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Abstract 

Competitive advantage has been an important aspect of strategy ever since Porter introduced 

the term in 1985. Today, small and medium enterprises (SME) make up a large part of the 

world´s economy. SMEs often operate in fast changing markets where innovation and growth 

are essential for success. To be able to survive they must ensure their competitiveness towards 

both SMEs and also larger competitors. Since many SMEs face limitations in their resources it 

is necessary for them to know how to use them efficiently. All this puts pressure on many SMEs 

to ensure their success and they need knowledge about how to create a competitive advantage 

while still managing their business limitations. Therefore, the purpose of this thesis is to create 

a better understanding for what existing resources SMEs can use to gain a competitive 

advantage on the market. 

 

To create a deeper understanding of what resources that Swedish SMEs can use to gain a 

competitive advantage a qualitative research approach was used. Semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with three different Swedish SMEs. The gathered data was then analyzed with 

a thematic approach to easier compare it with previous literature. The findings of this analysis 

showed that factors such as knowledge, relations, niche strategy and internationalization were 

considered important for SMEs to gain a competitive advantage.  

 

Keywords: SME, competitive advantage, resources, internationalization, strategy, MNE 
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Sammanfattning  

Att inneha en konkurrensfördel har varit en viktig aspekt av företagsstrategi enda sedan Porter 

introducerade termen 1985. I dag utgör små och medelstora företag (SME) en stor del av 

världens ekonomi. Små och medelstora företag verkar ofta på snabbväxande marknader där 

innovation och tillväxt är avgörande för framgång. För att kunna överleva måste de säkerställa 

sin konkurrenskraft gentemot både SMEs och större konkurrenter. Eftersom många små och 

medelstora företag står inför begränsningar med sina resurser är det nödvändigt för dem att 

veta hur man använder dem effektivt. Allt detta sätter press på många små och medelstora 

företag för att säkerställa deras framgång och därför behöver de kunskap om hur man skapar 

konkurrensfördelar medan de fortfarande är medvetna om sina begränsningar. Syftet med 

denna kandidatuppsats är därför att skapa en bättre förståelse för vilka befintliga resurser som 

små och medelstora företag kan använda för att skapa en konkurrensfördel på marknaden. 

 

För att skapa en djupare förståelse för vilka resurser som små och medelstora svenska företag 

kan använda för att skapa en konkurrensfördel användes en kvalitativ forskningsansats. 

Halvstrukturerade intervjuer genomfördes med tre olika små och medelstora svenska företag. 

Den insamlade datan analyserades sedan med en tematisk metod för att lättare jämföra den med 

tidigare litteratur. Resultaten av denna analys visade att faktorer som kunskap, relationer, 

nischstrategi och internationalisering ansågs vara viktiga för små och medelstora företag för att 

skapa en konkurrensfördel. 

 

Nyckelord: Små och medelstora företag, resurser, internationalisering, strategi, multinationella 

företag 
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1. Introduction  

In this chapter the background of the thesis will be explained. The chapter begins with a brief 

introduction to internationalization. Then further information regarding the definition of SMEs 

will be provided and an introduction to the concept of competitive advantage will be explained. 

This ends up in the purpose of the thesis together with the research questions.  

 

1.1 Background 

In today's globalized world where companies and organizations are interacting with each other 

across borders around the globe the concept of internationalization has become more important 

for companies. The concept of internationalization can be defined as  “the process of adapting 

firms’ operations to international environments” (Crick & Crick, 2014, p. 422). 

Internationalization is important for companies since it allows them to expand their business 

across borders around the globe. It allows firms to ensure long term survival, growth and create 

successful business (Sundqvist, Saarenketo, McNaughton, & Kuivalainen, 2012). According 

to Barcellos, Cyrino, Oliveira and Fleury (2010) companies going international can in addition 

benefit from strengthening their competitive advantage towards other firms as well as being 

less dependent on the domestic market. The research done by Barcellos et al. (2010) also shows 

that these benefits leads to greater stability for the company and stronger financial results.  

 

Today many small and medium sized enterprises (SME) only operate inside their home country 

because that is an environment they are familiar and comfortable with. By doing this and 

ignoring the rest of the world they miss out on international growth opportunities. SMEs need 

to develop innovative international strategies to cope with this (Torkkeli, Kuivalainen, 

Saarenketo, & Puumalainen, 2019). Creating international networks with other firms can help 

them internationalize through the network approach (Torkkeli et al., 2019). Business 

relationships that develop from these networks can gradually increase knowledge about new 

markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). This can then further enable avenues for international 

expansion (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). This kind of business networking is considered to be 

essential for successful internationalization of SMEs (Jones, Coviello, & Tang, 2011).  

 

There has been much research done on multinational enterprises (MNE) with complex 

operations and how they work (Franco, 2003). However, research on the importance of success 

among small business is becoming more important since SMEs today is an essential part of the 

world's economies (Harris, McDowell, & Gibson, 2011). An important factor of success is to 

have a competitive advantage towards your competitors (Kaleka & Morgan, 2017). 

Competitive advantage is a term that can be interpreted in several different ways depending on 

what perspective you have. Competitive advantage can be defined as “the above industry 
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average manifested exploitation of market opportunities and neutralization of competitive 

threats.” (Sigalas, 2015, p. 4) 

 

A competitive advantage can usually arise from three different generic sources, these are: 

ownership-based, proficiency-based and accessed-based. Thus, a company can gain a 

competitive advantage through either ownership of valuable assets, strong market position, 

strong reputation, exclusive relationships, superior knowledge about conducting a certain 

business process or producing a high quality product to an affordable price. Therefore, a 

company must look at its strengths and weaknesses to understand how they can develop their 

competitive advantage to create value for their customers. (Hao, 1999.) 

 

More recent research also shows that business model innovation can lead to a competitive 

advantage in today's global world (Bashir & Verma, 2017). Bashir and Verma (2017) argues 

that a business can use business model innovation as a way to reconfigure value creation for 

customers. The result of a major survey study that was conducted in 2005 concludes that 

“worldwide, more respondents identify new business models as a greater source of competitive 

advantage than new products and services. Products matter, of course, but as a source of lasting 

competitive advantage, they are vulnerable to replication” (Bashir & Verma, 2017, p. 10) 

 

This shows a trend in the world that it is becoming increasingly more important to innovate 

your business model than to only innovate your products since they can easily be replicated. 

This gives a more sustainable competitive advantage in today's global world (Hossain, 2016). 

To connect this to the competitive advantage discussed by Hao (1999) a company who can 

create lasting value for their customers will also create a lasting competitive advantage. This 

connection is further discussed by Hossain (2016) in his article where he shows that by using 

business model innovation companies can easier create customer value by practicing customer 

knowledge management in their business and by that increase customer satisfaction.  

 

Finally, success is something that is hard to define as it can vary depending of the goals and 

ambitions of a company. Every company possess different amounts resources and 

competencies that are essential for their business alone. Some of these resources may correlate 

with high success in combinations with other resources but none alone are sufficient for high 

profitability (Woodside, 2013). Therefore, combining factors that contributes to success inside 

an organization is crucial to find. 
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

Companies need to address the question of their competitive advantage towards their 

competitors (Kaleka & Morgan, 2017). Competitive advantage can explain the differences 

between different companies’ performance (Zott & Amit, 2008). According to Porter (1985) 

the ability of a company to create value for its buyers is the most reliable way to create a 

competitive advantage. Additional studies on the competitive advantage of companies have 

been done by Golovanova and Kulikova (2018), they show that innovation also plays a key 

role in the development of a competitive advantage. Innovation is necessary to develop new 

products and services to sustain the competitive advantage of companies and should therefore 

always be a permanent part of a business model (Golovanova & Kulikova, 2018). This connects 

well to the strategy of business model innovation (Bashir & Verma, 2017). This strategy would 

be useful for SMEs since they often operate in fast changing business environments (Marlot, 

Lenart, Maletic, Puchinar, & Borštnar, 2016). SMEs can also benefit by obtaining a first-mover 

advantage to gain a competitive advantage against larger organizations (Li & Qian, 2007). 

 

The internationalization of SMEs is a relevant topic for how to promote growth and 

entrepreneurship among smaller companies (Minnitti, 2008). Therefore, to make the process 

of internationalization more efficient and connected to entrepreneurship and diversification 

more knowledge in the area would be useful for SMEs (Morgan, Whitler, & Feng, 2018). More 

knowledge regarding the rapid internationalization of some companies is also needed to 

understand how the internationalization process is initiated among SMEs (Bell, Loane, 

McNaughton, & Servais, 2011). 

 

SMEs face another difficulty due to the lack of resources that face many SMEs (Gilmore, 

Carson, & Grant, 2001; Li & Qian, 2007). These limited resources can come in the form of 

financing, time, market knowledge, limited impact on the chosen market and a lack of expertise 

(Gilmore et al., 2001). While this forces many of SMEs out of business it also forces them to 

be innovative to ensure economic success and a long term survival for their company (De 

Massis, Audretsch, Uhlaner, & Kammerlander, 2018). SMEs are considered as an essential part 

of the world's economy and therefore an understanding of their operations, resources and 

strategies are of importance around the globe (Robu, 2013). Since SMEs also operates 

differently than MNEs due to the differences in available resources it is important to understand 

how SMEs use their available resources (Brouthers & Nakos, 2004).  

 

All these factors affect SMEs and are restricting their ability to grow and stay competitive in 

the market. Therefore, they need to have sufficient knowledge in areas such as how to gain a 

sustainable competitive advantage, how to manage their limited resources and how to deal with 

the internationalization process. If they could gain more knowledge in these areas, they would 

also be able to gain larger market shares and be more successful in the long-run.  



4 

 

 

1.3 Overall Purpose 

Based on the discussion above, the purpose of this thesis is to gain a better understanding of 

what existing resources Swedish SMEs can use to gain a competitive advantage on the market. 

Today few studies have been done in the area of Swedish SMEs. This study will help Swedish 

SMEs gain a competitive advantage in today’s global world. This is something that is crucial 

to be able to sell products both at home and abroad. The purpose will be achieved by answering 

the following research question. 

RQ 1: What resources can Swedish SMEs use to gain a competitive advantage on the market? 

 

1.4  Delimitations  

This study will have a few delimitations mostly due to the limited time available to conduct the 

research and due to the length of the thesis. Firstly, only SMEs that are operating inside Sweden 

will be included in the research since it will be easier to gather information and get uniform 

answers from them compared to foreign companies with a different cultural background. Also, 

the term SME varies greatly throughout the world and therefore we have chosen a definition 

from the European Union since we are only researching Swedish companies that are a part of 

the European Union. Due to the time constraints of this thesis only small Swedish companies 

with between 1-10 employees were asked for an interview. This decision was made to increase 

the reliability of the thesis by comparing companies that are similar in size. The chosen 

companies that were interviewed were selected from northern, central and southern Sweden to 

make the data collection easier and to be able to find companies that fit the thesis. 

 

1.5 Overview of the entire thesis 

➢ The thesis is structured around six chapters, the first chapter is the introduction which 

gives the reader an understanding of SMEs, internationalization and competitive 

advantage. Then a problem discussion follows, which narrows down the subject into a 

comprehensible size.  

 

➢ Chapter two contains the literature review where previous research is reviewed within 

the relevant area, there will also be a frame of reference which lays the foundation for 

the main focus of the study.  
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➢ Chapter three contains the methodology used when collecting the needed data for the 

thesis. It will start with the purpose of our study, then continues with the research 

approach, strategy of our research and data collection method. 

 

➢ Chapter four is the empirical data for the study.  

 

➢ Chapter five contains the data analysis, this will compare the collected data with the 

theory used in the conceptual framework.  

 

➢ Chapter six is the last chapter with our findings and conclusions. 
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2. Literature review  

The first chapter introduced the area of research and ended up in a research question. In this 

chapter the authors will go more in depth into the topics that were addressed in the background 

and problem discussion. This is to further narrow down the subject and create a clearer 

understanding of what this thesis will study. A good connection between the previous research 

that has been made in the area and our own research questions and hypothesis will be made. 

This will then be tied together into a summary that is easy to understand and shows the reader 

the studies and scientific data that this study is based on. 

 

2.1 The concept of SMEs 

The definition of what a small and medium sized enterprise (SME) is, varies from each country 

where the company is located. Different countries adopt different criteria such as how many 

employees, how much is sold or investments that is made (Ayyagari, Beck, & Demirguc-Kunt, 

2007). SMEs on average contribute to 54% of a nation's gross domestic product (GDP). The 

United States of America, China and Russia all define an SME as a company with less than 

500 employees, whereas Peru define it as a company with 19 or less employees (ASIA Pacific 

Economic Cooperation, 2003). For this thesis will the definition used by the European 

Commission be used as a foundation of what an SME is. The European Commission (EC, 

2003)  defines an SME as an enterprise which has 250 employees or less, a balance sheet total 

of less than 43 million euro and an annual turnover which does not exceed EUR 50 million. 

This gives an indication of how big an SME can get before becoming a multinational enterprise 

(MNE). SMEs are not smaller versions of larger companies, they function differently, have a 

different management style and must therefore be treated differently (Brouthers & Nakos, 

2004).  

 

SMEs are an essential part of the world's economy and they are constantly gaining importance 

throughout the world. SMEs promote growth, create jobs and drives innovation in many 

countries (Robu, 2013). SMEs operate differently than larger companies and have a different 

management style, this is as a result of often limited resources that face SMEs. This also leads 

to a different look at strategy, expansion and growth. Therefore, the understanding of how 

SMEs work and operate is essential to guarantee their long term survival (Brouthers & Nakos, 

2004). 

 

In highly competitive market, it is important for SMEs to gain a competitive advantage towards 

their competitors, while at the same time staying innovative (Golovanova & Kulikova, 2018). 

SMEs often operate in fast changing business environments where growth and innovation is 

essential (Marlot et al., 2016). To ensure stable growth and a sustainable competitive advantage 

SMEs can choose to internationalize their business (Minnitti, 2008). To succeed with this 
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expansion, it is important to develop international strategies and plan the entire process 

(Torkkeli et al., 2019). SMEs must consider all this while also working with limited resources 

(Gilmore et al., 2007). This puts considerable pressure on many SMEs to ensure the success of 

their business, and therefore knowledge about these processes are necessary for all SMEs (Hao, 

1999).   

 

2.2 Competitive advantage in a competitive market  

The concept of competitive advantage has been an important tool for managers and employees 

in both big and small companies ever since Porter introduced it in 1985. To remain competitive, 

companies need to maintain an edge towards their competitors. A company can have a wide 

range of strengths and weaknesses towards its competitors, but according to Porter long term 

strategic management should focus on building a sustainable competitive advantage since it is 

the only thing that can ensure long term success. This sustainable competitive advantage can 

arise from two different factors. These are a cost advantage or a differentiation advantage. The 

idea of cost advantage is that a company provides essentially the same products as its 

competitors but at a lower cost than them. A differentiation advantage focuses instead on 

providing better services and products than competitors. (Porter, 1985.) 

 

To achieve this competitive advantage Porter introduced three generic strategies; cost 

leadership, differentiation and focus strategy. The focus strategy is then divided into two 

different parts and all these strategies are shown in Figure 1. Cost leadership is intended to 

achieve the lowest cost in a chosen business area. This is then usually achieved by exploiting 

the scale of production, experience, standardized products and efficiency in production. 

Product differentiation is aimed at making a product more appealing in the eyes of the 

consumers by distinguishing it from competitors. Then finally companies can use a focus 

strategy. This strategy uses segments of the markets and targets them specifically with a niche 

strategy of either cost or differentiation depending on the product or service. The choice of 

strategy is then depending on the goal the strategic management hope to achieve (Porter, 1985). 

Historically this view of competitive advantage has dominated strategic management among 

managers for a long time in the way strategy is planned and conducted. The definition and the 

following strategies that were introduced by Porter in 1985 became a cornerstone of business 

strategy and what differs a successful business from one that is not successful. The definitions 

set by Porter became important for business strategy since it was an easy tool to create long 

term strategies for how companies should create sustainable business (Sigalas, 2015). 
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Figure 1: Porter’s model of generic strategies 

Source: Porter, 1985, p. 17. 

 

Although this way of strategic thinking that was created by Porter have been successful and 

popular since it was introduced it has also been under criticism, especially in recent times. The 

critics say that the business environment has changed significantly since Porter introduced his 

strategies in 1985 and therefore, they are no longer as relevant as they were before. The kind 

of low cost strategy that Porter advocates usually require large shares of the market to work. 

The example Porter use to show this is with the American company General Motors that were 

successful in the 1970s. They implemented a low cost strategy that succeeded, but this was also 

in a time where being a huge company contributed immensely to being competitive since the 

company already controlled major market shares. Being a big company such as General Motors 

also enabled economies of scale that in the end lead to lower prices for customers and increased 

competitiveness (Bashir & Verma, 2017).  

 

Another major criticism in recent times against Porters ideas is that they are mainly suitable 

for companies that produces products destined for mass markets. These kinds of products are 

also the ones that are most suitable for a cost driven approach where the price is one of the 

major selling points (Bashir & Verma, 2017). Merchant (2012) argues that this era of big 

companies dominating the market being over. She uses the term the social era to describe the 
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period we are currently in, an era where companies need to really differentiate themselves from 

competitors to become profitable and achieve long term success. She accredited this to how the 

modes of production have changed in recent times. Before, big companies could set up high 

barriers to enter the market they operate in, this kept out smaller business or hindered their 

expansion. The bigger companies also had better access to mass media to reach customers. The 

difference now is that these types of costs have decreased dramatically. Smaller companies 

now have access to tools that enables them to reach potential customers for a low cost and there 

is also means to produce in smaller quantity for a lower price than was possible before 

(Merchant, 2012). One approach of this is the business model innovation that will be presented 

next. 

 

2.2.1 Business model innovation  

The idea that a company can sustain a long term competitive advantage just by simply being 

the cheapest is outdated (Bashir & Verma, 2017). This might be true for a period of time, but 

it is not something to build long term sustainable business on anymore. This is since companies 

need to constantly evolve their business to survive long term. Recent research shows that the 

importance of business models is gaining importance as a strategic tool for companies mainly 

due to the evolution of the internet (Zott, Amit, & Massa, 2011). The research done by Bashir 

and Verma (2017) shows that the ability to innovate business models is seen as a more lasting 

competitive advantage than new services and products. This is because in today's world, 

products and service can usually be replicated fairly easy by other companies (Bashir & Verma, 

2017). Despite this companies keep investing huge amounts of money into the development of 

new products, often at a loss. Therefore, the strategy of business model innovation can usually 

be a great alternative for these companies. Business model innovation is unlike normal products 

and services hard to replicate and can lead to a sustainable competitive advantage (Bashir & 

Verma, 2017). 

 

Examples of businesses like this can be seen in companies such as Airbnb, Uber, Alibaba and 

Xiaomi. None of these companies have invented a revolutionary new product but they 

nonetheless became successful. All of these companies mentioned above have disrupted how 

business was normally conducted in their respective industries. They are all different from each 

other but one thing they have in common is that they have unique and innovative business ideas 

that are hard to replicate instantly (Bashir and Verma, 2017). Additionally, McGrath (2013) 

argues that in order to be successful in the future, companies needs to be aware of trends and 

the world around them in a more active way than they are used to. Companies that are doing 

this well will be able to use current trends and configure their business model to it and gain an 

edge towards their competitors before they see the change coming and in this way be successful 

in their respective business areas.  
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2.3 The resource based view  

The resources that a company control and that is specific for them includes their reputation, 

culture, physical assets and their business experience. Resources can then be defined as both 

tangible and intangible. Different competences and skills in the company are typically seen as 

intangible while equipment, money, and materials are typically seen as tangible. These 

resources together form what is the company's competitive advantage. The strategic issues that 

a company face usually comes from the limitations of its total resources  (Ekeledo & 

Sivakumar, 2004). 

 

When companies look at limited resources the resource based view (RBV) is an important 

strategic management tool. RBV is used by companies as a strategic tool that sees the resource 

and capabilities of a company as a base for strategy and finally profitability. The RBV 

advocates that the company identifies and enhances important resources that the company 

depends on to achieve its strategic goals, whether it is for physical products or services. If a 

company manages to acquire rare and valuable resources it can use these to create value-

creating strategies that cannot be copied by other firms due to the rareness of the resources 

(Nagano, 2019). 

 

The resource based view has mostly been applied for larger companies but according to 

Rangone (1999) it can just as well be applied for SMEs. SMEs can use the resource based view 

to identify critical resources such as financial resources, physical assets, human resources, 

organizational resource, competencies and reputation. By identifying these critical resources 

SMEs will have an easier way to develop their sustainable competitive advantage. For SMEs 

this sustainable competitive advantage is based on three different distinct capabilities including 

innovation capabilities, production capabilities and market management capabilities. 

 

• Innovation capabilities, a company’s ability to develop new products and services that 

achieves  superior performance. 

 

• Production capabilities, a company’s ability to both produce and deliver products to 

their customers while still maintaining strategies for quality, cost or dependability.  

 

• Market management capabilities, a company’s ability to market and sell their products 

in an efficient and successful way (Rangone, 1999). 
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Figure 2: The resource tree 

Source: Rangone, 1999, p. 236. 

 

 

2.4 Important traits for SMEs in competitive markets 

By utilizing the resource based view companies can use the resources they possess to develop 

new capabilities, improve processes, develop new products and services and to finally provide 

a competitive advantage towards competitors. SMEs in particular are usually faced with the 

constraints of limited resources.  While the lack of resources forces plenty of companies out of 

business it has also led to a high degree of innovation among SMEs and strong economic 

success (De Massis et al., 2018) 

 

Several studies have been made on this topic regarding innovation and limited resources. As 

already stated in the last paragraph SMEs in particular need to deal with resources in 

conjunction with their strategic goals. The research done by De Massis et al. (2018) summarizes 

this area well with the six different traits among SMEs that they identified. These traits explain 

how SMEs compensate for their lack of resources and still manage to create success and 

innovation. These traits are: Niche focus and customer collaboration, Global strategy, 

Preference for self-financing, Long-run mindset, Superior employee relations and Community 

embeddedness (De Massis et al., 2018). That are explained in the following sections. 
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2.4.1 Niche focus and customer collaboration 

One way for SMEs to compete in a global market is to focus on a specific niche (Duran, 

Kammerlander, Van Essen, & Zellweger, 2015). By focusing on a small market segment, they 

can quickly dominate that field while only limited investments are required to succeed. By 

limiting diversification among their products, they can keep their innovation persistent and stay 

ahead of larger competitors by producing the best product on the market (Duran et al., 2015) . 

An example of this is the British company Tente Castor Ltd that only produces wheels for 

hospital beds but are considered world leaders in their field despite their small size. This 

combined with keeping up good relations with existing customers and adapting products after 

their needs is one possible way for SMEs to gain and sustain a competitive advantage (De 

Massis et al., 2018). 

 

2.4.2 Globalization strategy 

While the niche strategy is often successful it also imposes limitations in growth and expansion 

when only focusing on a national level. Therefore, another viable strategy for SMEs is to 

expand their business internationally. This can be done in combination with an already existing 

niche strategy  (De Massis et al., 2018). This strategy often involves keeping research, 

development and production of products at the national level while at the same time moving 

employees globally to be able to increase sales in other countries. This can be beneficial if there 

is hard competition in the home country (Golovko & Valentini, 2011). 

 

2.4.3 Preferences for Self-financing 

Smaller companies also show a tendency toward self-financing (Chrismas, Chua, De Massis, 

Frattini, & Wright, 2014). This is often due to the ambition from the founders to retain full 

control over the company, even if it means sacrificing fast growth through venture capital deals. 

Despite all this a conservative approach to financing can benefit smaller companies since it 

ensures that they have full control over strategy without the pressure from external financiers. 

It usually often ensures financial stability during times of economic downturn since it allows 

for drastic changes within the organization (De Massis et al., 2018).   

 

2.4.4 Long-run mindset 

By using self-financing SMEs can also adapt their strategy to suit their goals. Since they have 

no need to satisfy external shareholders, they can focus on long-term strategies that will benefit 

them the most, instead of strategies that only ensures short-term profits (Chua, Chrismas, & 

Sharma, 1999). This mindset is a valuable strategic tool for SMEs. Long-term strategy also 

allows SMEs to think ethically which can benefit both their employees, the environment and 

the communities they are operating in (De Massis et al., 2018).   
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2.4.5 Superior employee relations 

The most important advantage of this long-run mindset that usually benefits companies the 

most is the possibility to build lasting and trustful relationships with employees. The employees 

of an SMEs are often its most crucial resources since every employee usually carries out a task 

that is necessary for the company to survive. By continuously training and by making efforts 

to keep and retain employees it is possible for SMEs to keep employees and their expertise 

over long periods of time. This usually makes employees feel invested and loyal towards the 

company (De Massis et al., 2018). This is a effective way for SMEs to deal with their limited 

resources since employee efficiency and happiness will stay at a high level and give the 

company a competitive edge (Henard & McFadyen, 2012). 

 

2.4.6 Community embeddedness 

This way of treating employees as long-term relationships is also applicable for the local 

communities that SMEs operate in, especially in rural areas and smaller cities. This connection 

to the local community and the company stakeholders such as customer, suppliers, banks, 

universities and local government ensures business runs smoothly (De Massis et al., 2018). A 

strong relationship with local research centers and universities are especially important for 

SMEs since it helps them ensure innovativeness in the company (Baker, Grinstein, & 

Harmancioglu, 2016). 

 

Overall SMEs can overcome the problem of limited resources and be in the forefront of 

innovation by integrating all six of these traits in their business. This can then be turned into a 

lasting competitive advantage. By investing time and money in employees, institutions and the 

local community SMEs can ensure a strong base of support that can be turned into success both 

locally and globally (De Massis et al., 2018).   

 

2.5 Developing market shares in competitive markets 

By turning their traits, resources and strategies into a competitive advantage, SMEs increases 

the likelihood of success for their business. SMEs can then use their competitive advantage to 

expand their business internationally. There are many factors that contributes to an SMEs 

decision of going international. Environmental factor such as domestic competition, limited 

domestic growth, intensity of international competition and institutional environments are 

some motives SMEs have for expanding their business international (Khorrami, Zarei, & Zarei, 

2017).  

 

Katsikeas, Leonidou, Palihawadana and Spyropoulou (2007) explains the differences between 

internal- and external factors for going international. Internal incentives are those factors 

connected directly to the organization like unsold inventory. Whereas external incentives are 
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derived from the environment within which the firm operates or intends to operate. 

Organizations motivated by internal factors is described as more rational- and objective-

oriented compared to those motivated by external factors. To be successful in a new market, 

especially in a new country companies needs to have a well-functioning organization. They 

need to be prepared and know how to recognize changes in the new market and how that affects 

their organization and business (Daneshgari, 2016). Therefore, it is important for companies to 

know how to internationalize their business since it can be a complex task.  

 

2.5.1 The Uppsala model 

A useful tool for both big and small companies that are trying to expand their business 

internationally is the Uppsala model. The model is considered to be quite general and can 

therefore be applicable for multiple different organizations and situations (Forsgren & 

Hagström, 2007). The Uppsala model is described as the outcome of “an intellectual journey 

where economic-type assumptions were purged and replaced by behavioral, network 

relationship, dynamic capabilities, effectuation, entrepreneurship and institutional theories, 

theories which seemed to explain better, the internationalization process in the current business 

environment.” (Oliveira, Figueira, & Pinhanez, 2018, p. 31). 

 

 
Figure 3: The Uppsala model, basic mechanism of internationalization 

Source: Oliveira et al., 2018, p. 33. 
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In the Uppsala model as seen in Figure 3 is divided into two different categories. The first being 

change process that include commitment processes and knowledge development processes. 

The second category is state variables that are the result and effect of the change variables. 

These categories are then divided into four different components. The first component is 

commitment processes. These processes aim to reconfigure coordinate processes that are 

exposed of risk and uncertainty. By reconfiguring these processes resources can be placed 

where action is needed to address these issues. 

 

The second factor is capabilities. Capabilities of a company reflects how the company uses 

resources for a specific purpose. The third component is commitments/performances. This 

includes two factors, amount of resources committed and degree of commitment. When 

companies invest resources in a particular market area, that cannot be transferred into other 

purposes, they are more committed to fulfill their internationalization. Then finally there is the 

component of knowledge development processes. This component is a summary of the others, 

it is totally dependent on the others. The more resources are allocated for an internationalization 

process and the greater the commitment is the more knowledge a company will gain in a 

specific market (Oliveira, Figueira, & Pinhanez, 2018). 

 

2.6 Frame of reference 

Below the frame of reference is shown with the articles most used while conducting this thesis. 

The articles are categorized in subjects, items and authors. The subjects are the foundation this 

thesis is based upon, items show keywords in each article and last are the for each article. 
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Table 1: Frame of reference 

 

 

2.7 Summary 

In this chapter the concept of competitive advantage has been further explained. As shown in 

this chapter knowledge about competitive advantage is essential for SMEs to succeed. 

Furthermore, the importance of certain resources in the company that contributes to the 

competitive advantage of SMEs was shown. This is then supported by the framework from the 

resource based view. SMEs also need to identify certain traits that they have in order to make 

their business successful for a longer period of time, these traits that are specific for SMEs 

enables this. And finally, the Uppsala model was introduced as a way for SMEs to expand their 

business internationally if they face challenges in their home market.  
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3. Methodology  

In chapter two, theories related to the research questions were introduced to provide an 

understanding of the current research in the area. In this chapter the research method will be 

introduced and discussed. This will include the research purpose, research approach, research 

strategy, data collection, validity, reliability and sample selection. These different parts will 

provide a structure for answering the chosen research questions.  

 

3.1 Research purpose 

The research purpose can be divided into several different areas of studies, these are 

explanatory, exploratory and descriptive. Explanatory studies are used to explain a certain 

relation between different variables. The second strategy is exploratory, it is used when the aim 

of the study is to find new insights into a subject. The last strategy is descriptive studies, it is 

used to describe certain characteristics of a population or a phenomenon (David & Sutton, 

2011). This thesis will use a descriptive research since it suits the purpose of the thesis itself. 

The thesis aims to describe certain factors that contribute to the competitive advantage of 

SMEs. With the help of previous research in the field the authors could easier address the 

question of “what” affects the success of SMEs. By using this method, the authors hope to 

create an understanding of what resources are important for SMEs to create sustainable 

competitive advantage.  

 

3.2 Research approach 

There are two main approaches to conduct scientific research, deductive and inductive (David 

& Sutton, 2011). Inductive research begins with using observations to formulate a hypothesis 

that a researcher can explore. This can then be developed into a conclusion or a theory. 

Deductive research on the other hand works by first formulating a theory about the research 

area that can be turned into a hypothesis. This hypothesis can then be tested with the data that 

is gathered .For this specific study the authors have decided to use a deductive approach since 

the authors will try to answer their research questions by using their gathered data (David & 

Sutton, 2011).  

 

There are two different approaches that can be used, qualitative and quantitative. A qualitative 

approach focuses on empirical data that is not numbers, information is gathered by gathering 

information about values, tendencies, attitudes and feelings towards something. Quantitative 

data approach on the other hand focuses on collecting data in a numerical form. This 

information can then be split into different categories, ranked in order or be turned into graphs 

and tables of data (David & Sutton, 2011). This thesis uses a qualitative research approach. 

The reason for this is it will enable the authors to gain a deeper insight and to better describe 
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the perception of competitive advantage among SMEs. Since the perception of competitive 

advantage would be different among each interviewee the interpretation of their answers 

became more important.  

 

3.3 Research strategy 

The research strategy explains how the empirical data is collected and analyzed (Yin, 2003). 

There are five research strategies which can be used for conducting a study, these are: 

experiment, survey, archival analysis, history and case study (Yin, 2003). A case study was 

chosen for this thesis because it “investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident.” (Yin, 2003, p. 13) Case studies are applicable for exploring business networks and 

other subjects of industrial marketing, they capture the dynamics of the studied phenomenon 

and provides a multidimensional view of the specific context (Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010). 

A case study is unique in its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence, this being documents, 

artifacts, interviews and observations (Yin, 2003). The use of case studies is likely to favor 

answering questions like “How” and “Why” but it is not a criteria for conducting a case study 

(Yin, 2003).  

 

Case studies can be divided into single case study and multiple-case study. Deciding between 

a single case study and a multiple-case study depends on what the study wanted to achieve. A 

single case study looks at one phenomenon in one context where the data has no need of being 

generalized, whereas a multiple-case study gathers data from different context (Baxter & Jack, 

2008). A multiple-case study enables the authors to find differences within and between cases. 

Comparisons will be drawn among cases, the goal was to replicate findings across cases (Baxter 

& Jack, 2008) In this thesis a multiple-case study was chosen for the purpose of understanding 

what resources that different Swedish SMEs can use to gain a competitive advantage on the 

market.  

 

3.4 Collecting data 

Collecting data for conducting a case study can come from six methods according to Yin 

(2003), and those are: documents, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant-

observation and physical artifacts. In addition to these six methods there are three principles 

that are important for collecting data in a case study, these are (a) multiple sources of evidence 

(data from two or more sources, but based on the same findings or facts), (b) a case study 

database (an assembly of data from the final case study report) and (c) a chain of evidence 

(links between questions asked, the collected data and conclusion) (Yin, 2003). 
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For this thesis interviews are the main method for collecting data, a good complement for the 

thesis would have been questionnaires, but due to the short period of time conducting this study 

was there not enough time. The choice of interviewing different SMEs was to get the best result 

on the real-life phenomena that this study aimed to find results on. 

 

3.5 Sample selection 

When deciding on a sample group, one must first identify the population which will be studied. 

According to David and Sutton (2011) there are two categories to acknowledge: probability 

and non-probability selection. The probability selection is a method where everyone in the 

sample selection has the same chance of getting chosen. Non-probability is when the authors 

choses the sample on their own, based on the time-limit of the study, budget or difficulties in 

defining the entire population (David & Sutton, 2011). Based on the time-limit of this thesis a 

non-probability selection was chosen. The population of this thesis is small and medium-sized 

enterprises in Sweden. The sample for this thesis case study is three companies A, B and C 

which are based in Sweden. These companies were inquired by personal connections and 

chosen because of their size, three interviews were conducted.  

 

There are five types of non-probability approaches: quota, snowball, self-selection, 

convenience and purposive (Black, 2009). The purposive sampling method is when the study 

uses the reasoning of an expert in selecting cases or it selects cases for a specific purpose to 

collect data on (Neuman, 2002). Purposive sampling was the chosen method for this thesis due 

to the nonprobability samples and that as many possible interviews were the goal until time 

limitations prevented more (Neuman, 2002). 

 

3.6 Data analysis 

After conducting three separate interviews with three different companies the data analysis 

could be conducted. When analyzing data, it is possible to use two different approaches. These 

are either developing a case description or relying on theoretical propositions. Developing a 

case description is used when there is little, or no previous research done in a area. Relying on 

theoretical propositions is used when the results of the data collection is compared with the 

results of previous studies in the same area (Yin, 2003). By using multiple cases in this thesis 

and conducting a cross-case analysis of the different companies the analysis will be more robust 

and conclusions easier to find (Yin, 2003). This study will use a theoretical proposition to 

compare the research with previous studies. Furthermore, it enables the authors to use models 

such as the Uppsala model and the resource based view in the analysis.  
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When analyzing the data both audio recordings and notes were taken during the interviews. 

This facilitated the thematic approach that came after by helping the authors to summarize and 

transcribe the data that was collected (Aronson, 1995). The summarized interviews were then 

used to create a matrix of categories and placing key factors that were drawn from these 

interviews to easier display the data. These categories could then finally be used to create 

central themes of the thesis that conclusions could be drawn from. This matrix enabled the 

authors to get a better overview of all the collected data and to better compare it to theory (Yin, 

2003).  

 

3.7 Credibility 

When gathering data, it is of utmost importance to ensure the quality of the obtained data. Riege 

(2003) concludes that it is important to be able to test the validity and reliability of qualitative 

data. To be able to do this there are four tests that can be used by the authors. These can be 

done in different phases of the research. the four tests are: internal validity, external validity, 

external reliability and construct validity.  

 

3.7.1 Reliability 

Reliability is the degree that a test is consistent over time and that it can be repeated by others 

and still get the same results. To ensure a good reliability of this thesis the interviewees received 

the same instructions, questions and explanations. The interviews were also conducted in the 

same manner and under the same circumstances. This helps the authors to analyze the answers 

and deduct information from them. Due to the nature of having interviews in some cases it was 

necessary to ask additional questions to develop certain answers from each interviewee. These 

answers are what will differ between the basis of each interview (David & Sutton, 2011). To 

further improve the reliability of the thesis each interviewee has  for the interviews. The 

interviews were then recorded with a voice recorder to minimize observer error and bias. The 

answer from each interviewee will also vary in quality depending on the interviewee’s personal 

traits, attitudes, mood and the time of day the interview were conducted. Another limitation of 

this thesis is that all interviews were held in Swedish. This could affect the answers when they 

are translated into English due to different word interpretations.  

 

3.7.2 Validity  

Validity shows the extent that research examines the thing it aims to study. To improve the 

validity of this thesis the authors have taken several measures. First the interview questions 

were thoroughly analyzed to make sure they were all relevant to the area being studied and also 

that they were easy to understand. Secondly a pilot study was made with a person that is not 

involved in the thesis to ensure that the questions were easy to understand and get feedback to 
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improve them. The questions were also thoroughly checked by our supervisor and other people 

currently writing their thesis (David & Sutton, 2011).  

 

The interview themselves used a semi-structured approach. This means that some control of 

the interview was given to the interviewee. This way of conducting the interview ensured that 

the interviewee was comfortable and felt that they could talk freely about the questions without 

being hindered by a set framework. Another thing that was considered was the problem of 

generalizing our answers to an entire population since only a few interviews were conducted. 

This is a clear limitation, but it was necessary due to the limited amount of time available to 

the authors.  
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4. Data presentation  

In this chapter all of the collected data will be used to answer the thesis research question. 

Interviews were conducted and the purpose of these interviews was to create a better 

understanding of what factors are important for SMEs to gain a competitive advantage. The 

data is presented in this chapter in tables so that they are easy to understand. Three separate 

interviews were conducted with three different companies. They were on average 15 minutes 

long and the key points from the interviews are presented in this chapter. 

 

4.1 Presentation of the interviewed companies 

To achieve the objective of creating a better understanding for what resources that small and 

medium sized Swedish enterprises can use and develop to create a competitive advantage on 

the market, three separate companies were interviewed. These companies were all similar in 

size and have been given an identification code to maintain the anonymity of each company. 

The companies will be referred as company A, B and C during the analysis. For the interview 

guides themselves see Appendix A and B for more thorough information regarding the 

questions each company was asked. Below each company is described to provide a background 

for the presented data. 
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Table 2: Company description 
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Table 3: Interview description  

Table 3 shows the type of each interview with their respective time it took to conduct the 

interview. 

 

 

4.2 Data gathered from question 1-5 

In Table 3 and 4 below the information gathered from question one to five is presented. In the 

top of the table the questions are presented in the order they were asked and then below each 

question is a summary of the answers gathered from all three interviews.  
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Table 4: Question 1-3 
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Table 5: Question 4-5 

 

 

4.3 Data gathered from question 6-7 

In Table 5 below the information gathered from interview questions six and seven is presented. 

As the previous table the questions are presented in order and then a summary of all three 

interviews are found below the question.  
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Table 6: Question 6-7 
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5. Data analysis 

In this chapter the data will be analyzed and connected to theory and the frame of reference. 

The primary data has been gathered from interviews while the secondary data was gathered 

through scientific articles. The analysis that is conducted in this chapter will lead to answering 

the research question and to fulfill the purpose of this thesis.  

 

5.1 The matrix 

After the data presentation the empirical data could be analyzed. For this analysis the thematic 

approach was used in order to pinpoint the different meaning of patterns in the data (Aronson, 

1995). The transcribed texts were color coded in order to be able to summarize the data into 

themes. In Figure 4 below these themes are illustrated. First important quotes and sentences 

were taken from the transcribed data, this is the information represented in column one. The 

second column in the matrix consists of words that were mentioned frequently in the data and 

this is summarized in column two. Then finally in column three all the previous information is 

included into a theme that can be used for analyzing the data.  

 

Each theme is then thoroughly analyzed separately to be able to create an understanding of the 

meaning in the data. This can then be used to easier create scientific conclusions in the last 

chapter. The four themes that this analysis managed to create reflects the thoughts of the 

companies that were interviewed.   
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Figure 4: The matrix 
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5.2 Knowledge 

The empirical data showed that SMEs considered knowledge to be an important resource in 

their companies. All three companies mentioned that knowledge of the market, stakeholders, 

their product and society was essential for them and one of their most important resources. 

According to them knowledge is important due to the fact that they are limited in time and 

personnel and therefore need to be knowledgeable in many different areas since they lack the 

financial resources to hire people for specific tasks. Company A stated that “with the financial 

limitations my company face, it does become necessary for me to develop knowledge in many 

different areas to be able to perform certain tasks”. This is also consistent with the theory of 

Ekeledo and Sivakumar (2004) that shows that the intangible resources of a company such as 

business experience and competencies of the employees are essential for SMEs.  

 

When also looking at the summarized frame of reference the term knowledge was not seen as 

a central factor for SMEs but rather a smaller component. This is a stark contrast to the 

empirical data that showed that knowledge and especially the ability of employees to learn 

skills that are outside of their own area of expertise is essential for SMEs. As shown earlier 

Ekeledo and Sivakumar (2004) brings up business experience as an important factor, but other 

studies fail to address this factor. De Massis et al. (2018) introduces six traits that enables SMEs 

to be successful, but none of them are focused on the expertise and ability of employees to 

learn new areas of expertise.  

 

The interviewed companies also brought up the problems of the limited resources that they 

face. That this was their greatest problem and that they therefore needed to focus their limited 

resources in order to be successful. Nagano (2019) shows that this is a common problem facing 

companies by using the resource based view. The resource based view puts emphasis on 

valuable and rare resources for companies to reach their strategic goals. Company C stated that 

“I think that my education as an engineer is important for my company, that I also have 

knowledge about everything from how to sell a product to developing processes of new 

products”. This could be seen as the critical resource of the company since these skills are what 

they can translate into a competitive advantage.  

 

5.3 Niche strategy 

A common factor when looking at the gathered data was the need of a niche strategy. All three 

companies considered expertise and being different from competitors as vital factors for their 

success and survival in a competitive market. This is also consistent with existing studies 

behind SMEs and their competitive advantage (De Massis et al., 2018). The theory also showed 

that a niche or a focus strategy was a good way for SMEs to establish a competitive advantage 

(De Massis et al., 2018; Rangone, 1999; Porter, 1985). The empirical data showed that by using 



31 

 

expertise within a certain area SMEs can develop either a focus strategy or a niche strategy and 

use it to compete with larger competitors. Company B stated that “In our case it is to be extra 

knowledgeable in the local market and not trying to be too wide in our expertise since then we 

would not be able to be the best in the small field we are working in. Then it would be too hard 

to keep track of everything that is happening in the area as the small company we are”. This is 

consistent with the study of Duran et al. (2015) that SMEs can quickly become successful by 

only focusing on a small market segment and become experts in that particular area. By further 

limiting their diversification among products and services they can often stay ahead of larger 

competitors by being the best at what they do.  

 

One factor in the empirical data was that two of the companies saw a big problem in protecting 

their ideas legally. They both felt that one of their biggest obstacles in terms of resources was 

to be able to ensure that their ideas and services were protected through a patent for example. 

For them this was a necessity since otherwise bigger competitors could sweep in and steal their 

ideas or copy their ideas due to their massive advantage in capital and resources. This was for 

them as SMEs a challenge since legal advice was expensive. This is something that is missing 

as an important resource for SMEs in the theory.  

 

According to Bashir and Verma (2017) business model innovation could be seen as a new way 

to gain a sustainable competitive advantage. Business model innovation was used as a 

alternative view on competitive advantage than Porters theory from 1985. Business model 

innovation could be used by smaller companies to achieve an edge against bigger and more 

established competitors by simply having a different business model than then. The focus on 

this strategy was not only on the products or service as Porter’s theory does for example. When 

comparing this to the empirical data there were a few similarities. All three companies felt that 

it was important to be unique or have an edge towards their competitors. And two of the 

companies felt that they could achieve this by doing things differently than bigger and more 

established competitors. Company B stated that “Since most competitors does everything 

manually, they are restricted by time in how many customers they can reach, but since our 

service will be automated, we will be able to reach more potential customers than they do”. 

While the empirical data shows a tendency of SMEs trying to do business differently, they do 

not have a full strategy concerning business model innovation and the empirical data is 

therefore partly consistent with the theory.  

 

5.4 Relations 

Whilst gathering the data, one common theme came up in all of the interviews in the form of 

obtaining new contacts, expanding the contact network and develop the existing professional 

relationships. Especially company A and B, which provides services to their customers 

emphasized relations as a key feature in their company, both with supplier and their customers. 
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As company B stated, “it is easier to come to an agreement with someone whom you have a 

good relationship with”. This agrees with previous theories by creating mutual, trust-based 

relationships with various stakeholders is brought up by De Massis et al. (2018) as a key 

component for smaller companies to overcome their shortage of resources.  

 

One obstacle company B faced was the reputation of larger competitors, they had experienced 

customers choosing a larger rival solely based on their size and name. A difficult problem for 

a small company to overcome, when the target market makes decisions based on reputation 

and not rational factors. Company B explained how they had more knowledge and beneficial 

relationships on the local market but that it did not matter to sway some customers. There is no 

literature supporting this particular problem of the importance of reputation, even when the 

company offers a better service and price.  

 

5.5 Internationalization 

The theory suggested strong evidence for SMEs to expand their business internationally. The 

research done by Khorrami et al. (2017) showed that SMEs could use their competitive 

advantage on their home market to expand internationally. This could benefit them if the home 

market was already saturated and they found it difficult to expand their business locally. When 

being asked about internationalization, companies A and C agreed that going international 

would be crucial for their company in the long run. Company B on the other hand was more 

skeptical to expanding abroad since their competitive advantage lay in being the most 

knowledgeable in their local market, an advantage they would lose in a foreign market. 

 

Company A and C motivated their idea of expanding international by saying that their entire 

ideas were built on it being scalable. Therefore, they felt that selling their product in countries 

that either speak English our have a similar cultural background as Sweden would be an 

opportunity for them. Company C stated that “Absolutely, that is why we have been given 

certain contributions since the idea is scalable. The product is just as suitable to being used in 

other countries and not just Sweden”. According to  Forsgren and Hagström (2007) the Uppsala 

model is suitable for both small and big companies that wants to expand their business 

internationally. By committing their resources to the process and use a scalable product the 

Uppsala model could be of great use to SMEs in forming their international strategy based on 

the needs the interviewed companies expressed.  
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6. Discussion & Conclusion 

In this chapter we will present our most important findings and conclusions that were found in 

the analysis. The purpose of this research was to create a better understanding for what 

resources that small and medium sized Swedish enterprises (SME) can use and develop to 

create a competitive advantage on the market. A research question was developed to answer 

this purpose. Throughout this chapter the conclusions for this question will be presented. 

Finally, this chapter will introduce practical implications and areas of further research. 

 

6.1 Discussion 

The empirical data was mostly consistent with the theory presented in the literature review. 

Articles such as the one written by De Massis et al. (2018) shows important traits for SMEs to 

consider to be able to create a sustainable competitive advantage were consistent with the 

literature. Traits such as niche strategy, internationalization and superior employee relations 

were found in the empirical data (Gilmore et al., 2007; Bashir & Verma, 2017; Crick & Crick, 

2014; Forsgren & Hagström, 2007; Rangone 1999; Porter 1985; Hao, 1999;). There was also a 

clear connection between both the resource based view written by Nagano, 2019 and the theory 

behind competitive advantage from Porter (1985). These connections show the relevance of 

our research and how it can contribute both on a theoretical and practical basis to the field of 

research. Of course, the field of strategy and competitive advantage is a large field of research 

with many different branches and all articles cannot be covered. The literature review has tried 

to cover the main areas of the field and how they would affect this research. This in connection 

with our own research has led the authors to reach a conclusion regarding the research question 

of this thesis.  

 

6.2 Conclusion 

Based on the analysis in the previous chapter several conclusions can now be drawn. This thesis 

aimed to understand what resources that Swedish SMEs can use to gain a competitive 

advantage on the market. The empirical data showed that knowledge in different forms was the 

most critical resource in Swedish SMEs. Companies felt that they could gain a competitive 

advantage if they focused their existing resources properly. SMEs can accomplish this by 

improving their human capital in the form of the company leader and employees that are willing 

to develop new skills and competencies. This could be seen as an essential part of a successful 

SME since they often face financial limitations that prevents them from outsourcing tasks such 

as accounting and customer service. In the long run this can help them by saving considerable 

resources that can instead be used to gain market shares by developing their company.  
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Regarding the strategy of SMEs to create a sustainable competitive advantage with the 

resources at their disposal, a niche strategy or focus strategy was found to be the most suitable 

approach. By being unique and developing expertise SMEs can stay in a competitive 

marketplace. While they lack the resources of larger companies, they can still use their 

expertise to attract a narrow segment of the market they operate in. This narrow segment allows 

SMEs to grow and gain market shares. It also eliminates their limitation of limited resources 

since they only need to focus on a few specific tasks to achieve their goals.  

 

At the same time creating and nurturing relationships with customers, suppliers and advisors 

to maximize their chances of survival in the long-term within their particular markets. Since 

innovation is an essential part of successful SMEs and their ability to create successful niche 

strategies relations with local research centers and knowledgeable partners is important. SMEs 

also need to create many different relationships in their local market to gain an edge towards 

bigger competitors that tries to enter the local market. All of these factors contribute to the 

sustainable competitive advantage of SMEs and enables them to stay innovative and successful.  

 

6.3 Theoretical contribution 

Several studies have been done in how MNEs can use their resources to create a competitive 

advantage. However not as much research has been done for SMEs. This study has analyzed 

how SMEs can use their resources to create a competitive advantage. While there is research 

within the area of SMEs few have studied the relationship between them and their limited 

resources and how that connects to their competitive advantage.  

 

This study adds knowledge within this area by confirming what resources SMEs consider to 

be of vital interest for a sustainable competitive advantage. This study managed to achieve its 

purpose and create a theoretical base from which more research can be conducted.  

 

6.4 Practical contribution  

The result of this study would be of interest for people in a decision making position in a small 

or medium sized company. This study has contributed to the understanding of what resources 

SMEs have and which are most important for them to gain a competitive advantage, and if 

managed properly they can turn them into a competitive advantage. This can also lead to growth 

opportunities for SMEs and how to gain larger market shares.  
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6.5 Limitations 

This study faced a few limitations that will now be addressed. The scope if this study is quite 

wide but due to the time constraints the authors faced it was not possible to conduct a larger 

and more extensive study. The limited time also prevented a more extensive data collection. A 

sample of three SMEs was made but the study could have benefited from data collected from 

additional companies. The term SME is also quite wide since it includes companies with one 

to 250 employees and there are major differences between a company with one employee and 

250 and therefore assumptions that were made for Swedish SMEs might not be applicable for 

every Swedish SME.  

 

Additional samples from companies with first 10-99 employees and one group with 100-250 

employees could have further strengthen the empirical data and made generalizations more 

relevant. To make a better generalization more research within the area needs to be conducted. 

Also, the theoretical base should be expanded. Another problem was that internationalization 

was not considered to be as an important factor as the authors first thought which made 

questions regarding internationalization quite irrelevant. The time prevented the authors from 

creating an understanding for how SMEs strategy is connected with their resources to gain a 

competitive advantage, a subject that the theory managed to address.  

 

6.6 Suggestions for further research 

This study was conducted as a qualitative study with a descriptive purpose. Based on the 

limitations this thesis faced there are several suggestions for future research the authors want 

to suggest for other researchers. Below four possible areas are presented. 

 

1. This study was only conducted as a bachelor thesis, the sample selection was small 

when regarding the entire population of Swedish SMEs. Future research could include 

a bigger sample and companies in varied sizes. 

 

2. This thesis only includes SMEs and it would have been interesting to also gather 

empirical data from MNEs to be able to make a cross case analysis between the two 

entities and look at how they differ in their look at strategic resources and competitive 

advantage.  

 

3. Another possible area of future research is to make an identical study on SMEs from 

other countries within the European union and then see if they share any similarities 
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with Swedish SMEs. This could then be used to better help create environments and 

laws to promote growth among SMEs in the European union.  

 

4. The last suggestion would be to conduct a study more focused solely on why certain 

resources matter more for the competitive advantage than others. This could benefit 

SMEs greatly since it would allow them to better allocate their resources to create 

successful business strategies. 

 

6.7 Recommendations 

This thesis can give three recommendations for practitioners. The first recommendation is to 

develop and improve the expertise and knowledge of the employees in SMEs. This can help 

SMEs gain an edge towards competitors and save limited resources by learning and develop 

necessary skills within the company instead of outsourcing them. The second recommendation 

is for SMEs to develop a niche strategy and expertise within a small market segment. This 

enables them to compete against larger competitors. The final recommendation for 

practitioners is to create products that are scalable to be able to easier expand their business 

and to be able to sell products and services abroad when they feel the local market is saturated. 

By adopting these recommendations SMEs can ensure that they have a higher chance to gain a 

sustainable competitive advantage on which their business can evolve.  
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Appendix A: Interview guide in english 

 

Questionnaire 

Hello! Thank you for taking your time to do this interview. Here we will present the questions 

we would like to ask you so that you as the interviewee can think about them and be better 

prepared for the interview. The purpose of our research is to create a better understanding for 

what resources that small and medium sized swedish enterprises (SME) can use and develop 

to create a competitive advantage on the market. 

 

Background questions: 

What is your name? 

How old are you? 

In what company do you work in? 

How many employees does your company employ? 

What position do you possess and for how long have you worked there? 

 

Main questions: 

1. What resources are important for your company? and how do you develop these 

resources? 

 

2. What do you think is important for small companies to focus their resources on long-

term? (long-term is 12 months or more) 

 

3. What resources do you think can help your company stay in the marketplace? 

 

4. How can you use these resources to achieve competitive advantage? 

 

5. In your view how can small companies develop their market share in a competitive 

market? 

 

6. Considering your resources, what problems/barriers do you have in the marketplace? 

In your view, how can you solve them? 

 

7. Do you think expanding international would benefit your company? And in that case 

what country would suit you best? 
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Appendix B: Interview guide in Swedish 

 

Frågeformulär 

Hej! Tack för att du tar tid för att göra den här intervjun. Här kommer vi att presentera frågorna 

som vi vill ställa så att du kan tänka lite på dem och vara bättre förberedd inför intervjun. Syftet 

med vår forskning är att skapa en bättre förståelse för vilka resurser som mindre och medelstora 

svenska företag (SME) kan använda och utveckla för att skapa konkurrensfördelar på den 

marknad de befinner sig på. 

 

Bakgrundsfrågor: 

Vad heter du? 

Hur gammal är du? 

I vilket företag arbetar du? Vad sysslar företaget med? 

Hur många anställda har ert företag? 

Vilken position i företaget innehar du och hur länge har du jobbat där? 

 

Huvudfrågor: 

1. Vilka tillgångar är viktiga för ert företag? Och hur utvecklar ni dessa tillgångar? 

 

2. Vad tror du är viktigt för mindre företag att fokusera sina tillgångar på, på lång sikt? 

(Med lång sikt menar vi 12 månader eller mer) 

 

3. Vilka tillgångar tror du kan hjälpa ditt företag att överleva på marknaden? 

 

4. Hur kan ni använda dessa tillgångar till att uppnå en konkurrensfördel? --- 

 

5. Hur kan små företag enligt dig utveckla sin marknadsandel på en konkurrensutsatt 

marknad? 

 

6. Med hänsyn till era tillgångar, vilka problem/barriärer har ni på marknaden? Och hur 

skulle ni i er åsikt kunna lösa dessa? 

 

7. Tror du att expandera internationellt skulle kunna gynna ert företag, och om så är fallet 

vilket land hade passat er bäst?   


