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Samson, 2001). In the craft beer industry, innovation is very important, especially in terms of 

product development. Wide product range is what defines the craft breweries, and they must 

regularly launch new products to stay relevant for their customers. Revenues, and thus 

corporate growth, depend on the innovativeness of the breweries.  

 

Innovation capability is in turn influenced by companies' use of networks, where one can also 

argue that knowledge about, or awareness about, networks plays a role. Collaboration with 

other breweries and various actors in the food industry is an important source of knowledge, 

and this external knowledge has a positive influence on the brewery's competence and skills 

(Fagerberg, 2005). The external knowledge from breweries’ networks may also have an 
indirect positive impact on the brewery's costs and profitability and therefore lead to higher 

growth. The type of network is of less importance than the degree the network is being used. 

Nevertheless, identity networks (i.e. egocentric networks, where a large proportion of the 

players have a personal connection; Hite and Hesterly, 2001) with strong ties provide a 

higher degree of innovation than strategic networks with weak ties, thus resulting in higher 

growth especially for early-stage breweries. 

 

It is important to mention that growth is not an ultimate goal for the craft breweries. Growth 

is often associated with streamlining, and standardization is a commonly used strategy to 

achieve this (Skjølsvik and Voldsund, 2016). None of the craft breweries in our sample want 

unlimited growth, the goal is rather to grow organically until they achieve good profitability 

and stability for their employees. Good craftsmanship, authenticity and good quality are the 

most important. Growing big can make breweries more industrialized, and consequently lose 

a part of their identity as a craft brewery. However, the findings indicate that the point where 

income and growth are in a comfortable balance has not yet been reached and therefore 

further growth is still important. 
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Firm internationalisation has received substantial scholarly attention, which has investigated a 

vast range of aspects such as motives and triggers (Wickramasekera and Bianchi, 2013), 

barriers (Shaw and Darroch, 2004), market selection (Poh-Lin, 2000), entry modes (Whitelock, 

2002), and performance (Chen et al., 2016, Mac and Evangelista, 2016, Ogasavara et al., 2016, 

Ngo et al., 2016, Sousa et al., 2010). Much of this literature has however focused on the 

multinational corporation (Delios, 2017), and increasingly on the SMEs, given their importance 

for local economies.  

Nonetheless, concerns have been raised that the internationalisation of micro-firms in particular 

has been substantially ignored (Westhead et al., 2004, Williams, 2008), and that our current 

understanding of internationalisation aspects in medium-sized firms might not necessarily 

apply to micro-firms. This hypothesis is not unsubstantiated if we consider the significant 
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differences those businesses have in terms of age, capital, resources, decision-making style, 

and experience (Williams, 2008); this mix might result in different motives and processes for 

internationalization as well as different managerial perceptions of internationalization barriers 

in the context of micro-firms. Most importantly, it remains unclear how exactly such resource-

deficient organisations both in terms of finance, time, and human capital, initiate and pursue 

internationalisation. Academic research on the mechanisms and routes to internationalisation 

that micro-firms choose remains scant. Indeed, past literature seems to have mostly focused on 

the importance of network relationships, and collaborative and coopetitive interactions with 

other actors, for SMEs’ competitiveness, growth and internationalization (Wright et al., 2007, 

Davey et al., 2001, Kock et al., 2010, Lin and Lin, 2016, Musteen et al., 2014, Parida et al., 

2016, Che Senik et al., 2011). Yet, it remains unclear to what extent and how exactly micro-

firms use their networks to prepare for internationalization, and to identify, explore, and take 

advantage of new foreign market opportunities. This study aims to address the above gaps.  

To this end, an exploratory qualitative study was launched in Spring 2016. In line with previous 

research (McGrath and O'Toole, 2013), a series of face-to-face, depth interviews were 

conducted following site visits to the selected micro-breweries; site visits were considered 

crucial to facilitate researchers’ understanding of the entrepreneurs’ realities and to inform 
interpretation of the interview data. The study’s participants consisted of owners/managers of 
micro-breweries (producing less than 5000 hl, and employing less than 10 people) recruited 

through directories of local beer associations and located in Yorkshire and Scotland (13 

interviews in each region), two regions purposely selected for their dynamic craft beer 

communities.  

Our preliminary findings provide empirical evidence that managerial perceptions about the 

factors that facilitate and inhibit the initiation of micro-firms’ internationalization do not 

necessarily align with the assumptions of past research on medium-sized firms’ 
internationalization. Specifically, there is indication that those factors are not assigned the same 

level of significance, and different factors are perceived as crucial depending on stage of 

internationalisation (non-exporters, new exporters, and well-established exporters). The study 

also sheds more light on the role of network ties. We reveal that micro-breweries overall tended 

to downplay the importance of networks in regards to their growth, albeit these perceptions 

tended to vary depending on relationship closeness. Moreover, our preliminary analysis 

uncovers a vast range of internationalisation mechanisms/routes, which we classify in four 

quadrants according to two axes: business ownership (business-owned/managed or not) vs 

production-relatedness (production-related or not). Finally, juxtaposition of the identified 

internationalisation mechanisms with growth routes normally adopted by businesses in 

domestic markets reveals a surprising finding: micro-firms, at least in the chosen empirical 

setting, approach internationalisation in similar ways to domestic growth. The finding 

challenges some of the previous assumptions in the internationalisation scholarship regarding 

smaller firms’ careful, incremental approach to expanding internationally. 

Overall, the contribution of the study is two-fold. In terms of theoretical contribution, the paper 

advances theory on internationalization by providing further insight into the processes and 

specific challenges that micro-firms face when seeking to expand internationally and 

contributes to the entrepreneurial networks literature by providing evidence about the role of 

network ties in facilitating growth from a dynamically emerging industry that is fully 

characterized of strong collaborative practices. In terms of practical contribution, the study’s 

findings have significant policy implications at the industry level, especially in relation to the 

design of export support initiatives for micro-firms. 
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