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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

A market‑entry mode is more than a route or ownership label. Exporting through an agent, sharing control with

a partner, building a greenfield operation, and acquiring an existing organization create different combinations

of direct control, relationship access, market‑specific learning, resource commitment, and difficulty of changing

course. Johanson and Vahlne connect experience and commitment, while later work adds network position and

relationships. Historical studies of Dutch firms show that start‑up, acquisition, joint‑venture, and ownership pat-

terns can carry different adjustment and learning conditions, but they do not produce a universal best mode.

This article turns those boundaries into a mode commitment ledger with a transparent conceptual comparison.

It is a desk‑research framework, not a country recommendation, investment case, or performance forecast.

Keywords: International market entry · Entry mode · Market commitment · Experiential knowledge · Reversibility
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A market can be attractive while the chosen mode is wrong. The same country can ask a firm to solve very differ-

ent problems depending on whether it exports through an agent, shares control with a partner, builds a local op-

eration, or acquires one. The mode determines not only how the firm reaches buyers, but also what it learns,

which relationships it can enter, which resources become specific to the market, and how difficult it is to redirect

them.

That makes entry mode a commitment design. The relevant question is not “Which mode is best?” in the abstract.

It is “What does this mode allow us to control, what can it help us learn, what does it make difficult to change, and

what evidence would justify the next commitment?” That is an author framework grounded in the source bank,

not a finding that one route wins in every situation.

The related article on foreign-market selection and mode-specific fit asks whether a market screen names the

mode early enough. This article starts one step later. Once the mode is named, how should its control, learning,

commitment, and reversibility profile be reviewed?

Why is foreign market entry mode a multi‑dimensional commit-
ment choice?
Formal ownership is visible, so it often becomes the headline. A wholly owned operation can look like “high con-

trol,” a joint venture like “shared control,” and export like “low control.” These labels compress several objects.

Separate four dimensions:

1 Control. Which operating, customer, staffing, pricing, or governance decisions can the firm direct?

2 Learning. Which unknowns can activity and relationships investigate? Information access is not necessarily

interpretation or action.

3 Market commitment. How much resource is committed, and how difficult is it to transfer or redeploy? Com-

mitment is not only investment amount.

4 Reversibility. How readily can the firm redirect or unwind the decision without stranding people, relation-

ships, systems, capital, or credibility? It is not costless exit.

These dimensions can move in different directions. A partner may provide access while limiting control. An ac-

quisition may provide formal control while creating integration work. Greenfield may embed routines while tak-

ing time to learn the local setting. Make the trade‑off inspectable rather than replacing one simplistic ranking with

another.

How does local operational learning alter market uncertainty over
time?
Johanson and Vahlne’s 1977 process model links gradual foreign‑market knowledge acquisition with increasing

commitments (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). It distinguishes knowledge gathered before entry from knowledge de-

veloped through operating. Market‑specific knowledge about climate, structure, customers, and people is mainly

gained through experience in the market, while more general operational knowledge can often be transferred

between countries (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/foreign-market-selection-should-compare-mode-specific-fit/
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The paper treats current activities as a primary source of experience. Desk research can define uncertainty, com-

pare public evidence, and design a test. It does not become operating experience because it is detailed. Name the

questions that require a relationship, live service interaction, local hire, customer conversation, or other activity.

Market commitment has two components: the amount of resources committed and the degree of commitment,

meaning the difficulty of finding an alternative use for or transferring them. Integration and market specialization

can increase the degree (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Experience changes perceived opportunity and risk, influen-

cing commitment and current activities, which create more experience. More commitment can therefore produce

learning while raising the cost of error (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).

The authors state that the model has limited predictive value. Small steps are a conditional design option, not a

universal law, especially where resources, market conditions, or experience from similar markets differ (Johanson

& Vahlne, 1977).

How do local partner relationships reduce foreign market risk?
The 2009 revision adds a relationship and network view. The authors write that the business environment is a web

of relationships and that “Outsidership, in relation to the relevant network, more than psychic distance, is the

root of uncertainty” (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). This does not make psychic distance irrelevant or replace the ori-

ginal change mechanisms.

Access is not the same as insidership. An agent, partner, acquisition target, local hire, or customer may open a

network while the firm still lacks trust, history, information rights, or reciprocal obligations. Relationships are po-

tential sources of learning, trust, and commitment, while the original mechanisms remain intact (Johanson &

Vahlne, 2009). Record what is available, observable, expected in return, and lost if the relationship ends. A partner

can reduce one uncertainty and create another; greenfield can create relationships but cannot buy their history.

Which four entry mode archetypes balance control and financial
reversibility?
The following comparison is conceptual. It assigns no universal control ranking and predicts no performance. Its

purpose is to name the commitment each route asks the decision‑maker to examine.

Export or agent route. It can be a relatively redirectable market test because the firm may avoid building a local

organization. The lower operating commitment does not remove dependence on an intermediary for customer

interpretation, service, information, and relationship continuity. Ask whether the route produces usable

market‑specific knowledge or only a filtered report, and whether the firm can change its offer without renegotiat-

ing the route.

Joint venture. A joint venture can combine local relationship position with shared resources and governance, but

introduces a second decision system. Authority, information, investment, customers, staffing, and exit conditions

must be negotiated. The firm learns about the market and the partner’s interpretation of it. Record which de-

cisions require consent, which capabilities remain outside, and whether shared governance helps or delays.

Greenfield start‑up. A greenfield start‑up can embed the firm’s routines, technology, staffing, and service stand-

ards from the beginning. It must also build relationships, learn the market, and carry the setup burden while sys-

tems are immature. It can fit when the firm’s routines or technology are central, but less well when speed, local

embeddedness, or an existing customer network is the primary uncertainty.
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Acquisition. An acquisition provides immediate access to an organization, employees, customers, technology,

and relationships, but may bring inherited routines, commitments, and culture. Formal control does not remove

interpretation, integration, or unlearning. Ask which knowledge and routines can be used, which must change,

and who can tell the difference. Include integration effort and time, not only purchase price.

What do empirical studies reveal when comparing entry modes
head‑to‑head?
Barkema and Vermeulen studied foreign start‑ups and acquisitions through an organizational‑learning lens. Their

data cover 25 large nonfinancial Dutch firms, 829 entries, 72 countries, and 1966 to 1994 (Barkema & Vermeulen,

1998). Multinational diversity was associated with greater use of start‑ups rather than acquisitions. Product di-

versity had an inverted‑U relationship with start‑up propensity, weaker at higher multinational diversity

(Barkema & Vermeulen, 1998).

The result is not “start‑ups are better.” A start‑up creates an organization in which the firm can embed its

routines. An acquisition provides an existing organization and resources, but may carry inherited routines and re-

quire adjustment or unlearning (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1998). These historical associations, including their time

controls, are not a current mode rule.

Barkema, Bell and Pennings model the longevity of 225 entries by 13 Dutch firms between 1966 and 1988 with

event‑history methods (Barkema et al., 1996). They distinguish single‑layered adjustment from “double‑layered

acculturation”: an acquisition or joint venture can require adjustment to a foreign national culture and another

corporate culture (Barkema et al., 1996). Their results show no general learning effect. Learning is concentrated in

acquisitions and some majority or 50/50 joint ventures, especially with prior experience in the same country and,

more weakly, the same cultural block (Barkema et al., 1996). Longevity is an imperfect performance proxy: dissol-

ution need not mean failure, and duration need not mean success (Barkema et al., 1996).

Together, the studies show that mode, ownership, and prior experience can change adjustment and learning

work. Neither produces a universal ladder or current performance forecast.

Why should entry resource commitments be treated as testable hy-
potheses?
The chart shows one dimension only: the conceptual difficulty of redirecting resources. It is not a score of control,

learning, risk, or performance. The ordering is an author‑generated hypothesis; the ledger is necessary because

the other dimensions should not be collapsed into one code.
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Figure 1 Conceptual commitment and redirectability by route

1 2 3 4

Export or agent 1

Joint venture 2

Greenfield start-up 3

Acquisition 3

1 easier to redirect, 3 harder to redirect

Author-generated conceptual ordering grounded in Johanson and Vahlne (1977, 2009), Barkema and Vermeulen (1998), and Barkema, Bell and Pennings
(1996). Code 1 means easier to redirect resources and code 3 means harder to redirect them in this conceptual design. The codes are not measured mode
scores, a universal ranking, or a performance forecast.

The equal code for greenfield and acquisition is deliberate. Construction, inherited relationships, and integration

work can make resources difficult to redirect for different reasons. If a decision changes that assumption, the

code should change. It is a declared hypothesis, not a hidden ranking.

How should corporate development teams maintain a mode com-
mitment ledger?
The ledger turns the comparison into a decision record. Complete each row for a named market, mode, date, and

review horizon. These labels are an author framework, not a measure of fit without context.
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Table 1 How should corporate development teams maintain a mode commitment ledger?

Decision field Question to answer Evidence or boundary to record

Decision purpose What are we trying to gain or learn
through this mode?

Access, revenue, capability, relation-
ship, speed, or a named uncertainty

Control required Which decision must the firm direct it-
self?

Operating standard, customer informa-
tion, staffing, price, service, or gov-
ernance right

Knowledge missing What cannot be answered reliably
from current evidence?

Market‑specific question, relationship
question, operational question, and
confidence

Relationship position Who gives the firm access, and what
creates reciprocal commitment?

Partner, agent, customer, target organ-
ization, local hire, or no established rela-
tionship

Resource commitment Which people, systems, capital, and
time become tied to the market?

Amount, specificity, integration, hori-
zon, and alternative use

Reversibility What would be hard to redirect if the
route is stopped?

Stranded resource, relationship loss,
credibility cost, or contractual boundary

Integration and learning work What must be built, translated, com-
bined, or unlearned?

Owner, time lag, dependency, and evid-
ence that learning is entering the firm

Smallest next test What is the smallest commitment that
can answer the current question?

Activity, observation, decision owner,
and stop condition

Scale trigger What observation justifies a larger
commitment?

Outcome, comparison, date, threshold
rationale, and next review

Table from this essay. Sources and interpretation are given in the article.

The table prevents a common substitution: treating “local knowledge” and “partner” as purchased learning. It

asks what knowledge is missing, who can observe it, and how it becomes usable inside the firm. Control remains a

decision right, not a proxy for every desirable outcome.

How should executive leadership structure staged market entry re-
views?
Name the uncertainty. “Enter the market” is not a test. State whether the question concerns acceptance, local de-

livery, partner access, recruitment, or another condition.

Identify the control that matters. Which decision must remain inside the firm, and which can be shared, bought,

or learned through a relationship? Do not pay for formal control the test does not need.

Map the commitment boundary. List market‑specific resources, relationships, systems, contracts, coordination

time, and management attention. A route can be small in cash and large in organizational inflexibility.

Choose the smallest learning step. Make it large enough to produce an observation and small enough that an un-

favorable result does not force a larger commitment. The step must fit the uncertainty; this is not a rule to export

first or avoid acquisition.
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Define the update before activity begins. State who observes what, over which period, and what decision can

change. Review route and outcome separately.

Which four common strategic assumptions cause market entry
modes to fail?
Control‑maximising default. Formal ownership is selected without showing that ownership is the binding con-

straint. Specify the decision that needs control and the evidence control should improve.

Access mistaken for learning. A partner or acquisition is treated as a shortcut to knowledge. Name the interaction

that creates learning, the receiver of it, and the observation that changes a decision.

Staging presented as a law. A small first step is treated as a validated sequence. The 1977 model limits its predict-

ive value, so staging must remain a conditional design with a trigger.

Historical result as current benchmark. Dutch‑firm results from 1966 to 1994 or 1966 to 1988 are transferred into

current advice. Carry sample, date, method, and outcome boundary into the record, or treat the result as a hypo-

thesis to test.

Under what conditions should expansion teams halt, pivot, or pro-
ceed?
The ledger can support three early states:

No‑go means unacceptable commitment, unresolved relationship dependency, or a mode‑capability mismatch

under the current boundary. It does not mean the market is permanently unattractive.

Learn means opportunity or mode fit remains uncertain, but a defined activity can answer a named question.

State the resource, owner, observation, horizon, and stop rule.

Proceed means evidence supports the next commitment under a declared scope, date, mode, and validation

plan. It does not mean the mode has been proven superior. The next trigger remains part of the decision.

Entry mode changes the relationship between control, learning, commitment, and reversibility. A strong decision

names that relationship before a country score, partner label, or ownership structure is asked to carry more cer-

tainty than it has earned.

Where are the empirical limits of market entry mode research?
Johanson and Vahlne provide the mechanisms for experiential knowledge and market commitment, then add a

network perspective without replacing them. Barkema and Vermeulen provide a historical start‑up/acquisition

contrast; Barkema, Bell and Pennings a historical mode and ownership contrast with double‑layered accultura-

tion and location‑specific learning. None supplies a current country recommendation, universal sequence, meas-

ured control score, or causal performance forecast.

The related mode-fit selection screen belongs upstream. G03 belongs at the commitment review: what the route

makes possible, what it makes difficult to change, and what evidence justifies the next step. No current employer,

client, country, account, or investment data is required.

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/foreign-market-selection-should-compare-mode-specific-fit/
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