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Abstract
The Uppsala Model – typically viewed as an internationalization process model,

an internationalization stages model, or a sequential internationalization model

– has served as a theoretical underpinning in the international business
literature since Johanson and Vahlne’s (J Int Bus Stud 8(1):23–32, 1977) article

incorporated thoughts by researchers at Uppsala University in one all-

encompassing model. Major updates to the model were published in 2009
and 2017 by the original authors. Our work examines what has now become

the time-tested and Decade Award–winning 2009 version of the Uppsala

Model relative to the original model in 1977. We also provide an outlook for
international business research within the scope of the 2017 version of the

model. This evaluation and dive across times into the nuances of the Uppsala

Model capture aspects of the model’s theoretical and empirical power, as well
as its limitations within today’s international business ecosystem. (The

international business ecosystem is defined as the organisms of the business

world – including stakeholders, organizations, and countries – involved in

exchanges, production, business functions, and cross-border trade through
both marketplace competition and cooperation.) In the process, we push the

theoretical boundaries of the model and provide a unique connection to

marketing thought.
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INTRODUCTION
A wealth of writing, researching, and debating the merits of
Johanson and Vahlne’s ‘‘Uppsala Model’’ of firm internationaliza-
tion has taken place since the model was first published some
43 years ago (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). This is when the logic of a
‘‘gradual internationalization, rather than large foreign invest-
ments’’ was introduced to the international business professorate
(e.g., Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975, p. 305). The accolades
for Johanson and Vahlne’s research are legendary in their own
right, and the 1977 article itself has become a staple in interna-
tional business scholarship that serves as a broad-based theoretical
foundation for internationalization research. Remarkably, in this
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issue of the Journal of International Business Studies
(JIBS), we are celebrating that the Johanson &
Vahlne (2009) article received the JIBS Decade
Award in 2019 (Johanson & Vahlne, 2020). This
means that we are actually celebrating a derivative,
updated version of an article that was published in
1977, an article’s premise that was already being
rigorously defended in 1990 (Johanson & Vahlne,
1990), and that has been critiqued and defended
numerous times over the years. This continual
vetting of the Uppsala Model’s merits can certainly
be viewed as staying power in the academic liter-
ature, in terms of the longevity of a research stream
and the uniqueness of scholarly ideas, by any
measure.

To put it in context, as formulated by the
Academy of International Business (AIB), the JIBS
Decade Award was inaugurated in 1996 to honor
the most influential JIBS article of the volume ten
years prior. In 2003, Palgrave Macmillan became
the publisher of JIBS and also began to sponsor the
award. In 2009, as part of the 40th anniversary
celebrations of JIBS, the JIBS editorial team pre-
sented best-article awards for the inaugural volume
in 1970 and for each year until 1985 to catch up
and complete the selection of ‘‘decade articles’’ for
each volume of the journal. Not only was the now
Decade Award–winning article by Johanson and
Vahlne (2009) part of the 40th anniversary cele-
brations, in many ways it became the lead article
for the next decade of the evolution of interna-
tionalization process theory. Naturally, the Johan-
son and Vahlne (1977) article was also recognized
as best-in-class for the articles published in JIBS in
1977 at that 2009 celebration. With more than
14,000 and 4,000 Google Scholar citations, respec-
tively, for the 1977 and 2009 articles (and about
5500 for the 1990 article), at this time, the scholarly
impact is clearly present in the research stream that
Johanson and Vahlne started by studying primarily
entrepreneurial Swedish firms.

Tracing the development of the theorizing inher-
ent in the Uppsala Model is fascinating. Jan Johan-
son sketched out the history in a 72-minute
interview with Lars Engwall (Professor Emeritus,
Uppsala University) titled ‘‘Vägen Hit’’ (‘‘The Road
Here’’) (Engwall & Johanson, 2008). In this Swed-
ish-only interview, Johanson mentions the 2009
version of the Uppsala Model, prior to its publica-
tion, and says that he thinks it will become a well-
received major update to the 1977 model some
22 years later (the 2009 article was an invited piece
by then JIBS Editor-in-Chief, Lorraine Eden).

Intriguingly, Johanson said that the invited 2009
article was tougher to get accepted than was the
legendary, ground-breaking 1977 article. In paral-
lel, as best he could recall, the Johanson and
Wiedersheim-Paul (1975) and Johanson and
Vahlne (1977) articles did not have any reviewers,
seemingly allowing for greater scholarly flexibility
and boundary-pushing theorizing. Finn Wieder-
sheim-Paul and Jan-Erik Vahlne are credited by Jan
Johanson as being the early proponents of the idea
of psychic distance being instrumental within the
Uppsala Model, while much of the early thoughts
of a gradual internationalization process emerged
through Johanson’s own work. In particular, Johan-
son drew inspiration for the gradual international-
ization process from essays written by his students
for which he served as thesis advisor (students were
asked to research internationalization efforts of a
set of Swedish firms).

As a precursor, the article by Sanden and Vahlne
(1974) – coupled with thoughts in Vahlne and
Wiedersheim-Paul (1973) – became the starting
point of the research stream that led to the Uppsala
Model. In many ways, the Uppsala Model, while
authored by Johanson and Vahlne, fundamentally
had intellectual thoughts assimilated from Uppsala
University’s team of business researchers. Johanson
talked about these intellectual discussions as give-
and-take conversations among select Uppsala
University team members (on an almost weekly
basis). Across these theoretical and practical discus-
sions, the conclusion was that, for example,
Swedish firms were different from much larger
American firms. Consequently, Johanson and
Vahlne thought the (international) business litera-
ture needed a theory to explain this difference and,
thus, the 1977 article was written. The 1977 article
was followed by vigorous defenses of the theory
(e.g., Johanson & Vahlne, 1990) and a couple of
significant revisions (e.g., Johanson & Vahlne,
2009; Vahlne & Johanson, 2017). The 2009
award-winner, which is our core focus, is the most
robust revision to the original published Uppsala
Model, as we will discuss later, and, we think, the
2017 version still needs refinement and a test-of-
the-time assessment.

Over these developmental time periods, the
Uppsala Model has been the most criticized for
not applying to rapidly internationalizing ventures
(e.g., born globals, international new ventures).
Johanson and Vahlne addressed some of these
concerns regarding the perceived omission of
rapidly internationalizing ventures in the 1977
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model when they updated the Uppsala Model in
the 2009 article. However, theoretically, the origi-
nal modeling was partially intended to address just
those firm scenarios when they studied them in the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (although the firms orig-
inated long before this time), several decades before
the marketplace became heavily service-oriented
and digitally driven (which has since also become a
point of contention in the theoretical and empir-
ical applicability of the Uppsala Model, in addition
to rapidly internationalizing ventures). Vahlne and
Wiedersheim-Paul (1973) and Sanden and Vahlne
(1974) started the research stream, but the main
theoretical impetus for Johanson and Vahlne
(1977) was Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul
(1975), which was positioned as an interesting case
study but lacked the theoretical foundation that
Johanson and Vahlne (1977) achieved. In effect, we
think the simple but broad and deep theorizing
that was achieved by Johanson and Vahlne (1977),
subsequently refined with a strong theoretical lens
in 2009, resulted in the Uppsala Model’s longevity.

Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1975, p. 305)
effectively positioned the research stream that was
subsequently captured by the Uppsala Model before
it was even developed and introduced: ‘‘The wide-
spread interest in multinational firms has given rise
to many articles and books on various aspects of the
international strategies of firms. Research has been
concentrated on the large corporations, particularly
the American. Many firms, however, start interna-
tional operations when they are still comparatively
small and gradually develop their operations
abroad. From our studies of international business
at the University of Uppsala [now Uppsala Univer-
sity or Uppsala Universitet] we have several obser-
vations indicating that this gradual
internationalization, rather than large foreign
investments, is characteristic of the international-
ization process of most Swedish firms.’’ To capture
the breadth and depth of this research stream,
Table 1 summarizes 16 influential articles from
research relating to the Uppsala Model that involve
Johanson and/or Vahlne. The articles in Table 1 are
included in chronological order to allow for an
overview-read of the evolution of thought and
theorizing.

As it relates to the theory, some international
business scholars who have been critical of the
Uppsala Model have focused on its ‘‘gradual’’ (and
sometimes also ‘‘sequential’’) feature of internation-
alization. However, this gradual anchor was

intentional in order to concentrate on manufac-
turing firms that start international operations
when they are still comparatively small (compared
with large American multinationals) and gradually
develop their operations abroad. Consequently, if
we assume ‘‘gradual’’ can be achieved faster (or
slower) as a function of time and evolution of a
firm, then practically all firms can fit into the
Uppsala Model, as Johanson and Vahlne (2009) also
make a case for in their 2009 Decade Award–
winning article. At the same time, it is clear that
deeper theorizing within the scope of, or as an
extension to, the Uppsala Model needs to take place
regarding service, technology, and internet-heavy
ventures. In fact, the omnichannel environment
that permeates most of international trade today
demands integration of bricks-and-mortar and ser-
vice-minded technology activities by virtually all
multinational corporations. Meanwhile, many
scholars consider the Uppsala Model to be a robust,
time-tested depiction of internationalization, as
long as ‘‘gradual’’ is adapted to the times, contexts,
and environments in which world regions, coun-
tries, industries, and firms operate (e.g., Bamiatzi,
Bozos, Cavusgil, and Hult, 2016).

Another aspect of the original Uppsala Model
(Johanson and Vahlne, 1977) that was somewhat
lost for many years was that business relationships
and networks permeated a significant portion of
the development of the internationalization pro-
cess, mainly via the research focus adopted by the
Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group
(e.g., Johanson & Vahlne, 2011).1 This internation-
alization–network dynamic inherent in the Uppsala
Model is illustrated by several of the influential
articles in Table 1 (e.g., Anderson, Håkansson, &
Johanson, 1994; Hallén, Johanson, & Seyed-Mo-
hamed, 1991; Holm, Eriksson, & Johanson,
1996, 1999; Johanson & Vahlne, 2011). The con-
nection between the Uppsala Model and the IMP
theorizing is natural. Uppsala University was
instrumental in helping to start the IMP group
worldwide under the leadership of Håkan Håkans-
son, with several Uppsala researchers involved on
the team (e.g., Lars-Gunnar Mattsson, Mats Fors-
gren). Importantly, there was critical cross-collabo-
ration across the IMP and IB researchers at Uppsala
University that motivated cross-fertilization of
intellectual thoughts. In this context, Jan Johanson
describes his career-long research focus in the
interview with Lars Engwall (Engwall & Johanson,
2008): In the 15 years prior to the 1977 article, he
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Table 1 Core set of influential articles involving Jan Johanson and/or Jan-Erik Vahlne

References Scope of the article

Vahlne & Wiedersheim-Paul (1973) This work focused on economic and psychic distance. The Vahlne and Wiedersheim-Paul

(1973) thoughts presented in this work leveraged the empirical observations from a database

of Swedish-owned subsidiaries abroad (as did several subsequent articles in Table 1). The logic

was that the closer the psychic distance between countries, the more likely the Swedish firms

were to engage in those foreign markets. Additionally, Swedish companies at this time

frequently began internationalizing with ad hoc exporting to countries close to Sweden in

psychic distance (e.g., other Scandinavian countries), and then would gradually enter other

markets that were further away in psychic distance terms

Sanden & Vahlne (1974: 91) ‘‘The aim of this study was to examine the growth rates of Swedish multinational corporations.

An attempt was made to answer the question of whether the MNCs have grown faster than

has the Swedish manufacturing industry and, if so, to investigate the extent to which this can

be explained by differences in multinationality. In order to separate the effect of that factor,

technology-intensity, size, and profitability were included in the model; according to theory,

these factors are correlated with multinationality and possibly with rates of growth’’

Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul

(1975: 305)

‘‘The widespread interest in multinational firms has given rise to many articles and books on

various aspects of the international strategies of firms. Research has been concentrated on the

large corporations, particularly the American. Many firms, however, start international

operations when they are still comparatively small and gradually develop their operations

abroad.’’ From studies of international business at the University of Uppsala, several

observations indicate that this ‘‘gradual internationalization, rather than large foreign

investments, is characteristic of the internationalization process of firms’’

Johanson & Vahlne (1977: 23) ‘‘On the basis of empirical research, a model of the internationalization process of the firm is

developed. The model focuses on the gradual acquisition, integration and use of knowledge

about foreign markets and operations, and on the incrementally increasing commitments to

foreign markets. In particular, attention is concentrated on the increasing involvement in the

individual foreign country’’

Johanson & Mattsson (1987: 34) ‘‘This article compares the network approach and transaction-cost approach for

interorganizational relations in industrial system. It considers some aspects of relations among

firms engaged in industrial production as those relations are postulated or described in two

theoretical approaches to analyzing industrial systems. A network approach, as developed by

some Swedish researchers in industrial marketing and international business, is compared with

the transaction-cost approach associated with [Nobel Prize Winner] Oliver Williamson’’

Johanson & Mattsson (1988) The overall theme of the book suggests that international interdependence between firms and

within industries is of great and increasing importance. Analyses of international trade,

international investments, industrial organization and international business behavior attempt

to describe, explain, and give advice about these interdependencies. The theoretical bases and

the level of aggregation of such analyses are naturally quite varied.

Johanson & Vahlne (1990) The contemporary relevance of the so-called Uppsala Internationalization Model is discussed.

This is a framework advanced by a number of Swedish colleagues describing the typical

process of ‘‘going international.’’ Johanson and Vahlne respond to the criticisms of the model

they proposed in the 1970s and relate it to the Eclectic Paradigm Model and the Networking

literature. The concepts of the advantage package and advantage cycle in the

internationalization context are also introduced

Hallén, Johanson, & Seyed-

Mohamed (1991: 29)

‘‘On the basis of social exchange theory and the resource-dependence model, a structural

model of interfirm adaptation is formulated. The model accounts for mutual adaptation as a

consequence of trust-building as well as for unilateral adaptation due to imbalanced

dependence between the parties. The view that interfirm adaptations are elements in a social

exchange process is supported’’

Anderson, Håkansson, & Johanson

(1994: 1)

‘‘In business-to-business settings, dyadic relationships between firms are of paramount

interest. Recent developments in business practice suggest that to understand these business

relationships, greater attention must be directed to the embedded context within which

dyadic business relationships take place. The authors provide a means for understanding the

connectedness of these relationships. They then conduct a substantive validity assessment to

furnish some empirical support that the constructs they propose are sufficiently well

delineated and to generate some suggested measures for them’’
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Table 1 (Continued)

References Scope of the article

Holm, Eriksson, & Johanson (1996:

1033)

‘‘Cooperative relationships between firms can be better understood if they are examined in the

context of a network of connected business relationships. Based on research on business

relationships and business networks, this paper formulates a model that analyses cooperation

in international business relationships between suppliers and customer firms. Theory suggests

that cooperation can raise the value of business relationships, and that business network

connections have an impact on cooperation. The analysis shows that relationship profitability

is directly affected by relationship commitment and, indirectly through commitment, by

business network connections’’

Eriksson, Johanson, Majkgård, &

Sharma (1997: 41)

In furthering ‘‘understanding of the dynamics of the internationalization of firms, process

models have played a significant role… In these models, market-specific experiential

knowledge is central in explaining the firm’s internationalization process. A vast amount of

research, using the concept of experiential knowledge, on the internationalization process and

the choice of mode for entering foreign markets has been accumulated.’’ IN this chapter, the

authors argue that none of the previous works has ‘‘explicitly dealt with the cost of the

internationalization process.’’ They argue that: ‘‘An internationalization process entails risk and

the investment of resources…the issue of the effects of the critical experiential knowledge on

the cost of the internationalization process becomes important. Cost aspects have a bearing

on the profit generated by firms, on a firm’s inclination to enter foreign markets, and on the

selection or changing of foreign market entry mode’’

Holm, Eriksson, & Johanson (1999:

467)

‘‘A structural model of business relationship development in a business network context is

formulated and tested on data from the European International Marketing and Purchasing

(IMP) project. The analysis demonstrates a causal chain from business network connection

through mutual commitment and mutual dependence to value creation in the relationship.

The results show that mutuality in business network relationships is critical in developing

interfirm systems of workflow interdependence that promote the creation of value. This also

implies that, through their interaction in business network relationships, firms in business

markets organize and share an unbounded structure of interdependent activities, enabling

them to achieve greater value than would be the case if they did not engage in relationship

development’’

Johanson & Vahlne (2003: 83) ‘‘This article is based on a case study of an international venture and on the observations

reported by a number of researchers that the received models of the internationalization

process of the firm do not capture some important phenomena in the modern international

business world. As several researchers argue that networks play an important role in the early

internationalization the paper outlines a network model of the internationalization process of

the firm. It combines the experiential learning–commitment interplay as the driving

mechanism from the old internationalization process model with a similar experiential

learning–commitment mechanism focusing on business network relationships. In the resulting

model, we can see firms learning in relationships, which enables them to enter new country

markets in which they can develop new relationships which give them a platform for entering

other country markets’’

Johanson & Vahlne (2006: 165) ‘‘This article starts from the observation that the internationalization process (IP) model

frequently is interpreted as a model of risk reduction in the internationalization of the firm. The

dominating view of the model seems to be that commitment is the dependent variable and

experience is the independent variable. A basic assumption of the original model, however, is

that opportunity development is an important outcome of commitment. The purpose of this

note is to articulate this relation, which is not stressed enough in earlier writings’’

Johanson & Vahlne (2009: 1411) ‘‘The Uppsala internationalization process model is revisited in the light of changes in business

practices and theoretical advances that have been made since 1977. Now the business

environment is viewed as a web of relationships, a network, rather than as a neoclassical

market with many independent suppliers and customers. Outsidership, in relation to the

relevant network, more than psychic distance, is the root of uncertainty. The change

mechanisms in the revised model are essentially the same as those in the original version,’’

although trust-building and knowledge creation have been added, ‘‘the latter to recognize the

fact that new knowledge is developed in relationships’’

Theoretical evolution and use of the Uppsala Model G. Tomas M. Hult et al

42

Journal of International Business Studies



said his focus was mainly on the internationaliza-
tion process of firms, followed by 15 years on
business networks (1977–1992), and subsequently
15 years (1993–2008) on merging internationaliza-
tion and business networks. This internationaliza-
tion–network theorizing is also reflected in the
revised versions of the Uppsala Model, including
the 2009 Decade Award–winning article (Johanson
& Vahlne, 2011), in which ‘‘market commitment’’
is theoretically expanded and replaced by ‘‘network
position.’’

To properly celebrate that the Johanson and
Vahlne (2009) article has been recognized with the
Decade Award, the best place to start is to trace the
theoretical evolution of the Uppsala Model. Our
theoretical, empirical, and practical lens in this
endeavor is to focus on the Uppsala Model’s linkage
to the field of marketing. Not lost on international
marketing researchers, or those involved in the IMP
group, the Uppsala Model traces a heavy dosage of
its conceptualization to scholarly marketing
thought. This is not to say that the Uppsala Model
is theoretically more rooted in marketing than, say,
management, economics, or international busi-
ness, per se, but our focus is entrenched in market-
ing scholarship to make a unique contribution.
Importantly, through various revisions and
defenses, the Uppsala Model has maintained a
strong link to marketing thought (e.g., in 1977,
1990, 2009, and 2017).

THEORETICAL EVOLUTION AND LINKAGE
TO MARKETING

In general, there have been relatively minimal
theoretical revisions to the original Uppsala Model
from 1977, but the most robust modifications came
in 2009. Figure 1 traces the evolution at the con-
struct level, with market knowledge, commitment
decisions, current activities, and market commit-
ment as the four pillars (sequential stages) of the
dynamic Johanson and Vahlne (1977) model.
Table 2 provides descriptions of the constructs in
the Uppsala Model, as they evolved in 1977, 2009,
and 2017. As can be seen in both Fig. 1 and Table 2,
the award-winning article in 2009 incorporated
revisions of these pillars to a new but related set of
knowledge opportunities, relationship commit-
ment decisions, learning, creating and trust build-
ing, and network position.

In both versions (1977 and 2009) as well as in the
most recent revision (2017), the Uppsala Model
consists of two sets of variables, namely state
variables (shown on the left-hand side of Fig. 1)
and change variables (shown on the right-hand side
of Fig. 1). These variables affect each other, the
current state having an impact on change, and vice
versa. Johanson and Vahlne (2009: 1423) argue that
the ‘‘model thus depicts dynamic, cumulative pro-
cesses of learning, as well as trust and commitment
building.’’ ‘‘The change variables are the crucial

Table 1 (Continued)

References Scope of the article

Johanson & Vahlne (2011: 484) ‘‘Based on empirical studies of firm exchange activities in business markets, this article outlines

a business network view of the firm-market relationship, which differs fundamentally from the

view assumed by neo-classical economic theory…Business networks are defined as sets of

connected business relationships. Thus, business relationships and connections between

relationships are the critical elements in the business network view. It is assumed, as suggested

by the Uppsala internationalization process model, that an interplay between knowledge and

commitment development is the mechanism that drives the relationship and network

development process. Against this background the paper discusses how strategic change is

analyzed in literature on alliances and networks’’

Johanson & Vahlne (2017: 1087) ‘‘The original Uppsala model that was published in 1977 explains the internationalization

process of firms.’’ The authors ‘‘have further developed the model several times in the

intervening years.’’ The present article is the latest effort: ‘‘a general model of the evolution of

the multinational business enterprise (MBE), from early steps abroad to be a global firm. The

updated, augmented model explains MBE evolution in general, not only characteristics of the

internationalization process in a narrow sense… the newest iteration, anchored in process

ontology, will be useful in conducting longitudinal empirical studies’’

Table 1 summarizes works involving Jan Johanson and/or Jan-Erik Vahlne. To stay true to the intention of the authors, each article is summarized using
quotations as much as possible (with page numbers included as appropriate), paraphrasing when needed, and original text as warranted.
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elements of the model: they are where the action
takes place’’ (Vahlne & Johanson, 2017: 1092).

The state-change focus and overall evolution of
the Uppsala Model are very much aligned with the
logic that Jan Johansson presented in his interview
with Lars Engwall in 2008 (Engwall & Johanson,
2008). As we summarized earlier, Johanson said
that he mainly studied internationalization of
business activities in the 15 years prior to the
Johanson and Vahlne (1977) article. As a conse-
quence of this theorizing, the 1977 article served
the international business field as the foundation of
firms’ internationalization processes for decades,
and it also became the platform for the research
fabric at Uppsala University. After that, Johanson’s
focus, and presumably much of the Uppsala
University team’s focus, centered on business rela-
tionships and networks leading up to the publica-
tion of the 2009 article. The 2009 revision
emphasizes this dual and reinforcing focus on
internationalization and networks by delineating
the logic that market commitment from 1977
should be viewed as where a firm is positioned in
the larger ecosystem or ‘‘network’’ of the market-
place. (To provide clarity, the international

business ecosystem is defined as the organisms of
the business world – including stakeholders, orga-
nizations, and countries – involved in exchanges,
production, business functions, and cross-border
trade through both marketplace competition and
cooperation.)

While the concept of networks still permeates the
logic in the Uppsala Model’s newer iteration (along
with the view that trade and cross-border business
activities take place in an international business
ecosystem), the 2017 version again alters the mar-
ket commitment stage to commitment and perfor-
mance (Vahlne & Johanson, 2017). That said, it is
clear that market commitment is important to the
internationalization modeling in the minds of
Johanson and Vahlne but also that the position in
the international business network or ecosystem is
central to a firm’s performance within the market-
place. This aspect of the Uppsala Model becomes
clearer in 2017 when the idea of commitment is
portrayed as such (instead of as a network position)
but also with the added focus on performance.
Specifically, a firm being committed to the market
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), or being able to
identify the market position of the firm within
the network (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), is of
limited value if performance associated with such
commitment and network position is not superior
to viable alternatives and competitors’ offerings
(Vahlne & Johanson, 2017). There has to be a
positive performance implication of the commit-
ment undertaken and the network position
achieved for the Uppsala Model’s internationaliza-
tion process to be valuable in a broader context (cf.
Katsikeas, Morgan, Leonidou, & Hult, 2016). Thus,
we argue that competitiveness of the firm within
the international business ecosystem is critical, not
just within a network or based on commitment.

Figure 2 provides a clearer evolution of each of
the four stages/constructs in the Uppsala Model,
tracing the advances in the core developmental
years of 1977, 2009, and 2017. In this context, the
Johanson and Vahlne (1990) article – while
immensely influential – largely served to defend
the original 1977 version. The constructs stayed the
same in 1990 as in 1977 and, consequently, we
focus on the 1977, 2009, and 2017 iterations in
Fig. 2. Beyond the ‘‘boxes’’ in the Uppsala Model
signified by the market commitment ? network
position ? commitment/performance evolution,
which really serve as the end-point of the model
(although the model is theoretically dynamic),
there are three additional evolutionary linkages.

State Variables Change Variables

1977

2009

2017 Commitment 
Processes

Knowledge 
Development 

Processes

Capabilities

Commitment / 
Performance

Market Knowledge

Market 
Commitment

Commitment 
Decisions

Current Activities

Knowledge 
Opportunities

Network Position

Relationship 
Commitment 

Decisions

Learning, Creating, 
and Trust Building

Figure 1 Evolution of the Uppsala Model, 1977, 2009, and

2017.
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The process starts with market knowledge (1977)
which leads to knowledge opportunities (2009) and
capabilities (2017) over time. The evolution of this
‘‘knowledge’’ construct appears to fall within the
same general literature base, albeit with a broaden-
ing from ‘‘knowledge’’ in 1977 and 2009 to capa-
bilities in 2017 (cf. Day, 1994). With the

introduction of capabilities, the Uppsala Model
theoretically adds resources, skills, and likely also
the related phenomenon of strategic assets. Knowl-
edge is a part of, but does not constitute the full
scope of, capabilities. Capabilities generally refer to
knowledge and skills, which are both related to, but
also viewed by most scholars as theoretically

Table 2 Descriptions of the constructs in the Uppsala Model, 1977, 2009, and 2017

Year Construct Description

1977 Market knowledge Market knowledge refers to knowledge of opportunities and knowledge related to the evaluation

of foreign market alternatives (e.g., market environment, performance of activities) (Johanson &

Vahlne, 1977: 27)

Commitment decisions Commitment decisions refer to decisions by the firm to commit resources (or to not commit

resources) to foreign operations (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 28)

Current activities Current activities refer to business activities that are undertaken to achieve some desired

(positive) consequence in foreign markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 27)

Market commitment Market commitment refers to the amount of resources committed and the degree of the

commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 27) (i.e., ‘‘the product of the size of the investment

times its degree of inflexibility’’—Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1412)

2009 Knowledge opportunities Knowledge opportunities are rooted in the 1977 concept of ‘‘market knowledge’’ but also

includes ‘‘recognition of opportunities’’ (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1424) in addition to market

knowledge of opportunities and knowledge related to the evaluation of foreign

market alternatives (e.g., market environment, performance of activities)

Relationship commitment

decisions

Commitment decisions in 1977 gave way to ‘‘relationship commitment decisions’’ in 2009 ‘‘to

clarify that commitment is to relationships or to networks of relationships … [implying] that the

focal firm decides either to increase or decrease the level of commitment to one or several

relationships in its network’’ (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009: 1424)

Learning, creating, and

trust building

With reference to ‘‘current activities’’ in 1977, Johanson & Vahlne (2009: 1424) stated in 2009

that: ‘‘We changed the original label of ‘current activities’ to ‘learning, creating, and trust-

building’ to make the outcome of current activities more explicit’’

Network position Network position builds on the 1977 concept of ‘‘market commitment,’’ and the assumption for

the 2009 model is ‘‘that the internationalization process is pursued within a network’’ (Johanson

& Vahlne, 2009: 1424). In this paper, we make an argument that the network should be

broadened to the international business ecosystem

2017 Capabilities Capabilities generally refer to knowledge and skills, and the Uppsala Model has largely been

knowledge-dependent. The 2017 model makes the firm-specific advantages explicit (whereas

previously, Vahlne & Johanson, 2017, argue that they were only implicit). This also means that

the 2017 Uppsala Model integrates both operational and dynamic capabilities into the

theorizing, which makes sense given that the Uppsala Model has been viewed by most

researchers to be dynamic

Commitment processes ‘‘The dimensions of the commitment process include reconfiguring and coordinating. These sub-

processes, just like others, occur under conditions of risk, uncertainty, and partial ignorance, and

hence, after capabilities and relationships have been altered and particular performance levels

achieved, trigger new knowledge development in the form of learning, creating and trust

building’’ (Vahlne & Johanson, 2017: 1093)

Knowledge development

processes

The knowledge development processes in 2017 refer to the same learning, creating, and trust

building concepts as in the 2009 model: ‘‘Knowledge development processes, that is, learning,

creating, and trust-building, are occurring continuously, thereby changing the state variables’’

(Vahlne & Johanson, 2017: 1092). These knowledge processes ‘‘can also be either inter- or intra-

organizational, since both the focal firm itself and its task environment have a network character’’

(Vahlne & Johanson, 2017: 1093–1094)

Commitment/performance ‘‘Commitments describes the distribution of resources over the MNE’s functions, its product

lines, the countries where it is active, and the relationships in which it has invested’’—explicitly

including a forward-looking lens—and ‘‘performance refers to what has been achieved already’’

(Vahlne & Johanson, 2017: 1097)
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different from, a firm’s strategic assets and
resources.

The commitment decisions (1977) – relationship
commitment decisions (2009) – commitment pro-
cesses (2017) link has been shown to incorporate
perhaps the least evolutionary revisions over the
last four decades. That is, the Uppsala Model has
generally been described theoretically as a ‘‘stages
model’’ or ‘‘process model’’ and not necessarily a
‘‘decision model’’ (although the algebra in the 1977
version conveys a decision schema). As such,
‘‘commitment processes’’ resonate better theoreti-
cally than ‘‘commitment decisions’’ within the
scope of the model corollaries. This theorizing is
best described in the 2009 article in which Johan-
son and Vahlne, perhaps purposefully, move away
even more from economics, a process that started
with the 1977 article where the authors consciously
wanted to elevate micro-oriented firm-level expla-
nations over macro-oriented economics in interna-
tionalization. Consequently, it can be said that the
decision-making aspect was positioned as a core
component in the Uppsala Model but probably
should always have been secondary to the ‘‘process’’
aspect of the model and subsequent empirical

testing. In fact, an argument can be made that the
Uppsala Model is much broader and deeper in its
theorizing than the empirical testing that has been
conducted to validate it. This process focus – if
assumed a process can be completed anywhere
from slow to fast – would also help make the
argument that the model is applicable to newer
contexts and contemporary firms (e.g., born global
firms, new internationalized ventures). Thus, revis-
ing the commitment decision to a process focus –
by stressing relationships as a way of embedding
business relationships and networks even deeper
into the theorizing – is theoretically advantageous
and logical. Such process focus also applies more
soundly to service firms, digital ventures, and
technology-intensive settings.

The most extensive revisions to the Uppsala
Model appear to be in the current activities (1977)
– learning, creating, and trust building (2009) –
knowledge development processes (2017) link. In
fact, an argument can be made, at the coarse-
grained level, that the 2017 focus on knowledge
development processes instead of current activities
(1977) or learning, creating, and trust building
(2009) has blurred the theoretical refinement of the

1977 2009 2017

Note: The concepts in italicized bold font are heavily used in the field of marketing.

Knowledge 
Opportunities

Market
Knowledge

Capabilities

Relationship 
Commitment 

Decisions

Commitment 
Decisions

Commitment 
Processes

Learning, Creating, 
and Trust Building

Current
Activities

Knowledge 
Development 

Processes

Network
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Market 
Commitment

Commitment / 
Performance

Figure 2 Marketing’s influence on the Uppsala Model, 1977, 2009, and 2017.
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Uppsala Model. Basically, there has been lots of
development and re-thinking of the constructs in
this link, but not necessarily to a more refined
version that is verifiable and applicable. Such
blurred refinement is perhaps a function of the
changing world within which we now operate (e.g.,
Verbeke & Fariborzi, 2019), a world that is both
continuing globalizing in many ways but is also
retracting its global efficiencies in others (e.g.,
tariffs, nationalism). For example, we now have
knowledge at multiple levels, or at least at various
stages in a stage-model view, that detracts from the
core activities of internationalization. Interestingly,
we also have commitment at two stages in the
latest model in 2017; albeit here we can reasonable
assume that commitment is a two-pronged phe-
nomenon centered on market commitment and
firm commitment. Ultimately, though, any model-
ing becomes time-tested. The award-winning 2009
version (like the original 1977 version) has theo-
retical soundness and credibility in the market-
place. The 2017 version likely needs more
refinement and/or thoughts linked to the 1977
and/or 2009 versions to be theoretically sound and
practically viable, but at the very least it needs more
empirical testing.

The 2017 version should motivate and entice the
international business professorate (and perhaps in
particular marketing scholars), especially since both
the 1977 and 2009 versions have been recognized
with the JIBS Decade Award. What strikes us in the
2017 version of the model is that all constructs
have become embedded even more in the interna-
tional marketing and marketing strategy literatures.
Figure 2 identifies core constructs from the field of
marketing in italicized bold font, whereas the
normal text captures other elements (mainly from
the management and international business litera-
tures). As a broad take, what Fig. 2 tells us is that
the Uppsala Model started out as being strongly
based in industrial and international marketing
(and economics), evolved somewhat in the 2009
award-winning article to a broader take on the
business literature, and returned in 2017 to a heavy
marketing theory foundation. This is not to say
that these italicized bold-font constructs are only
applicable and used in the field of marketing –
many fields incorporate these constructs – but
rather that the theoretical anchoring in marketing
is very strong. At the same time, these ‘‘marketing’’
constructs are natural in the sense that the Uppsala
Model rests very much on business network
research (e.g., Hallén, Johanson, & Seyed-

Mohamed, 1991), international marketing (e.g.,
Hult, 2012), purchasing and supply chain manage-
ment (e.g., Kozlenkova, Hult, Lund, Mena, &
Kekec, 2015), trust and commitment (e.g., Morgan
& Hunt, 1994), and markets and networks (e.g.,
Johanson & Vahlne, 2011).

CONCLUSION
The combined picture that is formed across
Tables 1 and 2, and Figs. 1 and 2, and the thoughts
we presented in this paper, presents a unique
international marketplace. This is a marketplace
that shows evolution, drastic changes in market
dynamics, and new opportunities to leverage the
Uppsala Model for even better understanding and
predictive abilities. However, it is clear that the
Uppsala Model has to evolve as a function of time
and context. For example, the award-winning
Johanson and Vahlne (2009) article was published
at a time when international markets were in
upheaval in the midst of the global financial crisis
in 2008–2009. The model incorporated nuanced
revisions and logical changes relative to what was
needed at the time. The question for the future is if
the Uppsala Model (Johanson & Vahlne,
1977, 2009; Vahlne & Johanson 2017) can provide
explanatory and predictive power in the trade and
production era of tomorrow, an era in which firms
face a backlash against globalization, increasing
protectionism and nationalisms as well as a surge in
populism against consumption and international
travel. How does this affect firms’ quest for increas-
ing international presence in new and distant
countries, and what does it mean for the Uppsala
Model?

As just one example of new market dynamics,
can the Uppsala Model integrate strategically
important themes such as the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals while offering a
prosperous outlook for small, medium, and large
firms in the international marketplace (Hult, Mena,
Gonzalez-Perez, Lagerström, & Hult 2018)? Myriad
other examples exist of elements that connect with
global efficiency that can affect the Uppsala
Model’s viability, e.g., service-focus, digital foot-
print, and technology enhancements. (Global effi-
ciency is defined as the value of total world trade
relative to countries’ total GDP production; a
higher number means the world operates more
globally efficiently; Hult, 2018.) Such refined
understanding also needs to be relevant to prefer-
ably all, or at least most, world regions, countries,
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firms, and industries, among a plethora of driving
forces (cf. Aguilera, Ciravegna, Cuervo-Cazurra, &
Gonzalez-Perez, 2017).

Another theme for future consideration is oppor-
tunity recognition in relation to the Uppsala
Model, as networks are likely to pose boundaries
for new opportunity discovery of exploration char-
acter while being fundamental for opportunity
development of exploitation character. Conse-
quently, opportunity recognition might be contin-
gent on the commitment and network position
with boundaries that place undue constraints. And,
related to another boundary constraint, Johanson
and Vahlne (1977, 2009) emphasized gradual or
incremental internationalization in the Uppsala
Model. This incremental internationalization has
also been one of the reasons for criticizing the
model, leading to theoretical and practical empha-
sis on time and speed in internationalization as a
result (e.g., born globals). However, a focus on time
and speed has led to other aspects of incrementality
in theorizing and applicability as it relates to the
Uppsala Model. Thus, one area with potential for
increased explanatory and predictive power of the
model is to deconstruct the gradual aspect of
internationalization into different aspects of dis-
tance, commitment, knowledge, and time. This
deconstruction should also be carried out from
both inter-country (cross-border trade) and intra-
country bases (Chabowski, Hult, Kiyak, & Mena,
2010).

Many more examples exist of market dynamics
and theoretical boundary conditions and

constraints that likely relate to the continued
viability of the Uppsala Model (e.g., see the point-
counterpoint discussion in the Journal of Interna-
tional Business Studies, volume 48, number 9, 2017 –
Coviello, Kano & Liesch, 2017; Hutzschenreuter &
Matt, 2017; Håkansson & Kappen, 2017; Santan-
gelo & Meyer, 2017; Vahlne & Johanson, 2017).
Perspectives on this changing world view have been
captured in various ways in the literature, most
recently in the 50th anniversary issue of Journal of
International Business Studies (volume 50, number 9,
2019). International business scholars continually
working on and attending to the Uppsala Model’s
viability – via carefully crafted revisions, critiques,
and testing – is a way to make sure that interna-
tionally operating firms can constantly become
more efficient. At the macro-level, regions and
countries strive for global efficiencies; firms have a
massive stake in the implementation of such global
efficiencies.

NOTES

1As a reference, the Industrial Marketing and
Purchasing (IMP) group was in the early days also
sometimes referred to as the International Market-
ing and Purchasing Group (Engwall & Johanson,
2008).
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