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Abstract: The new digital revolution promises to impact the way firms operate 
internationally even more profoundly than previous technology innovations 
have. This article reviews the most relevant literature on the intersection 
between digital technologies and international business to identify possible 
avenues of value creation in both the international and digital dimensions. 
Firms can achieve Digital International Value Creation by developing digital 
resources and using them in international value-creation opportunities. We 
identify three different value-creation paths that we label: International Going 
Digital, Digital Going International and Going international with Digital. 
Environmental factors and the attributes of firms moderate this value-creation 
model. We believe that our framework will help academics and practitioners to 
analyse the complex implications, of digital technologies in a global context, 
both their opportunities and their risks. 
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1 Introduction 

Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have always played a crucial role in 
all areas of International Business (IB). They have the potential to increase the efficiency 
of Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) and exporting companies, and even to allow them 
to redesign their strategy. Recent trends in the international environment and new digital 
technologies will further emphasise this role. 

This study focuses on how digitalisation can help firms create value in an 
international context. To this end, we develop a conceptual framework based on the 
concept of Digital International Value Creation (DIVC), which draws on accepted 
definitions of value creation and digitalisation in the literature. We consider value created 
by the firm as ‘the sum of the values appropriated by all the participants in a business 
model, over all transactions that the business model enables’ (Amit and Zott, 2001, 
p.515). This definition focuses on the firm but includes all participants (e.g. clients, 
suppliers, among others). We extend this definition to the international field: value is 
created when the firm delivers higher customer value or greater transaction efficiencies 
(including better risk management) at the international level. We use the term 
digitalisation to refer to ‘the process of transforming the essence of an organisation’s 
products, services, and processes into Internet-compatible data packages’ (Banalieva 
and Dhanaraj, 2019, p.1373). 

Studying digitalisation in the international context has become especially relevant in 
the business environment generated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Firms that were 
digitally advanced before the pandemic are flexible enough to deal with the lockdown 
and its consequences (Guillén, 2020; Narayandas et al., 2020; Yohn, 2020). For instance, 
disruption in firms’ global value chains has been a central problem during this crisis 
(Strange, 2020). Digital technology has helped with the reconfiguration and management 
of these chains. However, those firms that retained their traditional business models 
suffered significant disruption. 

Scholars have studied this application of technology in IB from myriad perspectives, 
from strategy to operations or marketing, and from new ventures to MNEs. In recent 
years, rapid changes in international and digital environments have been followed by 
rapid growth in the number of studies in this field. It is reasonable, therefore, to review 
the current state of the literature, grouping all possible perspectives and taking into 
account the latest research. 

We found seven reviews that have analysed the literature at the digital – IB 
intersection. Most of these reviews considered specific relationships between aspects of 
digitalisation and certain IB topics. Van Geffen et al. (2013) analysed the literature on 
electronic human resource management systems (e-HRM) in MNEs. Likewise, Pittaway 
et al. (2004) examined the role of innovation in general, and in multinational companies 
in particular. Other studies have taken a more strategic approach: Tallon et al. (2019) 
focused on the impact of technology on organisational agility and Watson et al. (2018) 
studied the role of digital technologies in market entry. From a different perspective, 
Vadana et al. (2019) and Reuber and Fischer (2011) explored how technology impacts 
new-venture internationalisation. From a more general perspective, Hazlehurst and 
Brouthers (2018) quantify and classify the current research on the use of technology in 
the IB and strategy fields, identifying possible research gaps. There is room to develop an  
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additional literature review from a general perspective but specialised only in the 
international dimension. A literature review updated to reflect all possibilities of today’s 
digital technologies and focused more on possible business applications and value 
creation opportunities rather than the status of the research. Such a review will allow us 
to establish a conceptual framework that can help not only scholars identify research 
opportunities but also practitioners design new value-creating strategies, being this main 
contribution of our work. 

We structure the paper as follows. In Section 2, we explain the methodology used to 
develop our search and present a quantitative overview of the selected articles. Section 3 
offers our review of the literature, which we discuss in Section 4, presenting the 
conceptual framework that emerges from it. Finally, in Section 5, we use that framework 
to set a research agenda and note the limitations of our study. 

2 Methodology and overview of results 

2.1 Methodology 

We built a five-step methodology (see Figure 1) inspired by Paul and Criado (2020) and 
Cuervo-Cazurra et al. (2018) and in line with similar literature reviews (Mostafiz et al., 
2020; Watson et al., 2018). 

Figure 1 Overview of the literature search methodology 

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors. 
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In the first step, we developed two separate lists of keywords. From the international firm 
perspective, we selected ‘MNE’, ‘MNC’, ‘multinational’ and ‘international*’. From the 
digital/technology perspective, we faced the difficulty that digitalisation is a recent 
concept, with few relevant articles available mentioning it explicitly. However, the 
literature has approached similar topics using other key terms. During the 1980s and the 
1990s, the rise of technologies like Enterprise Resource Management (ERP) and 
Electronic Data Interexchange (EDI) transformed MNEs’ value chains. For these years, 
we could not find equivalent concepts for digitalisation; however, the literature used the 
term new technologies to address similar issues. At the end of the 1990s, the advent of 
the Internet and lower storage and communication costs transformed IB. Small 
companies were able to create web pages and start selling abroad immediately. The 
concepts commonly used at that time were e-business and virtual. Now, in the era of 
smartphones and big digital platforms such as Google and Facebook, the most frequently 
used word is digital. Our final list for the digital perspective included, therefore, all these 
keywords: ‘new technology*’, ‘e-business’, ‘virtual’ and ‘digital*’. As we sought a 
general perspective, we excluded concepts specific to areas of the firm, such as e-
commerce, e-HRM or Industry 4.0. In this first step, we also set the date range for our 
search as 1989 onwards. This was the year when the World-Wide-Web was invented, and 
EDI started to become standard for cross-country transactions. 

In the second step, we focused our search using the Web of Science (WOS) in 
preference to other databases, as it has guaranteed scientific content, strict filtering and 
anti-manipulation policies, and offers many resources for searching and collecting 
metadata (De Souza et al., 2020; De Winter et al., 2013; Martín-Martín et al., 2018). 
WOS covers all major journals relevant to our topic, and other studies in this field have 
made use of it (Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2018; De Souza et al., 2020; Øyna and Alon, 2018; 
Watson et al., 2018). Within this database, we developed a separate search for each 
keyword list using the ‘SUBJECT’ field (including Title, Abstract, Author keywords and 
Keywords detected by WOS). We joined searches with the Boolean operator ‘AND’, and 
limited our results to the ‘BUSINESS ECONOMICS’ WOS research area. To focus on 
research-oriented content, we limited the results to the ‘ARTICLES’ and ‘REVIEWS’ 
document types. The result was a total of 1365 articles 

In the third step, we filtered this search by publication. As our primary goal was to 
develop a conceptual framework, we focused on journals classified in WOS in the 
‘BUSINESS’, ‘BUSINESS FINANCE’ and ‘MANAGEMENT’ categories and included in 
the Q1 and Q2 JCR quartiles. To complement our set, we added 29 other relevant 
journals not included in these quartiles. We selected well-known journals from the fields 
of IB, Strategy, and, to enable cross-fertilisation, Management of Technology.  
(See Appendix 1 for a complete list of journals included in our search). After applying 
this filter, we obtained an unrefined set of 257 articles. 

In the fourth step, we manually reviewed all the articles’ abstracts, excluding those 
unrelated to our research. We excluded all articles discussing the following topics: 

• country comparisons (e.g., international comparisons of venture capital impact in 
new technology ventures) 

• technologies specific to a particular industry but not ICT-related (e.g., oil pumping 
technologies)  
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• global industries using technology but not for an IB problem (e.g., air travel 
reservation systems) 

• government policies (e.g., analysis of government programmes to promote 
technology usage for exporting) 

• firms in the ICT industry but where the technology was not relevant to the issue 
studied 

• virtual teams’ studies where technology was not a priority (e.g., analysing language 
barriers) 

• technology as a tool for the study but not its object (e.g., virtual surveys) 

• development of technologies in certain countries (e.g., analysis of the drivers behind 
technology development in South Korea).  

All identified literature reviews were included. Where there was doubt about the content 
of an article, we retained it. This manual selection resulted in a set of 122 articles. 

In the final step, we read all articles in detail and discarded those that did not meet 
our criteria and had not been detected as such during the abstract review. The final 
sample included 102 articles (see Appendix 2). 

2.2 Overview of results 

We made a preliminary quantitative analysis of the articles to help us understand the 
current development of academic research at the intersection between digital and IB and 
guide our literature review. 

Figure 2 depicts the evolution of the selected articles over time (reflecting publication 
year, which includes a certain lag from the beginning of the studies). Before 2001 the 
number of articles was limited, and they mainly discussed traditional ICT technologies 
(often labelled ‘new technologies’). In 2001, probably because of the dot-com frenzy, 
technology-related articles increased, with most citing e-commerce or e-business. There 
was a slight decline in subsequent years as interest in Internet-based technologies faded. 
This period was followed by a steep rise after 2015, mainly related to the advent of 
smartphones and new digital technologies.  

We also classified our final set of articles according to three criteria: IB topic, 
institution type, and size (see Figure 3). Our first classification was according to the type 
of IB topic addressed by the article. In line with the aims of our search, most articles 
(31% of the total) used a general perspective and analysed firms’ strategy and 
internationalisation. More specific studies focused mainly on operational issues (15%), 
marketing (11%), commercialisation (11%), human resources applications (11%) and 
innovation (10%). Control and risk played a secondary role (7%). 
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Figure 2 Evolution of the number of articles by publication year (final set) 

 

Source:  Elaborated by the authors based on a web of science search. 

Figure 3 Distribution of articles according to IB topic, industry and firm typology (final set) 

 

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on a web of science search. 

We also classified articles according to industry or institution type. As many as 39% 
studied the application of technology to IB without specifying a particular industry. 
Unsurprisingly, in the remaining articles, the firms that brought more interest belonged to 
the technology industry and specifically the digital one (referring to non-hardware 
connected applications) with 18% and 16% of the articles, respectively. Industrial and 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    The role of digitalisation in firms’ international value creation 7    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

manufacturing industries accounted for 10% of the studies. Services also had a 
significant presence, at 6%. Finally, 4% of the articles studied government and public 
institutions, such as universities. 

For the international firm size, most attention was devoted to MNEs, at 36% of the 
articles; however, it is worth noting a focus on new businesses (21%). Many articles 
examined the rapid internationalisation from the outset of certain businesses (‘Born 
Globals’). Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) also had significant representation, 
with 15% of the total sample. The rest of the articles, including those that did not specify 
the firm type, formed the remaining 28%. 

Regarding theoretical lenses, in our sample, we found three theories commonly  
used to explain the application of technologies to IB. First, articles based on 
internalisation/transaction cost theories in IB (Buckley and Casson, 1985; Caves, 2007; 
Williamson, 1979) argue that technologies bring transaction and search cost reductions 
that lead to different internalisation decisions for MNEs (Zeng et al., 2019). Second, 
studies using the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991; Barney, 1996; Peteraf, 1993) see 
technology as a resource that allows firms to gain competitive advantage internationally. 
For instance, Granstrand (1998) developed a framework to explain how technology firms 
engage in technology diversification, and how resources created in the process allow 
firms to increase their economies of scale and scope and to diversify in new business and 
geographies. The third theoretical lens is Dunning’s (1980) eclectic paradigm, which 
brings together disparate theories defining three types of advantages that firms can use 
internationally: Ownership, Location and Internalisation. Some articles have argued that 
this paradigm, complemented with the network theory, can reveal how technology 
impacts firms’ international development (Singh and Kundu, 2002). However, this has 
generated controversy, with some authors claiming that the network advantage 
(Banalieva and Dhanaraj, 2019) is not a specific advantage type (Hennart, 2019). 

The previously mentioned network theory (Granovetter, 1992; Johanson and 
Mattsson, 2015) has also been used to analyse how corporations relate to each other in 
the digitalised international arena (Brouthers et al., 2016). Other studies have revisited 
the internationalisation process theory, or ‘Uppsala’ model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977), 
in the light of new digital technologies and how they impact transaction governance 
(Coviello et al., 2017). Finally, it is worth mentioning the use of the TOE (Technology, 
Organisation and Environment) framework (Tornatzky and Fleischer, 1990) to study, 
from an IT perspective, the adoption of new technologies by firm employees (Zhu et al., 
2004). 

3 Literature review 

We can view digital technologies as resources that firms can use in addressing particular 
international issues, and their application will be different depending on several variables 
at the level of the firm, environment, and/or context. According to this logic, we use three 
different perspectives to classify the articles in our review. The first perspective, 
international business areas for digital application, considers articles that have analysed 
the different IB areas where technology can have a significant impact. Studies can take a 
more general view that focuses on strategy applications (Coviello et al., 2017) or a more 
specific one that examines particular topics such as outsourcing (Lehdonvirta et al., 
2019) or distribution channels (Andersen, 2005). 
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The second perspective, technology applications in an international setting, groups 
studies according to the type of technology resource or capability they consider, from e-
commerce (Singh and Kundu, 2002) to additive manufacturing (Hannibal and Knight, 
2018). 

Finally, firm typology and environmental factors can be used as criteria to group the 
articles. Firm typology can be characterised by size, offering, or product; i.e., we find 
studies specific to SME problems (Hagsten et al., 2017) and others focusing on firms 
with business-to-business (B2B) offerings (Eid et al., 2006). Articles have also assessed 
the impact of the environment on digital strategies, from regulatory (Coeurderoy and 
Murray, 2008) to cultural approaches (Berthon et al., 2008). 

3.1 International business areas for digital application 

As technology improves speed and lowers search and transaction costs, it has created 
opportunities for firms in their global operations, from market entry decisions to day-to-
day supply chain operations. We can classify articles that address these opportunities into 
two main categories: strategic and managerial. 

Building on Porter’s (1996) vision of strategy, a new technology can be applied to 
improve the firm’s strategic position if it can change the competitive position. In other 
words, when it can affect the industry structure or the firm’s value chain. Within this 
perspective, articles have studied the impact of digitalisation in market presence, asset 
creation and protection, and value-chain redefinition. 

We found many examples of technologies helping companies to address new 
markets. In some cases they influenced the entry decision, allowing the use of alternative 
entry modes (Andersen, 2005; Katsikeas et al., 2020; Morgan-Thomas and Bridgewater, 
2004; Watson et al., 2018). Other studies have reviewed factors related to location choice 
(Benmamoun et al., 2019; Coeurderoy et al., 2012). There has also been interest in 
technology’s effects on the firm’s internationalisation process itself. For instance, digital 
platforms can make some resources more portable, enabling faster internationalisation 
with easier transferability across countries (Coviello et al., 2017). 

A primary advantage of MNEs is their knowledge assets. Some scholars have 
analysed how firms innovate, create and protect this knowledge (Del Giudice et al., 2019; 
Forsans and Balasubramanyam, 2010; Pittaway et al., 2004; Zhu and Kraemer, 2005). 
However, the new digital international context brings not only opportunities but also new 
appropriation risks that the firm has to manage, including foreign country piracy (Gopal 
and Sanders, 1998; Pezderka and Sinkovics, 2011; Raymond et al., 2015; Yamin and 
Sinkovics, 2006). 

Redefinition of the firm’s boundaries in its value chain is a central avenue of value 
creation mentioned in the literature. With the higher speed and lower costs that 
technology brings, companies can make new decisions on which activities should be 
developed internally and externally, at home or abroad, that completely change the 
configuration of their value chain (Cano-Kollmann et al., 2018; Hannibal and Knight, 
2018; Kim et al., 2018; Strange and Zucchella, 2017; Tran et al., 2016; Zeng et al., 
2019). 

Besides the strategic impact, scholars have also considered how technologies create 
managerial improvements in functional areas of the company dealing with international 
expansion. We can classify these areas as marketing, operations and control. 
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In the marketing area, since the introduction of e-commerce, technology has 
transformed the MNE relationship with its customers. Studies have revealed that 
companies can now easily reconfigure their distribution or prescription channels in host 
countries (Andersen, 2005) or improve their sales and commercial capabilities (Morgan-
Thomas and Bridgewater, 2004; Symeonidou et al., 2017). Advanced website 
personalisation also improves the adaptation of a firm’s offering to the host country’s 
characteristics (Benmamoun et al., 2019; Benmamoun et al., 2020; Vendrell-Herrero et 
al., 2018). However, commercialising through virtual channels and platforms brings new 
types of risks and challenges that firms have to manage. Some examples are information 
exposure when operating on open platforms or intellectual property appropriation (Jean 
et al., 2020; Pezderka and Sinkovics, 2011). As relationships become virtual, customers’ 
options grow and switching costs fall. Several studies have shown how this change turns 
a firm’s brand and reputation into a critical asset for maintaining its competitive position 
(Andersson and Xiao, 2016; Foltean, 2019; Murphy and Scharl, 2007; Reuber and 
Fischer, 2011; Sheth, 2020). 

Many scholars have focused on how firms’ operations change as they use digital 
technologies to improve their efficiency. They find new ways of acquiring resources 
(Carayannis and Popescu, 2005) by outsourcing and off-shoring (Ashton et al., 2010; Ho 
et al., 2003; Leek et al., 2003; Lehdonvirta et al., 2019), or even through co-creation with 
customers (Mariussen and Ndlovu, 2012). Companies also use digital technologies in 
their production and supply chain management (Banker and Mitra, 2007; Jean, 2014) and 
in developing and managing their Research and Development (R&D) networks 
(Colombo et al., 2009; Gassmann and Zedtwitz, 2003; Khanagha et al., 2018). We also 
found examples of digital technology use in talent and team management (Ashton et al., 
2010; Egan et al., 2002; Garavan and O’Brien, 2013; Gassmann and Zedtwitz, 2003; 
Gong et al., 2018; Morgan et al., 2004; Pauleen and Yoong, 2001; Zakaria and Mohd 
Yusof, 2018). It is worth mentioning the importance given in the literature to the 
management of virtual teams. Even as global interactions become virtual, or perhaps 
because of this, people still matter for the enterprise’s success. 

Finally, a primary issue when operating abroad is controlling the company’s activities 
in diverse environments. Some articles have addressed how new technologies change the 
methods that firms use to control their operations overseas (Khanagha et al., 2018; Lal, 
2002; Zeng et al., 2019). Companies use the new tools for gathering information, 
controlling day to day operations (Andersen, 2005), and even auditing (Barrett et al., 
2005). Other articles have considered how companies prevent and deal with internal 
corruption and ethical problems in foreign operations (Jean and Tan, 2019; Tan and  
Tan, 2012). 

3.2 Technology applications in an international setting 

A second perspective to classify the literature relates to which technology applications 
can improve a firm’s international performance. Here, we look at the different 
technology-business-based applications considered in the articles rather than at the 
technologies themselves. One example is e-commerce, which pertains more to the 
application (direct-selling) than the technology (Internet and secure payment). Thus, we 
classify articles into three different categories: generic, strategic and specific. 

Several scholars have developed generic studies of digital technology’s impacts in 
specific international contexts. They have used aggregated concepts such as ‘e-business’ 
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when referring to Internet technologies (Lal, 2002; Piscitello and Sgobbi, 2004; Zhu et 
al., 2006) or ‘digitalisation’ when referring to all of today’s possibilities (Banalieva and 
Dhanaraj, 2019; Cassetta et al., 2019; Coviello et al., 2017; Ojala et al., 2018). 

Other scholars have focused on the strategic implications and advantages that digital 
technology brings to international companies. One advantage is disintermediation. We 
found several examples of technology allowing multinationals to interact directly with 
customers or suppliers without the need for local intermediaries (Andersen, 2005; Zeng 
et al., 2019). Another advantage is agility, as digitally enabled firms can make and 
implement decisions rapidly in response to sudden changes (Banalieva and Dhanaraj, 
2019; Khanagha et al., 2018; Nambisan et al., 2019; Tallon et al., 2019). Finally, some 
studies have explored how companies innovate to stay ahead of competitors (Hannibal 
and Knight, 2018; Hughes et al., 2010; Nambisan et al., 2019; Pittaway et al., 2004; Ray 
and Ray, 2011). 

Most studies have focused on more specific technology concepts. We can classify 
these into three groups: those related to the interface with third parties (front-end), those 
that concern with internal operations (back-end), and those that increase the knowledge 
that allows the firm to make better decisions (intelligence). 

For front-end activities, the most cited application of technology is e-commerce, 
defined as ‘use of the digital mediated networks to conduct commercial transactions’ 
(Benmamoun et al., 2019, p.319). We found several examples of how e-commerce is 
used by different types of firms and in different contexts (Benmamoun et al., 2019; Eid et 
al., 2006; Hagsten et al., 2017; Macchion et al., 2017; Singh and Kundu, 2002). Smaller 
companies use digital platforms to engage in international trade (Banker and Mitra, 2007; 
Ojala et al., 2018; Zeng et al., 2019), while MNEs integrate digital initiatives with other 
distribution channels abroad (multichannel) (Andersen, 2005; Eid et al., 2006; Vadana et 
al., 2019; Watson et al., 2018). Companies also use online possibilities to enhance their 
reputation and brand awareness, including e-visibility (Levina and Vilnai-Yavetz, 2015; 
Reuber and Fischer, 2011) and online marketing and social media (Eid et al., 2006; 
Foltean, 2019; Leek et al., 2003; Murphy and Scharl, 2007; Ramírez and Tejada, 2019; 
Sheth, 2020; Sigfusson and Chetty, 2013; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2018). 

Corporations can also improve their back-end international operations by applying 
digital technologies. Many articles have shown how firms use platforms to manage 
employees and other resources remotely (Ashton et al., 2010; Cano-Kollmann et al., 
2018; Garavan and O’Brien, 2013; Lehdonvirta et al., 2019) or to enhance collaboration 
with suppliers or partners in host countries (Berthon et al., 2008; Jean et al., 2014). In the 
manufacturing industry, earlier technologies facilitated today’s globally distributed 
production facilities (Morgan et al., 2004). More recent technologies, such as additive 
manufacturing or the Internet of Things (IoT), have the potential to reconfigure the 
global value chain (Bouncken and Barwinski, 2020; Hannibal and Knight, 2018). The 
evolution of this trend is currently known as Industry 4.0 and has been studied in some 
recent articles (Chen, 2020; Sinkovics and Sinkovics, 2020; Strange and Zucchella, 
2017). However, none of these new opportunities is feasible without a proper 
implementation (Eid et al., 2006; Khanagha et al., 2018) and integration with current IT 
systems (Jean, 2014; Zhu et al., 2004). 

Finally, we found articles on how companies use the possibilities of digitalisation to 
build their intelligence. Tools such as big data and machine learning are used to gather 
data and develop algorithms that aid managers’ decision-making in distant environments 
(Strange and Zucchella, 2017; Yamin and Sinkovics, 2006). More importantly, they are 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    The role of digitalisation in firms’ international value creation 11    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

used to build the firm’s knowledge and improve its innovation process (Cano-Kollmann 
et al., 2018; Hannibal and Knight, 2018; Øyna et al., 2018; Raymond et al., 2015). 

3.3 Firm typologies and environmental factors 

All the opportunities and risks in our review have different implications for firms, 
depending on their characteristics and the environments in which they operate. Scholars 
have focused on three principal firm attributes that affect the impact of the new digital 
technologies: size, nature of the offering and customer type. 

The firm’s size affects the quantity and quality of its resources but can also make it 
less agile (Wang, 2020; Zhu et al., 2004). Thus, scholars have examined how 
technologies affect international operations in different size categories. Micro-companies 
can leverage new platforms to access customers globally (Lehdonvirta et al., 2019), and 
new ventures or ‘born global’ companies use digital technologies to begin 
internationalisation early in their lives (Ammirato et al., 2019; Autio, 2017; Coeurderoy 
et al., 2012; Efrat and Shoham, 2011; Hughes et al., 2010; Jean et al., 2020; McDougall 
and Oviatt, 1996; Monaghan et al., 2020; Øyna et al., 2018; Park and Bae, 2004; Shaheer 
and Li, 2020; Sigfusson and Chetty, 2013; Symeonidou et al., 2017). Lack of financial 
and technical capabilities can mean that SMEs face a disadvantage when going 
international. However, the literature has shown that the Internet can help them interact 
internationally by using e-commerce and other approaches (Cassetta et al., 2019; Chen, 
2020; Del Giudice et al., 2019; Hagsten et al., 2017; Kromidha, 2020; Lal, 2002; 
Morgan-Thomas, 2009; Piscitello and Sgobbi, 2004; Raymond et al., 2015). Conversely, 
studies have considered current complex MNEs operating around the world and their use 
of new technologies to improve the efficiency of their existing operations (Adamovic, 
2018; Andersson and Xiao, 2016; Kanter, 2008; Loane et al., 2006; Morgan et al., 2004). 

The literature has also established that the nature of a firm’s offering profoundly 
influences the impact of technology in its global supply chain (Cassetta et al., 2019; Leek 
et al., 2003; Reuber and Fischer, 2011; Yamin and Sinkovics, 2006). Having a physical 
product that must be manufactured and delivered (Andersen, 2005; Macchion et al., 
2017; Piscitello and Sgobbi, 2004) is different from having an intangible offering such as 
financial services or entertainment products (Cahen and Borini, 2020; Grönroos, 2016; 
Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2004). There is extensive research on a new 
breed of companies known as digital services multinational corporations or platforms. 
These companies face their own internationalisation risks and opportunities (Brouthers et 
al., 2016; Coviello et al., 2017; Hennart, 2019; Li, J. et al., 2019; Ojala et al., 2018; 
Shaheer and Li, 2020; Singh and Kundu, 2002; Tan and Tan, 2012; Zeng et al., 2019). 
One example could be their tendency to approach new markets using their home-country 
business model (Zeng et al., 2019). 

The final relevant firm attribute is the type of customers it serves. Articles on 
Business to Consumer (B2C) companies have shown that they can obtain significant 
advantages from automating interactions with global customers, focusing on e-commerce 
and online marketing activities (Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2018). However, studies on 
Business to Business (B2B) firms have shown that they tend to develop relationships 
with clients through more traditional means, using technology to improve their back-end 
operations (Berthon et al., 2008; Eid et al., 2006; Leek et al., 2003). 
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When a company operates in a global context, the environment in the different 
countries where it is present influences its digital strategy. Studies have considered 
environment-related factors including institutions, infrastructure, culture and technology 
adoption (by both companies and consumers). Although some articles have looked at the 
impact of these factors in the home market (Benmamoun et al., 2019; Jean and Tan, 
2019), most have discussed this in the host country context. 

One important subject of study is how institutional and legal environments influence 
technology application. For example, home-country institutions can encourage the 
internationalisation of small companies indirectly through e-commerce promotion or 
other policies and programmes (Bruton et al., 2014; Lal, 2002; Löfsten and Lindelöf, 
2003), while host-country institutions can either promote or discourage the digital 
presence of multinationals (Eid et al., 2006; Jean and Tan, 2019; Watson et al., 2018). 
The host country’s legal environment also has a significant impact regarding the 
protection of the firm’s proprietary knowledge (Berthon et al., 2008; Coeurderoy and 
Murray, 2008; Gopal and Sanders, 1998; Tan and Tan, 2012). Studies have also shown 
the crucial role of the host country’s infrastructure. For example, physical logistics 
infrastructure can affect e-commerce deliveries (Watson et al., 2018), digitally enabled 
partners can help redefine the company value chain (Dunn and Yamashita, 2003; Jean, 
2014) and telecommunications infrastructure can limit internet connectivity and 
adoption, thereby affecting firms’ digital strategies (Hannibal and Knight, 2018; Lal, 
2002; Prahalad and Hammond, 2002). 

Many scholars have addressed how the cultural environment affects international 
digital initiatives. Some countries, such as China, appreciate face-to-face interactions 
more than others (Li, 2010; Walker and Harland, 2008). Specific cultural settings can 
favour corruption or fraud (Berthon et al., 2008; Gopal and Sanders, 1998). Several 
articles have studied these effects through the concept of psychic distance (Johanson and 
Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975). For instance, technology changes the way companies perceive 
this distance, raising the risk of falling into the ‘virtuality trap’ (i.e., when companies 
perception that they know enough about foreign markets through their virtual presence 
causes them to assume greater risks than necessary) (Pezderka and Sinkovics, 2011; 
Yamin and Sinkovics, 2006). 

Finally, some scholars have examined how consumers’ and companies’ adoption of 
new forms of doing business, such as e-commerce, can affect a firm’s choice of target 
country when deploying new digital strategies (Prahalad and Hammond, 2002; Watson  
et al., 2018). 

4 Digital international value creation: an integrative framework 

The majority of articles in our review have analysed how digital technology helps firms 
to improve their performance from a certain international perspective; that is, firms use 
Digital Resources to improve their international performance. We can define digital 
resources as a coherent set of digital technologies and capabilities that allow the firm to 
transform parts of its business model into new data-based and connected ones, thereby 
improving the firm’s efficiency and effectiveness (i.e., increasing its value). These digital 
resources are applied by firms to create value in an international context. 

As mentioned in the introduction, we use the concept of value created by the firm as 
‘the sum of the values appropriated by all the participants in a business model, over all 
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transactions that the business model enables’ (Amit and Zott, 2001, p.515). The firm can 
achieve this value creation through higher value for customers or greater transaction 
efficiencies. One possible avenue of value creation will be risk management as it 
improves transaction efficiencies. Previous studies (e.g., Click, 2007), have adopted other 
perspectives of international value creation when analysing, for instance, international 
strategic management related topics. However, Amit and Zott (2001) value-creation 
perspective takes a more holistic vision that, by including all participants, allows the 
uncovering of more potential research opportunities in the intersection of digitalisation 
and IB.  

Bringing both ideas together, we can define the new term Digital International Value 
Creation (DIVC) as the creation of value brought about by the application of digital 
resources to international value-creation opportunities. This concept will help us to 
understand the options, enabled by technology, that allow firms to create value across 
national borders. 

With this concept and levering in our literature review, we can construct the basis of 
our framework. In Figure 4, we represent DIVC graphically, building on its two main 
dimensions (digital resources and international value-creation opportunities). We plot the 
value that a firm creates through its digitalisation and internationalisation efforts. The 
more ‘digitalised’ the firm is, the more digital resources it has, and the wider the area 
representing DIVC. Conversely, as the firm becomes more global, it has more 
opportunities to apply these resources and the area representing DIVC becomes taller. 
The boundaries in this figure represent the limitations of this value creation model. In the 
digital dimension, the current status of the technology and the firm’s capabilities might 
limit the application of new digital resources. In the international dimension, the current 
international presence and business model of the firm can limit its options for 
international value creation opportunities. 

Figure 4 Two dimensions for digital international value creation analysis 

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors.  
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Our review of the literature identifies three different paths in this international value-
creation model that we refer to as ‘International Going Digital’, ‘Digital Going 
International’ and ‘Going International with Digital’ (see Figure 5). 

The first path for value creation (international going digital) is for an already global 
company (e.g., an MNE), to embrace a digital way of doing things (e.g., a knowledge 
platform) and apply it to help the company with its international operations (e.g., 
coordinating the global R&D efforts). In our framework, such a firm grows in its digital 
resources and apply it in already available international value creation opportunities. 
Many of the reviewed articles study these transitions by analysing a wide range of 
problems from partner collaboration to human resource management (Ashton et al., 
2010; Eid et al., 2006; Jean, 2014; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2018). An example of a 
company following this path is DuPont. In its operations in India, DuPont uses Internet 
kiosks to provide agricultural information and tools that give improved access to 
customers (Prahalad and Hammond, 2002). 

In the second path in our framework (digital going international), the firm has many 
digital resources and tries to apply them to new international value-creation opportunities 
as it increases its internationalisation (e.g., when establishing a local presence). When 
crossing borders, digital services companies have specific opportunities (such as the fast 
access of new digital firms to foreign markets (Shaheer and Li, 2020)) and face specific 
challenges (such as the lack of adaptation to host countries (Zeng et al., 2019)). 
Therefore, their internationalisation process differs from the more conventional ones due 
to variations in the network, ownership, location and internalisation advantages (Singh 
and Kundu, 2002). Scholars have studied two main firm types that fit this typology: big 
digital platforms (Li et al., 2019; Zeng and Glaister, 2016; Zeng et al., 2019) and new 
digital ventures (Shaheer and Li, 2020). One example of this path is Facebook’s crowd 
sourcing of its translation activities to accelerate its internationalisation. The company 
used learning tools and incentive systems to integrate a dispersed network of translators 
that helped it to establish operations in new countries (Tran et al., 2016).  

The third path for value creation (going international with digital) represents a 
relatively domestic firm that is not very advanced in digital technology and adopts digital 
approaches to pursue its internationalisation. In our framework, firms acquire new digital 
resources that provide new international value-creation opportunities. This possibility is 
especially relevant for smaller companies within traditional industries (Lehdonvirta et al., 
2019; Pezderka and Sinkovics, 2011; Reuber and Fischer, 2011; Watson et al., 2018). For 
instance, small textile firms in the Italian district of Prato used e-business to address new 
markets, develop relationships with their international clients and increase their global 
visibility (Piscitello and Sgobbi, 2004).  

This three of paths to growth are not absolute. We can imagine intermediate 
scenarios, such as an MNE having already adopted certain digital approaches but using a 
new one to improve the efficiency of some of its operations abroad.  

Our study aims to help identify possible research opportunities and design new 
business strategies. For this purpose, a more detailed framework is useful. We, therefore, 
use the literature review presented in Section 3 to elaborate on the two dimensions of the 
initial framework and its possible moderators. The full conceptual framework is shown in 
Figure 6. 
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Figure 5 Avenues for digital international value creation  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors. 

Figure 6 Complete framework for digital international value creation  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors. 

In summary, and in line with our review, international value-creation opportunities can 
be classified as strategic (market presence, asset creation and protection and value-chain 
redefinition opportunities) or managerial (marketing, operations and control 
opportunities). Digital resources can be generic, strategic, or specific (including front-
end, back-end and intelligence resources). As we also showed in the literature review 
section, the relationship between dimensions is moderated by firm type (size, offering 
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and type of client) and environment where it operates (institutions, infrastructure, culture 
and adoption by customers and companies) in both the home and the host countries. 

5 Conclusions, research agenda and limitations 

In recent decades, technology has changed the way firms approach international 
expansion. Unsurprisingly, new digital technologies are profoundly impacting firms, 
offering many strategic and tactical options. 

Our review brings together two separate fields, digital technologies and IB, that are 
becoming closer every day. Although there have been other reviews and conceptual 
proposals about this intersection (Hazlehurst and Brouthers, 2018; Pittaway et al., 2004; 
Reuber and Fischer, 2011; Tallon et al., 2019; Vadana et al., 2019; Van Geffen et al., 
2013), most of them have limited their scope to specific functional areas, such as 
marketing (Watson et al., 2018), or to a particular firm type, such as new ventures 
(Vadana et al., 2019). Our conceptual framework is novel in that it integrates the 
different aspects of value creation in different contexts and includes an updated set of 
possible digital approaches. 

We believe this framework can help both practitioners and academics. It will be 
useful for practitioners as a strategic map for determining new opportunities for value 
creation and their associated challenges and risks. It will help academics to identify new 
avenues for research and to design and select appropriate constructs and variables 
(including the different moderating factors identified here).  

By adopting our conceptual framework, future research can advance along three 
different lines to explain how companies can use digital resources in new international 
value-creation opportunities.  

Studies can examine how MNEs can increase their digital resources and capabilities 
and apply them across their international operations (international going digital), on how 
digital firms can profit globally from their vast digital resources (digital going 
international) and on how small domestic firms can go international by applying their 
newly acquired digital resources (going international with digital). Future work can study 
each of these three lines from the perspective of opportunities or of risk mitigation. In our 
review, we found that existing research has focused on opportunities, both on the growth 
side (such as improved access to consumers) and the operational side (e.g., reconfiguring 
the supply chain). Talent-management opportunities are also well covered, with many 
articles studying the application of technology to team management and talent creation.  

However, technology brings not only opportunities but also many challenges and 
risks. Digital technologies impact traditional IB risk and also create new types of risks 
(Pezderka and Sinkovics, 2011). Despite their importance, in the literature there is 
limited coverage of the implications of technology on risk and risk management. Few 
studies have focused on how firms can apply digital technologies to manage traditional 
IB risks, and studying this application in detail in areas such as credit risk management 
could be worthwhile. Moreover, the new types of risk that technology brings to IB open 
up a rich area of future research. As mentioned above, an interesting example is the so-
called virtuality trap (Yamin and Sinkovics, 2006), which is related to the familiar 
concept of psychic distance in IB (Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975).  

This example shows us the importance of the environment in the study of risk. Other 
examples include how institutions and the legal environment can help firms to protect 
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their knowledge assets against appropriation and to promote the infrastructure needed to 
reduce the risks of digital initiatives and their adoption. However, this environment is 
becoming more and more hostile to international activities. Accordingly, future research 
should focus on how firms can navigate and reduce international risks such as political, 
regulatory or legal risks, as well as cultural distance effects. For example, institutional 
variables can moderate the effect of digital resources in different firms’ strategic 
international decisions such as location choice, entry mode selection and divestiture. In 
this connection, it would be useful to compare the strategies used by different types of 
firms to deal with, or influence, the institutional environment. In this sense, a recent 
study by Curchod et al. (2020), based on the institution-based view of IB, analyses the 
firm’s subsidiaries' strategies in the institutional environment in the case of an online 
platform (a digital company going international considering our framework).  

From a different perspective within environment management, there are also 
opportunities to study the role of digital technology in MNE’s non-market strategies. For 
example, a recent study developed a conceptual framework linking big data and non-
market literatures (Liedong et al., 2020), presenting different ways in which big data 
contributes to the development of specific political capabilities used by firms to deal with 
the domestic non-market environment. Future research could expand and test that 
framework in an international value-creation context. Other opportunities to study the 
application of digital to non-market strategies present themselves in the areas of 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability. One such study has already 
shown how a large technology MNE uses digital technologies for the economic 
development of impoverished communities in India (Dunn and Yamashita, 2003).  

As we have shown in our framework, DIVC also changes depending on the type of 
firm. Therefore, it makes sense to analyse the internationalisation paths of different 
companies, as it also moderates the digital value created by them. Although there have 
been a number of articles exploring this path in the relationship with technological-based 
born-globals, we believe that remain research opportunities in more traditional types of 
companies, especially SMEs.  

Future research could also examine how digital can improve security and flexibility 
to help MNEs create value in a post-pandemic world. Studies can focus on certain digital 
resources (such as distribute manufacturing or videoconferencing) and their potential use 
in this environment (e.g., transforming their value chains to minimise face-to-face 
contact).  

Our study is subject to certain limitations that can also lead to new research 
opportunities. For example, by design, we conducted our study from the perspective of 
the firm. It would be interesting to develop alternative frameworks from different angles, 
adopting, i.e., a country-level perspective to analyse political and economic dimensions 
and the opportunities that digital technologies offer for limiting the impact of new 
barriers to trade and investment. At a micro-level, a behavioural approach could be 
applied to understand the micro-foundations of the behaviour of decision-makers in the 
face of complex global-digital transitions.  

As explained above, we limited our review to a general technology perspective, since 
more specific concepts (including e-commerce) had already been explored. However, as 
more recent digital technologies mature, new and more specific concepts require 
attention, such as the Internet of Things (IoT), smart companies, and the sharing 
economy. Likewise, although we made the decision not to explore specific technologies 
(as doing so would have limited the applicability of our framework), we note the absence 
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of and need for studies of one of the most promising technology trends for IB, the 
distributed ledger or block-chain. This can be an interesting opportunity for further 
research. 

In the coming years, firms will need to adapt to a changing global and technological 
landscape, and it will be more important than ever to align their strategy and operations 
in order to achieve DIVC. Following the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
lockdown of almost all countries and economies in the world, digital technologies have 
proved vital to the continuation of economic activities and to the attempts to control the 
pandemic. In this new environment, characterised by high uncertainty and continuous 
changes, firms will need to innovate and dynamically adapt their international operations 
(reconfiguration of the value chain, coordination among subsidiaries, managerial styles, 
among others) in order to create value for their stakeholders. Digital technologies will 
play a key role in achieving this goal. 
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