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Italian firms in emerging markets: relationships and networks for internationalization 

in Africa  

 

Abstract 

This paper concerns the process of internationalization of Italian small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) in Africa. The African continent is an interesting and valuable emerging 

target market for the international expansion of Italian companies. Using network theory on 

internationalization, this paper considers which actors play relevant roles in the penetration of 

the African market. We determine how the knowledge acquired could be used for growing 

within the African continent. This paper proposes findings emerging from a cross-case 

analysis of 18 SMEs and their internationalization strategies in Africa. The main results show 

that networks play a relevant role in the internationalization of Italian SMEs in Africa, but 

their constituent relationships are often built on contingencies rather than on deliberate 

strategies. Only some actors (such as business partners, NGOs and destination-market 

institutions) are crucial for internationalization in Africa, while other actors, such as local and 

national Italian institutions, do not seem to be facilitators for this path of growth. Finally, our 

findings highlight how in Mediterranean Africa (and only rarely in sub-Saharan Africa), the 

knowledge acquired in one market is useful for growth in the closest countries to it. We 

conclude by proposing a taxonomy of potential networks in the African continent. 
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1. Introduction 

This article concerns the process of internationalization of Italian companies to Africa, 

within the network theoretical approach  (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Håkansson 1982) and 

focusing then on the primary role of relationships and actors in the international expansion. 

There is growing interest both in the literature and in the world of business in the 

internationalization of Western companies in new emerging markets (Guercini and Runfola 

2016; Varaldo 2010; London and Hart 2004; Cavusgil, Ghauri and Agarwal 2002; Cavusgil 

1997). Most works have concentrated their attention on the so-called BRIC (Brazil, Russia, 

India, and China) countries. Africa has emerged in recent years as a newly relevant economic 
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area (Carmignani and Mandeville 2014; Kahn 2011) that could be an engine for the future 

growth of firms based in Western economies such as Italy.  

The African market is an interesting geographical area and has specific features that could 

represent driving forces for the international expansion of Italian companies. Many African 

countries register a GDP growth rate that is often greater than the global average (United 

Nations, 2016), and more than 15% of the world’s population live in Africa, while in 1950 

the share of this continent was just over 8%. Moreover, the weakening of historic ties with 

former colonizer countries has led in many cases to important changes in the level of foreign 

trade and FDI (Moussa 2002). Newcomer countries have acquired greater importance, as in 

the case of the newly important role played by China (Edwards and Jenkins 2014; Drogendijk 

and Blomkvist 2013; Gu 2009; Strauss and Saavedra 2009). Social and economic data show 

the great potential of the continent for internationalization strategies that could be 

implemented by foreign companies. 

However, the analysis of Africa from a managerial perspective remains limited. The 

literature has addressed the internationalization of large multinational firms (Settimo 2014; 

Callaghy, Kassimir and Latham 2001) and the role played by the tutorship of the 

governments of their countries of origin (Guillén and Garcia-Canal 2009; Asiedu 2006), but 

minor attention has been given to the path of internationalization in Africa by small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Hence our paper has an exploratory nature and it aims at 

providing preliminary findings of SME’s internationalization to Africa.  

This paper gathers evidence on the most relevant actors in networks that can facilitate and 

allow the entry of the Italian firms into African markets. Moreover, we determine whether the 

knowledge acquired by means of these relationships can lead not only to entry into a single 

national market but also to expansion into other African markets. The paper’s contribution is 
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then related to a conceptualization of potential networks in which SMEs may be involved in 

while internationalizing into the African continent. 

From the empirical point of view, the article gives the results of an exploratory cross-case 

analysis of 18 Italian companies engaged in internationalization in Africa. The analysis is 

based on in-depth interviews with managers and entrepreneurs involved in the foreign 

development of their companies, with particular reference to African markets. Due to the 

exploratory nature of the article, the empirical analysis is not limited to single national 

markets or geographical macro areas rather it regards all potential African markets for Italian 

SME’s. 

The article is organized as follows. In the next section, a review of the literature on 

internationalization is presented, highlighting how in the last decade the network approach 

has spread and how relationships are becoming relevant to understanding the path of growth 

in foreign markets. We then discuss the issue of clustering Africa for the study of the 

internationalization of the company. Next, the research methodology is presented and the 

main findings emerging from the cases analyses are discussed. Then the research propositions 

and the theoretical and managerial implications of our empirical research are presented. We 

propose a taxonomy of three potential networks for the internationalization of the company. 

The article ends with the limits of our study and possible directions for future research. 

 

2. Actors, networks and relationships for firm internationalization 

In internationalization, different managerial perspectives may be considered (Cavusgil and 

Knight 2015; Oviatt and McDougall 1994; Johanson and Vahlne 1990) to understand the 

mode of entry into foreign markets. The theory of internationalization by stages, the so-called 

“Uppsala model” (Johanson and Vahlne 1990; Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Johanson and 

Wiedersheim-Paul 1975) has been widely used to interpret how companies manage 
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internationalization. This model theorizes that firms undertake gradual strategies both with 

reference to their choice of markets and to growth within them. As Johanson and Vahlne 

show, knowledge that is acquired incrementally is a resource that can reduce uncertainty and 

risk; the higher its level, the greater the involvement in the market (Johanson and Vahlne 

1977). 

 Over the years, due to changes in the global competitive landscape this model seems to 

have lost its efficacy for explaining internationalization, and for this reason it has been 

revisited and sometimes criticized (Baronchelli and Cassia 2008). The emergence of a new 

model of internationalization, such as the so-called “born global” (Knight and Cavusgil 1996) 

and “International New Ventures (INV)” (Oviatt and McDougall 1994) models, has led to the 

definition of different theoretical approaches to studies of internationalization. According to 

these approaches, companies may develop rapidly in international markets, overcoming the 

need for knowledge that is thought to be critical in other models of internationalization. 

Following these criticisms, Johansson and Vahlne have revised their approach and in a 

more recent paper (Johansson and Vahlne 2009) they attempt to understand the international 

expansion of companies according to a network approach.  

This network perspective stresses the importance of establishing relationships with 

partners who can ensure access to resources that can help firms to realize their strategies, 

create new opportunities, and in general develop competitive advantage (Håkansson 1982). 

The ability to manage relationships within the network is the fundamental factor that explains 

the performance and development of an enterprise (Håkansson and Snehota 1995).  Network 

boundaries are often arbitrary and potentially without limits (Halinen and Törnroos 2005), 

due to the interconnections among different actors such as customers, suppliers, distributors, 

competitors, government, bankers, and families (Zain and Ng 2006; Johanson and Mattsson 

1998).  
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The network approach has also been widely applied to the field of internationalization of 

enterprises (see among others, Welch and Welch 1996; Forsgren and Johanson 1992). Also, 

for expansion in foreign countries, relationships with different actors can facilitate and 

sometimes allow entrance and durable presence.  

As noted, the Uppsala model has been revised, taking into consideration the role of 

networks in the internationalization process (Johansson and Vahlne 2009): “We conclude that 

our original model needs to be developed further in light of such clear evidence of the 

importance of networks in the internationalization of firms” (Johansson and Vahlne 2009, p. 

1413). Johansson and Vahlne stressed that participation in a relevant network in a foreign 

market can be a fundamental factor and may be the way to successfully develop in a new 

market, even where the psychic or cognitive distance is high. Consequently, overcoming the 

difficulties perceived in the internationalization process can be related to the initiation of new 

relationships or to the management of the existing ones (Elg, Ghauri and Tarnovskaya 2008). 

Thus the concept of “liability of outsidership”, that is considered to be crucial in the revised 

model acquires more relevance than those of “liability of foreigness” that was conceived as 

fundamental in the original version of the Uppsala model (Johansson and Vahlne 2009). 

The literature on international business management has deeply considered the role of 

networks for the international growth of both multinational firms and SME’s. Networks seem 

to play a crucial role, especially for the smallest firms, considering their high knowledge 

barriers (Pascucci, Bartolini and Gregori 2016) and scarce financial and human resources. In 

fact, various contributions have demonstrated how relationships can help overcome lack of 

knowledge, are the only way to gain first entry into a foreign market, and can significantly 

reduce the costs and risks of the internationalization process (Vissak, Francioni and Musso 

2017; Zarei, Nasseri and Tajeddin 2011). Consequently, they often represent the “most 

important and reliable resource at their disposal” (Stoian et al. 2016, 115).  
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While certain studies have analyzed the general relevance of networks to the international 

path to growth (for example Coviello and Munro 1997; Ojala 2009), other parts of the 

literature have focused on the role that a relationship with specific actors can play in 

implementing this strategy. As Johanson and Kao Tsung (2012) argue, while in the first 

studies of the relevance of network for internationalization, attention was on business 

relationships between firms (Blankenburg, Holm and Eriksson 2000; Johanson and Mattsson 

1988), over time, other kinds of networks were analyzed. For this reason, institutional 

relationships (Elg, Ghauri and Tarnovskaya 2008) and social relationships (Björkman & 

Kock 1995; Ellis 2000) are key intangible assets for internationalization. In the following we 

theoretically analyze different actors, referring to the taxonomy of Oparaocha (2015), who 

distinguished among business, institutional and social actors in networks. 

Business relationships with customers and suppliers are crucial for expansion into foreign 

markets (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). The purchase of goods and services from foreign 

countries (Welch and Luostarinen 1993) or following a preexisting customer in growth 

abroad can be drivers for internationalization and can generate an easy entry into unknown 

markets (Jin and Jung 2016). Moreover, the literature has highlighted the role of relationships 

built within an industrial cluster as drivers for internationalization (Colovic and Lamotte 

2014). Relationships can facilitate access to knowledge and information (Sharma and 

Blomstermo 2003), increase the observation and imitation of competitors in the cluster 

implementation of international strategies (Tödtling, Lehner and Tripple 2006), and lead to 

paths to internationalization that reflect agglomerative processes in geographical areas 

(Belussi 2011).       

Related to the institutional network (Oparaocha 2015), the role of public institutions in 

supporting the international growth of firms has been widely debated, but previous empirical 

findings do not agree on the efficacy of institutional networks. For example, O’Gorman and 
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Evers (2011) found that export promotion organizations have a relevant role in gathering 

information and Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) highlighted their role in supporting trade 

mission and fairs. However, other studies have identified the actions of the EPO in promoting 

the internationalization of firms as unsuccessful (Keesing and Singer 1992). According to 

Oparaocha (2015), in institutional networks, not only can publicly funded organizations 

support the internationalization of firms, but other non-business actors can do so as well. 

Recent work of Ghauri, Tasevori, and Zaefraian (2014) found that networking with social 

enterprises (such as non-governmental organizations - NGOs) can facilitate access to foreign 

countries, in particular emerging markets and/or market segments at the base of the pyramid. 

Cooperation with already-embedded social enterprises gives easy access to foreign countries 

and increases reputation, which generally new actors acquire only over the medium and long 

term. 

Finally, according to more recent literature contribution, business and institutional actors 

do not facilitate the internationalization of firms alone. Social networks can play a relevant 

role (Pinho and Pinhero 2015; Zain and Ng 2006), as can more informal (Coviello, Ghauri 

and Martin 1998) and personal relationships (Manolova, Manev and Gyoshev 2010; Zain and 

Ng 2006) reported that internationalization built on a network of relatives and friends and 

social networks can be useful for the identification of foreign opportunities (Chandra, Styles 

and Wilkinson 2009; Ellis 2011) to facilitate entry abroad (Ellis and Pecotich 2001) and 

identify foreign partners (Freeman, Edwards and Schroder 2006). 

 

3. Clustering Africa to study internationalization of the company 

A study of internationalization of SMEs in Africa which takes into account networks and 

relationships raises two main issues: how networks are considered within the management 

literature, and how Africa can be clustered to study them. 
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The literature on the network approach to studying internationalization strategy in Africa, 

seems very limited. Song (2011) studied Chinese private direct investments in Africa and the 

role played by relationships. In particular, this study analyzed 41 firms and found that both 

external business networks (especially the overseas Chinese network) and financial aid from 

the Chinese government support the internationalization of Chinese firms in Africa.  These 

results were partially confirmed by Rutashobya and Jaensson (2004) in their study on 

handicraft exporting firms in Tanzania; however, they also found that social networks 

(relatives and friends), networks with cluster members, and networks with local distributors 

and producers play a relevant role in the internationalization of this African market.  

Such studies on networks in Africa pose specific problems of delimitation because Africa is a 

large continent comprising 54 countries. Research about such a large territory requires 

partition in order to identify clusters of countries with similar specific characteristics. 

The wider economic and managerial literature on Africa often concentrates on a single 

country or industry. For example, some managerial studies on internationalization focus on 

South Africa (Tuomi, 2011), Nigeria (Okpara, 2009), Algeria (Calza, Aliane and Cannavale 

2010), or Morocco (Ramadan and Levratto 2016). Similarly, some scholars study a particular 

industry, such as agriculture (Diao, Hazell and Thurlow 2010; Nchuchuwe and Adejuwon 

2012), mining (Luiz and Ruplal 2013; Boocock 2002) or tourism (Snyman and Saayman 

2009; Fayissa, Nsiah and Tadasse 2008). 

On the other side, some studies have not considered parts of the African continent but the 

whole continent (Asiedu 2006; Sichei and Kinyondo 2012). 

Some of the economic and managerial literature has analyzed sections of the continent, 

identifying clusters of African countries with some similarities. At least two approaches for 

clustering Africa can be identified in the extant literature. 
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The first approach is based on colonial relationships in Africa (Bertocchi and Canova 2002; 

Grier 1999; Lange, Mahoney and Vom Hau 2006). This approach, based on the colonial past, 

could partly explain the differing levels of economic development among African countries. 

This approach has lost efficacy over time because countries such as the UK have become less 

relevant trading partners for their former colonies. They were initially replaced by countries 

such as the USA and, today, by nations such as China. Moreover, African countries such as 

South Africa have become trading partners of other African nations, further weakening their 

economic ties with former colonizers. 

The second approach to clustering Africa is geo-political and is based on the divisions made 

by the most relevant international institutions. In most of their studies and analysis, 

organizations such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) usually 

divide the African continent into two: Sub-Saharan Africa, and North Africa (sometimes 

known as “Mediterranean Africa”).  

Such clustering of Africa is also adopted very often in the literature. Just in the field of 

internationalization, it is possible to identify articles that study only one of these two regions, 

in order to restrict analysis and consider similar territories. In fact, as Kaplinsky and Morris 

(2009) affirmed in their article on the role of China’s investment in Africa: “But the problem 

with this formulation of the China challenge is that it assumes a homogenous ‘China’ and a 

homogenous ‘Africa’.” For this reason, they decided to conduct in-depth analysis of Chinese 

investment only in Sub-Saharan Africa. This approach can be found in other similar studies 

such as in Adams (2009) and Cleeve (2008). Other studies have likewise focused on foreign 

investment and internationalization strategy only in the North Africa region (Badr and Ayed 

2015), which is often analyzed together with the Middle East (Rogmans and Ebbers 2013). 

It is possible from this brief overview to highlight the different approaches to analyzing 

African countries and the absence of a shared criteria for clustering the continent. This led us 
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to avoid an a priori division of this vast continent in our research. Moreover, the scarcity of 

studies on the role played by networks in the internationalization in Africa emphasizes the 

need for further analysis which can lead to an in-depth understanding of this topic.  These 

theoretical considerations led us to define our research questions, that we will investigate 

empirically: Who are the most relevant actors in networks that permit or accelerate the entry 

of Italian firms into African markets? Do the competencies and knowledge acquired through 

these relationships allow expansion into other African markets? What kind of networks may 

be identified? 

 

4. Methodology of the empirical research 

This paper discusses the results of a cross-case analysis (Yin 1994; Eisenhardt and 

Graebner 2007) of 18 Italian companies involved in internationalization in Africa. Their main 

characteristics are shown in Table 1.  

Due to the exploratory nature of the paper, we decided to consider companies with a 

commercial presence in at least one African country. We did not exclude companies that have 

also developed internationalization in manufacturing, although our specific attention was on 

export.  

The method included the following steps.  

First, we analyzed articles published in national and local newspapers and magazines. We 

searched online and offline, using as keywords the word Africa and the name of any African 

market. We then carefully read the articles to determine whether each company identified 

was involved in export and/or in manufacture. To limit the extent of the data gathered we 

decided to consider only companies from a specific region, in our case Umbria, in central 

Italy. Umbria is an emblematic region within the Italian context as companies in the region 

are predominately SMEs. At the end of this first phase we had identified a total of 60 firms. 
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Gathering information by means of a secondary research on published data may not have 

allowed us to identify all the Umbrian companies implementing an internationalization 

strategy in Africa. However, it has surely the advantage of identifying those with greater 

visibility and seemingly the most stable presence in Africa. 

Second, we decided to collect information through contacts with local opinion leaders, 

participating in meetings and conferences dealing with the internationalization of companies 

in the African market to identify potential cases and meet opinion leaders. We then arranged 

for specific face-to-face interviews with other opinion leaders to gain a deeper understanding 

of phenomena and relevant actors to be further studied. The opinion leaders contacted were 

mainly representatives of associations and institutions as well as members of local export 

consortia. We decided to use a stable presence in the African market as an inclusion criterion 

to identify firms able to give reliable and deeply drawn information on internationalization in 

Africa. Moreover, due to the scarcity of studies on the internationalization of SMEs in Africa, 

we consider the size as a second inclusion criterion. This methodological step allowed us to 

reduce the sample to 42 firms. 

The third step was to contact all the firms identified in the previous phase by sending an e-

mail with the purpose, objectives, and design of the study. One or more if needed telephone 

calls followed each e-mail. In total, 18 firms (out of the 42 identified) were available to 

participate in the study.   

Fourth, we directly visited all 18 enterprises and gathered the necessary information. The 

analysis of cases was based on semi-structured face-to-face interviews with managers and 

entrepreneurs involved in internationalization in Africa, using a storytelling approach (Stake, 

1995; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2015). The interviews were intended to cover the experience 

of the company in the African market. In particular, using an ad hoc protocol, we considered 

issues such as period of entry, entry mode, main motivations driving the internationalization 
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towards Africa, and network relationships used in entry and development within the market. 

The interviews lasted roughly 1 hour 30 minutes each and were recorded and transcribed.  

Finally, we read all the interviews and proceeded to analyze them. First of all, each 

transcription has been elaborated to write single case studies. Each case study was sent to the 

interviewees involved. The participants sent back their feedbacks and validations, granting 

the reduction of the “researcher effect bias” (Miles and Huberman 1994). Then, for each case, 

authors have identified the main issues for the research purposes. At least two authors have 

analyzed each case: this investigator triangulation (Denzin 1970) allowed a more complete 

and correct interpretation of the results. 

In the following section a reasoned presentation of the findings is showed. 

 

Table 1 about here 

 

5. Findings of cross-case analysis 

The interviews can be analyzed with reference to three main topics: mode of entry, key 

relationships, and the possibility of growth among different areas of the continent. 

We considered for mode of entry the factors that created the conditions for the entry of Italian 

firms into Africa and those that ensured their stay on the continent. Firstly, the role of trade 

fairs as the first contact with African importers was frequently noted by the managers and 

entrepreneurs interviewed. These are generally sectoral trade fairs and, in most cases, they are 

located in a European country. Sometimes the companies interviewed make a greater 

investment by participating in trade fairs located in Africa, highlighting their specific interest 

in relations that can facilitate their entry into these markets. The relevance of trade fairs, 

typical of companies operating in B2B (most of the companies analyzed), can be perceived in 

these words of respondents: 
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F4: “We participate in the most important trade fairs in size and international relevance. There we make the 

most of our contacts with importers in those countries.” 

F9: “Our first contacts in Africa were built through participation in trade fairs.” 

F15: “Trade fairs are the most important means of contact. Potential customers can come and evaluate our 

products. This year customers came from many African countries.” 

F6: “At first, we went to internationals trade fairs in an unstructured way, but it was there that we made our first 

contacts.” 

 

Secondly, first contact with African markets are often unprogrammed and occur from time to 

time through contingencies or opportunities exploited by firms. In fact, sometimes African 

markets are not even directly considered in the planned strategies of the firms analyzed. They 

exploit it once the possibility of entry into the African market emerges but generally have not 

actively created this opportunity. As stated by some of the interviewees, these contingencies 

and opportunities are linked to a specific new party who enters their network or one with 

whom they already have a well-established relationship: 

   

F10: “The first approach to South Africa was through a local importer, contact with whom was created 

casually.” 

F5: “We entered Africa through a group of suppliers of a big multinational. We were one of those suppliers. At 

that time, it was a spontaneous path and not a programmed strategy.” 

F7: “We are working profitably in Mediterranean Africa because of the direct presence of the holding we belong 

to. We entered African markets thanks to this bridgehead.” 

  

Thirdly, access to funds from governments or global organizations can be crucial for 

internationalization in Africa. Many African countries suffer critical economic and social 

conditions and international organizations focus their action on these areas to promote 
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development. This represents, first of all, the possibility of growth for these underdeveloped 

or developing countries but, also an opportunity for Western enterprises to start business 

relationships in African markets, clarified by the words of one interviewee:  

  

F14: “One of the conditions of entry to the African market is access to the funds of the most important 

agricultural organizations world-wide. Large agricultural projects are all funded by organizations operating 

globally that promote agriculture in certain critical areas.” 

 

The interviews established the importance of relationships that act as operative and cognitive 

facilitators to operating durably and profitably in African. The empirical research with 

managers and entrepreneurs established that, generally, such relationships involved a limited 

number of partners, very often only one. This allows to understand how, on the one hand, it is 

easier for a SME to manage few relationships, while, on the other hand, it can be risky to 

entrust the success of internationalization in Africa to a very limited number of actors. It 

requires a high commitment for making these relationships durable over time.   

     

F5: “We work in Africa only through a group of British investors.” 

F16: “We are there only as subcontractor of a large energy company that has orders in South Africa.” 

F8: “We operate in a niche sector, so we do not have a large number of customers, and only very limited 

relationships.” 

 

In several cases, the relevance of local agents and middlemen emerged, highlighting the need 

for Africans partners to handle on-site relationships with the end-customer. The firms 

interviewed confirmed the difficultly of direct involvement with the end-users of their 

products. Very often, however, it is necessary to train them in the use of products or to assist 

in the installations of spare parts. These activities would require the presence of overseas 
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branches, but the economic and organizational characteristics of SMEs limit these activities 

to on-site third parties. The role of local agents and middlemen is highlighted in the following 

quotes:  

 

F3: “In South Africa we always operate through agents and distributors that we have specifically identified.” 

F15: “All of our contacts in Africa are distributors whom we met at trade fairs; they sell to end-user companies.” 

F7: “We operate exclusively through agents and brokers.” 

 

In other cases, internationalization in Africa is facilitated by a pre-existing customer, 

generally a large national or multinational company that drives its suppliers to these markets. 

Some interviewees indicated how these customers may act to reduce uncertainties related to 

African markets. This highlight how relationships between Italian companies and local 

African customers may be mediated by large multinationals that already operate in some 

African markets. 

 

F8: “We have relationships with the most relevant multinationals in the sector. If they plan to invest in Africa, 

they contact our firm as their supplier. So, for my company, the customers are always the same in every 

country.” 

F14: “Our customers are multinationals that also have orders in Africa.”  

F17: “Our sales in Africa are linked to the presence of large multinational companies. Otherwise, sales there 

would be extremely difficult.” 

 

Finally, NGOs and non-profit organizations can also be partners who are crucial for entry and 

subsequent development in the African market. These parties, carrying out welfare, medical, 

educational and religious activities, are embedded in the African social environment and can 

act as intermediaries between customers (often disadvantaged populations) and suppliers of 

products, such as agricultural equipment or energy systems. 
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F12: “In Africa, our clients are NGOs and religious organizations with humanitarian missions and who need 

energy facilities to carry out their projects. Abroad, we only sell only to these partners.” 

F18: “Our main partners in Africa are NGOs. Generally, local governments promote these projects and decide 

with which nonprofit organization all providers will cooperate.” 

 

Geographic considerations can affect growth in Africa, using knowledge and experience to 

penetrate nearby markets. Dynamics differ between Mediterranean and Sub-Saharan Africa. 

In Mediterranean Africa, there is growing potential for expansion to nearby countries. As the 

interviewees stated, a specific country in this area can often represent a bridge to the closest 

markets with similar conditions, cultures and roles. 

  

F1: “Our manufacturing experience in Algeria has allowed us to also sell in Tunisia and Morocco.” 

F2: “Our manufacturing plant in Tunisia also sells its products in Algeria, Libya, and in North Africa in general. 

Therefore, it has no exclusively manufacturing value but it is a bridge to enter the neighboring markets.” 

F7: “Tunisia was a starting point to work in Africa. We then expanded our presence to neighboring nations.” 

 

In contrast, expansion to nearby countries in sub-Saharan Africa is less frequent, due to 

significant differences present even within a country. For this reason, experience gathered in 

a country is rarely useful for expanding to its nearest neighbors where possible entry requires 

a new process of learning and experience. 

 

F8: “We first went to Zimbabwe and Malawi. We then obtained opportunities in Tanzania, Ethiopia and 

Zambia. Recently, we also penetrated North Africa, especially Morocco, Libya and Egypt. More recently we 

sold in South Africa.” 

F13: “We would like to increase our presence in Nigeria but also exploit it as a way to reach the rest of the 

African market, particularly within the equatorial belt; it all depends on the evolution of the market. However, 

the biggest problem we face is replicating skills.” 
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F6: “In these countries, there is the possibility of entering the market but the mode changes from nation to 

nation, and this is an obstacle to expansion.” 

F18: “You would think that our interpreter needed the help of another interpreter to translate for him. In that 

area, everything can change in a range of 20 km.” 

 

In the following parts, we discuss and comment on the principal theoretical and managerial 

implications of these findings.  

 

6. Discussion, research propositions and implications 

Our analysis highlights the role of the network in the internationalization of Italian 

companies in Africa. As theorized in the literature (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Forsgren and 

Johanson 1992), relationships with certain actors are central for the internationalization of 

enterprises. However, with respect to existing theory, our analysis highlights some relevant 

specificities of networks in various African contexts. Here we discuss our findings. A 

preliminary result of our analysis is that both companies that had previous business activity in 

other areas of the world than Africa and enterprises that are new to internationalization and 

have no previous experience in international markets enter Africa due to contingent factors. 

These contingent factors may be related to, for example, relational networks established in 

many cases without a specific predetermination. Our analysis, therefore, accentuates the 

contingency of the factors driving business relations with Africa, following a recent stream of 

literature that applied contingency theory to the internationalization of firms (Banalieva and 

Sarathy 2011; Yuan, Qian and Pangarkar 2016). Indeed, in most cases we analyzed, the 

relationships required to enter African markets were generated more from exploiting 

opportunities resulting from existing relationships or new unforeseen relationships than from 

planned behavior. 
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Consequently, we note how, at least in the cases we have investigated, companies that 

internationalize in Africa can be considered explorers, or actors whose entry into a market is 

brought about through contingencies that occur at a certain moment in the company’s history. 

The approach is therefore more reactive and responsive to opportunities than the result of 

deliberate growth behavior. This behavior does not depend on the geographical areas 

penetrated; rather it seems to have been generally adopted for all African markets. It is 

therefore possible to state the following research proposition. 

 

RP1. The internationalization of Italian SMEs in Africa, both in Mediterranean Africa and 

sub-Saharan Africa, is contingency-based in response to opportunity rather than deliberate. 

 

Interviews with companies’ representatives allowed us to understand how often 

opportunities are exploited through the establishment of relationships with specific actors that 

work as hubs for other relationships in each market. Case analyses show that the relevant 

relationships for development in the African context are limited to a few actors. Moreover, it 

also shows how these relationships are rather stable, in that the companies we are analyzing 

continue to maintain relations with the limited number of actors that allowed them to enter. 

This means that relationships with other market players is mediated by these actors, which 

function as gatekeepers (Guercini and Runfola 2010). Hence, the set of relationships that 

Italian SMEs manage to develop in individual markets remain limited, leaving space for 

potential future relationships, according to a broader view of the potential network to be 

activated (Halinen and Törnroos 2005). 

The fact that the companies we have analyzed relate to few actors and try to keep these 

relationships stable over time, highlights a rather prudent approach. In fact, after the entry 

into a single market, despite the fact that knowledge has been gained, the companies we have 
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analyzed seem to have adopted the same form of presence. Indeed, our analysis does not 

seem to show a pattern of growth in investment from indirect forms to foreign direct 

investment, as theorized by the model of international growth by stages (Johanson and 

Wiedersheim-Paul 1975; Johanson and Vahlne 1977). This prudential approach persists in the 

development of the market. This seems to be true in general for all markets in the African 

continent in which Italian SMEs are present. The network implies opportunities, but it also 

entails elements of difficulty and weakness (Håkansson et al. 2009). 

Indeed, the fact of being related to a few actors may represent an obstacle to the process of 

internationalization towards a country, as this can be linked to what happens to the specific 

relations that are activated for internationalization. 

It is possible then to propose the following research proposition. 

 

RP2. The entry and the stable presence of Italian SMEs in single African markets both in 

Mediterranean Africa and sub-Saharan Africa depend on the activation and maintenance of 

relationships with a limited number of actors that remain over time. 

 

Our research shows that a limited role is played by national public institutions (Keesing 

and Singer 1992) in the internationalization process of Italian SMEs in Africa. The 

companies we are analyzing seem to move autonomously, without the help of national 

institutions. At the same time, they seem not to implement imitative behaviors following 

paths set by other competing companies. Consequently, there are no imitative and 

agglomerative phenomena (Belussi 2011) with relation to companies in the same sector that 

are internationalizing in the same markets in the same way. Obviously, the absence of these 

phenomena confirms the prudential logic highlighted above. In fact, the absence of other 

national players in the African market increases uncertainty over individual countries, as 
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companies may not recur to other national players that may be leveraged as reducers of the 

difficulties and the potential barriers encountered. 

 

In the sample of companies we analyzed, however, there were examples of firms entering 

the African markets with the support of other institutional actors. Particular reference was 

made to African public actors and NGOs. Our analysis strengthens the idea that non-profit 

organizations can be drivers of the internationalization of SMEs, highlighting the need for 

further studies of this under-investigated issue within the management literature (Ghauri, 

Tasevori and Zaefraian 2014). Furthermore, our findings confirm the key role of business 

partners such as customers and intermediaries (Johanson and Vahlne 2009) in 

internationalization in Africa. These relationships often begin through participation in trade 

fairs and shows. The trade fairs are relevant both to building new relationships and 

strengthening existing ones, confirming that this activity can create business relations to 

accelerate the process of internationalization, as pointed out in the literature (Evers and 

Knight 2008). We then propose the following. 

  

RP3: Business partners (customers and intermediaries), NGOs, and destination market 

institutions are the key actors in the internationalization of Italian SMEs. 

 

We have attained interesting results on companies’ development paths towards other 

African markets. The fact that entry and development in each single African market is based 

on the establishment of specific relations with nationally specific actors, as well as on modes 

of development in a single country, creates difficulties in penetrating other African markets. 

However, from our analysis, we can highlight significant differences in the macro-areas of 

the African continent. Our empirical investigation confirms that two major geographical areas 
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can be considered in Africa, as proposed by leading global institutions (World Bank Group 

2017). Indeed, the entrepreneurs surveyed propose different considerations for Sub-Saharan 

Africa than Mediterranean Africa.  

Although the actors with which Italian SMEs are linked in Mediterranean Africa are 

nationally specific, the maturation of knowledge in a single market has the certain possibility 

of being exploited in other markets in the same area. It emerges from our analysis that major 

cultural proximity (such as common history, similar political regimes, similar regulations, 

similar language, and so on) among Mediterranean Africa markets can favor international 

development from a market to another. However, in Sub-Saharan Africa there is a mosaic of 

countries characterized by strong differences (cultural, linguistic, ethnic, infrastructural, and 

so on) such that the international development between countries in this area is rather limited 

and requires longer periods. In addition, from our analysis, the actors with which the 

companies are linked are specific not only to the country but mainly to specific portions of 

territory. This is an interesting result, and it highlights the heterogeneity of sub-Saharan 

African countries. In some, the differences within a single country make it difficult to use the 

knowledge gained in one area in another area within the same country. Internationalization 

seems to be, in this area of the African continent, locally rather than nationally oriented. The 

internationalization of Italian SMEs here is directed towards regional areas within a country 

rather than being targeted to the entire nation. It is therefore possible to state the following. 

 

RP4. The knowledge gained by Italian SMEs in countries within Mediterranean Africa can 

allow international development to other markets in the same area, while in the case of sub-

Saharan Africa this development path is more limited. 

 



23 
 

We consider the implications of the theoretical research propositions proposed at the 

levels of both companies and policy makers. 

From a managerial point of view, it is clear that the activation of relational networks is 

central to the African context. This requires a strong understanding of which key 

relationships should be activated, knowing that they represent both the basis for development 

and a barrier to growth in individual markets. In addition, our results highlight how, while in 

Mediterranean Africa relationships can be the basis for foreign development in other 

countries of the same area, the knowledge gained in relations with actors in sub-Saharan 

Africa is often linked to limited geographical contexts. Hence, for some African markets, the 

investment required in the relationships is even greater. Our analysis shows the difficulty of 

activating growth processes between countries in the African context, as relations are very 

often at the level of an individual country or area. 

From the point of view of policy makers engaged in supporting internationalization in 

Africa, it is possible to highlight some key aspects. First, our analysis confirms that 

internationalization in Africa involves a large and rather segmented number of areas and 

countries. In general, there is a general fragility of the phenomenon, which depends on the 

nature of relations and network. While national policies are often focused on big business as a 

benchmark for development, our analysis highlights the role of SMEs, which can be seen as 

exploratory companies. The presence of this type of enterprise can activate agglomeration 

phenomena, and therefore, our research highlights the need to leverage the efforts of these 

exploratory companies. They have knowledge, have moved into Africa, and may enable the 

process of the foreign development of other national enterprises. In this sense, public actors 

should support and strengthen the development of these companies, as they can facilitate the 

growth of other companies in Africa and, in general, of sectors that are relevant to national 

economies. 
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7. Conclusion: towards a taxonomy of networks in Africa 

This paper contributes to the debate on the role of networks for internationalization. In 

conclusion, we summarize our theoretical contribution by advancing a tentative taxonomy of 

networks for internationalization in the African market. Our research allows us to highlight 

the existence of at least three types of networks. 

The first type of network can be termed “confined local network”. In this case, the 

internationalization of a firm in Africa highlights the existence of specific national contexts 

where the knowledge learned by the firm remains at the level of a single market. The 

empirical research indicates this is the case of many markets in Sub-Saharan Africa. Such a 

network remains strongly anchored to local specificities and the knowledge learned through 

relationships in that country are usually not relevant in other contexts. In these types of 

networks, the counterparts with whom Italian firms are linked have mainly local or national 

interests – such as NGOs – who perform development projects in specific countries. It 

follows that what the firm learns through these relationships is specific to that market. In the 

case of African markets where such networks are relevant, the presence of the company 

requires a strong investment. Learning here is very deep but country-specific. As a result, 

internationalization remains confined to specific markets and, if diffused in multiple markets, 

requires specific knowledge and very often takes much time for entry and development. 

The second type of network can be termed “network with bridging”. In this case, although the 

network actors relevant to internationalization may be specific to a single market, the 

company is able to connect with actors operating in multiple African markets. Through such 

relationships within a country, the firm can enter other markets. This is the case of many 

markets in Mediterranean Africa and South Africa, but in only a few other Sub-Saharan 

African markets. In this case, learning about individual international markets is less 

demanding than the previous case and remains confined to the actor to whom the firm is 
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related. These actors can often be clients or importers who operate in many markets. 

Internationalization into more African countries is more rapid in this case, even if the market 

knowledge may be less deep than in the previous case. 

The third type of network can be called a “clone network”. In this case, the network is 

country-specific, but the enterprise learns what are the most important actors and how to 

relate to them. The knowledge is both specific – related to a single market – and general, 

regarding the learning process about how to relate to the relevant network. It allows 

duplication of the same network strategies in different markets with different actors. While it 

is a network specific to single markets, the approach to them is similar and, therefore, 

replicable in other African contexts. This is the case in many Mediterranean African markets. 

In this case, the learning process involves knowledge that, although specific, can be used 

across different markets. 

Figure 1 shows the three kinds of networks that emerge from our analysis. 

 

Figure 1. A taxonomy of networks for internationalization in Africa 
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8. Limits, future research and final remarks 

Our study assessed the path of internationalization in Africa, considering the role of 

relationships and potential differences within the African continent. This analysis is not 

without limits. First, our research has considered several companies within a specific location 

in Italy. Future research should analyze companies from different areas using a comparative 

approach, as well as companies from different countries. Moreover, our analysis was of a 

qualitative nature. This is in line with our exploratory goals. However, future research should 

analyze these issues using quantitative research, defining a larger sample of companies and 

with the aim of statistically validating what emerged from our analysis. 

This paper shows relevant evidence. On the one hand, it proposes a development process 

in Africa that is characterized by a rather isolated approach and by being responsive to 

contingencies. On the other hand, it highlights the role of relations, distinguishing 

Mediterranean Africa from sub-Saharan Africa. Our article responds to the need for more 

detailed study of Africa, which will be an engine of future international development but has 

received little attention in management literature. We then propose a taxonomy of potential 

networks in the African continent. Finally, this paper highlights the international 

development of SMEs in Africa, which should be the focus of both theoretical and empirical 

considerations in future research. 
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Tables 

Table 1. List of companies involved in the research process 

Number Industry 

Position of the 

contact person 

interviewed 

Turnover 

(000 Euro)* 

Experiences in African markets Type of presence 

1 

Manufacturing industrial machinery 

and storage systems and cereal 

processing for animal feed 

Entrepreneur 2,852 Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco 
Productive and 

commercial 

2 Cement production Vice President 263,783 Tunisia, Algeria, Libya 
Productive and 

commercial 

3 

Manufacturing weighing, bagging, 

closing and palletizing machinery for 

bulk products. 

Export and 

Marketing 

Executive 

23,561 South Africa, Algeria, Morocco Commercial 

4 
Manufacturing agricultural 

machinery 
Export Manager 4,611 

Somalia, Cameroon, Kenya, Algeria, 

South Africa, Madagascar, Mali, Sierra 

Leone, Angola, Zimbabwe, Ghana 

Commercial 

5 
Manufacturing agricultural 

machinery 
Export Manager 2,373 Nigeria, Ghana Commercial 

6 
Manufacturing agricultural 

machinery 
General Manager 7,008 

Maghreb, Central Africa and South 

Africa 
Commercial 

7 
Manufacturing pipe systems in 

plastic  

Commercial 

Division 
42,086 Tunisia, Morocco, Libya Commercial 

8 
Manufacturing tobacco-processing 

machinery 

Managing Director 

and Commercial 

Director 

11,865 

Zimbabwe, Malawi, Tanzania, Ethiopia, 

Zambia, Congo, Morocco, Egypt, 

Algeria, Libya, South Africa, Tunisia 

Commercial 

9 Production of pasta and edible oils Export Manager 18,797 
Egypt, Eritrea, Libya, Mauritius, 

Seychelles, South Africa 
Commercial 

10 Manufacturing wheat flour Entrepreneur 31,413 South Africa Commercial 

11 
Manufacturing agricultural 

machinery 

Board Member and 

Sales Director 
20,365 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Algeria, Eritrea, Libya, 

Somalia 
Commercial 

12 
Manufacturing, developing, and 

installing systems to generate power 

Chief Executive 

Officer 
n.a. 

Burkina Faso, Chad, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Mozambique, 
Commercial 
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from renewable energy sources  Madagascar 

13 

Production of refrigeration units and 

supply and installation of mechanical 

plants 

Chief Executive 

Officer 
2,299 Nigeria, Morocco, Tunisia Commercial 

14 
Manufacturing tobacco processing 

machinery 
Entrepreneur 2,768 Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria Commercial 

15 

Manufacturing, developing, and 

installing systems to generate power 

from renewable energy sources 

Export Office 67,355 
Senegal, Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, 

Tunisia 
Commercial 

16 

Manufacturing, developing, and 

installing systems to generate power 

from renewable energy sources 

Executive Director 28,238 South Africa Commercial 

17 
Manufacturing machinery for the 

plastic and rubber materials industry 
Chief Sales Officer 5,554 South Africa, Morocco Commercial 

18 

Consulting, promoting, project 

planning and training on system for 

the regeneration and revegetation of 

desertified land  

Administrator and 

Project Manager 
75 

Niger, Morocco, Egypt, Senegal, Tunisia, 

Burkina Faso, Chad, Sudan, Kenya, 

Madagascar 

Commercial 

 

*Source: AIDA (Bureau Van Dijk), Data from the last available annual report 
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