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Abstract
Purpose – This review identifies and categorizes the key theories applied in the extant literature, analyses how 
those theories contribute to understanding the dynamics and mechanisms of learning in early internationalizing 
firms (EIFs), highlights theoretical gaps, and proposes directions for future research to advance knowledge in 
the field international marketing.
Design/methodology/approach – It reports on a systematic literature review conducted to collate and 
synthesize the prior research on the theoretical foundations of learning processes in EIFs.
Findings – The review identified new research areas based on existing theories, emphasizing the need to expand 
and refine established frameworks to explore underdeveloped dimensions. It also highlighted emerging theoretical 
perspectives, introducing alternative lenses to uncover novel insights and address current knowledge gaps.
Research limitations/implications – While this review primarily focuses on EIFs, its findings may not fully 
capture the factors affecting other firm types. Expanding future research to explore learning mechanisms across 
diverse internationalization trajectories, such as firms with gradual expansion models or established 
multinational corporations, would provide deeper insights and broaden the applicability of the theoretical 
perspectives.
Practical implications – International marketers and entrepreneurs could leverage this review to strategically 
build networks to bolster successful market entry and strengthen learning mechanisms. The strategy could include 
pre-entry collaboration with experienced international firms that offer critical market insights, regulatory 
guidance, and operational support, as well as external relationships, such as those with industry partners, mentors 
or local distributors that help overcome knowledge gaps and mitigate risks in unfamiliar foreign markets.
Originality/value – It emphasizes the dynamic nature of learning in EIFs and its critical role in driving market 
adaptability, innovation, and international performance in global settings.
Keywords Early internationalization, Early internationalizing firms, Theoretical foundation,
International new venture, Born-global firm
Paper type Literature review

1. Introduction
The study of early internationalizing firms (EIFs) has garnered significant attention within the 
field of International Marketing (IM) (Paul and Rosado-Serrano, 2019; Masango and Lassalle, 
2020; Romanello and Chiarvesio, 2024). This area intersects with International 
Entrepreneurship (IE) and International Business (IB), examining how firms leverage their 
marketing capabilities to achieve swift entry into global markets and establish competitive 
positions across diverse cultural and economic landscapes (Paul and Rosado-Serrano, 2019). 
EIFs are ventures that enter the foreign market soon after foundation in pursuit of superior 
international business performance from the application of knowledge-based resources 
(Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; De Clercq et al., 2012; Rumyantseva and Welch, 2023). 
Commonly referred to as international new ventures (INVs) (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994) or 
born-global firms (Rennie, 1993; Knight and Cavusgil, 1996), we adopt the umbrella term 
EIFs for theoretical consistency.
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A key focus in the study of EIFs across the IM, IE, and IB domains is examining how 
learning supports the strategic processes of EIFs. That includes facilitating network 
development and enabling opportunity-seeking behaviours that enhance a firm’s ability to 
navigate dynamic and uncertain international markets, ultimately contributing to its survival 
and growth (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994; Autio et al., 2000; Dimitratos et al., 2016). 
Research reviewing, assessing, and consolidating the body of knowledge on learning in EIFs 
has made a significant contribution (e.g. De Clercq et al., 2012; Gulanowski et al., 2018; 
Tuomisalo and Lepp€aaho, 2019; Siachou et al., 2022). This contribution has significantly 
shaped the understanding of learning in EIFs, offering a foundational framework for analyzing 
knowledge accumulation. The existing literature also presents an array of theoretical 
perspectives and frameworks aimed at explaining this phenomenon. Notably, scholars have 
drawn upon established theories such as organizational learning theory, resource-based view, 
network theory, the dynamic-capabilities view, and the knowledge-based view to elucidate 
how these firms develop learning mechanisms that enable them to adapt, innovate, and expand 
into international markets at an accelerated pace (Tuomisalo and Lepp€aaho, 2019; 
Weerawardena et al., 2007; De Clercq et al., 2012). These theories collectively provide 
structural and capability-based explanations for learning but often overlook the cognitive 
processes that drive entrepreneurial decision-making under uncertainty.

Recent scholarship has introduced cognitive perspectives such as effectuation, causation, 
imprinting, and improvisation to explain how entrepreneurs think and act in unpredictable 
environments (Sarasvathy, 2001; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; Mitchell et al., 2007; 
Knight and Liesch, 2016). However, a systematic synthesis that integrates these emerging 
views with the revised Uppsala internationalization model (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009) and 
other established frameworks to better explain how EIFs learn, make decisions, and identify 
opportunities within complex international environments remains absent. The Uppsala 
model introduced a network-based perspective that highlights knowledge development, 
opportunity recognition, and relationship building as key mechanisms. These mechanisms 
are especially relevant to EIFs, which rely on external networks, rapid learning, and 
entrepreneurial action to internationalize. As Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1421) note, 
“there is nothing in our model that indicates that international expansion cannot be done 
quickly. In fact, it can, as long as there is sufficient time for learning and relationship 
building”. Yet, connections between this model, established theories, and cognitive 
approaches are underexplored. Combining insights from the Uppsala model with 
established theoretical frameworks and cognitive approaches offers a multi-level 
understanding of how EIFs learn. It bridges macro-level network and capability dynamics 
with micro-level decision-making processes, offering a more comprehensive understanding 
of learning in early and rapid internationalization.

To address these gaps, the present study conducts a comprehensive systematic review and 
categorization of the theoretical perspectives used to explain learning in EIFs. It also proposes 
directions for future research to advance understanding of learning dynamics in this context. 
Importantly, a systematic literature review provides a structured and transparent approach to 
identifying, evaluating, and synthesizing existing research, thereby ensuring analytical rigour 
and clarity in mapping the current state of knowledge (Paul and Rialp-Criado, 2020). It not 
only consolidates current knowledge but also highlights inconsistencies and gaps, guiding 
future academic inquiry in the field of IM, IE, and IB. Specifically, this study seeks to: (1) 
Identify and categorize theoretical perspectives used to explain learning in EIFs, including 
foundational theories such as the Uppsala internationalization model; established frameworks 
such as organizational learning theory, the dynamic capabilities view, network theory, and the 
knowledge-based view; and emerging perspectives such as cognitive-based approaches in 
entrepreneurship such as effectuation, causation, improvisation, and imprinting. (2) Highlight 
theoretical gaps and propose directions for future research to advance knowledge on learning 
dynamics and mechanisms in EIFs.
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This review will be beneficial for various interested parties. First, this study enriches the 
literature on IM by synthesizing existing theories, identifying theoretical gaps, and proposing 
future research directions. It emphasizes the dynamic nature of learning in EIFs, highlighting 
its critical role in driving market adaptability, fostering innovation, and enhancing 
international performance in global settings. Second, this study will furnish international 
marketers and entrepreneurs with new theory-driven ideas relating to learning in EIFs.

2. Method for the literature review
Following previous studies in the field of international marketing (e.g. Paul and Rosado-
Serrano, 2019), this review adopts a theory-based systematic literature review approach. 
This method is recognized as one of the most effective for synthesizing and advancing a body 
of literature that applies an underlying theoretical framework (Paul and Rialp-Criado, 2020; 
Paul et al., 2021). Systematically analyzing existing research helps reconcile conflicting 
findings in theoretical applications while identifying new directions for future studies. 
This approach supports a comprehensive examination of the literature and contributes to the 
development of theory-driven insights within the field (Paul and Rialp-Criado, 2020).

Consequently, we followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to conduct this systematic literature review (McInnes 
et al., 2018) (See Appendix 1). PRISMA is widely recognized and extensively used in 
academic research to ensure transparency and methodological rigour among systematic 
reviews (Page and Moher, 2017). The guidelines provide a structured approach, outlining key 
elements such as resources for conducting systematic reviews, eligibility and exclusion 
criteria, review process steps (identification, screening, eligibility), and methods for data 
abstraction and analysis (Shaffril et al., 2018).

2.1 Resources
While there are alternative databases, we harvested articles from the Web of Science (WoS) 
Core Collection database, owing to its wide coverage list of modern sources. That is a robust 
database providing search access to over 10,000 journals in over 45 different languages 
spanning the sciences, social sciences, and arts and humanities fields. It includes back files and 
citation data established by Clarivate Analytics and is searchable using three separate 
measures: citations, papers, and citations per paper (Shaffril et al., 2018).

2.2 Eligibility and exclusion criteria
The study selection was focused on the business and management category in WoS. 
We intended our sample to have broad coverage, so decided not to limit the timespan of the 
article search (Siachou et al., 2022). Instead, the search was extended to include all available 
literature till December 2024, which marked the final cut-off of our search period. Our search 
focused on conceptual and empirical peer-reviewed articles written in English, excluding book 
chapters and articles in conference proceedings, because knowledge validation in that context 
can be superficial (De Clercq et al., 2012). We argue that the extensive use of English and the 
vast number of outlets and publications in the language make it the most effective criterion for 
identifying valuable papers. Our criteria required that all selected articles either touch on 
learning-related themes or explicitly focus on detailed learning processes in the context of 
EIFs, defined as entrepreneurial firms. That includes firms typically referred to in the literature 
as INVs or born-global firms, which are entrepreneurial firms that, from inception or shortly 
thereafter, engage in international operations beyond a single domestic market. These firms are 
characterized by their ability to leverage a unique combination of market, entrepreneurial, and 
learning orientations to achieve rapid international expansion and success in various 
international markets (Paul and Rosado-Serrano, 2019; Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt and 
McDougall, 1994; Chetty and Campbell-Hunt, 2004). Finally, we considered only published
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articles in 3, 4, and 4* peer-reviewed academic journals on the ABS 2021 List. This criterion is 
commonly used in systematic reviews to capture scholarly debates and research trends while 
ensuring the highest quality standards for included studies (Atewologun et al., 2017; Battisti 
et al., 2022).

2.3 Review process
To structure the review process, this study adopted a four-step approach as outlined by Shaffril 
et al. (2018). The approach provides a structured review process while ensuring rigour and 
transparency. The first step focused on identifying keywords and conducting the initial search 
for articles. We selected a set of key terms from related studies that were well-established in the 
research on learning in EIFs, incorporating synonyms and variations to ensure a 
comprehensive search. In addition, some keywords were informed by the authors’ 
conceptual understanding of the topic. This combination of literature-based and author-
driven keywords allowed us to capture both foundational and evolving views on learning in 
EIFs. Afterwards, we conducted a Boolean search using “and” to connect the main and 
secondary keywords in the search process and develop a search syntax (See Appendix 2 for the 
search syntax and Appendix 3 for the related studies from which the keywords were selected). 
The initial search from WoS yielded 609 records. The second step involved screening, where 
we assessed 609 articles based on ABS list-level criteria. After applying our selection 
parameters, 283 articles met the eligibility criteria for review. Specifically, we considered 
articles ranked ABS 3–4*, ensuring that only high-quality sources were included in the 
analysis. The third stage is eligibility, which requires accessing the full articles. We manually 
screened titles, abstracts, and full texts of the retrieved articles, discarding those that did not 
directly address the research topic. After careful examination, 112 articles were excluded as 
they did not focus on or discuss learning in EIFs. Finally, the last stage of the review resulted in 
a total of 171 articles. To ensure no relevant articles were overlooked, we employed ancestry 
searching, a method that involves examining reference lists of key articles to identify 
additional sources. The procedure identified 15 [1] additional studies that contributed to the 
research (Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005; Dam et al., 2019), yielding. In total, 186 articles 
were included in the synthesis. These articles were systematically organized in a table format 
with columns for author, source title, ABS level, focus, findings, theory, and theoretical fields 
(See Appendix 4). This organization enabled structured comparison across theoretical lenses 
and allowed for a thematic synthesis of learning-related insights. We adopted a thematic 
synthesis approach focused on how different theoretical perspectives have been applied to 
explain learning in EIFs. Although Huber’s (1991) learning categories, one of the most widely 
applied organizational learning frameworks in the study of early and rapid internationalization 
(De Clercq et al., 2012; Appiah et al., 2023), were not employed as predefined coding schemes 
or units of analysis, they were drawn upon during the interpretive phase to synthesize and 
compare how various forms of learning (e.g. experiential, vicarious, grafting) were 
represented or overlooked in the reviewed literature.

3. Findings
3.1 Theoretical foundation
In this review, we define established theoretical perspectives as those appearing with high 
frequency and recurrence across the reviewed articles, demonstrating strong empirical 
validation. Foundational perspectives, by contrast, may appear less frequently in recent studies 
but are widely recognized for their historical significance and enduring conceptual influence. 
In contrast, emerging theoretical perspectives have limited application but offer novel 
explanatory insights that traditional frameworks may overlook (Edmondson and McManus, 
2007). To address our first research aim, we identify and categorize theoretical perspectives 
within the existing literature on learning in EIFs, distinguishing among foundational,
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established, and emerging frameworks. We examine their respective contributions to 
understanding the dynamics and mechanisms of learning in these firms. Established theories, 
such as organizational learning theory, the dynamic capabilities view, network theory, and the 
knowledge-based view offer widely accepted conceptual foundations supported by substantial 
empirical validation. In contrast, emerging perspectives, including cognitive-based 
approaches in entrepreneurship such as effectuation, causation, improvisation, and 
imprinting, provide novel explanatory insights that complement and extend established 
frameworks. Foundational theories, such as the Uppsala internationalization model, although 
not widely applied across the reviewed literature either in earlier or more recent studies, 
continue to exert significant conceptual influence and serve as enduring theoretical anchors in 
the field of IB. In what follows, we examine these frameworks and perspectives, highlighting 
their individual and collective contributions to the broader discourse on learning in such firms.

3.1.1 2009 Uppsala internationalization model. The Uppsala internationalization model
supports the idea that early experiential learning can be leveraged strategically to build the 
dynamic marketing capabilities essential for sustained international performance (Zhou et al., 
2012). Based on Cyert and March’s (1963) behavioural theory of the firm, the Uppsala 
internationalization model was originally developed to explain the gradual, experience-based 
internationalization of traditional firms and does not address EIFs (Johanson and Vahlne, 
1977). However, the 2009 revision of the Uppsala model introduced a network-based 
perspective, highlighting the critical role of knowledge development, opportunity recognition, 
and relationship-building. These aspects are particularly relevant to EIFs, which depend on 
external networks, rapid learning, and entrepreneurial action to facilitate international 
expansion. Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1421) stated, “there is nothing in our model that 
indicates that international expansion cannot be done quickly. In fact, it can, as long as there is 
sufficient time for learning and relationship building”. It is therefore unsurprising that the 
2009 Uppsala internationalization model has been applied in some of the reviewed studies (i.e. 
Zhou et al., 2012; Hilmersson et al., 2022). Zhou et al. (2012) integrated the 2009 Uppsala 
internationalization model with learning and knowledge-based perspectives, particularly the 
learning advantages of the newness concept and organizational learning theory. The aim was to 
explain how early international market entry enables EIFs to develop marketing capabilities to 
mitigate liabilities of foreignness and outsidership. Hilmersson et al. (2022) also applied the 
framework alongside the concepts of learning advantage of newness and compression 
diseconomies to explore how firms learn through network entry. From an organizational 
learning perspective, network entry closely aligns with Huber’s vicarious learning approach, 
as firms acquire market knowledge regarding customer preferences, regulatory requirements, 
and market dynamics from partners, competitors, and industry leaders. Additionally, they 
build relationships and develop capabilities over time, leveraging external insights to enhance 
their learning processes.

In summary, studies applying the 2009 Uppsala internationalization model offer valuable 
insights into the learning dynamics underpinning the internationalization processes of EIFs. 
They emphasize how these firms engage in network-based learning also known as vicarious 
learning to navigate uncertainty and develop the capabilities necessary for entering and 
operating in foreign markets.

3.1.2 Dynamic capabilities. The dynamic-capabilities perspective can illustrate how firms 
attain and sustain competitive advantage in turbulent environments by responding to changing 
conditions based on what they learn from sources in the market, the choices and actions of the 
firm’s strategic leaders, the firm’s network of relationships, and the learning internalized 
within the firm (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997; Cavusgil and Knight, 2015). 
Studies applying the dynamic-capabilities framework acknowledge the importance of 
dynamic capabilities in enabling EIFs to enter foreign markets quickly despite resource 
constraints (Weerawardena et al., 2007; Freixanet and Renart, 2020). However, those 
reviewed differ in their explanatory mechanisms, providing distinct insights into the 
internationalization process. First, some studies focused on how learning and knowledge
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acquisition enhance competitive advantage by linking dynamic capabilities to organizational 
learning. That process is particularly important in shaping a firm’s ability to acquire, 
assimilate, and apply knowledge for international growth (Jantunen et al., 2008; 
Weerawardena et al., 2015). For example, Weerawardena et al. (2015) integrate the 
dynamic-capabilities perspective with the organizational subsystems view to develop a 
multidimensional learning framework that supports early and rapid internationalization. That 
study emphasizes how dynamic capabilities emerge from market learning, network learning, 
and internal knowledge development to foster innovation and strengthen competitive 
positioning in EIFs. Market learning helps firms respond to customer needs, network learning 
fosters collaboration and adaptation, and internal knowledge development drives sustained 
innovation and capability renewal. Firms strengthen their dynamic capabilities through those 
learning processes, thus acquiring the ability to sense opportunities, seize advantages, and 
reconfigure resources to successfully navigate volatile international markets.

Second, multiple studies (Vuorio and Torkkeli, 2023; Tiwari and Korneliussen, 2022; 
Weerawardena et al., 2007, 2019) examine how dynamic capabilities influence early and rapid 
internationalization in resource-constrained environments, shedding light on the role of the 
entrepreneur. For instance, Vuorio and Torkkeli (2023) focus on dynamic managerial 
capabilities, highlighting the interplay between effectuation, causation, and bricolage in 
resource-constrained settings. The research reveals that early internationalizing SMEs utilize 
various configurations of these approaches combined with network capabilities to navigate 
foreign market entry challenges effectively. These capabilities enable firms to reconfigure 
resources, experiment with strategies, and cultivate partnerships, ultimately facilitating rapid 
internationalization. Additionally, Weerawardena et al. (2019) also adopt a dynamic-
capabilities perspective, highlighting how entrepreneurial founders acquire, transform, and 
apply knowledge resources to overcome challenges associated with early internationalization. 
Notably, the study found that entrepreneurial founders cultivate a learning-oriented culture 
within the firm, enabling it to effectively sense, seize, and transform opportunities, which is an 
essential aspect of dynamic capabilities.

Third, several studies (e.g. Mostafiz et al., 2024; Evers et al., 2012; Li and Deng, 2017) 
have examined network-based dynamic capabilities, emphasizing the pivotal role of 
leveraging network ties, stakeholder relationships, and collaborative learning. These 
capabilities enable EIFs to navigate the dynamic international markets in which they 
operate effectively. For instance, Evers et al. (2012) explored how stakeholder groups 
influence the development of marketing capabilities. The findings indicate that different 
stakeholder groups, categorized as allied, cooperative, neutral, and entrepreneurial, affect a 
firm’s learning processes (single-, double-, and triple-loop). These processes shape the nature 
of the dynamic marketing capabilities (incremental, renewing, and regenerative) necessary to 
build and sustain competitive advantage in an international context. The results reinforce the 
idea from the network-theoretical approach that networks shape firm adaptability and strategic 
decision-making (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009).

Fourth, several studies (e.g. Weerawardena et al., 2020; Monferrer et al., 2021) recognize the 
crucial role of dynamic capabilities in driving learning, which directly supports a firm’s ability 
to adapt in uncertain and evolving environments. These studies report that EIFs integrate 
technical and administrative innovations, reinforced by market learning, relational learning, 
and internal learning, to navigate foreign markets successfully. Market learning emphasizes 
understanding customer needs and competitor behaviour, involving both active searching to 
systematically identify relevant market insights, and also vicarious learning, where firms absorb 
knowledge by observing the actions and outcomes of others (Huber, 1991; Weerawardena et al., 
2015; Sinkovics et al., 2013; Pellegrino and McNaughton, 2017). Relational learning involves 
acquiring knowledge through business relationships, international collaborations, and strategic 
alliances. It aligns with vicarious learning, as firms leverage insights from their network 
partners’ experiences to mitigate the uncertainties associated with the liabilities of newness and 
foreignness (Appiah et al., 2023; Prashantham and Floyd, 2019; Ripoll�es and Blesa, 2020).
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Finally, internal knowledge development refers to a firm’s ability to refine and expand its 
knowledge base through internal activities. The process reflects experiential learning, where 
knowledge is acquired through direct exposure to international markets, allowing firms to make 
real-time strategic adjustments (Kumar and Sharma, 2018).

Finally, at the post-entry stage of internationalization, EIFs are vulnerable due to their small 
size, limited resources, and liabilities of foreignness. The situation has prompted scholarly 
interest in the role of dynamic capabilities in post-entry survival and long-term growth (e.g. 
Khan and Lew, 2018; Hilmersson et al., 2022). The research acknowledges the importance of 
the founder’s international experience, entrepreneurial orientation, and network development 
capabilities as critical factors influencing a firm’s ability to sustain international operations. 
Khan and Lew (2018) demonstrated that the post-entry international experience of EIF 
leadership teams, founders’ entrepreneurial orientation, and network development capabilities 
facilitate the development and maintenance of the dynamic capabilities essential for survival. 
In this context, entrepreneurial orientation fosters learning by encouraging experimentation 
with prior experiences and the exploration of new ideas utilizing network resources. The 
finding aligns with Huber’s (1991) learning approaches, particularly experiential learning, 
searching and vicarious learning, as viewed through the lens of organizational learning theory.

Overall, the dynamic-capabilities perspective provides a valuable theoretical lens for 
understanding how EIFs systematically build, reconfigure, and refine their learning 
mechanisms during internationalization. It highlights the importance of the founder’s 
international experience, entrepreneurial orientation, and network development capabilities to 
a firm’s ability to respond effectively to environmental uncertainty. Notably, several studies 
drawing on the dynamic capabilities view underscore learning processes such as experiential 
learning, searching, and vicarious learning, indicating a partial alignment with Huber’s (1991) 
typology. However, other forms of learning identified by Huber, such as grafting and 
congenital learning receive comparatively limited attention in this body of literature.

3.1.3 Network theory. Network theory is an overarching framework encompassing various 
dimensions and applications, including proximity-based social ties promoting trusting 
relationships (social network theory) and value derived from connections (social capital 
theory) (Borgatti and Halgin, 2011; Ripoll�es and Blesa, 2020). A significant number of the 
reviewed studies applied a broad-perspective form of network theory (e.g. Coviello, 2006; 
Hughes et al., 2019; Ryan et al., 2019; Loane and Bell, 2006). These studies underscore the 
vital role of network factors in fostering growth and enhancing the international performance 
of EIFs. Networks serve as critical conduits for essential resources, including knowledge, 
market access, and financial capital, all of which are fundamental to the growth and 
internationalization of EIFs (Coviello, 2006; Freeman et al., 2010). Leveraging these network 
relationships can enable firms to accelerate their learning processes, enhance their adaptability 
to foreign markets, and strengthen their competitive positioning in global environments.

Beyond the broader network-theoretical perspective, several studies (e.g. Xiang et al., 
2023; Yang et al., 2023; Van Geenhuizen, 2008) have specifically examined the social 
dimension by applying social network theory to explore various learning mechanisms. These 
include brokerage network learning (Xiang et al., 2023), entrepreneurs’ social-ties-based 
learning (Yang et al., 2023), and knowledge networks (Van Geenhuizen, 2008). From an 
organizational learning theoretical perspective, these mechanisms align closely with Huber’s 
(1991) vicarious learning approach, as firms acquire knowledge by engaging with and 
observing others within their networks. By examining how networks facilitate information 
exchange, resource access, and experiential learning, these studies highlight the critical role of 
social connections in enhancing firms’ adaptive capabilities and strategic decision-making in 
international markets. Social networks provide both informational advantages and 
experiential knowledge, which play a crucial role in mitigating the challenges associated 
with non-equity cooperative entry modes. Through these networks, EIFs can overcome key 
liabilities: newness (i.e. knowledge gaps), foreignness (i.e. lack of market legitimacy), and 
smallness (i.e. resource constraints) in foreign markets (Ripoll�es and Blesa, 2020).
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Finally, several studies (e.g. Presutti et al., 2007; Ripoll�es and Blesa, 2020; Prashantham 
and Birkinshaw, 2015) have examined the social dimension of the network-theoretical 
perspective, applying social capital theory to highlight two key issues. First, Ripoll�es and 
Blesa (2020) explored how social networks influence EIFs’ choice of non-equity cooperative 
entries and their subsequent international performance. Their findings suggest that strong 
network ties provide access to strategic partnerships, enabling firms to expand globally while 
preserving flexibility in their entry modes. Second, Presutti et al. (2007), along with 
Prashantham and Birkinshaw (2015), investigated the role of social capital as a critical 
mechanism for knowledge acquisition in foreign markets. That research underscores how 
leveraging social connections allows firms to access valuable market insights, navigate 
unfamiliar business environments, and strengthen competitive advantage in international 
settings. Together, these perspectives reinforce the view that social capital plays a fundamental 
role in supporting EIFs’ learning processes, shaping strategic decision-making, and driving 
long-term success in global markets.

In summary, network theory (drawing on social network and social capital perspectives) 
explains how EIFs acquire and apply knowledge through external relationships. These 
relationships help firms overcome the liabilities of smallness and newness, foster innovation, 
and accelerate international learning processes. It highlights the importance of network 
learning at the pre-foreign market entry stage, where the firm lacks experiential knowledge to 
operate in the foreign market (Bruneel et al., 2010; Pellegrino and McNaughton, 2015) at the 
initial internationalization stage (Hennart et al., 2021). Importantly, studies grounded in the 
network perspective frequently highlight vicarious learning which partially aligns with 
Huber’s (1991) typology of organizational learning.

3.1.4 Organizational learning theory. Organizational learning theory focuses on the 
acquisition, assimilation, and application of knowledge to enhance firm performance and 
adaptation (Weerawardena et al., 2015; Huber, 1991; Levitt and March, 1988). A significant 
number of the reviewed studies have utilized organizational learning theory to examine 
learning in EIFs. These studies can be categorized into distinct perspectives: some focus on 
learning as a mechanism driving internationalization, while others explore the dynamics of 
learning within firms; some emphasize learning and knowledge accumulation, while another 
stream investigates learning as an outcome of internationalization.

The reviewed studies leaning on organizational learning theory to examine learning as a 
mechanism driving internationalization unveil the processes that shape EIFs during the entry 
and post-entry stages (Evers et al., 2012; Weerawardena et al., 2007; Schwens and Kabst, 
2009; Autio, 2017; Zhou et al., 2012; Yeoh, 2004). For example, Schwens and Kabst (2009) 
applied Levitt and March’s (1988) organizational framework to assess how learning from 
direct experience (i.e. a firm’s own experiences of entering and operating in foreign markets), 
the experience of others, and paradigms of interpretation influence firms’ international entry. 
The study’s empirical findings reveal that while learning from direct experience is negatively 
associated with early internationalization, learning from others and from paradigms of 
interpretation positively impacts the likelihood of a firm expanding internationally. These 
results suggest that for firms seeking early internationalization, leveraging external knowledge 
sources and industry models may be more effective than relying solely on internal experiential 
learning. A critical comparison indicates that these categories of learning closely resemble 
those proposed by Huber (1991) as viewed through the lens of organizational learning theory. 
Specifically, learning from direct experience aligns with Huber’s concept of experiential 
learning, where knowledge is acquired through a firm’s own actions and feedback. Similarly, 
learning from the experience of others corresponds to Huber’s vicarious learning, which 
enables firms to draw on external sources, such as competitors, partners, and industry norms, 
without incurring the costs and risks associated with direct market entry. In addition to 
established frameworks, learning cycles, which include single-loop, double-loop, and triple-
loop learning, are central to organizational learning theory, offering insights into how different 
modes of learning influence capability development (Argyris and Schon, 1978). Building on
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this, Evers et al. (2012) extend the framework by demonstrating how different depths of 
learning shape the strategic refinement and international competitiveness of EIFs. Their study 
underscores that firms engaging in deeper learning processes, particularly double-loop and 
triple-loop learning, are better equipped to navigate uncertainties, drive innovation, and 
achieve sustained success in foreign markets.

The reviewed studies exploring the dynamics of learning within firms (i.e. Pellegrino and 
McNaughton, 2017; Bunz et al., 2017; Ciszewska-Mlinaric et al., 2020; Pellegrino and 
McNaughton, 2015) reveal the evolving nature of learning across different phases of the firm’s 
life cycle. For example, using Huber’s (1991) framework, Pellegrino and McNaughton (2015) 
found that the dominant learning modes and focal areas of learning in EIFs shifted as 
internationalization progressed. The findings showed that at the time of founding, congenital 
learning was the primary learning mode, meaning firms relied on their founders’ prior 
background and experience. The result reflects the knowledge-based view, which explains 
how firms inherit knowledge from their founders’ previous experiences (Zhou et al., 2012; 
Bruneel et al., 2010). However, as the firms expanded internationally, they increasingly relied 
on experiential, vicarious, searching, and noticing learning processes. Their learning focus 
also transitioned from product knowledge in the early stages to knowledge of foreign markets 
and the internationalization process as they grew. In later stages, experiential learning became 
more important, along with resource-intensive learning processes such as grafting, which 
involves hiring local talent or acquiring foreign companies to strengthen market knowledge 
and operational capabilities.

The reviewed studies provide deeper insights into the critical role of knowledge in successful 
international expansion (Kang et al., 2022; Tran et al., 2016; Bruneel et al., 2010). For example, 
Tran et al. (2016) found that firms primarily relied on cognitive and explicit learning to acquire 
external, codified knowledge rather than the experiential learning traditionally emphasized in 
internationalization literature. Similarly, Kang et al. (2022) demonstrate that firms with strong 
absorptive capacity can leverage organizational learning to gather and apply external knowledge, 
accelerating their international growth. However, Kang et al.’s (2022) findings contrast with 
existing research (e.g. Autio et al., 2000; Zhou et al., 2012), which argues that young firms often 
lack the absorptive capacity necessary to acquire, assimilate, and utilize new knowledge 
efficiently. While Autio et al. (2000) and Zhou et al. (2012) provide empirical contributions on 
this issue, their conceptualization of absorptive capacity aligns with the broader knowledge-
based view. That reinforces the conceptual overlap between the knowledge-based view and 
organizational learning theory, highlighting their interconnected roles in shaping firm learning 
and internationalization processes. Despite their differences, both perspectives recognize 
absorptive capacity as a key driver of learning and internationalization.

Finally, one reviewed study offers a distinct perspective, positioning learning as an 
outcome of internationalization. That view contrasts with other research primarily addressing 
learning as a driver of early and rapid internationalization (Burpitt and Rondinelli, 2000). 
While organizational learning theory provides a useful lens on this dynamic, the topic has 
received limited research attention in comparison to studies focussing on learning as a 
mechanism for international expansion. Nevertheless, its significance is evident in how firms 
often enter international markets not only to expand their operations but also to gain 
experience, improve competitiveness, and acquire new knowledge that strengthens their long-
term strategic positioning. By operating in foreign environments, firms encounter new market 
dynamics, business practices, and institutional frameworks that contribute to their 
organizational learning process. This accumulated knowledge can enhance decision-
making, refine competitive strategies, and support sustained international growth, 
highlighting the integrative role of learning in shaping firms’ global trajectories.

In summary, organizational learning theory is particularly important for understanding how 
resource-limited, early internationalizing, and rapidly internationalizing firms engage in 
learning processes to build competencies, enhance adaptability, and achieve sustainable 
growth. By fostering continuous knowledge acquisition and integration, these firms develop
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innovative strategies to overcome resource constraints and navigate the complexities of 
foreign markets.

3.1.5 Knowledge-based view. The learning and early internationalization literature 
considers knowledge an important asset that enables early internationalization and speeds 
international growth among entrepreneurial firms (Autio et al., 2000; Pellegrino and 
McNaughton, 2017). Due to their size, early-stage nature, and rapid internationalization, 
EIFs often face resource constraints, particularly in terms of financial and human capital (Zahra, 
2005). The knowledge-based view plays a crucial role in helping these firms overcome such 
challenges by positioning knowledge as a key strategic asset rather than relying solely on 
human capital or financial resources (Buccieri and Park, 2022). For example, firms can leverage 
market intelligence, industry insights, and network-based learning to compensate for scarce 
financial resources or human capital. By forming strategic alliances and collaborating with 
experienced industry players, they gain access to valuable knowledge, distribution channels, 
and funding opportunities, enabling them to navigate international markets more effectively.

The reviewed studies applying the knowledge-based view focus on three different areas. 
The first significant area focuses on knowledge accumulation and capability development. 
The studies in this category highlight how EIFs accumulate knowledge through various 
channels such as networks, co-creation, and the learning advantage of newness for capability 
development and early mover advantage (Freeman et al., 2010; Tuppura et al., 2008; Autio 
et al., 2000; Buccieri and Park, 2022). With regard to networks, Freeman et al. (2010) 
presented a model for rapid knowledge development in smaller EIFs, emphasizing the role of 
networks, partnerships, trust, tacit knowledge, and absorptive capacity. The study’s findings 
highlight how these elements collectively facilitate the efficient acquisition and application of 
knowledge, enabling firms to adapt swiftly to international market demands. The model 
presented aligns with core principles of network theory, reinforcing the idea that firms do not 
learn in isolation but rely on relational ties to navigate uncertainty and build international 
competitiveness. Concerning co-creation, Buccieri and Park (2022) developed a model linking 
entrepreneurial marketing and knowledge-based capabilities to post-entry performance in 
EIFs, highlighting the role of co-creation and market understanding.

Finally, Autio et al. (2000) introduced the concept of learning advantage as a counterpoint 
to the liability of newness among internationalizing firms, enabling the acquisition of 
knowledge and capability development. A key extract from the article in question is, “as firms 
get older, they develop learning impediments that hamper their ability to successfully grow in 
new environments and that the relative flexibility of newer firms allows them to rapidly learn 
the competencies necessary to pursue continued growth in foreign markets” (p. 919). While 
the learning advantage of newness is connected to the knowledge-based view, a key difference 
exists regarding learning speed, knowledge accumulation, and path dependence. A 
knowledge-based view would consider learning as cumulative and path-dependent, whereas 
the concept of learning advantage focuses on learning arising from limited or no prior 
knowledge. The knowledge-based view emphasizes the learning advantage of newness, 
suggesting that newly internationalizing firms gain a competitive edge by rapidly acquiring 
and utilizing market knowledge (Zhou et al., 2012; Autio et al., 2000; Hilmersson et al., 2017; 
Bruneel et al., 2010). This concept aligns with organizational learning theory, particularly 
congenital learning, which explains how firms inherit market knowledge from their founders’ 
prior experiences and established industry networks (Pellegrino and McNaughton, 2015). By 
expressly integrating these perspectives, we highlight how EIFs not only benefit from their 
newness but also leverage organizational learning mechanisms, such as vicarious learning and 
experiential knowledge, to enhance their adaptive capacity and strategic decision-making in 
foreign markets.

The second significant area focuses on experiential knowledge and rapid 
internationalization. The contributing studies examine the how and the consequences of 
experiential knowledge (Arte, 2017; Tiwari and Korneliussen, 2022; Zou and Ghauri, 2010; 
Gassmann and Keupp, 2007). For instance, Tiwari and Korneliussen (2022) explored how
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experiential knowledge acquired through prior experience, social networks, and trade fairs 
enabled resource-poor emerging market micro firms to internationalize rapidly. The findings 
highlight that such knowledge serves as a vital asset, helping the firms overcome financial and 
structural constraints that might otherwise hinder their global expansion. Similarly, Zou and 
Ghauri (2010) conclude that learning in EIFs is shaped by their reliance on networks, 
experiential knowledge, and the agility evident in absorbing and applying new information. 
This adaptability allows them to navigate complex international markets effectively, ensuring 
sustained growth and competitiveness in the global landscape. The knowledge-based view 
underscores the important role of prior knowledge in shaping firm capabilities and strategic 
choices. That aligns with the organizational learning perspective, which also suggests 
founders’ prior knowledge is a key enabler of early internationalization, particularly in the 
context of EIFs.

The third area focuses on the transformation of data into firm knowledge, a concept that has 
received limited attention in the reviewed articles. Liu et al. (2023) contributed to this field by 
exploring how firms leverage big data analytics (BDA) on e-platforms to generate business 
value, emphasizing the conversion of raw data into actionable knowledge that enhances 
decision-making and competitive advantage. Although this research area remains relatively 
underexplored, its significance has grown in recent years, particularly as digitalization 
continues to shape global business strategies (Appiah et al., 2025). The increasing reliance on 
BDA and e-platforms underscores the need for firms to develop efficient mechanisms for 
processing, integrating, and applying digital information. As industries shift towards 
increasingly data-driven decision-making, the ability to transform digital insights into 
strategic business advantages will likely become a central focus in future research.

Overall, the knowledge-based view highlights the critical role of knowledge in facilitating 
the internationalization processes of EIFs (Autio et al., 2000). Firms with strong market 
knowledge capabilities can anticipate changes in global markets, enabling them to identify and 
capitalize on new opportunities (Buccieri and Park, 2022). This knowledge-based view 
emphasizes the acquisition, synthesis, and application of knowledge as an essential factor in 
aligning with customer needs and sustaining competitive advantage in early 
internationalization. Studies drawing on the knowledge-based view tend to emphasize 
learning processes such as congenital learning, primarily through the prior knowledge and 
experience of founders. This emphasis reflects only a partial alignment with Huber’s (1991) 
learning typology, as other mechanisms such as vicarious, grafting, and experiential learning, 
remain comparatively underexplored.

3.1.6 Cognitive-based perspectives in entrepreneurship. The review identified several
cognitive-based perspectives in entrepreneurship, that played a significant role in 
understanding early and rapid internationalization. Oviatt and McDougall (1994) explored 
entrepreneurial cognition within a model of internationalization speed, emphasizing how 
decision-making and perception influence global expansion. Learning occurs at both the 
entrepreneur and firm levels, with the entrepreneur’s experience and cognitive processes 
playing a particularly crucial role (Prashantham and Floyd, 2019). A significant number of 
studies have applied cognitive-based perspectives on entrepreneurship to explain the learning 
process in EIFs (e.g. Criaco and Naldi, 2024; De Cock et al., 2021; Gabrielsson and 
Gabrielsson, 2013; Evers and Andersson, 2021; Evers and O’Gorman, 2011; Chetty et al., 
2024). However, the distribution of these studies across cognitive-based frameworks varies, 
spanning imprinting theory, improvisation, effectuation, and causation.

While some studies exemplify a broad approach, examining cognitive-based perspectives 
in entrepreneurship on a general level (e.g. Pidduck et al., 2022; Walter et al., 2024), others 
have adopted a more focused lens. Specifically, imprinting theory has been utilized in studies 
such as Criaco and Naldi (2024) and De Cock et al. (2021), and improvisation in Chetty et al. 
(2024). In contrast, effectuation and causation perspectives feature in works such as 
Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson (2013), Evers and Andersson (2021), Evers and O’Gorman 
(2011), Gabrielsson et al. (2022), Nemkova (2017), and Yang and Gabrielsson (2017).
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This varied application of cognitive-based perspectives highlights the richness of 
entrepreneurial learning research in the context of EIFs.

With respect to the cognitive-based perspectives in entrepreneurship on a general level, 
Walter et al. (2024) identify cognitive diversity and cognitive load as crucial mechanisms 
shaping learning capabilities, internationalization strategies, and adaptive decision-making of 
EIFs. Cognitive diversity, defined as the variation in beliefs, experiences, and knowledge 
stemming from pre-founding R&D collaboration, enhances learning by introducing diverse 
perspectives and fostering innovative problem-solving (Miller et al., 1998; Walter et al., 
2024). From the organizational learning theoretical perspective, the process reflects Huber’s 
(1991) concept of congenital learning, as the knowledge accumulated through early 
collaboration becomes embedded in the firm at inception, contributing to its initial 
knowledge base and equipping it with cognitive resources necessary to navigate complex 
international environments from the outset. In contrast, cognitive load arises when excessive 
breadth in pre-founding R&D collaboration overwhelms cognitive resources, making it 
difficult to process and integrate knowledge (Walter et al., 2024). Given the high levels of 
uncertainty and time pressure associated with entering foreign markets, cognitive load can 
hinder quick decision-making and slow learning processes.

With regard to the more focused lens of imprinting, Criaco and Naldi (2024) highlight how 
entrepreneurial cognition shapes risk-taking and strategic decision-making during 
internationalization learning efforts. The study’s findings suggest that cognition influences 
how firms assess opportunities, manage uncertainty, and navigate foreign market entry, 
reinforcing the role of mental frameworks in entrepreneurial strategy. Closely related to this is 
founder imprinting theory (Marquis and Tilcsik, 2013), which posits that the personal 
characteristics and experiences of founders leave a lasting imprint on their ventures’ strategic 
decisions. This imprinting effect extends to key aspects such as market selection, resource 
allocation, and organizational learning, ultimately shaping the firm’s long-term trajectory in 
international markets. In the context of internationalization, this theory suggests that early 
international experiences and the cognitive beliefs of founders significantly influence how a 
firm approaches and navigates foreign markets. De Cock et al. (2021) applied the founder 
imprinting theory to examine how founders’ international experiences and cognitive beliefs 
shape their ventures’ internationalization processes. Their multiple case study approach 
identified four distinct types of international entrepreneurs. Each had different international 
experiences and beliefs that affected the strategic decisions made during international 
expansion. The research underscores the profound impact of individual-level factors on firm-
level internationalization strategies.

With regard to the more focused lens of improvisation, Chetty et al. (2024) acknowledge 
that EIFs often face high levels of uncertainty and time pressure when entering foreign markets 
(Acedo et al., 2021; Chetty et al., 2024). Applying the improvisation theoretical perspective, 
Chetty et al. (2024) suggest that such firms can develop knowledge through improvisation, a 
spontaneous and creative process that enables them to adapt and learn in real-time without 
relying on pre-existing routines or extensive planning. This improvisational approach allows 
firms to rapidly acquire international business knowledge by learning on the go during market 
entry and execution. As they navigate unfamiliar foreign environments, improvisation helps 
them respond flexibly to dynamic challenges, fostering agility and innovation in their 
internationalization efforts. In this way, improvisation complements the learning advantage of 
newness by offering an alternative explanation for how EIFs develop capabilities and remain 
competitive in global markets.

Finally, concerning the lens of effectuation and causation, the reviewed studies applying 
effectuation theory focused on the following important areas. The first was the international 
commitment decisions made in digital firms (Gabrielsson et al., 2022). Applying effectuation 
theory underscores the importance of learning in the accelerated internationalization of digital 
firms. According to Gabrielsson et al. (2022), learning among inexperienced digital 
entrepreneurs is an adaptive, network-driven process facilitated by digital tools, networks,

International 
Marketing Review

121

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/imr/article-pdf/43/7/110/11523083/imr-02-2025-0051en.pdf by University of Vaasa user on 23 April 2026



and effectuation logic. Entrepreneurs who can adopt adaptive learning and engage with digital 
communities can compensate for their lack of international experience and successfully 
navigate the accelerated internationalization process. When viewed from the organizational 
learning theoretical perspective, such learning behaviour aligns primarily with Huber’s 
vicarious learning concept; entrepreneurs learn through observation and interaction with 
others in digital communities. The same behaviour also reflects searching, where the 
entrepreneurs seek knowledge to compensate for experience gaps and support accelerated 
internationalization.

The second aspect is foreign market opportunities and customer identification (Evers and 
O’Gorman, 2011). Evers and O’Gorman (2011) combined effectuation theory with 
improvisation and the concepts of prior knowledge and network interactions to explain the 
role of prior knowledge and networks in learning in EIFs. The same study reported that 
learning in EIFs revolves around the accumulation and application of knowledge acquired 
through both prior experience and network interactions. This learning process enables EIFs to 
develop flexible and adaptive internationalization strategies, rather than following a rigid, 
pre-planned path. Instead, entrepreneurs tend to improvise and adapt based on the resources 
and knowledge they accumulate along their internationalization journey. The application of 
prior entrepreneurial experience and insights gained through network engagement, as 
highlighted in their study, aligns with Huber’s (1991) learning approaches, specifically, 
congenital learning, which stems from knowledge embedded at firm inception, and vicarious 
learning, which arises from observing and interacting with external actors.

The third aspect is the focus on the process of learning (Yang and Gabrielsson, 2017; 
Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013; Evers and Andersson, 2021; Nemkova, 2017). Drawing 
on the theoretical lens of effectuation enables us to view the reviewed studies as considering 
learning a key part of the entrepreneurial process in EIFs, especially in high-tech sectors, as it 
enables firms to co-create solutions, innovate, and reduce uncertainty while entering new 
markets (Yang and Gabrielsson, 2017; Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013). Furthermore, 
a combination of effectuation theory and causation theory shows that learning among EIFs is a 
continuous process that involves both exploration and exploitation (March, 1991). Explorative 
learning helps EIFs identify new opportunities, whereas exploitative learning enables them to 
refine existing capabilities and improve operational efficiency, both of which are essential for 
growth and survival in foreign markets (March, 1991; Levinthal and March, 1993; Gabrielsson 
and Gabrielsson, 2013). In this context, effectuation logic reinforces the value of explorative 
learning, particularly in uncertain and resource-constrained environments where adaptability 
and opportunity discovery are critical. Conversely, causation logic emphasizes the importance 
of exploitative learning, as it supports systematic planning and the effective use of established 
routines to scale and sustain international operations (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013). 
The reviewed studies show that the reinforcement of exploratory learning by effectuation logic 
occurs at the early growth phases of an EIF (e.g. Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013; Yang and 
Gabrielsson, 2017), whereas the reinforcement of exploitative learning happens in the later 
phases (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013; Nummela et al., 2014). Significantly, during the 
growth phase of an EIF, internal uncertainty is initially stronger but weakens later (Yang and 
Gabrielsson, 2017).

Cognitive-based perspectives on entrepreneurship offer a nuanced understanding of how 
entrepreneurial cognition, experience, and decision-making influence learning, strategic 
adaptation, and the internationalization success of early and rapidly expanding firms. 
These perspectives emphasize how entrepreneurs and organizations process information, 
evaluate risks, and draw on prior experience to navigate the complexities of foreign markets. 
Several studies grounded in cognitive approaches particularly highlight key learning processes 
such as congenital, exploratory, and exploitative learning. These processes closely align with 
Huber’s (1991) typology of organizational learning. Exploratory learning, characterized by 
experimentation and the pursuit of novel opportunities, parallels Huber’s concepts of 
searching, vicarious learning, and grafting. Conversely, exploitative learning, which focuses
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on refining and applying existing knowledge, aligns with congenital and experiential learning. 
Overall, cognitive-based perspectives provide a more integrated and multidimensional view of 
organizational learning, resonating with the diverse mechanisms outlined in Huber’s 
framework.

3.1.7 Comparative summary of theoretical perspectives. As illustrated in the table in
Appendix 5, our analysis summarizes the theoretical frameworks and their corresponding 
reviewed articles, demonstrating their application in understanding learning in EIFs. While the 
theoretical frameworks differ in their fundamental assumptions and explanatory mechanisms, 
they also reveal both similarities and differences in how learning is conceptualized and 
operationalized within EIFs.

One such framework is the dynamic capabilities view, which encompass the ways in which 
firms actively sense, seize, and reconfigure knowledge from networks to enable adaptation, 
making it a firm-driven and systematic process. The notion forms the basis of what has been 
termed network-based dynamic capabilities (Mostafiz et al., 2024; Evers et al., 2012). 
Although both the dynamic capabilities and network perspectives recognize the value of 
learning through networks, they differ in emphasis. Network theory explains how 
relationships and structural connections facilitate access to knowledge, particularly through 
external interactions. Social ties-based learning, rooted in the network perspective, is typically 
informal and relational; entrepreneurs acquire knowledge through mentors, peers, and 
industry connections (e.g. Xiang et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2023; Van Geenhuizen, 2008). 
In contrast, learning within the dynamic capabilities framework is more structured and 
firm-centric, emphasizing the strategic integration of network-derived knowledge to support
adaptation. 

Similarly, while organizational learning theory focuses on the acquisition and assimilation 
of knowledge, the dynamic capabilities view explains how learning is transformed into 
strategic action through the development of dynamic capabilities. This transformation is 
reflected in the reinforcement of market learning, relational learning, and internal learning, 
corresponding respectively to searching, vicarious learning, and experiential learning (Huber, 
1991; Weerawardena et al., 2015; Sinkovics et al., 2013; Pellegrino and McNaughton, 2017).

Additionally, although the cognitive-based entrepreneurship perspective and the dynamic-
capabilities view have different focuses, our review shows that they intersect in explaining 
how EIFs dynamically integrate effectuation, improvisation, and causation approaches. 
Dynamic capabilities influence effectuation and causation through learning, shaping how 
firms adapt and make strategic decisions under conditions of uncertainty. This dynamic 
integration enhances firms’ capacity to innovate and remain agile in fast-changing 
international environments (Vuorio and Torkkeli, 2023).

Although their theoretical roots differ, the knowledge-based view and organizational learning 
perspectives converge on the centrality of learning and knowledge in driving international 
performance. The knowledge-based view dovetails with organizational learning theory, which 
also points to founders’ prior knowledge as a catalyst for early internationalization (Tiwari and 
Korneliussen, 2022; Zou and Ghauri, 2010; Gassmann and Keupp, 2007). Moreover, the 
knowledge-based view focuses on knowledge accumulation through organizational learning 
channels such as networks and co-creation, whereas organizational learning theory explains how 
firms acquire, assimilate, and refine that knowledge to remain adaptive and competitive 
(Freeman et al., 2010; Tuppura et al., 2008; Buccieri and Park, 2022).

Additionally, there is a conceptual overlap around how absorptive capacity connects 
organizational learning theory and the knowledge-based view. The reviewed studies applying 
organizational learning theory emphasize absorptive capacity (the ability to acquire and utilize 
knowledge) as essential for strategic adaptation (Kang et al., 2022). In contrast, studies 
grounded in the knowledge-based view highlight the limitations of young firms, suggesting 
that their weak absorptive capacity hinders effective knowledge assimilation (Autio et al., 
2000; Zhou et al., 2012). Despite these differences, both perspectives acknowledge that 
absorptive capacity is a fundamental driver of learning and internationalization.
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Finally, the 2009 Uppsala internationalization model (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009) 
identifies trust-building, knowledge creation, and commitment as central mechanisms in the 
internationalization process. In contrast, organizational learning theory focuses more broadly 
on how EIFs systematically acquire, process, and apply knowledge to enhance their 
international competitiveness. Despite their different emphases, both perspectives recognize 
learning as a fundamental driver of internationalization. Studies including Zhou et al. (2012) 
and Hilmersson et al. (2022) have integrated the Uppsala model with learning and knowledge-
based views, particularly through the lens of learning advantages of newness and 
organizational learning processes. The 2009 Uppsala internationalization model extends the 
similarity with the network-theoretical perspective by highlighting the importance of network 
learning in the internationalization process of firms (Bruneel et al., 2010; Pellegrino and 
McNaughton, 2015; Hennart et al., 2021).

3.2 Theoretical gaps and new areas of research
This section addresses our second research aim: To highlight theoretical gaps and propose 
directions for future research to advance knowledge on learning dynamics and mechanisms in 
EIFs. Refer to Appendix 6 for an overview of the key gaps identified in the literature, which 
offer insights into areas that require further research. The subsequent sections provide a 
detailed discussion of those gaps.

3.2.1 The 2009 Uppsala internationalization model. Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1421)
state, “there is nothing in our model that indicates that international expansion cannot be done 
quickly. In fact, it can, as long as there is sufficient time for learning and relationship building”. 
Traditionally, the model emphasizes gradual internationalization driven by experiential 
learning and network relationships. However, the authors’ acknowledgement that rapid 
international expansion is possible provided firms have sufficient time for learning and 
relationship-building aligns with the characteristics of EIFs, which frequently internationalize 
at an accelerated pace. Surprisingly, despite its relevance, few of the reviewed studies have 
applied this model to the context of EIFs, presenting an opportunity for further research 
(Zhou et al., 2012; Hilmersson et al., 2022). Future studies could explore how different types 
of learning, such as the experiential, vicarious, or network-based forms, affect the speed and 
success of international expansion in these firms.

Additionally, investigating the role of digital platforms in accelerating relationship-
building and reducing market entry barriers could unveil how modern firms navigate global 
markets through the lens of Johanson and Vahlne’s framework. These research gaps 
underscore the value of longitudinal case studies and process research for empirical inquiry, 
offering insights into the dynamic evolution of learning in EIFs. Additionally, this aligns with 
Zucchella’s (2021) call for more process-based studies in early internationalization research.

3.2.2 Dynamic-capabilities view. The reviewed studies highlight how learning and 
knowledge acquisition enhance competitive advantage by linking dynamic capabilities to 
organizational learning, particularly in shaping firms’ ability to acquire, assimilate, and apply 
knowledge for international growth (Evers et al., 2012; Khan and Lew, 2018; Weerawardena 
et al., 2020). The findings extend the theoretical discussion beyond performance outcomes to 
the micro-foundations of capability formation. However, while these studies establish the 
broader connection between learning and dynamic capabilities, they do not thoroughly 
examine the specific learning mechanisms identified by Huber (1991), such as congenital, 
experiential, vicarious, searching, and grafting, that shape the development of sensing, seizing, 
and transforming capabilities. This gap in the literature underscores the need for further 
exploration of how these distinct forms of learning influence dynamic capability formation. 
Accordingly, the following research question was derived: How do distinct forms of learning, 
including congenital, experiential, vicarious, searching, and grafting, contribute to the 
development of sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities in EIFs? The proposed research 
question can be examined through various research methodologies, each offering unique
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insights into how learning mechanisms shape dynamic capabilities. It also highlights the 
potential of a longitudinal research approach for empirical enquiry, addressing the call for 
longitudinal studies on entrepreneurial internationalization (Coviello and McAuley, 1999; 
Welch and Paavilainen-M€antym€aki, 2013). A longitudinal study would provide valuable 
insights into the development process over time, enabling researchers to examine how learning 
mechanisms interact and evolve in response to changing internationalization conditions.

In addition, the reviewed studies highlight the strong scholarly interest in dynamic 
capabilities as critical drivers of post-entry survival and long-term growth in international 
ventures. Those studies recognize the importance of factors such as the founder’s international 
experience, entrepreneurial orientation, and network development capabilities in sustaining 
international operations (Falahat et al., 2022; Freixanet and Renart, 2020). Despite that 
recognition, there remains a notable gap in understanding how those capabilities evolve and 
interact over time to support learning, adaptation, and sustained internationalization. In 
particular, there is a need for more systematic investigations into the mechanisms through 
which capabilities are developed, deployed, and reconfigured. Future research should examine 
how entrepreneurs leverage and refine those capabilities, especially under resource constraints 
and environmental uncertainty, to enhance learning outcomes and improve firm survival. This 
perspective expands the discussion beyond traditional views, emphasizing the dynamic and 
evolving nature of entrepreneurial capabilities in international markets. It shows the potential 
of a multi-method approach combining machine-learning-driven text analysis with 
longitudinal qualitative research and responds to the call by Paul and Rosado-Serrano 
(2019) to introduce greater diversity in methods and techniques in research on EIFs. That shift 
would allow researchers to capture both quantitative patterns and deep contextual insights into 
how entrepreneurial capabilities evolve.

Finally, the findings from the reviewed studies emphasize that the dynamic capabilities of 
EIFs primarily drive learning to support adaptation in uncertain and evolving environments. 
While dynamic capabilities are commonly associated with a firm’s ability to adjust to changing 
market conditions, they also play a crucial role in codifying experiential learning and 
transferring standardized knowledge across markets (Teece, 2007; Weerawardena et al., 
2007). However, their contribution to standardization remains underexplored, presenting a 
critical gap in understanding whether dynamic capabilities enable firms to synthesize localized 
learning into globally standardized practices that enhance operational scalability while 
maintaining responsiveness. Furthermore, the trade-offs between standardization and 
adaptation involved in shaping the learning capabilities and long-term performance of EIFs 
remain underexplored. Future research could explore how dynamic capabilities mediate those 
trade-offs, thus shedding light on how EIFs balance efficiency and responsiveness in 
international markets. A variety of methodological approaches could be employed to address 
these gaps. However, a mixed-method approach, integrating qualitative interviews with 
quantitative survey-based analysis, could provide a comprehensive perspective on how firms 
balance standardization and adaptation while leveraging their dynamic capabilities.

3.2.3 Network theory. While network theory provides valuable insights into how EIFs 
access external knowledge, the reviewed studies tend to emphasize vicarious learning, often 
overlooking other relevant learning mechanisms such as relational, grafting, and congenital 
learning (Coviello, 2006; Hughes et al., 2019). This suggests a partial and underdeveloped 
view of how learning occurs within and through networks. Moreover, limited attention has 
been paid to the temporal and processual aspects of network-enabled learning, particularly 
how different learning mechanisms (i.e. congenital, experiential, relational, grafting, and 
searching) evolve from the pre-entry to post-entry stages of internationalization. Addressing 
these gaps could lead to a more comprehensive understanding of the learning 
microfoundations that underpin early and rapid international expansion. Longitudinal case 
studies represent a particularly promising research method for this purpose, as they allow 
scholars to examine how learning processes evolve over time. This approach is especially
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valuable for capturing the dynamics of firms as they transition from initial international market 
entry to more established global operations.

The reviewed studies have explored the social dimension of network theory by utilizing 
social network theory to investigate various learning mechanisms, including brokerage 
network learning, entrepreneurs’ social ties-based learning, and knowledge networks 
(Xiang et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2023; Van Geenhuizen, 2008). Those studies examine how 
networks facilitate information exchange, resource access, and experiential learning in EIFs. 
However, while brokerage networks, social ties, and knowledge networks have been studied 
separately, there is limited understanding of how the mechanisms interact or complement one 
another in shaping entrepreneurial learning. Future research could explore the synergistic 
effects of multiple social learning mechanisms. To address this gap, longitudinal case studies 
offer a promising research method, enabling scholars to examine how social networks evolve, 
particularly in firms transitioning from early internationalization to more established global
operations. 

From a social capital theoretical perspective, the reviewed studies show that social capital 
plays a fundamental role in supporting EIFs’ learning processes, shaping strategic decision-
making, and driving their long-term success in global markets. While highlighting the benefits of 
leveraging social connections, existing research has yet to fully explore the nuanced mechanisms 
through which social capital specifically influences the learning and decision-making processes 
of EIFs in a range of contexts (Ripoll�es and Blesa, 2020; Presutti et al., 2007). We argue that 
exploring this gap would advance the understanding of how social capital functions beyond its 
general advantages, providing a more contextualized and dynamic perspective. Therefore, we 
propose the following research questions that future studies could utilize. (1) How does the 
impact of social capital differ between developed and emerging economies, where institutional 
environments may vary in terms of regulatory stability and support systems? (2) How do virtual 
networks compare to traditional face-to-face interactions in shaping international learning and 
competitiveness among EIFs? (3) How does social capital evolve for EIFs, and what factors 
influence its persistence or decline as firms expand globally? (4) How do entrepreneurs’ 
cognitive processes and decision-making tendencies influence their ability to leverage social 
capital effectively? To address these research questions, qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-
methods research could prove valuable. Qualitative methods, such as longitudinal case studies 
and in-depth interviews, can provide refined insights into entrepreneurs’ experiences and social 
capital evolution. Quantitative approaches, including survey-based studies and network analysis, 
can help measure the impact of social capital on firm-level outcomes. A mixed-method approach 
would integrate rich narrative insights with empirical validation, offering a holistic 
understanding of the relationship between social capital and firm internationalization.

3.2.4 Organizational learning theory. The relationship between internationalization and 
learning processes appears to be more complex than the current literature suggests (Vahlne and 
Bhatti, 2018). This complexity may be a consequence of researchers investigating the 
phenomenon from different theoretical perspectives. An example is provided by how 
organizational learning theory has been applied to study the phenomenon. The reviewed 
studies illustrate that various organizational learning frameworks offer valuable and distinct 
insights into how learning processes occur in EIFs (see, e.g. Huber’s (1991) learning typology, 
Levitt and March’s (1988) organizational learning perspective, and Argyris and Sch€on’s 
(1978) learning cycles). Each framework emphasizes different dimensions of learning, such as 
experiential processes, interpretive routines, or reflective depth. However, the fragmentation 
across these theoretical lenses suggests a need for a more integrated framework that can 
capture the multi-level, dynamic, and temporal nature of learning in EIFs. Unifying these 
perspectives would not only enhance theoretical coherence but also provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of how EIFs develop learning capabilities across different 
stages and contexts of internationalization.

Furthermore, while the reviewed studies offer plausible explanations for what occurs 
beyond the initial phase of early growth, highlighting how and why learning modes evolve as
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EIFs mature and expand in international markets, there is a need for future research to explore 
how learning modes evolve over the life cycle of such firms (Ciszewska-Mlinaric et al., 2020; 
Zhou et al., 2012; Autio et al., 2000). Such investigations could highlight underlying factors 
(e.g. the structure of a firm’s network and psychic distance) influencing learning dynamics as 
firms grow in international markets and adapt to them (Ciszewska-Mlinaric et al., 2020). 
A study investigating this research gap with the aid of organizational learning theory using a 
longitudinal case study approach could enhance scholars’ understanding of how EIFs adapt 
their learning strategies during growth, build relationships, and navigate increasingly complex 
international markets.

3.2.5 Knowledge-based view. Although the knowledge-based view provides a strong 
foundation for understanding the role of knowledge in EIFs, most of the reviewed studies 
emphasize congenital learning, focussing on pre-existing knowledge embedded in founders 
(Arte, 2017; Tiwari and Korneliussen, 2022; Buccieri and Park, 2022; Autio et al., 2000). 
This emphasis leads to a partial and static interpretation of learning, overlooking how 
knowledge is acquired, recombined, and expanded through vicarious, grafting, and 
experiential learning. To address this gap, future research, particularly longitudinal studies 
could explore how EIFs dynamically develop and apply knowledge in environments 
characterized by uncertainty and resource constraints.

Furthermore, while the reviewed studies have explored how knowledge is developed, there 
remains limited understanding of the long-term benefits and performance implications of such 
knowledge (Autio et al., 2000). This gap becomes increasingly critical as firms now operate in 
highly dynamic environments shaped by rapid technological advancements, including 
digitalization, Industry 4.0 tools, and Artificial Intelligence, as well as intensifying 
globalization and market uncertainty. These conditions demand continuous learning, 
adaptation, and innovation, making it essential to understand how knowledge contributes 
not only to short-term agility but also to sustained competitive advantage over time (Behl et al., 
2023; Yang and Gabrielsson, 2017; Gabrielsson et al., 2022; Jean et al., 2020). In light of these 
gaps, future research could adopt the knowledge-based view to explore the following 
questions: (1) What are the long-term implications of the influence of digitalization on the 
acquisition and utilization of knowledge in EIFs? (2) How does knowledge development 
influence firm performance (e.g. profitability, market share, innovation) in the long term, 
particularly in smaller EIFs with limited resources? (3) How do the international performance 
implications of knowledge acquisition in small EIFs differ from those in larger firms?

Given the existence of contextual differences between economies, it would also be 
important to compare the long-term performance implications of knowledge acquisition in 
firms from developed and emerging economies using a comparative case study analysis. 
Doing so could provide nuanced insights into how knowledge acquisition influences 
long-term performance. Generally, SMEs from emerging markets and small open economies 
face unique challenges, making it important to explore how knowledge helps them adapt and 
compete internationally (Buccieri and Park, 2022). SMEs from larger or developed countries 
may have less incentive to expand abroad (Hilmersson et al., 2017; Freixanet and Renart, 
2020). Therefore, conducting similar studies with samples from other locations presents an 
interesting avenue for future research. Such studies would enhance the generalizability of the 
findings and provide a broader understanding of the phenomena across different contexts.

Finally, although the knowledge-based view has been the prevalent theoretical perspective 
informing research on the development of the learning advantage of newness, its explanatory 
power could be enhanced by considering cultural and institutional forces. Scholars drawing on 
the knowledge-based view can explore several key aspects of the learning advantage of 
newness in EIFs, including the influence of culture on its development, the role of institutional 
forces in shaping it, and its longevity over time (Appiah et al., 2023). Longitudinal case studies 
provide a valuable research methodology for examining these questions, allowing researchers 
to track EIFs over time to assess how cultural and institutional influences contribute to the 
evolution and sustainability of their learning advantage of newness.
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3.2.6 Cognitive-based perspectives in entrepreneurship. The reviewed studies have
provided valuable insights into how the imprint of founder characteristics appears in their 
ventures’ internationalization processes. In particular, De Cock et al. (2021) highlight how 
various sources of imprint stemming from differences in international experience, networks, 
and entrepreneurs’ cognitive beliefs contribute to early internationalization. While the study 
primarily focuses on the early phase of internationalization, future research could explore the 
longitudinal effects of imprinting, examining how these imprints evolve over time and whether 
they persist or diminish as firms grow. Additionally, imprinting theory could serve as a multi-
level framework for investigating how EIFs develop a learning advantage of newness at both 
the individual and collective levels. This advantage may become permanently imprinted onto 
the business as firms transition from a state of sensitivity (i.e. no established foreign operation) 
to stable internationalization. Future studies could also examine the outcomes, benefits, and 
challenges faced by EIFs due to imprinting and its subsequent path dependency. Applying 
imprinting theory in this context would enrich our understanding of the dynamics of the 
learning advantage of newness and its broader implications for firms’ internationalization
strategies. 

As highlighted in the reviewed studies, learning in EIFs is a continuous process involving 
both exploration and exploitation (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013; Yang and Gabrielsson, 
2017). Within this context, effectuation logic supports explorative learning, helping firms 
navigate uncertainty and discover new opportunities. In contrast, causation logic emphasizes 
exploitative learning, enabling firms to pursue efficiency and scalability through structured 
planning (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013). This distinction reveals that the two logics 
complement learning processes. Despite growing interest in effectuation and causation, there 
remains a notable gap in understanding the cognitive mechanisms that guide how entrepreneurs 
apply and switch between these logics as they learn and adapt, and how learning unfolds in this 
dual-logics context (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013; Yang and Gabrielsson, 2017; 
Nummela et al., 2014). That gap can be refined as encompassing how decision-makers process 
information, frame uncertainty, and navigate the tension between flexibility and structure 
during early internationalization. Addressing that gap would provide important insights into 
how EIFs develop capabilities under conditions of uncertainty and resource constraints. In light 
of this, we propose that future research apply the effectuation–causation framework to explore 
the following questions: (1) How do cognitive processes influence the balance between 
effectuation and causation in EIFs? (2) To what extent do cognitive mechanisms shape firms’ 
learning processes during the early stages of internationalization? These questions call for 
research designs that can unpack cognitive processes in context. Those designs might include 
qualitative, process-oriented studies or quantitative research that measures the cognitive 
dimensions of entrepreneurial decision-making across firms.

4. Discussion and conclusion
This systematic review explores how various theoretical perspectives have shaped research on 
learning mechanisms and dynamics in EIFs. Synthesizing existing studies provides valuable 
insights into how firms, and particularly EIFs, develop learning processes that enhance their 
success in foreign markets.

It highlights the gradual theoretical evolution of research on learning mechanisms within 
firms, demonstrating how scholars have continuously refined the key concepts. Over time, 
perspectives within the overlapping fields of IM, IB, and IE, as well as related disciplines such 
as strategic management, entrepreneurship, psychology, economics, and innovation studies, 
have evolved to capture the complexity and multidimensional nature of learning processes in 
internationalizing firms. This theoretical progression reflects the heightened recognition of 
how firms develop, apply, and adapt their learning mechanisms to navigate global 
uncertainties, enhance competitive advantage, and sustain long-term international success. 
Despite theoretical advancements, our findings highlight substantial unexplored areas.
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Appendix 6 outlines specific research gaps in various theoretical domains, reinforcing the need 
for deeper enquiries into learning mechanisms and dynamics in EIFs. Addressing these gaps 
could offer valuable theoretical contributions for EIFs navigating complex global 
environments.

In response to Brunsson’s (2021) call for theoretical discussions to be more relevant to 
practice, in that they are not purely abstract but connected to meaningful social and strategic 
issues, this review bridges theoretical insights with real-world applications in the context of 
EIFs. Specifically, EIFs operate in environments characterized by high uncertainty, resource 
constraints, and institutional complexity (Xiang et al., 2023; Chetty et al., 2024). Those that 
can develop innovative strategies leveraging learning mechanisms, dynamic capabilities, and 
network relationships will be best placed to navigate those challenges. These elements 
critically shape how such firms adapt their business activities, select non-equity cooperative 
entry modes, make strategic decisions, and position themselves in international markets 
(McDougall et al., 1994; Ripoll�es and Blesa, 2020; Weerawardena et al., 2015). 
By synthesizing insights from multiple theoretical perspectives on learning mechanisms 
and dynamics in EIFs, this review offers a more integrated and practically relevant theoretical 
foundation that reflects the complex realities of global business operations.

Finally, this review outlines future research directions and methodological approaches that 
could hone theoretical perspectives within the overlapping fields of IM, IB, and IE, as well as 
related disciplines such as strategic management, entrepreneurship, and psychology. 
In response to Paul and Rosado-Serrano’s (2019) call for greater methodological diversity 
in research on EIFs, future studies could bridge existing gaps by integrating interdisciplinary 
insights and employing diverse research methodologies, including qualitative, quantitative, 
and mixed-method forms. Moreover, as theory development is an evolutionary process where 
new research builds on existing knowledge (Brunsson, 2021), we encourage researchers to 
conduct periodic systematic reviews, meta-analyses, or bibliometric analyses to track 
theoretical developments, identify emerging trends, and highlight future research areas. 
These efforts would provide a comprehensive understanding of the field, reveal gaps and 
inconsistencies, and offer opportunities to refine or integrate new perspectives into unified 
frameworks. The approach would ensure the research on learning in EIFs remains dynamic 
and responsive to contemporary challenges.

This review offers valuable insights that can support international marketers and 
entrepreneurs developing learning-based strategies for early internationalization. Firms 
applying these findings could enhance strategic decision-making, market positioning, and 
operational success. First, international marketers and entrepreneurs could leverage this 
review to strategically build networks to bolster successful market entry and strengthen 
learning mechanisms. The strategy could include pre-entry collaboration with experienced 
international firms that offer critical market insights, regulatory guidance, and operational 
support, as well as external relationships, such as those with industry partners, mentors, or 
local distributors that help overcome knowledge gaps and mitigate risks in unfamiliar foreign 
markets. Second, given the importance of learning in EIFs, as well as the various forms of 
learning identified in this review, international marketers and entrepreneurs could leverage its 
insights to make strategic investments in learning mechanisms. Firms that prioritize 
continuous learning through structured processes and apply the appropriate learning modes 
at different stages of internationalization could enhance their adaptability, improve their 
decision-making, and strengthen their global competitiveness. Third, as industries 
increasingly adopt data-driven decision-making, BDA and digital platforms have become 
essential tools facilitating knowledge acquisition in EIFs. International marketers and 
entrepreneurs could leverage the insights from this review to optimize how they integrate those 
technologies into their learning mechanisms, ensuring more effective strategic planning and 
market adaptation.

The present review has some limitations. First, while this review primarily focuses on EIFs, 
its findings may not fully capture the factors affecting other firm types. Expanding future

International 
Marketing Review

129

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/imr/article-pdf/43/7/110/11523083/imr-02-2025-0051en.pdf by University of Vaasa user on 23 April 2026



research to explore learning mechanisms across diverse internationalization trajectories, such 
as firms with gradual expansion models or established multinational corporations, would 
provide deeper insights and broaden the applicability of the theoretical perspectives. Given 
that context remains a critical issue in internationalization research (Nummela et al., 2014; 
Knight and Liesch, 2016; Welch et al., 2022), an extension of this review could examine how 
applicable these theories are in different institutional environments, industries, and market 
conditions. By integrating contextual factors into the analysis, future studies can offer a more 
comprehensive understanding of how learning mechanisms evolve in different organizational 
and competitive settings, particularly in response to technological advancements and shifting 
global dynamics.

Moreover, while the research on learning during early and rapid internationalization draws 
on several theoretical perspectives, this review focused on a subset of them to ensure analytical 
depth and coherence. As a result, certain theoretical lenses may have been underrepresented or 
excluded, potentially narrowing the conceptual diversity captured in the synthesis. Future 
research could broaden the theoretical horizon by incorporating a wider range of perspectives, 
allowing for richer cross-theoretical integration and the identification of novel intersections 
between established and emerging frameworks.

Lastly, while this review provides valuable managerial implications, the absence of direct 
input from practitioners presents an opportunity for future research to enhance its real-world 
applicability. Actively engaging managers in discussions and integrating their insights could 
refine learning mechanisms and ensure closer alignment with industry challenges and 
decision-making processes.
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