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Aim of the study is to understand the elements that can be used in terms of product customisation 
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Ziel der Studie ist es, die Faktoren zu untersuchen, welche einen Einfluss auf die Produkt-

Anpassung im B2B-Bereich haben und wodurch ein Wettbewerbsvorteil generiert werden kann. 

Methodik der Studie ist eine qualitative Fallstudie mit einer induktiven Herangehensweise anhand 

einer in Schweden ansässigen Firma. Zehn halb-strukturierte Interviews wurden am Telefon und 

persönlich durchgeführt. Alle Befragten hatten mindestens fünf Jahre Erfahrung in ihrem 

jeweiligen Bereich. 

Ergebnis und Fazit haben ergeben, dass Produkt-Anpassung eine effektive Strategie darstellt, um 

einen Wettbewerbsvorteil im B2B-Bereich zu erlangen und erfolgreich in internationale Märkte zu 

expandieren. Die Studie zeigt die Faktoren auf, welche genutzt werden können, um Vorteile zu 

generieren. 

Empfehlungen für weiter Studien ist, eine ähnliche qualitative Studie durchzuführen anhand 
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erhalten wäre es sinnvoll, mehrere internationale Märkte miteinzubeziehen. Desweiteren könnte 
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Trends und Richtungen im produzierenden Gewerbe im B2B-Bereich auf. 
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(Is É) Aidhm an staidéir ná na gnéithe á úsáidtear i gcomhair tairg chustaiméireachta a thuigmheáil 

go speisialta maidir le speictream gnó go gnó, agus chun buntáiste iomaíoch, a fháil mar 

chomhlacht tháirgíochta.  

(Is iad) Modhanna an staidéir ná cásanna aonarachta d’réir straitéis ag úsáid taighde cháilíoch 

inshealbhaithe. Baineadh úsaid as agallaimh phearsanta agus fosta thar an teileafón. Bhí deichniúr 

(10) de na h-agallaimh bunaithe sa tSualainn, le daoine ar a raibh ar a laghad 5 mbliana de thaithí. 

Torthaí agus Conclúidí: taispéantar gur straitéis éifeachtúil é an Chustaiméireacht Tháirgiúl chun 

bantáiste iomaíoch, a bhaint amach agus á leathnú go rathúil idirnáisiúnta do ghnó san éarháil 

tháirgíochta ag obair sa mhargadh ‘gnó go gnó’. Taispeánann an taighde na gnéithe áirithe a dtig 

le gnónna á úsáid le na leasanna seo á bhaint amach. 

Moltaí i gcomhair a thuile taighde: a mhacasamhail de staidéir cháilíoch á dhéanamh ag úsáid 

iol chásanna de chomhlachtaí, tháirgíochta san éarnáil ‘gnó go gnó’. Moltaraon de mhargaí 

idirnáisiúnta chun eolas leathan agus domhaim á fháil. Chomh maith le seo, is féidir staidéar á 

dhéanamh den chustaiméireacht sheirbhísí san earnáil ‘gnó go gnó’ chun léargaisí a fháil den 

gcustaiméireacht mar straitéis ghnó idirnáisiúnta. Moltar fosta meascán de thairge agua de 

chustaiméireacht sheirbhísí mar ábhar thaighde sa bhreis chun á fhoghlain conas á dtig leis an 

meascán seo buntaiste iomaíocht á bhaint amach.  

(Is Mar) Shíntiús ón dtráchtas san litríocht ghnó idirnáisiúnta ná na Buntaistí agus léargais den 

gCustaiméireacht tháirgiúl san learnáil tháirgíochta. Taispéantar fosta na chaonta reatha agus 

triéonna san earnáil GgG/B2B maidir le táirgíochta. 

Focail Thábhachtacha: Custaiméireacht, Custaiméireacht Tháirgiúe, gnó go gnó (GgG), 

táirgíocht, idirnáisiúnú, straitéis.  
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1 Introduction 
 

The introduction provides information on the background of the study and presents the 

motivation for the study, the research questions and research areas. This chapter will give 

understanding and definition to the subject that will be beneficial for understanding the 

theoretical background and empirical data. 

 

1.1 Background 

 

This study was undertaken to investigate a manufacturing company’s expansion and 

internationalisation, and their ability to offer and customise products into different markets in 

the Business to Business (B2B) context. It is a current topic as it is now easier than ever for 

organisations to make changes in their production lines and products due to new technology 

(Lasi, Fettke, Kemper, Feld, & Hoffmann, 2014). Industry 4.0 is becoming ever more 

prominent in how firms use technology to enhance their product lines. Firms have to listen to 

their customers’ needs; therefore, customers have become more demanding due to this 

newfound customisation. This is becoming an ever more important concept in the continually 

globalising world economy (Ndubisi & Nataraajan, 2016), also we will provide insights for 

companies wishing to offer tailored products in international markets and help them understand 

what is needed. This topic links in well with the courses already studied, comparative 

management culture and international business strategy, both of which helped to form the idea 

for the study. There are various methods and considerations that are needed when customising 

products internationally.  

Internationalisation tends to start with countries with similar attitudes and values, this allows 

for an easier transition into new markets (Gabrielsson, Gabrielsson, & Seppälä, 2012). Firms 

learn about markets as they internationalise and invest further in these markets, that they know 

the most about, however, they can also learn how new knowledge acquired can be applied in 

different markets that are both culturally and physically close to them. This along with low 

trade barriers can lead to easier expansion throughout different areas (Gabrielsson et al., 2012). 

The same can be said for Swedish based firms which are likely to first enter markets similar to 

their own (Awuah, Gebrekidan, & Osarenkhoe, 2011). The manager’s experience and attitude 
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towards international business and knowledge, influences the decision as well (Awuah et al., 

2011). Thus, companies rely heavily on management abilities and skills to expand successfully 

into these new markets using this newly gained knowledge (Moreira, 2005). Part of this 

successful expansion will include successful implementation of a marketing strategy. 

Marketing strategies are a crucial part of international expansion. Firms can base their 

marketing strategy off the range of their products and standardisation of marketing across 

countries, both of which can lead to successful internationalisation (Gabrielsson et al., 2012). 

The span of products on offer can be affected by internationalisation; companies need to decide 

whether to offer their entire portfolio of products when expanding or segment it into a smaller 

package. There are also implications for the future of products and how to develop them going 

forward with the newly entered market in mind (Gabrielsson et al., 2012).  

Companies have the option to make no changes to products, this can be a cheaper way to export 

and is a form of product standardisation. Some issues can arise with this, as perhaps the product 

does not meet the different international needs of consumers. This is an alternative to modifying 

their products characteristics such as design or packaging, which does however create larger 

costs for the company exporting in the form of product development and marketing. It is 

important for the firm to weigh up whether the revenue generated in product customisation is 

enough to outweigh the costs incurred (Calantone, Cavusgil, Schmidt, & Shin, 2004).  

Furthermore, cultural knowledge is an important factor in international business. Culture is a 

crucial aspect in product development, product customisation and product offering. It can 

impact on the social environment between companies and needs to be taken into consideration 

when conducting international negotiations (Wild & Wild, 2016). 

This study combines the topics of product offerings, specifically how the products can be 

customised to international markets, particularly to customer-specific conditions and how firms 

use different strategies to successfully implement this. 

1.2 Problematisation 

 

There are currently gaps in literature regarding B2B product customisation strategy as 

acknowledged by Hyder & Fregidou-Malama (2009). In their study, they attempt to fill some 

gaps in literature concerning strategy adaptation in international markets, but at the same time 

they point out other areas which need to be investigated. This gap in the B2B industry is also 
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acknowledged by Calantone et al. (2004). It too is similarly acknowledged by (Grönroos, 

2016), however in a slightly different fashion, as they highlight how the gap in the literature 

for services marketing internationalisation strategies, this is due to it being a relatively new 

field but also to the increasingly changing nature and abilities of services marketing due to 

increased technological development. This increased technology is one of the main reasons 

why research is needed, as the field is rapidly changing due to automisation and digitalisation 

(Lasi et al. 2014). 

Additional research on how companies can use their competitive advantage and organisational 

characteristics to create additional opportunities for the business, with a particular focus on 

being international, is called for by Gabrielsson et al. (2012), rather than how to adapt to 

culturally different environments. This is furthered with Thomé & Medeiros (2016) 

acknowledging that their focus is on emerging markets. This is not a new gap either but one 

that is on-going, and this is shown by Calantone, Schmidt, & Song (1996), as they also 

acknowledge the lack of literature regarding manageable factors of product success in 

international expansion. Further research is also recognised by Matthyssens, Kirca, & Pace 

(2008) for a better understanding in challenges affecting business to business relationships in 

international marketing. This research will attempt to fill some of the mentioned gaps within 

the B2B industry through the single case-study. 

1.3 Aim 

 

The aim of the study is to understand what the factors are that influence companies to customise 

their products. This is in order to meet the demands of international customers and markets. 

The core company for our study is a global manufacturing company in the steel industry.  

1.3.1 Research Questions 

 

• What are the factors influencing international product customisation strategy? 

 

• How is international product customisation strategy affected by current market trends? 
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1.3.2 Research Areas 

 

Following the completion of the study there will be a better understanding of SteelCorp’s 

product customisation strategies for expanding and selling into international markets. There 

will also be a better understanding of why companies decide to adapt their products. Additional 

to this, the study will assess what conditions and factors will become more important in the 

future such as digitalisation and automation.  

1.4 Delimitations 

 

This study focuses on an international manufacturing company based in Sweden operating 

solely in the business to business industry. The focus of the study is on product customisation 

and is limited to the current literature available.  

1.5 Disposition  

 

The remainder of the study is structured as follows and as presented in Figure 1-1. Chapter 2 

discusses the background literature at the core of this research. Chapter 3 addresses the research 

methodology employed. The following chapter presents the empirical studies, proceeded by 

the analysis of the main results. Chapter 6 outlines conclusive remarks, pointing out the main 

contribution of the study, its limitations and possible avenue for further research. All of the 

sections of the study are linked and are structured in a way that will allow for the reader to 

easily understand the study. 

 

 

Figure 1-1, Layout of Study, Own 

 

  

Introduction
Literature 

Review
Methodology Empirical Study Analysis Conclusion
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2 Literature Review 
 

This chapter investigates the theory behind what has been discuss in the research questions. It 

provides a basis and understanding of the theoretical background for the case-study and 

further research. The literature review explores international business and how it links 

together to form an understanding of why companies wish to customise products for 

international markets. These investigations will provide a base for an application to the case-

study. 

 

2.1 Business to Business Marketing 

 

The practice of businesses operating with other businesses can be tracked down since the 

beginning of any form of commerce. However, principal contributions have only been evolved 

and spread in the last three decades, predominantly in journals like Journal of Business-to-

Business Marketing, Industrial Marketing Management and Journal of Business and Industrial 

Marketing. (Cortez & Johnston, 2017) 

Setting the focus on business to business (B2B) marketing is overdue. The B2B industry makes 

up a large percentage in the economy, for instance in the United States more than 50%. 

Nevertheless, B2B marketing and marketplaces do not get as much attention as business to 

consumer (B2C) related topics and subjects. Most scholars, conferences and reports explore 

B2C concerns and thus, their results and recommendations fit better to businesses selling to 

consumers than businesses selling to businesses. Additionally, findings which are valuable for 

B2B firms happen to be covered or blended with B2C findings, which makes it hard to use 

them. Also, research in literature has focused more on B2C than B2B. (Wiersema, 2013) 

2.1.1  Opportunities and Challenges 

 

Formerly, B2B marketing was known as industrial marketing. The term of industrial marketing 

concentrated on transactions of resources such as timber, petroleum and iron ore as well as 

supplies and material that other businesses needed for their own operations. Due to the rise of 

the service and technology sector and the shrinking production sector, the term industrial 

marketing is now referred to as B2B marketing (Lilien, 2016).  
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The establishment of long-term relationships is essential for B2B marketing (Čater & Čater, 

2010). Thus, business to business marketing comprises value-creating relationships between 

businesses and government agencies. These relationships are for instance between 

manufacturing firms and wholesalers and retailers; between agricultural businesses and 

farmers; between pharmaceutical firms and hospitals and physicians. Excluded are 

relationships between businesses and consumers as they are referred to as B2C. (Lilien, 2016) 

In order to achieve an advantageous relationship outcome, effective commitment is regarded 

as vital (Lövblad, Hyder, & Lönnstedt, 2012). An essential goal in B2B marketing is long 

lasting relationships and customer loyalty (Čater & Čater, 2010). 

 

Business-to-Consumer Business-to-Business 

Marketing culture Manufacturing/Tech culture 

Market to end of chain Market to value chain 

Perceptual proposition Technical proposition 

Value in brand relationship Value in use, quantifiable 

Large customer segments Small number of customers 

Smaller-unit transactions Large-unit transactions 

Transaction linkage Process linkage 

More direct purchase Complex buying sequence 

Consumer decides Web of decision participants 

 

Table 2-1 B2C vs. B2B, (Grewal & Lilien, 2012, p. 4) 

 

Gummesson and Polese (2009) state that the attention rather lies on the category of B2B than 

on B2B as a concept within marketing in general. Additionally, the buying behaviour of 

business to business companies differs from business to consumer behaviour. In B2B impulsive 

buying is rare, as businesses are purchasing products to being able to meet the needs and wants 
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of their clients (Grewal, et al., 2015). Thus, buying decisions in B2B are less subjective and 

more fact based than in B2C (Farres, 2012). 

The decision process is often driven by transparent and objective criteria, for instance 

production conditions and programmes at a low cost. As there is more than one person involved 

in the decision-making process of the purchase, in most cases purchasing managers have to 

take influences of other stakeholders into account, either within the buying firm and also 

externally (such as consultants or supplier firms). (Grewal, et al., 2015) 

People taking the purchasing decision together are involved in networks of organisational and 

individual relationships. Due to the fact that most decisions in B2B are involving a high number 

of stakeholders, a high dollar volume and are often technical and complex, the purchasing 

process in B2B essentially takes time and possibly involves negotiations and bargaining 

(Grewal, et al., 2015). Group decision making, when people from different hierarchy levels 

and departments are involved, can be facilitated through transaction cost analysis and market 

structure (Sashi & Kudpi, 2001).  

The expanded B2B purchasing process and its interactivity (as it occupies several members of 

the buying and the selling firm) make it hard to define the practical relationships between the 

marketing activities of the supplier and the reactions of the buyer (Grewal, et al., 2015). As 

B2B purchasers are looking to satisfy their overall need instead of buying only any particular 

product, the offerings might be elaborate and include practice, technical support, financing, 

delivery conditions etc. Thus, both parties - selling and buying - can certainly state which offer 

is most appropriate for the buyer. (Grewal, et al., 2015) 

The channels of B2B marketing tend to become increasingly international as the recipients of 

the marketing channels are more diverse being from different cultures (Rosenbloom & Larsen, 

2003). 

2.2 Internationalisation 

 

It is commonly known that the business world is constantly shifting and is more dynamic than 

it has ever been (Rosenbloom & Larsen, 2003). Accordingly, the actors of the global economy 

need to constantly adapt to the changing market conditions to be able to be competitive on the 

market. One strategy to foster a company’s competitiveness in the domestic and the global 

market is maintaining long-term relationships (Ndubisi & Nataraajan, 2016). 
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Internationalisation is a strategic way for companies to grow (Andersson, 2006). It is a process 

that is done step by step, and each step is another stage in deeper market participation 

(Gabrielsson et al., 2012). Decisions of market selection and market entry mode are crucial to 

a company’s internationalisation plan (Awuah et al. 2011). This too, with a commitment of 

resources will allow a business to pursue perceived business opportunities (Eriksson, 

Majkgård, & Sharma, 2000).  

To be able to investigate a firm’s internationalisation, the context in which it operates, 

including environmental factors and the company’s relationship needs to be understood (Chetty 

& Holm, 2000). Business networks allow for a better and easier internationalisation process 

which can also allow for this network to expand (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).  

Different aspects of internationalisation such as, market selection, entry mode, product 

development and market diversification activities, are influenced by formal and informal 

network relationships (Ge & Wang, 2013). Moreover, firms establish relationships with 

counterparts in other countries, which in turn can create a greater trust and commitment within 

foreign networks and lead to integration into these networks (Chetty & Holm, 2000). When 

going international, the relationships within the business network increase and get stronger. 

Relationships are of vital importance to having a successful internationalisation strategy. (Ge 

& Wang, 2013) 

2.2.1 The Uppsala Model 

 

There are different models attempting to explain a company’s internationalisation, among these 

the Uppsala model gained great recognition within literature (Lynn Childs & Jin, 2014). The 

Uppsala model, developed by Johanson & Vahlne (1977), is a theory that describes how 

companies slowly increase their activities in foreign markets. In the 1970’s, researchers 

investigated the internationalisation process in companies (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). In order 

to expand to foreign markets, companies usually took different steps and chose countries that 

were close in terms of psychic distance (perceived differences between countries) to their home 

markets so that they can overcome the so called “liability of foreignness”. After that the 

companies would start to expand to countries further away (Clark & Pugh, 2001).  

The Uppsala model is based on investigations which show that Swedish firms tend to start their 

international operations step by step, although the authors state that gradual internationalisation 

can not only be found in Swedish firms (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).  
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The model is used to describe patterns of foreign market selection and is highly acknowledged 

due to its straightforward use of explanatory variables in order to explain company 

internationalisation and its applicability to different industries (Lynn Childs & Jin, 2014). It 

proposes that different levels of knowledge and commitment to foreign markets impact a firm’s 

decision within business activities and internationalisation (Johanson & Wiedersheim‐Paul, 

1975). 

The Uppsala model has been revisited by the authors due to changed business practices and 

further developed theories since the model’s first publication in 1977 (Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009). The model is revised from the perspective that firms are embedded in enabling but 

restraining business networks, which also involve actors engaging in several interdependent 

relationships (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). The later version of the model demonstrates a new 

prospect on internationalisation rather than being a particular model of a company’s 

internationalisation (Forsgren, 2016). 

The Uppsala model runs at the level of a single business, thus the micro level (Vahlne & 

Johanson, 2017). In general, as in the original version from 1977, the business network model 

from 2009 includes two sets of variables: state and change variables or also called stock and 

flow variables, these are important to both parties in a relationship. State variables being market 

knowledge and commitment, and change variables being commitment decisions and current 

activities. The sets of variables affect each other, the state variable impacting the change 

variable and the other way around. Hence, the model describes dynamic and aggregated 

learning processes but also processes of building commitment and trust (Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009). The change variables are considered to be crucial within the Uppsala model, for 

instance, knowledge development processes (learning, creating and trust building) are 

constantly occurring, thus, they are changing the state variables (Vahlne & Johanson, 2017).  

The authors claim that a higher level of knowledge possibly affects the building of commitment 

and trust. The primary structure of the original and the revised model is the same, although 

some changes were made. The first state variable is the knowledge concept, where the authors 

added recognition of opportunities, they state that opportunities embody a subset of knowledge 

and they are seen as an essential aspect of knowledge and as the driver of the process. 

Additionally, more essential aspects of knowledge are capabilities, needs, strategies as well as 

networks of firms with a direct or indirect relation in their institutional contexts. (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009) 
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The second state variable is called network position, as the assumption that the process of 

internationalisation is pursued within a network. Hereby, relationships contain characteristics 

of particular levels of knowledge, commitment and trust, those may be unbalanced between 

the actors involved. Thus, this eventually leads to different levels of success in 

internationalisation. (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009)  

The first change variable “relationship commitment decisions” mean that the focal firm either 

chooses to decrease or increase their level of commitment to a single or multiple relationship 

within their network. This decision is noticeable through changed entry modes, investment 

volume, organisational changes and the degree of dependence. (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) 

The second change variable “learning, creating, and trust building” depends on the existing 

frame of knowledge, commitment and trust and specifically, on the degree partners find 

presented opportunities attractive. Additionally, the authors stress the creation of opportunities, 

as a dimension of knowledge production, and it being a crucial part in relationships. (Johanson 

& Vahlne, 2009) 

Criticism against the Uppsala model was mentioned, due to the reasons that the two explanatory 

factors mentioned may be inadequate to gain an understanding of international market 

involvement (Forsgren, 2002). It is also stated that the model emphasises the factor of 

experiential knowledge (gained only through ongoing actions) too heavily (Cho & Jin, 2015). 

Additionally, Coviello, Kano, & Liesch (2017) argue that two critical dimensions are missing 

in Vahlne & Johanson (2017): the influence of the digital context which represents a macro-

level feature of the present world, and the representation of the individual as an essential micro 

foundation of the process of internationalisation. 
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Figure 2-1, The business network internationalization process model, (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 26) 

 

2.2.2 Challenges in Strategy-building in International Markets 

 

Presently, there are different challenges that business to business firms are facing in strategy 

building for internationalised markets, they need to adapt to. The first challenge being the 

delocalised customers. Following the demand for low prices, multinational companies 

(MNC’s) are relocating their production into countries with low labour costs. Consequently, 

the home market for suppliers and subcontractors is decreasing and they feel the urge to follow 

their clients to these new locations. International customers demand the same service and 

quality standards as in the home market; thus, firms have to invest to guarantee high quality in 

customer service abroad. However, if marketers only follow one or some of its clients, the 

question arises if the investments pay off. Next to the demand caused by the pulling customers 

there is eventually a limit of market potential in those low-labour cost locations. Thus, the 

pulling global customer is possibly not able to assure orders in long-term so the marketers’ 

investments abroad can be justified. (Matthyssens et al. 2008)  

The second challenge is the globalised purchasing function. Global purchasing synergies are 

pursued by purchasers of MNC’s. The purchasing functions are coordinated and centralised, 

thus, local affiliates are losing their purchasing mandates. A multinational company aims to 

save costs through economies of scale as well as to foster bargaining power, to share best 

practices and information and to improve the purchasing functions at the headquarters. Hereby, 
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suppliers situated in countries where affiliates are located in diverse ways are impacted. The 

local selling effectivity could decrease at the country level and the supplier’s sales departments 

possibly miss accessibility to key employees at the headquarters central purchasing offices. 

Additionally, international clients are well-informed and have the ability to identify new low-

cost suppliers globally and thus, there is a price competition between the suppliers. And as 

MNC’s infrastructure and logistics are often streamlined, the account management of 

suppliers’ needs to adapt to the price-setting and other conditions. (Matthyssens et al. 2008) 

The third challenge is that global networks are becoming gradually important for B2B 

marketers to be competitive on global markets (Kandampully, 2003). A service-dominant logic 

implies an increased level of integration of the suppliers, in terms of the technical and business 

processes of their clients. In many cases, a deep customer insight or required application is 

missing. Additionally, a reliable reputation of the supplier mostly concerns its products rather 

than its management skills and integrated solutions. (Matthyssens et al. 2008) 

Another challenge of business to business firms is the transformation to electronical exchange 

forms. The internet facilitates many factors such as supply chain management, virtual 

marketplaces, and marketing. Even though entering global markets has become easier in times 

of e-internationalisation, it is also risky as intellectual property might be lost on the internet 

and B2B relationships are harder to manage on an electronic base. (Matthyssens et al. 2008) 

However, as international activities are essential for the performance of B2B companies, many 

firms expand to global markets and they start the internationalisation process at an early stage 

in their development. (Matthyssens et al. 2008) 

2.3 Culture 

 

There are many definitions of culture in literature, such as the one provided by Hofstede, 

Hofstede and Minkov (2010) who define culture as “the collective programming of the mind, 

that distinguished the members of one group or category of people from others" (p.6). 

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) claim that culture can be viewed as a combination 

of factors that are easy to observe such as language, style of clothing and architecture, and more 

implicit aspects such as people’s values and beliefs.  

When it comes to internationalisation, culture is a fundamental aspect that needs to be 

considered (Wild & Wild, 2016). Leung, Bhagat, Buchan, Erez, & Gibson (2005) also state 
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that culture is a crucial factor within international business and thus, international business 

activities are impacted by national culture.  

Hofstede et al. (2010) describe that people learn culture within their social environment and 

share it with the people that live in the same social environment. Hence, national culture defines 

one’s attitudes, values, beliefs, habits and communications (Wild & Wild, 2016). Most aspects 

of culture that one encounters, are just the tip of the iceberg, many elements of a national culture 

are not obvious, and to uncover the essence of the national culture, knowledge and experience 

is required (Wild & Wild, 2016). 

Within the area of business, cultural knowledge enables global businesses to be able to manage 

and market products and services, and to conduct negotiations in different nations. In order to 

be able to fulfil the wants and needs of international customers, cultural literacy can also dictate 

business activities by adapting products and services. This is also to gain competitive advantage 

for the business and to get customers closer to the company. (Wild & Wild, 2016) 

2.4 Marketing Strategy 

2.4.1 Product Decisions 

 

Developing an integrated marketing mix 

In order to form an overall marketing strategy a company must first create a plan and then a 

detailed marketing mix can be strategized. The marketing mix is defined as the total of 

controllable marketing instruments that the company combines into one marketing programme 

in order to be able to respond to the demands of the target market. The marketing mix comprises 

of all the actions a company can execute to impact the requirements for its product. (Kotler, 

Armstrong, & Parment, 2016)  

Product (and service) decisions 

There are three levels how companies make product and service decisions: the decision for the 

product, product line decisions and product mix decisions. 

When developing a product, the benefits it will provide have to be specified and they are 

communicated and delivered by the product’s attributes for instance its quality, its features and 

its style and design. (Kotler et al. 2016) 
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Product quality 

One of the marketers’ main instruments to position their product is the quality of the product, 

which directly impacts product performance. Therefore, it is closely connected to customer 

value and customer satisfaction (Kotler et al. 2016). However, in B2B markets the customers 

value perception is difficult to measure (Ulaga & Chacour, 2001). Companies that are 

customer-centred specify quality as an attribute of a product which includes the potential 

satisfaction of a customer’s wants and needs. (Kotler et al. 2016) 

Product quality is broken down in two dimensions: level and consistency. When a product is 

developed, a level of quality has to be chosen to strengthen the positioning of the product. This 

is referred to as performance quality - the product’s capability to function properly. Marketers 

decide not always on the highest level of quality, instead they decide on a quality level that 

applies to the targeted market and the customers’ needs as well as the quality level of the 

competitors. Quality level can also mean for a product to be high in quality consistency. When 

a product is free from faults and consistent in delivering the aimed performance level, it is 

referred to the term of conformance quality. (Kotler et al. 2016) 

Product features 

Products can be presented with several features. The foundation is a basic model without extras. 

The quality can be increased when more features are added to the basic model. The product 

features can be used to differentiate the product from the competitor’s product.  

To find out new features and to decide which of these should be added to the product, the firm 

should interview buyers regularly and ask the questions such as, how they like the product; 

which particular features they like the most; which features should be added to improve the 

product. These answers have to be considered when the company evaluates how the customer 

values the particular features and then compare it to the firm’s cost. Features that are valued 

highly related to costs by the customers should be added to the product. (Kotler et al. 2016) 
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Product Decisions Summary 

Developing an integrated marketing mix Combination of marketing instruments 

Product (and service) decisions Decision for the product 

Product line decisions  

Product mix decisions. 

Product quality Level 

Consistency 

Product features Basic 

Premium 

 

Table 2-2 Summary of Product Decision Factors, Own, Influenced by (Kotler et al. 2016) 

 

2.4.2 Product Line Decisions 

 

Next to decisions about single products, product strategy needs to consider building a product 

line. This means a category of products that are closely connected due to similar functioning, 

being sold to the same target groups, marketed in the same way or similar price segments. 

A crucial decision considers the length of the product line, thus, how many objects are part of 

the line. If profits of the line can be enlarged through adding more objects, the line is too short. 

The line is too long if the profits can be enlarged through dropping objects from the line. An 

analysis of the sales and profits of every product in the line needs to be undertaken in order to 

evaluate how it contributes to the line’s performance. (Kotler et al. 2016) 

The length of a product line is impacted by the firm’s resources and goals, there are two ways 

to expand a product line: the line can be either filled or stretched. Product line filling means 

increasing the number of items in the line within the current scope of the line. Reasons for 

product line filling can be aiming for extra profits, using extra capacity, satisfying dealers or to 

be more competitive and being the dominant full-line company. Line filling possibly increases 

the market share and makes marketers competitive although cannibalisation, of the old product 

by the new product, may occur. (Kotler et al. 2016) 



International Product Customisation Strategy – Maria Tena Dukic & Thomas Roe 

 

16 

 

Product line stretching occurs when the product line is stretched beyond its current scope. It 

can be stretched upwards, downwards or both ways. Firms who are settled at the upper end of 

the market can extend their product line downwards to address a gap in the market that could 

attract a new competitor. In this way they can also respond to a competing company’s offers. 

Product lines can also be stretched upwards, for instance to make their recent products more 

prestigious. Another reason can be that margins or the growth rate are more favourable at the 

higher end of the market. Companies that are settled in the middle of the market can possibly 

stretch their lines in both ways. (Kotler et al. 2016) 

2.4.3 Product Mix Decisions  

 

A product mix is the total of all product lines and products a company has to offer. The 

dimensions of the product mix allow companies to define their product strategy. A lot of 

companies, such as Sony, offer very diverse and complex product portfolios. The depth of the 

product mix states how many versions of each product are offered within the line. Product mix 

consistency states how closely the products are related to each other in the end use, production 

demands or distribution channels. A high degree of product mix consistency is usually 

performed by high-end brands. (Kotler et al. 2016) 

2.4.4 The Interface between Marketing and Manufacturing 

 

The production capabilities influence the quantity and diversity of products that can be 

marketed. In turn, this impacts the pace in which the company is able to adapt to the changing 

demands of the market and its challenges. In order to be efficient, manufacturing is dependent 

on marketing for an exact forecast of sales of every product in the product line. Thus, the 

relationship between marketing and manufacturing is regarded to be fundamental to develop a 

successful marketing strategy. There are two aspects that support the importance of this 

relationship. First, an evaluation between marketing and manufacturing is needed to be able to 

apply fundamental strategy concepts like product life cycle analyses and experience curves. 

The second factor that reinforces the interface between marketing and manufacturing in an 

industrial firm is the new manufacturing technology. Industrial marketing strategy is 

transformed due to emerging manufacturing technology. (Hutt & Speh, 1984) 
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2.5 Product or Service Strategies 

 

Strategy plays a vital role in business development; it is something that should be constantly 

under review so as to make sure that the company is heading in the right direction. There is no 

one size fits all strategy that companies who wish to internationalise can follow, but rather each 

situation needs to be taken on its merits. Firms are constantly changing and adapting, their 

environment also, this means that points of strategic and competitive advantage are not static 

but constantly moving, as such it does not make sense to have a strategy that does not move to 

fit with the company’s capabilities. This means that continuous assessment of strategies is 

needed (Thomé & Medeiros, 2016).  

Culture plays an important role in how businesses strategize, not only in the form of national 

cultures but also from corporate cultures (Hofstede, 1994). Culture can dictate what products 

to offer and where for example in the meat industry, pork producers will have a hard time 

exporting to predominantly Muslim countries as they do not eat pork as part of their culture. 

Additionally, if a company has a strong corporate culture and identity it may make their strategy 

for expansion easier, such as the cosmetics brand Lush, who do not sell products which are 

tested on animals. That is not to say that one approach to culture and international business 

strategy is correct but rather that each situation needs to be looked at differently and have 

decisions on how to approach culture made with all possibilities open (Apetrei, Kureshi, & 

Horodnic, 2015). 

Adapting strategies in culturally different markets is essential for the success of international 

business. It has already been shown that adapting marketing strategy can have major impacts 

on the perception of business and also how businesses are run. This is evident in a study by 

Hyder & Fregidou-Malama (2009) which investigated the impacts of marketing strategy 

adaptation in the healthcare industry. Their investigation was based on three key parameters 

adaptation/standardisation, network and trust. 

The study was based on a Swedish healthcare provider that expands internationally into the 

Egyptian market. Sweden and Egypt are culturally very different as too are their respective 

healthcare industries. Adaption of strategies, of both network and trust in the service industry, 

of the company in this case-study was key to the company’s international success.  
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2.5.1 Product Offering Strategies 

 

Calantone et al. (2004) show that two prominent marketing strategies exist, standardisation and 

adaptation. Standardisation is using a uniform product in every market; companies do this as it 

can reduce costs and create a brand identity. However, it may not always be possible due to 

rules, regulations and different needs for different markets. Product adaptation on the other 

hand is changing products to meet specific criteria for different markets, for example, changing 

the side of the steering wheel in cars for commonwealth countries. (Calantone et al. 2004) 

One area that can affect product offering strategies is how turbulent the new market a firm is 

entering can be. Turbulence in a market can have adverse consequences for market specific 

knowledge and forces firms to be dynamic in their approach. Further to this, what a firm expects 

to happen based on market research and what actually happens when the firm enters an unstable 

market can cause problems (Hadjikhani & Johanson, 2000). 

2.5.2 Product Development 

 

Calantone et al. (1996) advise that for product development and entry to new markets it is 

important for managers to do adequate research and manage resources efficiently to test and 

introduce new products. Highly trained employees in research and development (R&D) and 

engineering have a direct impact on achieving better results when doing assessments and 

creating products. When internationalising, companies should apply more resources and 

expertise to product development. An important part of this is market research and product 

testing which can play a major role in internationalising success. Further to this, continued 

marketing and development activities lead to higher product success, with product 

development being more important in this equation. Reassessment and evaluation of activities 

are also important to keep ahead of what customers want (Calantone et al., 1996).  

A further complexity to expansion into international markets is that, regarding the business to 

business market, a higher degree of customisation is needed for products and solutions (Yang 

& Gabrielsson, 2017). 
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2.6 Digitalisation 

2.6.1 Digital Marketing 

 

With the advance of globalisation, firms are facing challenges and opportunities within a more 

international, dynamic and interdependent environment. These challenges and opportunities, 

such as social media and Web 2.0, need to be considered by marketing managers (Berthon, 

Pitt, Plangger, & Shapiro, 2012). It can be a negative aspect for a firm not to be present on 

social media if their competitors are positively represented (Neti, 2011). Presently, consumers 

are basing their purchasing decision on available information on the internet (Kozinets, 2002). 

When it comes to social media, this represents a way for companies to being able to 

communicate with their customers, receive direct feedback and hence, being able to deliver 

specifically tailored solutions for the consumers (Royle & Laing, 2014). 

Modern media can gain customers trust as it is a chance for the business to connect to them 

more directly (Neti, 2011). Due to this transformed customer behaviour, managers are obliged 

to overthink their marketing strategies (Tiago & Veríssimo, 2014). In order to be able to 

enhance a firm’s engagement in digital marketing, there is a need to focus on a communication 

based on relationships with the customers (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). The revenue, brand 

advocacy and growth of a business is greatly influenced by the company’s engagement on 

digital channels with their consumers (Straker & Wrigley, 2016). 

2.6.2 Industry 4.0 

 

An industry is referred to as a branch of an economy which produces highly automatized and 

mechanised material goods (Lasi et al. 2014). In industrial practice a remarkable push in 

technology has been noticed such as further developing mechanisation and automation, and 

digitalisation and networking. For mechanisation and automation, physical work will be 

supported by technical assistance and automatic solutions will take on the performance of 

flexible operations that are composed of operational, dispositive and analytical elements (Lasi 

et al. 2014). Considering digitalisation and networking, digital processes develop as an 

outcome of increased networking of technical elements. Additionally, with the advancement 

of digitalisation of services and produced goods, entirely digitalised environments are created 

(Lasi et al. 2014).  
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Generally speaking, the term Industry 4.0 explains various - mainly IT-driven - transformations 

in manufacturing organisations (Lasi et al. 2014). Industry 4.0 is also referred to as the fourth 

industrial revolution, a new stage of management and organisation of complete supply chains 

over the product’s life cycle (Glas & Kleemann, 2016). 

2.7 Theoretical Framework Model 

 

This section links the different theories shown already within the theoretical framework, with 

the aim of organising and clarifying their connection. This will be done by showing the key 

components of each section of the theory and connect them. These connections allow for easier 

comparison and linkage to the empirical data within the analysis section, they help to expand 

on the aim of the study. Figure 2-2, Theoretical Framework Model for International Product 

Customisation, shows the linkage between each subsection and subsection. 

Business to business marketing, is an important aspect of any business regardless if they are 

expanding internationally or not. It forms the groundwork for expansion as it helps to drive 

sales, and, as with any task, it presents both challenges and opportunities. It is a prerequisite in 

having and maintaining long term business relationships (Čater & Čater, 2010). 

Internationalisation is a key part of international strategy customisation as it cannot be present 

without a company being active in different markets. Internationalisation is then expanded 

upon by Johanson & Wiedersheim‐Paul (1975) and Johanson & Vahlne (1977) with the 

Uppsala model. This shows the reasons for internationalisation by companies and has been 

expanded upon and revised by several authors including the original authors since then 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Further to this, the different challenges that companies face when 

building strategy for international markets and which may impact internationalisation are 

shown. These provide some important concepts for that businesses wishing to expand should 

be consider. 

Culture is a major factor in any approach to internationalisation, both at the corporate and 

national level. It defines many aspects of people’s lives such as communication, values etc. 

(Wild & Wild, 2016) 

Strategy is needed for internationalisation but also for marketing, these can be based around 

key aspects such as product decisions, product quality, product features and products style and 

design (Kotler et al. 2016). They need to be factored into any international expansion plan. 
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Once products decisions are made then the product line decisions can be made such as length 

of line, which is key when factoring in demand. As too, are product mix decisions and the 

linkage between marketing and manufacturing which can be vital to marketing strategy 

success. This combined with a continuous reappraisal of strategy will help contribute to 

successful internationalisation (Thomé & Medeiros, 2016). 

Digitalisation is becoming an ever more important part of business strategy and is becoming a 

necessity in international expansion. It is a major factor in customisation and can allow firms 

to offer tailored solutions to customers (Royle & Laing, 2014). 

With all of this considered, then a business development strategy can be created that should 

combine all factors into how the business will succeed in international product customisation. 

This can be done through adaption which has been shown by Hyder & Fregidou-Malama 

(2009) in the services industry and is a possible option for any expansion plan. 

 

 

Figure 2-2 Theoretical Framework Model for International Product Customisation Strategy, Own 
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3 Methodology 
 

In the following section we explain the techniques and reasoning behind the methods chosen 

for the study. The strategy and plan for reaching our goals for this study are shown. How the 

research questions and theoretical framework were formed are also discussed. The formation 

and structure of interviews and primary data are explained along with other methods of 

collecting data. The validity of data is also taken into consideration and how to form rounded 

non-bias findings. A critique of each subsection is included to show why each method has been 

chosen. 

 

3.1 Research Strategy 

 

When formulating a research strategy there are different options available, quantitative or 

qualitative (Yin, 1981; Bryman & Bell, 2015), both are appropriate for conducting research 

and each have their own benefits (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). It is an important part 

of research to select the correct research type, in order to best suit the selected form of study. 

A quantitative approach relies on the systematic investigation of a given topic via mathematical 

or statistical means (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Qualitative research on the other hand is based on 

existing theories and how individuals see the existing world, this is then used to help 

understanding a new or under investigated phenomena. Qualitative research was therefore the 

more appropriated approach to research strategy for this study. 

The existing world or individual’s view of the world and how it appears around them is often 

referred to as constructionism (Andrews, 2012) and forms part of an ontological outlook 

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, Jackson, & Jaspersen, 2018). Ontology refers to the nature of reality, 

this and the nature between it and the researcher and what can be known is often referred to as 

epistemology. These are important to acknowledge as they focus on different ways that the 

world can be viewed and interpreted by the interviewee. This too will help with the 

understanding and interpretation of the study by future readers, as for someone who is 

unfamiliar with theory, may find it hard to link only theoretical studies to the real world, but 

the connection to a case-study will make for easier understanding (Siggelkow, 2007). It 
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interprets what is meant by the individual’s point of view and what caused this point of view 

(Gephart, 2013).  

Qualitative research is useful for collecting large amounts of information regarding a specific 

topic or new phenomena and it is used when researchers want to apply these new and existing 

theories to the investigated scenario (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This large amount of data can be 

both rich in information and offer descriptions and deeper analysis of the phenomena (Doz, 

2011) which proved to be the case for our study.  

For the above reasons, we chose to use a qualitative study for our research due to the lack of 

available studies on our research topic, international product customisation strategy, 

specifically within the B2B industry. We felt, before we undertook the study, that a qualitative 

study would offer the most in terms of analysis and ability to interpret information, it would 

allow for a higher contribution and understanding of the information assembled from the 

interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2015) which also proved to be the case.  

Qualitative research is not without its limitations, reliability can be impacted and therefore it is 

important to analyse the strength of qualitative data that is collected and how reliable it is 

(Gephart, 2013), this is expanded further in section 3.6 Trustworthiness. 

3.2 Research Design 

 

Saunders et al. (2009) have shown a number of different approaches to research design, some 

of which can be cross-sectional design, experimental design, longitudinal design and case-

study design.  

Cross-sectional design is taking data from a population or population subset and analysing it. 

Experimental design is where a scenario is created in order to replicate what is needed for a 

study in order to see if predicted hypothesis is correct.  

Longitudinal design is a form of study that over time repeatedly observes the same set of 

variables to see if different outcomes occur. 
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3.2.1 Case-study design 

 

The approach to research design we took was a single case-study design. Case-study as a design 

is appropriate to modern research be used for both simple and complex studies (Gummesson, 

2005; Baxter & Jack, 2008) and therefore was appropriate for our study. Case studies allow for 

a thorough and intensive analysis of the given case, they also give opportunity for the 

researchers to acquire an in-depth insight into the case in question (Baxter & Jack, 2008). They 

also unite relationships and people by a common topic such as a company, that allows for 

analysis of the situation in question and how it interacts to address a theory (Gephart, 2013). 

For the purposes of our study, SteelCorp was the uniting factor. Case-studies simplify the 

phenomena of the study (Yin, 1981). A case-study design focuses on extrapolating data from 

vialble sources of evidence which are deemed as appropriate for the study, due to its focus on 

taking perspectives and experiences into account (Schensul & LeCompte, 2012; Wolf, 2012). 

They are a useful tool in both proving and disproving a theory, they can also provide evidence 

of further studies that are needed (Siggelkow, 2007). The above reasons are, why we decided 

that a case-study was the most appropriate approach. 

This case-study has been based on, international mining specialist group, SteelCorp (a detailed 

description of SteelCorp is given in Section 4.1 SteelCorp). SteelCorp was chosen as it is a 

company with a large international wing span, with a presence on every continent; it is a world 

leader in many of the fields it operates in; it is also a growing company with the possibility for 

further expansion; and finally, as they were content to divulge their knowledge and experience 

on us. 

 

Research Design Description 

Cross-sectional Design Study of a population 

Experimental Design Study where scenario is created 

Longitudinal Design Repeated study with different variables 

Case-Study Design In-depth study of one particular case 

 

Table 3-1 Research Design Choices, Own 
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3.3 Research Approach 

 

There are two possible approaches that can be taken to research; inductive and deductive. 

Inductive being where data is collected first and a theory being built around the data available, 

and deductive being, where a theory is constructed followed by a research strategy that will 

prove or disprove the theory (Saunders et al. 2009). For the purposes of this study, we chose to 

use an inductive method. An inductive approach allows for a strong linkage between the theory 

and case-study chosen (Gummesson, 2005; Braun & Clarke, 2006). To begin we researched 

areas within international business strategy and identified some possible areas of research 

within the manufacturing industry. The knowledge gained from this preliminary research 

allowed us to identify a gap in the literature, international product customisation strategy in the 

B2B industry, fully explained in section 1.2 Problematisation, and develop our research 

questions. To create the research questions we followed guidelines given by Bryman and Bell 

(2015); first stating our research area, followed by possible aspects or approaches within this 

area that we could investigate, these were then factored and considered. With all of this 

combined, the creation of our research questions different variations to them, was made 

possible, then we were able to choose the most suitable questions for our study. The theoretical 

framework was then developed around the research areas and research questions. Once all of 

this was complete it allowed for the creation of an interview guide (see Appendix 1) for our 

interviews and contact was made with SteelCorp in order to set up a suitable time and location 

for interviews.  

3.4 Data Collection 

 

The research was based on existing literature and theories available in conjunction with a 

qualitative study based on 10 semi-structured interviews with employees of SteelCorp. These 

semi-structured interviews formed the primary data, and secondary data was collected via 

publicly available data regarding SteelCorp, the industry in general, books, scientific articles, 

the internet, newspapers and magazines. The combination of interviews and secondary data 

allowed to triangulate information across and within data sources, which in turn positively 

affects the degree of validity of this study.  
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3.4.1 Primary Data and Interview Methods 

 

Primary data can be categorised as information collected by the authors themselves (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015), our primary data was collected from the previously mentioned interviews. 

Interviews are a highly effective form of data collection for rich and empirical information 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). A semi-structured format to the interviews was chosen. Semi-

structured interviews are a common form of structure with regards to qualitative research 

(DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Open ended questions allowed the interviewee to choose 

what they wished to disclose and not (Gephart, 2013).They created an atmosphere that allowed 

for an open dialogue between the interviewer and interviewee and thus generate richer data 

collection (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The interviews were conducted in English, 

which in most of the cases was not the mother tongue of the interviewees. Conducting an 

interview in the interviewees second language can lead to misinterpretation, for this reason we 

made interview questions as simple as possible to understand. An interview is composed of 

nine different types of questions; introduction questions, follow up and probing questions that 

will help the interviewee elaborate on their answers, then a better and more precise answer is 

given through specifying questions, followed by direct and indirect questions (Kvale, 1996). 

Care is needed here, so as not to shape the answers, structuring questions are then followed to 

switch topics, and silence is then given for reflection and interpretation of questions in order to 

ensure that results are not misunderstood (Kvale, 1996).  

Access can be difficult to be obtained when approaching organisations and can be a deciding 

factor when choosing an organisation for a case-study. So as to ensure, the best chance to 

access, when contacting SteelCorp, we used non-academic, formal language so as to not 

confuse the interviewees. Additional to this when going to SteelCorp’s offices, we dressed in 

a smart casual fashion (Fjellström & Guttormsen, 2016). The criteria that were used for 

interviewee selection were: English speaking, interviewees must have interacted with 

international customers at some point in their career, be based in Sweden and also have a 

minimum of 5 years’ experience within SteelCorp. 
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3.4.2 Interviewees and Experience 

  

Interviews were conducted face to face both in SteelCorp’s offices in SteelCorpville and over 

the phone in English. Interviewees were all informed that interviews were confidential and that 

they were free to end the interview at any time. 

Our interviewees varied in what they do and what they have done, their experience varied from 

5 to 17 years. They worked in departments that included but are not limited to; Tools for Drills 

in Mines, Sales and Marketing, Training, IT Solutions, R&D, Change Management, Sales, 

Production Planning and Purchasing. They also joined SteelCorp at different stages of their 

life, some even joining, leaving and then re-joining at a later stage. The interviewees also had 

varying levels of education from Bachelor to Master level, in fields including Engineering, 

Logistics, Business Management and Information Technology. 

All informants were courteous and friendly, they had a relaxed manor and were more than 

happy to participate in the study. The interviews ranged in time from 00:39 to 1:46, with some 

informants having more to say than others. All interviews were recorded, and fully transcribed. 

The language used in the interviews was of a friendly manor and informal to make interviewees 

more comfortable. 

The interview guide, provided in Appendix 1, represented a good tool to cover all issues and 

questions but, at the same time, it allowed interviewees to freely discuss their opinions and 

expand their ideas.  
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Interviewee Time in 

SteelCorp 

Time in 

Current 

Role 

Time in 

Industry 

Role within 

SteelCorp 

Interview 

Location 

Interview 

Duration 

Interview 

Date 

1 16 Years 1.5 Years 16 Years Training and 

development 

Högskolan 

i Gävle 

1:46 15/04/2019 

2 16 Years 4 Years 16 Years Sales Phone 00:43 23/04/2019 

3 15 Years 3 Years 15 Years Training and 

Development 

SteelCorp 

Offices 

00:50 26/04/2019 

4 11 Years 1 Year 11 Years Production 

and Planning 

Högskolan 

i Gävle 

00:39 29/04/2019 

5 10 Years 1.5 Years 10 Years Change 

Management 

Phone 00:45 02/05/2019 

6 8 Years 5 Years 8 Years Product 

Management 

Phone 00:51 15/05/2019 

7 17 Years 3 Years 17 Years Product 

Management 

Phone 00:56 16//05/2019 

8 10 Years 1 Year 10 Years Manager in 

SteelCorp 

Phone 01:07 17/05/2019 

9 5 Years 2 Years 5 Years Product 

Manager 

Phone 00:37 17/05/2019 

10 11 Years  2 Years 11 Years Sales and 

Marketing 

Phone 00:49 20/05/2019 

Average 12 Years 2.4 Years 12 Years - - 00:53 - 

 

Table 3-2 Interviews with Key Informants, Own 
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3.4.3 Secondary Data 

 

Secondary data can provide vital information about any subject in question and in terms of 

research, can even help answer the research question (Saunders et al. 2009). Secondary data 

can be rich sources of data and can be accessed without having to rely on others such as 

interviewees (Gephart, 2013), it can provide empirical depth to a case-study (Poulis, Poulis, & 

Plakoyiannaki, 2013). Secondary data proved to be of importance for our study, as it provided 

depth and context to the interviews and analysis. 

It can include but is not limited to data and information collected from documents, websites, 

databases etc. (Bryman & Bell, 2015). When composing our theoretical framework, the main 

data were collected through Google Scholar, the Högskolan i Gävle library website which 

included databases such as Science Direct and Emerald, academic and course books, the 

SteelCorp website, magazines and additional other sources of information.  

3.5 Data Analysis 

 

We took an open coding approach to organise the data collected, this is a method of 

classification, grouping, comparison, gestation and sorting of data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). To 

begin this, we relistened to the recordings from the interviews, whilst transcribing them into 

text which allowed for a better understanding of what the interviewees were saying. We also 

used interim summaries as part of our progression (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saunders et al. 

2009), this helped with categorisation and grouping of data (Table 3 3). Once we have made 

preliminary groups for the data, this created a pattern and hence, a better understanding of the 

data (Yin, 1981). Pattern matching is a strategy in case-study analysis that strengthens internal 

validity by comparing empirically based patterns and observations with alternative or predicted 

patterns. This then linked with the theoretical framework and created an easier comparison for 

the data analysis. Self-memos were used as part of this process, so that any ideas that were 

formed during initial and continuing analysis were stored and used later within the analysis 

section of the paper (Eisenhardt, 1989; Saunders et al. 2009). With this type of grouping, there 

is a decreased risk of non-validity (Bryman & Bell, 2015) due to the revision of structures and 

links to the theoretical framework.  

Once this first form of categorisation was complete and compared with existing theoretical 

framework, then changes were made to the theory and analysis regarding the overall structure 
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and flow. After the restructure was complete, then it was easier to also create a refined research 

question and fit it better to our data. We were also able to remove some information from the 

theoretical framework that did not link with the data collected and added different theories that 

added to the data found.  

When the theoretical framework was rounded off and data structured then we proceeded with 

the analysis of the data and created a conceptual model based on this in conjunction with the 

theoretical background. 

 

Code Themes Categorisation Group 

C1 Internationalisation G1 

C2 Segregation of Customers G1 

C3 Culture G2 

C4 Product Customisation G3 

C5 Reasons for Customisation G3 

C6 Competitors G4 

C7 Marketing Aspects G5 

C8 Knowledge Transfer G6 

C9 Long-Term Strategy G7 

 

Table 3-3 Open Coding, Themes and Categorisation, Own 

 

3.6 Trustworthiness 

 

Trustworthiness is a vital part of any data collection process and is a moral value that we have 

considered in our research and data collection (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Within qualitative 

research there are four measures of trustworthiness; credibility, transferability, dependability 

and confirmability (Shenton, 2004).  

Credibility: there are a number of different criteria that factor into credibility such as making 

sure research methods are appropriate, peer review, knowledge of interviewee, experience in 

research etc (Shenton, 2004). The research method we selected for this study was appropriate 

as there are few similar studies on this subject. Before interviewing the informants, we have 
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collected information regarding SteelCorp from publicly available sources which could help 

with determining the credibility of what the interviewees are saying. The position within the 

company of the interviewees will also impact the credibility of what is being said, those with 

higher positions will have a greater understanding of what is going on overall within the 

company and as such, should be more credible. The interviewees all had at least 5 years of 

experience within SteelCorp, this further adds to their credibility. Further to this, as it is two 

researchers for this study, this should also increase credibility by decreasing the risk of personal 

interpretation of the analysis and discussion. The same can be said for secondary sources, 

which too are assessed for credibility (Gummesson, 2005). 

Transferability: This is how comparable the study is to other similar studies due to the 

information provided within the data and how this information can be used as an example on 

other studies (Shenton, 2004). In order to better facilitate transferability we ensured that our 

data was thick and descriptive (Anney, 2014), this in turn showed the usefulness of the theory 

and research (Lietz & Zayas, 2010). Our theoretical framework and methodology show the 

highly detailed investigation that we have performed on other studies and as such should be 

easily transferable, this paired with the interview data collected and company information 

collected should increase applicability to different studies. This does not mean that the study 

will be generalised, but similar themes should appear that are comparable to other studies. 

Dependability: This is similar to credibility and factors into it also, it regards if the same 

interview were conducted with different people in the same setting would the answers have a 

form of consistency (Anney, 2014; Shenton, 2004). This consistency can be impacted by 

research design and data collection and as such we have formed our methodology for this study 

in a manner that should make for similar results if the same approach was taken at a later time. 

Constant comparison of theories and how the data compare will help with this (Gummesson, 

2005). 

Confirmability: Objectivity and neutrality are important when conducting any study so as not 

to influence or manipulate participants answers and thus reduce bias (Gummesson, 2005; 

Shenton, 2004). This has been factored into our planning and interview guide and as such have 

added the interview guide into Appendix 1, for clarity and transparency and to show no 

influencing has taken place. We have also kept records of each of the interviews which are 

available on request. Additional to this we reflected individually on the findings of the study 

and then later conferred that allowed for greater objectivity. 
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Factors of Trustworthiness Description of Factors 

Credibility Appropriateness of research methods. 

Transferability Can the findings be transferred to other 

studies? 

Dependability Would the results be the same if the people 

changed but setting remained the same? 

Confirmability How objectivity and neutrality are 

maintained 

 

Table 3-4 Factors of Trustworthiness, Own 

 

3.7 Ethics 

 

Ethics are the moral guidelines that are followed for a study (Easterby-Smith et al. 2018). For 

the purposes of this study we followed the ethical guidelines provided by the university as well 

as our own moral code. This helped to dictate our behaviour towards our study, and anyone 

involved in it. Ethics were used and helped form our research questions, the design of our study 

and how the data were collected, stored and analysed (Saunders et al. 2009).  

As part of the data collection, storage and presentation of the data, the respondents are 

anonymised. Additionally, the company has requested to remain anonymous, so for the purpose 

of the study a fictious name has been given, SteelCorp, as too were the divisions Metal Cutting 

and Custom Created. This has also impacted our references as we are unable to use their name 

in any part of the study, as such ‘(Company Website)’ will be used in place, where their 

company website was used. This same data was only used as part of our research and for 

educational purposes to maintain confidentiality. All participants were made aware that 

participation was voluntary and that they were under no obligation to take part. We disclosed 

the study’s purpose to each participant as well as that no identifying information would be 

disclosed. Transcripts of the interviews were emailed back to respondents so as to ensure that 

what was said in the interviews was interpreted correctly. 
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3.8 Structure of Study 

 

Figure 3-1 Methodology Structure outlines the structure and approach we made to the study 

and how we followed a step by step process in order to achieve this. Each step and the reasoning 

behind each decision are detailed below. The methodology all links together and dictated the 

approached and construction of Section 4 Empirical Findings, which follows. 

 

 

Figure 3-1 Methodology Structure, Own Influenced by (Bryman & Bell, 2015) 

   

Research Strategy Qualitative Quantitive

Research Design Case-study design Longitudinal design Experimental design Cross-sectional design

Research Approach Inductive Deductive

Data collection methods Primary Sources Secondary Sources

Semi Structured Interview Documents Journals Company Website Databases

Data Analysis Open Coding Approach

Trustworthiness Credibility Transferability Dependability Confirmability
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4 Empirical Findings 
 

In the following section we present the empirical findings that we have collected through both 

the interviews and secondary data. The previously mentioned interview questions Appendix 1 

were used to obtain the data from the interviews.  

 

4.1 SteelCorp 

 

SteelCorp was founded in 1862, it is based in Stockholm and its focus is on the steel industry. 

They offer various products including but not limited to; Tools and tooling systems for 

industrial metal cutting, Equipment and tools, service and technical solutions for the mining 

and construction industries and advanced stainless steels and special alloys as well as products 

for industrial heating. 

Europe is their biggest market followed by North America and Asia, with mining and 

engineering contributing to over half of their revenues, with total revenues being over 

100,000M SEK in 2018. Over 40,000 people work for SteelCorp with 20% of its employees 

being women, with over half of all employees working in Europe followed by Asia, North 

America, Africa, South America and Australia, consecutively. They have a strong emphasis on 

innovation having two different awards for employees based on innovative ideas. With this 

information in mind they are an ideal company to use for research with hubs in many different 

countries and experience in expanding internationally. (Company Website) 

SteelCorp offers everything from drill rigs to stainless steel to nuclear power plant equipment. 

They have three main businesses; stainless steel, mining, and machine solutions. Each business 

is divided into between 3 and 5 divisions which are responsible for their own customers, 

research, development and manufacturing. This does not mean that they have complete 

autonomy as they all must follow the SteelCorp’s set of overall rules, but they are responsible 

for their own profit and loss. They must also follow SteelCorp’s branding, image and 

compliance rules. They share systems such as financial and HR systems. 

This does not mean that the different divisions do not interact, there is in fact a lot of interaction 

between the businesses. At the decision making levels, there are decisions based on strategy 

however at the lower levels there is a lot of buying and selling done between the divisions, this 
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is in part due to the quality product that each department offers for example with the stainless 

steel department as the steel is of such a high quality. 

4.2 Internationalisation 

 

SteelCorp’s first overseas sales office was opened in the 1950s. It was a “natural evolution of 

the business and is almost taken for granted” (Respondent 2). However, as the Uppsala model 

proposes, SteelCorp did not set up their earliest subsidiaries in markets that were closest to 

their home country, such as the Nordic countries but in big industrial markets such as the UK, 

Germany and the United States (Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975). They first opened a 

sales office in the USA in the 1950s then in South America in Mexico and Brazil in the 1960s. 

As part of their sales approach they have salespeople that travel all over the world to different 

sites who interact with local sales teams. Respondent 7 remarked that internationalisation is 

“built into the DNA of SteelCorp”. Respondent 9 stated that “internationalisation is 

globalisation with local competence integration”. Respondent 10 additionally claims: “Trust 

and empathy are important parts of internationalisation.”  

Many locations also have manufacturing facilities as well as sales functions. “China is one of 

the most recent markets to open up to SteelCorp” (Respondent 1) and has been a focus point 

for them in the recent past, this is due to a lessening of Chinese regulations. Respondent 2 

remarked that “during my sixteen years the expansion into China has been tremendous”. 

SteelCorp is constantly on the look-out for the next market to expand into however they are 

more willing to put resources into high growth economies than those economies with not such 

a bright outlook. 

One of the key factors in SteelCorp becoming so successful in its internationalisation, is the 

decision by “the owner 160 years ago not to work with steel agents but to have its own sales 

department and distribution” (Respondent 1). This made for a closer relationship between 

SteelCorp and its customers and when, for instance, something did go wrong, the connection 

was there and made for easier and better rectification of the issues incurred. This tradition of 

having its own sales department has continued even today which is “against the industry norm, 

and customers appear to like it” (Respondent 1).  

One of the key factors of expansion currently is “following an existing customer into a different 

market” (Respondent 2). This is an important aspect of keeping and maintaining good working 

relationships with customers. It is also an area of growth that is currently being focused on by 
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SteelCorp. Maintaining relationships “helps with security and stability of the business” 

(Respondent 8).  

4.2.1 Segregation of Customers 

 

The tradition of a close connection with customers mentioned in Section 4.1 SteelCorp has 

continued today with customer data being shared between divisions all on internal systems. 

Customers and products are not segregated unless it is within each division of SteelCorp, for 

example it is not uncommon for a tool to be developed for one customer that operates with a 

certain rock type and then for a different customer in a different part of the world to be facing 

the same issues, and SteelCorp to then offers the tool produced for the other customer to them. 

An example Respondent 1 gave was, in Australia the rock is very acidic and can damage tools, 

so a special type of tool had to be developed, after this another customer in Russia had the same 

issue so they gave the customer the same tools as those developed for the customer in Australia. 

On a customer basis as such, for standardised products, SteelCorp does not make a 

differentiation in the product. With the exception of China and India Respondent 6 explained, 

there is a much higher need to compete on price in these markets where they place more 

emphasis on keeping costs low rather than quality high. This is in direct contrast to almost 

every other aspect of SteelCorp where focus is firmly place on being number one in terms of 

quality. 

Additional to this there is segregation within industries sold to. An example by Respondent 8, 

is in the Aerospace industry versus the Automotive industry, there are higher margins and less 

competition in the Aerospace industry with lower margins for error compared to the automotive 

industry. Thus, it does not make sense to group them together. These types of customers are 

broken down into A, B and C types of customers where A being more valuable will get 

preferential treatment.  

Within the SteelCorp mining division, there are differences in regional offices, but customers 

also can have their own “designated SteelCorp employees that work within their mine” 

(Respondent 1), so in essence they work directly for the customer and interact with SteelCorp 

and are paid by SteelCorp. There also can be mechanical staff employed by SteelCorp within 

mines that maintain SteelCorp produced rigs and trucks as part of the purchase contract. 

SteelCorp can also have their own buildings on site in mines to store spare parts and tools. This 
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is not to be confused with the mining itself which is conducted by mine employees. There are 

however salespeople divided by region that try to gain new clients. 

That is in direct contrast to the division that sells directly to the construction industry where 

the business is not a large customer operating a mine but hundreds or possibly thousands of 

individual customers, so it is “impossible to have designated employees for each”   

(Respondent 1).  

4.2.2 Culture 

  

There are cultural showings for what customers want, with some customers placing greater 

emphasis on employee safety and happiness which has had an impact on product offerings. 

A case in point Respondent 1 gave, was in Australia the mines try to really look after employees 

and keep them happy in their job, so to retain them for as long as possible. As part of this, 

customers request luxury cabins on the machines they operate, some such customisations are, 

cabins for Australia having coffee machines being built into the cabin, ability to play their own 

music and cabins all have climate control. This is direct contrast to countries such as China, 

where companies tend to care less about employee comfort and tend to go for as basic products 

as possible to save on costs. Respondent 6 remarked that there is “a big difference in what they 

want and what they expect”. But it should be noted that the employees in Australia tend to be 

higher skilled and be able to do more and better work than those in less developed nations, so 

it is worth the Australian mines money to do this. These particular types of customisations tend 

to be at the request of the customer, so re-action rather than pro-action. There also tends to be 

a greater price sensitivity in Asia compared to Europe and the US, which can affect what 

products can be offered.  

Interacting with customers from different cultures is not something that SteelCorp tends to have 

issues with, Respondent 2 remarked that local meetings always have a local salesperson present 

who has already established contact with the end customer. One-way SteelCorp combats 

cultural differences is to have “local people working with local customers” (Respondent 2). 

So, when a team travels from one location to another for sales the first thing they do is meet 

the local sales officer and get a feel for how it works in that culture then speak to the customer 

with the local representative present. Respondent 10 states that companies need to be sensitive 

to the cultures they interact with and sell to: “SteelCorp is very good at understanding different 

cultures, be it how they interact with their own employees but also with their customers.” 
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Within SteelCorp Metal Cutting (one of the divisions in SteelCorp) the difference in culture 

noticed was “not in markets but between different customers” (Respondent 2), this played a 

bigger role as the companies they deal with them tend to have a large international wingspan 

themselves. The only difference that was noticed in terms of culture in different countries was 

a willingness to show production facilities (Respondent 10). This was an issue for the change 

team within sales as they need to see production facilities in order to see how to improve them. 

In general, Respondent 10 stated: “Product development differs in different countries due to 

different decision-making processes.” 

Culture also directly impacts SteelCorp’s training by customisation, this is evident within its 

training of salespeople of new products on offer. Many different methods of training new staff 

have been tried and tested; however, the most effective form of training has been found to be 

written instruction in English. This in part was put down to openness of different cultures to 

ask questions if they did not understand.  

4.3 Product Customisation 

  

There are various levels of product customisation within SteelCorp, and it differs by 

department. Some sections of the business are designed for mass-production and others for 

highly customised products. The drilling business for example, sets up for mass-production for 

one customer, however customisations can be made quickly and easily (Respondent 1). 

Changes like this need a lot of interaction between different departments, such as production, 

production planning and R&D.  

Within SteelCorp Metal Cutting they have a division called Custom Created which is 

specifically based on customisation. “There is no human interaction, everything is done 

through a web-based tool” (Respondent 8), which is then sent to an automated production unit 

and delivered to the customer. This gives the customer the ultimate control over what they 

want. 

That is in direct contrast to the construction business where “very little to no customisation is 

offered on products” (Respondent 1) due to the large number of customers and the speed at 

which customers need their tools. It is not uncommon in this division of the business for an 

order to be placed on a Sunday and be expected to be delivered on a Monday, making per 

customer customisation impossible. They also order what they need now, there is no reason for 

them to order more than what they need, as if what they are using breaks then they can just get 
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a new piece of equipment the next day (Respondent 8). SteelCorp needs to have the ability to 

offer their products in such a short time frame as if they didn’t then their customers will just 

go to their competitors. The customisation that is offered for this division of the business is 

more based on rock type rather than for each customer, for example is the rock soft or hard. 

R&D activities are still carried on for this division, but they are affected by what is selling well 

and what the industry wants rather than for costumers. 

Another example given by Respondent 7 of customisation occurs in the drill rigging in South 

Africa where platinum is mined. Platinum naturally occurs in thin sheets only about a meter 

wide, so the machines need to be small in order to not waste time and energy on mining non 

useful rock. These rigs are operated remotely which is another customisation. 

However, in the CNC (computerised numerical control) division of the business that deals 

mostly with the automotive industry offers highly standardised products. Customisation or 

differentiation occurs in the delivery process, SteelCorp operates three warehouses worldwide 

and offers one day delivery to almost anywhere in the world. The warehouses are strategically 

placed where major airports are, Amsterdam, Singapore and Atlanta. This is in direct contrast 

to the mining rig business where deliveries tend to be over a year due to the high customisation 

of the products. 

That is not to say that customisation is an easy process for SteelCorp, when customisations 

occur, as different departments need to be engaged. R&D for development, production 

planning for getting the product made, purchasing for raw materials, and technicians to make 

a programme to manufacture the product (Respondent 7). For some products or customisations 

different departments must be notified more than a year before even approaching a customer 

that the possibility of a particular customisation exists.  

Even with the customised and newly developed products there can be issues with customer 

adoption. Although some products have a high upfront cost for the company, they cost less in 

the long term by costing less to run. Some customers do not want to risk the upfront cost and 

as such stick with the older less efficient products. “The customer needs to understand why it 

is worth to buy a product that is 20% more expensive than the one they bought before, because 

of the productivity increase of 15% that makes it worth it” (Respondent 4). There are cases that 

some customers are using the same type of tool as what was introduced in 1943, and others 

with a tool which was created in the 1970s. Another good example of this, is a new thread type 

of drill bit that had very clear advantages but required no other adaptions to the existing 
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machinery, which “took over 10 years to capture equal sales to the older type” (Respondent 

7). To combat this slow adoption, a new product was recently launched and SteelCorp are doing 

workshops all around the world with sales staff to try to push this product and increase sales 

rapidly. 

Another challenge of customisation is that SteelCorp has a strategy of producing a lot of new 

products to increase sales. Respondent 3 remarked that these new products are tested on newest 

machines in SteelCorp’s production and thus, the result is a really high efficiency. However, 

using these products in old machines of the customers, the productivity is not as high as in the 

tests. In some parts of the world the machinery is old and the products SteelCorp is selling to 

them are not suitable. To overcome this challenge, for instance in China, some productions can 

be heavily subsidised by the government. This is a form of protectionism by the Chinese 

government. 

It is not just the products themselves that are customised but also production itself. For 

example, in SteelCorp Metal Cutting they look at ways to improve production for the customer 

and also pre and postproduction. The focus is on how to increase productivity or how to “cut 

costs for the customer in the production process” (Respondent 5). There are two approaches 

that are taken to this, due to customers having different expectations. 

First being an overall standard approach called the ‘Productivity Improvement Programme’ 

which works in a structured way that takes previous examples into consideration for a given 

application or machine and then sets up the same processes for a different customer. The trend 

is changing however to trying to involve the customer from pre-production and when buying a 

large machine that the customer is involved in the tooling and methods of production. The 

customer has a say in the different components and tools used. The way that these are 

implemented varies, there are two approaches, one where the customer comes to SteelCorp and 

says, “we want to improve production and reduce cost” (Respondent 4), these companies tend 

to see SteelCorp as a strategic partner. The other type are those who do not see SteelCorp as a 

strategic partner and SteelCorp tries to go to those and convince them of the same by 

demonstrating the cost and time saves that can be applied. 

SteelCorp also tries to make its own work and systems better through customisation. They have 

specific teams that are responsible for finding better ways of working and implementing these, 

whether it be through automation or through other means. One example is for almost all 

departments is warehousing systems. These can differ depending on department, some 
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departments having on-site warehouses, others have regional warehouses, and then one 

department having three strategically placed world-wide.  

4.3.1 Reasons for Customisation 

 

There are many reasons for customisation of SteelCorp’s products, some can be down to what 

the customer wants, or what type of rock that is being drilled into. Examples of customers 

having impacts on customisation include, making drill bits more rust proof due to a higher 

moisture content in rock. Ultimately, as Respondent 8 pointed out “The customer is 

everything” in terms of customisation. 

One of the main reasons behind customisation is the strong relationship between the customers 

and salespeople which is a direct result of the previously mentioned owners’ decision not to 

use agents. This has made for closer cooperation between SteelCorp and its customers. Some 

customisations are made due to this close relationship with the customers, this is because the 

lines of communication are open and create a scenario where feedback of issues and breakages 

are welcome. SteelCorp can send R&D teams to on-site situations to try to find the best possible 

solution to difficulties that occurred. That is not to say that SteelCorp will do this for any 

customer, there has to be a business case behind it, such as them being a profitable customer 

or the promise of becoming a large customer.  

Respondent 3 stated that SteelCorp’s customisation is mostly proactive in looking at market 

trends, undertaking studies to find out how the market situation looks like: “how does the 

situation of the end customer look like; what competitors does SteelCorp have; where is the 

local production going; what kind of products are they producing; what are the pricing 

strategies of the competitors?” When doing the studies for these markets, the information 

gathered was known locally but not transferred to the headquarters, but it did not impact the 

overall strategy of SteelCorp. The aim is to be leaders in high-end and premium products but 

there is also a need for a complementing product series. There is not necessarily a 

differentiation on a product level but on local markets, the products might be combined 

differently. The core parts might be the same, but the external touches might be different suiting 

the local market. Additional to this, Respondent 6 remarked that sometimes customisation is 

done to facilitate it for customers such as “condensing three tools down into one”. 

The environment can have a major impact on the development of products, for example the 

trend currently is more mining high above sea level which can cause issues with air pressure 
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and machine function, so although customers may ask for this, it is also important for SteelCorp 

to keep an eye on industry direction and pre-empt some customisations before they happen or 

are needed. SteelCorp consider themselves proactive when it comes to industry direction. 

Rules and regulations can also impact what SteelCorp does in terms of customisation. An 

example Respondent 1 gave is in some countries in South America, there are laws that state 

exhausts and refilling cannot be on the same side and has caused SteelCorp to alter their 

machines. Emissions laws are becoming more prominent and can impact the efficiency of the 

engines. Particularly, in the mining business, where operation in confined spaces so pollution 

can cause major issues. Mines tend not to be in cities, but either in the middle of a desert, ice 

or jungle which presents its own issues. 

With all of this customisation in mind, Respondent 2 remarked that “quality is never 

compromised on what customisations are made, it is still all about quality for SteelCorp”. It is 

also something that can be used to enhance customer loyalty, by them knowing no matter what 

SteelCorp produces it is always of the highest quality. 

There can be issues with implementing customisation, within SteelCorp Metal Cutting for 

example, there were changes that wanted to be made for an aerospace client however they can 

take a long time to implement due to “safety and security aspects” (Respondent 5) linked with 

the aerospace industry. Another issue encountered is that customisations are hard to test in the 

aerospace industry due to the dangerous consequences that could occur in case some failures 

happen while testing. This makes it harder to implement customisations in some industries 

more than others. The changes that are made within the aerospace industry tend to be on a 

much larger scale for example with a new model of plane launch, the main gains that can be 

made here are based on quality, efficiency and productivity. For projects like this SteelCorp 

tend to have employees based on site, in customers production facilities, and have a close 

connection with them. 

These are not the only issues that SteelCorp faces when it comes to customisation. Standards 

in particular markets such as India and China may be less than in others. “They do not need 

(not yet) the products to be of highest quality” (Respondent 2), this is mainly due to the lesser 

degree of education of these employees, which impact their ability to handle more complex 

machines. For some products, the tolerances are not as high as for others. For example, in the 

case of the Aerospace industry the quality needs to be extremely high and then maybe for some 



International Product Customisation Strategy – Maria Tena Dukic & Thomas Roe 

 

43 

 

small parts the quality of finish itself is not as important. Thus, it makes a difference what 

product is produced and in which market, in terms of quality and customisation. 

4.4 Competitors 

  

SteelCorp keeps a close eye on competitors but differentiates itself by offering high quality 

products, with the aim of being the number one for quality on everything they offer. This means 

that price is not a competition point for them, customers pay a premium price for premium 

products. Customers do not mind paying this premium price as one machine breaking on a 

mine can cause the whole site to close, so it is in a mines best interest to have the best quality 

products available. This, however, can limit SteelCorp’s ability to sell in some poorer countries. 

Within the construction division of SteelCorp the quality aspect is still there but price can 

become an important factor in buying decisions as the products are more standardised and as 

such the possibilities for replacements are much higher (Respondent 1). For most of 

SteelCorp’s businesses they are market leaders and as such have a major role in market 

direction, so competitors keep a closer eye on them than they do on competitors. 

SteelCorp’s business is overall highly competitive, which requires a high amount of 

investment, so there is a need for companies to have fixed assets, the know-how and skills to 

being able to enter the business. Thus, there is a high barrier to get into the business, there have 

been “no new global competitors in the business in the last 15-20 years” (Respondent 3). 

4.5 Marketing Aspects 

 

Marketing for SteelCorp is based on quality, SteelCorp aims to have the number one spot in 

terms of quality for all of its products, this forms part of its brand and allows them to charge 

premium prices for what they offer. Their marketing strategy is taken care of by their parent 

company and as such the different divisions have very little say in terms of brand or brand 

perception (Respondent 2). 

In different regional offices worldwide, there are some central guidelines in terms of decision-

making and marketing, how the brand is presented. Moreover, Respondent 10 states that there 

is a globalised communication structure and international standards that must be followed by 

both SteelCorp, its competitors and customers. 
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 An issue in the past was, that everybody in different markets had to do the marketing and the 

pricing in the same way. Particularly in India and China this became a problem because 

SteelCorp could not compete with the local brands there. This happened due to the fact that the 

product of the local brands had a good enough quality and a lower price and thus, the customer 

in these two markets preferred to buy the local lower-priced product. 

As previously mentioned SteelCorp goes against the industry norm and has its own sales and 

marketing departments. They have regional sales and marketing departments as part of a 

strategic overall marketing approach guided by the parent company of SteelCorp. Part of this 

marketing can include inviting potential customers to visit sites and manufacturing facilities to 

show what they are capable of. This is a change from the past where local departments and 

offices had much more control over marketing. The change to centralised marketing is 

something that is predicted to continue. 

One form of marketing is working closely with the customer in order to see what their 

individual needs are and develop plans with them. Although the brand and overall marketing 

is not changeable, the way that the tools and equipment are marketed can. Different approaches 

to different countries have been taken (Respondent 1). 

In terms of communicating with the customer, it is important for SteelCorp to find customer 

value: “What does the customer need? What is he looking for? What is the solution for that? 

And this solution has to be presented to the customer and explain what it is how it contributes 

to the customers success” (Respondent 3). SteelCorp Metal Cutting has product launches twice 

a year. As they have been established in the industry for more than 25 years, “the customers 

already know that there are product launches two times a year” (Respondent 8), so they are 

aware of that and use the opportunity to inform themselves. 

The internet is utilised as a form of marketing by every department within SteelCorp. All 

departments have information about what they do online so that potential customers can 

educate themselves before making a purchasing decision. This is done independently by each 

department, regarding their own products and offerings. Each department has their own website 

and online tools that they use to interact with customers.  
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4.6 Knowledge Transfer  

 

There is knowledge sharing between departments when working for customers and with 

customers: SteelCorp Metal Cutting has different ways of knowledge sharing, for instance 

productivity or application centres. In application centres, there are different applications and 

it can be connected to an industry, like aerospace and that is a way how to work together with 

the customer. Here, different aspects of the product and process are discussed and adapted. In 

a productivity centre, customers can come in with materials, products, ideas or current products 

and for instance wishing to cut the machining time with 10%. “SteelCorp’s basic idea since 

their foundation was the huge focus on innovation and R&D and second, the close connection 

to the customer.” (Respondent 3)  

Knowledge transfer between departments also occurs through classroom training seminars. 

This happens to make sure that different departments are aware about the capabilities of 

different products, particularly if changes are made to the product. There has been a shift 

towards online training, which not only saves money but is a better tool in the long term for 

training those who participate in these classes can go back and re-watch the training videos at 

any times. 

Not only does this knowledge transfer occur between different departments, but they also offer 

free courses online for their different tools. This is something that would have previously been 

specialised and knowledge owned by a salesperson, however, now is available to anyone 

(Respondent 2). This makes it easier for the customer to self-educate, and therefore make a 

more informed decision on what to buy. It also saves SteelCorp money in the long term, as 

customers can solve problems themselves with the information available online.  

Knowledge transfer is encouraged within SteelCorp, there is even a special team within the 

sales department whose sole purpose is to find best practice in different markets and implement 

them in others (Respondent 5). The format that they chose to use is to work out a master model 

and then implement it but with a local flavour wherever it is implemented. Respondent 3 

acknowledged that knowledge sharing will play a major role in SteelCorp’s future.  

Although research and development are the responsibilities of each division there is still 

cooperation, communication and data sharing regarding the development of products, inside 

the company as a whole. Data collect is added to a global SteelCorp system and those with the 

correct access level can view almost any data collected by any division. This has helped 
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contribute to new product offerings and faster speed to market. An example of this given by 

Respondent 1 is, the drill bit department develop a new type of drill bit, they however need the 

drill rigging department to be able to hold this bit in the drill rig so there is a need for 

cooperation as if it is not there then the new bit would be useless. 

4.7 Long-Term Strategy 

 

Each different department has a different approach to the future, sales for example has an aim 

for 2021 to be in a “future state” (Respondent 6). As part of this they have identified eight of 

their best performing areas and detailed what they would like them to look like in 2021. They 

used fact-based scoring to measure results and are incorporating the results into how to adapt 

for the future. 

The current relationship with the customer is not the same as in the past due to the internet. 

There is not the same personal relationship between company and customer as it used to be. 

Human interaction is not necessarily needed anymore, with standardised products it is easy, 

the customer goes online and orders it but if there is anything special to do, then there is still a 

need to have personal contact. Respondent 2 went further to say that not only will human 

interaction disappear but “hyper-customisation” will become the norm and also become much 

easier, citing the consumer running shoe market, with many brands offering customisation 

already. Respondent 8 also remarked that the future will be more automated and also involve 

“mass-customisation”. The reason for this was, “customers want things faster” (Respondent 

8). This is something that was not possible in the past, but web interfaces improvement has 

made it a reality for today and with further possibilities in the future. Respondent 9 stressed the 

point that in the future, there are some ingredients which will be important in long-term, such 

as digital platforms, Industry 4.0 and automisation of product lines.  

There is increasing demand for greener products not only because of the pollution aspect but 

also because of operating in mines is confined, so if there is more pollution then there is more 

need for ventilation which implies higher costs. Within SteelCorp Metal Cutting, sustainability 

is a big part of their way of working as they are cutting tools, so they use a lot of carbide. 

SteelCorp Metal Cutting takes the sold products, especially the carbide products back for free, 

recycles them and uses it to produce new products. 

Additionally, costs for fuel can be high on a mine so the more efficient SteelCorp can make an 

engine, the more money the customer is able to save in the long term. So not only are the 
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engines becoming more efficient but there is also a focus on making electrical engines. One of 

the problems with electrical machines is how to get power to them, “In a mine it is fine as 

machines tend to just go back and forward” (Respondent 1) but when it comes to trucks, 

difficulties arise in relation to refilling and the amount of time they can be operational due to 

battery constraints. There is strong sentiment that in the future all machines will become 

electrical and as such SteelCorp is spending more money on electrical motor R&D. Apart from 

being more efficient, electrical engines have no emissions and are much smaller than diesel 

engines and as such, they offer different benefits and possibilities than the older engines. 

Remote controlled vehicles are also where the future is going, not only do they allow for safer 

mining, but they also mean that less money can be spent on ventilation. The amount of time 

spent mining can be increased as there are no breaks needed. Additionally, there is no need to 

let dust settle or clear for machines to go in and excavate after making explosions. 

One of the issues that is predicted for SteelCorp in the future, is the speed at which they can 

offer and develop new products. This can be contributed in part to the decentralisation of the 

company. Previously there was one goal for the company overall, that is to make a profit and 

each division was not responsible for their own profit or loss, so it benefited the company by 

each division working together to make a unified product. Now, however, departments are 

reluctant to improve their own product if this choice could affect their profit levels. if there is 

an issue with something departments are reluctant to change their own products if it can affect 

their profit levels even if it will make for a better product. This makes cooperation between 

departments more difficult and leads to a high degree of segregation. It becomes harder for 

cooperation between departments and for further segregation. This can also affect customers 

as what a customer wants is important and if a customer wants something and the answer lies 

in a different division, it may not be found.  

When it comes to standard products, the competition will harden, “the Chinese, the Indian and 

the Eastern European competitors will come, and they are increasing their quality already 

now” (Respondent 3). The margins for standard products will lower and then it is necessary to 

develop new products. Developing these new products with customers is crucial for remaining 

competitive on quality not price. 

With increased technological advancements it is becoming harder to differentiate products and 

therefore customisation is becoming ever more important as a competitive advantage for 

SteelCorp. There are several factors which are contributing to this such as better technology, 
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communication, understanding and education. Respondent 8 remarked that the future involves 

a “whole package offering”, involving product, service and any other needs of the customers 

through a digital offering. Therefore, digital offerings are becoming more important and they 

contribute to further customisation. These in turn will support SteelCorp in maintaining their 

brand image as a market leader. Although there is already a lot of customisation, the general 

feeling, among most of the interviewees, is that SteelCorp can and will do more, some 

examples were given even for things as simple as putting a customer’s own identification 

number on an item. 
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Factor Summary 

SteelCorp 
• Global manufacturing company focused on steel and mining 

equipment. 

Internationalisation 
• Fundamental part of SteelCorp and its history.  

• Further pursuing and extending their international reach. 

Segregation of 

Customers 

• Occurs on an industry level. 

• Is further segregated by customer and geographic region. 

Culture 
• Important aspect of international approach. 

• Plays a significant role when interacting with customers. 

Product 

Customisation 

• Occurs on different levels. 

• Products and production customised. 

• Involves customer in pre- and post-production. 

• Internal processes and systems improved via customisation. 

Reasons for 

Customisation 

• Customer feedback. 

• Research and development. 

• Market trends. 

• Rules and regulations. 

• Differences in product calibre requirements. 

Competitors 
• SteelCorp compete in different ways for different industries. 

• Keeps a close eye on competitors. 

Marketing Aspects 

• Quality is key for marketing. 

• Centralised guidelines on marketing. 

• Online tools. 

• Tailored marketing strategy. 

Knowledge 

Transfer 

• Knowledge is shared throughout SteelCorp. 

• Internal systems aid knowledge transfer. 

Long-Term 

Strategy 

• Mass-customisation and hyper-customisation. 

• Green future. 

• Automation and industry 4.0. 

• Service and product mix, whole package offering. 

 

Table 4-1 Summary of Empirical Findings, Own.  
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5 Analysis 
 

This chapter presents the analysis of the empirical findings and how they can be connected to 

the literature review. Following this, the empirical findings and literature review are then 

presented considering the theoretical framework. 

 

5.1 Internationalisation 

 

The literature describes international activities as fundamental for manufacturing companies 

and that they start the process of internationalisation at an early stage in business development 

(Matthyssens et al. 2008). This is supported by one of the respondents, who states that 

internationalisation was a “natural evolution of the business and is almost taken for granted” 

(Respondent 2). SteelCorp’s first overseas sales office was opened in the 1950’s in the U.S., 

then two more in South America in the 1960’s. Respondent 7 claimed that internationalisation 

is “built within the DNA of SteelCorp”.  

According to the literature, the Uppsala model explains that companies usually first choose 

countries close to their home markets in order to expand and then gradually start to expand to 

countries further away (Clark & Pugh, 2001). However, SteelCorp did not set up their earliest 

subsidiaries in markets that were closest to their home country, such as the Nordic countries 

but in big industrial markets such as the UK, Germany and the United States (Johanson & 

Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975). In this connection, one respondent states that as a part of SteelCorp’s 

internationalisation process, the company has salespeople that travel all over the world to 

different sites for instance. SteelCorp is constantly on the lookout for the next market to expand 

into, however, they are more willing to put resources into high growth economies than other 

economies where the outlook is not so bright. 

Formal and informal network relationships influence different aspects of internationalisation 

such as, market selection, entry mode, product development and market diversification 

activities. Moreover, firms build relationships with counterparts in other countries which can 

create a higher level of trust and commitment within foreign networks and foster the integration 

of these. (Ge & Wang, 2013) This is supported by Respondent 10’s answer: “Trust and 

empathy are important parts of internationalisation”. 
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The literature states that one area that can affect product offering strategies is how turbulent 

the new market a firm is entering can be. This turbulence in a market can have adverse 

consequences for market specific knowledge and forces firms to be dynamic in their approach. 

Other difficulties can arise when there is a gap between what a firm expects to happen based 

on a market research and what actually happens when the firm enters an unstable market 

(Hadjikhani & Johanson, 2000). This can be connected to Respondent 3’s answer who 

explained that SteelCorp undertakes studies to investigate markets before entering them and 

launching a new product, this is to try to ensure that product launches are successful as possible. 

However, the information gathered in these studies has led to changes in the company’s 

approach. For instance, their image was changed slightly, in China and India, to be better 

suitable for the area of the researched markets.  

For instance, Respondent 2 remarked that “During my sixteen years the expansion into China 

has been tremendous”. Also, Respondent 3 stated that there was a high investment in research 

particularly the Chinese market, and that for standardised products, the competition is going to 

increase: “the Chinese, the Indian and the Eastern European competitors will come, and they 

are increasing their quality already now”. This is because the margins for standard products 

will decrease, then it is necessary to develop new products and doing that with customers is 

where the development happens and SteelCorp has to do that, otherwise it has to compete with 

these low margins and that is not within their overall strategy. 

The factors found in the analysis that are influencing SteelCorp’s internationalisation are that 

the firm does not only operate internationally by having sales offices, subsidiaries, warehouses 

etc. all over the world. SteelCorp have international standards in terms of decision making, 

marketing and in general a globalised communication structure within their corporate culture. 

These international standards are decided on a global level by SteelCorp’s department heads. 

It allows for a well-integrated, natural internationalisation and a wholly integrated 

internationalisation approach, agreeing with what Respondent 7 states that internationalisation 

is “built within the DNA of SteelCorp”. 

Further to this, international network relationships are found to be important. This also 

encompasses market expansion including market studies with special regard to competitors and 

competitive markets.  
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5.1.1 Segregation of Customers 

 

The segregation of customers was not evident the literature, however the following has been 

discovered. 

For customers of standardised products, SteelCorp does not make a differentiation in products. 

However, Respondent 6 states that there is an exception in China and India, as there is much 

higher price competition in these markets and thus, SteelCorp places more emphasis on keeping 

costs low. This is in direct contrast to almost every other aspect of SteelCorp where focus is 

firmly place on being number one in terms of quality. This can be connected to Johanson and 

Vahlne (2009) by explaining the market knowledge that SteelCorp has regarding China and 

India, and also by its commitment to an individual market strategy, separate to the global 

strategy. 

Additionally, there is segregation within industries sold to. Respondent 8 gave an example for 

the Aerospace industry versus the Automotive industry. As margins are higher and there is less 

competition in the Aerospace industry and lower margins for error compared to the automotive 

industry. Thus, these types of customers are not grouped together and are broken down into A, 

B and C types of customers where A being more valuable will get preferential treatment. 

Generally speaking, in different regional offices worldwide, there are some central guidelines 

in terms of decision-making and marketing, in terms of how the brand is presented (Respondent 

1). Moreover, Respondent 10 states that there is a globalised communication structure and 

international standards that must be followed by both SteelCorp, its competitors and customers. 

However, for instance in SteelCorp’s mining division, differences in regional offices can be 

found such as SteelCorp employees working directly and only for one specific customer. This 

can depend on the location of the business and on the customer. Additionally, salespeople are 

divided by region trying to gain new customers. 
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5.2 Culture 

  

Hofstede (1994) points out that culture plays an important role in how businesses strategize, 

not only in the form of national cultures but also from corporate cultures. However, that is not 

to say that one approach to culture and international business strategy is correct but rather that 

each situation needs to be looked at differently and have decisions on how to approach culture 

made with all possibilities open (Apetrei et al., 2015). 

In conjunction with this, Respondent 10 states that companies need to be sensitive to the 

cultures they interact with and sell to: “SteelCorp is very good at understanding different 

cultures, be it how they interact with their own employees but also with their customers.” 

Also, Respondent 2 remarked that the interaction with customers from different cultures is not 

something that SteelCorp has difficulties with. When having meetings in another country, there 

is always a salesperson who already has established contact with the end customer. One-way 

SteelCorp combats cultural differences is to have “local people working with local customers” 

(Respondent 2).  

One remarkable difference between two countries (China and Japan) that was mentioned by 

two Respondents (1 and 10) was the willingness to show their production facilities to SteelCorp 

employees. This is due to a more closed culture within Japan compared to China. In general, 

Respondent 10 stated: “Product development differs in different countries due to different 

decision-making processes.”  

In conclusion, within SteelCorp, culture is an important factor that comes into play within their 

internationalisation strategy. Interacting with other cultures and enabling smooth business 

relationships is a fixed asset of the company. However, as strong as SteelCorp is in 

understanding other cultures, customers’ decision-making processes in other countries may 

differ and thus, this affects the processes of SteelCorp. These cultural differences are something 

that has to be taken into consideration and integrated within their international business 

strategy. 

 

 



International Product Customisation Strategy – Maria Tena Dukic & Thomas Roe 

 

54 

 

5.3 Product Customisation 

 

It is pointed out in the literature, that thorough research and managing resources efficiently is 

needed for product development and entering new markets, in order to introduce and test new 

products (Calantone et al., 1996). Thus, highly trained employees in R&D are necessary to 

achieve better results when creating and assessing products. When internationalising, 

companies should apply more resources and expertise to product development (Calantone et 

al., 1996). This need for precise R&D in order to create fitting products for different markets, 

is supported by Respondent 3 who states that “SteelCorp’s basic idea since their foundation 

was the huge focus on innovation and R&D and second, the close connection to the customer.”  

Yang and Gabrielsson (2017) point out that in the B2B market, the expansion into international 

markets is more complex due to the need of a higher degree of customisation for products and 

solutions. There are various levels of product customisation within SteelCorp, differing by 

department. Some sections of the business are designed for mass-production and others for 

highly customised products. The drilling business for example, sets up for mass-production for 

one customer, however customisations can be made quickly and easily (Respondent 1). 

Changes like this need a lot of interaction between different departments, such as production, 

production planning and R&D.  

Additionally, Calantone et al. (1996) explain that reassessment and evaluation of activities are 

also important to keep ahead of what customers want. Respondent 3 claims that customisation 

is mostly proactive in looking at the market trends and undertaking studies to find out how the 

market situation looks like: “how does the situation of the end customer look like; what 

competitors does SteelCorp have; where is the local production going; what kind of products 

are they producing; what are the pricing strategies of the competitors?” (Respondent 3) 

Thomé & Medeiros (2016) claim that the adaption of strategies in culturally different markets 

can be essential for the success of an international business. 

Companies have the option to make no changes to products, this can be a cheaper way to export 

and is a form of product standardisation. Some issues can arise with this, perhaps the product 

does not meet the different international needs of consumers. It is important for the firm to 

weigh up whether the revenue generated in product customisation is enough to outweigh the 

costs incurred (Calantone et al., 2004).  
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According to Respondent 1, within SteelCorp, there are various levels of product 

customisation, and it differs by department. Within the construction business very little to no 

customisation is offered on products, this is due to the large number of customers and the speed 

at which customers need their tools. On the other hand, within SteelCorp Metal Cutting there 

is a division called Custom Created which is specifically based on customisation. “There is no 

human interaction, everything is done through a web-based tool” (Respondent 8), which is 

then sent to an automated production unit and delivered to the customer. This gives the 

customer the ultimate control over what they want. Thus, SteelCorp evaluate and assess where 

customisation is required and profitable. However, most of the respondents stated that 

customisation is needed and demanded by the customers. 

 As suggested in the literature, SteelCorp highly focuses on R&D and undertakes research not 

only to create suitable products for international markets but also to be ahead of the market 

development. Considering SteelCorp’s different levels of customisation, the key is that 

customisation whether it be mass-customisation in the drilling business or individual 

customisation in the Aerospace industry, in every case it needs to be profitable. However, as 

emphasised by the respondents, the close contact to the customer is highly important for 

SteelCorp in every aspect and also for their approach in customisation. There are already web-

based tools that allow for no human-interaction and also this form of customisation is 

demanded by the customer.  

5.4 Marketing Aspects 

 

Kotler et al. (2016) show one of the main instruments that can position a product, is in the 

quality of the product itself. This is something that SteelCorp consistently do, being either 

number one or two in terms of quality in the market, in most product lines they engage in. 

SteelCorp matches with the literature in terms of having a globalised marketing function 

regarding the overall brand (Matthyssens et al., 2008) and each division has strict rules that 

they must comply with for marketing. The marketing functions are coordinated and centralised, 

however one aspect that the literature is missing, is the fact that each division can chose at a 

basic level in what forms of marketing they engage. These basic forms of marketing include 

but are not limited to site visits to both mines and production facilities and around the world 

product demonstrations. 
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Long term relationships are essential for B2B marketing (Čater & Čater, 2010). They create a 

commitment to both parties involved and can help improve customer loyalty and as such can 

create an advantageous relationship outcome (Lövblad et al., 2012). This is something that is 

evident within SteelCorp, as they have close relationships and trust is so evolved that they work 

directly with customers to develop plans and products. This is similar to what Neti (2011) states 

that modern media is a chance for businesses to connect more directly and gain customers trust. 

This further matches with Kotler et al. (2016), as this close relationship helps to create new 

product features, gain feedback on what works and what does not, and ultimately help to 

determine what customers value in terms of product customisation. 

The internet has changed the way that companies can communicate with their customers. The 

literature states that it can be risky as intellectual property might be lost and relationships can 

be more difficult to manage online (Matthyssens et al., 2008). This is in direct contrast to 

SteelCorp’s approach to relationships, some customers solely interact online, and it works well, 

everything they need is on web-based tools. Additional to this, they offer large amounts of 

information and free training courses for many products offered which portrays an image that 

SteelCorp are not worried about intellectual property loss or distribution. This matches well 

with Straker & Wrigley (2016) as they state the benefits created by engagement with customers 

on digital channels. 

There is a contradiction in the literature, however, as it states that companies delocalise 

customers in order to achieve lower costs of production and offer a cheaper product to the 

customer (Matthyssens et al., 2008). In SteelCorp’s case the opposite is present, they localise 

both the Indian and Chinese markets by segregating these markets from their global strategy 

(Respondent 6). They do this as they must compete on price within China and India, due to less 

sentiment for quality and high local competition within these markets. These are the only 

markets where SteelCorp do not follow the brand image and try to offer a cheaper product. 

This in itself is a customisation to strategy and is forced by high competition and low sentiment 

for quality in these markets. 

Within their marketing, SteelCorp holds to its standard of always being number 1 or 2 in the 

market, in terms of product quality. There is a globalised marketing function and guidelines 

which have to be followed but there are some aspects that each brand can make their own 

marketing according to their customer such as on-site visits. Close relationships with customers 

are part of their business strategy and are highly valued.  SteelCorp was also able to adapt to 
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the market transformation in terms of online communication successfully, as they have for 

instance, free online training courses that foster better relationships with their customers. 

5.5 Knowledge Transfer 

  

Although market knowledge is mentioned as an important aspect of internationalisation 

(Johanson & Wiedersheim‐Paul, 1975). Knowledge transfer is not something that was greatly 

evident in internationalisation literature however, from the interviews it appears to be an 

important aspect of SteelCorp’s internationalisation strategy. Matthyssens et al. (2008) did 

however briefly mention sharing of best practices, information and improvements that can be 

made. 

Knowledge sharing appears to be an important part of SteelCorp’s strategy. They have both 

production and application centres where information is shared between different departments 

within SteelCorp and their customers. It creates a more integrated system and thorough 

knowledge transfer. This allows for further innovation and greater idea generation between 

departments. “SteelCorp’s basic idea since their foundation was the huge focus on innovation 

and R&D and second, the close connection to the customer.” (Respondent 3). This knowledge 

transfer is evident even though R&D and is the responsibility of each individual department. 

This data is however added to a global system for easy access of those who need it and thus, 

helps with international product customisation. SteelCorp even takes knowledge transfer a step 

further with its classroom training seminars on different products to aid with its 

internationalisation. 

Further to the production and application centres and in class training, they attempt to share 

knowledge with customers through online training that in turn helps both the customer and 

SteelCorp. 

Aside from these, there are also specific teams that travel to different locations around the globe 

to find best practices and then implement them on a global scale, this is the biggest sign of how 

important knowledge transfer is to the international strategy. 

Knowledge transfer is an essential part of the internationalisation process. It greatly assists in 

product customisation and successfully unites ideas through different departments. 
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5.6 Long-Term Strategy 

  

The business world is constantly shifting and as such constant adaption of strategy is needed 

(Rosenbloom & Larsen, 2003). SteelCorp needs to stay ahead of trends in order to remain 

competitive (Ndubisi & Nataraajan, 2016). This is evident from the shift in SteelCorp’s focus 

to different areas for development such as greener products, due to better efficiency meaning 

less fuel costs. These greener products are not just confined to fuel consumption but also 

recycling and reusing of old products to produce new products. Electrical engines are also 

becoming much more prominent in research and development for SteelCorp with the strategy 

to eventually have all engines, electrical. This strategy shows that their strategy is constantly 

under review and ensures that the company is heading in the right direction (Thomé & 

Medeiros, 2016). The changing trends are something that is evident in each part of SteelCorp 

and each division has a different strategy for the future, such as Sales 2021 ‘future state’ aim. 

This division of strategies can be attributed to the decentralisation of the company, with each 

division being responsible for their own profit and loss (Respondent 6). 

The internet has had major impacts on business and communication (Matthyssens et al., 2008). 

The same can be said for SteelCorp, the personal relationship between SteelCorp and its 

customers is changing in great parts from face-to-face to online. Customers are now able to 

order most products through web interfaces, both standard and customised. Customers even 

have the possibility to make customisations to products through these same web interfaces. 

This is predicted to be furthered with ‘hyper-customisation’ (Respondent 2) and ‘mass-

customisation’ (Respondent 8) becoming the norm. This steps away from Calantone et al. 

(2004) stating that two marketing strategies existing, standardisation and adaption, with 

SteelCorp predicted to focus on adaption and customisation to a higher extent in future. This 

focus on adaption is in part made possible by Industry 4.0 through automation of production 

lines (Lasi et al., 2014). This has also made the pace of development and speed at which a 

customer can receive a product even faster. Another instrument in assisting with Industry 4.0 

is web interface improvement and digitalisation (Lasi et al., 2014). Remote controlled vehicles 

and their advantages are also predicted to be a large part of the future and have only been made 

feasible by digitalisation. 

With regards to the future, SteelCorp has its eyes firmly focused on the constantly shifting 

market trends. It can maintain its lead over competitors by constantly adapting their strategies 
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and products. Additionally, the concentration stays on costumers and in particular, the 

communication with them and as such SteelCorp are constantly changing how they interact 

with their environment. 

 

Code Themes Link to Literature 

C1 Internationalisation Internationalisation starts at an early 

stage for manufacturing businesses. 

(Matthyssens et al. 2008) 

C3 Cultures No one approach to culture is correct, 

each situation needs to be taken on its 

merits. (Apetrei et al., 2015) 

C4 Product Customisation Companies need to evaluate whether 

different customisations are profitable. 

(Calantone et al., 2004) 

C7 Marketing Aspects Companies delocalise products to form a 

global strategy and reduce costs of 

product. (Matthyssens et al. 2008) 

C8 Knowledge Transfer Best practice, information and 

improvement sharing are mentioned. 

(Matthyssens et al., 2008) 

C9 Long-Term Strategy Industry 4.0 and automation of product 

lines make adaption of products more 

feasible. (Lasi et al. 2014) 

 

Table 5-1 Comparison of Literature and Empirical Findings, Own  
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Code Example Analysis 

C1 Internationalisation is a “natural 

evolution of the business and is almost 

taken for granted” (Respondent 2) 

The literature and empirical findings 

match well here, SteelCorp 

internationalised from an early stage. 

C3 “SteelCorp is very good at 

understanding different cultures, be 

it how they interact with their own 

employees but also with their customers” 

(Respondent 10) 

The literature and respondents are in 

accordance in terms of what they 

emphasise in terms of culture in 

internationalisation. 

C4 Respondent 1 stated that there are 

different levels of product customisation 

offered. 

Links to the literature are evident 

however respondents didn’t mention if 

levels of customisation are due to 

monetary factors. 

C7 India and China are both localised by 

SteelCorp and offer lower priced 

products there. (Respondent 6) 

This is a direct contradiction to the 

literature as SteelCorp localise and offer 

lower priced products. 

C8 Production and application centres form 

a large part of knowledge sharing in 

SteelCorp. (Respondent 3) 

There is a clear gap in literature regarding 

knowledge sharing and thus knowledge 

is gained with regard to this study. 

C9 ‘Mass-customisation’ has been made 

possible by Industry 4.0 (Respondent 8) 

Customisation has been possible before 

Industry 4.0 however it is becoming more 

viable due to Industry 4.0, linking the 

empirical data and literature well. 

 

Table 5-2 Comparison of Literature and Empirical Findings continued, Own 
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5.7 Link to Theoretical Framework Model 

 

The original theoretical framework model, in Figure 2-2, considered the different factors of 

international product customisation strategy, using only the current literature available. This 

study presents new insights shown in Tables 5-1 & 5-2 Comparison of Literature and Empirical 

Findings. This identified gaps in the current literature available. Although these gaps were 

recognized, the majority of the literature agreed with our findings, but emphasised the need for 

more research in this field, due in part to the rapid rate of change in this industry. 

With the above in mind, a need to change the theoretical framework model was acknowledged. 

Figure 5-1 International Product Customisation Strategy Model was created in the original 

theoretical framework model’s place. 

The revised model has considered different aspects that create a successful international 

product customisation strategy such as internationalisation, culture and product strategy using 

a combination of the literature and empirical findings. However, it has also added the aspect of 

knowledge transfer, this was found to be lacking in the internationalisation literature and it 

formed an important aspect of the empirical findings. Additionally, it was found that business 

to business marketing was not one of the factors in the product customisation strategy, however 

it did form a base of every aspect of the business strategy. The same can be said for 

digitalisation, it is becoming more a prominent aspect for business as a whole and encompasses 

almost every aspect of it. Digitalisation acts as a catalyst for change to other parts of the 

business. Marketing strategy was found to need to be tailored for each department and as such 

can be seen as impacted by each different factor of the product customisation strategy. 

Overall the model acts as a guide to understand what makes an international product 

customisation successful. It identifies different areas within a business to target and consider 

as part of a strategy.  
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Figure 5-1 International Product Customisation Strategy Model, Own  
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6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter presents the answers to the research questions and draws conclusions from them. 

The contribution of the study to current international business literature is also shown. 

Following this, societal and practical implications are drawn. Finally, limitations of research 

and possibilities for other studies are presented. 

 

6.1 Conclusions  

 

The main purpose of this research was to find the different factors that influence international 

product customisation strategy, within the business to business industry. It created an 

understanding of the process and what elements can be used as part of this product 

customisation strategy.  

The research can also be used to show how internationalisation can impact products and how 

they are developed and altered. Many factors resulted in customisations of products, including 

tight relationships between the customer and the firm, and knowledge transfer. B2B marketing 

was also explored as a factor, however it was found to influence each aspect of the business 

not exclusive to international product customisation strategy. Moreover, it was found that 

tailored marketing strategies were in place, for different divisions of SteelCorp, which too were 

impacted by the factors mentioned. These tailored marketing strategies then influenced the 

international product customisation strategy. The above were vital in the growth and 

development of SteelCorp as an international market leader. With increased technological 

advancements it is becoming harder to differentiate products and therefore customisation is 

becoming ever more important as a competitive advantage for SteelCorp.  
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6.1.1 What are the factors influencing international product customisation strategy? 

 

In this study there has been conclusive evidence for the need of international product 

customisation. These core factors are; internationalisation, culture, product strategy and 

knowledge transfer. Additional to this, underlying and overlying factors also contribute. The 

overlying factors are digitalisation and business to business marketing, they impact every 

aspect of the business and are therefore not independent factors of international product 

customisation strategy. The underlying factor, however, is tailored marketing strategies which 

are influenced by the core factors above but also encapsulates international product 

customisation strategy. There are a number of reasons for this, such as different applications 

of the products, differences in education and training of employees and preferences in terms of 

quality of products. The adaption of products occurs on many different levels within the 

business and in some business divisions more than others. The level of customisation is also 

impacted by the customers’ needs and wants, not only for profitability but also for the 

happiness and productiveness of employees.  

 

Factor  Description 

Internationalisation Strategic ways for companies to grow. (Own) 

Culture Peoples values, beliefs and way of being. (Own) 

Product Strategy Gives direction to product decisions. (Own) 

Knowledge Transfer Knowledge shared between stakeholders. (Own) 

 

Table 6-1 Factors Influencing International Product Customisation Strategy, Own 
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6.1.2 How is international product customisation strategy affected by current market 

trends? 

 

There are many different aspects that impact current market trends for international product 

customisation strategy. This research has identified digitalisation and tailored marketing 

strategy as the two most important aspects. Digitalisation and tailored marketing strategy go 

hand in hand and affect each other. Tailored marketing strategy has been made much more 

accessible due to digitalisation. This is because of a number of reasons, such as increased 

communication and web capabilities. These new tailored marketing strategies can be used as 

an important tool in targeting customers specific needs.  

Further to this, there is a demand in part, for digitalisation, due to tailored marketing. 

Companies want further digitalisation as it can give them enhanced benefits to their tailored 

marketing strategy. This demand creates a need for increasing digitalisation in order to stay at 

the forefront of tailored marketing. 

Part of digitalisation also includes Industry 4.0, this is a trend of great importance not only to 

international business literature but also to the practicalities of the business world. 

Automisation of product lines too contributes to product customisation and product 

customisation strategy capabilities. It has increased the speed of customisation and 

enhancements and will continue to do so in the future. Industry 4.0 has enlarged the capabilities 

of firms customisation abilities and thus, have increase product customisation offerings. 

 

Aspect Description 

Tailored Marketing Strategy Customised approach to marketing products. (Own) 

Digitalisation Including Industry 4.0, the conversion of previously 

manually executed tasks to digital means. (Own) 

 Automation Included in digitalisation, the automatic completion of tasks 

by electronic means. (Own) 

 

Table 6-2 Current Trends of International Product Customisation Strategy, Own 
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6.2 Contributions to the Literature  

 

This study showed the previous work done, demonstrated by different concepts throughout the 

study, such as the Uppsala Model by Johanson & Vahlne (1977). It adds to them and helps to 

apply the ideas to day-to-day business, giving them further support. Internationalisation is 

focused on in the literature such as by Grönroos (2016) and this study helps to show how 

product customisation impacts internationalisation and vice versa. The research, in part, helps 

to fill the gap in the literature acknowledged not only by Hyder & Fregidou-Malama (2009), 

but also opens new gaps, such as in digitalisation and knowledge transfer. Knowledge transfer 

was shown from the study to be lacking in internationalisation literature, further and more in-

depth studies are required on this topic. There is literature available on digitalisation and 

automation, such as Lasi et al. (2014) however it is a rapidly changing topic, due to different 

factors such as Industry 4.0. With its hastily changing nature, studies can quickly become 

outdated and therefore, additional up to date studies are required. The study and its results have 

helped to give further contribution to the internationalisation and business strategy literature 

available and show product customisations involvement in literature. The study will also 

contribute to other scholars who wish to continue with further studies.  

Figure 5-1 International Product Customisation Strategy Model adds to the literature by 

showing the different factors that contribute to successful international product customisation 

strategy and as such the model can be used as an effective tool to help with this. Overall the 

model identifies different areas within a business to target and consider as part of a international 

product customisation strategy.  

6.3 Societal Implications 

 

The study impacts wider society and life in general, as it demonstrates the differences in culture 

that are evident. It also impacts on international product customisation decisions, not only in 

the B2B spectrum but also in B2C. The study can help make international expansion easier in 

showing which aspects are found to be fundamental and important and create more 

opportunities for job growth. Further to this, in the long term with easier international 

expansion, the cost of business should go down and as well the cost of products to the end 

consumer. Governments are able to make better and more informed decisions and policies by 

implementing plans that further aid international expansion.  
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6.4 Practical Implications 

 

There are many different types of different business to business offerings in the manufacturing 

industry and as such, the results of our study cannot be generalised to the manufacturing 

industry. They can however be applied to different companies within the steel industry and be 

used as an example for other companies in the same operating sphere. The study will be of 

particular interest to those in the manufacturing industry who are wishing to internationalise or 

to customise their product offerings to international customers and markets. It can be of help 

to them to understand foreign expectations as well as the factors which are influencing 

international product customisation strategy. Figure 5-1 International Product Customisation 

Strategy Model can be used as a tool to aid managers in decision making that can make for a 

holistic and informed international product customisation strategy. As such, the benefits listed 

above show the effect on practical implications in using this model. 

6.5 Limitations and Future Research Suggestions 

 

There were a number of limitations that were factored into the study, first being that it is a 

single case-study, based on the international manufacturing company SteelCorp. However, 

should a multiple case-study have been used, a broader range of results could have been 

obtained. Thus, a multiple case-study would have added to credibility and reliability. 

Furthermore, the research is of particular benefit to SteelCorp and is beneficial for exploratory 

purposes. Moreover, a limitation of the empirical data is that only 10 interviews were 

conducted, if a larger set were undertaken, further and better insights could have been attained. 

Additional to this, the study was on a Swedish based company, a more diverse set of results 

could have been obtained if different companies based in different countries were used as part 

of the research.  

The study shows the factors influencing international product customisation strategy and how 

product customisation can benefit the long-term viability of the company. Some suggestions 

for further research are to replicate this qualitative study but in a multiple case-study form, 

using companies based in both different countries and culturally different locations, this would 

allow researchers to add to the validation of the findings of this study. There are some gaps 

evident in the literature that presented themselves in the empirical data, one being knowledge 

transfer. More research is needed in how knowledge transfer impacts on internationalisation 
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and product customisation strategy. Another area of promising research is in digitalisation and 

automation, this is an area of rapid change and as such more studies are needed to maintain 

relativity. Additional to this, more research is required on tailored marketing strategies in B2B, 

this too presented itself in the empirical findings. 

Finally, an interesting aspect to add is a business to business services customisation as a 

strategy and what benefits they can have on a firm’s international strategy. It is mentioned in 

the Empirical Findings that SteelCorp is becoming more orientated to a whole package offering 

involving product and service. Therefore, a combination of both product and service 

customisation, as an intertwined strategy could offer the ultimate study into strategy 

customisation. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1, Interview Questions, Own 

 

     

Tom        Tena 

25        24 

Irish        German 

MBA Student       MBA Student  

Introduction 

We are conducting a study into International Business Strategy and Customisation within 

culturally different markets. We are trying to identify if there is customisation in terms of 

strategy in marketing or products within the manufacturing industry. We appreciate your help 

and look forward to the interview. The interview should take around one hour. Below we have 

a number of questions, please only give as much or as little detail as you are comfortable with. 

We would appreciate any examples or illustrations where possible, to get a better idea of the 

practicalities of what is being asked. Additionally, we would be very grateful if you had any 

further comments or guidance regarding our topic, whether it be personal ideas, people to 

contact, areas of interest etc. 
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1. About you 

a. Name 

b. Age 

c. Amount of time in SteelCorp 

d. Position in SteelCorp 

e. Amount of time in current position 

f. Amount of time within this area of business/field 

g. What levels of interaction would you have with international customers, per 

day/week? 

h. What countries do you interact with most? 

2. About SteelCorp 

a. What does internationalisation mean to you? 

i. SteelCorp and Internationalisation 

ii. Different departments 

b. How do SteelCorp select different markets/customers to expand into for your 

department?  

i. Do you have different expansion methods for different departments? 

ii. Do existing customers dictate a market to expand into? 

c. Are there differences in corporate structure in different regional offices, in terms 

of decision making and roles for example does each country have their own 

marketing department? 

i. Is there knowledge sharing between departments markets, customers 

and products? If so what? 

ii. Are there other forms of knowledge shared between departments? If so 

what? 

d. Do SteelCorp segregate customers within markets? Sub-regional? Markets 

within countries, such as the states in the USA? 

i. Is there a difference in approach for different regions? Europe, America, 

Asia, Middle East? 

3. Culture differences 

a. How do you respond to challenges you may encounter in markets that are 

different culturally?  

i. How do you find other cultures react to your own in terms of 

cooperation? 
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4. Customisation 

a. Do you think there is a need for product customisation of strategy within 

markets or for customers? If so why? 

i. How do SteelCorp do these customisations? 

ii. Do you know of any customisation within SteelCorp’s product strategies 

on a per market basis? 

iii. With the previously mentioned knowledge sharing in mind, does this 

contribute to customisation? 

iv. To what extent do you customise product strategies? Is there a limit? 

v. Does SteelCorp’s product strategy customisation refer to single 

products, product lines or product mixes? 

vi. Are there certain products that SteelCorp are willing to customise and 

others not? If not, why? 

vii. How do SteelCorp decide on customising products, is it reactive to 

customers wants or proactive, trying to be ahead of what the customer 

wants? 

viii. How do customers let SteelCorp know what changes and adaptations 

that they would like?  

ix. What more could SteelCorp do for its customers in terms of 

customisation? 

5. Reasons for Customisation 

a. Do you think that customising strategies can have an impact on quality, 

company image, and goals for the company overall? 

i. Does product strategy customisation enhance customer loyalty (and 

satisfaction)? 

ii. Do you think it is a competitive advantage that SteelCorp are able to 

customise products and strategies? 

iii. What are the benefits you see, to customisation? 

6. Competitors 

a. Do you have any knowledge of what SteelCorp’s competitors do in terms of 

customisation? If so what? 

7. Marketing 

a. Can you see a difference in strategic approach and customisation, for products 

and marketing? 
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i. What forms of marketing do SteelCorp undertake and specifically in 

different countries? For example, strategies, different outlets, regional 

differences. 

ii. Do SteelCorp customise for this? If so, what customisations are seen? 

iii. Why do SteelCorp adapt marketing strategies? 

iv. What benefits do you see to adapting marketing strategies? 

v. Are marketing strategy customisation and product customisation linked? 

8. Overview 

a. Is it important to link the two to create a unified approach to customers? 

b. What do you see as the Future for International Business Strategy within 

SteelCorp? 

i. Does SteelCorp have a long-term strategy for customisation? 

ii. How will this contribute to SteelCorp’s success in the long term? 

iii. With the previously mentioned knowledge transfer in mind, does this 

have any impact on future plans for SteelCorp’s strategy? 

Thank you for your input for this study, it is greatly appreciated! 

Tena & Thomas 
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