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Abstract
Global scaling – defined as a logic of multinationalization that seeks rapid

growth through the replication of a global business model across foreign
markets – is an increasingly visible real-world phenomenon; however, it is one

which has not yet been theorized in international business research. The

purpose of this editorial is to initiate a dialogue that will lead to greater
discussion and research in this area. We present the theoretical facets of

the global scaling logic and compare global scaling with other

conceptualizations of rapid international growth. We then draw on previous
research in international business and entrepreneurship to suggest facilitators of

global scaling. Finally, we highlight the challenges of global scaling and areas

for future empirical research to help us better understand which kinds of firms

are likely to follow a global scaling logic, and which factors contribute to its
successful implementation. Throughout the discussion, we use published case

studies as examples, in order to provide suggestions for teaching material on

global scaling.
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INTRODUCTION
A recent Harvard Business Review article declares that ‘‘scale now
trumps differentiation’’ in firm strategy (Van Alstyne, Parker, &
Choudary, 2016: 54). Reid Hoffman, the founder of LinkedIn warns,
‘‘you have to move faster, because competition from anywhere on
the globe may beat you at scale’’ (quoted in Sullivan, 2016: 46). Yet,
despite such attention to global scaling by practitioners and policy-
makers, there is little discussion of global scaling in international
business scholarship. The purpose of this editorial is to initiate a
dialogue that will lead to greater discussion and research in this area.
We begin by proposing a definition: Global scaling is a logic of
multinationalization that seeks rapid growth through the replication
of a global business model (i.e., a model based solely on non-
location-bound firm-specific advantages) across foreign markets.

Understanding global scaling is important because it is a
distinct logic of MNE1 internationalization, or multinationaliza-
tion, that has not yet been explicitly theorized in international
business. The Journal of International Business Studies has recently
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published several articles in which different logics
of multinationalization are proposed. The updated
Uppsala model (Vahlne & Johanson, 2017) is based
on an incremental logic (Håkanson & Kappen,
2017: 1006). It holds that managers make interna-
tionalization commitments in pursuit of opportu-
nities that fit their resources and capabilities, and
through this they develop the knowledge and
relational capital that enable them to pursue sub-
sequent opportunities. Håkanson and Kappen
(2017) build on the ideas of limiting downside risk
and developing experiential knowledge to suggest
an alternative – betting – logic of multinationaliza-
tion. Their ‘‘Casino model’’ holds that MNEs limit
their exposure to downside outcomes by establish-
ing sales subsidiaries in multiple markets simulta-
neously. It is expected that some of these
subsidiaries will fail, but this logic nonetheless
allows the MNE to explore a broader set of new
opportunities. Santangelo and Meyer (2017) build
on the assumption of path dependencies within the
Uppsala model. Based on an evolutionary logic,
they contend that resource commitments to inter-
national markets can be either path-continuing or
path-breaking over time; the latter being associated
with higher risk and potentially higher returns.
Each of these logics emphasize the exploration of
new opportunities through multinationalization.

Clearly, entrepreneurial MNEs may go through a
period of rapid international growth that is incon-
sistent with these logics, and is instead based on a
replication strategy. A replication strategy de-em-
phasizes the exploration of new opportunities over
time to drive growth (e.g., Chliova & Ringov, 2017;
Winter & Szulanski, 2001). Instead, opportunity
exploration occurs before international commit-
ments in order to be able to develop and then
execute a global business model.

While scholars have advocated global strategies
based on standardization (e.g., Bartlett & Ghoshal,
1989; Levitt, 1983; see Verbeke, 2013, for an over-
view), global scaling, as a distinct logic of multina-
tionalization increasingly observed in the real world,
has not yet been extensively theorized. In this
editorial, we conceptualize global scaling and posi-
tion it within the extant international business
literature. The remainder of this editorial is orga-
nized as follows. First, we present the theoretical
facets of the global scaling logic. We then compare
global scaling with other conceptualizations of rapid
international growth. Next, we draw on previous
research in international business and entrepreneur-
ship to suggest facilitators of global scaling. Finally,

we highlight the challenges of global scaling and
areas for future empirical research to help us better
understand which kinds of firms are likely to follow a
global scaling logic and which factors contribute to
its successful implementation. Throughout the dis-
cussion, we use published case studies as examples,
in order to provide suggestions for teaching material
on global scaling.

WHAT IS GLOBAL SCALING?
Although ‘‘scaling’’ is a term that is used colloqui-
ally as a synonym for growth, analysis of past
research shows that three different bodies of liter-
ature – economics, entrepreneurship, and strategic
management – have highlighted different facets of
it. These are summarized in Table 1. In this section,
we show that these three perspectives can be
integrated through the notion of a business model:
how the firm creates and captures value (Zott, Amit,
& Massa, 2011). A global business model is based on
uniformity across country markets (Tallman, Luo,
& Buckley, 2018: 528) and embodies the non-
location-bound firm-specific advantages – the
intangible assets, learning capabilities, and rela-
tionships with outside actors (Rugman & Verbeke,
2003: 127) – that reduce the costs and friction of
entering foreign markets, thus enabling global
scaling. In this section, we also highlight interna-
tional business research which sheds light on the
meaning of ‘‘global.’’ Our conceptualization of the
logic of global scaling builds on and integrates this
prior research, as outlined below.

Economics: Economies of Scale
The international business literature often draws on
the notion of scale in economics. Economies of
scale are cost advantages associated with greater
output volume, typically the decrease in the cost
per unit of output that is associated with an
increased volume of output. Thus, a firm that is
scaling is increasing profits by increasing output
volume and reducing per unit cost. The ‘‘outcome
volume’’ is usually sales, but it can also be number
of customers. While profitability is the ultimate
goal of global scaling, an intermediate objective
might be augmenting a user base that can be
monetized later (Huang, Henfridsson, Liu, & New-
ell, 2017). Here, the same argument applies, but it
relates specifically to customer acquisition costs:
there are economies of scale when the per customer
acquisition cost decreases as more customers are
acquired.
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When international growth provides the oppor-
tunity to increase sales (or user acquisition) without
a concomitant increase in costs, firms can reap
these economies of scale and increase profitability
(e.g., Caves, 1971; Contractor, 2007). The caveat
‘‘without a concomitant increase in costs’’ is key,
because international expansion can be costly. Fast
multinationalization in particular can limit the
firm’s ability to absorb expansion, leading to inef-
ficiencies (Vermeulen & Barkema, 2002), and so it is
important to understand the costs associated with
entry into new markets (Hennart, 2007; Verbeke &
Forootan, 2012). Thus, this economics lens high-
lights that economies of scale are an objective of a
global scaling logic. A global business model that
minimizes the costs of multinationalization, by
enabling replication across country markets, is
consistent with this objective.

Entrepreneurship: Rapid Growth
The entrepreneurship literature conceptualizes scal-
ing differently, emphasizing the magnitude and
persistence of firm growth in terms of sales or
headcount. ‘‘Persistence’’ in this context means
continued commitment in the face of difficulties
(Cardon & Kirk, 2015; Gimeno, Folta, Cooper, &
Woo, 1997). Rapid growth is time-limited, since
permanent rapid growth is unsustainable (Garnsey,
1998; Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). Scaling is nor-
mally operationalized as a growth rate exceeding
20% per year over a three-year period (see

Aernoudt, 2017; Coutu, 2014; Duruflé, Hellmann,
& Wilson, 2018), although it is not unusual for
globally scaling firms to exceed a 40% compound
annual growth rate (Izosimov, 2008; World Eco-
nomic Forum, 2016).

In this literature scaling is undertaken for market
dominance rather than cost reduction. Market
dominance not only increases revenues, it also
confers reputational advantages (Fischer & Reuber,
2007; Roberts & Dowling, 2002; Shamsie, 2003).
When a market is characterized by network exter-
nalities (Katz & Shapiro, 1994), early market dom-
inance can also provide advantages such as
technological dominance (Schilling, 2002) and
dominance in establishing a loyal base of customers
(Katz & Shapiro, 1994). These are competitive
advantages for scaling firms because they reduce
constraints in sustaining competitiveness, and they
also increase the prominence of the firm in local
foreign markets (e.g., Couper & Reuber, 2013).

Access to foreign countries is essential for persis-
tent rapid growth if they provide a larger market
than the firm’s domestic one (Coutu, 2014; Eras-
mus Centre for Entrepreneurship, 2018; Scale Up
Europe, 2016; Scale Up Institute, 2019). Both the
economics and the entrepreneurship perspectives
see a global business model as a non-location-
bound firm-specific advantage that facilitates repli-
cation. The difference is that the focus of the
entrepreneurship perspective is on uniformity of
the firm’s value proposition and value-creating and

Table 1 Multidisciplinary foundations of the global scaling logic

Scholarly foundations of global scaling

Economics Entrepreneurship Strategic management

Meaning of

scaling

Returns to scale are the changes in

production output associated with a

change in production input

Scaling is persistently rapid growth Scaling is the replication of a firm’s

business model across new sites

Benefits of

scaling

Profitability is achieved when output

volume increases and per unit costs

decrease

Market competitiveness is achieved

when greater customer acquisition

leads to market domination

Rapid geographic expansion is

achieved when a business model is

replicated in multiple locations

Role of

international

markets in

scaling

International markets offer the

opportunity to sell more products,

which can increase profitability to the

extent that the cost of

multinationalization is low

International markets offer the

opportunity to acquire more customers

and increase market share

International markets need to be

homogeneous for the business

model to be replicated successfully

across markets

Relationship

among

perspectives

Replication of a global business model

across markets reduces the cost of

multinationalization

Replication of a global business model

across markets reduces the frictions of

multinationalization and increases the

speed of customer acquisition in new

markets

A global business model reduces

the cost and friction, and increases

the speed, of entering new

markets
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value-capturing mechanisms across country mar-
kets. Uniformity enables rapid growth by minimiz-
ing the time and resources required for local
adjustments. We write ‘‘minimizing’’ rather than
‘‘eliminating’’ because some local adjustment is
always required; for instance, a firm may need to
factor in currency or language differences.

There is no assumption within the entrepreneur-
ship perspective that scaling is related to firm
profitability in the short-to-medium term. Many
firms concentrate on acquiring ever more cus-
tomers in order to achieve market domination in
the present so as to garner monopolistic rents in
the longer term. What is assumed is that scaling is
expensive, and so firms need to tap into external
‘‘patient’’ capital to achieve rapid growth (Aer-
noudt, 2017; Duruflé et al., 2018). Reliance on
external capital suggests that a third objective of
global scaling may be the generation of exit options
so that investors can reap the rewards of their
investments.

Strategic Management: Replication Strategy
The replication strategy literature offers an expla-
nation of firm growth that is explicitly related to
geographic expansion and so of relevance to global
scaling. This literature contends that firm growth is
based on large-scale execution of an established
business model through replication in new sites
(e.g., Winter & Szulanski, 2001), foreign markets in
the case of global scaling (Chliova & Ringov, 2017;
Szulanski & Jensen, 2008). The key to a successful
replication strategy is having to make only minimal
adaptations to the business model for its use in
different sites (Szulanski & Jensen, 2008; Winter,
Szulanski, Ringov, & Jensen, 2012).

Past international business research has shown
that multinationalization is often accompanied by
pressure to localize in order to respond to country-
specific demands (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Praha-
lad & Doz, 1987). However, Tallman et al. (2018:
528) argue that a global business model can exist in
the absence of strong and diverging pressures for
local adaptation when there is uniformity in the
firm’s value proposition and activity system across
countries and regions. Thus, the extent to which a
business model is global reflects the extent to
which it is replicable across geographic space, as
well as the extent to which it represents a non-
location-bound firm-specific advantage facilitating
global scaling.

Firms that follow a replication strategy ‘‘front-
load’’ the exploration of opportunities to develop a

business model which can be replicated on a large
scale (Winter & Szulanski, 2001: 731). Such front-
loading is consistent with practitioner insights on
the importance of finding product-market fit and a
viable business model before scaling (Cohen, 2020;
Isenberg & Lawton, 2014; Sullivan, 2016).

The three dimensions of global scaling discussed
so far are integrated through the notion of a
business model. We turn now to a fourth aspect
of global scaling: globalness.

International Business: Globalness
A fourth body of literature on which we base our
conceptualization of global scaling is the interna-
tional business literature on globalness. The term
‘‘global’’ has become contentious in that literature,
with some arguing that it has been applied too
readily to firms that are regional but not global, and
suggesting that some thresholds should be applied
to determine if a firm is truly global (see Osegow-
itsch & Sammartino, 2008; Rugman & Verbeke,
2004, 2008; Verbeke, Coeurderoy, & Matt, 2018).
Such discussions beg the question of what differ-
entiates global scaling from domestic scaling or
regional scaling, and even whether the label
‘‘global’’ should be used at all. We contend that
that label is appropriate because the foundation on
which scaling rests – economies of scale, rapid
growth, and replication – is inherently geographi-
cally unbounded. Thus, globalness is an objective
of global scaling.

Although the logic of global scaling is not
compromised by geographic boundaries, the extent
to which firms are global at a specific point in time
will vary. The five criteria of globalness proposed by
Verbeke et al. (2018) are shown in Table 2, together
with some considerations of how to operationalize
each of them to determine whether a firm has
achieved ‘‘global’’ scaling. We see the first two
criteria – non-location-bound firm-specific advan-
tages, and global ambition on the part of manage-
ment – as fundamental characteristics of firms
following a global scaling logic. However, the
remainder – achieving global breadth and depth
of assets and sales, and the scope of value chain
activities – are variable over time as an MNE
engages in scaling (e.g., see Osegowitsch & Sam-
martino, 2008). Further, an MNE may be more
globalized in one dimension than in another; for
instance, sales may be more globalized than human
assets if an MNE waits for a certain threshold of
sales in a target country or region to open a sales
subsidiary there.
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Definition of Global Scaling
We integrate the four bodies of literature we have
outlined to define global scaling as a logic of
multinationalization that seeks rapid growth
through the replication of a global business model
across foreign markets. The four goals of global
scaling – economies of scale, market dominance,
exit options, and globalness – are shown in Figure 1.
The persistence and rapidity of growth, the preci-
sion of replication, the globalness of the business
model, and the number of foreign markets will vary
in practice across firms pursuing global scaling.
Therefore, global scaling is not a binary classifica-
tion, and some firms will scale globally more
extensively than others. Moreover, there are con-
siderable challenges in global scaling, as we will
discuss later; rapid growth is achieved by less than
10% of firms in OECD countries (Audretsch, 2012).
Thus, a firm’s achievement of global scaling may
fall short of the intentions of its leaders.

GLOBAL SCALING COMPARED WITH OTHER
CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF RAPID

INTERNATIONAL GROWTH

Global Scaling Versus Early Internationalization
A rich international entrepreneurship literature
emphasizes early and accelerated internationalization

(e.g., Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDou-
gall, 1994; Reuber, 2018). It can be differentiated
from the logic of global scaling in two key ways.
First, they do not share core characteristics. The
early internationalization literature pays little to
no attention to persistent and rapid growth, to
higher internationalization commitment modes,
or to a replication strategy. It usually measures the
rapidity of international growth by the speed with
which a firm attains a threshold level of sales in
foreign markets within a certain time after start-
up, and the threshold level of sales is often modest
and unrelated to growth. For example, Zahra,
Ireland and Hitt (2000) set the marker at five per
cent within six years, and Zhou, Wu and Luo
(2007) set it at ten per cent within three years. The
resource commitment to any foreign market is
largely left unexamined because the focus is on
exports (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015; Chetty, Johan-
son, & Martı́n Martı́n, 2014).

The second distinction is an emphasis in the
early internationalization literature on the age of
the firm when it starts to sell internationally. Our
conceptualization of global scaling is agnostic as to
how long after start-up the firm starts selling
abroad. There is in fact likely to be a gap between
start-up and the beginning of a period of global
scaling, because uncertainty limits entrepreneurs’

Table 2 The multidimensionality of ‘‘globalness’’

Globalness criteria Description and operationalizations

Non-location-bound firm-specific advantages Proprietary knowledge, technology, brands, practices, routines, and

capabilities that support the global business model and are replicable

across multiple regions

Global ambitions on the part of management Statements regarding global ambitions or achievements by a firm’s

leaders. Outside investment explicitly made to support global

scaling. Standardized international branding and corporate design

(Lovelock & Yip, 1996)

Significant geographic breadth A presence in many countries. The number of countries in which a

firm has assets/sales. The number of country-specific domains of a

firm’s website and social media accounts (e.g., Facebook page or

Twitter account)

Significant geographic depth A significant percentage of overall assets/sales in multiple regions.

Having sales of 20% or more in each region of the triad (North

America, Europe, Asia Pacific), but less than 50% in any one region

(Rugman & Verbeke, 2004). Less stringent measures are suggested

by Osegowitsch and Sammartino (2008)

A wide scope of value chain activities in the firm’s international

operations (internally or through value chain partners)

Value chain activities located in multiple regions. The key value chain

activities to consider may be industry-specific (e.g., Lovelock & Yip,

1996; Rugman & Verbeke, 2008)

Adapted from: Verbeke, Coeurderoy and Matt (2018).
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ability to predict the market at inception, and early
market and product changes are often made
(Dencker, Gruber, & Shah, 2009). It may therefore
be some time before a viable global business model
can be put in place and ‘‘premature scaling’’
avoided. For example, Netflix was 13 years old
before it entered its first foreign market, after which
it scaled globally (Brennan, 2018).

Despite these differences, in practice, some firms
will internationalize early and will also scale glob-
ally. They may be able to do so because they have
developed a global business model soon after start-
up (see Hennart, 2014). Alternatively, they may
start exporting early and then begin scaling glob-
ally once they have a replicable global business
model in place. However, there is no theoretical
reason to see these two types of internationaliza-
tion behaviors as linked. Indeed, Hashai (2011)
finds that early internationalizing firms lack the
capabilities to both expand geographically and
have high commitment modes, and their choice
between these paths sticks over time. This suggests
that firms which are early exporters may develop
and leverage export capabilities rather than capa-
bilities to multinationalize.

Finally, although we contend that early interna-
tionalizing firms are theoretically distinct from
globally scaling firms, the early internationaliza-
tion literature provides some important insights
into firm-level and market-level facilitators of
global scaling. We discuss these later in this edito-
rial, but first compare global scaling and rapid
multinationalization.

Global Scaling Versus Rapid Multinationalization
In the MNE literature, ‘‘rapid international growth’’
usually means a high speed of foreign direct
investment expansion, i.e. setting up many new
subsidiaries in a short period of time (Chang &
Rhee, 2011; Vermeulen & Barkema, 2002; Yang, Lu,
& Jiang, 2017). A high commitment to particular
foreign markets is assumed because expansion
involves investment in a new location. Interna-
tional expansion at high speed is challenging
because time compression diseconomies (Dierickx
& Cool, 1989), and limits to absorptive capacity
(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) restrict experiential
learning (e.g., see Monaghan & Tippmann, 2018;
Vermeulen & Barkema, 2002; Yang et al., 2017). In
contrast to the international entrepreneurship lit-
erature, the firms studied in the MNE literature are
usually well-established and mature – the mean
firm age is 30 in Chang and Rhee (2011) and 45 in

Yang et al. (2017) – which reflects the fact that
many MNEs exhibit rapid international growth at a
mature stage (e.g., Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2000).

Since global scaling is a logic of multinational-
ization, it is consistent with the broader multina-
tionalization literature in its emphasis on foreign
operations (vs. exporting) and on speed of growth.
At the same time, there are three differences. Global
scaling is based on a replication strategy that
emphasizes growth in sales, employment and/or
assets, and not necessarily short-term profitability.
In contrast, the literature on rapid international-
ization of MNEs stresses the costs of local adjust-
ments rather than the benefits of replication,
emphasizes geographic expansion – in particular
the number of subsidiaries established over time –
rather than other growth metrics, and pays atten-
tion to shorter-term profitability (or lack thereof) as
the key outcome of rapid international growth
(Chang & Rhee, 2011; Vermeulen & Barkema, 2002;
Yang et al., 2017). Despite these differences, the
multinationalization literature is valuable for
understanding the challenges of global scaling in
that it shows how global scaling is hindered by the
organizational difficulties caused by rapid geo-
graphic expansion, as we will discuss later.

THE FACILITATORS OF GLOBAL SCALING
The international business and entrepreneurship
literatures suggest facilitators of global scaling that
are both internal and external to the firm. We
discuss them in this section and summarize them
in Figure 1. We first present the facilitators of rapid
international growth and then those of replication.
We do this because past research tends to focus on
one or the other, and so separating them in our
discussion provides a clearer explanation of the
likely relationships between a facilitator and out-
come(s) of global scaling.

Facilitators of Rapid International Growth

Facilitators of rapid international growth internal
to the firm
A large body of entrepreneurship research shows
that the human, social, and relational capital of
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial teams, especially
their experience, are associated with higher growth
of their firms (e.g., Demir, Wennberg, & McKelvie,
2017; Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1990; Gilbert,
McDougall, & Audretsch, 2008). The international
entrepreneurship literature echoes these findings
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and shows that, in young and inexperienced firms,
individual-level characteristics, such as experience,
can compensate for a lack of firm-level experience,
and that this can facilitate rapid international
growth (Autio, 2005; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994;
Reuber, 2018; Reuber & Fischer, 1997). We there-
fore expect entrepreneurial teams with greater
human, social, and relational capital to be more
likely than less well-endowed teams to view global
scaling as the desired outcome and to be better able
to achieve it.2

Similarly, we expect teams with greater global
ambitions at start-up to pursue global scaling.
Again, from the international entrepreneurship
literature, McDougall, Shane and Oviatt (1994)
argue that many firms develop from start-up the
competencies well-suited to their domestic market.
This can result in ‘‘domestic inertia’’ through path
dependencies, making subsequent internationaliza-
tion difficult. On the other hand, when entrepre-
neurial teams have global ambitions from the
outset, they are likely to prioritize the development
of a global business model, making it more likely
that the move from domestic to international
customers will be anticipated and planned for.

Rapid growth requires large amounts of capital,
and so tends to be unprofitable (Hambrick &
Crozier, 1985; Markman & Gartner, 2002).

Accordingly, outside investment, normally from
venture capitalists, is required to fuel global scaling
(Aernoudt, 2017; Duruflé et al., 2018). These
investors can share experiential knowledge about
global scaling with the entrepreneurial team, and
also provide valuable social, relational, and reputa-
tional capital (see Fernhaber & McDougall-Covin,
2009). They can also fuel global ambitions, as we
see in the global scaling of the Indian hotel chain,
OYO, where an investor recommended faster and
more aggressive global scaling earlier than the
firm’s founder had considered (Ramaswamy &
Hellpap, 2020). Further, venture capitalists typi-
cally require an exit strategy, and may therefore
prefer international growth to product line diversi-
fication, so as to make the firm a more attractive
acquisition target (Pitelis, 2020). Thus, venture
capital financing is likely to be associated with all
the outcomes of global scaling shown in Figure 1.

Facilitators of rapid international growth external
to the firm
There are also factors external to the firm that prior
literature suggests will be related to global scaling as
a desired, and a realized, outcome. Firms located in
an entrepreneurial ecosystem can draw on ecosys-
tem support for specialized human capital, fund-
ing, and the indirect resources which aid the

Facilitators of Global Scaling 

Facilitators of Rapid International Growth
Internal
• Entrepreneurial teams with greater human 

capital, social capital and relational capital

• Global ambition

• Venture capital financing

External
• Entrepreneurial ecosystems 

• Global cities

• Rapidly growing market

• Size of domestic market 

• Non-location-bound network externalities

Facilitators of Replication
Internal
• Digital products and digital processes

• Business model is not reliant on local 

partners

• New and diverse employees can be 

assimilated

External
• Established (vs. nascent) market

• Market structure

Outcomes of
Global Scaling

(Desired /Realized)
• Economies of scale

• Market dominance

• Exit options

• Globalness

Challenges of Global Scaling and 
Avenues for Future Research 

Coordinating activities and decision-

making

• Managing diverse human resources

• Overcoming limits to absorptive 

capacity

• Managing global value chains

Sustaining competitiveness

• Managing strategic change while 

replicating a global business model

• Implementing change uniformly

Managing pressures for adaptation

• Adjustable business models

• Maintaining subsidiary initiatives and 

subsidiary innovation

• Maintaining subsidiary-specific 

advantaged

Figure 1 Global scaling: Facilitators, outcomes, challenges, and avenues for future research
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development and implementation of scalable busi-
ness models, such as advisors, mentoring programs,
partners, technology provision, and workspaces
(e.g., Autio, Nambisan, Thomas, & Wright, 2018).
Also, at the ecosystem level, global cities ease the
cost and friction of geographic expansion by
reducing the liabilities of foreignness and outsider-
ship when establishing subsidiaries (see Goerzen,
Asmussen, & Nielsen, 2013). Not only can this
support rapid international growth, but it can also
facilitate replication by lessening pressure to adapt
operations locally; for instance, allowing the MNE
to work with the same service providers across
borders and to draw on common norms for
managing a cosmopolitan work force.

Similarly, there are market-related factors that
facilitate global scaling. It is easier for firms to
internationalize rapidly when there are competitive
pressures to do so (Chang & Rhee, 2011), and when
the global market itself is growing rapidly (Ham-
brick & Crozier, 1985). For example, the global
scaling of the restaurant franchisor, Freshii, was
facilitated by the high worldwide growth of the
fast-casual category of restaurants (Lim & Chan-
drasekhar, 2018). Freshii stands out, because it is
not in a high-tech industry, unlike many other
companies used as examples of globally scaling
firms. In fact, a recent Brookings Institution study
of Inc. Magazine’s list of 5,000 fast-growing busi-
nesses in the U.S. shows that, while high-tech firms
are more likely than other firms to be characterized
by rapid growth, the majority of rapid growth firms
are nonetheless not in high-tech industries (Hath-
away, 2018). To our knowledge, similar data are not
available for globally scaling firms, but these num-
bers suggest that such firms may be present in a
variety of industries.

Domestic market size may also facilitate global
scaling. Firms that are founded in small domestic
markets may internationalize early, as international
expansion is the only way they can grow (Fan &
Phan, 2007). Freshii could not have achieved its
growth ambitions based on the Canadian mar-
ket alone. Leaders of growth-oriented firms in
smaller domestic markets are more apt to develop
internationalization-related competencies earlier
than firms started in large domestic markets (Reu-
ber & Fischer, 1999), and we therefore expect them
to prioritize international markets when develop-
ing their business model. This means that the firms
in small domestic markets may attempt to scale
globally earlier than firms in large domestic ones.

In contrast, firms that are founded in large
domestic markets, such as the US and China, may
have sufficient demand in their home market to be
able to scale domestically. This could delay consid-
eration of the needs of foreign markets when
developing a scalable business model. However,
being able to evolve the business model on a large
scale domestically, and garnering a reputation as an
industry leader, may facilitate subsequent global
scaling, although later in the firm’s life. An exam-
ple of this is Qualtrics, which was recognized as an
industry leader among online survey software
providers when it started to scale globally at the
age of 12 years (Tippmann & Monaghan, 2018).

Finally, if network externalities are important,
global scaling is facilitated by the presence of non-
location-bound, or cross-country, network exter-
nalities. Due to network (Katz & Shapiro, 1994)
and/or herd (e.g., Banerjee, 1992) effects, the value
of an offering for a market participant rises as their
number increases, regardless of their geographic
location (see Stallkamp & Schotter, 2021). If there
are cross-country network externalities, growth in
one country market can increase demand in others.

Facilitators of Replication

Facilitators of replication internal to the firm
Prior research suggests three internal factors that
are likely to facilitate the replication facet of global
scaling. The first is having digital products and
processes, since digital objects can be replicated
quickly and cheaply (Autio, Mudambi, & Yoo,
2021; Monaghan, Tippmann, & Coviello, 2020).
Digital platforms can enable localization in a
replicable manner, such as local offerings on the
Airbnb platform. For globally scaling firms, it is
likely that digitization of processes supporting
downstream activities, close to the customer, are
particularly consequential for the feasibility of
global scaling, because they are associated with
greater pressure for local adaptation and so are
more difficult to replicate (see Lovelock & Yip,
1996; Rugman & Verbeke, 2008).

There is high public visibility of digital platforms
that have globally scaled successfully, and indeed
digital products and processes facilitate replication,
but this does not mean that digitization is either
necessary or sufficient for global scaling. A firm can
scale globally without a digital market offering, as
shown by two examples we have already given:
Indian hotel chain OYO and Canadian franchisor
Freshii. And digitization is not sufficient to achieve
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global scaling. This is illustrated by the case of
mobile money service provider, M-Pesa, which
scaled within its home market of Kenya, but was
unable to repeat that success in other markets
(Wining & Eaves, 2020).

As affiliations with local market actors may be
part of a firm’s global business model (e.g., Dees,
Anderson, & Wei-Skillern, 2004), we point to a
second factor likely to impact replicability: reliance
on local partners. Replicability will be facilitated to
the extent there is a common way to establish and
maintain effective partnerships across countries.
Returning to Freshii, there is a standardized way to
select and manage franchisees (Lim & Chan-
drasekhar, 2018). An extreme example of complex
local partnerships hindering global scaling is Temp-
time. Temptime offers a miniaturized monitor that
indicates whether a vaccine has lost potency due to
heat exposure. Globally scaling the adoption of this
life-saving technology took decades because of the
complexities of setting up and managing interna-
tional distribution partnerships with public, pri-
vate, and non-governmental organizations
(Schifrin & Davis, 2016).

Third, global scaling is likely to be facilitated by
the extent to which a firm can assimilate new
employees from different cultures. Garnsey (1998)
argues that fast assimilation of newcomers is
important to a firm’s ability to grow rapidly.
Assimilation involves a cross-cultural work force
when a firm is replicating a global business model
in multiple regions. In particular, it is important for
firms to find replicable ways to manage an increas-
ingly large and diverse work force (see, e.g., Reiche,
Lee, & Allen, 2019) and to support effective collab-
oration across national boundaries (see, e.g., Hinds,
Liu, & Lyon, 2011). To this end, the leaders of both
Freshii (Lim & Chandrasekhar, 2018) and Qualtrics
(Monaghan & Tippmann, 2018) worked hard to
establish a strong organizational culture across
locations and a tight person–organization fit with
each new hire or franchisee.

Facilitators of replication external to the firm
The nature of the market can facilitate the replica-
tion facet of global scaling in at least two ways. The
first has to do with whether the firm is in an
established market or is creating a new one. In an
established market, there are established business
model types that new firms can adopt. We look
again at Freshii and Qualtrics: the first adopting a
known franchising business model and the second
a known Software-as-a-Service one. Being able to do

so does not make it easier to succeed in a global
market – it is still necessary to identify opportuni-
ties with homogeneous user needs and to overcome
the challenges of global scaling – but being able to
adopt a well-known business model, rather than
having to invent a new one as was the case with
Netflix, may enable firms to start global scaling
earlier.

A market structure that favors globalization is a
second facilitator of replication, and by extension
of global scaling. Competition in global markets
takes place on a worldwide basis, and so firms face
competition worldwide, whereas it occurs on a
country-by-country basis in multidomestic markets
where competitors are local (Porter, 1986). Replica-
tion is facilitated in global markets because com-
petitors are (at least partially) the same across
markets, and customers are seeking standardized
products and processes (Lovelock & Yip, 1996). In
the business-to-business sphere, the latter may
include MNEs looking for a common supplier
worldwide. Further, during a firm’s period of rapid
growth, marketing activities are important in sus-
taining competitive advantage, and having to
localize pre-sales and post-sales processes for mul-
tidomestic competition may impede global scaling
(see Almor, Hashai, & Hirsch, 2006).

The nature of government policies and regula-
tions is another aspect of market structure (Porter,
1986). Government regulations put in place to help
local firms get established in the home market will
lessen the global nature of the market and hinder
global scaling if they are difficult to replicate in
other countries. Two examples of this are Kenyan
banking regulations in the case of M-Pesa (Wining
& Eaves, 2020), and the barring of Google in China
in the case of WeChat (Verbeke & Hutzschenreuter,
2021).

THE CHALLENGES OF GLOBAL SCALING AND
PROMISING AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
More empirical research is needed if we are to have
a better understanding of global scaling as a distinct
logic of multinationalization. A good place to start
would be with the facilitators of global scaling.
While the factors we discuss above have already
been identified as facilitators of either rapid growth
or replication, they have not been studied for
global scaling per se. We believe that it would be
valuable to study their explicit relationship with
global scaling, especially because the success stories
of high-profile, even ‘‘celebrity’’, global scaling

Global scaling as a logic of multinationalization A. Rebecca Reuber et al.

1039

Journal of International Business Studies



firms have propagated global scaling stereotypes.
There are publicly available accounts of the global
scaling of well-known Silicon Valley unicorns, but
less well-known firms have also scaled globally,
sometimes in less visible sectors, and across a wide
variety of countries. We need to know more at a
basic demographic level about the factors affecting
the propensity to multinationalize with a global
scaling logic, and conversely about the conditions
making the development of a global business
model difficult, or even impossible.

The presence or absence of a global scaling
facilitator is unlikely to have symmetric effects if
there are ways to compensate for gaps within the
firm or for unfavorable market conditions. This
suggests that it is likely that there are different
pathways to achieving global scale across firms,
especially as scale-up modes with distinct activity
configurations have already been observed among
unicorn firms (Piaskowska, Tippmann, & Mon-
aghan, 2021). It is also likely that there will be
mutually reinforcing relationships among facilita-
tors, for instance, venture capitalists will be more
interested in financing innovative firms led by
talented entrepreneurs with a globally scalable
business model. Further empirical research is
needed to untangle the relationships among global
scaling facilitators and outcomes, perhaps using
methods such as fsQCA (Fiss, 2011) that highlight
alternate pathways or configurations associated
with an outcome, or through the analysis of large-
scale quantitative datasets, cross-sectional or longi-
tudinal, that focus on hypothesized relationships
and control for alternate explanations.

Prominent success stories can mask how difficult
it is to achieve global scaling. Practitioners and
policymakers who monitor entrepreneurial firms
report that most firms with high-growth potential
are unable to scale successfully (Coutu, 2014;
Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship, 2018; Scale
Up Europe, 2016; Scale Up Institute, 2019). There
are known difficulties in managing rapid growth
(e.g., DeSantola & Gulati, 2017; Penrose, 1959/
1995), a replication strategy (Winter & Szulanski,
2001; Zook & Allen, 2012), and rapid international
expansion (Monaghan & Tippmann, 2018; Ver-
meulen & Barkema, 2002; Yang et al., 2017).
Collectively, these lead to three challenges for
firms attempting to scale globally: coordinating
activities and decision-making within a rapidly
growing firm, sustaining competitiveness when
relying on a replication strategy, and managing
pressures for local adaptation of the global business

model. Each of these challenges calls for new
avenues of research. We discuss them below.

Coordinating Activities and Decision-Making
There are known organizational challenges in
managing high growth. First, managers need to
maintain the proper functioning of existing orga-
nizational structures, processes, roles, and culture,
and at the same time manage the increased orga-
nizational complexity that results from adding
large numbers of newcomers to the organization
(DeSantola & Gulati, 2017; Penrose, 1959/1995).
Some have characterized the internal atmosphere
of a rapidly growing firm as chaotic, with low role
clarity and the concomitant threat to employee
morale (e.g., Hambrick & Crozier, 1985; Sullivan,
2016). We expect such challenges to be pro-
nounced when rapid growth is globalized and
involves an increasingly diverse work force. Glob-
ally scaling firms tend to emphasize a strong
organizational culture as the ‘‘glue’’ holding the
organization together, the case studies on Freshii
(Lim & Chandrasekhar, 2018) and Qualtrics (Mon-
aghan & Tippmann, 2018) serving as good illustra-
tions. Future research might examine the extent to
which cultural and structural approaches are effec-
tive (see Nohria & Ghoshal, 1994; Rugman &
Verbeke, 2001).

Studies have shown that an organization’s
human resource management practices are critical
mechanisms to enable rapid growth, because of the
importance of recruiting, training, and incentiviz-
ing talent at a fast pace (Demir et al., 2017). Prior
research suggests that MNEs characterized by cen-
tralized processes and uniform markets – such as
those following a multinationalization logic of
global scaling – should centralize global talent
management (e.g., Morris, Snell, & Björkman,
2016). However, research in this area tends to focus
on established MNEs and stable practices, so it
would be beneficial to identify effective practices
which can be replicated across multiple regions
while a firm is rapidly growing.

The limits to absorptive capacity are a second
reason why it is challenging to coordinate activities
and decision-making in a globally scaling firm.
Cohen and Levinthal (1990) show that a firm’s
absorptive capacity is not only impacted by its
ability to acquire or assimilate knowledge but also
by its ability to share it within the organization.
When a firm is globally scaling, communication
patterns among people and across organizational
units needs to evolve fast because of the influx of
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new employees. Thus, an important question for
future research on global scaling is how firms
overcome limits to absorptive capacity.

A third area for future research is global value
chains. We were not able to find any explicit
examination of how globally scaling firms manage
their value chains, but we expect that centralized
management of supply chain partners, like that of
human resources, is consistent with a replication
strategy. Freshii managed its supply chain centrally,
although its franchisers sourced ingredients locally:
the local suppliers were accredited by the com-
pany’s central supply chain team (Lim & Chan-
drasekhar, 2018). Such tight, centralized control is
likely to become more difficult as value chain
partners increase in number and diversity. This is
shown by the difficulties Temptime experienced
managing multiple vaccine manufacturers and
community health care workers in multiple coun-
tries who were tasked to deliver vaccines (Schifrin &
Davis, 2016). The costs of coordinating, control-
ling, and integrating external actors are substantial
under any circumstances (Larsen, Manning, &
Pedersen, 2013), and they are likely to increase
under conditions of rapid growth. Future research
might investigate the trade-offs for globally scaling
firms in setting up and maintaining global value
chains.

Future research might also examine the role of
relational governance, an important coordinating
mechanism in value chain relationships (Kano,
2018). We believe that the fast pace of global
scaling tests the limits of trust as a coordination
mechanism. Indeed, Couper, Reuber and Prashan-
tham (2020) show that trust can become a source of
hazard when international partnerships are formed
too readily. This suggests that, compared to firms
with more stable operations, globally scaling firms
may need stronger safeguards to protect against
bounded reliability (see Kano & Verbeke, 2015;
Verbeke & Greidanus, 2009). Future research could
consider what mechanisms are effective in this
regard.

Sustaining Competitiveness
To remain competitive, globally scaling firms need
to manage strategic change while replicating a
global business model. The rapid growth of globally
scaling firms is usually at least partially due to a
rapidly growing market (Hambrick & Crozier,
1985), and, in a fast-moving business environment,
firms must innovate to remain competitive. This
can result in what Winter and Szulanski (2001: 737)

call the replication dilemma, which is a trade-off
between replicating the current global business
model and changing it. One pattern globally scal-
ing firms can adopt to take advantage of new
opportunities is that of successively adding product
markets. For example, SurveyMonkey added pro-
duct functionality to move into the enterprise
market for online survey software after it had been
globally scaling in the consumer market for several
years (Rosenthal, Burgelman, & Siegel, 2014). Sim-
ilarly, Beekeeper, a Swiss firm providing a work-
place communication platform, scaled globally by
selling to customers in the hospitality industry
before moving on to customers in other industries
(Chauvet & Leleux, 2019). Future research might
examine the factors that smooth or delay such
transitions.

Further, when the global business model shifts or
expands for strategic reasons, the objective is to
replicate it precisely. However, the implementation
of strategy is dependent on diverse and dispersed
participants with specific understandings based on
the market responses they observe (see Feldman &
Pentland, 2003), so a once uniform global business
model may come to vary across the organization.
Future research could investigate the factors that
might facilitate implementing a successful strategic
reorientation while still retaining replicated
processes.

Managing Pressures for Local Adaptation
Strategic reorientations are not the only reason to
modify a global business model; there is likely to be
pressure to make local adaptations. The classic
literature on the MNE emphasizes the importance
of managing the ‘‘local’’ and the ‘‘global’’ simulta-
neously (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Prahalad & Doz,
1987). We contend that this is likely to also hold
true for globally scaling firms. For example, Sur-
veyMonkey found that providing sufficiently
nuanced language translation, and handling mul-
tiple currencies on websites visited by customers in
190 countries, required more than the straightfor-
ward adaptations they had envisioned (Rosenthal
et al., 2014). Further, product differences were
needed to support cross-country differences in
how people respond to surveys (Orleans & Siegel,
2019). Similarly, Qualtrics realized that the inside-
sales model that worked in the US had to be
adapted when it expanded to Europe because
personal relationships mattered more there when
selling to business customers (Tippmann & Mon-
aghan, 2018).
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Adaptations of the kind we touch on above are
inconsistent with a replication strategy. Precise
replication of an established business model, versus
making local adaptions or developing local inno-
vations, has been found to be associated with lower
failure and higher performance in a new location
(Winter et al., 2012). Adapting a business model
can be risky, as one adaptation can lead to many
others, resulting in the unraveling of the business
model’s logic and to ineffective local operations
(Winter et al., 2012). How can the desirability of
preserving a successful business model be recon-
ciled with a need for local adaptation? Jonsson and
Foss (2011) show that IKEA went through a rigid
replication stage before starting to accommodate a
more flexible replication, but it took 15 years. It
would be beneficial to examine how business
models can be rapidly adjusted within a globally
scaling firm. What business model characteristics
accommodate fast adjustments? What accommo-
dations might be made without incurring the
replication costs found by previous researchers?
Past research suggests that it may be fruitful to
address these questions by examining certain types
of activities in the business model: for example,
focusing on core activities (Szulanski & Jensen,
2006) or digitized activities (Autio et al., 2021), by
differentiating between upstream versus down-
stream activities (Rugman & Verbeke, 2008), or by
considering hierarchies of activities (Jonsson &
Foss, 2011).

Future research might also investigate the roles of
subsidiary innovation and initiatives in the context
of global scaling. MNEs need to take advantage of
the innovative and entrepreneurial potential of
their geographically dispersed subsidiaries (Bartlett
& Ghoshal, 1989; Birkinshaw, 1997) in order to
develop firm-specific advantages for the MNE as a
whole (e.g., Birkinshaw, Hood, & Jonsson, 1998).
While subsidiary innovation and initiatives benefit
from local autonomy, they need to be coordinated
across the firm (e.g., Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1988;
Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000). Given the difficulty
of implementing effective control mechanisms in
rapidly growing firms (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985),
we need to understand whether globally scaling
firms can preserve the replicability of their global
business model and at the same time reap the
benefits of subsidiary innovation and initiatives,
and, if they can, how? This is especially important
when subsidiaries create competences that are
embedded in their location and may therefore be
location-bound (see Rugman & Verbeke, 2001).

This suggests that future research might fruitfully
consider how subsidiary-specific advantages can be
retained in globally scaling firms.

CONCLUSION
Global scaling is already prevalent in some indus-
tries. It is a distinct multinationalization logic that
poses a fascinating puzzle for international business
scholars because it embodies tensions between
growth and control, stability and change, and
replication and adaptation. We hope that this
editorial will be a catalyst for others to join us in
exploring these tensions, in order to advance our
theoretical and empirical understanding of global
scaling.
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NOTES

1Consistent with Buckley and Casson (2009), we
use the term ‘‘multinational enterprise’’ (MNE) to
denote a firm-level multinationality that is broader
than internalization. It emphasizes the ownership
and/or control of intermediate assets deployed
abroad and encompasses subsidiaries, joint ven-
tures, licensing, sub-contracting, and franchises,
but not a sole focus on exporting. In the case of
exports as the exclusive mode of foreign entry, the
MNE’s coveted firm-specific advantages are typi-
cally embodied in the exported products them-
selves. Most large MNEs do, however, engage in
exports as one among several foreign operating
modes (inter alia as a result of intra-firm trade).
MNE activity may also include digital platforms as
meta-organizations with hybrid market/hierarchy
governance structures (see Gulati, Puranam, &
Tushman, 2012; Kretschmer, Leiponen, Schilling,
& Vasudeva, 2020)

2Other firm-level facilitators of rapid growth
(Demir, Wennberg & McKelvie, 2017), such as
innovativeness and dynamic capabilities, have also
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been associated with successful internationaliza-
tion (e.g., Teece, 2014; Venaik, Midgley, & Devin-
ney, 2005); however, we exclude these from our

discussion, because they are associated with most, if
not all, logics of multinationalization, and so are
not particular to global scaling.
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