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Chapter 1

Social Media Usage and Entrepreneurial
Opportunity Recognition Among
Internationalising SMEs

Emmanuel Kusi Appiah

Abstract

The study explores the decision-making logics driving the usage of social
media among internationalising small and medium-sized enterprises
(SME?s), and how it supports entrepreneurial opportunity recognition. The
author draws on qualitative data from four internationalising firms all of
which had adopted social media. The findings show that causal decision-
making logic is the main element driving the initial usage of social media
(i.e. pre-adoption). Concerning ongoing usage, the author found evidence
of both causal and effectual logic; the choice being dependent on the firm’s
resources. The findings also show that both drivers of social media users
have a paramount role in entrepreneurial opportunity recognition.

Keywords: Social media; entrepreneurial opportunity; decision-making
logic; effectuation theory; opportunity recognition; SMEs

Introduction

According to Oviatt and McDougall (2005), integrated model of the forces influ-
encing the speed of new venture internationalisation and access to technology
plays a key role. One technology influencing internationalisation that has attracted
attention within both academic and non-academic forums is social media. In
non-academic sectors, it is growing as an important strategic tool among firms
(Parveen, Jaafar, & Ainin, 2016) and is changing interactions between firms
and consumers (Kao, Yang, Wu, & Cheng, 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).
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Internationalising SMEs often lack sufficient knowledge of foreign markets,
often expressed as the liability of newness (Zaheer, 1995), difficulty in achieving
legitimacy, expressed as the liability of foreignness (Arenius, Sasi, & Gabrielsson,
2006; Zaheer, 1995, 2002), difficulty in gaining access to existing foreign market
networks, expressed as the liability of outsiders (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), and
lack sufficient resources (Zahra, 2005). Prior studies (e.g. Arnone & Deprince,
2016; Nowinski & Rialp, 2016) view the leverage of social media as a strategic
resource to create social networks, extract information from foreign markets, and
to mitigate the probable challenges from foreign market uncertainties (Alarcon-
del-Amo, Rialp-Criado, & Rialp-Criado, 2018). Despite those few theoretical
contributions, with few exceptions (e.g. Fischer & Reuber, 2011) little research in
either the entrepreneurship or information systems literature has paid attention
to decision logic in social media usage and how it supports international entre-
preneurial opportunity recognition. Fischer and Reuber (2011), for example, find
that Twitter interactions trigger effectual entrepreneurial thinking and actions
resulting in opportunity creation.

Therefore, the present study aims to enhance our understanding of decision-
making logic and opportunity recognition in a social media context. Accordingly,
the research question guiding this study is: What kind of decision-making logic
drives internationalising SMEs to use social media, and how does that logic sup-
port opportunity recognition in the foreign market? We develop our theoretical
arguments based on effectuation theory, social media literature, and entrepre-
neurial theory on opportunity recognition. The reason for adopting the effec-
tuation theory is that it is a recognisable framework used by scholars to study
the international behaviour of entrepreneurial firms (e.g. Amoozad Mahdiraji,
Hafeez, Abbasi Kamardi, & Garza-Reyes, 2021; Amoozad Mahdiraji, Sedigh,
et al., 2021; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Galkina & Chetty, 2015; Yang & Gabriels-
son, 2017). Entrepreneurial theory on opportunity recognition is also a central
concept in entrepreneurship research (Short, Ketchen, Shook, & Ireland, 2010).

The empirical base of this study focusses on internationalising Finnish SMEs.
This study makes the following theoretical contributions. First, with few excep-
tions (e.g. Fischer & Reuber, 2011), research on decision-making in social media
usage and opportunity recognition is limited and the current study provides new
evidence using effectuation theory to study the topic in the context of interna-
tionalising SMEs. We contribute to the literature on the entrepreneurial behav-
iour of firms by providing information informed by theory on the decision logic
behind the use of social media. Second, according to Knight and Liesch (2016),
opportunity-related studies are an emergent force in internationalisation research,
and we, therefore, integrate entrepreneurship, international perspectives (Knight &
Liesch, 2016), and social media to advance our knowledge of opportunity-based
international entrepreneurship studies. Finally, discussions on social media in
the present chapter respond to two interrelated research calls. The first call for
research is on the impact of digitalisation on internationalisation by Coviello,
Kano, and Liesch (2017), and Vahlne and Johanson (2017), and the second call for
research is on the growing interest of firms in using social networking platforms
made by Shaikh and Karjaluoto (2015).
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Theoretical Background
Entrepreneurial Theory on Opportunity Recognition

The emergence of entrepreneurial opportunity represents a central concept in
entrepreneurship research (Short et al., 2010). Blankenburg Holm, Johanson, and
Kao (2015, p. 339) define it as a ‘desirable but uncertain situation present in foreign
markets, which allows firms to benefit from engaging in new cross-border busi-
ness activities that provide economic value for the firm’. Scholars offer different
opinions on the conceptualisation of entrepreneurial opportunity (e.g. Amoozad
Mabhdiraji, Tavana, Mahdiani, & Abbasi Kamardi, 2022; Ardichvili, Cardozo, &
Ray, 2003; Kirzner, 1973; Mainela, Puhakka, & Servais, 2014; Schumpeter, 1934;
Shane et al., 2003). The present chapter focusses on conceptualisations that
are associated with the discovery and creation of entrepreneurial opportunities
(e.g. Ardichvili et al., 2003; Biancone, Calandra, Lanzalonga, & Sadraei, 2022;
Dewitt et al., 2022; Gartner, 1985; Shane et al., 2003) in the international mar-
ket. The discovery perspective assumes that entrepreneurial opportunity exists
within the environment waiting to be discovered and exploited (Kirzner, 1973).
In contrast, the creation perspective assumes that entrepreneurial opportunity is
created. Thus, the firm or entrepreneur influences the development of entrepre-
neurial opportunities (Mainela et al., 2014; Schumpeter, 1934). These two oppos-
ing positions are frequently mentioned in entrepreneurial opportunity research
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Our position in this chapter is that the process of
entrepreneurial opportunity as influenced by social media usage encompasses the
elements of both creation and discovery (Ardichvili et al., 2003; Green, Sukumar,
Jafari-Sadeghi, Pandya, & Khavarinezhad, 2022; Hajiagha, Kandi, Mahdiraji,
Jafari-Sadeghi, & Hashemi, 2022; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).

Social Media Usage and Opportunity Recognition

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define the term social media as a group of mobile
and web applications (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, LinkedIn, Skype, Pinter-
est, and Instagram) that build on the ideological and technological foundations
of Web 2.0, and that allow users such as individuals and communities to create,
share, collaborate, discuss, and modify user-generated content (Kaplan & Haen-
lein, 2010). Social media usage is conceptualised into two dimensions, namely,
initial usage (i.e. pre-adoption) and ongoing usage (i.e. post-adoption) (Shaikh &
Karjaluoto, 2015). Internationalising SMEs leverage social media as a strategic
resource to create social networks, and extract information from foreign markets,
to mitigate the probable challenges from foreign market uncertainty (Alarcén-
del-Amo et al., 2018; Arnone & Deprince, 2016; Hosseinzadeh, Samadi Foroush-
ani, & Sadraei, 2022; Shiri & Jafari-Sadeghi, 2022). Prior studies (e.g. Arnone &
Deprince, 2016; Satyanarayana, Chandrashekar, Sukumar, & Jafari-Sadeghi,
2022) provide confirmation. Arnone and Deprince (2016) focussed on the role of
social networking sites in the internationalisation of small businesses and found
that social media sites enable small ventures to create professional and personal
relationships with foreign partners, identify market opportunities, and reduce the
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effect of psychic distance. Nowinski and Rialp (2016) in contrast examined the
role of social networks in the developmental process of international new ven-
tures (INVs) and found that social media contributes to the development of INVs
by providing new information to support founders in identifying and assessing
international opportunities.

Another benefit derived from the usage of social media is that it provides firms
with the opportunity to build their brands (Cawsey & Rowley, 2016; Jafari-Sadeghi,
Amoozad Mahdiraji, Budhwar, & Vrontis, 2023; Jafari-Sadeghi, Mahdiraji,
Alam, & Mazzoleni, 2023). This was evident in the study by Jones, Borgman, and
Ulusoy (2015) establishing that firms utilising social media create better aware-
ness, develop better relations with customers, increase sales, repeat sales, and more
frequently have the opportunity to engage with customers. The inadequacy of
resources creates a significant challenge for internationalising SMEs in building
their brands (Altshuler & Tarnovskaya, 2010; Jafari-Sadeghi, Mahdiraji, Busso, &
Yahiaoui, 2022; Jafari-Sadeghi, Mahdiraji, Devalle, & Pellicelli, 2022). There-
fore, the use of social media can provide an opportunity for a firm to build its
brand other than through expensive marketing campaigns. In sum, Parveen et al.
(2016) categorised social media usage into three sub-constructs: for marketing,
to build customer relations, and to foster information accessibility. Concerning
the last form, social media usage to foster information accessibility, firms have
created fan pages where customers and users are provided opportunities to com-
ment, like, or dislike their services or products. On these pages, the firms’ post
product or service-related videos, messages, information, and other materials
(de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012; Sadraei, Biancone, Lanzalonga, Jafari-Sade-
ghi, & Chmet, 2022; Sukumar, Jafari-Sadeghi, Xu, & Tomlins, 2022). The creation
of such pages opens up opportunities for such firms to discover the true person-
alities of customers and users and their perceptions regarding the products and
services that are delivered. Levels of likes for, and the content of comments on,
products and services on social media create an opportunity for the firms to discover
how popular their brand or services are (de Vries et al., 2012). The information
gleaned from users’ or fans’ conversations on the firm’s fan pages informs the firm
about activities and its brand sentiments (Jafari-Sadeghi, Mahdiraji, Bresciani, &
Pellicelli, 2021; Parveen et al., 2016). To conclude, social media can be of consider-
able help to internationalising SMEs as it provides opportunities to communicate
and respond to competition, create awareness, create strategic partnerships with
customers, and develop new capabilities to enhance customer relationships. Social
media can thus reduce or even eliminate physical distance (Ahmed et al., 2019;
Alarcon-del-Amo et al., 2018; Altshuler & Tarnovskaya, 2010; Riahi Dorcheh,
Razavi Hajiagha, Rahbari, Jafari-Sadeghi, & Amoozad Mahdiraji, 2021;Vuori,
2012). Empirical evidence shows that these constructs make a positive contribu-
tion to the performance of firms (e.g. Parveen et al., 2016).

Opportunity Recognition in the Effectuation Approach

Effectuation theory was propounded by Sarasvathy in the early 2000s and proposes
two decision-making logics, the causal and the effectual. Causal decision-making
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logic is a predictive form of decision-making involving systematic planning and
information gathering with clearly defined goals (Mahdiraji, Beheshti, Jafari-
Sadeghi, & Garcia-Perez, 2022; Nummela, Saarenketo, Jokela, & Loane, 2014;
Onjewu, Sadraei, & Jafari-Sadeghi, 2022; Sarasvathy, 2008). ‘It takes a particu-
lar effect as given and focuses on selecting between means to create that effect’
(Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 245). In contrast, the effectual decision logic is a non-
predictive form of decision-making. It approaches the future by controlling it.
It takes ‘a set of means as given and focuses on selecting between possible effects
that can be created with that set of means’ (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 245). Goals are
imagined by the decision maker and are evolving. Sarasvathy (2001) suggests
that this kind of decision-making logic is applicable in contexts where resources
are scarce. Studies on the decision-making logic of internationalising firms have
confirmed that both forms of decision-making logic can be used simultaneously
or in isolation. For example, a study by Chetty, Ojala, and Leppdaho (2015) on
the decision-making process employed by entrepreneurial firms when entering
foreign markets found that entrepreneurs intertwine effectual and causal logic
in their decision-making. In literature, effectuation theory is based on five heu-
ristic principles. The principles set the differences between causal and effectual
decision-making logic. For reasons of tractability, in this study, we focus on the
principle of the basis for taking action (means-driven as opposed to goal-driven
action) (Dew, Read, Sarasvathy, & Wiltbank, 2009; Rezaei, Giovando, Rezaei, &
Sadraei, 2022). We want to understand the motives driving the usage of social
media usage. Means-driven means beginning with a set of resources and focus-
sing on generating a goal. Applying the lens of the resource-based view (Barney,
1991), means (i.e. resources) enable entrepreneurial firms to exploit external
opportunities. In contrast, being goal-driven involves beginning with a goal and
choosing between a set of resources to decide how to achieve that goal. There
are a couple of studies that have also focussed on one effectual principle. For
example, Galkina et al. (2015) focussed on the principle of partnership instead of
competitive analyses and Wiltbank, Read, Dew, and Sarasvathy (2009) focussed
on the principle of affordable loss.

Over the years, effectuation theory has provided a theoretical lens to explain
international opportunity recognition. Theoretical contributions include studies
by Chandra, Styles, and Wilkinson (2009), Glakina et al. (2015), and Gabriels-
son and Gabrielsson (2013). Chandra et al. (2009) found that firms with little or
no prior international knowledge use effectuation logic in the form of opportu-
nity discovery while those with prior international knowledge use causal logic in
the form of a deliberate search to discover their first international opportunities.
Galkina et al. (2015) also identified international opportunity recognition through
effectual logic in networking during internationalisation. Similarly, Gabrielsson
and Gabrielsson (2013), studying the growth and survival of INVs, found an
effectual decision logic was linked to opportunity creation while a causal decision
logic was linked to opportunity discovery. There are few contributions investigat-
ing decision-making logic and opportunity creation available in the social media
context. Among those few, a significant piece of research is that by Fischer and
Reuber (2011) that indicates Twitter interactions trigger effectual entrepreneurial
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thinking and actions which result in opportunity creation. The study focussed on
how social usage influences the entrepreneur. In reviewing the available research,
we found none. This study intends to redress that situation.

Methodology

The current study applies a case-study method. We adopted this approach to
provide a thorough understanding of the dynamics present within single settings
(Eisenhardt, 1989). We opted for multiple case-study designs to identify from the
findings the similarities and differences among the cases (Yin, 1994) without any
form of manipulation (Gustafsson, 2017). We follow the steps propounded by
Yin (2009) for conducting a multiple case study that includes theory develop-
ment, case selection, and design of the case-specific data collection protocols,
preparation and analyses (Yin, 2009, 2014). In the present study, the underpin-
ning theoretical frameworks are effectuation, and emphasis is placed on one
effectuation principle, namely — means-driven (as opposed to goal-driven) action
(i.e. the basis for taking action principle); and entrepreneurial theory on oppor-
tunity recognition.

Case Selection

The empirical context of this study is Finnish internationalising SMEs. They
offer an excellent focus because Finland is a small-sized open economy with a
long tradition of firm internationalisation, with the majority of its SMEs oper-
ating in foreign markets (Luostarinen, 1994). We used a purposive sampling
method to select the case firms to ensure that the case firms met the purpose
of the study and were homogeneous. Following the definition by the European
Commission, the criteria used in selecting the firms were SMEs with fewer than
250 employees (Eurostat, 2020). They should have already started internationali-
sation right from inception, and finally should be using or have used social media
at least within the three years since inception. We used the three-year time frame
to minimise validity issues related to recall bias and to ensure similarities across
our selected firms. In total, seven firms meeting all the criteria were contacted,
and four agreed to participate. They fit perfectly the purposes of theory-building
on the investigated phenomenon. The number of cases selected is in line with the
suggestions of Eisenhardt (1989) who suggests that having four to ten cases usu-
ally provides a basis for generalising from case material to theory.

Data Collection

According to Yin (2002), case-study research should be supported with multi-
ple sources of evidence. Accordingly, we collected data from both primary and
secondary sources to ensure construct validity (i.e. triangulation) (Yin, 2002,
2013). Secondary data include extracts from the firms’ websites, social media
platforms, and blog sites. Primary data were collected using semi-structured face-
to-face interviews. We decided to use this to create flexibility and to obtain diverse
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insights because the method permits questions to be refined based on the direc-
tion that an interview takes. We made sure that the questionnaire was correctly
designed, and piloted it to check for inconsistencies before the actual interview
process was conducted to ensure reliability. During the interview process, we paid
close attention to the interview protocol to ensure that we were asking the ques-
tions we intended to and continued by revising the protocol with probing ques-
tions as and when necessary. The interviewing was conducted in two rounds to
encourage consistency in the responses. Table 1.1 provides an overview of the
data collection process, and Table 1.2 is the social media profile of the case firms.

Data Analyses

The interview conducted was audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed verba-
tim into Microsoft word format. In addition, we transcribed the interim summaries
recorded during each interview. Those interim summaries are the contextual
observations made during the interviews. The interim summaries proved invalu-
able aids to our analyses because they support developing reflexivity in recall-
ing the context, the observation content, and the subsequent interpretations
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). Before analysing the interview transcripts,
we provided a summary report to the interviewees to check the accuracy of the
information. The analysis started with assigning codes to the data chunks using
in vivo coding to detect reoccurring patterns. Thereafter, from the reoccurring
patterns obtained, we combined similar codes to form pattern codes or themes
(Saldafia, 2013). Finally, we conducted data analyses on a single case level using
the effectuation theoretical framework as a guide. Finally, we compared the
results of the individual case studies to draw cross-case conclusions.

Within-case Analyses and Findings

Alpha is a Finnish firm started by five co-founders with experience in import-
ing clean technology (cleantech) into Finland. Its offerings are based on the use
of ultrasound to clean industrial equipment. The business was founded in 2015
but began effective foreign operations in 2016 and won the best energy startup
award in 2016 and Slush 100 award' in 2017. The firm’s headquarters are in
Helsinki, Finland and it now employs 14 professionals with diverse skills in R&D,
industrial and mechanical engineering, artificial intelligence, electronics, and
marketing. The firm has provided its services in countries including Thailand,
Japan, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Spain, Sweden, and the USA. Currently,
it is negotiating with countries like Canada, Thailand, and Brazil to establish
operations. In August 2018, the firm announced its first expansion in the form of

'Slush 100 Award (Prize given to a startup for emerging as the first among 100 startups
in terms of novelty of business idea in a pitching competition). Slush is a student-
driven, not-for-profit movement originally founded to change attitudes towards
entrepreneurship.
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