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ABSTRACT  

This article explores the adaptation of international business models for European Union (EU) projects, 
focusing on the Uppsala model’s macro- and micro-foundations within multinational collaborations. The 
Uppsala model, which emphasizes gradual international expansion, has become a widely recognized 
framework for understanding how firms expand abroad. The model’s application in EU-funded projects 
highlights the importance of both macro-level factors (such as policies and regional integration) and 
micro-level considerations (like firm-specific capabilities and interpersonal relationships) in the 
success of multinational collaborations. Through case studies of EU collaborative projects, this article 
demonstrates how the Uppsala model’s principles can be adapted to guide companies in navigating the 
complexities of cross-border partnerships and creating sustainable, value-generating collaborations 
within the EU framework. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the era of globalization, businesses and organizations are increasingly expanding their operations beyond 
national borders, particularly through multinational collaborations. The European Union (EU), with its unified 
policies, economic integration, and common market, presents a unique environment for cross-border 
partnerships that enable firms to share resources, knowledge, and expertise. However, the intricacies of 
operating in an international and multi-stakeholder context, such as in EU-funded projects, require businesses 
to adapt their models to accommodate not only economic factors but also the unique cultural, regulatory, and 
institutional dynamics of the regions involved. 

One of the foundational frameworks for understanding international business expansion is the Uppsala Model, 
developed by Johanson and Vahlne in the 1970s. The model posits that internationalization is a gradual, 
incremental process that occurs over time as firms increase their market commitment and gain experiential 
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knowledge. According to this model, businesses begin with limited international involvement and expand 
incrementally as they gain more information about foreign markets and reduce the perceived risk. This gradual 
internationalization is often influenced by macro-level factors (such as government policies, economic 
conditions, and regional integration) and micro-level factors (including firm-specific capabilities, management 
decisions, and interpersonal relationships). 

The Uppsala Model, with its emphasis on the learning process, offers a valuable lens through which we can 
analyze multinational collaborations within the EU context. However, the EU’s distinctive political and economic 
landscape presents new opportunities and challenges that necessitate an adaptation of traditional 
internationalization models. The EU’s policies promote a collaborative, multi-level governance system that 
encourages both large firms and small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to engage in cross-border 
projects. These projects often require companies to navigate complex regulatory environments, foster cross-
cultural cooperation, and integrate new business models to meet the specific goals of EU initiatives. 

In this article, we explore how international business models, particularly the Uppsala Model, can be adapted to 
effectively guide firms involved in EU projects. By examining both the macro- and micro-foundations of this 
model, we aim to understand the dynamics of multinational collaborations in the EU and provide insights into 
how businesses can optimize their strategies for success in these complex, multi-partner settings. The macro-
foundations of the Uppsala Model emphasize the role of broader institutional, economic, and regulatory factors 
in shaping business decisions, while the micro-foundations highlight the role of internal capabilities, learning 
processes, and relational dynamics within organizations. Together, these elements form a comprehensive 
framework for understanding the dynamics of international business within the EU’s multi-stakeholder 
environment. 

Through case studies of various EU-funded projects, this article will illustrate how businesses can apply these 
macro- and micro-level insights to adapt their internationalization strategies, manage risks, and achieve success 
in cross-border collaborations. We will explore how the Uppsala Model's gradual approach to 
internationalization can be adapted to the fast-paced, collaborative, and often dynamic environment of EU 
projects, which require quick adaptation, flexibility, and efficient stakeholder management. By doing so, this 
article will contribute to a deeper understanding of the application and relevance of the Uppsala Model in the 
context of multinational collaborations within the EU. 

International business models are central to firms' strategies in the increasingly globalized marketplace. In 
particular, the European Union (EU) has become a hub for multinational collaborations, facilitating partnerships 
between companies, research institutions, and governmental organizations. As EU projects become more 
integral to the region’s economic and technological development, understanding the dynamics of international 
business models becomes essential for the success of these projects. 

The Uppsala model, developed by Johanson and Vahlne in the 1970s, has been a cornerstone in international 
business theory. It posits that firms gradually increase their international involvement as they gain knowledge 
and experience in foreign markets. The model suggests that internationalization is a step-by-step process, 
influenced by both macro-level factors (such as institutional and cultural elements) and micro-level factors 
(including firm-specific resources and capabilities). While the Uppsala model has been widely studied in the 
context of firm internationalization, its application in the specific environment of EU projects, where multiple 
stakeholders from various countries collaborate, remains underexplored. 

This article aims to bridge this gap by investigating the relevance of the Uppsala model to multinational 
collaborations in the EU, particularly in the context of EU-funded projects. By examining both macro- and micro-
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level factors, this study seeks to demonstrate how the model can be adapted and applied to enhance the strategic 
management of multinational projects, offering both theoretical and practical insights into the dynamics of 
international business within the EU framework. 

METHODS 

Study Design 

This research adopts a qualitative case study approach, analyzing several multinational EU projects across 
different sectors, including technology, healthcare, and sustainable development. These projects were selected 
for their diversity in terms of industry focus, geographic scope, and the complexity of cross-border collaboration. 

Data Collection 

Primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews with project managers, key stakeholders, and 
experts involved in these EU projects. Additionally, secondary data was gathered from project reports, official 
EU documents, and relevant academic literature on international business models, the Uppsala model, and EU 
project collaboration. 

Sample Selection 

The selected case studies include: 

1. Project A: A healthcare innovation project involving multinational research institutions and healthcare 
providers across EU member states. 

2. Project B: A renewable energy development initiative funded by the EU, with collaborations between firms 
from Northern and Southern Europe. 

3. Project C: A technology transfer initiative focused on small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) within 
the EU, spanning multiple sectors and countries. 

Data Analysis 

The data was analyzed using thematic analysis to identify patterns related to macro- and micro-level factors 
affecting the adaptation of international business models. Particular attention was paid to how these factors 
align with the stages of internationalization outlined in the Uppsala model. The analysis also aimed to uncover 
challenges and opportunities that multinational firms face when adapting their business models for EU project 
collaborations. 

RESULTS 

Case Study 1: Project A – Healthcare Innovation 

In Project A, the gradual internationalization process in the healthcare sector followed a clear path. Initially, 
firms and research institutions from a limited number of EU countries collaborated within their borders. As the 
project progressed, the consortium expanded to include additional partners from other EU regions. The Uppsala 
model’s gradual internationalization framework aligned with this pattern of collaboration. Macro-level factors, 
such as EU health regulations and funding policies, played a significant role in shaping the collaboration’s 
expansion, while micro-level factors like knowledge-sharing and trust between partners were crucial in 
overcoming initial barriers to cross-border cooperation. 
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Case Study 2: Project B – Renewable Energy Development 

Project B demonstrated the applicability of the Uppsala model in the renewable energy sector. While firms 
initially began by sharing knowledge within national boundaries, the project’s focus on sustainability and 
innovation led to cross-border collaborations. The EU’s green energy policies provided a favorable macro-level 
environment for firms to expand their involvement in international collaborations. At the micro-level, the 
personal relationships and trust built between company leaders and research teams were instrumental in 
facilitating the project’s expansion into new markets. 

Case Study 3: Project C – Technology Transfer for SMEs 

Project C highlighted the challenges faced by SMEs in adapting to the internationalization process in EU projects. 
SMEs initially struggled with the complexity of navigating EU regulatory environments, and the slow pace of 
international expansion was evident. However, over time, as firms gained more experience and knowledge 
through the collaboration, their involvement in broader EU markets expanded. The micro-level factor of strong 
interpersonal networks and the ability to communicate effectively across cultural divides became pivotal in 
accelerating the project's success. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings from the case studies in this article highlight the complex yet structured nature of multinational 
collaborations within EU-funded projects, providing an insightful perspective on how the Uppsala 
internationalization model can be adapted to suit this context. The Uppsala model, originally developed to 
explain the gradual internationalization process of firms, is particularly relevant to understanding how 
businesses expand their reach in cross-border collaborations, especially in the regulated and diverse 
environment of the EU. 

Macro-Level Influences on Internationalization 

The role of macro-level factors, including EU-wide policies, regulatory frameworks, and institutional support, 
emerged as a central theme in the case studies. The EU’s internal market, regulatory alignment, and common 
standards provide a conducive environment for the gradual expansion of business activities across borders. For 
example, in Project A (healthcare innovation), the EU’s stringent health regulations and funding mechanisms 
were crucial in shaping the scope and scale of international collaborations. These macro-level elements 
facilitated cross-border knowledge sharing, resource mobilization, and innovation, which are key to the success 
of EU projects. In many cases, these factors acted as enablers, providing a stable and predictable framework 
within which companies could gradually expand their international operations. The Uppsala model’s emphasis 
on the importance of institutional knowledge and the external environment is thus validated in the context of 
EU projects, where regulatory compliance and EU-specific policies are critical. 

Additionally, EU-funded programs, such as Horizon Europe, offer financial incentives and provide an 
institutionalized process for firms to navigate the complexities of multinational collaborations. These programs 
help lower the entry barriers for firms expanding into new markets, thereby aligning well with the Uppsala 
model's notion of gradual internationalization. The success of these programs, however, also depends on the 
firm’s ability to adjust its business model in accordance with the specific opportunities and challenges presented 
by the EU’s macro-environment. 

Micro-Level Factors: Organizational and Interpersonal Dynamics 

At the micro-level, the findings suggest that the success of EU projects often hinges on a firm’s internal 
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capabilities and the development of strong interpersonal relationships. For example, in Project C (technology 
transfer for SMEs), the challenges faced by small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) were evident as they 
struggled with unfamiliar regulatory environments and lacked the expertise to navigate cross-border 
collaborations. Over time, however, these firms learned to adapt through a gradual process of knowledge 
acquisition, skill-building, and collaboration with international partners. The role of trust, communication, and 
long-term relationships was paramount in overcoming initial barriers to cooperation. This dynamic aligns with 
the Uppsala model’s premise that internationalization is a learning process, and that firms gain experience and 
confidence as they progressively expand into foreign markets. 

Furthermore, the importance of interpersonal relationships in multinational collaborations cannot be 
understated. In all three case studies, the presence of strong leadership and clear communication played a 
pivotal role in the success of the projects. These relational dynamics helped mitigate the challenges posed by 
cultural differences and organizational dissonance, allowing partners to better understand each other's needs, 
expectations, and working styles. Trust-building mechanisms, such as face-to-face meetings and the 
establishment of shared objectives, also enhanced the effectiveness of these collaborations. This aligns with the 
Uppsala model’s micro-foundations, which emphasize the importance of interpersonal trust and shared 
knowledge in facilitating international expansion. 

Adapting the Uppsala Model to EU Project Collaborations 

While the Uppsala model has been applied to explain the internationalization of firms into global markets, this 
study demonstrates how it can be adapted for multinational collaborations in the EU framework. The model’s 
step-by-step approach to internationalization is highly relevant for firms involved in EU projects, where the 
process of collaboration often requires gradual integration into new markets or sectors. The case studies 
illustrated how firms typically begin with limited involvement in a project and gradually increase their 
commitment as they gain experience, build relationships, and navigate the complexities of EU collaboration. 

For instance, in Project B (renewable energy development), firms initially limited their involvement to domestic 
activities, only expanding into other EU countries after successfully establishing local networks. Over time, these 
firms increased their international engagement as they became more familiar with the regulatory environment 
and better equipped to manage cross-border relationships. The adaptation of the Uppsala model, in this case, 
highlights the learning process that firms go through as they gradually expand their international presence and 
build upon previous experiences. 

However, it is also important to note the limits of the Uppsala model in the context of EU project collaborations. 
While the model’s incremental internationalization process is highly applicable to many types of business 
ventures, the complex nature of EU projects sometimes necessitates more rapid internationalization. In some 
cases, firms may have to adjust their approach to adapt to more dynamic and collaborative environments, such 
as those found in sectors like renewable energy or technology transfer, where the speed of technological 
innovation and market demands may require a quicker pace of collaboration and international expansion. Thus, 
the Uppsala model’s emphasis on gradual, step-by-step internationalization may need to be complemented with 
strategies that allow for flexibility and faster responses to changing market conditions within the EU. 

Challenges in Multinational Collaborations 

The research also revealed several challenges that firms face when adapting the Uppsala model to the context 
of EU project collaborations. One of the key issues identified in the case studies was the complexity of managing 
multiple stakeholders with varying objectives, resources, and capabilities. In EU projects, firms must work with 
diverse partners from different cultural and institutional backgrounds, each with their own set of expectations 
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and working practices. This creates a challenge in maintaining alignment and ensuring that all partners remain 
committed to the project’s long-term goals. 

Another challenge lies in the diversity of regulatory environments within the EU, which can create hurdles for 
firms that are expanding beyond their domestic borders. The need to navigate different national regulations and 
compliance standards within the EU can slow down the internationalization process, especially for firms with 
limited experience in cross-border collaborations. This was particularly evident in Project C, where SMEs 
struggled with the complexities of EU regulations, which slowed the project’s initial progress. 

Finally, the financial and resource constraints faced by firms, particularly SMEs, in international collaborations 
were another major challenge. The reliance on EU funding mechanisms to support these projects, while 
beneficial, also places pressure on firms to meet strict deadlines and compliance requirements, potentially 
limiting their ability to adapt their business models in response to new opportunities or challenges. 

The results of this study underscore the relevance of the Uppsala model in understanding the 
internationalization processes within EU projects. At the macro level, the EU's regulatory environment, policy 
frameworks, and funding mechanisms significantly influenced the success and expansion of multinational 
collaborations. The EU’s role in providing a common platform for cross-border projects facilitated the gradual 
expansion of firms into new markets, aligning with the incremental approach suggested by the Uppsala model. 

At the micro level, interpersonal relationships, trust-building, and the development of firm-specific capabilities 
were critical in overcoming the initial challenges of cross-border collaboration. For firms involved in EU projects, 
adapting their business models to accommodate the collaborative nature of these projects required them to 
leverage both existing capabilities and new knowledge gained through interactions with international partners. 

The Uppsala model’s emphasis on gradual internationalization was observed throughout the case studies, with 
firms initially hesitant to expand beyond their borders but becoming more involved as they gained knowledge 
and confidence. This gradual approach allowed firms to manage the risks associated with international 
collaboration while simultaneously capitalizing on the benefits of expanded networks and access to EU 
resources. 

However, the complexity of multinational collaborations, particularly in sectors with diverse regulatory 
environments and market conditions, poses challenges for the application of the Uppsala model. Firms must not 
only consider the economic and regulatory factors but also adapt their business models to the cultural and 
organizational dynamics of cross-border partnerships. 

CONCLUSION 

The Uppsala model provides a valuable framework for understanding the internationalization process in EU-
funded projects. By focusing on both macro- and micro-level factors, this study demonstrates how the model’s 
principles can be effectively adapted to guide multinational collaborations within the EU framework. The 
gradual approach to internationalization helps firms navigate the complexities of cross-border projects, while 
interpersonal relationships and trust-building remain essential for successful cooperation. 

As the EU continues to foster multinational collaborations across various sectors, understanding the dynamics 
of international business models, particularly in the context of the Uppsala model, will be crucial for ensuring 
the success and sustainability of these projects. Firms looking to expand their involvement in EU collaborations 
should consider the incremental approach to internationalization and focus on building both organizational 
capabilities and interpersonal networks that facilitate cross-border cooperation. 
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