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Abstract
This paper analyzes a new legislative instrument called “network contract” designed to
VXSSRUWLQWHU¿UPFRRSHUDWLRQ,WDLPVWRYHULI\ZKHWKHUWKLVW\SHRIIRUPDOFRRSHUDWLRQLVXVHG
E\VPDOO¿UPVWRVXSSRUWWKHLULQWHUQDWLRQDOVWUDWHJLHV5HVXOWVLQGLFDWHWKDWLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ
LV QRW WKH SULPDU\ JRDO IRU ¿UPV ZKR SDUWLFLSDWH LQ QHWZRUN FRQWUDFWV ,WDOLDQ VPDOO DQG
PHGLXPVL]HG ¿UPV XVH WKLV LQVWUXPHQW WR DFKLHYH GLIIHUHQW VWUDWHJLHV RI JURZWK DQG ORQJ
WHUPREMHFWLYHV:KLOHZHIRXQGWKDWVRPH¿UPVKDYHLQGHHGLQFUHDVHGWKHLUEXVLQHVVDFWLYLW\
abroad after joining the network, we also found that those with an international dimension
do not seem to have changed their approach towards internationalization. Consequently, we
argue that the network contract is not the most suitable tool for promoting internationalization
DPRQJGRPHVWLF¿UPVDOWKRXJKLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQPD\HPHUJHDVDE\SURGXFWRILQWHU¿UP
relationships.
Keywords: QHWZRUN FRQWUDFW QHWZRUNLQJ VWUDWHJLHV LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ LQWHU¿UP
UHODWLRQVKLSV,WDOLDQVPDOODQGPHGLXPVL]HG¿UPV

1. Introduction
*OREDOL]DWLRQ LQFUHDVLQJ FRPSHWLWLRQ DQG WKH UHFHQW ¿QDQFLDO FULVLV KDYH VHYHUHO\
GLVWUHVVHG VPDOO DQG PHGLXPVL]HG HQWHUSULVHV 60(V  7RGD\ PRUH WKDQ HYHU 60(V QHHG
to rethink their strategies and organizational structures in order to be competitive and survive
long term. In this context, and especially in Italy, networking still appears to be the most viable
ZD\WRPLWLJDWH60(V¶VKRUWDJHRIFDSDELOLWLHVDQG¿QDQFLDOUHVRXUFHVWRH[SDQGWKHLUSURGXFW
OLQHVDQGWRH[SDQGLQWHUQDWLRQDOO\,QVKRUWQHWZRUNLQJWKXVKHOSV¿UPVHVFDSHIURPGRPHVWLF
market constraints and search for new opportunities for growth.
3DVWVWXGLHVKDYHDOUHDG\HVWDEOLVKHGWKHSRVLWLYHLQÀXHQFHRIQHWZRUNUHODWLRQVKLSV latu
sensu  LQ VPDOOHU ¿UPV¶ LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ SURFHVVHV ZKLOH DOVR UHYLHZLQJ WKH WUDGLWLRQDO
VWHSVWDJH GHYHORSPHQW PRGHOV 0DQ\ LQFOXGH WKH QHWZRUN SHUVSHFWLYH :HOFK 
1
&RUUHVSRQGLQJDXWKRU
7KLVSDSHULVWKHZRUNRIDFRPPRQUHVHDUFKSURMHFW+RZHYHU$XUHOL6HOHQDZURWHVHFWLRQVDQGZKLOH
'HO%DOGR0DUDZURWHVHFWLRQVDQG
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0F'RXJDOOHWDO%HOO-RQHV DOWKRXJKDPLQRULW\KDVDUJXHGWKDWLQWHU
RUJDQL]DWLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSVGRQRWDOZD\VKDYHDSRVLWLYHLPSDFW &RYLHOOR 0XQUR
5LWWHU *HPQGHQ 
Among the different types of networks that companies can establish, we decided to
IRFXVRXUUHVHDUFKRQIRUPDOQHWZRUNVQDPHO\WKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWWKLVLVDQHZOHJLVODWLYH
WRRO LQWURGXFHG LQ  E\ WKH ,WDOLDQ JRYHUQPHQW WR VXSSRUW FRPSDQ\ LQQRYDWLRQ DQG
competitiveness.
:H EHOLHYH WKDW ¿UPV¶ QHWZRUN FRPPLWPHQWV VRPHKRZ LPSOLHG E\ WKH FUHDWLRQ RI D
FRPPRQHQWLW\DQGWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRIVSHFL¿FIXQFWLRQLQJUXOHVDVLQGLFDWHGE\WKHODZ DQG
WKHLUUHODWHGIRUPDOOLQNVPD\KDYHDJUHDWHULQÀXHQFHRQVLQJOH¿UPV¶VWUDWHJLHVWKDQORRVH
relationships characterizing other types of organizational networks, or even industrial districts
.RQWLQHQ 2MDOD 
:HFKRVHWKLVLQVWUXPHQWEHFDXVHQDWLRQDOGDWDLQGLFDWHWKDWLWLVZLGHVSUHDGDPRQJ60(V
5DSSRUWR 8QLFUHGLW   DQG QRW H[FOXVLYH WR ODUJH FRUSRUDWLRQV  RI ¿UPV LQYROYHG
KDYHOHVVWKDQHPSOR\HHV0RUHRYHULQDSUHYLRXVUHVHDUFK $XUHOLHWDO ZHIRXQG
WKDW LW LV D ÀH[LEOH DQG G\QDPLF LQVWUXPHQW ZKLFK FDQ EH XVHG WR XQGHUWDNH D SOXUDOLW\ RI
VWUDWHJLFREMHFWLYHVVXFKDVLQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQ7KHLQFUHDVHLQFRQWUDFWVEHWZHHQ60(VLQ
all sectors, as well as the plurality of planned objectives and programs as recorded by Cafaggi
HWDO  LVWHVWDPHQWWRWKLV
&RQVHTXHQWO\WKLVSDSHUDLPVWRDQDO\]HZKHWKHUDQGKRZ60(V¶LQYROYHPHQWLQIRUPDO
networks contribute to starting or augmenting their international expansion.
)LUVWZHUHYLHZHGWKHQDWLRQDODQGLQWHUQDWLRQDOOLWHUDWXUHRQ60(V¶LQWHUQDWLRQDOVWUDWHJ\
and networking. Second, we examined the formal objectives associated with existing network
contracts. Third, we shifted our basic unit of analysis from networks to single nodes by
VXEPLWWLQJDVHPLVWUXFWXUHGTXHVWLRQQDLUHWR,WDOLDQ¿UPV ZKLFKFRUUHVSRQGWRPHPEHUV
RIWKH¿UVWIRUPDOQHWZRUNV 7KHGDWDREWDLQHGIURPUHVSRQGHQWVZHUHWKHQXVHGWRHYDOXDWH
WKH HIIHFWLYHQHVV DQG WKH OLPLWDWLRQV  RI WKLV QHZ WRRO LQ VWDUWLQJ RU LPSURYLQJ VPDOO ¿UPV
internationalization.
7KH ¿UVW FRQWULEXWLRQ RI WKLV SDSHU LV LWV GHVFULSWLRQ RI WKH LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ SDWWHUQV
of small-scale Italian businesses willing to cooperate through the network contract. It reveals
whether they focus more on upstream or downstream market expansion, preferred modes of
entry into foreign markets, relevance, geographic scope, and duration of international activity.
Second, it compares the usage of the network contract for the development of international
VWUDWHJLHVZLWKRWKHUSXUSRVHVWKDWPD\KDYHOHGVPDOO¿UPVWRXQGHUWDNHWKLVIRUPRIIRUPDO
cooperation. Lastly, but most importantly, it illustrates in which cases companies belonging
to a formal network have succeed in starting or improving their international expansion.
Information about the size of the company, the network’s dimension, the goals associated with
WKHFRQWUDFWDQGSUHH[LVWLQJLQWHU¿UPVUHODWLRQVKLSVDUHDOVRSURYLGHG

2. Literature review
2.1. Theories on small business internationalization
Internationalization refers to the process of increasing involvement in international
RSHUDWLRQV :HOFK  /XRVWDULQHQ   ,W FDQ EH YLHZHG DV D UHDFWLYH VWUDWHJ\ WR HVFDSH
IURPFRQFHQWUDWHGDQGIUDJPHQWHGVHFWRUVRUDVWKHRXWFRPHRIVSHFL¿FLQWHQVLRQVWRH[SDQG
LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\ LH6DSRUWD 7KUHHPDLQSHUVSHFWLYHVRULQWHUSUHWDWLYHPRGHOVPD\KHOS
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H[SODLQ¿UPV¶LQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQ
7KH ¿UVW LV WKH VRFDOOHG ³HFOHFWLF WKHRU\´ 'XQQLQJ  %XFNOH\  &DVVRQ
  7KLV WKHRU\ FRQVLGHUV LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ DV D VWUDWHJ\ JHQHUDWHG E\ D UDWLRQDO
decision-making process, for optimizing the company’s production structure, penetrating new
markets, obtaining access to inputs, and operating in more favourable conditions. The second
LVWKH³VWDJHPRGHO´DSSURDFK $KDURQL-RKDQVRQ 9DKOQH/XRVWDULQHQ 
which describes internationalization as an incremental process based on learning. The third
LVWKH³QHWZRUNSHUVSHFWLYH´ -RKDQVRQ 0DWWVVRQ$[HOVVRQ (DVWRQ ZKLFK
LQWHUSUHWV LQWHU¿UP UHODWLRQVKLSV DV WKH PDLQ GULYLQJ IRUFH WR LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ7KLV ODVW
SHUVSHFWLYHDOVRLQFRUSRUDWHVWKHOHDUQLQJWKHRU\ &RYLHOOR 0F$XOH\ 
$OOWKUHHPRGHOVDSSO\WR60(VZKRVHLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQSURFHVVHVKDYHXVXDOO\EHHQ
GHSLFWHG DV GLIIHUHQW IURP WKRVH XQGHUWDNHQ E\ ODUJHU FRPSDQLHV /DX  &DORI 
&RYLHOOR 0XQUR-XOLHQ)OHWFKHU 9\DNDUQDP*DQNHPDHWDO
:ROI  3HWW  'LPLWUDWRV  -RQHV  .DEEDUD   DOWKRXJK VRPH RSSRVLQJ
¿QGLQJVH[LVW .DODQWDULGLV 9DVVLOHY 
+RZHYHUWKHVHFRQGDQGWKLUGSHUVSHFWLYHVVHHPWREHWWHUGHVFULEH60(V¶LQWHUQDWLRQDO
GHYHORSPHQW SURFHVV &DUROL  /LSSDULQL   JLYHQ WKDW WKH\ ERWK SURYLGH D PRUH
FRPSOH[ YLHZ DQG FRQVLGHU WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI OHDUQLQJ SURFHVVHV WKDW VPDOO ¿UPV XVXDOO\
activate when they do not directly possess the resources necessary to cross national borders.
6SHFL¿FDOO\WKHVWDJHPRGHOHPSKDVL]HV¿UPV¶RUJDQL]DWLRQDOOHDUQLQJDQGLQFUHPHQWDOORJLF
ZKLFK DUH FHQWUDO IDFWRUV LQ 60(V¶ IRUPDWLRQ DQG LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ RI VWUDWHJLHV DOWKRXJK LW
KDV EHHQ FULWLFL]HG DV 60(V PD\ KDYH GLIIHUHQW EHKDYLRXUV DQG PD\ QRW GHYHORSJUDGXDOO\
'DOOL DVGHPRQVWUDWHGE\WKHSUHVHQFHRIPDQ\¿UPVWKDWDUH³ERUQJOREDO´ %HOO
=XFFKHOOD.QLJKW &DYXVJLO=XFFKHOODHWDO 
7KHVWDJHPRGHOKDVEHHQXVHGE\/XRVWDULQHQ +HOOPDQ  ZKRGHHSHQWKHFRQFHSW
RI LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ 7DNLQJ FRQVLGHUDWLRQ RI ERWK XSVWUHDP DQG GRZQVWUHDP ÀRZV WKH\
stress the importance of the learning process along with internationalization’s advancement
steps.
7KH¿UVWVWDJHFRUUHVSRQGVWRLQZDUGÀRZVDVWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOSXUFKDVHRIUDZPDWHULDOV
LQWDQJLEOH DQG WDQJLEOH UHVRXUFHV RU WHFKQRORJ\ 7KH VHFRQG VWDJH UHJDUGV RXWZDUG ÀRZV
through export, creation of international subsidiaries, subcontracting, job orders, licensing,
establishment of production sites abroad, and collaboration with foreign partners. Lastly, in
WKHWKLUGVWDJHLQWHUQDWLRQDOGHYHORSPHQWPDLQO\RFFXUVYLDLQWHU¿UPFROODERUDWLRQUHJDUGLQJ
production, supply, and R&D activities.
7KLVPRGHOGLVWLQJXLVKHVHDFKVWDJHRILQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQE\WKHVSHFL¿FRUJDQL]DWLRQDO
functions involved (i.e. purchase, marketing, production, R&D), the extent of the company’s
investment (i.e. indirect export, direct export, foreign direct investment), and the type of
product exchanged (from goods to services and know-how). This highlights three key
DVSHFWV RI 60(V¶ EHKDYLRXU OHDUQLQJ LV D NH\ DFWLYLW\ 60(V XVXDOO\ DUH IDPLOLDUL]HG ZLWK
the international dimension through their initial stages of importation, and the most frequent
form of internationalization is the export of goods. There is actually a wide agreement in the
OLWHUDWXUHDERXWWKHIDFWWKDWH[SRUWLQJLVWKHSUHIHUUHGPRGHRIHQWU\LQ60(V¶LQWHUQDWLRQDO
VWUDWHJLHV 1DPLNL$HUWV3RSH 
Among the different export-related theories of internationalization, it is interesting to note
'RQNHOVHWDO  ¶V,QWHUVWUDWRVPRGHOZKLFKLGHQWL¿HVVL[VWDJHVRILQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ

50

EDVHGRQH[RJHQRXVDQGHQGRJHQRXVYDULDEOHVLQFOXGLQJWKH¿UP¶VGHJUHHRIFRRSHUDWLRQ$
VLPLODUSHUVSHFWLYHKDVDOVREHHQXVHGE\&DUROL  ZKRVWXGLHGWKHQDWXUHDQGLQWHQVLW\
RILQWHU¿UPUHODWLRQVKLSVHPSOR\HG RUHPSOR\DEOH E\,WDOLDQ60(VZKLFKZHUHFDSDEOHRI
LQÀXHQFLQJLQWHUQDWLRQDORULHQWDWLRQLQDGGLWLRQWRRWKHUIDFWRUV
As changes in business practices occurred, and the importance of networks in international
VWUDWHJLHVHPHUJHGLQWHU¿UPUHODWLRQVKLSVKDYHDFWXDOO\EHFRPHDFHQWUDOWKHPHLQDFDGHPLF
OLWHUDWXUH 'LPLWUDWRV  -RQHV  &RYLHOOR   Describing internationalization as an
evolutionary process, the 8SSVDOD 0RGHO GHYHORSHG E\ -RKDQVRQ  9DKOQH   DOVR
has been revisited in light of theoretical advances that view the business environment as a
web of relationships -RKDQVRQ 9DKOQH $XWKRUVSRLQWHGRXWWZRQHZ
IDFWRUVLQWKHPRGHO¶VFKDQJHPHFKDQLVPVWUXVWEXLOGLQJDQGNQRZOHGJHFUHDWLRQLQLQWHU¿UP
relationships.
The network represents a key factor for network theorists who interpret the
internationalization of businesses as a natural development of network relationships. Some
ORRNDWQHWZRUNVHVWDEOLVKHGZLWKIRUHLJQLQGLYLGXDOVDQG¿UPV -RKDQVRQ 0DWWVVRQ
:HOFK ZKLOHRWKHUVH[DPLQHWKHUHODWLRQVKLSVHVWDEOLVKHGLQVLGHWKHLQGXVWULDOGLVWULFW
*UDQGLQHWWL   Sometimes internationalization is seen as opportunity-seeking efforts
PDGHE\WKHIRFDO¿UPLQRUGHUWRLPSURYHRUGHIHQGLWVSRVLWLRQLQDQHWZRUNRUQHWZRUNV This
LVHVSHFLDOO\WUXHIRUWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQRI,WDOLDQ60(VZKLFKDUHXVXDOO\GHSHQGHQWRQ
ODUJHUFRPSDQLHVDQGEHORQJWRLQGXVWULDOGLVWULFWV,QWKH¿UVWFDVHWKHVPDOO¿UPLVSXVKHGWR
internationalize because of its relations (usually as a sub-contractor) with a larger organization,
ZKLFKDOUHDG\RSHUDWHVJOREDOO\ /LSSDULQL ,QWKHVHFRQGFDVHLQIRUPDOUHODWLRQVKLSV
developed inside the industrial district stimulate the crossing of national borders (Brown &
%HOO0DFFDULQLHWDO DVWKH\SURYLGHWDQJLEOHDQGLQWDQJLEOHUHVRXUFHVWKDWPD\
DOORZVPDOO¿UPVWRFUHDWHVLPSOHDVZHOODVFRPSOH[IRUPVRILQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ
2.2. The role of networks
7KH ³QHWZRUN´ LV D EURDG FRQFHSW WKDW FDQ GHVFULEH PDQ\ W\SHV RI LQWHUFRQQHFWHG
UHODWLRQVKLSVRFFXUULQJDPRQJ¿UPVHFRQRPLFHQWLWLHVDQGRULQGLYLGXDOVXEMHFWV1HWZRUNV
may be interpersonal or organizational; thy may be limited to bilateral (or dyadic) relations, or
they might assume the form of true networks (a combination of multiple sub-systems of links).
They range from informal relationships to formal agreements, strategic alliances, constellations,
FRQVRUWLXPVLQGXVWULDOGLVWULFWVDQGJURXSV /RUHQ]RQL)HUUHUR 
6XFKLQWHURUJDQL]DWLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSVVHHPWREHPRUHLPSRUWDQWIRU60(VWKDQIRUWKHLU
ODUJHUFRXQWHUSDUWV *ROGHQ 'ROOLQJHU E\FROODERUDWLQJVPDOO¿UPVFDQVKDUHDQG
reduce costs; obtain complementary resources, knowledge and capital; improve learning;
DQG FRQVHTXHQWO\ LQFUHDVH WKHLU FRPSHWLWLYHQHVV DQG SUR¿WDELOLW\ %DU1LU  6PLWK  
0RUHRYHUWKHQHWZRUNPD\SURYLGH¿UPVZLWKWKHRSSRUWXQLW\DQGPRWLYDWLRQWRLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]H
%RQDFFRUVL:HOFK%RUFK&RYLHOOR 0XUQR:ULJKWHWDO 
7KLV LV FOHDUO\ FRQ¿UPHG IRU FDVHV RI IRUPDO DOOLDQFH +DQVHQ HW DO  +DUD  .DQDL
 
Regardless of the theoretical perspective used, inter-organizational links emerge as
facilitators of international expansion in several studies.
7KHFRVWDUJXPHQWVXJJHVWVWKDWQHWZRUNVKHOSLQGLYLGXDO¿UPVRYHUFRPHWKHLU¿QDQFLDO
and personnel constraints, which hinder internationalization, while also providing the best
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alternative to both international transaction costs and coordination costs associated with
IRUHLJQGLUHFWLQYHVWPHQWV :LOOLDPVRQ 
7KHUHVRXUFHEDVHGH[SODQDWLRQ *UDQW DWWULEXWHVD¿UP¶VDFFHVVWRLQWHUQDWLRQDO
markets to distribution channels, infrastructures, or other resources owned and shared by a
partner. In addition, knowledge of foreign markets is a key resource that can be shared and
FDSWXUHGE\RWKHU¿UPVWKURXJKFROODERUDWLRQ &RKHQ /HYLQWKDO LQWKLVFDVHWKH¿UP
acquires outside knowledge that allows it to do something new and different (a process called
WKH³GRXEOHORRS´ZKLFKJHQHUDWHVOHDUQLQJ 
/DVWO\DFFRUGLQJWRWKHQHWZRUNWKHRU\SHUVSHFWLYH -RKDQVRQ 0DWWVVRQ D¿UP¶V
international strategy (the decision to go abroad, the choice of the markets, and the mode
of entry) is linked to the opportunities that emerge from network relations more so than to
PHUHO\ WKH VWUDWHJLF GHFLVLRQV PDGH E\ WKH HQWUHSUHQHXU %HOO  &RYLHOOR  0XQUR
 +ROPOXQG  .RFN   7KLV DSSURDFK DVVXPHV WKDW LQWHUQDWLRQDO EXVLQHVV WDNHV
place in a network setting where business actors are linked to each other through business
UHODWLRQVKLSV 7KXV D ¿UP¶V VWUDWHJLHV DUH LQÀXHQFHG E\ D YDULHW\ RI QHWZRUN UHODWLRQVKLSV
(with customers, suppliers, distributors, regulatory and public agencies as well as other market
DFWRUV ,QSDUWLFXODUWKH¿UP¶VSRVLWLRQZLWKLQWKHQHWZRUNDQGWKHSUHVHQFHRIVWURQJEXVLQHVV
UHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKFHUWDLQDFWRUVFDQH[HUWJUHDWLQÀXHQFHXSRQWKH¿UP¶VVWUDWHJLFGHFLVLRQ
PDNLQJ -RKDQVRQ 0DWWVRQ5X]]LHUHWDO 
7KLVLVHVSHFLDOO\WUXHIRUVPDOOHU¿UPVWKDWMRLQWO\RSHUDWHZLWKODUJHFRUSRUDWLRQV 'DQD
:ULJKW )RUH[DPSOH&RYLHOOR 0XUQR  GLVFRYHUHGWKDWVPDOOEXVLQHVVHV¶
international marketing activities were impacted by larger network partners, whereas no
connection has been detected between relationships created inside an industrial district and
¿UPV¶EHKDYLRXUWRZDUGHQWU\PRGHVHOHFWLRQ 0XVVR )UDQFLRQL 
:KHQ GHDOLQJ ZLWK 60(V ZH DOVR KDYH WR FRQVLGHU WKH H[LVWHQFH RI OHVV YLVLEOH
relationships related to entrepreneurs’ and managers’ personal and social relations, which
usually generate more loosely coupled networks compared to inter-organizational ones. They
DUH TXLWH FRPPRQ LQ 60(V ZKLFK KDYH D VLPSOH FHQWUDOL]HG RUJDQL]DWLRQDO VWUXFWXUH DQG
a directorial style centred on direct relations promoted by the owner-entrepreneur. As noted
E\-RKDQVRQ 9DKOQH  WKH\FDQEHLPSRUWDQWLQVPDOORUHPHUJLQJFRPSDQLHV
and serve as a catalyst for the formation of formal inter-organizational relationships. They
IDFLOLWDWHWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRI¿UPDOOLDQFHV %DU1LU 6PLWK DQGSURYLGHDSODWIRUP
IRULQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ +DUD .DQDL $OWKRXJKWKHUHLVQRVWURQJHYLGHQFHIRUWKHLU
GLUHFWLQÀXHQFHRQLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQZHFRQWHQGWKDWWKH\VKRXOGQRWEHXQGHUHVWLPDWHG
Lastly, it is important to note that networks can also be interpreted as a means of increasing
60(V¶ UHFRJQLWLRQ RI LQWHUQDWLRQDO RSSRUWXQLWLHV =DKUD HW DO   ZKLFK FDQ EH GH¿QHG
DV WKH ³GLVFRYHU\ HQDFWPHQW HYDOXDWLRQ DQG H[SORLWDWLRQ RI RSSRUWXQLWLHV DFURVV QDWLRQDO
ERUGHUV´ 2YLDWW 0F'RXJDOOS 
.RQWLQHQ  2MDOD   IRU H[DPSOH GLVWLQJXLVK EXVLQHVV WLHV IURP LQIRUPDO WLHV
ZLWK IULHQGV  WR DVVHVV WKH GLIIHUHQW OHYHO RI DFWLYHQHVV DQG DOHUWQHVV RI 60(V UHFRJQLWLRQ
of international opportunities. Other scholars emphasize the importance of the entrepreneur’s
FRQWDFWVZLWKRWKHUSHRSOH (OOLV6LQJK&ULFN 6SHQFH VXJJHVWLQJWKDW
opportunity recognition is positively related to an entrepreneur’s social network. Social ties
serve as conduits for the spread of information concerning new opportunities (Granovetter,
 %XUW   ,Q IDFW 2]JHQ  %DURQ   GLVFRYHUHG WKDW WKH JUHDWHU WKH H[WHQW RI
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social ties with mentors and informal industry networks, the more positive are the effects on
opportunity recognition.

3. Methodology
*LYHQ WKH UHVHDUFK TXHVWLRQ ZH DLP WR YHULI\ ZKHWKHU GRPHVWLF 60(V VWDUW WR RSHUDWH
LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\DIWHUWKHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWDQGRULIWKHFRQWUDFWFRQWULEXWHV
WRDQLQFUHDVHLQWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDODFWLYLWLHVRI60(VZKRKDYHSUHYLRXVH[SHULHQFHLQIRUHLJQ
PDUNHWV0RUHRYHUZHDLPWRLQYHVWLJDWHZKHWKHUWKHQHWZRUN¶VSDUWLFLSDWLRQPD\PRGLI\D
¿UP¶VDSSURDFKWRLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ LHLWVSUHIHUUHGPRGHRIHQWU\LQDIRUHLJQPDUNHW 
and if it eventually increases the entrepreneurial capacity to recognize the opportunities in both
international markets and in other business aspects.
This study draws upon theoretical frameworks that consider the network as an important
HOHPHQWLQLQÀXHQFLQJWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQRI60(V7KHWKHRUHWLFDOIUDPHZRUNLVXVHG
to interpret data from the following empirical analysis, which is as important as the deductive
construction of the theories. 7KHVRFDOOHG³DGGXFWLYHDSSURDFK´FRPELQHVWKHGHGXFWLYHDQG
inductive models of proposition development and theory construction ('HQ]LQ 
This methodological orientation is particularly appropriate for the study of small businesses
)HUUDULV )UDQFHVFKL   DV WKH\ KDYH VSHFL¿F FKDUDFWHULVWLFV LH VFDUFH UHVRXUFHV
concurrence of ownership and control) which generate different behaviours from those of their
larger counterparts.
We made use of different sources of data (public documents and questionnaires) and
different methods of analysis (document analysis and descriptive statistics).
)LUVWZHPDSSHGDOOQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWVVLJQHGE\$SULOZKLFKFRUUHVSRQGWRWKH
¿UVWEXLOWFRQWUDFWVLQYROYLQJ¿UPV QRGHV 7KHGDWHZDVFKRVHQLQRUGHUWREHVXUH
that companies had a minimum of one year of experience with the network contract at the time
RIWKHVWXG\ $SULO DQGWRLQFUHDVHWKHSRVVLELOLW\RI¿QGLQJFKDQJHVLQ¿UPV¶VWUDWHJLF
decisions toward internationalization after months of supposed reciprocal experiential learning
and increased commitment.
Thanks to the national system of the Chambers of Commerce, it was possible to examine
the content of those written agreements and to identify their strategic objectives and network
programs. This helped us discover the networks with a formally stated international scope. 21
FRQWUDFWV  ZKLFKFRUUHVSRQGWRRXWRIQRGHVKDYHRI¿FLDOO\VFKHGXOHGVRPH
common activities to be performed in foreign markets.
1H[WDVXUYH\TXHVWLRQQDLUHZDVVHQWE\HPDLOWRDOOEXVLQHVVHVZKLFKUHSUHVHQWWKH
population to study, followed by a telephone call to remind them to complete the questionnaire.
7KHTXHVWLRQVZHUHDGGUHVVHGWRWKHSULPDU\DFWRULQYROYHGLQWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWDQGRUWKH
functioning of the network (usually the entrepreneur or the company director). Approximately
three-quarters of the questions were closed and coded, whereas the remaining were open-ended.
7KH TXHVWLRQQDLUH LV GLYLGHG LQWR IRXU VHFWLRQV FRPSDQ\ LQIRUPDWLRQ WKH FRPSDQ\¶V
internationalization strategies before and after joining the network contract, motives for
networking and, lastly, the type and impact of common activities undertaken during the alliance.
7KHTXHVWLRQQDLUHZDVVHQWWRDOO¿UPVLQRUGHUWRYHULI\ZKHWKHUEXVLQHVVHVLQYROYHG
in contracts with no international aims (as revealed during the documentary analysis), were
XQGHUWDNLQJVRPHFRPPRQLQWHUQDWLRQDODFWLYLW\DQ\ZD\2QO\TXHVWLRQQDLUHVZHUHUHWXUQHG
DERXWUHVSRQVHUDWH ZKLFKFRUUHVSRQGWR¿UPVEHORQJLQJWRGLIIHUHQWQHWZRUN
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FRQWUDFWV2QO\RXWRIQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWVIRUPDOO\IRUHVHHQLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQDV
common activity of the network.
We are aware of the small size of the sample, which hinders generalization. Since we
NQRZVRPHIHDWXUHVRIWKHSRSXODWLRQZHSHUIRUPHGSDUDPHWULFWHVWVRQWKHPWKDWFRQ¿UPHG
the representativity of the sample.

4. Empirical results
4.1. The sample
5HJDUGWR\HDUWKHVDPSOH¶VFRPSDQLHVFRXQWRQDYHUDJHHPSOR\HHVUDQJLQJ
IURPWRXQLWV7KHDYHUDJHWXUQRYHULVDERXW¼PLOOLRQZLWKDPLQLPXPDPRXQWRI¼
7KXVRXUVDPSOHLVFRKHUHQWZLWKQDWLRQDOGDWDWKDWLQGLFDWHWKDWWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFW
LVXVHGPDLQO\E\60(V 5DSSRUWR8QLFUHGLW&DIDJJLHWDO 
5HVSRQGHQWVEHORQJWRQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWVWKDWPDLQO\LQYROYHFRPSDQLHVORFDWHGLQWKH
VDPHWHUULWRU\UHJDUGRUJDQL]DWLRQVORFDWHGLQWKHVDPHUHJLRQ VRPHWLPHVHYHQLQWKH
same province). This distribution is perfectly in line with national data provided by Unioncamere
'H3DFH DQGZLWKUHVXOWVREWDLQHGE\DSUHYLRXVH[SORUDWLYHVWXG\ $XUHOLHWDO 
ZKLFKUHYHDOHGWKDWWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWLVRIWHQXVHGE\¿UPVEHORQJLQJWRWKHVDPHLQGXVWULDO
district and seldom contributed to creating trans-regional clusters.
1HWZRUN FRQWUDFWV KHUH H[DPLQHG FRXQWV  QRGHV RQ DYHUDJH ZLWK D PLQLPXP DPRXQW
RI  QRGHV DQG D PD[LPXP RI  6LPLODU FKDUDFWHULVWLFV PD\ EH IRXQG LQ WKH  FRQWUDFWV
UHSUHVHQWLQJRXUSRSXODWLRQWKH\UHFRUGQRGHVRQDYHUDJHZLWKDGLPHQVLRQUDQJLQJIURP
WRQRGHV

Variable
Turnover 2010
Turnover 2011
N. of employees 2010
N. of employees 2011
Total asset 2010
N. of nodes

Table 1 – Basic descriptive statistics of the sample
Mean
Standard
Median
deviation



















Companies of the sample belong to the manufacturing sector (mainly mechanics), followed
E\WKHVHUYLFHDQGWKHQDJULFXOWXUHVHFWRUV0RVWRIWKHPDUHORFDWHGLQWKHQRUWKRI,WDO\ *UDSK
 DUHVLWXDWHGLQ(PLOLD5RPDJQDLQ/RPEDUGLDLQ9HQHWRVXFFHHGHGE\
$EUX]]R  DQG%DVLOLFDWD  
At the national level, the manufacturing sector represents almost the entire phenomena
 RI WRWDO QHWZRUN FRQWUDFWV  DQG GLVWULEXWLRQ LV FRQFHQWUDWHG LQ (PLOLD 5RPDJQD DQG
Lombardia, with the Northern part of Italy counting for about half of all companies involved
in a network contract.
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Veneto
Lombardia
Emilia
Romagna

Graph. 1 – Italian regions with the highest number of network contracts
4.2. Network’s contribution to internationalization
Regarding domestic companies, our results indicate that building formal alliances such
as the network contract did not largely promote internationalization for the individual nodes
LQWHUYLHZHG 7DE 'DWDVKRZWKDWRQO\RXWRI¿UPV  KDYHEHJXQWRLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]H
after signing the network contract.
7KHPRVWFRPPRQDFWLYLWLHVUHSRUWHGDUH¿QGLQJDQH[SRUWPDQDJHUDQGRUIRUHLJQPDUNHW
sales representatives, participating in international trade shows, approaching some potential
IRUHLJQSDUWQHUVDQGGLUHFWH[SRUW,QDGGLWLRQRWKHUFRPSDQLHVKDYHVSHFL¿HGWKDWZKLOH
internationalization processes and activities are underway, they have still not experienced any
tangible effects.
7KH  UHPDLQLQJ ¿UPV LQGLFDWH WKDW WKH QHWZRUN FRQWUDFW KDV QRW SURGXFHG DQ\ QHZ
initiatives regarding internationalization.
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Table 2 – Firms that have developed international activities
Network's contribution
to ITZ
YES
NO
B
A


Internationalized
firms


QILUPV 

Q

Domestic firms
Q


QILUPV 

C

D


QILUPV


QILUPV

26%

74%

Tot.
Q 

6LPLODUUHVXOWV HPHUJHG DPRQJ WKH  ¿UPV ZKR DOUHDG\KDG SULRU H[SHULHQFHLQ IRUHLJQ
PDUNHWV  RI WKH UHVSRQGLQJ ¿UPV  7KH PDMRULW\ RI WKHP  FRUUHVSRQGLQJ WR 
companies) state that the network contract has not contributed to any increase in existing
international operations (Tab. 2). When the network contract has impacted international
DFWLYLWLHV LQMXVWFDVHV FRPSDQLHVLQGLFDWHWKDWFRRSHUDWLRQKDVLQFUHDVHGSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQ
international fairs and exhibitions, augmented export, and raised the number of foreign market
representatives.
3DUWLFXODUO\UHOHYDQWLVWKHIDFWWKDWRIVHOHFWHGFRPSDQLHVGRQRWEHOLHYHWKHQHWZRUN
FRQWUDFW LV FDSDEOH RI LQÀXHQFLQJ WKHLU LQGLYLGXDO LQWHUQDWLRQDO VWUDWHJ\²LH WKH SURFHVVHV
RUPRGHVRIPDUNHWHQWU\FKRVHQ7KHRQO\FRPSDQ\DI¿UPLQJWKDWWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWKDV
changed its approach to internationalization describes the adoption of a collective strategy to
enter new foreign markets.
)RFXVLQJ RQ WKH  ¿UPV ZKLFK KDYH EHHQ SHUIRUPLQJ VRPH LQWHUQDWLRQDO DFWLYLWLHV ZH
noticed that they are larger than the domestic ones and have been operating over national
ERXQGDULHVIRU\HDUVRQDYHUDJH LQGLFDWLQJDORQJODVWLQJLQWHUQDWLRQDOLQYROYHPHQW 
'LUHFW H[SRUWDWLRQ LV WKH PRVW UHFXUUHQW IRUP RI LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ  ZKLFK
FRUUHVSRQGWR¿UPV DQGLVXVXDOO\SHUIRUPHGWKURXJKVROHDQGPXOWL¿UPDJHQWV0RUHRYHU
the companies surveyed export indirectly by selling their products and services to other Italian
¿UPVWKDWRSHUDWHLQWHUQDWLRQDOO\  RUWKURXJK,WDOLDQH[SRUWHUV  /HVVFRPPRQLV
LQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQWKURXJKDOOLDQFHVRURWKHUIRUPVRIFRRSHUDWLRQ  ZKLFKUHSUHVHQWV
the third stage of development of Luostarinen’s model (Fig. 1). Cooperation is sometimes
LQIRUPDO EDVHGRQD³JHQWOHPHQ¶VDJUHHPHQW´ DQGQHYHUDVVXPHVWKHIRUPRIDMRLQWYHQWXUH
or a franchising contract.
Figure 1 – Forms of internationalization
Downstream internationalization
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,Q OLQH ZLWK WUDGLWLRQDO 60(V¶ SUHIHUHQFH IRU VLPSOH IRUPV RI LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ ZH
found that none of the companies analyzed receive foreign subsidiaries for commercialization.
Foreign direct investments (FDI) are cited by only 2 companies, who utilize them for production
purposes only. None of the companies investigated perform R&D activities at the international
level.
5HJDUGLQJ XSVWUHDP LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ ZH QRWLFHG WKDW RQO\  RI WKH  FRPSDQLHV
with an international orientation purchase inputs aboard; in these cases, they are mainly raw
PDWHULDOVDQGFRPSRQHQWV3XUFKDVLQJLVXVXDOO\PDGHGLUHFWO\  ZKLOHRQO\DPLQRULW\
use intermediaries or forms of international cooperation.
+RZHYHU WKHVH  ¿UPV KDYH D IDLUO\ ODUJH LQWHUQDWLRQDO VFRSH  ZRUN LQ WKUHH RU
PRUH FRXQWULHV DQG  KDYH LQWHUQDWLRQDO UHODWLRQVKLSV RXWVLGH (XURSH 7KHLU SURSHQVLW\
for international business is also demonstrated by the level of international turnover. On
DYHUDJHRIWRWDOVDOHVDUHPDGHDEURDGZKLOHVRPHWLPHV IRUFRPSDQLHVEHORQJLQJWRWKH
PHFKDQLFDOVHFWRU LWSHDNVDW
:H DOVR LQYHVWLJDWHG WKH PDLQ UHDVRQV EXVLQHVVHV JDYH IRU LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ $OO 
UHVSRQGHQWV KDYH PRYHG EH\RQG QDWLRQDO ERUGHUV WR LQFUHDVH WKHLU WXUQRYHU   ZKLOH
PRUHWKDQKDOILQWHQGHGWRDYRLGGRPHVWLFPDUNHWFRQVWUDLQWV  /HVVLPSRUWDQWZHUHULVN
UHGXFWLRQRUPDUNHWGLYHUVL¿FDWLRQWKURXJKLQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQ  /DVWO\RQO\
of respondents were trying to decrease production costs. Interestingly, none of the companies
DQDO\]HGGHFLGHGWRLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]HGXHWR¿VFDOUHDVRQV )LJ 
Figure 2 – Firms’ reasons for internationalization

Main motives


HVFDSHQDWLRQDOPDUNHWOLPLWV








LQFUHDVHWXUQRYHU
UHGXFHPDUNHWULVN



FKHDSHUSURGXFWLRQFRVWV




 



DFFHVVWRIDFLOLWDWLRQV
OHJLVODWLYHPRWLYHV
RWKHU

4.3. Firms’ motives for networking and contract’s objectives
In order to better understand the logic behind network contract usage, we posed some
questions about the motives which directed the single nodes to sign the collaboration agreement.
7KH PRVW LPSRUWDQW UHDVRQV DUH )LJ   PDQXIDFWXULQJ QHZ SURGXFWV WRJHWKHU DQG
RU SHUIRUPLQJ FRPPRQ 5 ' DFWLYLWLHV   H[FKDQJH RI SURGXFWV DQG VHUYLFHV DPRQJ
QHWZRUN¶VQRGHV  VWDUWLQJFRPPRQSURMHFWVLQPDUNHWLQJDQGGLVWULEXWLRQ  EHWWHU
DFFHVVWRVRXUFHVRI¿QDQFH  DQGLQIRUPDWLRQVKDULQJ  1RFRPSDQ\VXUYH\HGFLWHG
international expansion as the main reason for aggregation.

57

vol. 2, 2012

)LJXUH±([SHFWHGUHVXOWVWKDWPRWLYDWHG¿UPVWRVWDUWFROODERUDWLQJ
Main reasons for networking
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To verify if internationalization was considered a less relevant reason for joining the network
contract, we asked single nodes to specify other expected results deriving from network’s
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ 0XOWLSOH DQVZHUV ZHUH SRVVLEOH 5HVXOWV LQGLFDWH WKDW LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ LV D
VHFRQGDU\ UHDVRQV )LJ   ZKLFK DFFRXQWV IRU PHUHO\    RI WKH WRWDO  FRPSDQLHV
2WKHU VHFRQGDU\ PRWLYHV IRU FUHDWLQJ QHWZRUNV UHJDUG FRPPRQ PDUNHWLQJ DQG GLVWULEXWLRQ
SURMHFWV   LQIRUPDWLRQ H[FKDQJH DQGRU VKDUHG DFFHVV WR QHZ LQIRUPDWLRQ UHVRXUFHV
 SURGXFWDQGVHUYLFHH[FKDQJHDPRQJWKHQHWZRUN¶VQRGHV  DQG¿QDOO\WKHMRLQW
UHDOL]DWLRQRIQHZSURGXFWVDQGRU5 'DFWLYLWLHV  
Figure 4 – Other reasons to start collaborating
Secondary reasons for networking
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Focusing on internationalization, we noticed there is not always a perfect correspondence
between an individual company’s purpose for signing the network contract, and the concrete
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contribution of this instrument regarding internationalization. Nor did we note that their written
JRDOV LQVHUWHG LQWR WKH FRQWUDFWV FRUUHVSRQGHG ZLWK WKHLU VXEVHTXHQW HIIHFWV 7DE   )RU
H[DPSOHDPRQJGRPHVWLF¿UPVDWOHDVWKDOIRIWKHPH[SHFWHGWRLQFUHDVHWKHLULQWHUQDWLRQDO
DFWLYLWLHV ZKLOH RQO\  UHFRUGHG VRPH UHVXOWV $W WKH VDPH WLPH ZH GLVFRYHUHG  ¿UPV
SDUWLFLSDWLQJWRQHWZRUNVZLWKLQWHUQDWLRQDOREMHFWLYHVDPRQJWKHZKRGLGQRWUHFRUGDQ\
concrete results.
Table 3 – Objectives of internationalization
Network’s contribution
to ITZ
YES
NO
Internationalized
¿UPV
(n. 9)

Domestic
¿UPV
(n.18)

A

¿UPV

B

¿UPV

 2°
C ¿UPV

 
D ¿UPV

 

 

FRPSDQLHVEHORQJLQJWRQHWZRUNVZLWKLQWHUQDWLRQDOJRDOV
(°) companies attributing international expectations to network’s participation

6LQFHLQWHU¿UPUHODWLRQVKLSVDQGWKHNQRZOHGJHVKDULQJSUDFWLFHVWKDWXVXDOO\RFFXULQVLGH
networks can generate new unplanned opportunities, we asked all of the companies in the
sample if and how the idea of internationalization eventually appeared during their involvement
in the network, regardless of any written provision or prior aims for international development.
 UHVSRQGHQWV DI¿UPHG WKDW WKLV WRSLF HPHUJHG DQG LQ  FDVHV LQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ
was neither included in the network’s written goals nor cited as a motive for aggregation.
,QWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQPDLQO\HPHUJHGFROOHFWLYHO\WKH\ZHUHHLWKHUSURPRWHGE\DOO¿UPV  
RUE\DJURXSRIQRGHV  2QO\IRUWKHUHPDLQLQJZDVWKHLVVXHUDLVHGE\RQHVLQJOH
company, which was not necessarily the most experienced in international operations (i.e., the
OHDGLQJRUIRFDO¿UPLQLQWHUQDWLRQDOPDWWHUV $GLVFXVVLRQDERXWLQWHUQDWLRDQOL]DWLRQHPHUJHG
FDVXDOO\LQRIFDVHV PDLQO\GXULQJURXWLQHVXSSOLHUFOLHQWUHODWLRQVKLSVRFFXUULQJDPRQJ
the network’s nodes), while it was formally scheduled during a network’s meeting in the
UHPDLQLQJ
The above-mentioned discourse then translated into (an) initial contact(s) with international
RSHUDWRUVIRUFRPSDQLHVZLWKEHJLQQLQJWRH[SRUWDFRPPRQSURGXFWDEURDG PDGHZLWK
the contribution of different network nodes). Reaching an international dimension did not
FDXVH DQ\ FKDQJH LQ ¿UPV¶ RUJDQL]DWLRQDO VWUXFWXUH   H[FHSW IRU  FDVHV LQ ZKLFK D
person responsible for international operations was introduced. ,QDQ\FDVHDOOFRPSDQLHV
FRQVLGHUWKHVHLQWHUQDWLRQDOFRQWDFWVXVHIXOWKH\KDYHSHUFHLYHGDQLQFUHDVHLQWKHLULQGLYLGXDO
international visibility   WKH\ KDYH REWDLQHG LQWHUQDWLRQDORUGHUV   DQG WKH\ KDYH
JDLQHGDFFHVVWRQHZGLVWULEXWLRQFKDQQHOV  
)LQDOO\ UHVSRQGHQWV EHOLHYH WKDW WKH QHWZRUN FRQWUDFW FDQ EH IXQFWLRQDO IRU D ¿UP¶V
LQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQ  DOWKRXJKWKH\EHOLHYHWKDWLWLVWRRHDUO\WRPHDVXUHFRQFUHWH
HIIHFWVDQGWRFRPHWRGH¿QLWLYHFRQFOXVLRQV7KHFRQWUDFWKDVSRVLWLYHO\DIIHFWHGWKHLUDFWLYLWLHV
 E\JHQHUDWLQJNQRZOHGJHVKDULQJOHDUQLQJDQGQHZRSSRUWXQLWLHV
It is important to note that network contracts are mainly built by companies with previous
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LQWHURUJDQL]DWLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSV  DQGHPHUJHDPRQJ¿UPVZKREHORQJWRWKHVDPH
value chain (i.e. client-supplier relationship); in two cases they came from equity links.
0RUHRYHUDOPRVWDOOQHWZRUNV RIUHVSRQGHQWV ZHUHFUHDWHGE\FRPSDQLHVZKRVH
entrepreneurs had previous contacts with members of the same cultural association or actors
ORFDWHGLQWKHVDPHSURYLQFHRUUHJLRQ  

5. In-depth analysis of different company situations
2XUGDWDLQGLFDWHWKDWWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWFRQWULEXWHVWRVWDUWLQJRULQFUHDVLQJD¿UP¶V
international expansion only in a minority of cases, and rarely orients them towards foreign
market changes.
Thus, we decided to better understand the reasons for such differences by closely examining
WKH FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI WKH FRPSDQLHV FODVVL¿HG LQ 7DEOH  9DULDEOHV HOHPHQWV WDNHQ LQWR
FRQVLGHUDWLRQZHUHFRPSDQ\VL]H LQWHUPVRIDYHUDJHQXPEHURIHPSOR\HHVDQGWXUQRYHU 
network size, motives for collaboration, and pre-existing links.
Group A
7KLVJURXSLVRQO\FRPSRVHGRILQWHUQDWLRQDOL]HGFRPSDQLHVWKDWKDYHLQFUHDVHGWKHLU
international activity after joining the network. These are the largest companies with a mean of
HPSOR\HHVDQG¼PLOOLRQLQVDOHV
7KH\ EHORQJ WR ³SURMHFW QHWZRUNV´ ZLWK  QRGHV RQ DYHUDJH 7KHLU PDLQ UHDVRQ IRU
cooperation is the development of marketing activities, while the most common secondary
reason is product exchange and internationalization (in 2 cases).
Considering that goals reported in network contracts concern internationalization only in
one case (cited by a company that signed up for the contract for other reasons different from
internationalization), it emerges that the network’s contribution to foreign expansion is mainly
unexpected in this group of companies.
Again, all companies belong to a network characterized by a focal organization with
VWURQJ LQWHUQDWLRQDO H[SHULHQFH ZKLOH  RXW RI  GHFODUHG WKDW WKH\ KDG SUHYLRXV LQWHU¿UP
relationships.
Group B
7KLV JURXS LV FRPSRVHG RI  FRPSDQLHV SHUIRUPLQJ LQWHUQDWLRQDO DFWLYLWLHV SULRU WR WKH
application of the network contract, but who did not register any improvement in foreign
operations. Together with the companies in group A, they are the largest organizations of the
VDPSOHFRXQWLQJXQLWVRQDYHUDJHDQGDWXUQRYHURI¼PLOOLRQ7KH\DOVREHORQJWRWKH
largest networks (with 11 nodes on average).
7KHLUPDLQUHDVRQIRUFRRSHUDWLRQLV5 ' IRUFRPSDQLHV ZKLOHVHFRQGDU\PRWLYHVDUH
UHODWHGWRPDUNHWLQJ LQFDVHV DQG¿QDQFH LQFDVHV 7KXVWKH\FDQDOVREHODEHOOHGDV
³SURMHFWQHWZRUNV´
,QFDVHVWKHFRQWUDFW¶VREMHFWLYHVUHJDUGLQJLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQZHUHSUHVHQWZLWKRQO\
one of them also expressing the unrealized expectation of foreign expansion.
All companies belong to a network where there is one leading internationalized company,
while only half of them indicate having experienced previous relationships with other network’s
nodes.
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Group C
This group contains domestic companies that started some international activity, thanks to
QHWZRUNSDUWLFLSDWLRQ7KH\FRXQWHPSOR\HHVRQDYHUDJHZKLOHUHFRUGLQJDWXUQRYHURI¼
million, indicating a high rate of productivity per unit. These companies belong to very small
QHWZRUNV QRGHVRQDYHUDJH 
The main reason for cooperation is the exchange of products and services, while information
sharing represents the most common secondary reason (cited by all 4 companies). Thus, these
FDQEHGH¿QHGDV³SURGXFWH[FKDQJHQHWZRUNV´ZKLFKXVXDOO\LQWHJUDWHEXVLQHVVHVZRUNLQJ
DORQJWKHVDPHYDOXHFKDLQDVVXSSOLHUVDQGFOLHQWVDVZHOODV³NQRZOHGJHQHWZRUNV´$QRWKHU
LPSRUWDQWVHFRQGDU\PRWLYHIRUFROODERUDWLRQLVLQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQ FLWHGE\FRPSDQLHV 
which is also reported in two of the network contracts.
Foreign expansion also occurred for the one company that did not have such expectations
and joined a network without formally stated international objectives.
In this case, all 4 companies of the group declared that they had previous relationships with
other nodes, and that all networks to which they belong are characterized by the presence of a
leading company with strong experience in international operations.
Group D
7KHVH DUH WKH VPDOOHVW FRPSDQLHV RI WKH VDPSOH ZLWK  HPSOR\HHV RQ DYHUDJH DQG D
WXUQRYHURIDERXW¼PLOOLRQ FKDUDFWHUL]HGE\GRPHVWLFRSHUDWLRQVZKLFKEHORQJWRODUJH
QHWZRUNV ¿UPVRQDYHUDJH 
The most recurring reason for cooperation was launching common R&D activities (cited
E\  FRPSDQLHV  ZKLOH VHFRQGDU\ PRWLYHV IRU QHWZRUNLQJ ZHUH UHODWHG WR PDUNHWLQJ DQG
GLVWULEXWLRQSURMHFWV FRPSDQLHV IROORZHGE\LQIRUPDWLRQVKDULQJ FRPSDQLHV 
6RPHDSSHDUDV³SURMHFWQHWZRUNV´ZKRVHQRGHVXQGHUWDNHMRLQWLQYHVWPHQWVLQRUGHUWR
launch common projects and share risks and costs, so as to increase their power as an entity and
SURWHFWWKHPIURPRXWVLGHFRPSHWLWLRQ2WKHUVDSSHDUDV³NQRZOHGJHQHWZRUNV´ZKRVHDLPLV
to sustain knowledge-sharing in order to establish and improve their competitive advantages.
$OWKRXJKLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQZDVQRWDVWDWHGUHDVRQIRUFRRSHUDWLRQRIWKHPDI¿UPHG
that they were looking for new activities in foreign markets, and, indeed, internationalization
ZDVIRUPDOO\LQFOXGHGLQFRPSDQLHV¶WKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWV1HYHUWKHOHVVLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ
KDGQRWRFFXUUHGDQGWKHSUHVHQFHRIDOHDGLQJ¿UPLQWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDO¿HOG RIFDVHV GLG
not make any difference.
,WLVLPSRUWDQWWRQRWHWKDWQRWDOOFRPSDQLHVUHFRUGSUHYLRXVUHODWLRQVKLSVRXWRIGLG
not have client-supplier relations.
7KLVFDWHJRUL]DWLRQKLJKOLJKWVWKDW
7KHDYHUDJHVL]HRID¿UPLVUHODWHGWRSUHYLRXVLQGLYLGXDOLQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFH VHH
JURXSV$DQG% 7KLVFRQ¿UPVWKHLGHDWKDWWKHVL]HDQGPDWXULW\RIDFRPSDQ\DUHVWULFWO\
UHODWHGWRLWVLQWHUQDWLRQDOSURFHVV &DORI EXWQRWDVVRFLDWHGZLWKQHWZRUNV¶DELOLW\WR
favour foreign expansion (as demonstrated by group C);
- Network contracts, including common international goals, are subscribed by both domestic
and international companies. However, its use is more widespread among domestic businesses
RXWRI WKXVVWDUWLQJQHZLQWHUQDWLRQDODFWLYLWLHVUDWKHUWKDQLQFUHDVLQJH[LVWLQJIRUHLJQ
RSHUDWLRQVRILQWHUQDWLRQDOL]HG¿UPV LQRQO\FDVHVRIDWRWDORI 
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- The presence of printed objectives concerning internationalization in network
contracts does not always translate into concrete results. Nor are companies’ individual
expectations about international expansion automatically associated with subsequent
foreign market entry. This suggests that the network contract may be too recent an innovation
WRDOORZ¿UPVWRGHYHORSLQWHUQDWLRQDOVWUDWHJLHVDQGRUWKDWRWKHUFRPPRQSURMHFWVKDYHEHHQ
given priority;
- The objectives of companies are more relevant than the written goals stated in the network
FRQWUDFW7KLVLVGHPRQVWUDWHGE\DOOFRPSDQLHVLQJURXSV$DQG&ZKLFKDUHFKDUDFWHUL]HGPRUH
E\LQGLYLGXDOLQWHUQDWLRQDOJRDOV LQRIFRPSDQLHV WKDQE\WKHLUQHWZRUNV¶LQWHUQDWLRQDO
RULHQWDWLRQV LQRQO\FDVHVFRUUHVSRQGLQJWR 6SHFXODWLYHO\WKHFRPSDQLHVLQJURXSV
B and D did not improve their international activities. This is in line with their lower personal
LQWHUHVWLQIRUHLJQH[SDQVLRQ  FRPSDUHGWRFRPPRQQHWZRUNJRDOV  
- Additionally, we found that the network was responsible for starting some companies’
international operators (in groups A and C), though they did not plan for it nor had the contract
foreseen it. This indicates that network interactions may nevertheless contribute to the
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQDQGH[SORLWDWLRQRIQHZEXVLQHVVRSSRUWXQLWLHV
- Companies that did not increase their international operations (group B and D) are
FKDUDFWHUL]HGE\5 'REMHFWLYHVLQWKLVFDVHWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWSULPDULO\KDVLQQRYDWLYH
purposes; however, these respondents also believe that the contract may contribute to
internationalization, indicating that this strategy of development is not excluded;
- The presence of a leading organization with strong experience in international markets
does not seem to be associated with networks’ ability to favour foreign expansion, nor it is
related to companies’ previous activities. Actually, almost all companies within the sample
belong to networks that boast a focal company. Therefore, this variable is not determinant in
FRQWUDVWWRZKDWKDVEHHQVXJJHVWHGE\SDVWVWXGLHV LH/LSSDULQL 
- The network’s dimension, expressed in terms of nodes, seems to be slightly associated
with the network’s contribution to international expansion, since the companies in groups A
and C belong to the smallest networks;
- The presence of prior relationships also seems to be higher among companies that declared
that the network contract has increased their international operations. Thus, our sample seems
WREHLQOLQHZLWKWKHOLWHUDWXUH LH&RYLHOOR 0XUQRDQG'DQD :ULJKW WKDW
attributes pre-existing links to the capability of favouring reciprocal trust and consequent
international expansion, although it should be noted that the larger dimension of networks may
limit the existence of previous links.

6. Conclusions
7KH QHWZRUN FRQWUDFW VHHPV XQDEOH WR DXWRPDWLFDOO\ DQG LPPHGLDWHO\ FKDQJH D ¿UP¶V
RULHQWDWLRQWRZDUGVLQWHUQDWLRQDOH[SDQVLRQ(LWKHUWKHUHLVDJDSLQWKHFRQWUDFW¶VHI¿FDF\²
SUREDEO\GXHWRLWVOLPLWDWLRQWRWKH,WDOLDQWHUULWRU\²ZKLFKKLQGHUVWKHIRUPDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQRI
foreign partners, or the recent birth of this legislative tool has not allowed network relationships
WRGHYHORSVXI¿FLHQWO\HQRXJKWRFKDQJHVLQWHUQDWLRQDOVWUDWHJLFGHFLVLRQPDNLQJSURFHVVHV
In the latter case, network contracts may represent only the initial experimental steps toward
FROODERUDWLQJ LQ LQWHUQDWLRQDO H[SDQVLRQ 7KLV VHHPV WR EH FRQ¿UPHG E\ VRPH UHVSRQGHQWV¶
comments, the majority of whom positively evaluate the capability of the network contract to
impact international expansion while stating that it is too early to derive conclusions.
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A different explanation for low internationalization could be attributed to companies’
responses indicating that participation in the network contract was mainly driven by other
reasons (i.e. innovation, marketing objectives). Thus, low international expansion is not
FDXVHGE\LQVXI¿FLHQWNQRZOHGJHH[FKDQJHEXWUDWKHULVDPDWWHURIHQWUHSUHQHXUV¶SHUVRQDO
motives for collaboration. In other words, while the network contract’s nodes espouse
positive attitudes toward cooperation (as also demonstrated by the presence of previous inter¿UP DQG LQWHUSHUVRQDO UHODWLRQVKLSV  WKH SURSHQVLW\ WR IRUHLJQ H[SDQVLRQ LV DFWXDOO\VFDUFH
Consequently, pre-existing relations can be considered a prerequisite for formal cooperation,
but not a determinant variable for generating common international initiatives.
0RUHRYHU RXU UHVXOWV LQGLFDWH a general inconsistency between international goals and
outcomes generated by network participation. Such an inconsistency can be both positive
and negative. A positive inconsistency emerges when internationalization develops, despite
WKHIDFWWKDWWKHQHWZRUNFRQWUDFWGLGQRWIRUHVHHLW DQ³XQLQWHQGHGRXWFRPH´ WKLVUHJDUGV
both domestic and internationalized companies (A and C groups). A negative inconsistency
occurs when internalization is not reached, even though it was formally planned in the network
FRQWUDFWRULQFOXGHGDPRQJFRPSDQLHV¶VHFRQGDU\DLPV D³PLVVLQJRXWFRPH´ 2QO\LQDIHZ
cases is there a perfect match between the international motives for networking and their actual
RXWFRPHV ³EHVWSUDFWLFHV´ 
Finally, the network contract seems to stimulate an entrepreneur’s ability to recognize
and exploit business opportunities in different areas (i.e. product development) and markets
QDWLRQDODQGLQWHUQDWLRQDO  =DKUDHWDO.RQWLQHQ 2MDOD2]JHQ %DURQ
6LQJK LWDOVRVHHPVWRDFWDVDGULYHURILQWHUQDWLRQDOGHYHORSPHQWSURFHVVHV .DEEDUD
 
From a practical point of view, this study contributes to a fuller understanding of a new
OHJLVODWLYHWRRODLPHGDWVXSSRUWLQJ60(FRPSHWLWLYHQHVVDQGJURZWKRQWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOOHYHO
It also provides a set of practical implications for the Italian government, which introduced this
LQVWUXPHQWWRVWLPXODWH¿UPVWRWDNHDFRRUGLQDWHGDSSURDFKLQDFKLHYLQJFRPPRQREMHFWLYHV
without losing their independence (i.e., to innovate and strengthen their development), and
to facilitate corporate dialogue across regions. In particular, the Italian government should
question whether or not technical obstacles hinder the network contract’s adoption among
60(V LH LWV QDWLRQDO OLPLWV FRPSDUHG WR RWKHU (XURSHDQ LQVWUXPHQWV VXFK DV WKH ((,* 
European Economic Interest Grouping), and how it should be improved and adapted to include
companies based abroad.
,QGHHGIURPDWKHRUHWLFDOSRLQWRIYLHZWKLVVWXG\FRQWULEXWHVWRFRQ¿UPSUHYLRXVUHVXOWV
UHJDUGLQJ ,WDOLDQ 60(V¶ DWWLWXGH WRZDUG JUDGXDO LQWHUQDWLRQDO GHYHORSPHQW /XRVWDULQHQ 
+HOOPDQQ SUHIHUHQFHIRUH[SRUW 3DRORQLHWDO DQGVFDUFHFUHDWLRQRIIRUHLJQ
VLWHVIRUSURGXFWLRQSXUSRVHV 'RQNHOVHWDO*DQNHPDHWDO 
At the same time, we are aware that this exploratory study has several limitations. On
the one hand, our current research can be deepened. First, our sample should be enlarged
to include more observations. Second, it should be deepened to include additional variables
that could explain internationalization such as industry sectors, partners’ motives, and CEO’s
characteristics. Third, it is necessary to monitor networks’ outcomes in the long term to verify
LIRSSRUWXQLWLHVZLOOEHH[SORLWHG2QWKHRWKHUKDQGDTXDOLWDWLYHDQDO\VLVRI³EHVWSUDFWLFHV´
should be performed to understand how key variables and networking processes have generated
positive outcomes. Both of these trajectories may be pursued in future research projects.
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