes. Accordingly, we adopt two IB 
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theoretical perspectives — the Uppsala model and the born global (BG) perspective — to analyze 
the phenomenon of NGO internationalization. Scholars (e.g. Knight & Liesch, 2016; Welch & 
Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014) have recommended the use of a process approach to study the 
internationalization of business organizations, since a dynamic approach is fundamental for 
understanding the phenomenon. Due to its longitudinal nature, the process approach allows for 
a detailed evaluation of the sequence of events in the internationalization process (Hewerdine & 
Welch, 2013). We argue that the process approach is also valuable to examining the 
internationalization of NGOs. Both theoretical perspectives selected for the study look at the 
process of internationalization, while other dominant theoretical perspectives in the IB field do 
not (e.g., internalization theory and the eclectic paradigm of international production). The 
Uppsala model describes a gradual internationalization path, based on the study of traditional 
MNEs, while the BG perspective focuses mainly on the first steps of internationalization at the 
very inception of a firm. However, even if the two perspectives adopt quite different 
understanding of the initiation of internationalization, they can be reconciled in the later steps 
of the process.  
 
The method elected was the case study. Due to its longitudinal nature, the method allows for a 
detailed evaluation of the sequence of events in the internationalization process (Hewerdine & 
Welch, 2013). We chose the NGO Médecins Sans Frontières (or Doctors Without Borders) for our 
single case analysis. Following Kellow and Murphy-Gregory’s (2018) classification, MSF is an 
operational NGO that operates globally to deliver emergency health services, mobilizing 
volunteers, donors, and material resources to accomplish its mission. The MSF case fulfills all the 
conditions for a single case choice: it is a special case that is revealing and suitable for the desired 
theoretical-empirical development (Ghauri, 2004; Pauwels & Matthyssens, 2004). Moreover, one 
major reason for the choice is that there is a wealth of data available on this NGO — particularly 
on the process by which the organization expanded its international reach to several countries — 
including interviews with several of its leaders in different moments of time. In addition, MSF is 
international since inception, thus recommending the use of both theoretical perspectives 
selected for the study. 
 
It should be noted that we initially also intended to examine MSF’s international expansion to 
serve humanitarian purposes and its entry into countries experiencing emergencies. However, as 
we moved ahead in the study, it became clear that there were two different processes that had to 
be analyzed separately. The first one is a resource-seeking internationalization process, whose 
main purpose is to access donation funds and recruit volunteers in more advanced countries and 
leading emerging economies and is characterized by the choice of potential markets and the 
establishment of affiliates. The second is a mission-supportive internationalization process, whose 
aim is to serve the INGO’s humanitarian goals. In this latter process, MSF does not choose the 
geographic areas where humanitarian projects occur, but rather its choice is determined by the 
place where its services are urgently needed. Considering that these locations can vary 
substantially in time, although they tend to be in less developed countries, large, permanent 
facilities such as affiliates usually are not established in the country served by emergency projects, 
but mainly satellite facilities to support operational needs such as logistics and medical supplies. 
 
Nevertheless, we concur with Edwards (2008) that, due to their diversity, one should be careful 
not to generalize when it comes to studying NGOs. We realize that a single case study cannot 
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portray a group of organizations as diverse as NGOs, even large international NGOs. In spite of 
that fact, however, we believe that a detailed analysis of the internationalization of MSF to secure 
funds to support its emergency projects may shed some light on the dynamics of the 
internationalization of operational NGOs that have achieved a global scope of operations. 
 
THE INTERNATIONAL NGO 
 
Anheier and Themudo (2005) conceptualize INGOs as “nonprofit organizations that make 
significant operating expenditures across national borders and do not identify themselves as 
domestic actors” (Anheier & Themudo, 2005, p. 103), while Davies (2018) defines them as “non-
state, non-profit organizations operating across three or more countries in a wide range of issue 
areas …” (Davies, 2018, p. 15). 
 
These organizations are to a degree comparable to MNEs, with activities in several countries (e.g., 
Dichter, 1999; Smillie, 1998; Uphoff, 1996). Like MNEs, they depend on a bureaucratic structure 
for their worldwide operations. Miller (2007) claimed that the organizational structure of NGOs 
is “a curious blend of the corporate model and political parties” (Miller, 2007, p. 353), and points 
out that on one hand, they have a professional staff, a management team, and a board of directors, 
whereas, on the other hand, they rely on contributions and other forms of funding. Meyer and 
Simsa (2014) go further, advocating that the adoption of business-like methods and 
organizational forms responds to a need to improve efficiency and effectiveness and to gain 
legitimacy. In their opinion, such change has brought more managerial competence and 
improved organizational forms to the nonprofit sector. From a political science perspective, Risse 
(2007) suggests that INGOs, similar to MNEs, have their governance structure shaped by the 
institutional environment of their headquarters’ home country, but they must also abide by the 
regulatory environment of the countries where they operate. Thus, to respond to these 
environmental characteristics, INGOs have increased their bureaucratization, and have “changed 
their character from transnational social movements to professional organizations employing a 
large staff of lawyers, media experts, and country specialists” (Risse, 1997, p. 262). 
 
The international growth of INGOs has not been achieved without facing several challenges. 
Kistruck, Qureshi, and Beamish (2013) have found a U-shaped relationship between geographic 
diversification and efficiency. In addition, increased problems of coordination are associated with 
international expansion (Aldashev & Verdier, 2009). International NGOs may opt for quite 
different degrees of centralization/decentralization, giving more or less autonomy to their 
affiliates. Decentralized structures tend to invite more conflict than centralized ones. These issues 
have to be confronted as these organizations face growing pressures involving accountability, 
efficiency, and effectiveness (Lewis, 2005; Meyer & Simsa, 2014; Werker & Ahmed, 2008). 
Ebrahim (2003) notes that NGOs have performed better in relation to functional than strategic 
accountability, and Banks, Hulme, and Edwards (2015) evaluate NGO’s social impact as weak. 
In addition, competition for funds among NGOs and other nonprofit organizations and social 
movements is ever more intense (Aldashev & Verdier, 2009; Kistruck et al., 2013; Oelberger, 
Lecy, & Shachter, 2020). 
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Another crucial issue for INGOs is fundraising. In fact, scholars have warned about the 
difficulties involved in balancing the NGO’s mission and the need to raise funds (e.g., Meyer & 
Simsa, 2014), and to conciliate donors’ interests and NGOs’ responsibilities. These tensions are 
inherent to the existence of INGOs, however. In the field of economics, Aldashev and Verdier 
(2009) examined the implications of NGOs’ international expansion in terms of fundraising 
using data from large international NGOs’ market entries. They conclude that the increase in 
economies of scale associated with fundraising is behind the global expansion of large NGOs and 
their choice of foreign countries. Kistruck, Qureshi, and Beamish (2013) suggest that NGOs 
(specifically charities) internationalize due to the availability of a large donor base that is 
motivated to contribute to growing social demands. As a result of their ability to mobilize and 
commit the public to the causes they serve, INGOs seem more capable of attracting private 
donations than other NGOs do (Anheier &Themudo, 2005). There is also some evidence that 
international donors would rather contribute to INGOs than to their domestic counterparts. 
This can be interpreted as a donor’s risk-reduction strategy, owing to the “geographic, cultural 
and linguistic differences” between donors and local NGOs established in less developed 
countries (Oelberger et al., 2020, p. 16). It thus seems that the international growth of NGOs has 
been fueled by the challenges of fundraising and the need to compete for private donations.  
 
THE INTERNATIONALIZATION PROCESS 
 
Teegen et al. (2004), in their quest to include NGOs in the IB agenda, suggested using gradual 
internationalization models to understand how these organizations develop their global 
operations. Following their advice, but recognizing that many NGOs are international from 
inception (for instance, the case selected for the study, MSF), we used both the Uppsala model 
and the BG perspective to examine the phenomenon of NGO internationalization. 
 
The Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) is a dynamic, path-dependent procedural model, 
in which events are not planned or follow a predetermined sequence (Welch, Nummela, & 
Liesch, 2016). The model is dynamic in that it explains the basic internationalization mechanisms 
that enable the organization to continue along its international trajectory. It is path-dependent 
in that decisions are shaped by the company’s history and its previous activities, which limit the 
alternatives to be followed in subsequent steps. The model seeks to systematize and explain the 
dynamics that accompany the internationalization process. Internationalization begins passively, 
usually through fortuitous contacts from abroad, which are capable of arousing management’s 
attention about the potential of foreign countries. Companies only initiate international activities 
at more advanced stages of their existence. Internationalization is the result of the combination 
of incremental decisions that become tangible through an ‘establishment chain,’ characterized by 
the successive choice of more highly committed modes of entry into markets of increasing psychic 
distance. Decision-makers face uncertainty due to lack of market knowledge and they are risk 
averse (Björkman & Forsgren, 1997). Psychic distance, that is, the perception of geographic, 
economic, cultural, and business differences between the organization’s country of origin and the 
foreign country, affects the decision-making process; countries closer in these terms are selected 
earlier. The 1977 Uppsala model “has gained strong support in studies of a wide spectrum of 
countries and situations” (Johanson & Vahlne, 1990, p. 14), although it has also been 
questioned. Criticisms relate to a lack of empirical support along the establishment chain (Ninan 
& Puck, 2010), a limited view of how companies acquire experiential knowledge (Forsgren, 
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2002), a non-inclusion of networks (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), and an excessive emphasis on a 
linear view of the process (Vissak & Francioni, 2013). 
 
As a result of these criticisms and of the changing context of globalization, the model underwent 
a series of adjustments. The revisited Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) now rests on 
the concept of networks. Internationalization is conceived as the development of ties between 
actors in different foreign countries. As relationships evolve, organizations develop privileged 
knowledge about their network partners, enabling them to adapt their routines to their partners’ 
needs. Thus, the incorporation of the network aspect required significant changes to the model 
regarding the concepts of learning, trust, commitment, and opportunity recognition (Johanson 
& Vahlne, 2009). For Welch, Nummela, and Liesch (2016), the relationship between the model’s 
variables changed in three important ways. First, in the context of the network, the relationship 
between learning and commitment went from unilateral to multilateral, that is, it now includes 
several partners that learn from each other and share their knowledge. Second, while experiential 
knowledge remained a central element, other types of knowledge were added, such as imitative 
learning and network-based learning. Third, learning became a trigger for the development of 
opportunities, and not only a mechanism to reduce uncertainty. 
 
In addition, the 2009 Uppsala model does not focus anymore on liabilities of foreignness, as 
implicit in the original 1977 model, but on liabilities of outsidership. The construct of liabilities 
of foreignness refers to the additional costs incurred by a firm to operate in a foreign market due 
to its lack of familiarity with the foreign market. The concept was originally introduced by Zaheer 
(1995), and since then it has been frequently used in IB research (Denk, Kaufmann, & Roesch, 
2012). Liabilities of outsidership refer to the lack of a relevant position in established networks 
abroad. This situation is aggravated because “foreignness presumably complicates the process of 
becoming an insider” (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1415). 
 
The BG perspective has been positioned against the Uppsala model. A parallel and broader 
development in the IB field, the international entrepreneurship perspective, which studies the 
BG and similar phenomena from the perspective of the entrepreneur, adopted the same position. 
Although both perspectives have the same object of study, the early internationalizing firm, we 
chose the BG perspective because it focuses on market expansion and sales, and is thus a better 
fit for the phenomenon of NGOs going global to reach new donors and recruit volunteers. BG 
companies are defined as “companies that, from or near founding, obtain a substantial portion 
of total revenue from sales in international markets” (Knight & Cavusgil, 2005, p. 16). The 
internationalization process of these companies differs in many aspects (speed of 
internationalization, mode of entry, scope of activities, geographical scope, and motivations to 
internationalize) from MNEs and traditionally internationalizing firms, which usually expand 
gradually to international markets.  
 
The time dimension is the most relevant aspect that distinguishes the internationalization process 
of BGs. In general, the BG trajectory is seen as a nonlinear process with interruptions and leaps. 
Hewerdine and Welch (2013) described the embryonic phase of a BG as a process comprised of 
a set of gestations of variable duration. Frequently, the initial trigger is the emergence of an 
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opportunity. In the initial period, internationalization may be discontinued in order to solve 
problems faced by the new organization. Internationalization finally occurs when the BG enters 
overseas markets in search of sales or technology partnerships. In turn, Hagen and Zucchella 
(2014) focus on the capabilities of the founders, whom they see as the basis for beginning the 
internationalization process. To pursue growth in the long run, however, the organization has to 
develop new opportunities and pursue learning, which can be accomplished by developing ties 
and entering foreign networks. It is not the quantity, but the quality of the relationships that 
promotes the exchange of knowledge and contributes to the legitimacy of the organization in the 
foreign country. Jones and Coviello (2005) suggest that changes in the environment lead to the 
choice of entry mode into a foreign market. The choice of entry mode causes a cyclical process 
that is moderated by experiential knowledge and organizational learning. Due to the intensity of 
resource commitment, the chosen mode of entry may involve more risks and may occur in 
countries more culturally distant from the firm’s home country. Changes in strategic direction 
are responses to alterations in the environment, fortuitous and revolutionary events that can 
redirect organizational development. Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, and Zucchella 
(2008) propose a framework with three phases to describe BG internationalization after 
inception. In the introductory phase, the BG has little organizational structure and limited 
resources (mainly human capital). The BG needs both tangible and intangible assets in order to 
go international. In the second phase — growth and resource accumulation —, the BG learns from 
its partners as it develops its international potential. In the third and final phase, the BG adopts 
a strategy to break from the network in order to launch its own products and services and gain a 
stronger position in the foreign market. The entrepreneur’s international orientation acts as a 
trigger for internationalization. While international commitment follows learning in the Uppsala 
model, it precedes learning in the case of BGs. Finally, BGs are faced with liabilities of newness, 
that is, additional costs due to their infancy (Yang & Gabrielsson, 2018). 
 
Table 1 summarizes the categories extracted from the literature regarding the Uppsala model 
(original and revisited) and the BG perspective concerning the most important characteristics of 
the internationalization process. 
 
Table 1 
 
Categories extracted from the literature 

 
Category Original Uppsala Model  

(Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977) 

Revisited Uppsala Model  
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) 

Born Global 
Perspective 

Locus of the 
decision 

Market Network Market and/or network 

Trigger(s) Generally passive; typically, 
unexpected requests from 
abroad 

Proactive or passive; 
insertion into the network 
generates opportunities  

Frequently proactive; orientation and 
capabilities of the entrepreneur 
(Hagen & Zucchella, 2014); 
opportunity generated by the network 
(Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Hewerdine & 
Welch, 2013) 

Uncertainty Ignorance about the market Ignorance about the market 
and the network 

Less relevant; may be compensated 
for belonging to the network 

Risk profile of 
decision-maker 

Risk averse Risk averse Risk neutral (or risk willing) (Jones & 
Coviello, 2005) 

Learning Objective and experiential 
(most important) 

Experiential and collective  
 

Experiential and collective (Hagen & 
Zucchella, 2014; Jones & Coviello, 
2005)  

   Continues 
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Table 1 (continued) 
 

Category Original Uppsala Model 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 

1977) 

Revisited Uppsala Model 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) 

Born Global 
Perspective 

Commitment To the market; investment of 
resources  

To the network; investment in 
the network 

To the business; occurs due to 
expectations that the business will 
succeed (Gabrielsson et al., 2008) 

Psychic 
distance from 
the market 

Decision-maker’s perception 
of geographic, economic, 
cultural, and business 
differences between 
domestic and international 
markets 

Irrelevant; choice of markets 
is dictated by the network 

Irrelevant 

Establishment 
chain  

Evolution of international 
activities from close to 
distant markets and entry 
modes of lesser to greater 
commitment 

Irrelevant Irrelevant; diversity of entry modes 
and markets 

Trust Irrelevant Basis for cooperation and 
building relationships within 
the network 

Important for obtaining the advantages 
of belonging to the network 

Liabilities Foreignness  Outsidership  Newness  

 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The present study is of the longitudinal retrospective type, i.e., the researcher, situated in a certain 
moment in time, seeks data that deal with a period in the past, in which the process he or she 
wishes to examine unfolded (Blazewsky, 2011). Process and time are the central axes for the 
theoretical development of research. To be consistent with the purposes of the study, we used the 
case study method of investigation. This choice was justified by the nature of the research 
question (Ghauri, 2004; Van de Ven & Huber, 1990); by the fact that the topic is in the early 
stages of development, with key variables and their relationships being explored (Ghauri, 2004); 
and, lastly, by the fact that it enables different events to be evaluated over time (Jones & Khanna, 
2006; Welch & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2014). 
 
A single case study was conducted involving the NGO Médecins Sans Frontières — MSF (Doctors 
Without Borders). A single case study is suitable for exploratory studies that serve as an 
exploratory stage for future research (Ghauri, 2004), and is appropriate when seeking specific 
conceptual development (Fletcher & Plakoyiannaki, 2011), enabling specific issues to be more 
deeply analyzed from a historical perspective (Bizzi & Langley, 2012). The following criteria were 
established for selecting the case to be studied: (a) the NGO must be internationally relevant; (b) 
it must be active in several countries; and (c) secondary data must be available. MSF was selected 
because it is one of the largest INGOs. In addition, MSF raises funds from different sources and 
recruits volunteers in advanced and emerging economies, and employs these resources to support 
its emergency assistance activities in response to humanitarian crises in other (typically less-
developed) countries. Lastly, there is wide availability of freely accessible data on MSF. 
 
The secondary data we used included those available online on MSF’s own website (in particular, 
management and financial reports and meeting minutes), and books, theses, and articles on MSF. 
The organization’s own interviews of active leaders and participants over time, made available in 
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the report by Binet and Saulnier (2017), were one of the most valuable data sources for this study. 
Secondary data made it possible to retrieve historical data that would have been difficult to obtain 
otherwise. The various sources made it possible to triangulate the data.  
 
For the data analysis, we drew up an initial report containing a detailed description of the case. 
Then we proceeded with the analysis based on categories identified in the literature (within-case 
analysis). In the final stage of the analysis, we compared the results with the categories previously 
identified in the literature (pattern-matching analysis) related to the internationalization process 
models (Ghauri, 2004; Pauwels & Matthyssens, 2004). Next, in light of the two theoretical 
perspectives adopted in the study, we present the stages of MSF’s resource-seeking 
internationalization to gain access to donors’ funds and attract volunteers, and we develop a 
framework of MSF’s resource-seeking internationalization process. 
 
 
THE NGO MÉDECINS SANS FRONTIÈRES 

 
MSF aims at providing “medical assistance to people affected by conflict, epidemics, disasters, or 
exclusion from healthcare.” The organization defines itself as a private, international, “non-profit, 
self-governed, member-based organization” (Médecins Sans Frontières [MSF], 2020). In 2020, 
MSF served 74 countries with emergency projects and had over 67,000 team members from 
around 150 countries. Over 95% of all the funds raised by MSF (1.63 billion euros in 2019) came 
from private donations, which altogether mobilized 6.5 million individual donors and private 
organizations (foundations and corporations). MSF employed these funds to fulfill its social 
mission (81%), and to support activities (14% for fundraising and 5% for administrative 
expenses) (MSF, 2020).  
 
MSF is a decentralized organization (Aldashev & Verdier, 2009). MSF International is the leading 
association, whose mission is to “safeguard the identity of the MSF movement” (MSF, 2020). 
MSF International has a board of directors and a president, elected by a general assembly of 
representatives of 25 independent associations. 
 
Each association also has a board of directors and a president elected by a general assembly. 
Worldwide activities are coordinated by five operational centers (Belgium, France, Netherlands, 
Spain, and Switzerland). In addition, 21 MSF sections, each linked to an association, are 
responsible for recruitment, fundraising, and communication. Some sections have branch offices, 
and satellite offices are also established to support field work concerning medical, supply, and 
logistics-related issues (MSF, 2020).  
 
 
THE INTERNATIONALIZATION OF MSF 
 
MSF was founded in 1971, in France, by a group of doctors and journalists to provide social and 
medical assistance to civilians in disaster contexts. The founding group’s original motivation was 
to provide care to victims of the civil war in Biafra, Nigeria. MSF was created as a private nonprofit 
association, based on the principles of providing humanitarian assistance regardless of race, creed, 
or ideology; neutrality regarding the internal affairs of governments; confidentiality; and rejection 
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of seeking recognition or personal compensation (MSF, 2020). For Binet and Salunier (2017), 
MSF originated within a favorable context with regard to human resources and markets since 
there was a contingent of health professionals in France who did not wish to limit their medical 
skills to their regular practice in a developed country, but wanted to contribute in developing 
countries. During its first years of existence, MSF did not raise funds or receive financial support; 
instead, it worked with larger and more experienced NGOs. In 1977, MSF began a process of 
national expansion, with the decision to create regional sections in France itself to attract local 
professionals. This led to greater efficiency in terms of recruitment and selection of members, 
and agility in the flow of information. 
 
The first attempt at internationalization in 1979 consisted of opening a section in the United 
States, but was unsuccessful. The initiative was based on a proposal by an American physician, 
who had had no previous contact or experience with MSF, neither had ever participated in the 
type of activities MSF was engaged. The internationalization plan for the US was aborted due to 
disagreements among board members. As a result of the experience, an Internationalization 
Commission was created, which was responsible for analyzing proposals for the international 
expansion of MSF. In the early 1980s, MSF invested in improving its operational structure to 
allow for continued growth. At the same time, strategic decisions began to be centralized at the 
Paris office in order to have greater control over initiatives abroad and compliance with the 
organization’s ethical, political, financial, and legal principles. 
 
In that same year, the process of opening an office in Belgium began, but initially that movement 
also failed, given that the initiative was handed over to a doctor who had no experience in 
humanitarian missions. It took a year to assemble a group that was aligned with the spirit of MSF. 
The new section was linked to the head office by the brand and had financial and operational 
autonomy. In July 1981, MSF began establishing a subsidiary in Switzerland under French 
control, but the unit only became a section in 1985-1986, when it acquired a certain amount of 
autonomy at the initiative of the Swiss individuals involved. According to Binet and Saulnier 
(2017), the home office continued to view international sections only as peripheral structures 
that orbited around MSF France, and their fundamental purpose was to provide financial and 
human resources. 
 
In 1984, a group of Dutch individuals, who had worked with the MSF Belgium team in Chad, 
requested the opening of an MSF section in the Netherlands. The opening of the section was 
done autonomously and without the immediate recognition of MSF France, which eventually 
accepted the proposal, however. That same year, MSF founded the NGO Liberté Sans Frontières 
(LSF) to study the economic, political, and social situations in underdeveloped countries in order 
to inform French society about human rights and possible ways for social development in the 
Third World. However, this branch of MSF generated several internal conflicts due to its political 
nature, which in 1985 resulted in a temporary rupture between MSF Belgium and MSF France. 
The disruption was also caused by autonomous actions by MSF Belgium (Aldashev & Verdier, 
2009) that were perceived by MSF France as having endangered MSF teams. Ties between the 
two units were not restored until 1989 (Binet & Saulnier, 2017). 
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In 1986, MSF opened a section in Luxembourg. The internationalization movement into yet 
another Benelux country had a clear objective on the part of the Belgians — create an office 
entailing the Belgian, Dutch, and Luxembourg sections. MSF Luxembourg initially worked under 
the umbrella of MSF Belgium, receiving financial resources and guidance. This was followed by 
the creation of MSF Spain in the same year, led by a Spanish doctor who had contacted the head 
office. MSF France opposed the founding of a new section, but MSF Belgium, MSF Switzerland, 
and MSF Netherlands gave their support (Binet & Saulnier, 2017). 
 
Due to previous experience, all sections agreed to suspend the creation of any further MSF 
sections for a period of three years (from 1987 to 1990). The integration between the sections in 
search of greater efficiency during missions resulted in the formation of the International Council 
in 1988, with the objective of improving the international coordination of MSF activities. The 
International Council was based in Brussels and MSF Belgium became responsible for presiding 
over the body. In addition, in 1989, one of the doctors associated with the International Council 
requested the opening of a section in Portugal, under French supervision. In 1990, MSF 
International was created, with a board composed of members of the International Council. At 
that time, criteria related to the decision-making process of MSF’s internationalization were 
approved (Binet & Saulnier, 2017). 
 
In 1991, the Belgian, French, and Dutch sections organized to set up delegations in countries 
outside Europe with the primary aim of proactively raising funds. Wealthy countries were chosen 
where public opinion showed a favorable predisposition toward MSF. MSF France was 
responsible for expanding its activities into the US and MSF Netherlands into Canada. Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, and Italy were the responsibility of MSF Belgium. Japan was jointly divided 
between MSF France and MSF Netherlands (Binet & Saulnier, 2017). 
 
The move into the US came in 1987, nine years after the first (unsuccessful) attempt to open an 
MSF section there. A nonprofit organization was created, with the board composed entirely of 
French members. In 1990, it was Greece’s turn; in 1991, that of MSF United Kingdom; in 1992, 
MSF Canada and MSF Japan; in 1993, MSF Sweden, MSF Denmark, and MSF Italy; in 1994, 
MSF Hong Kong and MSF Australia, and so on.  
 
 
HOW DID MSF INTERNATIONALIZE? 
 
We discuss now the convergence, or not, of the internationalization of an NGO with two 
theoretical perspectives that seek to explain the internationalization process of the firm, and not 
that of nonprofit organizations. Table 2 summarizes the findings of the study using the categories 
extracted from the literature. One category — establishment chain — was not found in the study.  
 



P. Porto, A. da Rocha    14 

 

 

 

 

                               
 

Table 2 
 
The NGO resource-seeking internationalization path 

 
Category Pre-internationalization 

(1971-1979) 
Gradual 

Internationalization (1980-1990) 
Planned Internationalization  

(1990 onwards) 

Locus of the 
decision 

Cause (humanitarian crisis in Biafra) Network (RUM and BG) Market and network (BG) 

Trigger(s) Proactive in serving humanitarian 
causes (BG); passive in engaging 
foreign resources (spontaneous 
requests) (OUM) 

Generally passive (OUM); network generates opportunities 
of foreign expansion (RUM) 

Proactive in most regards (BG) 

Uncertainty Lack of knowledge of foreign countries 
(OUM) 

Network members that show interest, shared values, and 
commitment reduce uncertainty (RUM) 

Uncertainty becomes less relevant; reduced by active search of 
trustworthy members who can contribute to organizational goals 
(RUM) 

Risk profile Risk averse (OUM) Risk averse (OUM) Risk neutral (BG) 
Learning Experiential (OUM) Experiential (from the field) and collective (through ‘joint 

missions, personnel exchanges, information exchanges, 
and joint activities’) (RUM) 

Experiential and collective (RUM); from the network and from 
strategic alliances (BG) 

Commitment To the causes served by MSF To the network: to ‘the general framework of MSF’s 
actions’ 

To internationalization; investment of resources (OUM) 

Psychic distance  Irrelevant at this point Preference for opening offices in nearby and similar 
countries (exception: Switzerland) (OUM) 

Irrelevant; countries are chosen based on their potential to gather 
resources to serve MSF’s cause (“rich countries, or countries with 
an open-minded public opinion”) (BG) 

Establishment 
chain  

Not observed Not observed Not observed; diversity of entry modes (BG) 

Trust Appears in the first (failed) attempt to 
establish a branch in the US 

Considered essential; solid expansion should be based on 
‘trustworthy people’ (RUM and BG) 

Still important but not as crucial as in the second stage 

Liabilities Irrelevant at this point Irrelevant at this point Liabilities of foreignness and outsidership (RUM) 
Engine of growth Commitment to humanitarian causes Entrepreneurial actions of members (BG) Investments in internationalization (OUM) 

 
Note. OUM = Original 1977 Uppsala model; RUM = Revisited 2009 Uppsala model; BG = Born global perspective.
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We have added an emerging category to the original set, ‘engine of growth,’ which was identified 
as we analyzed the materials. It refers to the driving force behind internationalization. 
 
Pre-internationalization (1971-1979) 
 
MSF was born with the international purpose of providing humanitarian aid to victims of the 
civil war in Biafra, thus it can be considered a born global organization. During its pre-
internationalization stage, the members of the organization displayed a proactive attitude 
resembling the entrepreneurial characteristics of business leaders described by BG researchers 
(Hagen & Zucchella, 2014; Knight & Liesch, 2016). The beginning of the internationalization 
process, marked by the foundation of the NGO to serve a specific humanitarian crisis, was not 
the result of fortuitous events, such as unexpected requests from abroad (as predicted by the 1977 
Uppsala model), but was due to the willingness of the organization’s members to work abroad, 
initially with a view to carrying out humanitarian missions, and only afterward to pursue 
fundraising and attract volunteers, as one of MSF’s founders pointed out: 

 
“[Internationalization] is not a power-hungry quest for growth, but a desire to carry out MSF’s basic 
mission. Until now, our members have all been French, along with a few foreigners who came to Paris 
because they needed a structure and technical resources. … But as the MSF spirit and ethic developed, 
things in the field changed quickly. ... The internationalisation of MSF is even more important than 
increasing the number of missions and the money raised. If you think about our most difficult missions, 
you realise that doctors could have come from countries close by, they would have had a better command 
of the languages and be better adapted to local conditions. That’s how we did things in Latin America 
(Bernard Kouchner, co-founder of MSF, 1974; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, p. 
37)". 

 
Even so, there was no internationalization plan, nor was there a structure for international 
expansion; quite the contrary, expansion occurred as the means presented themselves: 

 
“Back then, there was no organisational vision whatsoever. For us, ‘international’ meant ‘Third World,’ 
in the language of the day, the geopolitics of conflicts. Nobody was thinking about giving MSF an 
international structure. When we met Dutch people, or others, we’d say that if they wanted to do 
something for MSF, they could (Claude Malhuret, MSF President, 1978-1979; Member of the Steering 
Committee, 1979-1985; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, p. 39)”. 

 
Although MSF’s pre-internationalization stage was similar to that described by the BG 
perspective, gradualism was already present. As was the case with the Swedish organizations that 
inspired the original Uppsala model, MSF’s entry into foreign countries was preceded by the 
expansion of its activities from the local ambit (Paris) to the national (all of France). Moreover, 
MSF’s president at the time felt that the organization’s resources should be used to improve its 
structure and to support already-opened French regional units before pursuing 
internationalization, as exemplified by the failed attempt to open a section in the USA: 
 

“Mr. Goldstein went ahead and established a MSF-USA section. He didn’t provide the draft statutes or a 
list of its Secretariat members, but simply sent a telegram informing us that registration had been filed in 
the US. The president of MSF considers this a serious breach of confidence. He does not support rushing 
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into international expansion when regionalisation still raises many problems (MSF General Assembly 
Minutes of November 1978, p. 4-5)”. 

 
Gradual resource-seeking internationalization (1980-1990) 
 
The first steps of MSF’s internationalization process were aimed mainly at obtaining financial 
and human resources. The organization’s insertion into the international market occurred in 
gradual steps marked by an experiential learning process as proposed by the original Uppsala 
model. Guided by caution, the leaders waited a few years to continue efforts to open offices 
abroad. In addition, the early choices of countries in which to install new sections were governed 
by psychic distance, initially expressing a clear preference for opening offices in ‘nearby’ countries. 
From France MSF expanded into Belgium, the bordering country where the same language was 
spoken, and then into the Netherlands and Luxembourg, which, along with Belgium, form 
Benelux. The entry into Switzerland was much the same because French is also spoken there, and 
the country has common borders with France. However, entry into Switzerland was due to 
interest in the country’s banking structure, since at the time the French government restricted 
the flow of money abroad; consequently, projects found it difficult to receive funds from France 
during emergencies. In addition, since Spain, which has borders with France, and Portugal, its 
neighbor, are both Latin and Mediterranean countries, there was a logical sequence of psychic 
distance. Lastly, there was Greece, which is also European and Mediterranean. As early as 1978, 
a decision by MSF’s Assembly foresaw this movement: 
 

“... if this [internationalization] is to occur, it should start in countries closer to France so that MSF can 
exercise closer oversight — not in the US, where we all know that anything is possible (Minutes of the 
MSF General Assembly, November 1978, p. 5; emphasis added)”. 

 
Nevertheless, MSF France showed a concern to guide and control the internationalization 
process, as exemplified with the creation of MSF Spain: 

 
“[MSF Spain was] the result of a collective decision. I had realized that Spain was inevitable and maybe 
for the best, a potential MSF country. … Spain had people who had been in the field, who liked it, who 
were enterprising and had energy. … The idea wasn’t to … create sections all over the place, but that MSF 
become a European body with solid bases in different countries and trustworthy people. … But this had 
to be done progressively, and we had to be strict about conditions… (Rony Brauman, president of MSF 
France, 1982-1994; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, p. 77)”. 

 
During this period of the internationalization process, relationship networks appeared in nearly 
every initiative for opening a new section. Most processes for opening MSF sections in other 
countries took place via physicians who had volunteered or had other connections with the 
organization. MSF Belgium was only implemented when individuals with the MSF ‘spirit’ came 
together. The founders of MSF Netherlands had previous relations with the founders of MSF 
Belgium, and MSF Spain was born from a group that had participated in a humanitarian mission 
in Chad. Such network contacts, which promoted movements into foreign countries, can be seen 
as triggers for internationalization (Gabrielsson et al., 2008). 

 
“Setting up a structure for the Benelux countries could open a door to internationalisation. Our 
friendship with the Dutch team should help overcome difficulties, and make this structure truly 
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functional and operational. If it works, MSF Benelux would be a model for adding other countries… 
These special links will increase the efficiency of the collaboration that already exists between Brussels 
and Amsterdam: joint missions, personnel exchanges, information exchanges, and joint activities (Dr. 
Eric Goemaere, president of MSF Belgium, 1996-1998; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 
2017, p. 72)”. 

 
The events that occurred at this stage were related to the characteristics of the entrepreneurial 
individuals, the organization, and the context, which, together, contributed to forming the value 
base for MSF’s international growth, as suggested by Hagen and Zucchella (2014) in the context 
of BGs. In fact, the MSF members who headed movements to open sections abroad had 
characteristics similar to the international entrepreneurs described in the BG literature 
(Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Rialp, Rialp, & Knight, 2005): willingness to take on risk, professional 
experience, and academic competence (Hagen & Zucchella, 2014; Jones & Coviello, 2005). 
 
Therefore, the evidence indicates that the psychic distance construct of the original Uppsala 
model, and the concept of relationship networks included in the revisited Uppsala model and 
present in the BG literature, are not incompatible, and may act side by side in choosing countries 
for internationalization, at least in the case of the NGO studied. 
 
Planned internationalization (1990 onwards) 
 
In 1990, there was a clear rupture in MSF’s decision-making process for entry into foreign 
countries, with the creation of MSF International and the adoption of a planned 
internationalization strategy, accompanied by improvements in the support infrastructure and a 
more structured process for investing resources in the opening of international units. This 
movement aimed mainly at having access to donors and volunteers from other parts of the world. 
The criteria for choosing countries became different and the initiative moved to MSF itself and 
was no longer left to others: 
 

“The process of starting up delegate offices was nothing like the sudden appearance of a handful of Belgian 
doctors who travelled with MSF France, and then started MSF Belgium. … Belgium is a smaller country 
…, and fundraising soon dried up. So to find new donors we had to look elsewhere. It was an executive 
process, not associative. The impetus was that we had to find money, not necessarily have more doctors 
or nurses from any particular country. We chose rich countries, or countries with an open-minded public 
opinion that might be favourable to MSF. Then we would start up a section, and collect funds and recruit 
(Dr. Eric Goemaere, managing director of MSF Belgium, 1996-1998; transcripts of interview from Binet 
& Saulnier, 2017, p. 93)”. 

 
Only in this new stage did MSF enter psychically distant countries. In Asian countries, psychic 
distance was mitigated by the existence of network partners that facilitated the process (Guercini 
& Runfola, 2011). Entry into Hong Kong showed the existence of relevant cultural differences, 
although the differences were not perceived to be as striking in the case of Japan, which was 
becoming more and more westernized and affluent: 
 

“Japan was very much like Europe... Japan was a new model, the leader of the Asian Tigers… Charhon, 
always the entrepreneur, convinced us we to look at Japan because there was money to be had there (Dr. 
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Rony Brauman, president of MSF France, 1982-1994; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, 
p. 109)”. 
 

Networks continued to be implemented to facilitate establishing units abroad. For example, in 
the case of Denmark, contacting one of the members of the Belgian section in the country 
brought valuable connections to MSF: 
 

“First of all, I had to find members for the board. And I wanted to have a Danish doctor… I got hold of 
a very nice old friend who I thought had a good network. He thought it would be very cool to be part of 
MSF, and agreed to be the chair of the board... So this lady organised a charity in honour of MSF. She 
knew people from the royal family and she invited the Prince Consort of Denmark and other rich card 
players, and they would pay to come and play cards, and all the money was given to MSF Denmark 
(Camilla Bredholt, co-founder and chief of staff of MSF Denmark, 1993-1996; member of the board, 
1996-2003; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, p. 124)”. 

 
Thus, MSF needed to form alliances in order to broaden its scope and way of acting (as proposed 
by Freeman, Edwards, & Schroder, 2006). At this stage of internationalization, contacts for 
prospecting for resources were no longer made exclusively with individuals linked to the medical 
environment or MSF itself, but with multinational companies, providing new forms of learning 
to the organization (Weerwaderna et al., 2007): 
 

“So I visited 55 of the largest Japanese companies to ask them each for one million yen. It worked. 
Toshiba, Mitsubishi, Bank of Japan — they all paid up (Dominique Leguillier, MSF co-founder, president, 
and CEO, 1992-2000; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, p. 111)”. 

 
Liabilities of foreignness (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) were a complicating factor in the 
internationalization process, mainly due to the lack of knowledge about local legislation, a 
problem that arose on several occasions, such as the entry into Australia. Liabilities of 
outsidership had shown up in some situations and usually indicated the need to resort to local 
partners, as in the case of Germany: 
 

“They needed somebody in the office who could communicate in German, so they asked me if I wanted 
to be president. That’s how I became president of MSF Germany... We tried to incorporate into the 
association the few Germans already involved in the movement (Ulrike von Pilar, president of MSF 
Germany, 1995-1997; managing director, 1997-2005; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 
2017, p.126)”. 

 
“I had many problems getting MSF Australia off the ground. First of all, in order to have an associated 
structure in Australia that had tax deductibility, the Australian regulations wanted the majority of the 
board members to be Australian. However, MSF France wanted the majority of the board members to be 
French. … it took me about two years to sort that out (Dr. Peter Hakewill, co-founder and managing 
director of MSF Australia, 1993-1999; transcripts of interview from Binet & Saulnier, 2017, p. 130)”. 

 
Conceptualizing the process 
 
During the first stage — pre-internationalization —, the NGO’s trajectory is quite similar to the 
aspects described in the original Uppsala model. Despite being a born global organization, given 
that its first humanitarian activities were developed in a foreign country, the organization was 
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quite reluctant in internationalizing its resource-seeking activities. The period is marked by risk 
aversion due to the fear of losing control of MSF operations, and by the expansion within the 
home country, from local to national. The second stage shows a growing interest in 
internationalization, but still cautious and toward psychically close countries, as predicted by the 
original Uppsala model. Nevertheless, the role of networks appears in every movement to another 
country. Entrepreneurial actions by external network members were the driving force toward 
internationalization. Trust played a crucial role, as well as collective learning. Thus, both versions 
of the Uppsala model are used to understand this stage of the process. The BG perspective does 
not have much applicability in this stage, except because it also considers networks. 
 
Finally, the third stage is marked by substantial change in terms of international orientation and 
proactiveness and the BG perspective is quite useful to understand this stage. Interestingly, this 
stage starts in the early 1990s, when the forces of globalization were already in motion. At this 
point, the logic of the NGO internationalization process changes; it becomes proactive and risk 
neutral. The NGO approaches psychically distant countries and unknown potential partners and 
makes investments in internationalization. The selection criterion is not trust anymore, but 
strategic partners capable of donating substantial resources. Although facing liabilities of 
foreignness and outsidership in some of these new countries, the NGO is well known and 
respected, and thus able to deal with these liabilities.  
 
Figure 1 shows how each theoretical perspective contributes differently to each of the three stages 
of the internationalization process. One can see that the Uppsala model (original or revised 
version) and the BG perspective provide elements that can explain the international trajectory of 
the NGO during the three stages of the NGO internationalization. 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Contributions of the Uppsala model and the BG perspective for understanding the internationalization process of MSF 
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 
The results of the study suggest that the theories developed to explain the internationalization 
process of firms may also be used to analyze the internationalization process of NGOs, at least in 
their actions aimed at raising human and financial resources. We found that the international 
trajectory of the NGO Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) displays similarities to that proposed by two 
theoretical perspectives, which can be used complementarily to explain this trajectory. However, 
none of the theoretical perspectives we examined was able, by itself, to explain MSF’s 
international trajectory. Of course, the 1977 and 2009 Uppsala models are not incompatible. On 
the contrary, the authors themselves emphasize compatibility (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), 
showing that networks are increasingly a central element of internationalization. In turn, the BG 
perspective also embraces the network theory, which proved equally important for understanding 
MSF’s international trajectory. Although the locus of the present study was an NGO, the 
countries in which MSF established operational centers and offices constituted markets for 
obtaining financial and human resources. Consequently, there is an inherent logic in applying 
internationalization models to organizations with similar characteristics.  
 
Regarding the born global perspective (and its broader insertion in the field of international 
entrepreneurship), a global orientation is evident from the very start and the entrepreneurial 
profile of the individuals involved in the process of opening offices and operational centers 
abroad is in line with a large number of studies in the area (e.g., Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004; 
Gabrielsson et al., 2008; Hagen & Zucchella, 2014). The peculiarity of the NGO is that these 
entrepreneurs are often members of the organization itself, and may even be simple volunteers, 
a characteristic that is not observed in the internationalization processes of companies. It is 
noteworthy that the presence of networks in the process permeates the entire international 
trajectory of the NGO. It is within the context of the network that opportunities are presented 
to raise and prospect for resources, and to develop new international branches, allowing the 
broadening of activities (Gabrielsson & Kirpalani, 2004). 
 
There are, of course, differences between an NGO and a for-profit organization regarding their 
internationalization processes. The most important lies on the choice of countries to offering 
humanitarian aid, which depends on where MSF services are needed, and therefore is not a 
choice in the same sense used when companies choose markets. In addition, despite the efforts 
of the French division to keep control over the other MSF sections, the relationship between the 
sections in different parts of the world and the French founding unit is quite different in terms 
of structure, power, and control from the typical headquarters-subsidiary relationships. 
 
The Uppsala model’s two versions and the born global perspective can be useful for 
understanding the resource-seeking internationalization process of an NGO; while the first two 
stages are better explained by the two versions of the Uppsala model, the three theoretical 
perspectives help understand the final stage. The BG perspective has proved also useful in 
explaining an NGO’s initial internationalization phase starting with entrepreneurial 
characteristics, but the Uppsala model applies since spontaneous requests from abroad, the 
expansion from local to national prior to internationalization, and gradualism are all also present. 
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The initial phases in other countries are better explained by the 1977 Uppsala model, since the 
logic of gradualism resulting from lack of market knowledge (uncertainty), risk aversion, and 
psychic distance predominates. Then, as the organization progresses, it is the 2009 Uppsala model 
that seems to better explain the NGO’s internationalization process, when psychic distance loses 
relevance, although the BG perspective offers a better explanation for proactiveness and risk 
neutrality in the final phase. 
 
The case study method has limitations regarding the ability to generalize to the population (in 
this study, international NGOs). Since one can expect to find differences between the NGO 
studied and other cases of international NGOs, no statistical generalizations can be made. 
However, one may still resort to theoretical or analytical generalization (Gibbert, Ruigrok, & 
Wicki, 2008). Other limitations of the study stemmed from the use of secondary data, which 
were not originally compiled for the purpose the researchers had in mind. Nevertheless, the fact 
that the researchers had access to the transcripts of interviews reduced the limitations deriving 
from the use of secondary data. However, because interviewees refer to past events, it is possible 
that the data present biases typical of retrospective research. 
 
The present study brings several contributions to the field of IB. First, it shows the applicability 
of internationalization theories to an NGO’s entry activities into markets for obtaining financial 
and human resources. Second, it shows that the two versions of the Uppsala model may coexist 
with the born global perspective. In particular, the results show that gradualism can dominate in 
a born global organization and that psychic distance can coexist with the use of networks 
regarding decisions to enter new markets. It may not be a peculiarity of an NGO, but it may also 
occur throughout the international trajectory of for-profit organizations. Third, the study 
contributes specifically to the literature on INGOs in exploring the issue of raising funds and 
human resources internationally. Further studies may verify and extend the contributions of the 
present work. 
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