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Abstract 

The four IT service firms of this thesis set out to interact and collaborate 

between their offices in Sweden and in India, some more intensely and fre-

quently than others. In the process of their internationalisation, these small 

service firms find ways, or go through a process of learning how to collabo-

rate in an international setting. The qualitative exploration of the process of 

learning is inspired by „communities of practice‟, and in this thesis the focus 

is on ways in which individuals of firms through social participation learn to 

collaborate across distance, and develop a common way of working together 

in an international setting. This includes making use of technological objects 

as well as individuals acting as brokers bridging distance, and it is played out 

in physical as well as social proximity. This thesis aims at continuing the 

vibrant discussion in economic geography where proximity is seen as more 

than „being there‟ in a physical sense. In this discussion, the understanding 

of proximity is related to social aspects and can be seen as a metaphor of 

closeness. Hence, more emphasis is put on the role and experiences, includ-

ing intention and sense of passion, of individuals. In this thesis, this experi-

ence of closeness is empirically explored through a longitudinal study in 

Sweden and in India. This includes trying to operationalise social proximity 

by exploring the experience of social proximity amongst the individuals of 

the case firms. More precisely, social proximity is conceptualised as individ-

uals experiencing „shared social familiarity‟. This thesis combines a discus-

sion on proximities with literature on processes of learning. This is in order 

to present a more thorough understanding of how social proximity can de-

velop over time and, furthermore, in what way social proximity matters for 

service firms working in an international setting.  

 

Keywords: Internationalisation, proximity, learning, communities of prac-
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1. Introduction  

In 2008, four small Swedish IT service firms had realised their vision; hav-

ing offices in both Sweden and in India. One of these firms is the Mumbai 

firm with local manager Gustav. In 2008, Gustav was living in India and 

was just about to hire the first Indian software developers. He had come to 

India to work for a large Swedish manufacturing firm a few years ago, but 

recently decided to do something else. And he was asked by some old friends 

in Sweden if he wanted to help their new web firm to open an office in India. 

They want to avoid the feeling of the two offices being separated, and the 

plan was to create through daily interactions of cooperation over the Inter-

net, an experience of being one office across distance. Since Gustav knows 

about India he is happy to be part of this: “to be part of globalisation and to 

see it with your own eyes is a lot of fun” (Gustav, Mumbai firm, India, 

2008).  

 

This thesis is about four small IT firms with offices in Sweden and India. 

These four service firms set out to interact between the offices, some more 

intensely and frequently than others. In what has been denominated „the 

globalising economy‟ many firms are interacting in an international setting, 

which means they need to work together across distance (Wenger et al, 

2002; Alvesson, 2004; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Morgan, 2004). Individuals 

in different offices of international organisations may work in separated spa-

tial settings, and in this way they do not share physical proximity on a regu-

lar basis. Thus, these individuals need to find ways, or learn to interact and 

cooperate across distance. In this context interaction means individuals co-

operating, and this kind of interaction involves a sense of mutuality between 

those involved. In this thesis distance and proximity are discussed in terms 

of their physical and social aspects, and the combination of these. Thus it is 

argued that, interaction across physical distance possibly involves social 

kinds of proximity. The aspects of social kinds of proximity pay attention to 

the intentions and experiences of individuals.  

Moreover, interacting in an international setting across distance, the firms 

depend on information and communication technologies (ICT). Hence, in-

teraction in the form of cooperation in an international setting may be seen 

as more challenging, and in this thesis it is suggested that the process of in-

ternationalisation can involve a process of learning. Learning, in the sense 

that individuals interact and cooperate in an international setting is character-

ised by challenges related to a lack of physical proximity and more technol-
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ogy dependence (Castells, 2000; Dicken, 2011; Coe, 2012). So, in this thesis 

the argument is that interacting and cooperating in an international setting 

does not just happen, it may involve a process of learning of the individuals 

involved. 

This said; keywords for this thesis are: proximities and a process of learn-

ing, all in the context of internationalisation (see Figures 1 and 2). In Figure 

1 the interaction in each office is visualised, and in Figure 2 this is expanded 

to include also interaction across distance between the offices. Figure 2 is 

most appropriate when visualising the four case firms of the thesis. And so, 

it is this interaction across distance that is central to this thesis, focusing on 

the perspective of the individual.  

 

 

Figure 1 Interaction in the form of cooperation in each office in Sweden and in 
India 

 

 

Figure 2 Interaction in the form of cooperation in each office combined with inter-
action in the form of cooperation across distance- the main interest of this thesis 

 

The first key word of this thesis; proximity; physical as well as social kinds 

of proximity, has been discussed in economic geography extensively 

(Bathelt & Glückler, 2003; Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Gertler, 2003; Boschma, 

2005a; Yeung, 2005). In this literature, which will be thoroughly discussed 

in the coming chapters, authors may conclude that proximity, physical and 

social kinds of proximity, matters in interaction such as cooperation (Mor-

gan, 2004; Broekel & Boschma, 2012). This thesis aims at continuing the 

important and vibrant discussion in economic geography on proximity as 

more than „being there‟ in a physical sense (Gertler, 2003; Torre & Rallet, 

2005). Authors who discuss social kinds of proximity conceptualise these as 

experiences, or metaphors of closeness, and in this thesis this closeness is 

empirically explored. This will be done by exploring and deepening the un-
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derstanding of what constitutes social proximity. This includes trying to 

operationalise social proximity, including exploring the experience of social 

proximity amongst the individuals of the case firms. More precisely, social 

proximity will be conceptualised from the perspective of individuals experi-

encing a shared social familiarity (c f Amin & Roberts, 2008). This experi-

ence is, for instance, based on individuals having shared intentions and pas-

sion for the challenge of interacting in an international setting. It is then sug-

gested that this experience of shared social familiarity facilitates interactions 

such as cooperation (Orlikowski, 2002; Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Pan & 

Leidner, 2003; Asheim & Gertler, 2005; Murphy, 2012). 

The second keyword; learning, is related in this thesis to the process of 

internationalisation. This since the thesis explores in what way the process of 

internationalisation includes a process of learning how to interact. The con-

cept of learning may have different meanings, so how it is to be used in this 

thesis needs to be specified. In literature on the internationalisation of firms, 

learning is commonly about gaining insights into new markets, competitors 

and so on (e.g. Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Tsang, 

1999; Axinn & Matthyssens, 2002). Learning can also be closely linked to 

concepts of knowledge transfer and innovation, which is common in eco-

nomic geography (Morgan, 1997; Gertler, 2003; Malmberg & Maskell, 

2006; Asheim et al, 2007; Rutten & Boekema, 2012). However, this thesis is 

not about learning about new markets, nor is it about new innovative ways to 

program software. Rather, this thesis aims at exploring in what way the pro-

cess of internationalisation can include individuals learning how to interact 

across distance. From this perspective, learning how to interact is conceptu-

alised as a social process emphasising the role and experiences of individuals 

(c f Wenger, 1998). In other words, in this thesis proximity and learning are 

combined to present a more thorough understanding of how social proximity 

can be developed over time, and furthermore, to what extent it matters when 

interacting in an international setting?  

The conceptualisation of learning as a social process is inspired in this 

thesis by literature on „communities of practice‟ (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al, 2002). According to communities of practice, 

learning stems from social participation. This means that developing an ex-

perience of shared social familiarity may include a process of learning. 

Scholars working with communities of practice have argued that communi-

ties of practice play an important role in the so-called globalising economy. 

Scholars on communities of practice claim that ICT has enabled deeper in-

terdependence between offices but “it is communities of practice that create 

the relationships required for global integration” (Wenger et al, 2002:135). 

This thesis is to contribute to the growing body of literature combining 

communities of practice and geography (e.g. Amin & Cohendet, 2004; 2005; 

Faulconbridge, 2006; Jones, 2008a; Faulconbridge, 2010; Stensheim, 2012). 

More precisely, this is to be done by combining the discussion of different 

kinds of proximity with learning as social participation. 
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The quotation above this introduction comes from one of the four case 

firms in this thesis, namely the so-called Mumbai firm. All four case firms 

have been given new names after Indian cities where it is common for Swe-

dish and other foreign firms to locate; Delhi, Bangalore, Thane and Mumbai. 

Gustav is the local manager of the Mumbai firm and at the beginning of this 

chapter he describes how it all began in India in 2008. The empirical find-

ings of this thesis focus on the individual level, exploring the role of key 

persons in four small international IT firms with offices in Sweden and In-

dia. The four case firms in this thesis decided to go to India from inception 

or shortly thereafter. They all have different ideas and intentions regarding 

how to interact and cooperate across distance between the offices. The case 

firms have divergent ideas about how intense the interaction should be and 

different intentions as to how frequent the collaboration between the offices 

across distance should be. These different intentions are mirrored in how 

each case firm develops its interactions across distance.  

The empirical material shows that the interaction across distance depends 

primarily on two things; firstly; technological objects such as computers, 

headsets, and secondly; individuals acting as brokers bridging the distance. 

Therefore, in this thesis interaction such as cooperation across distance is 

delimited to; interaction through technological objects and interaction 

through brokers. Brokers play a key role when enhancing the possibility of 

interacting across distance; one might say they are key players when manag-

ing the perceived distance in an international organisation. Individuals phys-

ically moving on a more or less permanent basis across distance, in this case 

between India and Sweden, play a major role in how the internationalisation 

of small firms is played out on the ground. To grasp in what way these indi-

viduals matter, this thesis has adopted an empirical approach to discuss an 

issue that has been more theoretically driven.  

The longitudinal, multi-sited empirical study of this thesis enables an un-

derstanding of the process of internationalisation from the perspective of the 

individual. The „globalising economy‟ and internationalisation of organisa-

tions are often studied in a rather structural manner, focusing on macro level 

changes; the role of individuals is more seldom in focus (e.g. Jones, 2010; 

Dicken, 2011). This thesis aims at complementing this by giving empirical 

attention to the role of individuals in organisations in the process of interna-

tionalisation of service firms.  
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Aim and research questions 

This thesis is to continue the discussion on the conceptualisation of (social) 

proximity and learning in the internationalisation of small service firms. This 

is done through an empirical account contributing to a discussion that has 

been more theoretically than empirically driven. One might say that this 

thesis sets out to test how theories related to proximities, learning and inter-

nationalisation can be tackled empirically. This is expressed in the following 

aim:  

This thesis aims to explore internationalisation of small service firms. 

More precisely, this encompasses exploring in what way the process of in-

ternationalisation includes individuals learning how to interact and cooperate 

in an international setting. This thesis is to contribute an understanding of 

how interaction such as cooperation in an international setting includes a 

combination of technology and individuals, making use of different proximi-

ties; physical as well as social. The theoretical approach stresses social pro-

cesses which the qualitative multi-sited longitudinal study pursued in the 

thesis aims to capture. 

For this research aim the following research questions are central guid-

ance for the discussion in this thesis: 

 

How is social proximity developed over time?  

 

In what way does social proximity matter when interacting in an     

international setting? 

Structure of the thesis  

In this initial chapter, the introduction to the thesis as well aim and research 

questions are presented. In the second chapter the scene for the thesis is set 

by discussing Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) as a 

driver behind the so-called globalising economy. These structural changes of 

the economy are in the second chapter related to the process of international-

isation of firms. Moreover, in this chapter critique of models of internation-

alisation is discussed, leading up to an approach that pays more attention to 

individuals as drivers behind internationalisation. The discussion enables a 

more social and micro-level approach to internationalisation, which suits the 

aim of this thesis. The final section of the second chapter is dedicated to a 

brief introduction to the case firms of the thesis called „Delhi‟, „Bangalore‟, 

„Thane‟ and „Mumbai‟. These four small IT service firms provide the empir-

ical findings to understand the aim and research questions. The firms are 

introduced in this section with their line of business, size, number of years 

active and also what is their intention with their interaction between the of-

fices in India and Sweden.  
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The third chapter presents the theoretical framework of the thesis. It is in 

this chapter that the two keywords; proximity and learning are discussed and 

elaborated as to how they are to be used to fit the aim and research questions 

of this thesis. In this chapter the main discussion is about expanding prox-

imity beyond only physical proximity. This is in order to open up for an 

understanding of proximity as a social concept where proximity is under-

stood more as an experience, as a metaphor of closeness, or as it is termed in 

this thesis; as an experience of „shared social familiarity‟. The second key-

word „learning‟ is introduced through literature from communities of prac-

tice. In this set of literature learning is put in relation to social participation 

emphasising social aspects of a process of learning. These social aspects are 

then exemplified through the concepts of „passion‟ and „intention‟ as im-

portant aspects when trying to conceptualise how social proximity can be 

developed, and how it matters in an international setting. Moreover, this 

strand of literature also provides the analytical framework to be used to ana-

lyse proximities and the process of learning how firms are to interact and 

cooperate in an international setting. The analytical framework is about in-

teraction through (technological) objects and interaction through individuals 

acting as brokers trying to bridge the perceived distance between the offices. 

This analytical framework of interaction through objects, and brokering, 

continues throughout the analysis of the empirical material as well as in the 

final chapters and serves as delimitation of the type of interactions studied in 

this thesis.  

 In the fourth chapter India and Sweden in numbers is presented. This is to 

be seen as a chapter setting the contextual scene of Sweden and India. This 

includes presenting trade between the countries, number of university stu-

dents, and usage of IT and also literacy rate et cetera. In this chapter the 

presence of Swedish firms in India is presented showing the type of Swedish 

firms entering India and how they have increased over the last couple of 

years.  

 Chapter five deals with method and methodology. In this chapter it is 

disclosed how this study was done in India and Sweden 2008-2012 . With an 

interest in the role of individuals and interaction in an international setting 

the empirical study of this thesis has been carried out over a four-year period 

allowing for the possibility of identifying changes over time. Furthermore, 

with an interest in how social proximity is developed and matters in an inter-

national setting, the empirical study was carried out in both Sweden and 

India. This led to a multi-sited ethnographically inspired methodology of 

interviews and observations in both countries 2008-2012. In this chapter of 

method and methodology, the role of the researcher and the „otherness‟ ex-

perienced in the field is discussed. How the case firms were selected is pre-

sented in this chapter. And, also other complementary interviews from other 

firms, organisations or stakeholders with an interest in India-Sweden, inter-

nationalisation et cetera is also presented.  
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Chapter six is the empirical chapter presenting the empirical findings 

from the longitudinal study in Sweden and in India 2008-2012. The chapter 

begins with an introduction to each case firm and the respondents. The chap-

ter is structured around the analytical framework of: interaction through ob-

jects and interaction through brokers. In this chapter the analytical frame-

work is further elaborated round three groups of people vital to these firms; 

developers, clients and management.  

 In chapter seven the empirical findings are discussed and analysed in 

relation to the intention of developing social proximity for each case firm. 

The differences in intention between the four firms led to the categorisation 

of successful social proximity, failed social proximity or less social proximi-

ty.  

 In the final chapter eight, the conclusions of the thesis are presented and 

discussed. In this chapter the theoretical framework and the empirical find-

ings are brought together to answer the aim and the research questions. In 

this discussion the two keywords proximity and learning are reintroduced 

and combined with a discussion on how objects, brokers with intention and 

passion as well as occasional meetings in physical proximity is a suggested 

framework for understanding how social proximity develops over time and 

in what way it matters when interacting in an international setting. 
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2. Setting the scene: ICT, the globalising 
economy, and internationalisation  

This thesis is about small IT service firms with offices in Sweden and India. 

These four small Swedish IT service firms provide the empirical material for 

understanding in what way internationalisation may include individuals 

learning how to interact and cooperate across distance. Three out of four 

case firms started with the idea of having offices in more than one country. 

These offices were never intended to be separate entities; they were intended 

to frequently interact and have close collaboration with each other. This 

means these firms need to find ways to interact and cooperate in an interna-

tional setting. The four case firms of this thesis use Information and Com-

munication Technologies (henceforth ICT) as a facilitating tool to accom-

plish their vision of two offices with close collaboration, facilitating the 

sharing of ideas and frequent discussions with clients on customising. 

Hence, ICT plays a crucial role for the case firms, especially in how they 

organise their daily work between the offices. ICT is, however, not only vital 

for the four case firms of this thesis, ICT also constitutes part of the growing 

IT sector and an important factor when trying to grasp current structural 

changes in the economy (Castells, 2000; Dicken, 2011).  

There are two contradicting standpoints in relation to ICT and changes in 

the global economy; firstly it has been argued that ICT will increase the flex-

ibility of where offices of firms are located, and also increase the ability to 

communicate across distance (e.g. Castells, 2000). Secondly; others claim 

that ICT will not lessen the importance of physical proximity. This since 

technology cannot provide the same qualities of interaction as „face to face‟ 

(e.g. Morgan, 2004). This tension between the qualities inherent in physical 

proximity and interacting „face to face‟, and the possibilities of interacting 

across distance using new technology will be explored in this thesis. In this 

chapter the scene of the so-called globalising economy is set. This will be 

done by describing the broader picture of recent structural changes in the 

economy. Foremost, technology, namely ICT is presented as one major driv-

er behind the current shift.  

The economy has never been a stable entity, over time the economy 

changes. From the eighteenth century when early mechanism revolutionised 

the economy, several longer waves of changes have been identified (Dicken, 

2011). Historically, the economy can be divided into cycles or waves – often 

referred to as Kondratiev waves. Each wave is driven by changes in key 
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features of production, distribution and organisation. These changes depend 

on technological advancement; such as mechanisation, as in the first wave, 

or steam power as in the second. There are five identified Kondratiev waves, 

of which we are currently in the fifth wave. In this current fifth wave from 

the 1990s onwards, it is digital advancements, ICT, that are seen as the driv-

ing force changing the economy. According to Dicken computing is as im-

portant to the current wave as electricity was in the nineteenth century 

(Dicken, 2011). On an organisational note, Kondratiev waves identify 

changes in how firms organise their business. In the current fifth wave, the 

new organisations are a looser hierarchical and more flexible mode of organ-

isation (Cohendet et al, 1999; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Boussebaa, 2009; 

Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009; Dicken, 2011; Coe, 2012). This is to be seen in 

contrast to the preceding fourth wave when the characteristic organisation 

mode was hierarchical and centralised (Dicken, 2011).  

The economy changes and has changed before, but there are still certain 

trademarks of the current wave. One such trademark is flexibility. ICT, it is 

suggested, is a driver altering processes in the economy towards more flexi-

bility. What this means is that firms still produce goods and services, but 

what the process of production looks like and where it takes place may be 

different in today‟s more flexible economy. This flexibility is recognised in 

different features of the economy; for instance a more flexible workforce, 

both in skill and geography (Castells, 2000). Moreover, flexibility is the 

trademark of an economy that increasingly produces customised goods and 

services, and these two features will be discussed in the following. Kon-

dratiev waves are one way of illustrating the ongoing changes in the econo-

my, but to understand more of what this fifth wave consists of, other scholars 

discuss the effects of the current wave. One prominent scholar in discussing 

the features of the ICT driven economy is Manuel Castells.  

Castells explores how ICT has been the “infrastructure for the formation 

of the global economy” (Castells, 2000:219). Castells argues that this recent 

shift towards a global economy happens only in the late twentieth century 

because of two things. Firstly, new technological infrastructure, in the form 

of ICT, and secondly, liberalisation policies deregulating, for instance, trade 

(Castells, 2000). He explains that for a long time the western world was an 

economy with movement of capital and goods; which Castells denotes a 

world economy. But, Castells is of the view that worldwide movement of 

capital is not the same as a global economy. Based on the use of ICT and 

liberalisation policies he argues that it is only quite recently that the econo-

my has become global, or “an economy with the capacity to work as a unit in 

real time, or chosen time, on a planetary scale” (Castells, 2000:101). Castells 

uses his concept of „space of flows‟ to indicate how time-sharing activities in 

the global economy depend less on physical places than during „the world 

economy‟ (e.g. Castells, 1991; 2000). 

One of Castells‟ important points is, as a new source of „energy to the 

revolution‟, ICT changes the processes of the economy (Castells, 2000). 
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This means that the „revolution‟ is not done by the technology itself, tech-

nology is to be seen as a mediator. Castells argues that it is the processes of 

production systems, such as distribution and management, that change and 

not the products (Castells, 1991). To conclude, there are indications that 

spatially dispersed organisations in the current globalising economy depend 

more on technology to interact and work together, hence possibly changing 

managing, and organising individuals working together (Faulconbridge, 

2006; Jones, 2007; 2008b). 

Castells never directly claims to contribute to the globalisation debate. 

However, his thoughts have been influential when trying to understand the 

process of globalisation, where globalising economy is included. His ideas 

of „space of flows‟ where physical place is argued to matter less for time-

sharing activities, has been interpreted and criticised for adopting too much 

of a meta-theoretical lens (Jones, 2010). As a contrast, scholars such as 

Dicken, even though he acknowledges the important role of „space of flows‟ 

in the current global economy, provides a somewhat more cautious approach 

towards how much less physical places mean for time-sharing interactions. 

To understand global flows of the globalising economy he ascribes more 

importance to place and „the local‟. Dicken (2011) also adopts a more scep-

tical approach to the perceived novelty of the ongoing globalisation. To 

Dicken, the novelty of globalisation should be toned down and seen more as 

a „multiple syndrome‟ and he suggests that: ”we need to … break out of the 

increasingly sterile argument over whether what we are experiencing is ei-

ther totally new and unprecedented or simply more or less life as we have 

known it” (Dicken, 2004:7). Jones (2009) follows a similar line of thought as 

he argues that „space of flows‟ gives too little consideration to the differ-

ences in how easily different global flows can „flow‟. Jones points out that 

“not all flows are equally mobile” indicating how physical places can enable 

global space of flows of, for instance, people, money, but physical places 

can also pose resistance limiting flows (Jones, 2009:207).  

From a similar viewpoint Morgan (2004) adheres to the set of literature 

arguing that the process of globalisation will not make physical place matter 

less for interacting. In a widely cited paper Morgan (2004) argues that even 

if ICT enables a greater spatial reach, ICT will not cause the „death of dis-

tance‟ (Cairncross, 1997). This since spatial reach is not the same as having 

a broad social reach. Morgan (2004) makes an important point as he argues 

that: “[just] because information diffuses rapidly across organisational and 

territorial borders, it wrongly assumes that understanding does too” (Mor-

gan, 2004:3 emphasis in original). In other words, Internet will only allow 

long distance “conversations” but not “handshakes” (Leamer & Storper, 

2001:641). There are several other scholars suggesting that virtual interac-

tion will not substitute „face to face‟ interaction, arguing that global flows of 

the economy still depend on physical proximity, even though ICT can be a 

useful complement for those interacting across distance (Roberts, 2000; 

Leamer & Storper, 2001; Storper & Venables, 2004; van Geenhuizen & 
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Nijkamp, 2007; Moen et al, 2008). How different types of proximities can 

complement each other will be further developed in the theoretical and em-

pirical chapters of this thesis. 

Coming back to the structural changes in the economy, the new role of 

knowledge is often mentioned in the relevant literature. Numerous scholars 

stress that knowledge should now more than before be seen as an asset of 

production and as a competitive advantage (Cohendet et al, 1999; Castells, 

2000; Dunning, 2000a; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Faulconbridge, 2006; 

Boussebaa, 2009; Gherardi, 2009; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009). The reoc-

curring point found in this literature is that knowledge has become a re-

source in itself in the quest for firms to create a comparative advantage in the 

so-called „globalising knowledge economy‟ (e.g. Alvesson, 2004; Vargo & 

Lusch, 2008). The structural changes in the economy have been described as 

a shift from capital intensive industries based on raw material such as steel, 

iron ore, to more knowledge or innovation driven services such as finance, 

software development, and logistics (Castells, 2000; Amin & Cohendet, 

2004; Bryson & Daniels, 2007a; Dicken, 2011). 

Also outside the academic debate knowledge is regarded as an important 

asset in the global economy. For instance, this rhetoric is visible in reports 

from organisations such as the World Bank. The World Bank report “India 

and the Knowledge Economy Leveraging Strengths and Opportunities” have 

headings such as “Knowledge is Key in an Increasingly Dynamic and Com-

petitive Global Environment” (World Bank, 2005:iii). Under this heading 

they write that “people‟s education and skill levels, are now recognised as 

one of the key sources of growth and competitiveness in the global econo-

my” (World Bank, 2005:7). The report from the World Bank is on India, but 

similar arguments highlighting knowledge in the globalising economy are 

found in other parts of the world (e.g. World Economic Forum, 2012; also 

Marklund, 2007 on Sweden). 

Spatial unevenness of the IT sector: focus India and 
Sweden 

ICT is presented here as a key driver for changing the globalising economy. 

Up to now these structural changes have been presented on a general level, 

and so far the discussion has not given any consideration to the uneven spa-

tial outcome of these changes. The so-called globalising economy does not 

look the same everywhere; its features are found to be unevenly distributed. 

One of the growing lines of business in the globalising economy is IT1 ser-

                                                      
1 IT refers in this thesis to basically anything related to computing technology, software, 

hardware, and the people and business related to these technologies, hence it is used to denote 

the economic sector. The term ICT is closely related to IT, but refers more to the technologies 

that enable communication and access to information (http://www.techterms.com/definition) 
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vices. In the following the uneven geography of IT is considered, with some 

countries standing out more than others.  

According to the 2012 Forbes list of the world‟s 2000 largest firms, six-

teen are in IT services. For a majority of these sixteen firms, USA is the 

location for their headquarters. The second most common country is China 

and India. However, the firms in India are larger, which indicates that India 

is the second larger home of transnational computer service firms ([www] 

Forbes list of the world biggest companies, 2012). USA has been a major 

player in the global economy for many years, but China and India may be 

regarded as „newcomers‟ to the global economy. Together with Brazil and 

Russia, India and China are referred to as BRIC; the „up and coming‟ coun-

tries of the global economy (Dicken, 2011:36)2. One of the reasons why In-

dia has gone through rapid and substantial economic growth in a recent peri-

od is frequently considered to depend on its abundant and well educated 

labour force.  

The case firms in this thesis chose India for different reasons, but the 

commonality is that they consider India to be a good location for IT services, 

especially in relation to labour. Over the last decade or so, India has become 

an important global provider of IT services, much depending on a large pool 

of English-speaking well educated engineers. In 2008, the IT industry of 

India exported almost 80 per cent of its output of IT services, which equals 

18 per cent of total Indian exports (D‟Costa, 2011 referring to NASSCOM 

2009). According to The Indian National Association of Software and Ser-

vice Companies (NASSCOM), India has 4.4 million “knowledge profession-

als” graduates in 2012 – corresponding to half the population of Sweden. 

These „knowledge professionals‟ include, according to NASSCOM‟s defini-

tion, graduates in arts as well as engineering ([www] NASSCOM 

Knowledge Professionals). This labour force is increasingly becoming part 

of global flows of knowledge, skills and experiences (Hermelin et al, 2012).  

As mentioned above, there is widespread agreement that the Indian labour 

force is a key element in recent decades‟ strong economic growth in the 

country. For instance, GDP per capita in India has increased from US$ 1,942 

in 2004 to US$ 3,339 in 2010. But in this context it is important to underline 

the selective effects of economic growth in India and in terms of changing 

living standards ([www] OECD, country statistical profile India). The eco-

nomic growth in India means an uneven development of economic standard. 

So, even if organisations such as UNDP state that the number of poor in 

India has decreased 1990-2008 (UNDP Human development report, 

2013:26), other scholars are less certain about the decrease (Jha, 2008). 

What can be said in this context is that India still has a large number of poor 

and that the economic growth primarily involves the upper stratum of socie-

ty, including professionals employed in the expanding IT-sector. 

                                                      
2 Quite recently South Africa it has been suggested should be added to BRIC, making it 

BRICS (e.g. Cassiolato, Jose et al (eds) 2012)  
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The labour force of India may also be discussed in wider relation to the 

so-called globalising economy, emphasising the role of education and 

knowledge in the economy today. The labour force of India can also be dis-

cussed from the perspective of power relations between countries from the 

global „north‟ and from the global „south‟. Often when presenting economic 

changes, scholars point out that it is the western economy that is used as a 

template and prime model. This, scholars argue, has led to “comparatively 

little theoretical and empirical attention [being] paid to economic spaces 

„elsewhere‟” (Vira & James, 2011:628). „Elsewhere‟, in this instance, refers 

to countries that have long been classified as belonging to a „global south‟, 

with high levels of poverty and illiteracy, and thereby considered not to be a 

major player in the so-called globalising economy (Vira & James, 2011). But 

with India as an increasing source of highly educated labour, especially in IT 

services, scholars such as Vira and James (2011; also James & Vira, 2012) 

set out to challenge the „north‟ – „south‟ divide, with India as a case study. In 

their study they show how the local Indian labour force and Indian engineers 

are now developing firms that become global players. This is in contrast to 

the idea of India having the role of follower and reactive partner of firms 

from, for instance, the „global north‟. Through professional firms and profes-

sional workforce, proactive roles are taken, and thus India is suggested to be 

an example of a country in the „global south‟ influencing and contributing to 

the shaping of the current so-called globalising economy.  

Not easily accommodated in this „from North to South‟ typology, our research 
indicated a growing tendency for indigenous „multinational captives‟ promot-
ed by Indian entrepreneurs „from the other direction‟ [indicating that] „places 
in the South are not simply getting „„connected up‟‟ to a pre-existing global 
system, they are actively involved in producing that system‟ (Vira & James, 
2011:641). 

 

From a Swedish perspective, the labour force of the IT sector has been seen 

as an issue, but then more about Sweden having too small a labour pool. In 

the late 1990s Sweden was globally seen as a major IT- player. Following 

the global recession of the early 2000s there was a dip in the IT sector, but it 

recovered (Tillväxtanalys, 2011) and in 2011 Sweden was ranked among the 

top countries for adopting and implementing ICT for increased growth and 

development. This has led to Sweden being regarded as a highly ICT mature 

country (World Economic Forum, 2011).  

Sweden has, however, experienced a shortage of appropriate labour. This 

shortage of engineers has been pointed out to be one of the bottlenecks for 

Swedish IT expansion. This might be one of the reasons why Swedish IT 

firms have been seen to be quite keen on moving part of their business 

abroad (Teknikföretagen, 2008). With a perceived shortage of appropriate 

labour force in Sweden and a less expensive albeit well-educated abundant 

labour pool in India, the four case firms of this thesis chose to become inter-

national by having offices in both Sweden and India.  
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Internationalisation 

Advances in ICT and the new role of knowledge in production are seen as 

facilitating the globalising economy (Castells, 2000; Dicken, 2011). As part 

of the globalising economy, firms are becoming international, which means 

that the globalising economy can be understood as the larger framework into 

which internationalisation fits (Ward, 2004; Faulconbridge et al, 2008). It is 

argued that the process of globalisation; including advances in technology 

(ICT), flexibility in production, and the inclusion of knowledge as an im-

portant resource in production, has made internationalisation more feasible 

(Anderson & Wictor, 2003; Sjᴓholt & Vatne, 2012). In this chapter we move 

from the macro level of structural changes in the global economy, towards a 

more meso- or micro level, focusing on the internationalisation of firms. A 

common approach to internationalisation is asking why and how firms inter-

nationalise. How do firms enter a new market and how do firms find and 

make use of competitive advantages are common questions in literature on 

internationalisation (e.g. Coviello & Munro, 1997; Dunning, 2000b). These 

questions are mostly dealt with in international business and management, 

but also in economic geography. Therefore, in the following, literature from 

management, business and geography are all present.  

Internationalisation theories can be divided into economically oriented 

(Dunning, 1988; 1989; Markusen, 1989) and behavioural or process orient-

ed (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Andersson et al, 1994). Dunning‟s „eclectic 

paradigm‟ (Ownership, Location, Internalization: OLI) is perhaps the most 

dominating perspective in the economically oriented field. From an econom-

ical perspective the answer to why firms internationalise is understood as 

related to firms striving to find advantages related to cost (Dunning, 1988; 

Coe, 1997; Faulconbridge et al, 2008). However, the aim of this thesis has 

less to do with understanding the advantages in cost due to internationalisa-

tion. The aim of this thesis finds more common ground with the behavioural 

or process oriented stand of literature, and for this reason this strand is given 

more attention in the following. This is also a way to highlight how other 

more social objectives, preferences, and experiences of individuals besides 

profit maximising, can be a factor behind becoming international (e.g. 

Mathews & Zander, 2007). 

The other strand of theories has, as mentioned, a more behavioural or pro-

cess based outlook. Here the so-called „Uppsala model‟ is perhaps the most 

widely referred to as it has played an important role in the internationalising 

literature (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). In the Uppsala model, internationali-

sation is understood as a process happening along certain stages, as „rings on 

the water‟ (Madsen & Servais, 1997). The first stage is firms entering a for-

eign, yet, adjacent market, and as the firm learns more and gains more 

knowledge of other markets, it can move to the next adjacent market. Inter-

nationalisation in the Uppsala model is therefore seen as driven by learning. 

Learning in this type of theory is about gaining knowledge about potential 
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customers, operation management in new markets and competitors (e.g. 

Tsang, 1999; Axinn & Matthyssens, 2002). Hence, learning from this per-

spective aims at enabling future further internationalisation, and also finding 

new better options for firms and removing uncertainty, often of the market or 

competitors, all to increase the performance of the firm (Forsgren, 2002). 

This kind of learning is to be put in contrast to how learning is understood in 

this thesis. The four case firms in this thesis do not predominantly learn 

about new markets for further expansion, neither is their process of learning 

in this thesis about developing more advanced technological solutions, as is 

common in internationalisation literature (Tsang, 1999; Axinn & Mat-

thyssens, 2002; Forsgren, 2002; Mathews & Zander, 2007; Athreye & Ka-

pur, 2009). As a contrast, the conceptualisation of learning is here inspired 

by literature on communities of practice, where learning is seen as a by-

product of social participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). So, 

learning in this thesis is closely connected to the process of internationalisa-

tion but with more social connotations. 

Over the years behavioural and process oriented models have been scruti-

nised and discussed. This scrutiny has been done particularly in relation to 

explaining how and why firms internationalise. Two major strands of cri-

tique can be recognized; the first critique is related to how firms internation-

alise. In short, the discussion is about size and sector of the firm studied. The 

models, such as the Uppsala model, are based on large manufacturing firms. 

These models suggest that firms need to grow locally and become bigger 

before they can become international. By growing locally, the firm can ac-

cumulate capital and experience (it takes time to grow) to venture out inter-

nationally. However, this means that small and/or service firms, such as the 

case firms of this thesis, are not included in the models. So, an adaption to-

wards smaller firms is suggested (Coviello & Martin, 1999) and also to firms 

in service (Bell, 1995; Majkgård & Deo Sharma, 1998; Rajshekhar et al, 

2003).  

The second strand of critique is related to why firms internationalise. Here 

the discussion is about what is an appropriate unit of analysis for why firms 

internationalise; the firm or individuals in firms. Scholars adhering to this 

critique suggest there has been a general neglect of individuals as drivers of 

internationalisation. These scholars advocate an unpacking of the firm as a 

„black box‟, putting more emphasis on the importance of human relations for 

firms when internationalising (Axinn & Matthyssens, 2002; Anderson & 

Wictor, 2003; Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; Lindsay et al, 2003; Mathews & 

Zander, 2007).  

One of the driving forces behind this second strand of critique was based 

on firms called „born globals‟ (e.g. McKinsey & Company, 1993; Madsen & 

Servais, 1997). These firms have a more proactive internationalisation pat-

tern, which could not be fully explained by the older behavioural models. In 

the early 1990s the attention of academia was turned towards firms that de-

spite being small with few resources became global from inception (Madsen 
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& Servais, 1997). This means these born global firms did not wait to grow 

on the local market as the models would have suggested. The internationali-

sation pattern of these firms includes entering markets far from their home 

base, meaning these firms did not internationalise as „rings on the water‟ 

(Reuber & Fischer, 1997; Anderson & Wictor, 2003; on retail Coe, 2004). 

These firms internationalise much faster and to markets much further away 

than the previous models would suggest appropriate.  

How could small firms with few resources and little experience become 

global? Mathews and Zander (2007) explain that internationalisation theory 

used to be concerned with firms drawing maximum advantage from their 

own competitive advantages. In the current global economy, firms are seen 

as capable of deriving advantages by building international connections. 

From these connections, firms can access skills, knowledge and resources 

they otherwise could not access. Or in other words, they argue that thanks to 

an “increasingly integrated and interconnected global economy”, all re-

sources need not be in the firm itself (Mathews & Zander, 2007:390). 

Through born globals, individuals, in this context often referred to as entre-

preneurs, managers or founders, and their connections became important 

drivers behind internationalisation (Madsen & Servais, 1997; Halldin, 2012). 

Individuals as drivers of internationalisation 

Born globals is one factor giving new aspects to why and how firms interna-

tionalise. According to Madsen and Servais (1997), born globals opened up 

for decisions to internationalise being taken for reasons other than cost re-

duction. It is suggested that there might be more individual based driving 

forces behind the firm deciding to internationalise. Through born globals, 

internationalisation became recognized “as a process of entrepreneurial dis-

covery under genuine uncertainty rather than economizing” (Mathews & 

Zander, 2007:399). Literature on born globals includes „soft‟ aspects such as 

key individuals of the firm being familiar with cultures, speaking several 

languages as part of explaining the process of internationalisation. These 

individuals, founders, managers, are believed to have a global vision of the 

firm from the start. Therefore, international experience of management is 

one significant aspect when understanding both the general driving force 

behind becoming international, and also deciding upon the geographical 

location of the firm. It is suggested where born globals locate their offices is 

influenced by: “factors like education, experience from living abroad, expe-

rience from other internationally oriented jobs, etc. mould the mind of the 

founder and decrease the psychic distances to specific product markets sig-

nificantly” (Madsen & Servais, 1997:567; also Anderson & Wictor, 2003). 

This means that firms becoming international early on might do so based on 

social issues such as experiences from other contexts.  

Inspired by literature on „born globals‟ internationalisation in this thesis 

takes on the perspective of the individual; here key individuals of four inter-



 33 

national IT service firms. However, the four case firms in this thesis would 

not fit the definition of born globals. Part of the definition of born global is 

that they are exporting within 2-3 years of inception (Anderson & Wictor, 

2003). This is not the situation for the case firms of this study. Only one out 

of four case firms came to India to enter the market. Later, more case firms 

have started to show interest in the Indian market, but it was not the main 

motivation for choosing India. This means that the case firms, with the ex-

ception of one, are not born globals per definition. Nonetheless, born globals 

give support to the idea of studying small service firms from the perspective 

of individuals. This will be further commented on in Chapter five.  

Case firms – introduction 

In this thesis four small Swedish IT firms provide the empirical material to 

understand in what way internationalisation may include individuals learning 

how to interact across distance. The four case firms have all been given new 

names after Indian cities where it is common for Swedish firms to locate; 

Delhi, Bangalore, Thane and Mumbai, respectively. The four case firms are 

all small with less than 100 employees, working in IT services such as com-

puter consultancies or computer programming. Their main business idea 

ranges from programming a webpage to email and phone-based support. I 

have visited both the offices in Sweden, the headquarters, and their offices in 

India on several occasions 2008-2012, making this a longitudinal study with 

a „multi-sited ethnographic approach‟ (Marcus, 1995). Their stories will be 

more fully developed in Chapter six, and the way in which these firms were 

selected is disclosed in Chapter five.  

Three out of four case firms went to India as part of their initial business 

idea. This means that they started with the idea of having offices in more 

than one country. But, for all the firms except one, the offices were never 

intended to be separate entities; they were intended to frequently interact and 

have close collaboration with each other. Three out of four firms have all 

their clients in Sweden, which implies a need for a well-functioning interac-

tion also across distance. The case firms entered India 2004-2007, so when 

the field work began in 2008, India was quite new to all the case firms. In 

Table 1 each firm is presented with their business specialisation, number of 

employees in Sweden and India, how long they have been active in Sweden 

and in India, and also what is their intention in working across distance, or 

how they express their intention in interacting across distance between offic-

es in Sweden and India. The four case firms have somewhat divergent inten-

tions for their interaction between the offices, and this is captured in Table 1 

by one phrase representing the intention of each case firm. One may also 

notice that, as seen in Table 1, the proportion between the offices differs; 

over the years the Bangalore firm has grown to have about 80 per cent of its 

total employees in India in 2012, while the Mumbai and Thane firms have 
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about half the number of employees at the office in India compared to Swe-

den. The Delhi firm had about ten per cent of their staff in India, but as this 

firm closed down their business operations in India in 2010, this case is 

somewhat different from the other case firms. This will be further elaborated 

in Chapter six.  

It is important to mention that all four firms have been helpful and open 

allowing me into their offices on several occasions. To pursue a longitudinal 

study, this openness has been a prerequisite for me. I have asked the re-

spondents about the future, and interestingly enough I have been able to 

follow them so that the future they talked about in our initial meeting has 

become the present.  

Table 1 Presentation of the four case firms; Delhi, Bangalore, Thane and Mumbai, 
their main field of business, number of employees in each office, for how long they 
have been active in Sweden and in India, and their intention in interacting across 
distance for each firm. Source: Affärsdata, 2012; Interviews case firms 

Firm Business No of employees 

total (India) 

Active 

since 

(India) 

Intention in 

interacting 

across    

distance 

Delhi Computer 

consultancy 

Approx.100  

(approx. 10 until 

2010) 

1995 

(2004) 

„As one 

team‟ across 

distance 

Bangalore Computer 

programming 

Approx.100  

(approx. 80) 

2005 

(2005) 

Working as 

with a  

“glass wall”      

between the 

offices 

Thane Computer 

programming 

/consultancy 

Approx.20    

(approx. 10) 

2004 

(2007) 

„Independent 

offices‟ 

Mumbai Computer 

programming 

 

Approx.30    

(approx. 15) 

2007 

(2007) 

“Mirroring 

offices” 
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3. Theoretical framework: proximity and 
learning in internationalisation  

The four case firms in this thesis have offices in different countries and set 

out to have collaboration between the offices, some more intensely and fre-

quently than others. This thesis explores the interplay of different types of 

proximities; physical proximity as well as proximities of a more social kind 

in the context of interaction in an international setting. The main concepts in 

this thesis are proximities and learning in the context of internationalisation. 

These concepts will be further developed in this chapter. The discussion 

aims to propound through a social perspective that social kinds of proximity 

and learning are closely related and connected. 

 For reasons related to social issues such as an experience of shared social 

familiarity, which is discussed at greater length later in this chapter, complex 

interactions are considered to benefit from physical proximity. This has led 

to prominent research on economic activities in physical proximity. This 

research work has developed and explored concepts for spatial constellations 

including; clusters, agglomeration, industrial districts, learning regions (e.g. 

Porter, 1990; Asheim, 1996; Morgan, 1997; Maskell & Törnqvist, 1999; 

Bathelt & Glückler, 2003; Storper & Venables, 2004; Isaksen, 2005; Asheim 

et al, 2007; Waxell & Malmberg, 2007).  

However, this said, in a globalising economy, firms with spatially dis-

persed offices interact across distance. This means that interaction between 

offices cannot depend on physical proximity (Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Rutten 

& Boekema, 2012). This raises the issue of what this means for the possibil-

ity of interactions and cooperation across distance. Several scholars question 

why, in an era when technology enables organisations to be spatially dis-

persed, the focus on physical proximity has been so dominant. They argue 

that more is to be known about interactions across distance and they discuss 

interactions in an international setting where physical proximity is not preva-

lent (Coe & Bunnell, 2003; Rusten et al, 2004; Jones, 2007; Rutten & 

Boekma, 2012). This thesis aims at continuing the ongoing discussion about 

proximity as more than „being there‟ in a physical sense (Gertler, 2003; Tor-

re & Rallet, 2005; Gertler, 2008; Bathelt & Glückler, 2011; Rutten & 

Boekema, 2012).  

The possibility to interact and cooperate over physical distance –in con-

trast to research work on clusters, etc. – is to my knowledge an under re-

searched issue in geography. Through the literature review for this thesis I 



 36 

have noticed how interaction of a more cooperative kind across distance is 

seldom researched, and less thoroughly empirically discussed. So, what as-

pects – especially when physical proximity is not at hand, affect the possibil-

ity of interacting and cooperating in an international setting? For this issue, 

in this thesis, the understanding of proximity is extended to also include 

social proximity which entails a focus on the role and relations of individuals 

as facilitating, or possibly constraining, interactions in an international set-

ting. This thesis is to continue the discussion on the conceptualisation of 

social proximity. This is done through an empirical account contributing to a 

discussion that has been more theoretically, than empirically, driven.  

This discussion on more social kinds of proximities and the role of indi-

viduals is visible, for instance, in a fairly recent special issue of Regional 

studies (no 8, 2012). In the introduction to this issue, Rutten and Boekema 

(2012) discuss how to understand the globalising economy and also the role 

of social aspects of proximity. Their perspective is primarily about regions, 

but their focus lies on advocating that “social context is then no longer a 

„thing‟ but a process of continuous interactions between individuals” (Rutten 

& Boekema, 2012:988-989). Rutten and Boekema suggest that to understand 

the current globalising economy the focus should be on individuals and their 

interactions, their experiences, relations and references. They also highlight 

the role of services as a vital industry driving this globalising economy for-

ward (Rutten & Boekema, 2012). In this thesis I wish to pursue this discus-

sion, especially highlighting the role of the individual in service firms in the 

context of internationalisation. The focus in this thesis is on the role of indi-

viduals in an international setting, more precisely in interacting across dis-

tance.  

In the article referred to above, Rutten and Boekema (2012) observe that 

economic geographers have paid less attention to the concept of learning. 

They argue about the importance of moving towards understanding „learning 

in socio-spatial context‟, putting more focus on social relations between 

individuals. This social approach is to be put in contrast to studying learning 

as a „black box‟ (Rutten & Boekema, 2012:982). In their argument, they 

state that less attention has been given to social features of learning, such as 

norms and values.  

To continue this more social approach to knowing and learning, literature 

on „communities of practice‟ (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) is in-

troduced in this chapter. Communities of practice emphasise social participa-

tion as a process of learning. In communities of practice learning recognises 

„social participation‟ not only as a context to frame learning, social participa-

tion in itself is understood as the vehicle for the process of learning (Hughes 

et al, 2007).  

So, as seen in the introduction, different kinds of proximities and learning 

as a social process in an international setting will be discussed in this chap-

ter. To start with, the sector to which the four case firms of this thesis be-

longs, the service sector, and its relation to internationalisation is discussed. 
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This will be followed by a section on how proximity has been discussed as 

not just physical. This more social kind of proximity is understood by these 

scholars as a metaphor and as an experience of closeness of individuals. In 

this thesis, the conceptualisation of social proximity as an experience of 

„shared social familiarity‟ is derived from this discussion. Following the 

section on social proximity, the second keyword, learning, is introduced. The 

main perspective to grasp learning as social participation comes from litera-

ture on communities of practice. In this literature the intention and passion of 

individuals is emphasised as features vital for facilitating interaction and 

cooperation. The final section of this chapter is a presentation of the analyti-

cal framework. This analytical framework is to be used to analyse proximi-

ties and the process of learning how firms are to interact and cooperate in an 

international setting. The first part of the analytical framework is about in-

teraction through objects by using computers, Internet, communication soft-

ware such as Skype, headsets, mobile phones et cetera. The second part of 

the framework is more socially oriented, focusing on individuals acting as 

brokers trying to bridge different contexts. 

Service firms and internationalisation 

In the current globalising economy, services are increasingly being traded on 

an international scene also (Coe, 1997; Ward, 2004; Bryson, 2007; Bryson & 

Daniels, 2007b; Apfelthaler &Vaiman, 2012; also OECD, 2000). It has been 

suggested that small firms and service firms exhibit a different strategy when 

internationalising (e.g. Bell et al, 2003). For instance, as discussed in Chap-

ter two, the so-called „born globals‟ would be a good example of firms that 

are small and are seen as becoming international early on despite their size 

(Anderson & Wictor, 2003). Hence, scholars argued that models explaining 

why and how firms internationalise should be adapted to smaller firms (e.g. 

Coviello & Martin, 1999) as well as to service firms (e.g. Bell, 1995; Maj-

kgård & Deo Sharma, 1998; Rajshekhar et al, 2003).  

Services were long considered to be different from manufacturing, and 

these differences were assumed to be visible in how these firms internation-

alise. Part of the explanation why services have seemed to have a different 

approach to internationalisation, comes from the proposed characteristics of 

a service; especially the characteristic of customisation. A classic definition 

of a service is that it is not a physical product, it is not possible to mass pro-

duce, and it is not possible to store (Zeithaml et al, 1985). Accordingly, tra-

ditionally a service is a customised product to be used there and then; mean-

ing production and consumption takes place simultaneously. Due to this 

“relative inseparability of production and consumption” (Lindsay et al, 

2003:10) social relations are seen as a foundation of customised services. 

Perhaps this simultaneous consumption and production is why it has been 
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suggested that the geography of customised services is primarily about phys-

ical proximity.  

But, as services are now also becoming increasingly international, the 

proposed differences between manufacturing and service have been ques-

tioned. It has been suggested that, perhaps, the differences between manufac-

turing and service are not as great as previously understood (Vandermerwe 

& Chadwick, 1989; Allen & du Gay, 1994; Vargo & Lusch, 2008). Ques-

tioning a separation of manufacturing and services is not a new debate. For 

quite some time there have been scholars who argue that services and manu-

facturing are so entwined that it is meaningless to maintain a strict separation 

between the sectors (Vandermerwe & Chadwick, 1989; Vargo & Lusch, 

2008). Instead, manufacturing and services should be seen as being in a mu-

tual relationship, as interdependent (Allen & du Gay, 1994; Bell, 1995; Var-

go et al, 2008). For instance, IT service firms provide a good example of a 

relatively new type of service that challenges the suggested differences be-

tween services and manufacturing. IT services have elements of customising 

in close interaction with the client, but IT services also deliver a finished 

storable product, which is supposed to be a characteristic more common in 

manufacturing. In relation to internationalisation, it is the process of custom-

isation and the close interaction between service provider and client that 

proves challenging to do across distance. One reason for this may be detect-

ed in the view on the role of trust and the immobility of tacitness.  

The issue of trust, and the immobility of tacitness? 

The reason why internationalisation of customised services is seen as more 

challenging can be derived from the discussion on different types of 

knowledge and the relation of knowledge to trust. Michael Polanyi (1962; 

1967) identified two types of knowledge; tacit and codified. Polanyi writes 

about knowledge from an economic perspective, hence he does not discuss 

at any length if and how geography would affect different types of 

knowledge. But, as Polanyi‟s thoughts on knowledge entered economic ge-

ography, the discussion about what type of knowledge was more or less well 

suited for interaction across distance began. From this discussion scholars 

suggest not all types of knowledge are equally easy to interact across dis-

tance. For instance, tacit knowledge is considered to depend on social con-

text and trust-laden relations of individuals, which suggest it is rather immo-

bile (Gertler, 2003; Bathelt et al, 2004). The reason why tacitness is seen as 

immobile is often in the relevant literature related to the issue of trust and 

developing a sense of knowing the other person, here conceptualised as ex-

periencing a sense of „shared social familiarity‟ (c f Amin & Roberts, 2008).  
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To experience a sense of familiarity it has been argued matters even more 

when interacting with individuals from different cultural backgrounds, as 

Roberts explains: 

High levels of face-to-face contact and a process of socialization are usually 
required to establish and reinforce a relationship of trust and confidence be-
tween agents. Furthermore, the richness of face-to-face contact can help coun-
terbalance the communications difficulties arising from differences in culture 
and language […] The presence of a relationship of trust between individuals 
indicates an ability to share a high degree of mutual understanding, built upon 
a common appreciation of a shared social and cultural context. Both trust and 
mutual understanding, developed in their social and cultural contexts, are pre-
requisites for the successful transfer of tacit knowledge (Roberts, 2000:434). 

 

Already in the late nineteenth century Alfred Marshall claimed the im-

portance of trust in the economy. In his famous quote “The mysteries of the 

trade become no mysteries; but are as it were in the air…” he illustrates the 

immobility of certain aspects of the economy (Marshall, 1920 (1890):225). 

Marshall argued that physical proximity helped to create trust; something he 

understood as vital for interactions. For Marshall, trust-laden relations were 

directly connected to economic aspects, such as reducing transaction costs 

and thereby indirectly influencing the profit of the firm (Marshall, 1920 

(1890); also Malhotra, 2003; Asheim & Gertler, 2005; Chen, 2006). As Nar-

ula and Santangelo explain one hundred years after Marshall: “the marginal 

cost of transmitting codified knowledge across geographic space does not 

depend on distance, the marginal cost of transmitting tacit knowledge in-

creases with distance” (Narula & Santangelo, 2009:395).  

Michael Polanyi suggests that: “We know more than we call tell” which 

illustrates that we cannot express all we know, some knowing is elusive or 

tacit (Polanyi, 1967:4). This suggests that tacit knowledge is rather immo-

bile, hence difficult to share across distance (e.g. Gertler, 2003; Bathelt et al, 

2004). However, physical proximity, it is argued, allows interactions of “rich 

diversity” allowing for more than words to be uttered, which is considered to 

facilitate the development of trust-laden relations (Morgan, 2004:5; also 

Bathelt et al, 2004).  

It is important to note that the tacit and codified type of knowledge is not 

to be seen as either or. Scholars seem to agree that knowledge always has 

elements of tacitness; no knowledge is only codified (Polanyi, 1967; Mor-

gan, 1997; Roberts, 2000; Cohendet & Meyer-Krahmer, 2001; Gertler, 2003; 

Malmberg & Maskell, 2003; Narula & Santangelo, 2009). Even Michael 

Polanyi makes it very clear that there is no such thing as pure codified 

knowledge, the two types cannot be separated (Polanyi, 1967). “Polanyi, in 

his efforts to counter positivism in science, resisted the notion of “purely” 

explicit [codified] knowledge devoid of any tacit dimensions. Explicit [codi-

fied] knowledge is always grounded in tacit knowledge” (Nonaka & von 

Krogh, 2009:637). This suggests that codified knowledge also contains tacit 
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elements based on, for instance, social aspects related to trust and trust-laden 

relations between individuals (Gertler, 2003).  

The issue of trust is prevalent in research on interactions between individ-

uals, for instance individuals in firms (Rallet & Torre, 1999; Orlikowski, 

2002). Previous research shows that interactions of a more complex nature, 

for instance customisation of IT services, benefit from trust-laden relation-

ship (Roberts, 2000; Gertler, 2003; Rusten et al, 2004; Narula & Santangelo, 

2009). The issue of trust-laden relations in interactions implies that the inter-

nationalisation of knowledge intensive services, such as the case firms of 

this thesis, is more challenging. And, the reason why has to do with the in-

tense interaction required in the process of customisation.  

Customised IT services and proximity 

IT service firms, such as the four case firms in this thesis, produce and deliv-

er customised services. This type of service firm is assumed to be “highly 

creative and information intensive; they depend on the need for personal 

contact between producer and client, [...] and the need for cultural sensitivity 

in delivery” (Boojihawon, 2007:810; also Sanchez-Peinado & Pla-Barber, 

2006). The four case firms customise their product with each and every cli-

ent in each delivery. This is done through frequent cooperation between 

management, developers and clients. As discussed previously, it has been 

suggested that more qualitative interactions, such as customisation, are pref-

erably done in physical proximity, enabling „face to face‟ interaction (Rob-

erts, 2000; Gertler, 2003; Bathelt et al, 2004). But for the four case firms of 

this thesis, they need to do this customisation to a large extent across dis-

tance. All case firms have clients in Sweden and developers in India. This 

means that the interaction between developers and clients cannot happen in 

physical proximity. Instead, they need to find ways to interact, share ideas, 

and cooperate around the customisation process across distance.  

However, in a later stage of production when the customised product is 

finished, the lack of meeting in physical proximity is less problematic. This 

is so since the delivery of the customised product depends more on IT infra-

structure than „face to face‟ interactions. This means that IT services have 

both a feature of customisation, with the social aspects that entails, and also 

the feature of „simply‟ sending the finished product where technology is a 

decisive factor. The challenge of interaction for the case firms of this thesis 

lies in the intense interaction required by the process of customisation. These 

case firms are in no way alone in this challenge. They serve as examples of 

how proximity in a globalising economy is more complex, and it has been 

suggested that the concept of proximity be expanded to be more than only 

physical. 
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Expanding proximity beyond the physical 

The changes in the global economy discussed in the second chapter, were 

enforced by the rise of ICT (Castells, 2000). It is argued that ICT enables a 

new, cheap and fast way to interact across distance. This possibility to inter-

act with seemingly anyone was part of the reason for raising the question of 

proximity as more than just physical. The discussion on proximity as an 

experience, or a metaphor of closeness, led scholars to suggest a shift to-

wards “de-territorialisation of closeness” (Bunnell & Coe in Gertler, 

2007:96) or “de-linking of social embeddedness with spatial proximity” 

(Rantisi & Boggs, 2009:317).  

With a growing number of firms interacting between offices in more than 

one country, over the last decade the discussion on proximity as something 

more than a territorial measurement intensified with numerous scholars dis-

cussing proximity with social connotations (Torre & Gilly, 2000; Bathelt & 

Glückler, 2003; Coe & Bunnell, 2003; Rusten et al, 2004; Aslesen & Jakob-

sen, 2007; Jones, 2007; Moodysson & Jonsson, 2007; Gertler, 2008; Rutten 

& Boekema, 2012). As put by Amin and Cohendet “the overlap of 

knowledge work in physically proximate and distant networks (aided … 

by… virtual communications, travel…) forces reconsideration of the territo-

rial moorings of knowledge” (Amin & Cohendet, 2005:477). Also scholars 

in business and management wonder why less is known about „non-local‟ or 

„non-proximate‟ relations in interaction for firms with spatially dispersed 

offices (e.g. Blanc & Sierra, 1999; Orlikowski, 2002).  

To understand more about social aspects related to firms, scholars inter-

ested in globalising economy and social kinds of proximity advocate a 

change in research vocabulary towards a more social approach including 

more focus on individuals, and more sensitivity to different contexts (Shep-

pard, 2002; Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Grant & 

Nijman, 2004; Yeung, 2005; Faulconbridge, 2006; Warf, 2009; Rutten & 

Boekema, 2012).  

These ideas on a more social approach can be seen to find their inspira-

tion in thoughts on „social embeddedness‟ from Mark Granovetter (1985). 

He advocated a more social approach, but in his case it was not related to 

proximity, it was to the economy as a whole. Granovetter‟s ideas on social 

embeddedness have, however, been influential in the discussion on introduc-

ing a social perspective when discussing relations over space (Garsten & 

Lindh de Montoya, 2004; Jones, 2008a; Rutten & Boekema, 2012). 

The social perspective and the economy 

Granovetter (1985) is interested in the behaviour of individuals in the econ-

omy, and especially how social issues can play a role in understanding eco-

nomic transactions. His main argument is that economic behaviour is to be 
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seen as embedded in the social relations of individuals acting in the econom-

ic realm.  

In Granovetter‟s (1985) text he suggests that the behaviour of individuals 

has been either exaggerated or diminished by academic disciplines. In neo-

classic economic theory, which is the viewpoint Granovetter claims dimin-

ishes the social aspect, the behaviour of the individual plays too simplistic 

individualistic, rational and selfish a role. On the other hand, Granovetter 

writes that the exaggerating viewpoint has too deterministic an approach 

where class or other group affiliation is believed to provide all the infor-

mation needed to understand the actions of an individual in an economic 

context. To counter these perspectives, Granovetter ends up arguing that the 

economy consists of, or is embedded in, social relations which influence the 

outcome of the economy (Granovetter, 1985). In contrast to what is claimed 

to be an under-socialised or over-socialised view, Granovetter (1985) pro-

poses the conceptualisation of embeddedness. By this concept he concludes 

that “the embeddedness argument […] has very general applicability and to 

demonstrate not only that there is a place for sociologists in the study of 

economic life but that their perspective is urgently required there” (Grano-

vetter, 1985:507). To be more precise regarding how Granovetter under-

stands the sociological perspective he emphasises that “the embeddedness 

argument stresses […] the role of concrete personal relations […] in generat-

ing trust and discouraging malfeasance” (Granovetter, 1985:490).  

This perspective and concept has been of seminal importance and is wide-

spread in social studies. „Social embeddedness‟ is an essential contribution 

to the development of more social approaches when studying questions relat-

ing to the economy, and the role of social relations in the economic sphere 

(Garsten & Lindh de Montoya, 2004; Jones, 2008a; Rutten & Boekema, 

2012). As a continuation of the discussion by Granovetter (1985), scholars 

such as Bathelt and Glückler (2003) and Jones (2008a), have continued to 

discuss the relationship between the social perspective and the economy. 

Jones (2008a) argues that the concept of embeddedness suggests that the 

economy could be standing alone, implying the possibility of detaching the 

economy from the social perspective, which he finds to be problematic. In 

contrast, Jones (2008a) adheres to a discussion that stresses that the economy 

cannot be meaningfully conceived as existing in isolation from the social 

perspective. Instead, “all economic action is always and everywhere entan-

gled in social influences. It is not embedded in the social because it does not 

exist independently of social practice or societal influences” (Jones 

2008a:75). A similar line of argument is also expressed by Bathelt and 

Glückler who suggest that the economy and the social perspective are to be 

perceived as part of the “same empirical reality which should be studied in a 

dialogue of perspectives rather than in mutual exclusion [...]” (Bathelt & 

Glückler, 2003:118).  

Jones (2008a) and Bathelt and Glückler (2003) make valuable points as 

they emphasise the close relationship between the social perspective and the 
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economy. As far as I understand the text by Granovetter (1985), he would 

probably agree with Jones (2008a) and Bathelt and Glückler (2003) that the 

social perspective and the economy are part of the same „empirical reality‟. 

To my mind that is Granovetter‟s main point: acknowledging the importance 

of social relations in order to understand economic behaviour. However, the 

discussion by Jones (2008a) and Bathelt and Glückler (2003) is a way of 

further emphasising the importance of social aspects in relation to economic 

issues, and this will be further discussed in relation to social proximity.  

From a geography perspective, it is worth noting that Granovetter (1985) 

did not discuss embeddedness from a spatial perspective. Hence, he did not 

focus on proximity or distance in his writings. However, his contribution is 

important, as without acknowledging social relations in the economy, there 

is not much social proximity for economic geographers to talk about (c f 

Jones, 2008a).  

Social proximity as an experience of closeness  

The concept of proximity as an experience, or a metaphor, of closeness has 

been discussed in economic geography considerably (Bathelt & Glückler, 

2003; Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Gertler, 2003; Boschma, 2005a; Yeung, 

2005). However, the definition of these proximities is not unanimous. Litera-

ture on the subject presents different concepts all intended to discuss proxim-

ity as an experience of closeness. Below, „relational‟, „organizational‟, „cog-

nitive‟ and „social‟ proximity are presented as examples of proximity as a 

metaphor of closeness. The common trait of these proximities is that they are 

about a feeling and experience of closeness. Furthermore, it is important to 

note that the experience of closeness can exist across distance, but it can also 

matter when interacting in physical proximity:  

 

 Relational proximity (e.g. Gertler, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; 

Massey, 2004; Asheim & Gertler, 2005; Faulconbridge, 2006; Ger-

tler, 2007; Amin & Roberts, 2008; Allen, 2009; Vallance, 2011; 

Murphy, 2012) 

 Organizational proximity (e.g. Rallet & Torre, 1999; Torre & Gilly, 

2000; Boschma, 2005a; Grote & Täube, 2006) 

 Cognitive proximity (e.g. Boschma, 2005a) 

 Social proximity (e.g. Boschma, 2005a) 
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One issue with these different proximities is the lack of an agreed definition. 

How to conceptualise the different proximities seems to be up for discussion 

(Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). In a literature review of proximity written by 

Knoben and Oerlemans (2006) it is shown that the different conceptualisa-

tions of proximity are used ambiguously. This means that, for instance, rela-

tional proximity, perhaps one of the most widely used concepts, is given 

slightly different meanings depending on the scholar. There are, for instance, 

authors who use relational proximity as a tool to understand power relations 

between individuals, scales, or groups (e.g. Massey, 2004; Allen, 2009; 

Murphy, 2012). But, possibly more common, relational proximity is used 

less specifically, signifying proximity as a metaphor of closeness based on 

what may be conceptualised as an experience of „shared social familiarity‟ 

(e.g. Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). To further il-

lustrate the ambiguity between different proximities, in the following some 

quotes of scholars discussing different types of proximities are presented. 

The point of this presentation is to illustrate that, despite the variety of dif-

ferent proximities, the concepts do share similar attributes related to social 

relations.  

First, relational proximity defined by Blanc and Sierra (1999) is about 

developing commonalities related to different social commonalities, such as 

a “common working ethos” through developing a shared set of norms: 

Relational proximity accounts for the existence of non-economic relationships 
among individuals in the form of a common working ethos, a common lan-
guage and culture, good mutual knowledge, mutual trust, mutually respected 
norms of behaviour (Blanc & Sierra, 1999:197). 

 

Rallet and Torre (1999) write about organizational proximity as a “set of 

routines – explicit or implicit – which allows individuals of a same organisa-

tion to be co-ordinated without having to define beforehand how they must 

do it” (Rallet & Torre, 1999:375). Here proximity is about enabling the indi-

viduals in an organisation to be coordinated, possibly enabling working to-

gether and interacting.  

In Knoben and Oerlemans (2006) literature review of different proximi-

ties they have found cognitive proximity to be commonly defined as  

[…] the similarities in the way actors perceive, interpret, understand and eval-
uate the world. […] In order to communicate and transfer (new) knowledge 
effectively and efficiently, actors need to have similar (but not necessarily 
identical) frames of reference (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006:77).  
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Again in the quote of cognitive proximity, similarities between individuals 

are stressed, here the similarities are seen to facilitate knowledge interaction. 

Lastly, social proximity is here defined by Boschma (2005a). Also in this 

definition, social aspects of friendship, kinship is presented as the foundation 

for proximity as an experience of closeness: 

Social proximity is defined here in terms of socially embedded relations be-
tween agents at the micro-level. Relations between actors are socially embed-
ded when they involve trust based on friendship, kinship and proximity. It 
constitutes a more or less stable framework experience. Accordingly, the defi-
nition of social proximity does not include situations in which people share 
sets of values, such as ethnic and religious values. This aspect of cultural 
proximity [is more] at a more macro-level […] (Boschma, 2005a:66). 

 

The point to derive from this discussion of the ambiguity of different meta-

phors for closeness is to identify certain commonalities of these social kinds 

of proximity. As the quotes show, these kinds of proximities are conceived 

to depend on social aspects, such as „set of routines‟, „frames of references‟, 

„a common working ethos‟, or „trust based on friendship‟. When proximity is 

conceptualised as a metaphor of closeness, it becomes a concept associated 

with social experiences.  

Inspired by Granovetter (1985) and based on the similarities between rela-

tional, organizational, social, and cognitive proximity in this thesis the dif-

ferent proximities have been chosen to be combined under the heading of 

„social proximity‟. There are two reasons for using social proximity as the 

overarching concept. Firstly, inspired by Granovetter (1985) and his inclu-

sion of the social perspective, the concept social proximity highlights the 

importance of social aspects in the economy. Secondly, social proximity is a 

way to further acknowledge the perceived importance of social aspects, such 

as shared norms or, as referred to in this thesis, as an experience of shared 

social familiarity. An experience of shared social familiarity is here a way to 

operationalise proximity as an experience of closeness. Social proximity is 

used since it covers aspects vital for the aim of this thesis, namely; from a 

micro-level study shared social familiarity and how it may constrain, or fa-

cilitate, interactions in different proximities between individuals (c f 

Boschma, 2005a).  

This said, it is worth clarifying that the overarching concept of social 

proximity in this thesis takes on a broader definition than Boschma‟s (2005a) 

more narrow understanding. For instance, Boschma (2005a) makes a distinc-

tion between social proximity and “sets of values, such as ethnic and reli-

gious values” (Boschma, 2005a:66) which he ascribes to other types of prox-

imities. In this thesis, social proximity takes on a broader approach. To be 

more precise, henceforth, this sense of closeness, shared ways of interacting, 

shared conventions will be operationalised as an experience of „shared social 

familiarity‟ (c f Amin & Roberts, 2008).  



 46 

Social proximity as an experience of „shared social familiarity‟ 

In this section social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity 

is further investigated. As a metaphor of closeness, social proximity, it is 

argued, is made up of individuals developing a sense of what in this thesis is 

described as an experience of shared social familiarity.  

Scholars interested in the qualities of social relations that are seen as facil-

itating interaction, use a vocabulary resembling the vocabulary describing 

social proximity above. In the context of individuals working together, 

scholars say that interaction works more easily if the individuals involved 

develop a “mutual understanding, built upon a common appreciation of a 

shared social and cultural context” (Roberts, 2000:434), as part of develop-

ing a “communal identity around a shared passion” (Pan & Leidner, 

2003:73) enabling interaction that is “trusting, open and informal” (Lindsay 

et al, 2003:15). Furthermore, yet other scholars address how “shared values 

[can lead to a] loss of anonymity” (Storper & Venables, 2004:354) and that a 

“common [here in the context of professional] background” (Grote & Täube, 

2006:1290) can lead to the experience of a “shared cognitive and interpreta-

tive framework” (Gertler, 2008:210), again with the aim of facilitating inter-

action either in physical proximity, or across distance. To provide a more 

comprehensive picture of how the argument goes, in this quote Gertler 

(2003) provides a good example of how more complex interactions seem to 

be facilitated by a shared set of „similarities‟, as referred to in this particular 

article.  

Transmission is best shared through face-to-face interaction between partners 
who already share some basic similarities: the same language; common 
„codes‟ of communication; shared conventions and norms; personal 
knowledge of each other based on a past history of successful collaboration or 
informal interaction (Gertler, 2003:84). 

 

The examples above are used to frame the argument that social proximity, as 

presented by the above scholars, is related to an experience of social aspects 

conceptualised in this thesis as shared social familiarity. In relation to social 

proximity there are several commonalities, with a vocabulary emphasising 

„common norms‟, or „shared values‟, „shared framework‟, and so on.  

It is worth noting in relation to social proximity as „shared‟ or „mutual 

frameworks‟ or as „similarities‟, that scholars argue this does not need to 

coincide with physical, or geographical proximity (Gertler, 2003; Vissers & 

Dankbaar, 2013). This, in contrast to how physical proximity has been em-

phasised as the space where social proximity is less challenging to develop 

(Malmberg & Maskell, 2006). Vissers and Dankbaar (2013) are an example 

of scholars who argue that physical or geographical proximity does not au-

tomatically make individuals share an experience of closeness. Instead, they 

claim that meeting in physical proximity, in the quote referred to as geo-
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graphical proximity, does not automatically develop qualities related to an 

experience of a shared social familiarity.  

We may accept that geographical proximity contributes to shared language 
and interpretation schemes and that it allows for unanticipated interaction and 
learning, but reference to mutual understanding, shared culture and trust […] 
geographical proximity by itself does not bring about face-to-face interaction 
or breed trust and a sense of relatedness (Vissers & Dankbaar, 2013:709-710). 
  

The essence of Vissers and Dankbaar‟s (2013) argument can be put in the 

same context as the opening discussion in this chapter with scholars asking 

why research on interactions in physical proximity has been so predominant 

(Jones, 2007; Rutten & Boekma, 2012). For this thesis the idea is to investi-

gate how interactions in an international setting include making use of dif-

ferent proximities; physical as well as social. But then, one needs to figure 

out how social proximity can be conceptualised? To grasp what constitutes 

social proximity, the wide range of social aspects facilitating interactions 

seen in this section are, so to speak, boiled down to the concept of „shared 

social familiarity‟. Or, rather, how individuals express an experience of 

shared social familiarity. In literature dealing with individuals experiencing a 

shared social familiarity, it is considered to be a key feature enabling interac-

tion across distance, but also in physical proximity. In the literature on the 

subject it seems that shared social familiarity is easier to develop in physical 

proximity where „face to face‟ interaction enables more cooperative interac-

tions. However, for this thesis the challenges related to developing social 

proximity across distance are the main focus. 

Social proximity across distance 

In the context of working together across distance, Helena Heizmann‟s 

(2011) qualitative study of a large insurance company provides interesting 

insights into what facilitates and what might hinder working together across 

distance. In her study she examines the relations between individuals at a 

number of regional offices, and the interaction with individuals at the head 

office. In Heizmann‟s article her discussion primarily relates to issues of 

power, but she also discusses the issue of how interaction between offices 

working together across distance is perceived to be facilitated by developing 

“common cognitions, norms, beliefs, and socialization mechanisms” (Heiz-

mann, 2011:380). These ideas share much resemblance to the conceptualisa-

tion of social proximity discussed above. So, even if Heizmann does not 

focus on social proximity, her findings can still be related to the discussion 

on interacting across distance and social proximity.  

Heizmann (2011) writes about distance and the issue of interacting mostly 

using objects such as email or phones. In her findings she provides examples 

of individuals working together across distance with no problem in doing so, 

but she also finds regional offices where the interaction with headquarters is 
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perceived to work less well. She recognises that the individuals working at 

different offices express difficulty in interacting, and that this difficulty 

seemed to stem from being far too dependent on virtual interaction. Tech-

nology is here seen as an enabler for interaction across distance to be at all 

possible, but also as a constraint as it does not provide the same feeling of 

interaction as „face to face‟ interactions seem to do.  

Direct face-to-face communication between the two groups of participants 
was limited due to low travel budgets. Work-related interaction thus relied 
heavily on the use of email and telephone, providing limited opportunities for 
strengthening personal relationships. Telephone conferences were held on a 
monthly basis, but participants complained about the restrictions which the 
technology imposed upon communication (Heizmann, 2011:384). 

 

Heizmann (2011) concludes that distance made interaction and developing 

“mutual engagement” more challenging, but she also concludes that distance 

alone cannot explain why interaction was perceived as easier between some 

offices than others (Heizmann, 2011:384; also Hong & K.H.O, 2009 on 

failed interactions). Heizmann (2011) concludes that it is the issue of power 

and legitimacy that influences how the interaction between the offices is 

perceived. Through her findings she argues that having most of the interac-

tion done across physical distance with limited „face to face‟ interactions 

constrained the ability to interact across distance. Her findings give support 

to the discussion in which occasionally meeting in physical proximity is 

considered an efficient way to get to know each other, thereby facilitating 

interaction and cooperation (Torre & Rallet, 2005; Mattes, 2012). Feeding 

into this debate, Mattes (2012) argues that “temporary co-location can foster 

the emergence of common frames of thought, of personal bonds and of mu-

tual understanding” (Mattes, 2012:1090). Again, the social qualities de-

scribed by occasionally meeting in physical proximity resemble much of 

how social proximity has been conceptualised.  

From these findings, it can be suggested that interaction across distance is 

facilitated by occasional meeting „face to face‟ in physical proximity since 

physical proximity it is argued helps to maintain social proximity as the ex-

perience of shared social familiarity that distance supposedly can undermine 

(Boschma, 2005a; Broekel & Boschma, 2012; Mattes, 2012).  

Numerous scholars follow this line of argument, suggesting the benefits 

of occasionally meeting in physical proximity for interaction across distance. 

In particular, scholars advocate meeting in physical proximity facilitating 

„face to face‟ interactions, during complex and intense interactions, for in-

stance negotiations and start-up discussions (Roberts, 2000; Morgan, 2004; 

Storper & Venables, 2004; Grote & Täube, 2006; Gertler, 2008; Moen et al, 

2008; Bathelt & Turi, 2011). Hence occasionally meeting in physical prox-

imity can be interpreted as an important space for developing and maintain-

ing social qualities related to social proximity.  
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But, interestingly enough, in relation to ICT and working across distance 

there are other scholars arguing that ICT can be a tool to help to maintain 

social proximity also across distance. The argument is that individuals who 

have developed a sense of social proximity in physical proximity can, aided 

by ICT, maintain this social proximity also across distance (e.g. Roberts, 

2000; Pan & Leidner, 2003; Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004; Grote & Täube, 

2006; Moen et al, 2008; Bathelt & Turi, 2011). 

From this discussion about social proximity and distance, it is possible to 

discern that developing social proximity as an experience of shared social 

familiarity seems to depend on physical proximity, at least on occasionally 

meeting in physical proximity. To meet „face to face‟ in physical proximity, 

even if only for a short period of time, is presented as an important possibil-

ity for developing social proximity as an experience of shared social famili-

arity. Shared social familiarity has so far been about developing shared ref-

erences and a common way to communicate when interacting. These ideas 

will be recognised in literature on communities of practice. And it has even 

been suggested by scholars interested in social proximity that communities 

of practice can contribute to that discussion. This since they argue that com-

munities of practice, with their social focus, might also provide insights into 

conceptualising social proximity (Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Amin & Roberts, 

2008). As explained by Amin and Roberts: 

The turn towards communities of practice is leading to an understanding of 
„being there‟ as being in close spatial proximity with others so that facial and 
social familiarity woven into the routines of shared work can trigger social 
learning and tacit knowing [and that social] proximity is not reducible to co-
location (Amin & Roberts, 2008:354 emphasis added). 

 

This thesis will follow suit, arguing that communities of practice can make 

contributions to geography (and vice versa), especially in relation to the dis-

cussion on social aspects of interaction. In the context of communities of 

practice this is discussed from the concept of learning, which is therefore one 

of the keywords of this thesis.  

Learning as social participation 

In this thesis, learning adopts a social perspective using literature from 

„communities of practice‟ (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Accord-

ing to literature on communities of practice learning is about social participa-

tion and about how individuals adapt and work to become part of a group, or 

a community3. Becoming part of a social group means that individuals need 

                                                      
3 Community in this context is not equated with the sociological term community, rather it is a 

modified version by Lave and Wenger (1991; also Wenger, 1998). „Communities‟ in „com-

munities of practice‟ describe how practices create relationships between the individuals 
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to adapt and cope with new social contexts and practices. Participation in 

these communities of practice is considered and argued to be crucial to a 

social process of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2000). From this 

perspective the process of learning is not delimited to classroom teaching, 

communities of practice broadened the idea of learning to adapting to every-

day interactions or practices; “learning in the context of our lived experience 

of participation in the world” (Wenger, 1998:3). This means that learning in 

communities of practices is about identity formation rather than knowledge 

products (Fuller, 2007:19). Coming from an educational perspective Lave 

and Wenger (1991) questioned whether learning was most commonly related 

to teaching and formal learning contexts such as classrooms and board-

rooms. Instead, they widened the idea of learning to happen also “as a by-

product of working together” (Amin & Cohendet, 2004:76; also Brown & 

Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Communities of practice were introduced by Jean Lave and Etienne 

Wenger (1991). Initially, Lave and Wenger focused on how individuals learn 

to become part of a group, i.e. community. In this first book the groups stud-

ied ranged from midwives and tailors to non-drinking alcoholics, firms or 

organisations were not yet in focus (Lave & Wenger, 1991). At this time, in 

the early 1990s, Jean Lave was Professor in education with a PhD in anthro-

pology and Etienne Wenger was a research assistant. However, Wenger has 

been most active in developing the concept of communities of practice, par-

ticularly in importing it to management studies (e.g. Wenger, 1998; 2000; 

Wenger et al, 2002).  

Over the years the contribution of communities of practice in relation to 

learning has been taken up in other academic fields besides education4. One 

noticeable field is management studies. It is in this strand of research that 

firms and organisations have become the typical community to study. In 

management, communities of practice are seen as a tool to grasp the differ-

ent processes of learning in knowledge intense industries (Brown & Duguid, 

1991; Wenger et al, 2002; Hughes et al, 2007).  

                                                                                                                             
involved. Andrew Cox (2005) argues that community in sociological terms often means 

sameness while a community of practice is a group of people with different skills and identi-

ties. Wenger (1998) is aware of using community slightly differently to sociologists, princi-

pally that the communities he talks about can be quite destructive 
4 As a concept grows older and several scholars wish to use it for their own purposes, the 

concept changes and is given new names. Since communities of practice became popular 

during the 1990s there have been several reconfigurations of the term; „network of practice‟, 

(e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Heizmann, 2011; Murphy, 2012) „collectively of practice‟ (e.g. 

Lindkvist, 2005) and „constellation of practice‟ (e.g. Coe & Bunnell, 2003; Faulconbridge,  

2010), and „epistemic communities‟ (Cohendet & Meyer-Krahmer, 2001). Without dwelling 

on the differences between the concepts on a general note the difference is often about intensi-

ty, in time or task, of the interaction 
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From education to management: development of communities of 

practice 

The conceptualisation of communities of practice has changed over time, 

and it has been argued that it has moved from focusing on practices and 

learning, towards a tool for management. Paul Duguid, working on business, 

information science and one of the early writers on communities of practice, 

is sceptical about what has happened to communities of practice since the 

first book in 1991. Duguid is concerned that what was intended to challenge 

managerial theory is now, in his view, merely a tool for managing communi-

ties with less focus on practices (Duguid, 2008a; 2008b; also Cox, 2005; 

Gherardi, 2009).  

Ranging over a ten-year period, the definition of communities of practice 

has changed. Reading the main texts on communities of practice (Brown & 

Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 1998; Wenger, 

1998; Wenger, 2000; Wenger et al, 2002; for a review, Wenger, 2000 ex-

cluded, see Cox, 2005) the evolution of the theory from education towards 

management is evident.  

Box 1 Definitions of Communities of practice 1991/1998/2002 

 

“a system of relationships between people, activities, and the world; devel-

oping with time, and in relation to other tangential and overlapping commu-

nities of practice. A community of practice is an intrinsic condition of the 

existence of knowledge […]” (Lave & Wenger, 1991:98). 

 

 

“a group that coheres through „mutual engagement‟ on an „indigenous‟ (or 

appropriated) enterprise, and creating a common repertoire” (Cox, 2005:531, 

based on Wenger, 1998). 

 

 

“groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about 

a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in the area by inter-

acting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger et al, 2002:4). 

 

 

In the first definition from Lave and Wenger (1991) (see Box 1) communi-

ties of practice are presented as a system, and a fundamental element for 

knowledge to even exist. This first definition emphasises the role of individ-

uals, their interactions with other communities of practice, and their context, 

expressed as “the world” (Lave & Wenger, 1991:98). In the second book by 
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Wenger (1998) the concept of communities of practice is further developed5 

towards communities of practice conceptualised as individuals bound by 

informal relationships who share common practices (Pan & Leidner, 2003; 

Wenger, 1998).  

The definition from 1998 is based on Wenger‟s three elements of com-

munities of practice: „joint enterprise‟, „mutuality‟, and a „shared repertoire‟ 

(Wenger, 1998). These three elements serve to fulfil different aspects of a 

community of practice. Wenger argues that for individuals to contribute to 

the making of communities of practice they need to understand the common 

goal; i.e. joint enterprise. The second element of a community of practice; 

mutuality is presented as interactions creating a common identity enabling 

learning. Lastly, a community of practice produces certain capabilities, a 

shared repertoire, including developing shared routines, norms, stories and 

also the common usage of physical objects (Wenger, 1998).  

The third and most recent definition of communities of practice comes 

from Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002). In this text the concept of 

communities of practice is suggested to be most clearly becoming a “man-

agement tool” (Cox, 2005:533). And when reading Wenger, McDermott and 

Snyder (2002) it is quite clear from the start that this is a book on managing 

knowledge, it even has a pre title: “A guide to managing knowledge” 

(Wenger et al, 2002). This last definition has been criticised by, for instance, 

Jones (2008a), on account of not including spatial aspects of interaction. 

Jones (2008a) suggests that as the definition is concerned with “groups of 

people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic” 

(Wenger et al, 2002:4) geographers can bring the perspective of what physi-

cal distance or physical proximity does to these individuals trying to interact. 

This in order to highlight that, as Jones argues, physical proximity or lack of 

physical proximity influences the ability for individuals to interact, thereby 

also shaping business operations (Jones, 2008a). This is an important note 

for this thesis, where the issue of proximity is present when shaping how the 

case firms are to interact in an international setting.  

Developing social proximity as „shared social familiarity‟ 

In this thesis the empirical material focuses on interaction and cooperation 

between individuals in the context of four international firms. As has been 

discussed earlier in this chapter, this interaction is studied from the perspec-

tive of social proximity. Social proximity is conceptualised as an experience 

of individuals. Developing experiences of social proximity is to be captured 

                                                      
5 Interestingly enough, in the first book by Lave and Wenger (1991) the concept of communi-

ties of practice appears only in the last chapter. And it is presented as part of their main con-

cept: “Legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 

1991:89). Their main concept of „legitimate peripheral participation‟ indicates how newcom-

ers to a group, i.e. community of practitioners, will try to fit in by learning “knowledgeable 

skills” vital to that particular community (Lave & Wenger, 1991:29)  
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in his thesis from the individual level. This means the focus is on how indi-

viduals can develop an experience of social proximity, or in other words, the 

focus is on „doings‟ of individuals that can be related to social proximity. In 

literature related to communities of practice, these „doings‟ are often seen 

from the perspective of individuals and their „practices‟. The concept of 

practices is used in this thesis as an entry point to a discussion arguing for an 

inclusion of the perspective of the individual in the process of internationali-

sation. More precisely, the role of the individual is seen as vital for under-

standing more about the process of individuals developing social proximity 

as an experience of shared social familiarity. In this section, the practices of 

individuals are stressed in order to understand how social proximity as an 

experience of shared social familiarity can develop in an international set-

ting. It is important to note that practice is a well-used concept in many dif-

ferent disciplines. Practices apply to many different fields of research and 

many disciplines have their own history of the development of the conceptu-

alisation of practice (Schatzki et al, 2000; Reckwitz, 2002; Gherardi, 2009; 

Corradi et al, 2010; Postill, 2010; for an overview see Jones & Murphy, 

2010). The focus for this thesis is however, on presenting practices as a way 

to grasp the relation between the doings of individuals when developing 

social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity (Roberts, 2000; 

Orlikowski, 2002; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Antonacopoulou, 2006; Rob-

erts, 2006; Jones, 2008a; Gherardi, 2009; Heizmann, 2011; Hong & K.H.O, 

2009). Orlikowski (2002) has done research on practices and relates her 

findings to a process of learning, which fits the aim of this thesis. In her 

study, she emphasises everyday doings, i.e. practices as the foundation for 

learning. She argues that the ability to learn is “constituted every day in the 

ongoing and situated practices of the organization's members” (Orlikowski, 

2002:270; also Brown & Duguid, 2001; Antonacopoulou, 2006; Gherardi, 

2009). This perspective will be further discussed in this section.  

Interestingly, the discussion on practices and learning often coincides 

with a discussion on the conceptualisation of knowledge (Orlikowski, 2002; 

Amin & Cohendet, 2004; 2005; Ibert, 2007; Gherardi, 2009; Vissers & 

Dankbaar, 2013). Even if knowledge is not a key word in this thesis, the 

discussion is important as it brings in an understanding of knowledge as a 

process, closely related to social processes of learning. Furthermore, this 

discussion also manifests the importance of practices when developing an 

ability to develop social proximity. So, the discussion on knowing in the 

following is a way of further highlighting the importance of social processes 

in understanding practice; the doings and relations of individuals.  

Orlikowski is one of many scholars who claim that knowledge unfortu-

nately has been perceived as an entity that “… can be captured, represented, 

codified, transferred, and exchanged…” (Orlikowski, 2002:269). If 

knowledge is an entity, it is fixed and hence not conceptualised as a process. 

This would entail less need to consider practices and the role of individuals. 

However, Orlikowski (2002) argues that practices and knowing should be 
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put in relation to one another. Knowing is suggested to be an “ongoing and 

situated action” (Orlikowski, 2002:269), “enacted” through the everyday 

doings of individuals (Orlikowski, 2002:250). Several scholars follow suit, 

insisting that the role of individuals and their practices is related to a process 

of knowing (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; 2005; Antonacopoulou, 2006; Ibert, 

2007; Jones, 2008a; Gherardi, 2009; Rutten & Boekema, 2012).  

Resembling Orlikowski‟s and Gherardi‟s argument, that knowledge 

should be viewed as a process albeit from an economic geographical stand-

point, Amin and Cohendet (2004) and Jones (2008a) both argue that 

knowledge in economic literature has been conceptualised as something one 

can possess as an asset. Therefore, Jones (2008a) proposes that an analysis 

of “knowledge in relation to economic activity” should include “action, prac-

tices and agency” (Jones, 2008a:83). Amin and Cohendet (2004), as well as 

Jones (2008a), follow scholars such as Orlikowski and Gherardi on the path 

towards “knowledge as a practice” (Amin & Cohendet, 2004:70; also Lave 

& Wenger, 1991), stressing the doings and social relations of individuals.  

Orlikowski (2002) studies a large and spatially dispersed firm, and she 

asks what practices lead to better learning within the organisation. Orlikow-

ski writes about the “repertoire of practices, activities, and knowing” at her 

case firm (Orlikowski, 2002:257). Orlikowski shows though her research 

how her case firm develops practices enabling interaction. Some of these 

practices can be interpreted as striving towards developing shared social 

familiarity facilitating interaction. Orlikowski‟s (2002) findings of practices 

facilitating interaction include: 

 

 “Practices of sharing identity” which means doing and thinking in a 

common way. 

 “Practice of interacting „face to face‟” emphasising the importance 

of meeting „face to face‟ to develop social relations, that later can 

enable interactions. 

 “Practice of aligning effort” aiming at coordinating work over time 

and space, e.g. using a common software planning tool. 

 “Practice of learning by doing” through ongoing training, mentoring 

programs. 

 “Practice of supporting participation” allowing for the employees to 

have a say in different decision processes of the firm. 

 

In Orlikowski‟s work practices and learning are put together in a rather 

comprehensive way, giving empirical examples of how individuals in firms 

can develop what in this thesis has been referred to as social proximity as an 

experience of shared social familiarity. Hence, Orlikowski‟s study can be 

seen as giving practical examples of how developing social proximity as 

shared social familiarity can be done. However, in relation to working across 

distance, Orlikowski‟s work does not explicitly discuss the spatiality of these 
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practices; she does not to any great extent consider whether these practices 

are developed in physical proximity or across distance. This holds true in all 

practices but one; namely in practices of interacting „face to face‟, where she 

highlights how this type of practice is important as it is considered to facili-

tate “knowing the players of the game” (Orlikowski, 2002:259).  

The ongoing practice of face-to-face interaction allows [individuals of the 
case firm] to constitute a sense of knowing their colleagues, of knowing their 
credibility in and commitment to specific issues, and of knowing how to col-
laborate with them to get things done in a globally dispersed and complex 
product development environment. However, this practice of face-to-face in-
teraction in a globally distributed organization does not come without conse-
quences. One cost […] is "tons of travel," and the accompanying need to justi-
fy considerable travel expenses (Orlikowski, 2002:259). 

 

In this quote Orlikowski‟s (2002) empirical findings indicate, once again, the 

perceived importance of occasionally meeting in physical proximity when 

working together across distance. To travel to meet „face to face‟ is ex-

pressed to be vital for developing a relation to others, which can later facili-

tate interaction.  

From a theoretical point of view, Orlikowski (2002) is an example of a 

scholar who has found inspiration in communities of practice. Also geogra-

phers such as Jones (2008a) have been inspired by communities of practice 

as a way to move towards a socially oriented approach. In communities of 

practice, practice is seen as: “a way of talking about the shared historical and 

social resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain mutual en-

gagement in action” (Wenger, 1998:5). In this quote, developing an experi-

ence of familiarity, such as “shared historical and social resources” resem-

bles the previous discussion on social proximity and the experience of shared 

social familiarity. And in this way, social proximity and communities of 

practice find common ground, how to conceptualise social proximity as a 

metaphor of closeness based on aspects related to the experience of shared 

social familiarity.  

Geography and „communities of practice‟ 

Communities of practice have been adopted by quite a few geographers over 

the last ten years (e.g. Coe & Bunnell, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; 

Faulconbridge, 2006; Jones, 2008a; Faulconbridge, 2010; Stensheim, 2012). 

Geographers who include communities of practice, do so mostly to use it as 

a theoretical tool allowing the inclusion of social aspects of practices and 

learning, all in a spatial context. James Faulconbridge (2010) is an economic 

geographer who includes communities of practice as a perspective in his 

research. In the quote below he elaborates on Wenger‟s (1998) three ele-

ments of a community of practice; joint enterprise, mutuality and shared 
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repertoire. But, Faulconbridge also includes geography as he discusses what 

defines a community of practice: 

[…] geographies of CoP [communities of practice] and the geographies of 
learning and innovation facilitated by CoP are assumed to be defined by the 
existence of: (a) stretched spaces of sociality that facilitate interaction and 
talking between community members, spaces which are also; (b) populated by 
individuals with common profession or firm-specific ways of working which 
form the basis of joint enterprise; and (c) connected into spaces of flows that 
enable community members to interact with the same nonhumans, something 
which produces shared repertoire (Faulconbridge, 2010:2844).  

 

When doing a search in the research data base „Web of Science‟ it becomes 

quite clear that communities of practice has its roots in education. In aca-

demia communities of practice are primarily found in educational research, 

followed by information science, knowledge management as part of organi-

sation studies, and some in geography (see Table 2; also Cox, 2012). The 

search on “communities of practice” as a keyword, or „topic‟, in Web of 

Science, gives 975 results, and a selection of the most frequent “science cat-

egories” (Web of Science) gives the following:  

Table 2 “Communities of practice” in science categories. Source: Web of Science, 
search word “community of practice” as „topic‟, August 2012 

Science category No of articles 

Educational Research 279 

Information Science/Computer Science 167 

Management 150 

Business 55 

Sociology 32 

Geography 30 

 

Given the difference in size of geography as an academic subject compared 

to sociology or business, one might consider 30 articles as quite a lot. It is 

worth noting that more than two thirds of these 30 articles were published 

after 2007, so communities of practice in geography is quite recent and per-

haps „up and coming‟.  

Why communities of practice have been given more attention in geogra-

phy only recently is, of course, up for speculation. A suggested reason relat-

ed to individuals is presented by Jones (2008a). He claims that it is only 
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recently that individuals have become the focus of research in, for instance, 

economic geography. Rather, as Jones argues, when economic geographers 

study the entity „the firm‟, personal relations of individuals penetrating the 

borders of the firm have long been unnoticed. This is simply because these 

relations are not part of the official bounded entity called a firm and there-

fore out of focus: “The actual practices of social interaction: decision-

making, deal-brokering, personal relationships and so on – are left in the 

untheorised „background context‟ of a theoretical story being told around a 

black-box conception of collectivized agency” (Jones, 2008a:76).  

To reach a more social perspective, Jones, in a theoretically driven paper, 

proposes a more practice-oriented approach to understanding international 

interactions in the globalising economy. Jones calls for a “conceptual 

framework that sees the social practices that lead to economic outcomes as 

enacted through physical places and existing in a variety of spaces (physical, 

social, virtual, organizational)” (Jones, 2008a:78). Jones proposes different 

conceptual frameworks, and one of these is communities of practice (refer-

ring to Amin & Cohendet, 2004). He considers communities of practice as a 

perspective helping to cover “the dynamics of group practices that constitute 

firm behaviour and thus economic activity” (Jones, 2008a:82). In this article, 

Jones does not frame geography as proximity, although his use of physical, 

social, virtual, organisational space would fit well into a (social) proximity 

discussion. Instead, he conceptualises geography to be more about scale, and 

the issue of power, which lies outside the scope of this thesis. Despite his 

different scope, Jones can be interpreted as aiming towards combining com-

munities of practice with geography which is in line with the aim of this 

thesis.  

The same can be said about Faulconbridge (2006) who in a case study pa-

per highlights practices and learning in a global advertising firm. As a theo-

retical frame he positions himself as interested in “social production of 

knowledge” (Faulconbridge, 2006:525), as opposed to “transfer of 

knowledge” with more static connotations (Faulconbridge, 2006:537). In his 

article social production of knowledge is based on communities of practice, 

using Wenger (1998), and more frequently Amin and Cohendet (2004) as 

inspiration. Faulconbridge shows how international service firms interact in 

physical proximity, but also across distance indicating support for conceptu-

alising international firms as working with “multiple geographies and prac-

tices of learning” (Faulconbridge, 2006:537). In the interactions he identifies 

across distance, the development of an experience of shared social familiari-

ty, where mutual understanding can be included, is both the challenge and 

the key to enabling interaction across distance (Faulconbridge, 2006).  

Proximities and communities of practice  

Communities of practice derive from educational research and have been 

developed mostly in educational research, computer science and manage-

ment, so it should not be any surprise that space is not their main focus. This 
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becomes quite obvious in the three definitions of communities of practice 

where the issue of space is absent (see Box 1). The definitions say plenty 

about working together, but where this takes place is not in focus. This said, 

distance and proximity are perhaps not the focus of communities of practice, 

nonetheless, the issue of space is mentioned. In Wenger, McDermott and 

Snyder (2002) a lack of physical proximity is mentioned as a challenge for 

the spatially dispersed organisation of software firms they study. The authors 

argue that a lack of physical proximity makes developing an experience of 

shared social familiarity more challenging.  

In earlier texts on communities of practice, proximity, here expressed as 

physical proximity, is argued to be an aid for learning, but not a prerequisite: 

My argument is not that physical proximity, institutional affiliation, or fre-
quency of interaction are irrelevant, but rather that the geography of practice 
cannot be reduced to them. Practice is always located in time and space be-
cause it always exists in specific communities and arises out of mutual en-
gagement, which is largely dependent on specific places and times. Yet the re-
lations that constitute practice are primarily defined by learning. As a result, 
the landscape of practice is an emergent structure in which learning constantly 
creates localities that reconfigure the geography (Wenger, 1998:130-131).  

 

In the above quote Wenger expresses proximity as physical proximity, but I 

would say that he also uses proximity as social proximity, even if he never 

categorises it as such. This is so because he argues that developing a rela-

tionship depends more on developing social aspects such as „mutual en-

gagement‟ than on the physical situation6 (Wenger, 1998).  

Passion and intention in developing „shared social familiarity‟  

In early texts communities of practice are presented as a „face to face‟ con-

cept (Lave & Wenger, 1991; for an overview see Cox, 2005). But as the type 

of community studied moved from midwives, tailors and non-drinking alco-

holics to firms and organisations, most clearly in Wenger (1998) and 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002), a more nuanced geography is no-

ticeable. In these later texts ICT is brought in as a new feature of communi-

ties of practice, opening up for a discussion on spatially dispersed communi-

ties of practice (Wenger et al, 2002). Interesting for the aim of this thesis is 

how cross-distance interactions and cooperation in literature on communities 

of practice, relate to the related but separate concepts of passion and inten-

tion. 

                                                      
6 Wenger (1998) emphasises finding a common repertoire, negotiating the enterprise at hand 

aligning the interpretations of the common goal, and establishing who does what and thereby 

building stronger relationships 
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The role of passion when developing ‘shared social familiarity’  

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) discuss what could be interpreted as 

developing an experience of shared social familiarity in relation to having a 

shared „passion‟ about a topic. They claim that by uniting people around 

topics they feel a common passion for, also individuals from divergent con-

texts can develop a strong relationship enabling interaction, also across dis-

tance. Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) write about passion without 

any clear definition. However, judging from how they use the concept of 

passion they seem to use it to describe how individuals can be emotionally 

involved and how this emotion seems to enable the experience of shared 

social familiarity.  

To make the concept of passion more concrete and easier to operational-

ise, for the sake of definition, Vallerand and Houlfort (2003) are an example 

of scholars from psychology who conceptualise passion in relation to work 

and organisations. Vallerand and Houlfort (2003) have written on passion at 

the workplace as a way to understand why and how individuals engage in 

different endeavours. In their writings, passion is seen as “a strong inclina-

tion toward an activity that people like, that they find important, and in 

which they invest time and energy” (Vallerand & Houlfort, 2003:175). This 

conceptualisation of passion is how I interpret the use of passion also in 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002), and as will be discussed later on, 

this is how passion can be seen in the empirical material.  

In Wenger (1998), this idea of individuals having a shared „passion‟ is 

discussed from the point of view of sharing a professional identity. My in-

terpretation is that software developers, for instance, can experience a shared 

social familiarity based on their common professional background. This 

would mean that a software developer in Stockholm possibly would find it 

easier to interact with a software developer in Mumbai than with a head of 

sales, or someone with a different profession, in the same building in Stock-

holm. And this is thanks to a shared professional familiarity rather than a 

shared physical space. What this describes is social proximity where proxim-

ity is more an experience of closeness than an actual physical closeness. 

Furthermore, this example suggests that it might be easier to work togeth-

er across distance with individuals sharing social proximity than in physical 

proximity when there is a lack of social proximity. Sitting in the same room 

does not necessarily enable interactions, just as distance does not automati-

cally hinder desired interactions from taking place (c f Vissers & Dankbaar, 

2013). However, physical distance does make interactions and cooperation 

more challenging (Wenger, 1998; Heizmann, 2011). Wenger, McDermott 

and Snyder (2002) suggest that intention and passion may be separated but 

related elements supporting development of social proximity in distant inter-

action and cooperation. From this discussion on passion, it is possible to 

deduce that passion is to be seen as more of an emotional and psychological 

concept than intention. Intention, however related to passion, may be under-

stood more in terms of the overall strategy of an organisation. 
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The intention to develop ‘shared social familiarity’  

In Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) the issue of intention is empha-

sised. They argue that one thing interaction and cooperation across distance 

demands is for individuals working in the context of an organisation to be 

more intentional about developing an experience of shared social familiarity. 

This is then seen as enabling interactions and cooperation across distance. 

The authors do not define intention, but it is possible to deduce from the 

discussion that intention can be seen as a strategy of an organisation. This 

means that a firm may have an overall strategy, or intention, to develop close 

collaboration between spatially dispersed offices. This can be related to the 

intention of interacting across distance presented for each case firm in chap-

ter two (see Table 1). For instance, the Delhi firm expresses the intention for 

the offices to „work as one team‟, the Bangalore as „working with a glass 

wall between the offices‟, the Thane firm intends the offices to be independ-

ent and the Mumbai firm strives towards „mirroring offices‟. Implicitly, in 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) it is understood that developing an 

experience of shared social familiarity across distance is more challenging 

than in physical proximity. From a community of practice perspective, this 

highlights the fact that developing an experience of shared social familiarity 

“is not just about knowing people and interacting with them, but also about 

being bound together in a system of shared meaning and understanding” 

(Coe & Bunnell, 2003:444).  

In literature on communities of practice, it is common to write from the 

perspective of how best to develop a successful community of practice 

(Wenger et al, 2002). But there are also examples where different communi-

ties do not collaborate well due to issues of power, or more precisely; lack of 

legitimising the other group.  

In Heizmann‟s (2011) study, as mentioned previously, the relations be-

tween headquarters and regional offices of a large firm are in focus. Heiz-

mann (2011) concludes that the tensions within and between these offices 

caused interaction to fail. She identifies the problem of interaction caused by 

one of the offices viewing the other office as „the other‟ in a demeaning way. 

This was one of the “exclusionary practices” constraining interactions across 

distance (Heizmann, 2011:389). Heizmann‟s (2011) findings support 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder‟s (2002) suggestion that without an ex-

pressed intention of developing an experience of shared social familiarity, 

and with tensions in-between offices, there are fewer chances of developing 

social proximity and thereby less ability to interact in an international set-

ting.  

Spatially distributed offices with a lack of physical proximity will proba-

bly find it more challenging to develop social proximity as an experience of 

shared social familiarity, than if they sat in the same building. This is so 

since in a spatially dispersed organisation there is less opportunity for „face 

to face‟, fewer spontaneous meetings and therefore also less private conver-

sation where an experience of shared social familiarity is argued to most 
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effectively evolve. Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) show in their 

study how spatially dispersed communities interact in different ways; they 

use technology but also occasional meetings in physical proximity. Even 

though using ICT is a crucial feature of how spatially distributed communi-

ties interact, their findings indicate that ICT interaction is complemented by 

occasionally meeting „face to face‟ in physical proximity. But, again, these 

organisations need to be more intentional about developing an experience of 

shared social familiarity. This includes using the means of interaction avail-

able, both technological but also individuals. Wenger (1998) and Wenger, 

McDermott and Snyder (2002) argue that interactions depend on two things; 

technological objects, and individuals acting as brokers. These elements, 

interaction through objects and interaction through brokering will be further 

discussed in the analytical framework in the following.  

Analytical framework: social proximity and interaction 
through objects and brokering  

In this thesis we follow four small Swedish IT firms working in India and 

Sweden trying to work together across distance. Interacting across distance 

is carried on by these four firms primarily through two elements; technologi-

cal objects and individuals acting as brokers. Wenger (1998) suggests that 

individuals acting as „brokers‟ using objects7 can support interactions. Amin 

and Cohendet (2004) were quite early to incorporate communities of practice 

in geography. Here they put together thoughts on social proximity with 

„common passion‟ and „shared routines‟, concepts familiar to communities 

of practice. They also stress the function of brokers and objects as tools for 

social proximity:  

[The modern long-distance corporation] seeks to achieve [social] proximity 
through translation, travel, shared routines, talk, common passions, base 
standards, brokers, epistemic and community bonding, and the ordering and 
orientation provided by files, documents, codes, common software, and so on 
(Amin & Cohendet, 2004:99).  

 

In the quote by Amin and Cohendet social proximity is related to two fea-

tures; firstly developing an experience of shared social familiarity, and sec-

ondly, the use of objects such as software and documents. In this thesis the 

combination of technological objects and individuals is vital for understand-

ing the prerequisites for interaction of the case firms.   

                                                      
7 Wenger (1998; 2000) understands objects as a broader concept including “artifacts, docu-

ments, terms, concepts, and other forms of reification around which communities of practice 

can organize their interconnections” (Wenger, 1998:105; originally from Star L & Griesemer, 

1989). Taken from Star L and Griesemer (1989), Wenger (1998) calls these object boundary 

objects indicating possible hindrance for the community of practice to develop 
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Interaction is therefore delimited to interaction through objects and interac-

tion through brokers as shown in Box 2.  

Box 2 Analytical framework: Interaction through objects and brokering (c f Wenger, 
1998; 2000) 

 

Interaction 

…through objects: computers, headsets, mobile phones  

 

…through brokering: individuals bridging the experience of distance 

  

 

 

This analytical framework is to be used to analyse proximities and the pro-

cess of learning how firms are to interact and cooperate in an international 

setting. The first part of the analytical framework is about interaction 

through objects such as using computers, internet, communication software 

such as Skype, headsets, mobile phones et cetera. The second part of the 

framework is individuals acting as brokers, acting as a bridge between dif-

ferent contexts. In this thesis, brokers are understood as „interaction-

enablers‟ between the offices in Sweden and India. In the empirical material 

in Chapter six, it is pointed out that not all individuals are brokers; there are 

certain people who have that function. In this thesis these individuals are 

much aware of their role as brokers and express the importance of their func-

tion. This means they need to have legitimacy to do so and the members of 

each office need to feel confident that the broker knows what he or she is 

talking about, or tensions between the offices may constrain the ability to 

interact (c f Heizmann, 2011).  

That ICT and individuals matter when interacting in an international set-

ting, is not a new idea, scholars interested in social proximity also stress the 

role of individuals. In this set of literature individuals are suggested to play a 

vital role bridging distance and enabling interaction (Bathelt & Glückler, 

2003; Rusten et al, 2004; Torre & Rallet, 2005; Gertler, 2008; Narula & 

Santangelo, 2009; Heizmann, 2011). Brokers are understood as individuals 

enabling interactions thanks to travelling, enabling meetings in physical 

proximity or virtual meetings using ICT objects (Roberts, 2000; Bunnell & 

Coe, 2001; Gertler, 2003; Lindsay et al, 2003; Smeds & Alvesalo, 2003; 

Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Jones, 2008b; Faulconbridge, 2010; Heizmann, 

2011; Wood & Reynolds, 2012; for a migration perspective see Williams, 

2006). In this literature brokers are conceptualised as individuals creating 

and maintaining relations across distance by occasionally meeting in physi-

cal proximity. To occasionally meet „face to face‟ in physical proximity 

means in an international context physically travelling between offices (Coe 

& Bunnell, 2003; Gertler, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Torre & Rallet, 

2005; Jones, 2008b; Faulconbridge, 2010).  



 63 

In the relevant literature the role of individuals bridging distance is given 

different names; „coordinators‟ as by Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 

(2002) or „mobile knowledge enablers‟ by Gertler (2003), just to mention a 

few. However, the commonality for these individuals is that they work to-

wards bridging distance and bringing dispersed groups of people closer to 

social proximity. For this reason, these individuals are referred to as brokers 

in this thesis. The empirical material shows that the role of a broker is not 

simply to „coordinate‟, the concept of broker reveals more clearly their func-

tion as negotiators when managing distance (c f Jones, 2008b).  

In Gertler‟s empirical case on individuals travelling as “mobile 

knowledge enablers” (Gertler, 2008:220) he identifies changes in the fre-

quency of travelling as the project proceeds. At the beginning of a project 

there was intense interaction via virtual meetings as well as travelling, ena-

bling meetings in physical proximity. But as the project progressed there was 

less intensity in the interactions. During these later stages of the project, the 

interactions focus more on “coordination, rather than joint problem-solving” 

(Gertler, 2008:220) meaning less need for meeting in physical proximity. 

These individuals acting as brokers are considered to create an “effective 

knowledge transmission channel though relationships, which are trusting, 

open and informal” (Lindsay et al, 2003:15 emphasis in original) acting 

across spatially dispersed offices (Jones, 2008b; for a business perspective 

see Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1998). A broker can interact, physically or virtually 

with others. These interactions can happen systematically, but, perhaps more 

importantly, interactions could also happen more spontaneously or ”freely 

during the daily interaction among employees” (Ruokonen et al, 2008:1302). 

This means that physically running in to one another, talking over the phone, 

travelling to meet or a casual virtual chat, are all spaces where interaction 

takes place.  

Scholars in economic geography claim that „being there‟ is no longer a 

constraint of physical proximity (Gertler, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004). 

But „being there‟ across distance requires technology and furthermore, tech-

nology that is used amongst individuals experiencing a shared social famili-

arity with each other. “In a sense, co-presence is facilitated through the com-

bination of ICTs and shared social and cultural understanding. Only then, 

can technologically assisted methods of communication be used to optimum 

effect” (Roberts, 2000:436; also Brown & Duguid, 1998). This said, the 

process of learning to interact in an international setting for the four case 

firms of this thesis is delimited to the analytical framework of interaction 

through objects and interaction through brokering (c f Wenger, 1998; see 

Box 2). The empirical material will show how technological objects and 

individuals acting as brokers can facilitate or, in some cases, constrain the 

ability to learn how to interact in an international setting.  



 64 

Summary: theoretical framework 

In this chapter the two keywords; proximity and learning have been dis-

cussed and developed how they fit the aim of this thesis. Proximity was ini-

tially discussed mostly as physical proximity. Scholars discussing physical 

proximity do so in relation to how physical proximity is perceived to facili-

tate interactions. This is so since meeting „face to face‟ in physical proximi-

ty, it is suggested, facilitates the development of trust-laden relations, which 

are considered to matter when interacting and cooperating. In this literature 

it is claimed that for businesses such as IT services, the relatively high level 

of cooperation that is inherent in the process of customisation, makes this 

type of business challenging to do across distance. The argument goes that 

physical proximity allows interactions of „more than words‟, which is con-

sidered to facilitate the development of trust-laden relations, and thereby the 

process of customisation (Bathelt et al, 2004; Morgan, 2004). And yet, IT 

services, such as the four case firms of this thesis, are becoming international 

with a more or less clearly expressed goal of customising their services 

across distance. In this way, the discussion turned towards the “de-linking of 

social embeddedness with spatial proximity” (Rantisi & Boggs, 2009:317) 

discussing proximity as a metaphor, or an experience, of closeness. After 

discussing how different kinds of social proximity have been conceptualised, 

proximity as a metaphor of closeness is conceptualised in this thesis as „so-

cial proximity‟. The reason why social proximity was chosen is twofold; 

firstly, inspired by Granovetter (1985) the concept social proximity high-

lights the importance of social aspects in the economy. Secondly, denoting 

these kinds of proximity as social proximity is a way of acknowledging the 

perceived importance of social aspects and the experience of individuals 

when operationalising the concept of social proximity. To capture the expe-

rience of social proximity, this thesis has taken on the concept of shared 

social familiarity (c f Amin & Roberts, 2008). Accordingly, an experience of 

shared social familiarity in this thesis is a way to operationalize proximity as 

an experience of closeness. 

The second keyword: learning is presented in this chapter from literature 

on communities of practice. This was done as this literature acknowledges 

how learning can happen “as a by-product of working together” (Amin & 

Cohendet, 2004:76; also Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Hence, learning in this thesis has adopted a social perspective focusing on 

the „doings‟ of individuals. By looking more into the doings, or practices, of 

individuals, how doings can facilitate “knowing the players of the game” 

(Orlikowski, 2002:259) is highlighted, which is seen to matter when interact-

ing. In relation to learning and developing social proximity across distance, 

two additional concepts based on literature on communities of practice, were 

introduced: passion and intention. Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) 

claim that by uniting people around topics they feel a common passion for, 

individuals from divergent contexts can also develop a strong relation ena-



 65 

bling interaction, also across distance. In the same book the issue of inten-

tion in relation to interacting in an international setting is discussed (Wenger 

et al, 2002). The authors argue that interaction across distance requires indi-

viduals working in the context of an organisation, compared with interacting 

in physical proximity, to be more intentional about developing an experience 

of shared social familiarity. 

 The last section of this chapter was dedicated to presenting the analytical 

framework of the thesis; namely how the process of learning how to interact 

in an international setting is delimited to interaction through (technological) 

objects and interaction through individuals acting as brokers. The first part 

of the analytical framework is about interaction through objects such as us-

ing computers, headsets, mobile phones et cetera. The second part of the 

framework is individuals acting as brokers, acting as a social bridge between 

different contexts. In the relevant literature, brokers are conceptualised as 

individuals creating as well as possibly maintaining relations vital when 

interacting in an international setting. Hence in this thesis individuals acting 

as brokers are understood to be „interaction-enablers‟ between the offices in 

Sweden and India. The argument goes that developing an experience of „be-

ing there‟ across distance includes technology and, furthermore, technology 

that is used amongst individuals experiencing a shared social familiarity with 

each other. The complementary relationship between objects and brokers is 

captured in this quote from Roberts (2000:436): “In a sense, co-presence is 

facilitated through the combination of ICTs and shared social and cultural 

understanding. Only then, can technologically assisted methods of commu-

nication be used to optimum effect”. This analytical framework of interac-

tion through objects and brokers will be further elaborated in Chapter six.  
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4. India and Sweden in numbers 

In the second chapter the so-called globalising economy was discussed, and 

in this chapter this will be exemplified through trade between India and 

Sweden. This chapter starts with trade, and will also mention the different 

prerequisites the IT sector has in Sweden and India respectively, especially 

when it comes to the number of well-educated in the labour force. Firstly, we 

look into the historical background of the current situation, focusing on the 

deregulation of India. 

Deregulated India and prerequisites of IT mature 
Sweden 

Trade between countries depends on several factors and one of them is the 

attitude of the government towards global trade. Independent India, i.e. after 

1947, chose a state-regulated trade strategy influenced by the Soviet Union, 

a country seen as a good role model in this respect. The first Prime Minister 

of independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru, ruled India from independence in 

1947 until his death in 1964. Nehru had a strong belief in the Indian state as 

the main force behind economic growth, and he saw the state, of necessity, 

as the large bureaucratic machinery that should interfere and pull modernity 

into Indian society (Kaviraj, 2005). He did not come up with this idea on his 

own, rather he glanced at a mighty neighbouring country, which was doing 

quite well financially, the Soviet Union. In the Soviet Union, the enlarge-

ment of the state had been the way to enhance the growth of the country and 

Nehru wanted India to follow along the same path (Sengupta, 2007). The 

Indian state would be the force behind industrial development and by indus-

trial development Nehru meant state-owned heavy industries. The small-

scale village industries that were strongly advocated by Mahatma Gandhi to 

ensure that India would be self-sufficient, turned into a large-scale state-

controlled economy, however with the same aim of self-sufficiency 

(Thatchenkery et al, 2004). Quite different from the small-scale home weav-

ers advocated by Gandhi, Nehru introduced large state-owned companies in, 

for instance, steel, education and health care. Furthermore, in order to 

achieve national economic growth, Nehru thought it appropriate to shield off 

India from foreign competition, hence only selective foreign capital was 

allowed in (Kaviraj, 2005). However, the borders were not completely 
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closed, the capital allowed in was only to fill the technological Indian gaps, 

but still with self-reliance as the main objective (Sengupta, 2007). 

Time went by and in the late 1980s the Soviet Union was no longer eco-

nomically inspiring and India followed the demands made by loan givers 

towards a more deregulated economy. In 1991, the New Economic Policy 

(NEP) was introduced in India as part of a new more liberal idea of how to 

run the country‟s economy. The overarching goal of the NEP was to move 

the state away from welfare and social sectors of India, such as health and 

education. Instead of a strong state, the free market should be the guiding 

light. The new Indian economy included “deregulation and privatisation of 

domestic economic activities […] to encourage competition in the domestic 

market” (Kant, 1999:85).  

Another objective was to globalise the Indian economy, meaning opening 

up for foreign firms to enter India. Words such as „deregulation, privatisa-

tion, globalisation and competition‟ became key words in the new policy 

(Kant, 1999). However, India did not liberalise all at once, deregulation hap-

pened, and is happening, step by step. As India opened up its economy in the 

early 1990s foreign firms were welcomed in certain liberalised sectors (Kant, 

1999; Guhathakurta & Parthasarathy, 2007). One of these sectors was the IT 

sector and for some ten years India has been famous for exporting software 

and also for being a popular country to place call centres for the world mar-

ket. Especially the city of Bangalore in the south of India is the symbol of 

this new economy and it is referred to as “the Silicon Valley of India” 

(Thatchenkery et al, 2004; Guhathakurta & Parthasarathy, 2007; Aranya, 

2008).  

As mentioned earlier, India was influenced by the Soviet Union. One in-

fluence from the Soviet Union that lingers on today is the five-year plans. 

The latest five-year plan covers 2007-2012 and in this plan services are giv-

en special attention. Under the heading “International economics” and “chal-

lenges and opportunities of globalization” ([www] Planning commission, 

2006a) several aims are presented. The first aim is: “To identify the new 

opportunities opened up for Export of Services by the increasing tradability 

of services during the last twenty five years and the continuing Globalization 

of Services” ([www] Planning commission, 2006b). To continue strong ser-

vice exports is no surprise, India is to be regarded as a major player as an 

exporter of ICT services (Biswas, 2004). According to a recent OECD re-

port, India is the world„s largest exporter of ICT services (Gonzales et al, 

2012). The Indian National Association of Software and Service Companies 

(NASSCOM) reports that IT8 service export is the fastest growing segment 

reaching a value of US$ 40 billion in 2012 ([www] NASSCOM IT-services).  

                                                      
8 NASSCOM defines the segment as IT, while OECD uses the term ICT 
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From a Swedish perspective more than 30% of total exports come from 

services (Gozzo, 2010) and 14% of total service exports comes from ICT9, 

approximately US$ 9.5 billion10 (Swedish Trade Council, 2011). Sweden has 

been open for foreign firms longer than India, and in 1995, membership of 

the European Union influenced the inflow and outflow of foreign firms. 

When Sweden became a member of the European Union, there was an in-

crease in foreign firms investing in Sweden, making foreign investments in 

Sweden larger than Swedish investments abroad. But, in the early 2000s it 

was once again Swedish firms investing more abroad than the other way 

around (Hermelin, 2011). When it comes to IT Sweden was seen as a major 

IT- player in the late 1990s. Following the global recession of the in early 

2000s there was a heavy dip in the IT sector, but it recovered 

(Tillväxtanalys, 2011) and, in 2011, Sweden was ranked among the top 

countries adopting and implementing ICT for increased growth and devel-

opment. This has, as mentioned in Chapter two, led to Sweden being regard-

ed as a highly IT mature country (World Economic Forum, 2011). 

The issue of numbers 

In the following section, Swedish and Indian trade is presented. The purpose 

of the presentation of trade is to give the broader picture and the intensity as 

well as type of economic relations between India and Sweden. Trade be-

tween countries is often presented in tables and percentages. The numbers 

are very exact and trade is presented as decimals. The perceived exactness of 

tables in this section could be put in contrast to the elusive concept of the so-

called globalising economy. However, the perceived exact tables in this sec-

tion and the vague concept of globalisation are related. The statistics in this 

chapter are all part of the economic globalisation, but on the whole, econom-

ic globalisation is more complex and hence far less precise than the numbers 

would suggest. In this section statistics from e.g. Statistics Sweden (SCB), 

NASSCOM, UNESCO and the Department of Commerce in India have been 

used. Numbers from different organisations and countries are not always 

comparable, and in this section the numbers come from different stakehold-

ers probably with different agendas, different categorisations and different 

ways of gathering data. But, even if different categorisations should present 

a different result, the numbers are still important indicators for better under-

standing the bigger picture and the context into which the firms of this study 

enter. 

 

                                                      
9 Other big segments are: Tourism (18%), Transport services (15%) and Other business ser-

vices (39%) 
10 Based on total export value of 456 billion SEK (Gozzo, 2010) at an US dollar convert rate 

of US$ 1= 6.6 SEK (20121030) 
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The data on trade is used in this thesis as a way to contextualise Sweden 

and India. The numbers are compared to provide an overview of the eco-

nomic relationship between Sweden and India. In the following the contex-

tualising continues with trade and thereafter data on Swedish firms in India. 

Later literacy rate, mobile phone usage and university students in both coun-

tries are presented. Numbers in that section are once again a description and 

the exact numbers should be read with a critical gaze. However, my assess-

ment is that the overall picture is sufficiently accurate for its purpose.  

Main trading partners, India and Sweden 

Indian exports and imports are mainly about three countries; United Arab 

Emirates (UAE), USA and China (see Table 3). India‟s main trading partners 

are the United Arab Emirates in exports and China in imports. As can be 

seen in Table 3, the United Arab Emirates is closely followed by the USA in 

exports. China and Singapore hold position three and four in exports, while 

Switzerland and Saudi Arabia hold the same positions in imports. The main 

type of exports from India, to all countries not only to Sweden, is engineer-

ing goods accounting for almost 30% of total exports in 2009 (SIBG 2009-

2010).  

Table 3 Main trading partners for India 2012. Source: own calculation based on 
data from [www] Department of Commerce India 

Indian Exports by main              

destination 2012                             

(% share of total export) 

Indian Imports by main         

origin 2012                               

(% share of total import) 

1. UAE 11.7% 1. China 11.7% 

2. USA 11.3% 2. UAE 7.3% 

3. China 5.9% 3. Switzerland 6.6% 

4. Singapore 5.5% 4. Saudi Arabia 6.3% 

… … 

~50. Sweden 0.27% ~26. Sweden 0.41% 
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The main trading partners for Sweden are countries that are members of the 

European Union. Almost 60% of Swedish exports and nearly 70% of all 

Swedish imports go to EU-27 (SCB Utrikeshandel/foreign trade). If one 

looks more closely at exports and imports within EU-27, Germany is the 

main trading partner for Sweden. In exports Germany is followed by Nor-

way, UK and USA. Imports are more local with Norway, Denmark and then 

UK.  

Table 4 shows the main trading partners for Sweden in 2012. In this table 

it is indicated that India is Sweden‟s trading partner number 21 in exports 

and number 28 in imports, with just over 1% of total exports and 0.5% of 

total imports. Looking more closely at exports from Sweden to India, the 

growth segments are in iron ore, steel, telecommunication apparatuses, gen-

erators, and car components but, on an overall level, engineering products 

are number one in exports from Sweden to India. Engineering products hold 

the second position in exports from India to Sweden, number one is semi-

manufactured products (SIBG 2009-2010). Exports from Sweden to India 

has 2000-2009 increased six times or on a yearly basis it has grown 23%. 

However, this growth is from a rather modest level of approximately    US$ 

303 mn11 in the year 2000 ([www] Swedish Trade Council, Fact Pack India). 

Table 4 Main trading partners for Sweden 2012. Source: SCB: Utrikeshandel, ex-
port och import av varor januari-juni 2012 

Swedish Exports by main        

destination 2012                                                   

(% share of total exports) 

Swedish Imports by main        

origin 2010                                  

(% of total imports) 

1. Germany 10.0% 1. Germany 17.5% 

2. Norway 9.9% 2. Norway 9.0% 

3.UK 7.7% 3.Denmark 8.3% 

4.USA 6.5% 4.UK   6.7% 

…. …. 

21. India 1.0% 28.India  0.5% 

  

                                                      
11 Based on US$ 1=6.6 SEK (20121005) 
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Swedish firms in India 

When India opened up for foreign firms in the early 1990s, it was US, and to 

some extent UK, firms that were first on the scene (Guhathakurta & Par-

thasarathy, 2007). From a Swedish perspective there have been four periods 

when Swedish firms entered India (see Table 5). The first period was in the 

early 1900s with Ericsson, SKF, ASEA. In the mid-1960s, under the close 

supervision of the Indian state, classical Swedish engineering firms set up 

their businesses in India; Sandvik, Atlas Copco, Tetra Pak. During the 1980s 

and 1990s there was the second wave of manufacturing when firms such as 

Volvo, IKEA, H&M came to India. And, most recently, in the 2000s, large 

firms such as Scania and Volvo cars combined with small and medium-sized 

Swedish firms entering India ([www] Swedish Trade Council12 Om Indien). 

It is in this last wave including smaller firms that we find the four case firms 

in this thesis.  

Table 5 Waves of Swedish firms entering India. Source: [www] Swedish Trade 
Council Om Indien 

When? 

 

Type of firm? Firm examples 

Early 1900 First wave of large     

engineering firms 

Ericson (1903), SKF, 

ASEA 

 

1950s-1960s Second wave of large 

engineering firms 

Sandvik, Atlas Copco, 

Tetra Pak 

 

1980s-1990s Engineering and       

manufacturing 

 

Volvo, H&M, IKEA 

2000s onwards Including small and   

medium-sized firms,         

service firms 

Volvo Cars, Scania,   

IT firms, case firms 

 

 

                                                      
12 Swedish Trade Council was renamed Business Sweden in 2013, I, however, kept the name 

of the organisation as it was when doing the interview or collecting the web based material  
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The real increase in absolute numbers of Swedish firms in India came in the 

early 2000s, (Interview Swedish Trade Council Bangalore, Savlid, 2008) and 

an indicator of this is the first „Sweden India Business Guide‟ (SIBG). This 

booklet compiles Swedish firms in India as well as Indian firms in Sweden 

and was first published in 2005 by different stakeholders such as the Swe-

dish Trade Council13. Since 2005 this booklet has been published every year 

and it has been an important tool for finding case firms for this thesis – see 

Chapter five. It is worth noting that the Sweden India Business Guide accu-

mulates the firms, meaning the 57 firms present in India in 2005 will appear 

again in the following booklets, given that they still have businesses in India. 

To place the Swedish firms in India in a geographical perspective, Figure 3 

shows where in India the Swedish firms are located. On the map we can see 

how major cities such as New Delhi, Mumbai, and Bangalore are the main 

locations for Swedish firms in India. This is not only true for Swedish firms, 

it holds true also for firms from other nations (Guhathakurta & Parthasara-

thy, 2007). 

 

                                                      
13 Swedish Trade Council became Business Sweden in 2013 
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Figure 3 Map showing the locations of Swedish firms in India. On the map it is 
clearly indicated that the cities of New Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore and Thane are 
main locations for Swedish firms in India. Source: SIBG 2008-2009 

Even if on the map above it looks as if Sweden predominates in the Indian 

urban landscape, this is an exaggeration. The number of Swedish firms in 

India is growing but is still at a rather modest level. According to Sweden 

India Business Guide 2011-2012, there are a total of 129 Swedish firms in 

India compared with 2005 when there were 57 (SIBG 2005-2006).  
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In Figure 4 the growth of Swedish firm in India 2005-2011 is illustrated. The 

Swedish Trade Council have made an estimate that Swedish firms in India 

together employ 320 000 in India, 290 000 of which are estimated to be indi-

rectly employed by Swedish firms, leaving 30 000 directly employed 

([www] Swedish Trade Council Om Indien). To put this number in relation 

to the bigger picture, the total number of employees abroad from Swedish 

firms in 2007 was just over one million (Tillväxtanalys, 2009).  

 

 

 

Figure 4 Number of Swedish firms in India 2005-2011. Source: compiled from SIBG 
2005-2011 

The type of firms listed in the Sweden India Business Guide varies from 

small and medium-sized firms with as few as one person in India, to transna-

tional firms such as Ericsson and AstraZeneca with thousands of employees. 

There is also variation in time; some of the firms have been in India just 

about one hundred years, e.g. Ericsson, while others are still counting 

months.  
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Reading the firms‟ presentations of themselves in Sweden India Business 

Guide it is obvious that most of the firms are in manufacturing, large firms 

such as the Swedish clothing company H&M or engineering-based corpora-

tions such as SKF and ABB. Based on how these firms present themselves, 

the estimate is that out of these 129 Swedish firms in India almost 90 are 

mostly in manufacturing while less than 45 are service-based such as sup-

port, cleaning, security or IT (SIBG 2011-2012, own assessment). Figure 5 

shows the number of Swedish firms in India in 2011 according to sector; 

manufacturing or service, where the four case firms as well as other IT firms 

are included in the latter. 14  

 

 

 

Figure 5 Number of Swedish firms in India according to sector. Source: compiled 
from SIBG 2011-2012 

 

  

                                                      
14 As has been discussed previously, the distinction between manufacturing and service is 

hard to maintain. Therefore, some firms are somewhere in between the two sectors and have 

been counted in both sectors. Their activity in both sectors has resulted in the total number in 

Figure 5 being higher than the „real‟ total of 129 Swedish firms in India. However, this is only 

true for less than 10 firms  
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In Figure 6 the absolute increase of Swedish firms in India 2005-2011 ac-

cording to sector is illustrated. In this figure it is possible to detect a quite 

sharp increase of service firms in 2007, but then in 2008 the increase of ser-

vice firms became less steep and, instead, the most obvious increase was in 

manufacturing.  

 

 

 

Figure 6 Growth in absolute numbers for Swedish firms located in India, Manufac-
turing and Service 2005-2011. Source: compiled from SIBG 2005-2011 

 

Figure 6 shows the growth of Swedish firms in absolute numbers, but if we 

choose to look at the relative increase, the graph looks quite different. In 

Figure 7 the relative growth within each sector 2005-2011 is presented, and 

the relationship between manufacturing and service has suddenly changed.  
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In Figure 7 it is services that display a steeper increase, especially before 

2007, whilst manufacturing displays a more stable increase. Hence, Swedish 

services firms are on the increase in India. 

 

 

 

Figure 7 Relative increase in Swedish firms in India, per sector 2005-2011. Source: 
compiled from SIBG 2005-2011 
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In the literature on internationalisation of firms, the firms studied are often 

large, but the four firms in this study are small, with less than 100 employ-

ees. Figure 8 shows that the four case firms are the norm rather than the ex-

ception when it comes to Swedish firms in India, both in manufacturing and 

services, with 60% of the firms having 1-49 employees.  

 

 

Figure 8 The number of employees of Swedish firms in India, all Swedish firms lo-
cated in India in 2011 are included. Source: Compiled from SIBG 2011-2012 

Literacy rate, mobile phone subscribers, Internet usage, and 

university students 

When trying to understand trade relations there is more to it than regulation 

and investments. In order to get a better contextual understanding of Sweden 

and India, some numbers are presented in the following. A competent and 

abundant work force is important in order to continue to develop growing 

competitive service sectors such as IT. When it comes to labour and the 

well-educated work force the numbers of university students are used here to 

show the prerequisites for expansion of the IT sector and also the ability to 

host Swedish IT firms locating in India. In relation to this, the level of litera-

cy, internet usage and mobile subscriptions in Sweden and India are present-

ed in the following. It is important to note that, whenever discussing India, 

there is a need to be careful with relative and absolute numbers. The per-

centage will give one side of the picture, but with such a large population the 

absolute numbers are also often quite interesting. For instance: Internet us-
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age15 is over 80% in Sweden ([www] PTS.se statistikportalen) but „only‟ 7% 

in India. However, in absolute numbers that means that Sweden has just over 

9 million and India over 80 million users ([www] PTS.se statistikportalen; 

SIBG 2009-2010:26-27).  

Other numbers that may be of interest include the literacy rate which is 

just above 60% in India amongst adults 15+ years, but 80% amongst Indian 

youth 15-24 years ([www] UNESCO statistics India). In Sweden the literacy 

rate is 99.9% (SIBG 2009-2010:9). Regardless of any problems in measuring 

the literacy rate, the fact that India still has 40% who cannot read or write 

means in absolute figures more than the entire population of USA and Cana-

da combined16. Even so, it is worth mentioning that in the years after India‟s 

independence in 1947, the literacy numbers were the other way around with 

60% illiterate (Isaksson & Karlsson, 1969) and still in 1991 less than 50% of 

the adult population was literate ([www] UNESCO statistics India).  

Not only are the relative numbers important to bear in mind, the speed of 

change in absolute numbers in India is also worth taking into account. For 

instance, the number of mobile telephone subscribers in 2008 in India was 

260 million, or 23% of the population. Sweden had 9 million subscribers, 

corresponding to the same number as the entire Swedish population (SIBG 

2008-2009). The speed of the increase in mobile telephone subscribers in 

India is staggering. In 2010, India experienced a monthly increase of 19 mil-

lion subscribers. This means that from 260 million subscribers in 2008, by 

2012, the number of mobile telephone subscribers was closer to 920 million 

people or 90% of the Indian population ([www] Telecom Regulatory Au-

thority of India; Reuters, 2012). It is worth noting that the number of mobile 

telephone subscribers says little about distribution. This means that one indi-

vidual may have several subscriptions, so, the number of subscribers says 

nothing about the spread of mobile phone usage. However, in the case of 

India it is an interesting indicator of how fast the number of subscribers can 

change, with an increase of mobile phone subscribers from 23% to 90% of 

the Indian population in five years (see Table 6). 

 
  

                                                      
15 If instead the question is phrased to ask how often Internet is used, the number for Sweden 

is about 80%, access is closer to 100% ([www] PTS.se) 
16 Based on India‟s total population of 1 000 000 000 and USA population of 314 000 000 and 

Canada 33 000 000 
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Table 6 The number of internet users, mobile phone subscribers, and the literacy 

rate in Sweden and in India. Presented as a percentage of the total population of 

each country. Source: [www] Telecom Regulatory Authority of India, SIBG 2008-

2009, 2009-2010; [www] UNESCO statistics India 

 

 Internet users Mobile phone 

subscribers 

 

Literacy rate 

 

Sweden (year) 

 

80% (2009) 

 

 

99.9% (2009) 

 

99.9% 

 

India (year) 

 

7% (2008) 

 

23% (2007) 

 

 

90% (2012) 

 

60% adults 15+ 

yrs (2010) 

 

80% youth 15-

24 yrs (2010) 

 

 

In the following the new „raw material‟ behind the perceived importance of 

knowledge as a comparative advantage and an asset of the economy (Alves-

son, 2004; Vargo & Lusch, 2008), an educated work force is presented, here 

represented by number of university students in India and Sweden.  

The numbers in Table 7 come from NASSCOM in the case of India and 

the Swedish National Agency of Higher Education (HSV) in the case of 

Sweden. The Swedish numbers are from the academic year 2009/2010 and 

the 370 000 university students enrolled that academic year are the highest 

number of university students in Sweden ever (HSV, 2011). This number of 

enrolled students equals just over four per cent of the total Swedish popula-

tion. In India the number of university students is 11.8 million individuals, 

which in relative terms is just over one per cent of the total population. The 

numbers are to be seen as indicators of the volume of university students in 

each country, it says nothing about the quality of the education or how many 

who actually obtain their degree. There have been voices concerned with the 

quality of students educated through India‟s some 100 educational institu-

tions, focusing predominantly on educating workers for the growing IT in-

dustry (Biswas, 2004 citing Salzman & Biswas, 2000). At the same time 

there are other voices emphasising how the abundant, relatively cheap (from 

a western point of view) albeit competent workforce is the strength of the 

Indian software industry (Arora et al, 2001).  
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Table 7 University Students enrolled in Sweden and in India. Source: HSV, 2011, 
SIBG 2009-2010, own calculation 

 University Students 

(% of total population17) 

 

Sweden 370 000 (4.1) 

 

India 11 800 000 (1.2) 

 

 

It is the vast amount of labour that is seen as one of India‟s strengths, and 

perhaps especially so for Swedish firms as the shortage of engineers in Swe-

den has been discussed by Teknikföretagen, an employers‟ organisation rep-

resenting Swedish engineering companies, as well as the case firms in this 

thesis. As mentioned earlier, the perceived shortage of engineers has been 

pointed out to be a bottleneck for Swedish IT expansion. It has been sug-

gested that this may lead to an early international expansion for Swedish IT 

firms (Teknikföretagen, 2008; Interviews case firms). Initially in this thesis, 

it was mentioned that according to NASSCOM India has 4.4 million 

“knowledge professional” graduates in 2012 – a number equal to half the 

total population of Sweden. These “knowledge professionals” are a fairly 

inclusive categorisation, including, according to NASSCOM‟s definition, 

graduates in arts as well as engineering ([www] NASSCOM Knowledge 

Professionals).  

It is important to remember that not all 11.8 million university students, 

or 4.4 million knowledge workers in India will become engineers ready to 

work in the expanding IT sector in India or elsewhere. But, nonetheless, 

those students who end up with a technical qualification allow India‟s grow-

ing ICT sector to find labour locally, and also appeal to foreign firms to hire 

Indian engineers in India, as did the four case firms in this thesis. 

                                                      
17 370 000 university students in Sweden is 4.1% of the total population (approx. 9 000 000) 

and 11 800 000 university students in India corresponds to 1.2% of the total population (ap-

prox. 1 000 000 000) 
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5. Method and methodology 

This thesis aims at exploring how four firms with offices in Sweden and 

India try to interact between the offices, some more intensely and frequently 

than others. With a theoretical framework emphasising the role of individu-

als, the thesis applies a multi-sited longitudinal methodology of interviews 

and observations (e.g. Marcus, 1995). This includes meeting individuals with 

personal experience of dealing with interacting in an international setting 

with the offices spatially far apart, i.e. interviewing the managers and em-

ployees, often project leaders or technical directors, of each case firm. The 

focus has been on interactions between the offices in India and Sweden; 

hence it became important to pursue a multi-sited research covering both 

places. Here multi-sited means conducting interviews and observations in 

the offices in Sweden as well as in India. Fortunately, I have been able to 

follow the individuals of each firm for several years; from 2008-2012 I paid 

repeated visits to the offices enabling me to follow changes and new chal-

lenges.  

In the theoretical chapter, the two keywords for this thesis, proximity and 

learning, were connected to social perspectives. This influenced the ontology 

towards a more social approach, which in turn impacted on choice of meth-

ods and methodology (Marston, 2000; Sheppard, 2002; Boggs & Rantisi, 

2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Grant & Nijman, 2004; Faulconbridge, 

2006; Warf, 2009). This approach acknowledges the close relationship be-

tween method, methodology, ontology, and research questions. The empiri-

cal material of this thesis has, as a consequence, been analysed back and 

forth through the theoretical perspectives presented in it.  

This has also been a journey of learning for me, happening both in physi-

cal proximity, but also across distance. In this chapter, I wish to present parts 

of this journey, choosing bits and pieces all influencing the making of the 

thesis. This chapter is structured as follows: the chapter starts discussing the 

relationship between the theoretical background from Chapter three and the 

methodological approach for this thesis. Thanks to its longitudinal approach 

this thesis has been quite empirically driven, with a constant „discussion‟ 

between the theories and the empirical material. An argument I wish to make 

in this chapter is to include a discussion on context and reflexivity of the 

researcher and the researched. Doing ethnographically inspired field work 

calls for a discussion on where and how this happened. This is done in the 

following section and also under the heading „Urban India and representa-

tion‟. The following section is about field preparation and selection of case 
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firms. Besides finding the four firms that later became the case firms, I have 

conducted background interviews, attended business seminars and studied 

Hindi. This was all in order to enhance my ability to understand the field that 

was new to me: namely India. This, I consider, was a necessity if I was to 

understand the conditions, possibilities and challenges of Swedish firms in 

India which in turn might pose a hindrance or enhance the ability to learn 

how to interact across distance. Finally, the two themes; interaction through 

objects, and interaction through brokering are presented, helping to structure 

the analysis of the empirical material.  

Turning theory into methodology and vice versa 

During work on this thesis, theory and methodology have influenced each 

other, and the work has involved phases in which the empirical material has 

pushed the thesis forward, as well as more theoretical driven phases. This 

“continuous process of shifting back and forth” is captured in this quote 

from Willis and Trondman:  

[…] engagement with the „real‟ world can bring „surprise‟ to theoretical for-
mulations [just as] theoretical resources can bring „surprise‟ to how empirical 
data is understood [meaning theory and empirical findings are] a two way 
stretch, a continuous process of shifting back and forth […] (Willis & Trond-
man, 2000:12).  

 

This thesis work was characterised by two phases; firstly, an empirically 

driven, and later a more theoretically driven phase. The chosen methodology 

is to support the aim of the thesis; to give a more grounded understanding of 

proximity and the process of learning in internationalisation. This is to be 

done by paying attention to social processes and the role of individuals, and 

this was also the focus of the empirically driven phase from the start of the 

thesis. The empirical work began early in the project, permitting a longitudi-

nal study. Then, during the more theoretically driven phase, the challenge 

was to find a theory to further help to understand the role of the individual in 

the process of internationalisation. The challenge was related to how the 

early empirical findings were somewhat „surprising‟ (Willis & Trondman, 

2000) and therefore difficult to fit in entirely with some strands of economic 

geographical literature. The surprise was related to the fact that several case 

firms with their aim to collaborate across distance openly „challenged dis-

tance‟. This was for me at odds with literature where intense interaction was 

seen to preferably be done in physical proximity, and also challenging to fit 

in with literature where social processes and the individual perspective were 

not the main focus (e.g. literature on cluster such as Asheim, 1996; Morgan, 

1997; Maskell & Törnqvist, 1999; Bathelt & Glückler, 2003; Storper & Ve-

nables, 2004; Isaksen, 2005; Asheim et al, 2007). The quest for more inclu-
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sion of social processes and acknowledgement of the role of individuals, 

literature on communities of practice and also literature on social kinds of 

proximity helped to move the thesis forward (e.g. Wenger, 1998; Boggs & 

Rantisi, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Grant & Nijman, 2004; Yeung, 

2005; Faulconbridge, 2006; Jones, 2008a). Actually, the empirical findings 

during the early field work periods when the respondents talked about their 

vision, their way of working fitted well in with the ideas in communities of 

practice where learning is seen as social participation where individuals can 

develop a sense of „passion‟ and „mutual engagement‟(Wenger, 1998; 

Wenger et al, 2002). These ideas from communities of practice were then 

combined with literature on social kinds of proximity, and they proved to 

have some relevant similarities. The combination of literature on learning 

and social kinds of proximity helped to structure and constitute the frame-

work for analysing the empirical material as interaction through objects and 

interaction through brokers.  

This more social approach has methodological implications. It is argued 

that if one tries to grasp intangible factors such as experiences of shared 

social familiarity, a qualitative, and preferably longitudinal, approach is rec-

ommended (Orlikowski, 2002; Alvesson, 2004; Coe, 2004; Jones & Murphy, 

2010; Vallance, 2011). Coe (2004) argues that to better understand interna-

tional firms, such as the firms in this thesis, the preferred methodology is in-

depth case study research inspired by ethnography. Together with his col-

league Bunnell, Coe writes that there is a need to find out how and where 

interactions take place (Bunnell & Coe, 2001). To achieve this, they propose 

a case study with “intensive methodologies”, (Bunnell & Coe, 2001:580) 

such as ethnographically inspired methodology (Marcus, 1995). The qualita-

tive methodology for this dissertation is influenced by ethnographic method-

ology, focusing on the individual perspective with reoccurring interviews 

combined with observations (Cloke et al, 2004). The benefits of this meth-

odology were „discovered‟ by scholars in, for instance, geography and man-

agement (e.g. Bell, 1995; Coviello & Munro, 1997; Rusten et al, 2004; 

Brewster et al, 2005; Wright, 2005; Faulconbridge, 2006; Liu & Dicken, 

2006; Jones, 2007; Hopsdal Hansen, 2008; Ruokonen et al, 2008; Ojala, 

2009). 

A qualitative longitudinal case study approach allows me to reach deeper 

into each firm and to see changes over time as well as giving me a better 

chance to understand the contextual conditions. However, this methodology 

takes time, as often in case studies the number of cases is therefore limited 

(George & Bennett, 2004). In this thesis there are four case firms that will be 

presented in the following chapter.18 The cases are tools to provide new in-

sights into the understanding of concepts such as proximity and learning 

                                                      
18 However, there are a total of 129 Swedish firms in India (SIBG 2011-2012) and out of 

these there are approximately 45 service firms. So that gives 4 firms accounting for almost 

9% of the total number of Swedish service firms in India  
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(Schoenberger, 1991). Qualitative research in general, and case studies in 

particular, aim at producing “…explanations which are generalizable in 

some way, or which have a wider resonance” (Silverman, 2005:128 empha-

sis in original; also Shoenberger, 1991). In this thesis the empirical findings 

will be given a wider resonance, not in any grand theory manner, but the 

case firms are examples of how individual firms constitute the varied and 

complex „globalising economy‟. What I can claim is to show through my 

cases the relation between the firms and the concepts of proximity and learn-

ing, and relate these concepts to the process of internationalisation.  

A qualitative approach, such as a case study, is believed to be capable of 

exposing and detangling the complex geographical contexts. This detangling 

is said to be lacking in research on services internationalisation in general, 

and on small firms in particular (Shaw, 1999; Coe, 2004; Bryson & Daniels, 

2007a). In economic geography it has been suggested that it has been quite 

rare to follow firms for a longer period of time (Bryson et al, 1999), even if 

recent studies apply similar approaches (Faulconbridge, 2010; Murphy, 

2012). The more common way to study firms on the international scene is to 

focus on non-spatial aspects of a firm; such as years abroad, turnover and so 

on. Many studies have given valuable insights into the field of internationali-

sation through a survey-based approach (e.g. Ivarsson, 2002; Bell et al, 

2003; Storper & Venables, 2004; Isaksen, 2005; van Geenhuizen & 

Nijkamp, 2007; Ruokonen et al, 2007; Moen et al, 2008; Narula & Santan-

gelo, 2009; also Schoenberger, 1991 for limits to surveys).  

Survey-based studies are found in many fields, management, business 

studies as well as geography. Without diminishing their research contribu-

tion, there was one geographical question often lingering while reading: 

“where are these firms?” A survey is a good way to find out for instance how 

old the firm is, how many employees it has, how much export it produces 

and how long it has been internationally active, just to mention a few. These 

aspects are all important to understand the doings of a firm (Bell et al, 2003). 

But, from a geographical perspective, the lack of information on the specific 

location of these firms raises some questions. Firms in survey-based articles 

seem to be moving in a space of no meaning or influence. So, as a shortcom-

ing of surveys as a method it does not really seem to matter where the firms 

act out their business. I wish to argue that it does matter where these firms 

are, geography in the form of local context, including personal relations, 

infrastructure, educational level, matters, hence this is the chosen approach 

for this thesis.  

During my PhD education I had the opportunity to spend one semester at 

a university in New Delhi, India and when I returned to Sweden the reaction 

I got was always the same: “That must have been very different, how did 

you cope?” Everyone knows that New Delhi and Stockholm are different 

from each other; we assume nothing else, which becomes obvious when you 

encounter people‟s reactions moving between the two places. When firms do 

the same, and firms are interestingly enough made up of people, the im-
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portance of where they are is given less, if any, importance in research. The 

field work context I have been working in has been diverse, to say the least, 

and as a geographer where events, such as economic activity take place, 

matters. Doing research in India or in Sweden is not the same, and I argue 

that the same is true for the firms I study, hence it became important to do 

field work in both countries, in both offices. To grasp these differences and 

also understand the conditions for learning to interact in an international 

setting, the prerequisites for the local (i.e. the office) are preferably studied 

in both places (i.e. India and Sweden).  

My research contribution is of qualitative nature focusing on interactions 

as cooperation in an international setting. This has become possible thanks to 

the case firms opening up their offices in both countries and being willing to 

discuss „face to face‟. Moreover, the longitudinal methodology means that 

by returning to the case firms several times in both countries, I can follow 

the changes in their daily struggle to defy the perceived distance, and to cre-

ate a sense of closeness.  

Notes from the field 

The anthropologist Paul Rabinow did extensive fieldwork in Morocco in the 

late 1960s and in his book ”Reflections on fieldwork in Morocco” he 

writes”… now that I was in the field, everything was fieldwork” (Rabinow, 

1977:11). This sentence became my guideline when in my field, India in the 

early 21st century, especially during my first field work in India in March 

2008. When searching for literature dealing with field work in another coun-

try it became clear that doing interviews and observations in the field is 

closely associated with the global south, and mostly the rural global south 

(e.g. Devereux & Hoddinott, 1992). The field they described and discussed 

was, just like the Moroccan field of Rabinow, a rural field that didn‟t fully 

comprehend the field I was going to. The questions posed for this study 

might be regarded as urban global north issues but the answers are to be 

found in the urban global south.  

The aim of the fieldtrips was to conduct interviews with individuals I had 

previously identified as key actors, but not only that. I also wanted to do a 

small-scale urban narrative of the interviews. Once again I turn to Rabinow 

(1977) who advises researchers not to focus just on the spoken word. One 

should also remember surrounding aspects e.g. smells, light, clothes, people 

passing by, food, architecture and so on. The same advice is given by Trost 

(2005) who writes literature on interview methods, non-field-specific. His 

advice is to keep a log, not only regarding the spoken word of the respond-

ent, but also including other external details, your reflections on the inter-

view and that surrounding it. Trost (2005) declares that this will help you 

remember, because you should not believe you will remember it later with-

out writing it down – you won‟t. It has helped as a personal reminder of the 

interview situation and helps in the analysis of the material. I therefore de-
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liberately carefully wrote down as much as possible during my stay in the 

field in Sweden and India. I wrote things and events down not only those 

that affected me directly in an interview situation, but also for instance how 

to find a mean of transportation to an office, I also wrote down everyday 

events e.g. ordering food, walking the streets (see Appendix 2 for examples 

of field notes). Being alone in the field puts all the responsibility of practi-

cally everything on you. You alone need to reflect, remember, arrive on 

time, take pictures, ask all the relevant questions, write and/or record the 

answers. As captured by Cloke et al:  

[…] for a researcher often isolated in the field, a notebook may be a place to 
write things purely for him or herself, to write out the frustration of being 
there, struggling to do that research, to let off steam, let rip, write all kinds of 
intemperate, intolerant, lusty, clumsy, emotional things (Cloke et al, 
2004:197).  

 

The same challenges were true for the field work done in my home country 

Sweden. There the field work also depended on me. However, the complexi-

ty of travelling to the firms, finding my way and so on, was far less compli-

cated in Sweden than in India. In Sweden I know how to move about and I 

also have an idea of how long each trip will take, and when moving about it 

is not usual for people to look at me with a gaze of curiosity about what I am 

doing there. Instead, I belong and I fit into this space thanks to years of liv-

ing here. And also perhaps thanks to having a stereotypically Scandinavian 

look, if tall and blond would fit into that discourse. Given this chosen meth-

odology, I as the researcher become spatially involved in this project, by this 

I mean that I physically entered the offices of these firms and observed what 

they were doing. With the postmodern critique of the researcher as an objec-

tive scientist (e.g. Clarke, 2006) the importance of reflexivity and also ac-

knowledging context becomes part of the methodological quality of my 

work.  

During my field work and observations the context became clear as con-

straints or assets for these firms acting across space. I will therefore dwell 

some more on the context of this dissertation, the scene of the field work; 

urban India and also my role as the researcher in this space.  

Field work, interviews and observation  

I have conducted field work in India five times, in the spring of 2008, the 

autumn of 2008, the spring of 2009, a longer stay of six months in the au-

tumn of 2009, and then a last visit in the spring of 2012. With the exception 

of the longer stay, the field work periods have been between two weeks and 

two months. During the spring of 2009, 2010, and 2012, I conducted field 

work in Sweden visiting the headquarters of the case firms. Depending on 
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the size of the office and the various functions of the offices, the visits lasted 

from only a few hours to two days and the visits were repeated when I re-

turned, especially true for the offices in India.  

The interviews and observations of the case firms followed a similar pat-

tern each time. I would come to the office in Sweden or India, sit down and 

interview the main respondent (see Table 8 for list of main respondents). As 

time went on these conversations became more of an update of what had 

happened since the last time than in-depth interviews. After the interview I 

would sit in the office, often in an open office landscape, observing the do-

ings at the office. During this period of observation I would talk to other 

employees and also ask additional question to my main respondent. During 

my visits I would attend, where possible, virtual meetings with clients and/or 

colleagues in the other country. This means that interviews and observations 

are intertwined. This will become clearer in Chapter six as there is no dis-

tinction between field notes from interviews or observations; all is mixed 

and structured according to the two themes of the analysis; interaction 

through objects, and interaction through brokering. There will be more on 

this in the last section of this chapter.  

Every interview is unique and the structure of the interview with the firms 

was fairly open, allowing the respondent to set the scene and describe to me 

how he or she viewed the challenges they faced due to a spatially dispersed 

organisation. I did not want to impose any pre-given notions that I carry with 

me based on the academic discourse, instead I wanted to hear it from them 

and I kept my questions open. These interviews were conducted both in In-

dia and in Sweden and lasted more than one hour each. After every interac-

tion I wrote down my reflections and it was all written down as soon as pos-

sible on my computer. I have seldom recorded the interview (reason varying 

from respondent not feeling comfortable to technological struggles) but al-

ways written down question, responses as well as contextual inputs such as 

what the room looked like, how I travelled to meet the respondent and so on. 

My camera was also a constant companion helping me to remember. Most of 

the interviews in Sweden and India had a planned starting point and an 

agreed interview time of somewhere around an hour. However, in India the 

„interviews‟ often lasted the entire day with family visits and eating together 

as I was seen as alone in a new context with some need for company. This 

was one of the reasons why my field work in India was slightly different to 

that in Sweden. In India it was doing one thing per day (interview, observa-

tion, visit et cetera) whilst in Sweden I could more easily squeeze in inter-

views and observations into my everyday life.  

The reason why this is the case is not surprising; in a new context you 

have to learn about basic things such as how to find your way both from a 

geographical point of view but also an infrastructural point of view as you 

need to find suitable transport. I was a stranger to the Indian context and it 

was not only knowledge-wise it was also physical through my very appear-

ance. With my chosen methodology with observations and interviews, I be-
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came apparent to the firms and had to create a relationship with them, as 

opposed to survey studies. I must therefore discuss my role as the researcher 

as „the other‟ visiting and analysing the firms. This reflexive discussion as 

well as how my feeling of being a stranger or „the other‟ will be discussed in 

the following.  

One might say that the following sections are a methodological argument 

for a need to consider where firms are and act. Or in more spatial terms; in 

the following I argue for a need to consider the geography of the firms, ac-

knowledging the importance of local context. This local context ranges from 

educational level to quality of roads or broadband. The firms in this study 

did not just happen to be in India, they deliberately chose India for different 

reasons. For instance, if India did not educate a large number of engineers, 

such as software developers, there would be no point in the IT service firms 

in this study trying to go there to hire developers.  

Urban India and representation 

The research I conduct takes place in post-colonial and post independent 

India. It takes place in urban India, in cities with large populations and actors 

and spectators from all over the world. In these megacities I visit offices 

with air conditioning, bottled water and electricity (almost) 24 hours a day. I 

sit in cosy chairs and now and then I am invited for lunch to my interview-

ees‟ favourite restaurant, where the food costs the same as in Sweden. The 

people I talk to in these comfortable offices are not there as individuals and, 

although I meet them one by one, they represent something beyond them-

selves. I do not choose them or talk to them to learn more about their every-

day private life which in literature seems to be a more common approach 

when conducting interviews in the rural field (e.g. Ley & Mountz, 2001; 

Skelton, 2001; Scheyvens & Storey, 2003). The respondents talk about an 

abstract entity, a firm that they represent by being an employee. In the analy-

sis of the interviews and observations, I do not claim to represent them as 

private persons, but I do claim to use their words as representations of the 

firm. The same applies to me as the researcher. I am not there as a private 

person, I represent a university, just as they represent a firm with a spatially 

dispersed organisation. Hence none of us is being private, rather we both 

represent something other than our private selves. The people I talk to in 

urban India speak the same language as me, we discuss in English or Swe-

dish, hence no need for an interpreter. At least we do not need interpreters 

when it comes to the spoken words. But as Alvesson (2003) notices, lan-

guage is not just words. The meaning of the words, the meaning of being a 

researcher in that context doing interviews needs some interpretation. So, 

although some of the most obvious differences in this verbal power relation-

ship are mitigated, this does not mean there are no differences.  
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Otherness in the urban office in India 

The contrast between the research situation and my everyday life in the field 

made me realise that if I am to understand Swedish firms in India I cannot 

stop and start doing research on their office threshold, it must be a much 

wider approach trying to grasp the surroundings as well. And this idea, based 

from an ontology that admits that social processes shape and are shaped by 

the world, made me realise what is rather particular with the otherness in an 

urban office in India. In textbooks on qualitative methods, reflexivity and the 

power relationship between the researcher and the researched is much dis-

cussed, and this will also be discussed in this chapter (Limb & Dwyer, 2001; 

Scheyvens & Storey, 2003; Cloke et al, 2004; Aitken & Valentine, 2006). 

However, the most striking experience of otherness in my research project is 

not in the research situation, during an interview. As will be discussed in the 

following, it was outside the offices in the everyday life of India that the 

otherness became apparent. And this is also true for the foreigners working 

for foreign firms in India or Sweden as they have to find an everyday life in 

that particular context.  

The researched being „other‟ 

An office in Sweden and an office in India may look identical; the same 

telephones, same office chairs, same computers. But the surroundings do not 

look the same. The prerequisite for doing business in Sweden or India is not 

limited to the office space alone. It depends on the surrounding world, the 

local context, be it infrastructural or more elusive such as social relations. 

The firms that choose to place certain functions in India do so through dif-

ferent brokers or enablers. It may be a person with good knowledge of both 

the Indian and/or the Swedish / Western European culture. So, it may be a 

person born in India or a Swedish-born expatriate temporarily moving to 

India to run the business. When I am in India I meet people as new to the 

Indian context as myself, and I meet people born and raised in India with 

curiosity about Swedish or European culture. Even though they look differ-

ent from each other, some speak Swedish, others speak Hindi, they have a 

number of traits in common. They are highly educated and they are high up 

in the business hierarchy. The respondents I meet are managers or technical 

directors with knowledge of the academic world, with an idea of what a dis-

sertation is (even though economic and human geography have raised a few 

eyebrows). They know of my world and I have a vague idea of theirs, we are 

not total strangers to each other‟s background. We are not, I would claim, as 

“other” as the relations in more rural or urban slum studies might be (e.g. 

Scheyvens & Storey, 2003).  
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The researcher being „other‟ 

The otherness is not only a matter of the researched; it is also an issue for the 

researcher (from a geographical perspective see e.g. Skelton, 2001). Perhaps 

the most striking issue of being „other‟ has to do with looks and I will give 

some examples from my experience of being in India doing field work. I do 

not fit in, it does not matter what I do, and my looks will always show that I 

am not born of Indian parents and hence am stared at as I constitute someone 

different. I am a tall blond woman doing research on my own and, even if I 

talk the local language and wear local clothes, it does not mitigate the fact 

that I stand out and that I am in the minority. When I am in India I become 

„the other‟ (e.g. Mohammad, 2001)19. In Sweden I do not stand out, I do not 

have to answer questions about myself several times a day. In Sweden I am 

part of the supposed way to be, I fit it.  

Preparation and selection of cases 

This project started with an interest in improving the understanding of inter-

nationalisation of service firms in general and IT service firms in particular. 

This PhD project started with a number of pre-determined delimitations. For 

instance, the focus was to be on Swedish firms active in India in the direc-

tion Sweden to India and back20. Therefore, the delimitation of firms means 

that at least one of its core functions must originate from and/or be based in 

Sweden. Furthermore, the firm needs be located in India. These firms have 

been identified through use of the booklet “Sweden-India Business Guide” 

(SIBG) published by different stakeholders such as the Swedish Embassy in 

India and the Swedish Trade Council21. This is a booklet published every 

year with a list of Swedish Firms in India as well as country facts on both 

countries and Swedish brands not yet in India. The current booklet Sweden 

India Business Guide is available free of charge to download from the Swe-

dish Trade Council‟s web. I have used the ones that have been published; 

from 2005 through 2011. By reading them I keep track of changes and new-

comers as well as Swedish firms that chose to exit India for whatever reason 

and this is also the source from which some of my statistics are derived, as 

discussed in Chapter four.  

The Sweden India Business guide has its weaknesses and one needs to be 

aware of that when finding firms and respondents. The Sweden India Busi-

ness guide is not, and does not claim to be, exhaustive. The firms in the cata-

                                                      
19 This otherness may be a „rich‟ „privileged‟ westerner, but nonetheless it is an otherness 
20 These delimitations were stipulated in the Formas project: ”Swedish Cities in 'the Spaces of 

Flows': National, European and Global Networks” of which this PhD thesis is part 
21 Since 2013 the Swedish Trade Council is incorporated in Business Sweden, however here 

Swedish Trade Council has been retained as it was the name of the organisation at the time 

the study was carried out 
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logue have themselves asked to be part of the booklet so there is a possibility 

that there are Swedish firms in India not listed and therefore not in my selec-

tion (Interview Swedish Trade Council Consultant, Stockholm office, 2008). 

However, after conducting several interviews with actors in firms in Sweden 

and India with good knowledge of Swedish presence in India, I realised the 

number of Swedish firms in India is still limited and hence the hidden firms 

can be assumed to be small in number.  

Background interviews and language preparation 

When this project started in the autumn of 2007, I carefully read the current 

Sweden India Business Guide 2007-2008. This was the third edition and it 

presented the then total of 84 Swedish firms in India. Out of these I selected 

a number of service firms, not just in IT, who could help in understanding 

the overall picture of Swedish service businesses in India. Amongst those 

firms were also the firms that later became the four case firms. Besides 

firms, I also conducted more general background interviews predominantly 

in Sweden and India. These seventeen background interviews included 

stakeholders such as; private organisations, firms, researchers, and journal-

ists, all with knowledge about India, Sweden or both. More precisely; the 

seventeen background interviews include the Chamber of Commerce India, 

Sweden India Business Council, Invest in Sweden representatives in India 

and in Sweden22, the Swedish business newspaper Veckans Affärer, re-

searchers in Scandinavia and India, Business Sweden representatives in In-

dia and in Sweden (see Appendix 1 for a list of respondents). These back-

ground interviews gave me an understanding of the field, and they also in-

troduced new respondents, as a result of a snowballing technique. I have also 

attended different business and trade seminars, especially early on in 2008 

and 2009. These seminars were arranged by the Sweden India Business 

Council and Swedish Trade Council, and would most commonly be attended 

by CEOs of Swedish firms in India telling their story about doing business in 

India. To attend these seminars was yet another way to understand and get in 

touch with different stakeholders. Even if not all background interviews are 

referred to in this thesis, they were vital for my understanding of the field. 

Without this background information I would not have been able to contex-

tualise the four firms I later came to follow.  

Also as an attempt to understand the field in India, I studied Hindi for one 

semester full time and, again, even if this is not directly referred to in this 

thesis, it helped in understanding the Indian context. It did not make much 

difference in the research situation in the A/C offices, but when the door shut 

behind me it made all the difference. Communication with drivers, shop 

clerks, fruit vendors, which is part of everyday doings when moving around 

                                                      
22 Since 2013 part of Business Sweden 
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in the field, was facilitated and sometimes even enabled with a basic 

knowledge of a local language.  

Finding the case firms and respondents 

Before going on my first fieldwork in 2008, I tried to find service firms that 

would be suitable as case firms. One prerequisite of this PhD project23 was to 

study services, and I chose the IT sector, hence the case firms of this thesis 

were to be in that sector. But, in order to become familiar with the Swedish 

service firms in India I also included other service firms during this first field 

work (see Appendix 1 for a list of respondents).Out of the Swedish firms I 

met in India during 2008 there were five firms that would fit the IT service 

profile. Four of those replied when trying to get in touch with them again. 

Perhaps the reason why the fifth firm was silent was that they were bought 

up and merged with IBM in 2008.24 The four firms selected as case firms 

were all happy to be part of this study and opened up the offices in both 

countries for me to visit repeatedly 2008-2012. 

Each case firm has been given a new name after Indian cities where it is 

common for foreign firms to locate; Delhi, Bangalore, Thane and Mumbai. 

Also the respondents have been given new names, Indian or Swedish, which 

can be seen in the next chapter. The respondents wished to be anonymous, 

and the idea of this thesis is to provide insights into the everyday life of four 

firms, what their actual names are should not be crucial. Rather, it is what 

they do that is of interest and this is therefore in focus. A common feature of 

the case firms is that they are relatively small and also young. The employed 

developers in India, in the Delhi, Bangalore and Mumbai firm are all under 

the age of 35, and only one manager in all the firms is over 40 years old. 

And the life span of the case firms is short, only one firm has been active 

more than 10 years. Their presence in India is also new, all case firms have 

been in India less than ten years.  

Who to talk to will affect what information one can get hold of and Lind-

say et al (2003) was an inspiration as in their case study of knowledge flows 

in service firms, they picked “key professionals with first-hand knowledge” 

(Lindsay et al, 2003:18) of the internationalisation process. Considering the 

relatively small size, less than 100 employees, of the firms in my sample, 

there are few respondents to choose from, but nonetheless a respondent with 

first-hand knowledge of their internationalisation process became an im-

portant factor in my selection. For Lindsay et al (2003) the desire was to 

hear about how these key professionals experienced the challenges of learn-

ing and proximity on a personal level and also which events they thought to 

                                                      
23 These delimitations were stipulated in the Formas project: ”Swedish Cities in 'the Spaces of 

Flows': National, European and Global Networks” of which this PhD thesis is part 
24 As reported on IBM website http://www-01.ibm.com/software/rational/welcome/telelogic/ 

(20121108) 
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be crucial, and this was just as important in this study and an advantage of 

the methodology I chose.  

With the Sweden India Business Guide as a starting-point, the procedure 

to get in touch with the respondents of each case firm followed the same 

path every time; going to the selected firm‟s webpage, mailing the address 

suitable for India and Sweden, respectively. If there were more than one 

office, which was the case in Sweden for some of the firms, I mailed the 

headquarters. One aim of the interviews and observations was, where possi-

ble, to sit and observe at least one virtual meeting between India and Swe-

den. That way I could observe both the interaction within the office, but also 

the interactions with the other office, or sometimes clients, in the other coun-

try. All the case firms, where this way of communicating was applicable, let 

me sit and observe meetings. In the empirical chapter a number of examples 

of field notes from meetings are included, this is in order to provide vivid 

examples of the everyday struggles in making distant communication in a 

spatially dispersed organisation work. One of the benefits of my chosen 

methodology is the longitudinal qualities, being able to follow the same 

firms and people 2008-2012 and being able to identify how challenges 

change (e.g. Bryson et al, 1999 on longitudinal studies). 

Every firm has been visited several times and the respondents have not 

always been the same. In some cases, the respondent once met in India had 

moved to Sweden, after my first visit the first respondent had hired yet an-

other person in charge and so on. In Table 8 the functions of each respondent 

and time of the meeting is described. As seen in Table 8 I have paid more 

visits to India, allowing me to get a deeper contextual understanding of the 

everyday life of the firm in India. Part of my methodology was interviews 

and the other part, although very much intertwined, was observations. The 

case firms have chosen to have open office landscapes with no or few walls 

between the developers. This meant that during the interviews others sitting 

adjacent to the main respondent happened to become part of the conversa-

tion. For instance, on several occasions in the open office landscape that is 

common for these firms, software developers gave their point of view on 

issues discussed by me and the main respondent. So, besides talking with the 

main respondent, it was not uncommon that others became involved in the 

interview. Where applicable these „extra‟ respondents are presented with 

their function and new invented names in the following empirical Chapter 

six. However, most of the empirical findings did come from talking with the 

main respondent, and just as Lindsay et al (2003) propose, they all had per-

sonal experience of the process this thesis is interested in. For Lindsay et al 

it was the internationalisation process, and in this thesis it is the process of 

learning to interact in an international setting. All respondents have some 

sort of leading position in the firm, and the majority of respondents have 

been with the firm for a long time. As an overview of the main respondents 

of this thesis, Table 8 includes information about the (invented) names; func-

tion in the firm; country of origin; sex; and; where and when we meet. The 
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stories for these firms do not end here, but for this dissertation the work of 

these four firms is put on hold and written down. It is important to bear in 

mind that all the observations are my interpretation of a course of events. 

Table 8 Main respondents of this thesis. Each respondent has been given a new 
name which is displayed in the table, along with their function in the firm, country of 
origin, and sex. The table also indicates where and when the interview took place 

Case firm Meeting 

1       

India 

2008 

Meeting   

2          

India 

2009/ 2010 

Meeting 

A     

Sweden 

2009 

/2010 

Meeting    

3     

India 

2012 

Meeting 

B      

Sweden 

2012 

 

Delhi 

Sandeep: 

Head of 

sales, 

Indian, 

male 

Paula: 

Project 

leader, 

Swede, 

woman 

Mary: 

Local 

manager, 

Swede, 

woman 

Amar: 

Sales, 

Indian, 

male 

Same  

respond-

ent as 

meeting  

A 

 

Bangalore 

Pradeep: 

Local 

manager, 

Swede, 

male 

Tomas: 

Local  

manager, 

Swede, 

male 

Anton: 

Technical 

director, 

Swede, 

male 

Same 

respond-

ent as 

meeting 

2 

Same  

respond-

ent as 

meeting   

1 

 

Thane 

Harinder: 

Local 

manager 

1, Indian, 

male 

Anuj:   

Local  

manager 2,     

Indian, 

male 

Markus: 

Manager, 

Swede, 

male 

Did not 

meet 

Same  

respond-

ent as 

meeting  

A 

 

Mumbai 

Gustav: 

Local 

manager, 

Swede, 

male 

Hanna: 

Local   

manager, 

Swede, 

female 

Martin: 

Local 

manager, 

Swede, 

male 

Same 

respond-

ent as 

meeting 

2 

Same  

respond-

ent as 

meeting  

A 

 

The first meetings with the case firms were held in early 2008. These meet-

ings were then repeated until 2012, when the final field work was completed 

both in India and in Sweden (see Table 8). The offices in Sweden and India 

have frequent interactions so visiting one office often meant interactions 

with the other office as well. This means that even though the offices in In-

dia have received more visits, the frequent interactions between Sweden and 

India make this less of an issue. An aim of the visits was, where possible, to 
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observe at least one meeting between the offices or between developers 

(most often in India) and clients (most often in Sweden). Observing the pro-

cedure of meetings provides the backdrop to understanding how the inten-

tion of the interaction differed among the four firms. Depending on how 

often and how many meetings the firms have with the office in the other 

country, the observations lasted one to two days. A typical observation in 

India would be something like this: arriving at the office in India after lunch 

local time. Due to the time difference between the countries, this coincided 

with the office in Sweden being just about to open. Then I would typically 

observe a virtual meeting across distance with the management in India and 

in Sweden, or a meeting with developers in India and clients in Sweden. 

These meetings could last from less than fifteen minutes to more than one 

hour. Then more meetings followed, most often virtual interactions across 

distance, but also meetings in physical proximity in each office where, for 

instance, a new project could be introduced, or new software. A typical ob-

servation in Sweden would be similar, but meeting earlier in the morning 

local time so that the office in India would be open.  

However, it is important to note that the four case firms have different in-

tentions regarding what the interaction across distance should be like; espe-

cially in relation to frequency and intensity. The Bangalore and Mumbai 

firms share the intention of having both frequent and intense interaction 

across distance. The Delhi firm intended for the two offices to feel like one 

with frequent and intense interactions, but failed. As a contrast, the Thane 

firm never intended the offices to be like one, for them the independence of 

each office is the main idea. These different approaches to intensity of inter-

action across distance have affected what kind of empirical material I could 

gather. With less intention of bridging the distance there are fewer meetings 

for me to observe. So for the Thane firm and also to some extent the Delhi 

firm the meetings were more like interviews than in the case of the other two 

firms; the Bangalore and the Mumbai firm. In the Bangalore and Mumbai 

firms meetings were very much intertwined in their daily work, and became 

therefore a large part of the empirical material.  

All the empirical material gathered from these four firms, especially dur-

ing 2009 when more extensive field work was conducted, were sent to the 

offices in the respective country to give the respondent a chance to read what 

I had observed and give their approval, or disapproval, of the material. The 

response I received from the case firms was positive with only minor altera-

tions, mostly fact-related such as number of employees or years active in 

India or Sweden.  

There is a difference between compiling empirical material and studying 

the written word. I have never met the majority of the main authors in the 

theoretical chapter, but I have met the respondents in my empirical study, 

over and over again, and they have opened up their work for me to observe. 

Scholars in academia publish their thoughts and findings in order to be 

viewed and discussed and used in academic writing, this is not true of the 
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firms in this study. The respondents have asked to be anonymous and it is 

also a help to me to write about someone with whom I have tried to develop 

a professional relationship and who will (probably) read the finished prod-

uct. When compiling the empirical data in my office, all the respondents 

have been with me every day reminding me of the four-year adventure that 

this thesis has been. The presentation of the empirical material is based on 

observations and interviews, and later analysed in order to boil down four 

years of material to a readable chapter. The interpretation of the empirical 

material is influenced by the theoretical framework of the thesis. This said, it 

might still be appropriate to mention that if someone else had been at the 

offices in Sweden and in India at the same time, the story might perhaps 

have been different, but I hope and believe that the main ideas would be the 

same.  
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6. Case firms: interaction through objects and 
brokering 

…everything in this kind of project cannot be specified, things need to be dis-
cussed … of course it would be much easier if we sat next to each other, but 
we do not, so we have to cope with that (Anton, Bangalore, Sweden, 2009).  

 

This empirical chapter is about the four case firms; Delhi, Bangalore, Thane 

and Mumbai. This chapter provides the empirical findings related to the aim 

of finding out in what way the process of internationalisation includes indi-

viduals of the case firms learning how to interact across distance. Addition-

ally, this chapter also shows how these interactions in the form of coopera-

tion make use of objects and brokers in different proximities, physical and 

social proximity.  

Anton, technical director of the Bangalore firm, opens this chapter with a 

quote addressing the challenge of interacting on matters related to customi-

sation of IT services across distance. He explains how there are certain as-

pects of what they do that cannot be specified, some issues need discussion, 

and thereby interactions such as collaborations. And since the developers of 

the Bangalore firm are in India and the headquarters where Anton resides, as 

well as the clients, are in Sweden, the challenge is to interact and collaborate 

across distance. They try to work together even though they do not share an 

office, or even time zone. For all four case firms, the management is in both 

countries, while developers are either only in India or in both countries, but 

clients are predominantly in Sweden. This spatial dispersal of developers, 

clients, and management, makes interaction more challenging.  

Interactions between developers, clients, and management through objects 

and individuals acting as brokers are explored in the following. Inspired by 

literature on communities of practice, in this thesis interaction is delimited to 

interaction through objects and brokering (c f Wenger, 1998; 2000). These 

themes were also apparent during the field work, attending meetings meant 

depending on ICT, and the role of individuals as facilitators of interaction 

was constantly discussed. Hence, these themes are the framework for the 

analysis of the empirical material. Interaction through objects refers to how 

the individuals in each firm use ICT objects such as Skype, mobile phones, 

and intranet to interact within and between the offices, and also with the 

outside world. The second theme, interaction through brokering is about how 

certain individuals become brokers bridging the distance, striving towards 
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developing social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity at 

the offices in both India and Sweden as well as across distance.  

Case firms presentation 

In the following the four case firms; Delhi, Bangalore, Thane and Mumbai, 

are briefly presented. This presentation includes a combination of pictures 

from the interior and exterior of each case firm in Sweden and in India. The-

se picture collages will provide a better understanding of the context of each 

firm. The presentation also includes a table brought from Chapter two, show-

ing their main business, number of employees in total and in India, how long 

they have been active in Sweden and India, and one phrase indicating the 

intention of interacting across distance for each firm. This is followed by a 

box of respondents and their main function in the firm and the country in 

which they are active. For some respondents both India and Sweden are giv-

en indicating a move between the countries sometime during 2008-2012. In 

this chapter the references are structured as “Name (where applicable), firm, 

country, year”. 
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The Delhi firm 2008-2012  

The Delhi firm is a special case because of two things; firstly, it is the only 

case firm that came to India because of the Indian market following an Indi-

an client. Secondly, this is the only case firm that shut down their business in 

India during the field work period. Instead, they moved and continued their 

business in China. 

 

 

Figure 9 Exterior and interior in Sweden and in India of the Delhi firm 

 

What the exterior and interior in India looked like when the Delhi firm was 

active in India can be seen in the collage of pictures in this introduction to 

the Delhi firm (see Figure 9). Also visible in this collage is the exterior and 

interior of the office in Sweden.  
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Table 9 Presentation of the Delhi firm, their main field of business, number of em-
ployees in each office, for how long they have been active in Sweden and in India, 
and their intention in interacting across distance. Source: Affärsdata, 2012; Inter-
views case firm 

Business
25

 No of           

employees total 

(India) 

Active since 

(India) 

Intention in 

interacting 

across distance 

Computer    

consultancy 

Approx. 100 

(approx. 10 until 

2010) 

1995 (2004) „As one team‟ 

across distance 

 

The Delhi firm is registered under computer consultancy (Affärsdata) and 

they entered India in 2004 (see Table 9). The reason why they went to India 

was to follow an Indian client who wished for local support. The Delhi firm 

sells support software for other firms, often large firms, throughout the 

world. Their typical client is an organisation that needs to manage the plan-

ning of staff, working hours and so on. For instance, a call centre with some 

5000 people employed can use the software provided by the Delhi firm to 

schedule people and also to make forecasts of future incoming volume of 

calls. In short, the Delhi firm provides and supports a planning and forecast-

ing software tool. This tool is developed at the head office in Sweden. Sales 

and support are located both in Sweden and in India. Coming to India ena-

bled the Delhi firm to offer English-speaking technical support to their cli-

ents also when the office in Sweden was asleep. Part of the idea of the Delhi 

firm was to grow on the Indian market. Therefore, the staff in India included 

both developers and sales representatives. The software developers in Swe-

den and India have a university engineering background and work as soft-

ware problem shooters.  

Of the four case firms, the Delhi firm has been active for the longest peri-

od of time, since the mid-1990s. The Delhi firm is also the largest case firm 

when it comes to number of employees. The number of employees in Swe-

den for the Delhi firm ranges from 70 to almost 100 since 2007. Even if the 

office in India never had more than ten people working there at one and the 

same time, this was still their largest office outside of Sweden. Out of these 

ten people working at the office in India, there was one Swede: Paula (see 

Box 3 for respondents, the Delhi firm). Paula acted as a local team leader in 

India and her function is here identified as a broker. This is because her role 

was seen as the link facilitating the interaction between the offices. The Del-

hi firm intended to achieve smooth running interaction between the offices 

based on mobile phones, software enabling chat, and sharing of computer 

screens, but suffered from a feeling of a divide. The problem with the inter-

nal divide continued until 2011, when they closed down their office in India.  

                                                      
25 As classified in Affärsdata 
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The closing down of the Delhi firm in India did not come as any surprise 

to any of the respondents however. The Delhi firm has now moved this part 

of its business to China and in the empirical material the respondents reflect 

on lessons learned from being in India, lessons that now influence how they 

interact with the office in China.  

Box 3 Respondents, the Delhi firm 

Paula Project leader, India 

Mary Local manager, Sweden 

Sandeep Head of sales, India 

Amar Sales representative, India 
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The Bangalore firm 2008-2012 

The Bangalore firm chose India deliberately for two reasons; labour and 

familiarity stemming from descent. The Bangalore firm found the abundant 

well educated labour force to be one factor why India was chosen. Secondly, 

and more particularly for the Bangalore firm; as some of the founders and 

local managers are of Indian descent, the Bangalore firm thought of India 

where they feel a sense of familiarity as a natural option. 

 

 

Figure 10 Exterior and interior in Sweden and in India of the Bangalore firm 

Local managers Pradeep and Brijesh speak local languages which, they point 

out, is beneficial when doing business there (see Box 4 for respondents, the 

Bangalore firm). They also have relatives in India who could help them in 

the start-up phase. The Bangalore firm has clients, technical support and 

sales in Sweden and all the developers in India. This means that any interac-

tion between the office in India and the office in Sweden is dependent on 

ICT and occasionally meeting „face to face‟ in physical proximity. The Ban-

galore firm strives to develop a feeling of working in one office, despite the 

physical distance between the offices in Sweden and India. Local manager 

Pradeep explains it as “working with a glass wall in between” (Pradeep, 

Bangalore, Sweden, 2012; see Table 10). In the collage in this introduction 

to the Bangalore firm, pictures of the interior and the exterior of the offices 

in Sweden and in India are visualised (see Figure 10).  
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Table 10 Presentation of the Bangalore firm, their main field of business, number of 
employees in each office, for how long they have been active in Sweden and in India, 
and their intention in interacting across distance. Source: Affärsdata, 2012; Inter-
views case firm 

Business
26

  No of           

employees total 

(India) 

Active since 

(India) 

Intention in 

interacting 

across distance 

Computer    

programming 

Approx. 100 

(approx. 80) 

2005 (2005) Working as with 

a “glass wall” 

between the 

offices 

 

The Bangalore firm was registered in Affärsdata in 2005, under computer 

programming, and opened in India shortly afterwards (see Table 10). The 

Bangalore firm works mostly with system and web development and quite 

recently also mobile applications. The kind of customised IT services they 

produce means interaction between the developer in India and the client in 

Sweden is necessary.  

Pradeep, raised in Sweden of Indian descent, was a key person in starting 

up the business in India, and he was the first respondent in 2008. Later Pra-

deep moved back to Sweden to work with sales there. At the head office in 

Sweden the main activity is sales, even if the technical director Anton on 

occasion does some programming. However, the main office for code devel-

opment is in India. After Pradeep moved back to Sweden, his relative Bri-

jesh, also brought up in Sweden of Indian descent, moved to India. Together 

with Tomas, Brijesh make up the management team in India, and are also 

identified here as the brokers of the Bangalore firm. Tomas, the local man-

ager in India, knows a lot about Indian culture, as he is like a second son to 

Pradeep‟s family meaning he is “raised on Bengali food and Indian culture” 

(Tomas, Bangalore, India, 2009). 

  

                                                      
26 As classified in Affärsdata 
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In 2012, the Bangalore firm opened a new bigger office in India, and they 

also hired more staff in India. With more staff, the experience is that this has 

removed some of the work load from Brijesh and Tomas, the two local man-

agers in India. This is expressed as working less with „your heart in your 

mouth‟ than was the case in the beginning. There are plans to expand sales 

outside of Sweden, but nothing had been realised before this field work end-

ed.  

Box 4 Respondents, the Bangalore firm 

Tomas Local manager, India 

Anton Technical director, Sweden 

Pradeep Manager, India later Sweden 

Brijesh Local manager, India 

Mattias Manager, India later Sweden 
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The Thane firm 2008-2012 

The Thane firm is different from the other case firms. They do not, like the 

other case firms, express any intention of developing a sense of being like 

one office across distance. For the Thane firm the overall goal is to keep the 

two offices independent. 

 

 

Figure 11 Exterior and interior in Sweden and in India of the Thane firm 

 

The rationale is the close relationship they feel they have with their clients 

locally in Sweden or, from 2010 onwards, also in India. Manager Markus, 

located in Sweden, explains that this close relationship is necessary because 

they sell customised IT services (see Box 5 for respondents, the Thane firm). 

The needs and contexts of the clients in Sweden or in India are vital. And 

this, he feels, is easier to understand locally; hence he concludes that it is 

better if the offices work independently adapting to the context of each cli-

ent.  
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Table 11 Presentation of the Thane firm, their main field of business, number of 
employees in each office, for how long they have been active in Sweden and in India, 
and their intention in interacting across distance. Source: Affärsdata, 2012; Inter-
views case firm 

Business
27

 No of           

employees total 

(India) 

Active since 

(India) 

Intention in 

interacting 

across distance 

Computer    

programming 

/consultancy 

 

Approx. 20  

(approx. 10) 

2004 (2007) „Independent 

offices‟ 

 

The Thane firm has been registered since 2004 as a computer programming 

firm and computer consultancy (Affärsdata). The Thane firm entered India 

shortly after its start-up (see Table 11). The Thane firm has four main busi-

ness fields; digital filing, software development/expert consulting, product 

development and IT consulting projects. The first two fields are done only in 

Sweden at the head office. The latter two areas are done in Sweden as well 

as in India.  

The Thane firm chose India based on “coincidence and strategy” Markus, 

the manager in Sweden, explains in 2010. By that, he is referring to their 

overall strategy to become international, and India was chosen because of 

low salary expenditure. If the Thane firm instead had chosen to enter the 

international market through Germany or USA, the high salary expenditure 

would make it too costly. India is perceived as much more cost efficient by 

the management.  

In 2008, the type of project sent to India was bits and pieces of larger pro-

jects. These bits and pieces were selected and clearly specified. This was so 

there would be less risk of misunderstandings. Over the years, this changed 

giving more complex and intact projects to the office in India. This was a 

way of acknowledging enhanced competence, but also, and perhaps more 

importantly for the Thane firm, assure the level of independence of the offic-

es. The office in Sweden and the office in India have a high degree of liberty 

so that they can work in a way that suits them. The developers in India are 

all Indian, no Swede has ever worked there, but manager Markus comes to 

visit, often during the start-up phase of a new project (Thane, India, 2010). 

The collage initially in this case firm presentation shows the exterior and 

interior of the Thane firm in Sweden and in India (see Figure 11).  

The majority of clients for the Thane firm are in Sweden, but, in 2010, the 

Thane firm started sales activities in India. This was initiated by the local 

manager in India, Anuj. But when I meet manager Markus again in Sweden 

in 2012, he tells me that everything had to be put on hold. Unfortunately, 

Anuj turned out to be “not so reliable” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2012).  

                                                      
27 As classified in Affärsdata 
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After some time the Thane firm found a new local manager for the office in 

India. This new local manager is an Indian male who has worked with Swe-

dish firms, including the Thane firm, before. Having a manager familiar with 

India, Sweden and the Thane firm makes Markus optimistic about the future.  

Box 5 Respondents, the Thane firm 

Markus Manager, Sweden 

Anuj Local manager, India 

Harinder Local manager, India 
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The Mumbai firm 2008-2012 

Already from its inception the Mumbai firm wanted to have an office in 

India. The original business idea of the Mumbai firm was to have all the 

software development in India, but they noticed that work was carried out 

faster with fewer misunderstandings with developers in Sweden as well. So, 

the Mumbai firm has developers in both countries. 

 

 

Figure 12 Exterior and interior in Sweden and in India of the Mumbai firm 

The plan is that these developers should work together on projects, striving 

towards a feeling of one office despite the offices being in India and in Swe-

den. Having developers located in both offices makes daily cooperation 

across distance a necessity. Developers in both countries combined with an 

expressed goal of close collaboration, makes the Mumbai firm the most chal-

lenging firm when it comes to interaction in the form of cooperation across 

distance.  
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Table 12 Presentation of the Mumbai firm, their main field of business, number of 
employees in each office, for how long they have been active in Sweden and in India, 
and their intention in interacting across distance. Source: Affärsdata, 2012; Inter-
views case firm 

Business
28

 No of           

employees      

total (India) 

Active since 

(India) 

Intention in 

interacting 

across distance 

Computer    

programming 

Approx. 30  

(approx. 15) 

 

2007 (2007) “Mirroring   

offices” 

 

The Mumbai firm has been active since 2007, and is registered in Affärsdata 

under computer programming (see Table 12). The typical client is a Swedish 

advertising agency that presents an idea for the web that the software engi-

neers at the Mumbai firm develop. The campaign‟s lifespan is short; accord-

ing to the respondents a project that needs to be done in two weeks is con-

sidered a long time.  

In 2008, local manager Gustav, who then lived in India, was assigned to 

start up the business there (see Box 6 for respondents, the Mumbai firm). 

Gustav had lived in India for several years working for a Swedish manufac-

turing firm. He felt familiar with the Indian context, and how to go about 

matters when starting up a new office. The reason why they chose India was 

partly that Gustav lived there but also the possibility of having projects done 

on a tighter budget in India where they could find competence at a lower 

cost. In 2009, Gustav moved back to Sweden to work for the Mumbai firm 

there and the new local manager in India, Hanna, started her work.  

At the head office in Sweden is the local manager, Martin. Besides man-

aging the office, he works with sales and as project leader. His head office is 

one out of three offices in Sweden. The head office is the largest with all the 

Swedish developers, the other two offices in Sweden do sales, with one or 

two employees per office. In the collage of the Mumbai firm, the exterior 

and interior of the head office in Sweden as well as the office in India is 

visualised (see Figure 12).  

The aim of the Mumbai firm is that developers in Sweden and India 

should have the same competence. This is so that it will not matter if the 

code development is done in Sweden or India. However, achieving the mir-

roring of offices across distance has proved to be a long-term task. The first 

time that Hanna, the local manager in India, feels she can say that the Indian 

developers are on a similar level of competence as the Swedish developers 

are in 2012.  

 

  

                                                      
28 As classified in Affärsdata 
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According to Hanna, this has also resulted in more qualified tasks being sent 

to the developers in India, continuing the intense collaboration between the 

offices. In 2012, the Mumbai firm started their sales to the Indian market 

from the Indian office, and at the same time the office in India expanded into 

a larger office.  

Box 6 Respondents, the Mumbai firm 

Hanna Local manager, India 

Martin Local manager, Sweden 

Josef Technical director, Sweden 

Gustav Manager, India later Sweden 

  



 112 

Interaction with developers, clients, and management 

The four case firms have different approaches to working across distance 

with offices in India and Sweden. As the empirical material will show, the 

Delhi firm intends to develop social proximity across distance but struggles 

with a feeling of a divide between the offices. The Thane firm intends to 

keep a high level of independence between the offices, meaning less focus 

on developing social proximity across distance. The Bangalore and Mumbai 

firms share many similarities. Both firms intend to have the feeling of one 

office across distance, meaning they share the intention of developing social 

proximity through their interactions, but how they do this varies. How this 

varies is discussed in this thesis from the aspect of how the four case firms 

interact and cooperate between three groups of people; developers, clients, 

and management. In this section the focus is on interaction with these three 

groups and how it differs between the case firms. The interaction and coop-

eration with each group has different geographies. For some groups it is 

more common to interact and cooperate „face to face‟ in physical proximity 

than for others, where it is more common to interact and cooperate virtually 

across distance. Since developers and clients do not share the same room, or 

even country, the interaction with clients is almost exclusively virtual for all 

case firms. The interaction with developers is a mix of virtual and „face to 

face‟ in physical proximity. Whether or not the interaction with developers is 

„face to face‟ in physical proximity or virtually across distance depends on 

how each case firm has decided to spatially organise its workforce. At man-

agement level the interaction and cooperation is almost only virtual. This is 

because the management is spatially dispersed in all case firms.  

Interaction with developers 

The case firms have different approaches to interaction across distance. 

Through frequent interaction in the form of cooperation, the Delhi, Banga-

lore and Mumbai firms intend to develop social proximity as an experience 

of social familiarity between the offices. In contrast, the Thane firm, does 

not share that aspiration. The Thane firm also interacts across distance, but 

not with as clearly defined an intention of developing social proximity across 

distance. The Thane firm does interact, mostly at management level, but one 

might say that the interaction between developers and developers and clients 

across distance is at a lower level of cooperation across distance than the 

other case firms. All four case firms have Indian developers in India and 

three out of four have developers in both countries. Only the Bangalore firm 

has all its developers in India.  

In this section the Mumbai firm is contrasted with the Thane firm show-

ing two firms with divergent intentions regarding the type of interaction 

between the offices. The Mumbai firm that works with advertising agencies 

in Sweden has developers in both countries, and has chosen to divide pro-
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jects amongst the developers, this is in order to enable collaboration between 

the offices. This means that the programming of a website is done by devel-

opers in Sweden and in India more or less simultaneously. The projects at 

the Mumbai firm are done at both offices at the same time, hence a constant 

need for interaction between the developers in Sweden and India. At the 

beginning of a project there is more contact, but since the Mumbai firm de-

livers some two projects every week, there is always some project in a more 

intense phase of communication (Mumbai, India, 2012). Therefore the re-

spondents spend lots of time interacting, there are daily developers‟ meet-

ings, and here is an example from 2010. 

Developers Meeting, Mumbai, India, 2010 

This meeting has four participants, one employee in Sweden, two developers 

in India and Hanna who is the local manager of the Mumbai firm in India. 

“All fine in India?” one of the Swedish developers asks. The developers in 

India sit by their own computers not facing each other, there is no eye con-

tact and the meeting has only audio, no visual contact. “It‟s really noisy” 

says Hanna. “Oh, sorry, my laptop was closed” is the reply from Sweden 

and the sound greatly improves. One of the Indian developers has his own 

headset and he describes what‟s been done on the project so far. The project 

is still in development mode so he cannot send it for all to see. “It will be 

done before the day is over”, he assures. They discuss a technical detail of 

the project and all those involved give some small sounds to assure that they 

are paying attention. This is a Skype conversation with interruptions resem-

bling a „face to face‟ interaction, there aren‟t really any delays and there 

are no silences and almost no ‟whats‟. Someone starts talking in the back-

ground in Sweden and it becomes a disturbance. Hanna recognised the voice 

of the manager Gustav in Sweden and she asks with a smile if he “perhaps 

can leave the room and talk somewhere else”. The voice in Sweden disap-

pears. A mobile phone in India receives a text and the mobile sound breaks 

into Skype. They discuss the work ahead some more and the meeting is fin-

ished with Hanna concluding “No questions right now” “OK, bye” comes 

from Sweden. Meeting is over. 

 

The Mumbai firm has three offices in Sweden, two small sales offices with 

less than three employees in each place, and then the largest office where 

Martin is manager, project leader and sales representative. It is at this office 

where the developers in Sweden sit. With all the Swedish developers in one 

office, the other sales offices in Sweden need to send their projects away, 

either to the office in Sweden or to India. This gives the matter of distance a 

special touch:  
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Since the developers are not physically close to the other sales offices, it 
doesn‟t really matter if the sales representatives send it to his office in Sweden 
or to Hanna, the local manager in India. The project leaders and sales repre-
sentatives in the other offices in Sweden are used to using Skype to interact 
with the developers regardless of where the developers are located. The only 
difference for them is language; they need to speak English to the Indian de-
velopers and Swedish to the Swedes (Martin, Mumbai, Sweden, 2010).  

 

Martin can see how the other project leaders place more projects in India 

than he does. He thinks it is because he feels a responsibility to keep „his‟ 

developers in Sweden busy. “When you don‟t have the developers in the 

same room you don‟t have perfect control”, Martin explains (Martin, Mum-

bai, Sweden, 2010). So, Martin keeps project at his own office to a greater 

extent than the other sales representatives of the Mumbai firm. This is ex-

plained by Martin‟s sharing an office with „his‟ developers.  

In contrast, the Thane firm expresses an intention of keeping the offices 

independent. Markus, the manager in Sweden of the Thane firm, says that 

the offices “can share technical solutions, but basically we [at each office] 

are independent” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010). To try and work as if the 

two offices were one in some sort of virtual office cannot be done, according 

to Markus. One reason for this is expressed as relating to the type of business 

they do, IT services, and, more precisely, the need for socially close relations 

with the client. “What we do is so local in nature so the only way is to keep 

what works best locally in the local space. If it is local, one shouldn‟t try to 

make it global, it won‟t work, doing it differently would not be efficient” 

(Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010).  

The Thane firm considers the office in India a perfect place to run tests, 

but the core development stays in Sweden. There have been attempts to in-

teract on more complex issues but, according to Markus, this has always 

failed, so they stopped: “We [as a firm] are too small” is the explanation 

given in 2010 (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010). Markus gives an example of 

how challenging he finds interaction in the form of collaboration across dis-

tance to be. Some years back he tried to have close collaboration between 

offices in Stockholm and Uppsala in Sweden, two cities close to each other, 

but it did not go as planned. And since the cooperation between Stockholm 

and Uppsala did not work as well as he intended; he concludes that it is far 

better to collaborate across distance on highly structured things. This experi-

ence of Markus‟ shows how interaction such as collaboration is a social en-

deavour, and to his mind it requires meeting „face to face‟ in physical prox-

imity. So, as he found it too challenging to even collaborate between cities in 

Sweden, doing it at across continents between Sweden and India is, based on 

his previous experience, not perceived as plausible. Markus emphasises that 

this has nothing to do with the level of competence of the developers; he 

believes it is the social aspects of cooperation that make doing it across dis-

tance too difficult. He stresses how the developers in India are competent, 

and he explains that “The developers [in India] have the competence to do 
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larger more complex projects - that‟s not the question, it is the things around; 

culture and such” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010). As already mentioned 

this means that the Thane firm does not express the intention or need to de-

velop social proximity across distance to the same extent as the other case 

firms.  

However, over the period of the field work, the Thane firm changed how 

they spatially distributed their projects. The Thane firm moved from splitting 

up the projects into simpler and more advanced pieces, with the more ad-

vanced staying in Sweden, towards keeping the projects intact, meaning 

entire projects are being sent to the office in India. This means that the office 

in India gets a higher level of variation in projects. In relation to that, in 

2012, the level of competence is expressed as being similar in Sweden and in 

India: “It is a very creative process to do the designing, so the work done in 

India is qualified and complex on the same level as in Sweden” (Markus, 

Thane, Sweden, 2012). This change to distributing projects intact is both 

about acknowledging the growing level of competence in India, but also a 

way for the Thane firm to continuously allow each office to work more in-

dependently with less need for collaboration across distance. So, the Thane 

firm keeps the projects intact for each office to develop it as they see fit in 

relation to the needs of the local client.  

Developers travelling to meet in physical proximity 

The case firms do not only interact virtually. They also, more or less fre-

quently, travel to meet in physical proximity. In the case of developers trav-

elling to meet clients, management or other developers in physical proximi-

ty, this happens more or less often. During the last field work period in 2012, 

all firms still active in India said that they would be increasing their travel 

expenditure. The rationale behind this increase in travel expenditure is based 

on an experience shared by all case firms, namely that meeting in physical 

proximity is beneficial for later cooperation across distance. These positive 

effects of meeting in physical proximity which can be interpreted as occa-

sionally meeting „face to face‟ can facilitate the development of social prox-

imity as an experience of shared social familiarity.  

Martin, the local manager of the Mumbai firm in Sweden, feels that as 

soon as a developer is “down there” [in India] the interactions done after-

wards are much easier, faster and therefore seen as improved. He specifies 

that he has experienced how the developers seem to find it easier to dare to 

initiate contact after meeting in physical proximity. This, he thinks is be-

cause they feel more familiar with each other after meeting „face to face‟ and 

there was less hesitation to talk over Skype (Mumbai, Sweden, 2012). All 

developers in India have not yet been to Sweden, but the Swedes have been 

to India. The local manager in India, Hanna, says “it is not really a money 

issue of flights or the like” it is rather a matter of the perceived time and 

effort that is needed from the staff in Sweden.  
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Generally, the case firms sending Indian developers to Sweden experience 

this to be beneficial for future interactions, but also meaning lots of work. 

The reason why, it is suggested, is related to the level of previous travel ex-

perience. The Indian developers have less experience of travelling abroad 

than the Swedish developers. This becomes evident when sending the Indian 

developers abroad. If the Indian developers travel to Sweden they need to be 

“more taken care of, they can‟t just be put in a hotel room in Sweden”, Han-

na says. Indian developers visiting Sweden are perceived to need a more or 

less full programme and someone who guides them around. When the 

Swedes come to India it is perceived as much easier, they just stay in the 

company flat where Hanna lives, and they are perceived to be more able to 

be on their own (Mumbai, India, 2010).  

Despite the perceived hassle of sending the Indian developers abroad, all 

case firms express a wish to have them come to Sweden. In 2012, the Indian 

developer who has been longest with the Mumbai firm got to travel to Swe-

den for the first time. He has never been abroad before, and coming to Swe-

den is perceived as a big adventure. When he returned to India Hanna says 

that it felt as if the trip gave so much. Especially, she explains, in terms of 

feeling more like a team with the developers in Sweden, meaning a feeling 

of being a team across distance. He came back telling stories of Sweden 

which gave the other Indian developers a better understanding of the Swe-

dish context. “So, perhaps that visit gave more social quality than program-

ming knowledge, but that is no loss at all” (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2012)!  

In contrast, the Thane firm expresses less hassle with having the Indian 

developers travel to Sweden. The Thane firm aspires to send all their Indian 

developers to Sweden. Since 2008, the Thane firm says they have increased 

their travel expenses, and in 2012, there are plans to bring all the developers 

in India to Sweden to sit in the same room as the Swedish team. There are no 

clearly articulated plans to send Swedish developers to India, except the 

manager Markus who travels to India twice a year (Thane, Sweden, 2012).  

Also Paula, project leader for the Delhi firm in India, and Mary, the local 

manager in Sweden, talk about the possible benefits of travelling to meet in 

physical proximity. But, for the Delhi firm, Paula mentions travelling in 

relation to “too seldom” and the “wrong people” doing the travelling. The 

main issue for the Delhi firm is how to remove the negative attitude to the 

Indian office. Travelling to meet in physical proximity is one suggestion 

regarding ways of mitigating the feeling of a divide between the offices. 

Paula and Mary both identify a “we and them” divide between the offices. 

Paula in India suggests the office in Sweden should come and visit. She 

wants all of those in the office in Sweden to travel to India to understand 

more about the local Indian context and how it is different from the Swedish 

context (see Figures 13 and 14).  
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Figure 13 Exterior of the Delhi firm, the office in India 

 

Figure 14 Exterior of the Delhi firm, the office in Sweden 
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Paula considers people travelling to India to be important, especially when 

she compares working at the office in Sweden and in India. Before working 

for the Delhi firm in India, she spent several years at the Delhi firm in Swe-

den, and so she now feels able to compare working at each office. Paula 

reflects on how the staff in Sweden with their physical access to the different 

departments have chances of spontaneous „face to face‟ meetings. And to 

run into someone in the corridor is truly beneficial, Paula says. She con-

cludes that “the two offices are really like night and day” (Paula, Delhi, In-

dia, 2009).  

If the staff in Sweden were to come to India, Paula thinks they would un-

derstand the different prerequisites in India in terms of infrastructure, e.g. 

roads, electricity and so on. Prerequisites that matter when trying to work 

together, for instance frequent power shortages gives them less ability to 

interact. Employees of the Delhi firm in Sweden do travel to India on occa-

sion, but the problem, according to Paula, is that it is the “wrong people” 

who come over. Those who do come to India are not the developers with 

whom the Indian part of the team mostly works. This means that those who 

travel to India are not the people the team in India will later interact with 

across distance (Delhi, India, 2009). Accordingly, interaction between the 

team in India and the team in Sweden is mostly virtual, as in the case of this 

developers‟ meeting from 2009. 

Developers‟ meeting, Delhi, Sweden, 2009 

The local manager in Sweden of the Delhi firm, Mary, uses Skype daily to 

communicate with the office in India and every morning she says hello to the 

team in India but, “they must think I‟m crazy saying good morning when it‟s 

lunch there” (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2009). However, for meetings the sound 

quality of Skype is perceived to be too poor. Instead, they use a conference 

phone and a program allowing screens to be shared. In this meeting, Mary, 

the developers in Sweden and two of the developers in India interact over the 

conference phone. This since the sharing of screen did not work due to prob-

lems with the password.  

Suddenly there is a Skype sound and Mary leans over the conference 

phone saying “Hello”. It is quiet from India and the meeting continues in 

Swedish. Then, the conference phone on the table in Sweden makes a noise 

and the Indian team is there. The sound quality is poor and it is very difficult 

to make out what they are saying. Normally it is the project leader in India, 

Paula, who holds these meetings on the Indian side but she is ill today. The 

agenda for this meeting is to discuss quantitative goals for the support team 

to give them an idea of how many cases they should aim at having at one 

time and also issues related to how to communicate with the client. There is 

a question from the male developer in India, but from the expressions 

around the table it is clear that some of them have difficulties in understand-

ing or hearing him and there is some whispering. There is a bit of unrest in 

the group and several short questions get short answers around the table in 
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Sweden. Suddenly there is the sound of something falling in India followed 

by “oh, shit” over the conference phone, which results in a few smiles 

around the table in Sweden. The discussion continues concerning how the 

can best communicate with the client and a woman in the Swedish team 

gives her experiences. Mary asks if anyone in India has any more questions 

and the developers say no. But the second they hang up, one of the Indian 

developers says something and around the table in Sweden people look be-

wildered and one of the Swedish developers suggests “he said something 

about lunch”. It is agreed around the table that he is extremely difficult to 

understand, even „face to face‟. “Perhaps we can continue the discussion 

later”? “Yes”, all in Sweden seem to think it is a good idea. The meeting is 

over (Delhi, Sweden, 2009). 

 

This meeting between the office in India and the office in Sweden is to illus-

trate how the Delhi firm suffers from technological hassle (also common for 

the other case firms). Much of the time is taken up sorting out passwords and 

bad sound quality makes it difficult to carry on a conversation. But, for the 

Delhi firm there are also more social issues influencing the ability to interact. 

As has been mentioned previously, the respondents at the Delhi firm ex-

perience a feeling of a divide between the office in Sweden and office in 

India. And, from the respondents it is clear that the divide is related to the 

office in Sweden having a negative attitude to the office in India. During 

meetings such as the one mentioned here, the team in Sweden is somewhere 

around ten people, while the team in India was always fewer. In the example 

here there were two developers taking part, or perhaps more listening, to the 

meeting. But, the issue of division is not only between the offices, within the 

office in India there are differences, influencing the ability to interact and 

cooperate. Paula, the project leader in India, has previous experience of 

working at the office in Sweden and from that experience she identifies large 

differences between the offices. She identifies these differences to be most 

pronounced in relation to interacting with co-workers in physical proximity 

at the office in India. Paula says that at the office in Sweden interaction 

comes naturally and “even quite secret stuff is shared in Sweden, showing a 

trust in your employees” (Paula, Delhi, India, 2009). Even if the Delhi firm 

in India never had more than ten employees, project leader Paula feels that 

she does not really know what the rest of the staff in the Indian office are 

doing. Since the Indian office is so small she thinks they should be able to 

share things here like they do in Sweden. But, as it is now, Paula feels that 

she knows more about what is going on at the office in Sweden 6000 km 

away, than of the people with whom she shares a small office in India (Del-

hi, India, 2009). To try and solve this, she has suggested that the staff at the 

office in India ”after lunch use ten minutes just to run through what is going 

on in sales and what is going on in support, just to know” but it came to 

nothing (Paula, Delhi, India, 2009). Paula is not really sure why this is, but 
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she feels there is a problem with their interaction and ability to cooperate in 

physical proximity in India.  

This experience expressed by Paula can be seen as a lack of social prox-

imity as an experience of shared social familiarity in the office in India. This 

is so since Paula seems to feel more familiarity with those working at the 

office in Sweden. In this case, being in physical proximity does not seem to 

be enough on its own to develop the experience of shared social familiarity, 

enabling collaboration.  

Teaching developers  

The case firms work with customised software development/code program-

ming and this kind of work is seemingly under constant improvement. The 

respondents working as, or with, developers all express a need for continu-

ous training of the developers (e.g. Anton, Bangalore, Sweden & Josef, 

Mumbai, Sweden). For the case firms that try to work closely together across 

distance, training the developers is a major issue. For the Mumbai firm, 

which has chosen to have developers in both countries and aspires to have 

mirroring competence, the issue of teaching becomes a challenge. The fur-

ther education of the developers is done either „face to face‟ in physical 

proximity in each office or virtually using, for instance, video. Generally, the 

instructor comes from the headquarters in Sweden to teach at the office in 

India.  

Teaching how to program software code is said to be a complex matter, 

where things cannot easily be specified and explained. Josef, the technical 

director in Sweden for the Mumbai firm, explains that software program-

ming is not a “one solution task”. There are many ways to solve the same 

problem (Josef, Mumbai, Sweden, 2010). He says that he can tell the differ-

ence between code from the developers in India and code produced by the 

developers in Sweden. He says that there are many ways to solve the same 

problem and the goal is to keep the code as short as possible. The developers 

in India always know how to solve the problem, that is not an issue, he as-

sures, it is rather that the code written to solve it is very long. And the longer 

the code is, the bigger the risk of bugs. However, how to teach someone to 

write a good code is not so easy. The ability to write the most efficient code 

is not something you can learn from a lecture, you need experience. Josef 

explains that he can show the developers in India examples of how to make 

the code shorter, but then how to implement that knowledge in the next cus-

tomised project requires experience. To try and teach across distance is very 

difficult, Josef says, but all the developers in Sweden and India are described 

as very keen to learn new things (Mumbai, Sweden, 2010).  

In order to try and conquer the downsides of distance and to teach the de-

velopers in India, the Mumbai firm either sends the teacher Josef to India or 

films classes made in Sweden for the developers in India to watch. But, the 

local manager in India, Hanna, believes the lack of „face to face‟ interaction 

with Josef affects how fast the Indian developers learn a new programming 
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language, compared with the Swedish developers. The Indian developers 

need to contact him over Skype, and Hanna notices that this hampers learn-

ing. The developers in Sweden can contact him directly and this is better 

(Mumbai, India, 2010).  

Josef, who has experience of teaching both in physical proximity and 

across distance, says he would prefer to have people working physically next 

to him, so they can look at each other‟s screens, code, and talk „face to face‟. 

To achieve this he sometimes travels to India to teach. His positive experi-

ence of teaching „face to face‟ in physical proximity, encourages him to 

travel to India, even if technology allows talking and sharing of screens 

across distance. After meeting the developers in India „face to face‟, Josef 

has noticed a difference in how easily the developers contact him over Skype 

with their issues. With a smile Josef says that:  

…when they [Indian developers] are new they are quiet, but after meeting me 
[face to face] they gladly ask [over the Internet], but if I say I am busy they 
keep quiet for a week, which is a little over the top (Josef, Mumbai, Sweden, 
2012).  

 

Anton, the technical director in Sweden for the Bangalore firm, has a slightly 

different experience of teaching across distance. To him, the interaction 

across distance with developers is not solely about distance; to some extent 

sharing a professional identity can facilitate interaction. His experience is 

that it is easier to talk to a Swedish technician than an Indian, but he finds it 

easier to talk to an Indian technician than an Indian non-technician (Banga-

lore, Sweden, 2009).  

Hiring ‘the right’ developers  

Over time the empirical findings of this study indicate that the case firms, 

especially the Bangalore and the Mumbai firm, identify improvements in the 

interaction with developers across distance. This, they find, can be related to 

the increasing level of competence, especially in the office in India. One 

reason why competence has increased in India has to do with finding „the 

right‟ developers. „Right‟ developer refers here to fitting into the perceived 

„way of working‟ for that particular firm. To develop a common way to 

work may include „developing a shared set of norms‟, „common frames of 

reference‟ as well as „a common working ethos‟ – concepts all familiar to the 

discussion previously on conceptualising social proximity as shared social 

familiarity. One might suggest that finding the „right‟ developers is related to 

the firms working towards developing an experience of a shared social fa-

miliarity. It is important to note that finding the right developers concerns 

those case firms that have most interaction across distance; namely the 

Mumbai and the Bangalore firm. So, in this section, the Mumbai and the 

Bangalore firms will illustrate the challenges of hiring, particularly in India. 
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To find developers with a perceived similar „way of working‟ as the firm 

is said by all case firms to be quite difficult. The challenge for all case firms 

is stated to be when hiring Indian developers in India. Every case firm gives 

similar accounts of who they think will fit their organisation. Generally, the 

case firm describes themselves as striving towards a flat organisation with 

little hierarchy. In order to fit into that social familiarity, the developers they 

are looking for need to be able to take their own initiatives. Finding develop-

ers with an ability to take initiatives of their own is expressed by the re-

spondents as being the main difficulty when hiring in India.  

Hanna, the local manager in India of the Mumbai firm, and Josef, the 

technical director in Sweden of the Mumbai firm, give similar accounts of 

the challenge to find genuinely devoted developers with experience in India. 

Preferably, they would like to hire developers who have programming as 

their „passion‟, and not merely their profession. Having programming as a 

„passion‟ is often the case with the developers in Sweden. Hanna and Josef 

explain that if you hire a 25-year-old newly graduated developer in Sweden, 

you are likely to find that he or she has much more experience with a com-

puter than only the university years. Many of the developers in Sweden have 

been programming as a hobby in their homes since they were young. But, if 

you hire a 25-year-old newly graduated developer in India, he or she is more 

likely to have just the experience afforded by formal education. This, they 

believe, comes from limited access to computers in India compared with 

Sweden (Mumbai, India, 2010; Mumbai, Sweden, 2012). And as explained 

by Josef previously, programming cannot be learned only in lectures. To 

become a real good developer, one needs experience. The developers they 

hire in India who are not genuinely interested in programming will quit, and 

then they need to go through the hiring process all over again, which takes a 

lot of time.  

However, over time the case firms hiring in India, especially the Banga-

lore and Mumbai firms, express a feeling of becoming more efficient at find-

ing Indian developers that fit into the perceived shared social familiarity of 

the organisation. Efficient, means in this context that the turnover of staff 

seems to be rather low, the developers they hire seem to stay. This is indicat-

ed by meeting the same developers during the field trips to each office.  

Over the years the Bangalore firm has had plenty of experience of hiring 

in India. They also recognise the challenge of finding developers who take 

their own initiatives. The alleged differences between a Swedish and an In-

dian developer are thought by Pradeep, a local manager, to stem from the 

school years. Swedish schools have subjects such as home economics and 

crafts where the students are allowed to try themselves and not only read 

about it in books – “we are more hands-on in Sweden, [there is] more theory 

in India”. This might be one of the reasons why the Indians working for the 

Bangalore firm do not dare to take initiatives of their own if a project does 

not go according to plan. “They are not hands-on, and their schooling may 

be an explanation”, he says (Pradeep, Bangalore, India, 2008). 
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Over the years, Josef, the technical director of the Mumbai firm, has no-

ticed that the developers have become more skilled. This, he has noticed, 

changes how they interact. When they began in India, developers would not 

ask for help if they encountered a problem. Now, a few years later, the de-

velopers in India ask for help, and they not only ask their superior, they also 

ask each other. This Josef considers to be progress “because it goes faster to 

ask someone next to you than write [someone more experienced in Sweden] 

over Skype” (Josef, Mumbai, Sweden, 2012). But, still the core competence 

and the programming experts are in Sweden so “of course they [the Indian 

developers] ask the developers in Sweden about things” (Josef, Mumbai, 

Sweden, 2012). But, he concludes that if the office in India had experts like 

they do in Sweden, he is sure the Indian developers would ask within the 

office. This is because interacting within the same office is perceived as 

faster than interacting virtually across distance (see Figures 1 and 2 Ch. 1).  

As a way to interact between the offices more smoothly, the Mumbai firm 

tried something they call „one person to go to‟. This meant that every Indian 

developer had a developer in Sweden to whom they could turn during a pro-

ject. As a positive side-effect, this way the developer in Sweden and the 

developer in India could get to know each other better. But the „one person 

to go to‟ idea came to nothing. In retrospect Martin, the local manager in 

Sweden, is not sure it was a good idea from the beginning. He sees the risk 

that  

…instead of trying to find a solution yourself you ask this developer in Swe-
den, who, if he doesn‟t know will go on Google and if he finds a solution 
there the developer in India could easily have found it himself (Martin, Mum-
bai, Sweden, 2012).  

 

The idea of „one person to go to‟ came to nothing, and Josef guesses that 

perhaps one of the reasons was running the risk that developers in Sweden 

would become annoyed at being constantly bothered. If that had happened 

„one person to go to‟ could potentially, instead of bringing the offices closer 

have the opposite effect, creating more of a divide. Such a divide could then 

be based on the perception that the developers in India are less skilled, and 

that is the last thing these firms want.  

Josef has been with the Mumbai firm from the beginning, and back then 

he was sceptical about having an office in India. In the beginning, he admits, 

he was rather doubtful about sending work to India. He thought that they 

were to “send stuff to India for 1/3 of the cost, but also for 1/3 of the quality” 

(Josef, Mumbai, Sweden, 2012). But he says that he was proved wrong. 

Josef stresses that one of the reasons why he stayed with the Mumbai firm is 

actually thanks to the distance to India and the challenges that entails. He 

says he enjoys the challenge of trying to make the interaction across distance 

work better every day.  
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In 2012, Josef can see improvements since the beginning, and his reflec-

tion is shared by the local manager in India, Hanna. When she started to 

work for the Mumbai firm, she thought the developers in India did less com-

plex assignments than the office in Sweden, and struggled to obtain more 

advanced tasks for her office. In 2012, this is no longer the case. The level of 

competence is, according to both Josef and Hanna, more similar between the 

offices. For the Mumbai firm finding the „right‟ developers is considered to 

be related to the perceived increase in competence of developers in India. 

Here, competence is to be understood as both an increased competence in 

programming skills, but also as a learning process increasing the ability to 

interact and cooperate in an international setting. As these competences 

grow, it is believed there can be more interaction in the form of cooperation 

across distance for the Mumbai firm (Mumbai, India, 2012).  

In relation to finding the „right‟ developers the issue of ethnicity is visible 

in the empirical material. This is especially true when the perceived differ-

ences between developers in Sweden and India are discussed. For instance, it 

is frequently mentioned by several respondents, Swedish as well as Indian, 

that Indian and Swedish developers have different attitudes to work. One 

example of this is in relation to hiring developers in India. The case firms all 

express a difficulty in finding Indian developers who can work independent-

ly. Finding the right people to fit the „Swedish way of working‟, perceived as 

working independently, may be seen as one aspect of shared social familiari-

ty related to perception of the organisation. The longitudinal study shows 

that developing a shared idea of the „virtue‟ of working independently in a 

less hierarchical organisation has, according to the Bangalore and Mumbai 

firms, become true over the years. The perceived differences in attitude to 

work between the Indian and Swedish developers have lessened, with re-

spondents claiming that the Indian developers work more independently. 

Developing a common approach to work, as part of developing an experi-

ence of shared social familiarity, is seen as a facilitator when interacting in 

an international setting.  

Interaction with clients 

The dispersed geography of the offices means that the clients are from Swe-

den but not always in the same city, or country, as the developers. The Delhi, 

Thane and Mumbai firms all have developers located in both countries, 

while the Bangalore firm has developers only in India. All firms have clients 

in Sweden, and the Delhi and Thane firms (after 2010) have clients also in 

India. With clients and developers not necessarily in the same city, the case 

firms often need to interact with their clients across distance. The Mumbai 

firm considers the distance problematic: “to have development in such dif-

ferent places doesn‟t really give any benefits” (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 

2010). There are many challenges associated with having offices in two 

countries. However, the respondents also expressed benefits, most of which 
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relate to cost reductions making it affordable for more clients to hire their 

services.  

One benefit of having developers in India is the possibility of doing pro-

jects on a tighter budget. This possibility is part of the sales pitch when find-

ing new clients in Sweden, especially for the Mumbai and the Bangalore 

firms. In the interaction when finding clients in Sweden, India is not kept a 

secret by any of the case firms. No case firm tries to hide the fact that they 

maintain lower costs thanks to having developers in India. The Mumbai firm 

and the Bangalore firm both use India actively in their marketing and on 

their home page. It is not hidden by the Thane or Delhi firms, but it is not as 

clearly part of their sales pitch or web-based presentation.  

The location of the clients affects whether or not the interaction can take 

place in physical proximity, or needs to be dealt with virtually across dis-

tance. One might assume that with a client in the same country as the devel-

opers, they can meet „face to face‟ and discuss projects in physical proximi-

ty. But, with clients in Sweden and developers in India this kind of „face to 

face‟ interaction can only occur if someone travels to meet for a period of 

time in physical proximity. Most of the time, however, clients in Sweden and 

developers in India need to find ways to interact and cooperate around pro-

jects across distance. And this, the respondents of the Mumbai and Banga-

lore firms say includes the challenge of making both the developers and the 

clients feel comfortable interacting over Skype or other types of virtual in-

teraction tools (Mumbai firm; Bangalore firm). In the following section, both 

clients‟ travel to India and also the process of teaching clients to feel at ease 

when interacting and cooperating virtually across distance is discussed.  

The four case firms started with different views on the geography of cli-

ents. The Delhi firm entered India through an Indian client, and thereby en-

tered the Indian market from day one. The Thane firm started to work to-

wards finding clients in India after a few years. However, this was put on 

hold since the local manager and driving force behind sales in India, Anuj, 

proved to be “not so reliable” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2012). In 2008, the 

Bangalore and Mumbai firms did not express a wish to enter the Indian mar-

ket, but over the years this changed. And, in 2012, the Mumbai firm started 

sales operations in India. The Bangalore firm has ideas about sales outside of 

Sweden, but they have not yet been realised. These strategies when it comes 

to entering the Indian market, will affect whether or not interaction can take 

place „face to face‟ in physical proximity or virtually across distance.  

The Delhi firm was the only case firm that entered the Indian market from 

the start. This was because the Delhi firm followed an Indian client asking 

for local support in India. This means the initial idea of opening an office in 

India was to support and find additional Indian clients, and at the same time 

offer support to clients in Sweden. But things did not go as planned. In 2011, 

the Delhi firm left India due to a lack of clients in India, the market in India 

was not as “hot” as the Delhi firm had hoped, so in 2012, sales representa-

tive Amar was the only one left. Both Amar and the local manager in Swe-



 126 

den, Mary, say that the closing down came as no surprise to anyone. Mary 

explains that when your business is based on selling things, as in the case of 

the Delhi firm, if you don‟t sell you need to move on. So, instead of being in 

India, the Delhi firm moved its business to China.  

From the very beginning the Mumbai firm expressed a wish to have the 

office in India and office in Sweden as mirroring offices. From the begin-

ning, sales representatives were only at the headquarters in Sweden, meaning 

clients were located exclusively in Sweden. Over time, the Mumbai firm 

started to show interest in the Indian market and finding local clients. In 

2012, the Mumbai firm hired a sales representative in India assigned to work 

towards the Indian market. Hanna‟s dream is to hire an Indian designer to 

work with sales to the Indian market. The Indian designer is considered vital 

to make interaction in India much simpler. This is because Hanna believes 

explaining the wish of Indian clients to a Swedish designer would take too 

much time. Instead, she says, she needs an Indian designer who understands 

the Indian market and clients‟ preferences. This is so their interaction can 

take place with less need for explanation and less risk of misunderstandings 

(Mumbai, India, 2012). Interestingly, an Indian designer would play a simi-

lar role to that which Hanna plays for the Mumbai firm and their Swedish 

clients. Hanna‟s role as a broker aims at facilitating interaction across dis-

tance, including explaining to the Indian developers about the Swedish con-

text, and also explaining the conditions of working in India to those in Swe-

den. Her role and the role of others as brokers will be further discussed under 

the heading „Interaction through brokering‟.  

Clients travelling to meet in physical proximity 

The Bangalore firm has all its developers in India and all its clients in Swe-

den. This means most of the interaction is done across distance. But, just as 

in the case of interacting with developers, the role of travelling is an issue in 

relation to clients. Clients travelling to meet developers in physical proximi-

ty have proved to be beneficial for the interaction with clients for the Banga-

lore firm. Especially to have the client travel to India to “get things started” 

in the initial phase of a project (Anton, Bangalore, Sweden, 2009). It is, of 

course, easier to fly clients to India if projects run for longer periods of time, 

for shorter projects, there is simply no time for extensive travelling. With the 

client visiting India, they can communicate „face to face‟ with the developers 

in India, hence there is less need for a written specification of the project 

(Bangalore, Sweden, 2009). From the beginning clients of the Bangalore 

firm have travelled to India to get to know the developers there in physical 

proximity. And, in 2012, travelling to meet in physical proximity had be-

come even more common: ”We fly much more now! There are tremendous 

positive aspects to flying and meeting „face to face‟” Tomas, the local man-

ager in India of the Bangalore firm, concludes. He believes meeting „face to 

face‟ facilitates interaction and understanding, also in the longer run. And 

meeting in physical proximity is seen as tying the client and developers clos-
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er together. More and more clients visit India, all project leaders in India 

were in Sweden last year and also developers have been to Sweden, sitting 

and working at the clients‟ offices (Bangalore, India, 2012).  

Teaching clients  

To interact across distance requires the use of technological objects to com-

municate and cooperate, this has proved to be a challenge for the clients. 

When the case firms opened up their office in India, few clients had any 

experience of working across distance, using for instance Skype as a means 

of interaction. Some of the clients of the Bangalore firm have previously 

cooperated with individuals located in another country, and respondents of 

the Bangalore firm say that this earlier experience of interaction across dis-

tance using Skype makes it easier this time around. But, in 2009, the typical 

client of the Bangalore firm had never had this type of experience of virtual 

cooperation across distance before (Bangalore, Sweden, 2009). So, normally 

clients in Sweden are not used to using Skype, and the biggest fear from the 

client‟s point of view is the interaction because of the perceived distance 

between India and Sweden. Over the years, the level of experience of using 

Skype or other means of interaction has increased, but still some respondents 

express a need to teach clients how to work across distance. But, not only 

teaching about using technological objects, the Bangalore firm expresses 

also a need to teach clients about India and Indian developers as a reliable 

partner. In the following both aspects, teaching clients to use technological 

objects and presenting India as a reliable partner, are discussed.  

Staff of the Bangalore firm express how they feel there is a need for an 

active and deliberate strategy towards improving the image of India to the 

clients in Sweden. By having developers in India and clients in Sweden, they 

want the interaction between the office in India and the clients in Sweden to 

eventually wash away the idea that India “sucks”, as put by Tomas, local 

manager in India. Tomas considers this to be important, since he does not 

think it is fair to consider India as extra difficult. To his mind, distance 

makes interaction more challenging and no project can be left alone without 

the client talking to the developers, “it doesn‟t matter whether it is in India or 

not, such projects are bound to fail in any country” (Tomas, Bangalore, In-

dia, 2012). As a result, the Bangalore firm has different strategies for teach-

ing clients how to interact across distance. The clients are in Sweden, and the 

developers are in India, so interaction and cooperation is mostly done virtu-

ally, and this is something Tomas feels the clients need to be taught.  

The Bangalore firm uses Skype to set up role play between developers in 

India and clients in Sweden as one way of getting accustomed to interacting 

and cooperating across distance. Usually, this role play would take place at 

the beginning of a project. The role play aims to define the different roles of 

the people involved in each project. Secondly, and perhaps more important-

ly, these interactions aim to make the client aware that they need to be con-

stantly part of the project and attend regular meetings across distance using 
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Skype. And over time, Tomas, the local manager in India, assures me that 

their clients are happy about interacting across distance. They just need to 

get used to it, he says (Tomas, Bangalore, India, 2012). This way, collaborat-

ing across distance can be interpreted as a process of learning by doing.  

“Since the Bangalore firm started, the difference is huge”, Tomas tells me 

that trial and error was the only way to find out what worked and adapt the 

technology accordingly. “It is all about the attitude to working with people 

far away. It doesn‟t matter if you are a developer in Sweden or India; it‟s the 

same technical language so it‟s all in the attitude,” Tomas concludes (Banga-

lore, India, 2009).  

As mentioned initially in this chapter, Anton, the technical director in 

Sweden for the Bangalore firm, stresses that distance makes the need for 

specifications from the clients, describing the project in detail, more im-

portant, although he realises that in their line of business, not everything can 

be specified:  

But everything in this kind of project cannot be specified, things need to be 
discussed…of course it would be much easier if we sat next to each other, but 
we do not so we have to cope with that. [And some clients] mainly young 
guys, don‟t understand the need for a spec [specification], they rather just 
meet up and chat about the project, but with the development team in India 
that doesn‟t work (Anton, Bangalore, Sweden, 2009).  

 

But, even if working in physical proximity is seen as easier, three out of four 

case firms intentionally divide projects and work towards making the neces-

sary interaction across distance between, for instance, clients and developers 

run as smoothly as possible with few misunderstandings.  

In 2012, the number of clients used to working online had increased, as 

well as the quality of the technology which, according to the respondents at 

the Bangalore firm, had facilitated working across distance. Over time, cli-

ents and developers had become used to working across distance, hence a 

smoother interaction with less need for the Swedes in India. As in the case of 

many things for these firms, it is a constant „practice to make perfect‟, and 

this is also true for the interaction with clients. During the field trips between 

2008 and 2012 several meetings of all case firms were observed. Over time 

there are certain changes that can be identified. During observed meetings of 

the Bangalore firm on the last field trip in 2012, the clients in Sweden could 

recognise who was on the other side of Skype just by hearing a hello. That 

was not the case in 2008. A client meeting in 2012 could be something like 

this: 

Client meeting, Bangalore, India, 2012 

Normally the local manager in India, Tomas, does not attend these meetings 

anymore, now it is the project manager who takes care of it. But this week 

one of them was off, so Tomas stepped in. “Now the emails are flowing in, 
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you can tell Sweden has woken up” Tomas says. Tomas marks two Indian 

names on his Skype chat and writes to them on Skype to join him in the meet-

ing room. The client, two Swedish men, just came online on Skype and To-

mas calls them up. The client gets a Netviewer [a screen sharing program] 

link sent over Skype and, while that starts, the weather in Sweden and the 

weather in India is discussed. The client has one of the Indian developers 

visiting and they took him skiing last weekend, which everyone in the room 

smiles about on hearing. The Swedish clients are very pleased with the func-

tionality of the project and say this to the developers in India who smile and 

say “thank you for the good news”. The line is perfectly clear with no dis-

turbances. “What should we work on?” Tomas asks the Swedish client. 

There is a mumble in Swedish in Sweden and the answer comes in English. 

“Sound good?” Tomas asks the developers. “Yes” they both say. “Did you 

understand me?” the client in Sweden asks the developers in India and To-

mas says yes as he looks at the Indian developers and they nod. “Do you 

guys have any questions?” Tomas asks the Indian developers and one leans 

over the microphone to ask his question. They end up with the client being 

more specific on certain issues. It is clear they have done this type of meet-

ing many times before as the client in Sweden knows who is talking just by 

hearing the voice. Meeting over.  

Interaction with management 

During the field work period, all case firms interact at management level 

across distance frequently. And, perhaps, in relation to interaction with de-

velopers and clients, an estimate would be that interaction with management 

was the most frequent interaction for all case firms.  

The Mumbai firm has chosen to make sure the management know each 

other well before interacting across distance. Therefore, when Hanna got 

hired to work in India for the Mumbai firm, she was asked to work two 

weeks in Sweden to get to know the other managers. The founders of the 

Mumbai firm all know each other very well from attending school together 

in Sweden. Hanna, who did not know them previously, thinks those weeks 

working together in Sweden really helped when later interacting across dis-

tance. To occasionally meet in physical proximity was considered by the 

Mumbai firm as a more efficient way of getting to know each other, then 

doing it albeit across distance.  

The Mumbai firm has regular virtual management meetings, and Hanna 

says the meetings are an important opportunity to check how things are go-

ing, especially since they do not meet „face to face‟. Every Monday, the 

Mumbai firm has a meeting with the other project leaders or management in 

Sweden. Hanna says that it took her almost three months to get used to inter-

acting using Skype. She smiles when she remembers how the struggled to 

understand what everyone was saying, including those in Sweden. Now she 

no longer has any difficulties in interacting by means of Skype (Mumbai, 
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India, 2010). In 2012, Hanna feels that, compared with the beginning, the 

structure of the Mumbai firm is in place. This she notices through it being 

much easier to recruit new personnel and to her mind the Mumbai firm is 

ready to grow as a firm. One strategy for growth is to try and enter the Indian 

market. This is perceived as feasible now in 2012, much thanks to Hanna, 

who says the Mumbai firm “feels like a real firm with routines” (Hanna, 

Mumbai, India, 2012).  

The Mumbai and Bangalore firms have more scheduled meetings than the 

Thane and Delhi firms, but all firms have gone through trial and error re-

garding how to limit the risk of misunderstandings when interacting across 

distance. Over the years, the structures of interaction for the Mumbai firm 

has changed and in 2012 different attempts have landed in the following: 

when the Mumbai firm receives a new project in Sweden, the project leaders 

in Sweden have an initial Skype talk in Swedish with Hanna. Later, they 

have a meeting over Skype in English, including the developers in India. The 

local manager in Sweden, Martin, tried in the beginning to have these brief-

ings directly with the developers in India without the conversation with 

Hanna. But it became obvious that Hanna‟s presence was needed to clear up 

things that were misunderstood or missed, so now she always attends these 

meetings to clarify if needed (Mumbai, Sweden, 2010). This is most often in 

meetings with developers present. A management meeting only includes 

Swedes who have known each other since long before the Mumbai firm was 

formed, or, people such as Hanna and Martin, who did not know the others 

from the beginning and hence, have worked towards becoming part of the 

firm. As all the case firms are quite small, meetings with clients, developers 

and management often consist of the same number of key individuals. That 

is the case in this management meeting of the Mumbai firm: 

Management meeting, Mumbai, India, 2010  

“But, what is wrong, I‟m normally the last one”, the local manager in India 

for the Mumbai firm, Hanna asks, opens the Skype chat and writes to the 

others “isn‟t there a meeting now?”. She laughs as she explains that the firm 

is so small that it is always the same people at every meeting so the Swedish 

project leader she is waiting for now is the same project leader who attended 

the meeting just finished. As the Swedish project leader enters the meeting 

Hanna says “hi”. Also the manager Gustav enters the meeting and Hanna 

makes sure to say hi to him from two friends in India. The last of the project 

leaders enters and the meeting starts. “I will do this walking [outdoors in 

the snow]” says the project leader arriving last. They go through all the 

employees one by one and which project they are working on at the moment. 

The sound quality is good, with some background noise from the participant 

outdoors walking. Someone in Sweden talks about incoming projects. “Now 

it is noisy again” Hanna cannot really hear when the wind in Sweden makes 

his phone noisy. Sweden has some material that will be sent to India, “but 

the working day is almost over in India so perhaps you can get some more 
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work done on it tomorrow morning”. “Anything else?” “Gustav, did you see 

my text?” “I will call you later so we can discuss it” “talk tomorrow at the 

management meeting” “oh, yes, OK, bye”. The meeting is over.  

 

The Bangalore firm has a structured way of interacting with scheduled meet-

ings daily or weekly depending on the topic. For instance, the Bangalore 

firm has so-called „global‟ management meetings for both the office in Swe-

den and India at least once a month. The management of the Bangalore firm 

consists of individuals who know each other well from before. Knowing 

each other from before, and getting to know each other by working together, 

seem both from this empirical material and the theoretical discussion previ-

ously, to facilitate interaction. One empirical example of this comes from an 

observation of a management meeting of the Bangalore firm in 2009. During 

this meeting a cough from someone in Sweden could be enough for the man-

agement in India to identify who was attending the meeting in Sweden. But 

not all meetings are like that, below is an example of a management meeting 

from 2009, when the management found out that things were not going as 

well as they thought.  

Management Meeting, Bangalore, Sweden, 2009  

The technical director in Sweden for the Bangalore firm, Anton, opens up his 

Skype chat and writes, asking if anyone is there. Anton tells me as he waits 

for a reply that he has been pushing for the office in India to buy a proper 

microphone and a projector so that they can see each other. He even 

brought a projector from Sweden last time he visited and it was recently 

installed. The program Netviewer, allowing the sharing of screens, starts, 

while Anton says he can read on his chat they need to wait some more for 

the local managers in India, Tomas and manager Mattias, to finish another 

meeting in India.  

After a few minutes, Anton‟s mobile phone rings and there is a big laugh, 

apparently Tomas and Mattias had been waiting for Sweden to call and 

Sweden was waiting for India to call. During the meeting there are few in-

terruptions, mostly it is very silent and one man speaks at a time with occa-

sional “hmm” “yes” “OK” from the others. The drumming sound coming 

from Tomas in India writing on his laptop is disturbing and Pradeep and 

Anton smile and say that they have no incentive to get a proper headset in 

India since they do not hear how bad it sounds here in Sweden. The meeting 

starts and the project at hand is not running as smoothly as they wish. “We 

need to get more info here in Sweden” says Anton and he continues to ex-

plain that one of the Indian developers has said that “everything is going 

well, and if what you in India say is true he has left things out that I need to 

know here in Sweden”. “I have only heard that it was ready to be delivered 

on Thursday” says Anton. Mattias shares Anton‟s concern and is “worried 

that the system looks the way it does”. Anton‟s mobile in Sweden rings but 

he ignores it and silences it. ”The client knows it is a bad code, but he has 
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no idea it is as bad as Mattias says. You [in India] need to check with him 

how long every step will take, the client and the ones doing the testing 

should work out a time plan together”, Anton concludes. Anton lets out a big 

sigh when Mattias says he has seen this coming for a long time and there is 

something wrong with communications if this has not reached Sweden soon-

er. “You [Anton] should have received this information a lot sooner so that 

you could have informed the client”. It sounds like a small chopper in the air 

in India and, when Tomas writes, the drumming sound of the keyboard is 

added to the chopper sound, ”someone is pounding on a keyboard over 

there” says Anton and turns with a smile to the rest of the office in Sweden. 

“Oh, right, yes”, says Tomas in India. There is a group discussion in India 

and it is impossible to make out what they are talking about and Anton 

smiles, showing with his hands he cannot understand them. The chopper 

sound stops in India only to return after half a minute. A mobile phone rings 

in India and everyone in Sweden smiles as the sound fills the room, but no 

one comments and it seems as if India wants to wrap things up. Pradeep in 

the office in Sweden has a question and the headset is passed over the desk. 

An Indian programmer recently visiting Sweden lived at Mattias‟ mother- in- 

law‟s and Pradeep has the key and he and Mattias makes clear how she will 

get the key back. The meeting is over.  

 

The Thane firm interacts daily and most frequently at management level. 

This is in contrast to the other case firms where interaction with management 

does not clearly predominate over interaction with developers or clients. In 

2010, the local manager in India, Anuj, says that despite the distance the 

offices in Sweden and India feel like one, “we interact with them [managers 

in Sweden] anytime we need and we talk every day”. At least Anuj talks 

every day to Sweden, but he admits that this is perhaps not true for the de-

velopers in India (Anuj, Thane, India, 2010). These interactions across dis-

tance at management level are on a “need to know basis, rather than a struc-

tured interaction schedule. “Of course it would have been good to maybe 

have a scheduled meeting every week, but I can‟t even find the time to do 

that here for the office in Sweden” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010).  

This structure of interaction differs from the interaction between manag-

ers across distance of the Mumbai, Delhi and Bangalore firms. These three 

firms have a more structured interaction across distance, and they share the 

intention of using these interactions and regular meetings as a means of de-

veloping social proximity across distance. For the Thane firm these meetings 

at management level were seen more as a way of getting to know what is 

happening in each office on a „need to know basis‟. It is important to stress 

however, that this is not seen as a problem for the Thane firm. This will be 

further analysed in Chapter seven. For the Delhi, and especially the Mumbai 

and Bangalore firms, the meetings involve not just interaction at manage-

ment level. For these firms interaction such as cooperation between develop-

ers and clients is also seen as a way to develop social proximity across dis-
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tance. However, even if the intention to use interaction to develop social 

proximity is similar between the Mumbai, Delhi and Bangalore firms, the 

outcome differs, and this will be discussed in the following Chapter seven.  

The issue of time when interacting across distance 

The distance between Sweden and India has temporal implications for inter-

action. These implications are especially noticeable at management level. 

With the idea of working together across distance, the time difference proves 

to be extra challenging. The disadvantage of the time difference is that the 

case firms have fewer hours when they can work together across distance.  

Now we take a late lunch here in India when Sweden is just awake and then 
Sweden goes to lunch so we lose 2 hours of joint work there and then there is 
the 4.5 hours, which feels much more than 3.5 [daylight savings time]. We 
have very few hours working together (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2010). 

 

Hanna talks about the struggles with the time difference between India and 

Sweden. The time difference between India and Sweden is 4.5 hours or 3.5 

hours depending on daylight saving time, and it gives the office in Sweden 

and in India benefits as well as disadvantages. The benefit is that the Indian 

office works in the morning when the office in Sweden is closed, and the 

other way around. Thanks to having developers in Sweden and India, work 

can be done covering more hours, but it also implies that management needs 

to be online more hours. In 2008, when the Mumbai firm was starting up in 

India, Gustav tells me he worked Indian office hours and then continued to 

work Swedish office hours as well. But, still, he feels it was worth it: “to be 

part of globalisation and to see it with your own eyes is a lot of fun!” (Gus-

tav, Mumbai, India, 2008) 

The Bangalore firm has chosen to deal with the time difference by its of-

fice in India being flexible. They have management meetings starting at nine 

Swedish time all year round, “We are flexible” says the local manager in 

India, Tomas, about the office in India changing meeting hours from 13.30 

to 12.30 during summer (Bangalore, India, 2008).  

Time is also related to more qualitative aspects. All four case firms seem 

to agree on at least one thing; there are differences between Sweden and 

India, influencing the ability to interact across distance. These differences 

are not necessarily related to physical distance, there are more qualitative 

aspects. For instance, all respondents with experience from both countries 

express perceived differences in speed in Sweden and India. Swedes who 

work as local managers in India express a feeling of things moving more 

quickly in India than in Sweden, “more happens here [in India] in a week 

than it does during six months in Sweden!” (Tomas, Bangalore, India, 2012). 

This feeling that India is very fast moving is a recurring sentiment from the 

respondents, especially from the Swedes working and living in India. Swe-

den on the other hand is presented by the same Swedes as a slower country: 
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“too slow” to move back to according to Hanna, the local manager in India 

for the Mumbai firm (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2012). This example is to illus-

trate how besides the physical distance between India and Sweden with time 

difference and so on, experience based differences, such as perceived vari-

ances in speed also puts interaction to the test. Without an understanding of 

local prerequisites, for instance the perceived speed at which things are hap-

pening, interaction might be hampered. This is just as an understanding of 

how local prerequisites might facilitate interactions in an international set-

ting.  

Interaction through objects 

“Should we start the meeting now?” one of the managers in Sweden asks. “I 
am in my car so I don‟t have a laptop with me” says another manager in Swe-
den. “If there is anyone who usually is in a car, it is me” Hanna smiles in In-
dia. “But here [in Sweden] we are doing the driving ourselves so there is a dif-
ference!” the second manager in Sweden points out (Mumbai, India, 2012). 

 

The case firms need technological objects to interact across distance. With-

out computers, software allowing the sharing of screens, headsets and mo-

bile phones, their business entailing cooperation across distance would be 

difficult to pursue29. In this section the focus is on interaction through ob-

jects.  

Gustav, in 2008 the local manager in India of the Mumbai firm, predicts 

how cheaper ICT and better bandwidth enables “more knowledge to flow” 

across distance. Gustav says that today the cost of communication is not 

even an issue anymore (Gustav, Mumbai, India, 2008). Martin, the local 

manager in Sweden feels as if he is always online on some sort of technical 

device. He says that when he receives a mail on his phone, he fixes the mat-

ter immediately. This means that  

…if you want to brief Hong Kong you need to get up at 3AM. Not sure why it 
is like that, it is a bit crazy, but all of us are online all the time. So, this is how 
it is, it tinkles [indicating someone wants him from his phone or laptop] the 
entire day (Martin, Mumbai, Sweden, 2010).  

 

Objects are an invaluable aspect of interacting, across distance but also in 

physical proximity. There are, for instance, Skype groups where those as-

signed to a certain project can chat and interact on issues. But it is not only 

the interaction between India and Sweden that is done over Skype, also with-

in the office itself Skype is the tool. Hanna explains that there are so many 

                                                      
29 Interestingly enough, since the case firms work in IT services, their entire line of business 

would not even exist if not for the technology available. If there was no Internet no one would 

ask the case firms to program web pages and so on  
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links to send so she finds it easier that way (Mumbai, India, 2010). The case 

firms, with Mumbai at one end and the Thane firm at the other, have to vary-

ing degrees a more or less open landscape office. The firms with an open 

office landscape, such as the Mumbai, Delhi, and Bangalore firms consider 

this as a way of facilitating interaction in physical proximity. This means 

that, for instance Martin, the local manager of the Mumbai firm in Sweden, 

sits with the developers in the same room. This, he says, is a way of enabling 

instant interaction so that any issues can be solved directly. Interestingly 

enough, even when sharing the same office, the interaction between devel-

opers takes place most often over Skype chat. Using the chat is perceived as 

an easy way of interacting without getting up from their chair and disturbing 

the others (Mumbai, Sweden, 2010).  

The case firms have different approaches to trying to develop an experi-

ence of shared social familiarity through objects between the offices. The 

Mumbai firm uses an Intranet which “is like a Facebook for the offices” as a 

way to bring the offices socially closer together (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 

2010). On this Intranet they upload things such as pictures of new born kids, 

common activities done at each office, and also extreme weather such as a 

snowstorm in Sweden, which was requested by the Indian staff. Hence, the 

Intranet is more for sharing personal things and developing an experience of 

shared social familiarity, including more than only work-related matters. 

This common technological object is used as a tool where the staff in each 

office can get to know each other and talk about things besides their com-

mon project work. Hanna explains that the Intranet is an important tool since 

“we are so scattered as a firm so we need this to see pictures of it all” (Han-

na, Mumbai, India, 2010). But things change quickly for the case firms, and 

two years later I am told the Intranet has been closed. Instead, in 2012, the 

Mumbai firm used emailing as a way of getting to know what was is going 

on in each office, facilitating the development of social proximity. Hanna 

admits that they “actually spam more on email” with personal messages on 

things happening in Sweden or India or whatever might be of interest to both 

offices (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2012). However, even if the object used has 

changed, the overall goal to bring the offices closer together has not 

changed.  

Internet and ICT are prerequisites for interaction between all case firms, 

but the local manager in India for the Thane firm, Harinder, remembers 

when fax was the tool for communication. Harinder is a man in his fifties, 

who has been working for Swedish firms in India for more than fifteen 

years. About ten years ago, when Harinder worked for a large Swedish engi-

neering firm, fax was an important means of interaction. Then the cost of 

communication was a large post in the budget. Now with the possibility of 

interacting using MSN chat or Skype, this is no longer a large cost in the 

budget (Thane, India, 2008).  
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Figure 15 Clocks displaying Indian as well as Swedish time, here at the Bangalore 
firm in Sweden 

 

When doing the field work there was one physical object reminding me of 

how these case firms work across distance. All case firms, with the excep-

tion of the Thane firm, have two clocks on their wall displaying Indian as 

well as Swedish time. In Figure 15 this is illustrated by the two clocks hang-

ing at the Swedish office of the Bangalore firm. The Thane firm has a differ-

ent strategy for working across distance compared to the other firms, and this 

can also be spotted from an object point of view. At the Thane office in 

Sweden there is a picture of the Taj Mahal, other than that there are no India-

related items. There is one clock showing Swedish time: “We have never 

thought of having Indian time as well” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010).  
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Figure 16 Everyday technology  

In the case of the Bangalore firm most interactions are done using Skype, 

and also the interaction within each office is done via Skype. However, ac-

cording to the local manager in India, Tomas, Skype is mainly a prerequisite 

for maintaining frequent interaction with Sweden, both with the office and 

also with clients (see Figure 16). For Tomas, the main weakness in cooperat-

ing across distance is related to technology. He says that limited bandwidth 

makes the sound quality poor, and with a better bandwidth they could have 

video conferences from the offices – all to create a sense of more direct con-

tact, but technically this can‟t be done yet, Tomas sighs (Bangalore, India, 

2009).  

As seen in the extracts from the meetings in this chapter, there is a lot of 

technical hassle impeding interaction across distance. This technical hassle 

may be bad headsets either at the clients‟ or the office in India, making inter-

action difficult. And, as an additional impediment to interaction, sometimes 

fixing a technological problem with an object takes a great deal of time, 

making both managers and clients inpatient. The technical director in Swe-

den for the Bangalore firm, Anton, is thinking about setting up a Skype kit 

with a good headset and all the material needed for the client to minimise the 

technical hassle (Bangalore, Sweden, 2009). Indeed there has been technical 

hassle for all the firms, especially in the first couple of years. Here is an ex-

ample of a client meeting in 2008 where technology inhibits rather than fa-

cilitates interaction.  
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Client meeting, Bangalore, India, 2008 

The microphone is broken today so a headset is placed on the table working 

as a temporary microphone. Skype is used to call the client in Sweden, he 

answers and one of the Indian developers explains the project so far and 

makes a suggestion for a solution to a yet unsolved problem. The voice of the 

client comes from the headset and everyone is silent and sits still. There is 

some disturbance on the line and the client disappears. The Swedish moder-

ator in India, the local manager Tomas, asks the Indian team if they have 

notices anything wrong with Internet today. All six developers nod. Tomas 

explains that the Internet provider in India can shut down much of the 

bandwidth without any notice and this makes their work difficult, but it is 

much better than it used to be. Tomas says that it was months since they had 

this kind of bad connection, it is becoming increasingly rare nowadays. The 

Bangalore firm has a generator of their own to make sure they have enough 

power – otherwise that would also be a major issue as power cuts are com-

mon. They can once again reach the client, but they will only have sound, no 

sharing of screens as the bandwidth is so bad. Skype is now merely a phone. 

They mail some specifications of the project when the client once again dis-

appears. They redial to the client but after only a few words the client is 

gone again. Tomas decides that if the situation has not improved in five 

minutes, they will take care of this meeting over email instead. This is what 

happened - the questions from the Indian team were sent to the client by 

email. “Always some issues in our work, well thank you” says Tomas to the 

developers in India and the meeting is over. 

 

In 2012, after daily interacting and cooperating virtually across distance for a 

couple of years, Pradeep, the local manager of the Bangalore firm, sums up 

his experience of virtual interaction. He concludes that distance hampers the 

ability to develop relationships enabling interaction:  

Face to face works over Skype, but not faces to faces. Face to face works well 
when checking how things are going, but in order to move a relationship for-
ward you need to eat something or have a coffee together, you need to see the 
spontaneous reactions of the other person, there are so many nuances in body 
language that you miss over Skype. But this is our constant struggle; explain-
ing the vision of a client for the developers across distance (Pradeep, Banga-
lore, Sweden, 2012).  

 

One important aspect of interaction through objects is related to the cost of 

interaction. During the field work period, 2008-2012, the cost of technology 

enabling interaction decreased. And, also the case firms, especially the Ban-

galore firm say that there has been improvement in for instance the Internet 

connection during the field work period. In 2012, the Bangalore firm had a 

faster more stable Internet connection as well as an upgraded computer park. 

Interaction across distance is no longer a major part of the budget of these 
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firms and, in 2012, the Bangalore firm uses both Skype as well as mobile 

phones. Interaction using mobile phones from India to Sweden has always 

been quite cheap, but there have been cost reductions lately so “if the client 

[in Sweden] does not answer over Skype, the developers [in India] are urged 

to call the client‟s mobile phone as it is no longer expensive, and soon with 

4G in mobile phones, Skype will be integrated into the phone in a new way” 

(Pradeep, Bangalore, Sweden, 2012). 

However, the Bangalore firm still wants to buy new and better communi-

cation devices. With even more advanced conference equipment body lan-

guage can also be captured which would be a help when interacting across 

distance. But, even if they have the most advanced communication system in 

the world, they still think that no technology will ever replace an informal 

„face to face‟ interaction, to “grab a cup of coffee and chit-chat” (Tomas, 

Bangalore, India, 2012).  

The experience of the four firms in this study indicates that it takes time 

to understand each other when interacting across distance. To feel accus-

tomed to interacting and collaborating using ICT objects and software, such 

as Skype chat, is seen as something that requires conscious effort on the part 

of those involved. But they all seem to agree that „practice makes perfect‟ 

and, in 2012, compared to 2008, their experience is that there are fewer mis-

understandings when interacting across distance.  

Interaction through brokering 

In all the descriptions of the everyday work of these firms, it is individuals in 

combination with technical objects that push things forward or put things on 

hold. There are certain differences between the firms when it comes to inter-

action through brokering. The Delhi, Mumbai and Bangalore firms all ex-

press a general idea that interaction in the form of cooperation is more easily 

done with a Swede located more or less permanently in India. This is so 

since it is believed that a Swede in India can help to clear up misunderstand-

ings. A Swede in India is someone who can explain about the Swedish con-

text for the Indian developers and so on. But there is also the case of not 

having a Swede in India, such as the Thane firm. This firm acknowledged 

the possible benefits of having a Swede in India, but chose not to. The ra-

tionale behind this decision was that the Thane firm is seen to be too small 

with no Swede available to go to India for any longer period of time. 

Thanks to earlier experience of working in India, Gustav, the local man-

ager in India of the Mumbai firm, became the broker between India and 

Sweden and he says that without his presence in India it would never have 

worked, his brokering function is a prerequisite (Gustav, Mumbai, India, 

2008). The fact that they have developers in India is an important sales pitch 

in Sweden, however, as Gustav points out; the presence of staff in Sweden 

also is a “security for the client in Sweden”, even if the idea of the Mumbai 
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firm is to have the same level of competence in both countries (Mumbai, 

India, 2008).  

Gustav was later replaced by Hanna and she says with a smile that she 

feels as if Gustav “gave me his work, his apartment and also his friends and 

social network” (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2010). One of the tasks of Hanna‟s 

function as a broker is to make sure that everything seems to be correct be-

fore the code is sent to Sweden. She knows the Swedish context, so even if 

she doesn‟t talk to the client, she can see if the code looks alright. Misunder-

standings occur, mostly to do with the Indian developers saying they under-

stand something when in fact they do not. But this Hanna can spot and she 

says that this is her task in India; to ensure fewer misunderstandings. She 

says it works on the whole very well but, if they did not work late hours in 

India, too many issues that need to be discussed with the developers in Swe-

den would be left hanging due to the time difference between the countries. 

“In Sweden they go home at 5, if we went home at 5 it wouldn‟t work”, in-

dicating the developers in India have a more flexible working schedule 

(Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2010). To her mind it is the fact that they do not sit 

in physical proximity that makes her function as a broker necessary. There-

fore, she feels that it is vital for the ones working at the office in India to 

meet those working at the office in Sweden, to meet „face to face‟ on occa-

sion. Meeting now and then in physical proximity is seen as a way of getting 

people from the offices to know each other. And this is considered by the 

Mumbai firm to mitigate the challenges in cooperating across distance and 

also enhance the potential for future interactions across distance (Hanna, 

Mumbai, India, 2010).  

Should Hanna move from India, she would need someone to replace her, 

her function as a broker in India was still in 2012 considered important. The 

founders and local managers of the Mumbai firm in Sweden all have fami-

lies now, and she guesses they will probably not be keen on moving to India 

should she need to be replaced. So even if Hanna wanted to move on to an-

other country, now is not the time. She is clear that she does not want to 

move back to Sweden, “it is too slow” (Hanna, Mumbai, India, 2012).  

In 2009, Pradeep is back in Sweden. He has spent almost four years in In-

dia and wanted to work with sales at the Bangalore office in Sweden. The 

moving back and forth of the management of the Bangalore firm is seen as a 

way to spread the Indian and Swedish context between the offices. Pradeep, 

who started up the office in India, moved to Sweden and, by doing so, To-

mas sees how he brought with him “all the knowledge from here [India] and 

now when he is in Sweden he is very competent at estimating the time for 

how long a project might take” (Tomas, Bangalore, India, 2009). The re-

spondents of the Bangalore firm stress the benefits of having knowledge 

about the Indian, as well as the Swedish, context. This makes brokers Pra-

deep, Tomas, and, Brijesh vital to the Bangalore firm, even if Pradeep states 

that a firm should not depend on individuals (Bangalore, Sweden, 2012).  
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The Bangalore firm is run by individuals who knew each other before the 

business started. Local managers Pradeep and Brijesh are relatives and Pra-

deep has lived together with Tomas. Pradeep says that even if this type of 

business should never depend on a few individuals, it clearly helps that they 

know each other from before: “sure it helps that we [Pradeep, Tomas, Bri-

jesh] know each other, that we share so many common stories so we can 

nuance what we want to say with shared anecdotes. [This is particularly im-

portant since] most of the communication is done over the phone” (Pradeep, 

Bangalore, Sweden, 2012).  

Tomas, the local manager in India, tells me that there will always be 

Swedes in India and the reason is interaction with the client. By having 

Swedes in India the interaction with the Swedish clients is facilitated. 

Thanks to knowing each other‟s language there are fewer misunderstand-

ings. Tomas says that it is not possible to just put a group of Indian develop-

ers in a room and leave them and expect to get any results, it doesn‟t work. 

There is a need to have people present, hence there is a need to have Swedes 

in India, just as Swedes in Sweden is a prerequisite when the clients are 

there. In 2009, the project leaders in India were only Swedish, but the plan 

was that as the Indian developers acquired more and more experience, more 

of them would become project leaders (Bangalore, India, 2009). This came 

true and, in 2012, all the project leaders are Indian, entrusted with taking 

care of the interaction with clients. Tomas, the local manager in India feels 

his capacity as a broker is needed less and less. The Swedes, or brokers, at 

the Bangalore firm in India have gone “from being important all the time to 

being important some of the time” (Tomas, Bangalore, India, 2012). The 

Indian project leaders now have their own meetings with clients and now 

Tomas feels he needs to be there 50-60% instead of 100%. “We would like 

to get rid of the bridges at top level” and he thinks that will happen quite 

soon (Tomas, Bangalore, India, 2012). 

The Thane firm does not consider the distance needs to be bridged. 

Hence, this firm should have less obvious need of a broker. However, some 

qualities related to the function of brokers are considered important for the 

Thane firm too. Markus, the manager of the Thane firm in Sweden, is de-

scribed as “a cross-cultural expert” by the local manager in India, Harinder 

(Harinder, Thane, India, 2008). According to Harinder, the fact that Markus 

has travelled a lot and knows a great deal about many cultures besides the 

Indian is important when doing business in India. This is so since, as he ex-

plains, there are differences in how to interact when signing a deal: “You 

need to understand that there is a relationship focus in India while Sweden 

focuses much more on signing the deal” (Harinder, Thane, India, 2008). 

According to Harinder, Swedes show less interest in getting to know one 

another when signing a deal. This is in contrast to the Indian perspective, 

where becoming socially close is one aspect of being business partners. 

Markus says that the Thane firm is too small to have a Swede in India on a 

permanent basis. And if Markus was the one to travel to India, then he would 
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need to be replaced in Sweden, so even if he feels it would be very exciting 

to go to India for a longer period, he cannot at the moment. He is aware that 

things would most probably be more efficient if there was a Swede in India, 

but as it is considered not possible at the moment it is “a price we have to 

pay” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010).  

After 2010 and the problems with the local manager Anuj, the Thane firm 

finds a new young local manager for the office in India. This new local man-

ager comes from India but has been working with Swedish firms for some 

years. He is therefore considered to be knowledgeable about the Swedish 

context. This is why he is perceived by Markus to be almost „half-Swedish‟. 

However, because of earlier employment in a different Indian city, this new 

local manager in India is located 1500 km away from the developers he is to 

manage. But Markus in Sweden is positive and sees this distance as a posi-

tive thing. This is because the Thane firm can now cover a greater area in 

India for sales (Thane, Sweden, 2012). “If we were a bigger firm we would 

have a Swede in India, but now that we have a „half-Swedish‟ director in 

India, there is even less need”, he says and smiles. “It feels really good right 

now” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2012).  

Brokers in physical proximity 

It is important to note that brokering is not only about facilitating interaction 

across distance, it is also about facilitating interaction in physical proximity 

(see Figures 1 and 2 Ch. 1). One important feature of a broker is to develop 

an experience of shared social familiarity through common activities in each 

office. This type of brokering in physical proximity can also be related to the 

issue of language. Here, knowing local languages can be seen as an empiri-

cal example of contextual knowing – one of the main qualities of a broker. 

Pradeep and Brijesh, both managers of the Bangalore firm, are of Indian 

decent and can speak several local languages. Pradeep tells me that even if 

English is widely spoken in India, you will get certain perks if you speak a 

local language. In 2008, he noticed this in relation to starting up their busi-

ness in India, but also in relation to the other Swedes being in India. In 2008, 

the Bangalore firm had a number of Swedes, less than ten, working for them 

in India on a temporary basis. These Swedes, visiting for a few weeks or a 

few months, are often Swedish university students looking for work experi-

ence before taking their exam. To make things more convenient for the 

Swedes in India, in 2008 the Bangalore firm had a house close to the office 

in India. The Swedish students temporarily working at the office resided at 

this house, and also local manager Pradeep. Pradeep tells me that through 

him the Swedish students, who are not so familiar with Indian culture and 

language, get insights into and learn more about the local context. 
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Figure 17 Water delivery truck in India 

 

It is not advisable to drink the tap water in India. Hence, those who can af-

ford to drink safe water from large containers, as can be seen in Figure 17, 

do so. When you run out of water, you contact your local water delivery boy, 

called „Pani-Wallah‟ in Hindi, and order more drinking water. The issue of 

drinking water Pradeep brings up as an example of the benefits of knowing a 

local language: “If there is no water none of the Swedes could call for a 

„pani-wallah‟ [water delivery man] since they do not know the local lan-

guage” (Pradeep, Bangalore, India, 2008). Instead, they need to ask Pradeep 

to order water for them. The Swedish highly educated students at the office 

in India can work in a high tech office, but on a more local level in India, 

they need some assistance to make their daily lives easier. One might say, 

the water incident indicates a need for someone who can help them under-

stand and navigate in the Indian context. 
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Figure 18 Interior of the Bangalore firm, the office in India 

 

Interestingly enough, in the office also Pradeep feels he functions in relation 

to the Indian developers as something of a broker (see Figure 18 for picture 

of the office in India). Pradeep‟s experience of working with Indian devel-

opers tells him that if something goes wrong the Indian developers generally 

would not approach their senior with their issue. With that in mind Pradeep 

has tried to become a broker who is more of a friend, than a senior in the 

hierarchy. This is also Pradeep‟s way of working to achieve a flat organisa-

tion. So Pradeep‟s function as a broker is about checking that the projects 

run as smoothly as the Indian developers claim, and to encourage them to 

approach him whenever they encounter problems. As mentioned previously, 

the Bangalore firm is an example of a case firm striving towards as flat an 

organisation in India as that in Sweden. However, if the flat organisation as a 

feature of an experience of shared social familiarity is to be maintained, the 

developers must become more involved and used to working more inde-

pendently (Bangalore, India, 2008). This makes the brokers of the Bangalore 

firm brokers both across distance to clients in Sweden, but also, and perhaps 

more importantly for this case firm, they are brokers for Swedes working 

temporarily at their office in India. They can be regarded as brokers in phys-

ical proximity.  
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Figure 19 Table football game at the Mumbai firm at the office in India 

 

As previously mentioned, the role of the brokers is also about developing 

social proximity through common activities in each office. The Bangalore 

and Mumbai firms have a variety of activities aiming at developing an expe-

rience of shared social familiarity in each office, to some extent developing 

social proximity in physical proximity. By the entrance of the Mumbai firm 

in India there is a table football game that was placed there by Gustav some 

years back (see Figure 19). This table football game has been replaced by a 

Nintendo Wii and table tennis. Every day someone plays a game of table 

tennis and this was all Gustav‟s idea, to enhance bonding at the office. And 

playing together in the office, using for instance the table football game, is 

seen as a way of making the office in India less hierarchical and thereby 

fitting into the Swedish „way of working‟. This is because in table football 

games the Indian developers can win over the Swedish local manager, mak-

ing the manager „part of the team‟ rather than a senior authority to whom the 

developers do not dare to bring questions or issues.   
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Figure 20 Mutual lunch at the Mumbai firm at the office in India. Note the two 
clocks on the wall displaying Swedish and Indian local time 
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In relation to food, the Mumbai firm has tried out different ways to develop 

an experience of shared social familiarity in each office. Every day all of the 

staff at the office in India have lunch together (see Figure 20). Every Friday 

there is a table tennis tournament and every other Monday the whole team 

does something together; go-carting or going to the movies. And everything 

they do is posted online for the office in Sweden to see and comment on 

(Mumbai, India, 2010).  

Also staff at the office in Sweden do things to keep a sense of shared so-

cial familiarity. Every Friday in Sweden staff of the Mumbai firm have what 

they call „Friday-beer‟ when they play some videogames and every Tuesday 

through Friday they eat breakfast together (Mumbai, Sweden, 2010; 2012). 

Every week the office in Sweden eat lunch together, always Indian food, and 

during the „fun hour‟ every Friday someone at the office in Sweden has to 

organise something enjoyable, arranging a lecture on an interesting topic or 

making bead boards [pärlplatta] (Mumbai, Sweden, 2012). Again, all activi-

ties are posted online for the other office to see and comment on.  

The Mumbai firm has also tried to have common food-related activities 

tying the office in India and Sweden closer together. One common activity 

was breakfast meetings, or lunch meetings due to the time difference be-

tween Sweden and India. The idea behind these breakfast/lunch meetings 

was to set up cameras using Skype while eating. Martin says it was not a 

success, and explains that “it was filming while eating and no one heard 

what the other office was talking about and we tried to explain what we were 

eating here in Sweden, but it didn‟t work out” (Martin, Mumbai, Sweden, 

2012). On a more successful note, the Mumbai firm had a programming 

competition with one Swedish and one Indian team that had a stipulated time 

to program a game. Again all posted online so that everyone could see, in-

cluding people outside the Mumbai firm (Mumbai, India, 2012). 

Trying to remedy a divide – the Delhi firm 

Not all case firms succeed in their aim to develop a feeling of closeness be-

tween the offices in Sweden and India. How the Delhi firm struggled to rem-

edy this divide, later closed down and the lessons they learned from having 

an office in India provides examples of the role of brokers and how it is 

sometimes not enough.  

From the beginning the Delhi firm suffered from a feeling of a divide be-

tween the offices in Sweden and India. Paula, the project leader for the Delhi 

firm in India, had been working in the office in Sweden for many years when 

she was asked if she wanted to go to India. Paula says that it felt rather easy 

to say yes since she knew all the key persons in Sweden which makes inter-

action so much easier. The purpose of having Paula in India is to have some-

one in India the Swedes can interact directly with, give and know the Swe-

dish context, facilitate or make the communication smoother and lead the 

part of the team that‟s in India (Delhi, India, 2009).  
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Sandeep, head of sales in India for the Delhi firm, says that the Swedish way 

of working is different from the Indian, Swedes are punctual and honest, 

while Indians say yes to everything, even if they cannot do it: “They [his 

fellow Indian developers or sales representatives] never say no even if they 

don‟t know”, he smiles (Sandeep, Delhi, India, 2008). Sandeep tells me that 

Indians are used to a more hierarchical way of working, from a very young 

age they are told what to do and not to take the initiative themselves. There 

is, according to Sandeep, a lower level of flexibility in India, “but Paula is 

here to change this mindset” (Sandeep, Delhi, India, 2008). However, it will 

not happen overnight, he admits, it needs close monitoring by Paula and also 

meeting the developers in Sweden (Delhi, India, 2008).  

All case firms express similar sentiments about the Indian developers be-

ing used to a more hierarchical way of working and that they therefore need 

some guidance when working in Swedish more organisationally flat firms. 

The most common way to solve this difference is to have a broker in India 

who can help bridge the distance, just as Sandeep talks about Paula above. 

And Paula feels she is needed in India.  

Paula gives an example of why she feels her presence in India is neces-

sary. She has noticed how the Indian developers hesitate to be direct when 

chatting over Skype to the office in Sweden, and Paula has told the Indian 

developers to keep it short, in bullet points if possible, and with more author-

ity. She says that the Swedish developers have neither the time nor the habit 

of answering polite phrases. Sometimes the Indian developers ask Paula why 

it is so. Paula also tries to explain to the Swedish developers that the Indian 

developers prefer to be polite and less direct in their interaction over chat. 

This is in order to help the developers in India and in Sweden to understand 

what the other developers expect (Delhi, India, 2009).  

Paula says that the Delhi firm had a clear idea that “we should have an of-

fice in India,” but to her mind there wasn‟t really a plan for how that would 

happen (Delhi, India, 2009). And as a result there is a divide between the 

offices, and Mary, the local manager in Sweden of the Delhi firm, wants to 

fix this by raising the status of the Indians. The team in Sweden should not 

refer to the engineers in India as “the Indians”, they are “the team in India” 

and she continues “we don‟t say Strängnäsarna, [referring to another office 

the Delhi firm has] we say those in Strängnäs. Or, better still we should call 

the team in India by their names since the use of words matter” (Mary, Del-

hi, Sweden, 2009).  

One of the reasons why the Delhi firm closed down is related to the nega-

tive image of India compared to China: “How many firms would talk of 

India as hot two years ago [when India began not to work well]? Beijing is 

cool, like Rio or New York, people [from the Delhi firm] want to go there 

[to work]” (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2012). Besides lacking clients in India, the 

Delhi firm had difficulties in finding people in Sweden willing to go to India 

to work. This became part of the feeling of a divide between the offices in 

Sweden and India. 



 149 

After the Delhi firm had closed down in India Mary is convinced: “motiva-

tion cannot be achieved remotely!” And part of the reason is that “you will 

never know the social games going on at the office. The staff in India were 

very good, but they needed a different kind of leadership and more clearly 

defined norms” (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2012). After the office in India had 

closed down, Mary and Paula sat down and wrote lists of lessons learned and 

the main point was “Clearly defined leadership”. Mary was in India to visit 

and she noticed how the culture was different insofar as the staff in India did 

not ask, did not question authority.  

It is not a matter of competence, I don‟t believe in managing across oceans. 
You have to manage within their cultural framework. Paula is so humble and 
sensitive to cultural differences which makes it work. There is nothing worse 
than having an unclear role, and that was the case for Paula [in India]. Her 
role was not formally to be in charge, but still, she was the one keeping track 
– then you will never be accepted (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2012). 

 

Now Paula is at the new office in China, and the interaction is done differ-

ently to how it was done in India. In India all developers in Sweden and all 

developers in India talked using ICT, in China they have chosen to do it 

differently. The head of testing and support in China, Paula, speaks on behalf 

of her developers, and in Sweden Mary sits with the Swedish team. Paula 

and Mary also have internal meetings discussing management issues with 

regard to each group.  

It‟s like night and day [comparing working with India and China], it is much 
easier keeping in touch with one person and when that someone is someone 
you know very well and feel confidence in, it is even easier. And the roles are 
very clearly defined in China (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2012).  

 

The lessons learned from the office in India have now been used in the inter-

action with the new office in China. To talk to only a few people, and prefer-

ably people you know well already is the method they now use.  

Summary: interaction through objects and brokering 

In Table 13 the empirical findings are boiled down to how the case firms 

interact in the three different groups; developers, clients and management. In 

this table a compilation of their interaction through objects and brokers is 

presented. This means that in Table 13 the interactions are presented as vir-

tual across distance or in physical proximity, and also what kind of objects 

they use in their interaction (Skype, phone, twitter) and who I identified as 

the broker bridging the distance. Regarding their online activity, this is what 

has been found through each firm‟s web page, interviews, and general Inter-

net search. But given the fast speed of change for these firms, the online 
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activity might have changed and I do not claim it to be all encompassing. 

However, the online activity shows differences between the firms, with firms 

such as Mumbai and Bangalore having an active online activity, and Thane 

and Delhi less so. All case firms work online virtually every day. Here 

online activity refers to more particular virtual interactions such as using 

social media; Facebook, blogs, twitter.  
  



 151 

Table 13 Interaction performed virtually across distance, and interaction done 
through travelling, enabling occasional meetings in physical proximity. The type of 
interaction is divided according to type of group; developers, clients, management. 
Interaction through objects with their online activity included is presented for each 
firm, just as the individuals recognised as brokers are presented for each firm 

Case firm Interaction Objects Broker(s) 

Delhi Frequent virtual           

interactions:  developers 

and management. 

Travelling (enabling   

physical proximity):           

management 

Chat, Skype, phone. 

Non active          

Facebook, twitter, 

LinkedIn 

Paula 

Bangalore Frequent virtual           

interactions: developers,    

management, clients. 

Travelling (enabling   

physical proximity):    

developers, management, 

clients 

Skype,                

(mobile) phone.                

Active Facebook,     

newsletter,         

magazine, twitter, 

LinkedIn 

Pradeep, 

Tomas, 

Brijesh 

Thane Virtual interactions when 

needed: management. 

Travelling (enabling   

physical proximity):    

developers, management 

Chat, Skype,      

(mobile) phone.    

Non active          

Facebook,    

LinkedIn 

(Markus) 

Mumbai Frequent virtual           

interactions: developers,    

management, clients. 

Travelling (enabling   

physical proximity):            

developers, management 

Chat, Skype,      

(mobile) phone.  

Active Facebook, 

twitter, blog, event 

web pages (e.g.  

coding competition), 

LinkedIn 

 

Gustav, 

Hanna 
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7. Discussion: successful, failed, or less social 
proximity  

The empirical investigation presented in this study has focused on the inter-

actions between spatially dispersed offices. These interactions have been 

analytically framed around technological objects and individuals as brokers 

possibly facilitating interaction in an international setting. The empirical 

material shows how the case firms have different ideas and understandings 

concerning the need for, or possibility of, developing social proximity as an 

experience of shared social familiarity. These differences in ideas and under-

standings may be seen in how the case firms have different intentions when 

interacting in an international setting. In this section the empirical material is 

analysed to understand in what way the case firm can be understood as de-

veloping social proximity. Based on differences in intention behind this in-

teraction the case firms of this thesis provide examples of successful, failed, 

and less social proximity. And, this social proximity is conceptualised as an 

experience of shared social familiarity, which is seen as facilitating interac-

tion across distance, but also in physical proximity. This means that social 

proximity can be an issue across distance as well as in physical proximity 

(see Figures 1 and 2 Ch. 1). 

In the literature, the experience of shared social familiarity is often under-

stood as a sense of familiarity around commonalities such as a common „set 

of routines, „frames of references‟, „a common working ethos‟, or „trust 

based on friendship‟ (Blanc & Sierra, 1999; Rallet & Torre, 1999; Boschma, 

2005a; Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). Other scholars discuss the qualitative 

aspects of proximity as an experience of closeness by adding individuals 

sharing a “communal identity around a shared passion” (Pan & Leidner, 

2003:73), as well as “shared cognitive and interpretative framework” (Ger-

tler, 2008:210) facilitating interactions as “trusting, open and informal” 

(Lindsay et al, 2003:15). In relation to discussing how these case firms de-

velop social proximity, some concepts from the theoretical chapter are 

brought back. Two such independent, yet related, concepts are intention and 

passion, which I will argue are important when trying to understand how to 

develop social proximity and also in what way social proximity matters 

when interacting in an international setting (c f Wenger et al, 2002).  

In the discussion on social proximity scholars emphasise certain social 

qualities with which they associated an experience of shared social familiari-

ty. One such social „quality‟ was passion (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al, 
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2002; Pan & Leidner, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2005). „Passion‟, such as 

individuals sharing a passion about a topic, is conceptualised in this thesis as 

“a strong inclination toward an activity that people like, that they find im-

portant, and in which they invest time and energy” (Vallerand & Houlfort, 

2003:175). For instance, Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) argue that 

by uniting people around topics they feel a common passion for, these indi-

viduals can develop an experience of shared social familiarity, which is seen 

as facilitating interaction, also across distance. This passion can also be re-

lated to individuals sharing similar professions, as Wenger (1998) argues.  

More and more firms, including small service firms, are becoming inter-

national with offices in more than one country. Hence, with a lack of physi-

cal proximity these firms depend on technological advances to interact (Cas-

tells, 1991; 2000; Dicken, 2011; Coe, 2012). This process challenges how 

proximity should be viewed in relation to interactions across distance (Amin 

& Cohendet, 2004). And as has previously been discussed, proximity does 

not only mean co-location in a physical sense (Boschma, 2005b; Amin & 

Roberts, 2008). And if these firms with offices in more than one country 

strive consistently towards developing social proximity across distance, this 

means the organisation is required to be more intentional about finding ways 

to develop social proximity. Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002), argue 

that the challenges associated with interacting across distance, require indi-

viduals in the context of an organisation to be, compared with interacting in 

physical proximity, even more intentional about developing social proximi-

ty, here conceptualised as an experience of shared social familiarity. Hence, 

the intention of individuals, working in the context of an organisation, is 

considered to be key when interacting across distance. It is worth noting that 

passion can be seen as a sensation related to an individual, while intention 

may be more about the overall strategy of a firm. In the empirical context of 

this thesis, the size of the case firms makes it difficult to distinguish clearly 

between individuals and „the organisation‟. This is so since the key individu-

als acting as brokers for the case firms are also the key individuals when 

developing the organisation as a whole.  

Successful, failed, or less social proximity  

All four case firms have to reflect on how they are to interact in an interna-

tional setting, and what their intentions are with that interaction. As the em-

pirical material shows, the case firms have different intentions and different 

levels of enthusiasm or sense of „passion‟ when interacting. The Delhi, Ban-

galore and Mumbai firms interact and collaborate across distance with the 

intention of bringing the offices closer in a social sense across distance, 

while the Thane firm expresses less intention of using interaction as a way to 

bring the offices closer across distance. The Thane firm put their focus on 

the independence of each office. The empirical material shows that the way 
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to interact across distance is not fixed; it changes over time, and seems to a 

considerable extent to be about trial and error for the case firms. The case 

firms that intend to develop social proximity across distance try various so-

cial and technological-based solutions, and if this does not work they try 

something else.  

The Bangalore and the Mumbai firms stand out with a clearly expressed 

intention to develop social proximity across distance. This is because both 

firms express an intention to have „mirroring offices‟ or „working with a 

glass wall in between‟ India and Sweden. Frequent interactions are seen by 

these firms as a way to facilitate cooperation between developers, clients, 

and management across distance. This frequent interaction of a collaborative 

nature across distance requires quick solutions and the possibility of trying 

them out to see if they work. The Bangalore and Mumbai firms share the 

intention of developing social proximity across distance. This means that 

these two firms have managed to follow their intention most successfully.  

The Delhi firm intended to develop social proximity across distance, but 

this did not work as planned. The Delhi firm experienced a feeling of social 

divide between the offices, primarily between the developers in India and the 

office in Sweden. This can be seen as one factor constraining the develop-

ment of social proximity across distance. The Delhi firm intended to develop 

social proximity across distance, but one might say it failed. Also, the Delhi 

firm experienced a less developed social proximity at the office in India, 

which hampered the interaction in physical proximity at that office.  

The Thane firm, for instance, does not express intent to use interaction 

and cooperation as a means of bringing the office in Sweden and in India 

closer in a social sense. Hence, the Thane firm would have less intention of 

developing social proximity across distance. Instead, the intention of the 

Thane firm is about keeping the offices independent, with less need for so-

cial proximity, at least across distance.  

Successful, failed, and less social proximity is the framework for the dis-

cussion in this chapter. Each firm has been categorised according to their 

intention in relation to developing social proximity across distance; Success-

ful social proximity (Bangalore and Mumbai); Failed social proximity (Del-

hi); Less social proximity (Thane). Failed and less social proximity does not 

mean that these case firms have no social proximity; it is rather saying that 

they have not managed to fulfil their intention, or never had the intention of 

developing social proximity across distance. And successful social proximity 

is to be understood as fitting in with their intention of developing an experi-

ence of shared social familiarity across distance. In this thesis, this experi-

ence of shared social familiarity derives from a discussion of what consti-

tutes social kinds of proximity. In this discussion, scholars pointed to social 

aspects such as developing a “mutual understanding built upon a common 

appreciation of a shared social and cultural context” (Roberts, 2000:434), as 

part of developing a “communal identity around a shared passion” (Pan & 

Leidner, 2003:73) enabling interactions that are “trusting, open and infor-
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mal” (Lindsay et al, 2003:15), as important features of social proximity. 

These aspects are, so to speak, boiled down in this thesis to the concept of 

„shared social familiarity‟ (c f Amin & Roberts, 2008). In the following the 

development of social proximity for each case firm is discussed from the 

perspective of successful, failed, or less social proximity.  

Successful social proximity (the Bangalore and Mumbai firms) 

The Mumbai and Bangalore firms share certain common traits, for instance 

did they both start their firms with the intention of bringing the two offices 

together. Or as expressed by Pradeep, the local manager of the Bangalore 

firm “working with a glass wall in between” (Pradeep, Bangalore, Sweden, 

2012). The Mumbai and the Bangalore firm both have a clear intention of 

challenging distance with frequent collaborative interactions between the 

offices in India and Sweden. To succeed in this, the interaction is facilitated 

by using different objects, mostly Skype, and, perhaps more importantly, 

through brokers. In relation to brokers, it is possible to detect a sense of pas-

sion from these individuals trying to bridge distance. For instance, the initial 

broker for the Mumbai firm is Gustav, who when the firm set up their Indian 

office said that “to be part of globalisation and to see it with your own eyes 

is a lot of fun!” (Gustav, Mumbai, India, 2008). His quote illustrates how a 

broker preferably should be passionate about wanting to bridge the distance. 

The function of a broker seems to be difficult to enforce. The role of a bro-

ker seems to be facilitated when her or his function is legitimised by the 

others. In Heizmann‟s (2011) study she shows that without the „approval‟ of 

those involved, interaction between offices is perceived as less successful.  

The Bangalore and Mumbai firms interact in many ways both within the 

office, between the offices and also with the outer world. They use Face-

book, newsletter, magazine, twitter, event web pages (e.g. coding competi-

tion for the Mumbai firm). Through this online activity they interact within 

the office as well as with the outside world. The life of the Mumbai and the 

Bangalore firm means being online constantly “if you want to brief Hong 

Kong you need to get up at 3 a.m. Not sure why it is like that, it is a bit cra-

zy, but all of us are online all the time. So, this is how it is, it tinkles [indicat-

ing someone wants him from his phone or laptop] the entire day” (Martin, 

Mumbai, Sweden, 2010). Martin expresses here sentiments of needing to be 

online, and he thinks it is part of his work. One might say that this can be 

interpreted as a quite passionate relationship with your everyday work. He 

does not express the need to be online as a problem that needs to be solved. 

To him it seems to be perhaps a bit crazy, but still considered to be part of 

his daily work.  

The Bangalore and Mumbai firms organise their work so interaction be-

tween the office in India and the office in Sweden is necessary. The Banga-

lore firm has its clients in Sweden and developers in India, hence most inter-

action will be virtual. The Mumbai firm has developers in India as well as in 
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Sweden and clients, so far, in Sweden. This means that most often the inter-

action between developers and client is virtual. Both firms admit that things 

would be much easier if all was kept in one office, but now they try and cope 

with interacting across distance. Both firms acknowledge the downside of 

interacting and collaborating across distance, but they have decided to try 

and collaborate across distance nonetheless. “Of course it would be much 

easier if we sat next to each other, but we do not so we have to cope with 

that” (Anton, Bangalore, Sweden, 2009).  

As a way of mitigating the downside of having offices in two countries, 

the Bangalore firm and the Mumbai firm both express the benefits of occa-

sionally meeting in physical proximity. In particular, this is seen as a way of 

facilitating the development of social proximity as an experience of shared 

social familiarity. The benefits of occasionally meeting in physical proximity 

are connected with the experience of its facilitating interaction across dis-

tance later on. To occasionally meet in physical proximity, individuals need 

to travel between India and Sweden. Tomas, the local manager of the Banga-

lore firm in India says in 2012: ”We fly much more now! There are tremen-

dously positive aspects to flying and meeting „face to face‟”. Tomas believes 

that travelling and meeting „face to face‟ facilitates work as he sees how it 

links the developers and the clients closer together in a social sense, here 

interpreted as social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity.  

For the Bangalore and the Mumbai firms, the empirical material shows 

that over the years clients and developers have become more familiar with 

working across distance. This includes becoming more accustomed to using 

technological objects for interaction, and also an increasing experience of 

shared social familiarity coming from working together and getting to know 

each other over a period of time. An observation in relation to that is how, 

during virtual interaction, the participators both in India and Sweden recog-

nise who is talking just by hearing the voice, no introduction needed. 

What is perhaps most striking in the Bangalore and Mumbai firms is the 

role of brokers. In this context brokers are individuals who have been with 

the firm for a long time, and not only that, they knew each other previously. 

The brokers of the Bangalore firm are three men who grew up together; To-

mas, Pradeep and Brijesh. They know each other well and the empirical ma-

terial indicates that this has helped them to be successful in developing so-

cial proximity across distance. “Sure it helps that we know each other, that 

we share so many common stories so we can nuance what we wish to tell 

with shared anecdotes. [This is particularly important since] most of the 

communication is done over the phone” (Pradeep, Bangalore, Sweden, 

2012).  

In the case of the Mumbai firm, the founders and managers knew each 

other from university in Sweden. Two of the respondents, the local manager 

in Sweden, Martin, and the local manager in India, Hanna, did not know one 

another previously. Hanna was to work in India far from the others so to 

mitigate the fact that she did not know anyone, she was asked to work with 



 157 

the others in Sweden for a period of time before going to India. This was 

their way of enhancing the experience of shared social familiarity, and 

thereby facilitating the ability to interact across distance using technological 

objects, such as Skype.  

The Swedes in India are said by the Bangalore as well as the Mumbai 

firm to create a feeling of „security‟ for the interaction with the Swedish 

clients. This is thanks to the Swedish brokers knowing the language and 

contexts of the Swedish clients. According to the Mumbai and Bangalore 

firms, this shared social familiarity results in fewer misunderstandings when 

interacting between the countries. Over time however, there was less focus 

on the Swedish brokers being the ones who interact with the Swedish clients. 

One way to detect this change is that the project managers of the Bangalore 

firm, who used to be all Swedish, in 2012 were all Indian. This means that 

they were now the ones in charge of the interaction and planning with the 

client in Sweden. This has also led to the local manager Tomas, although he 

is still present everywhere at the firm, feeling as if he is needed less and less. 

The Swedes, or brokers, at the Bangalore firm have gone “from being im-

portant all the time to being important some of the time” (Tomas, Bangalore, 

India, 2012).  

Out of the four firms, the Mumbai firm provides most examples of testing 

different ways of developing social proximity as a means of facilitating in-

teraction across distance. This is perhaps no surprise since they have organ-

ised their firm with developers collaborating in both countries, making fre-

quent interaction across distance necessary. In 2010, they used an intranet 

where the developers in India and in Sweden uploaded pictures and videos 

so they could keep track of what was happening in the other office: “We are 

so scattered as a firm, so we need this to see pictures of it all” (Hanna, 

Mumbai, India, 2010). In 2012, this intranet had been closed down for some 

time. However, the passion to find web-based interactions to develop a sense 

of shared social familiarity lived on and instead they use email and Facebook 

or web pages showing what they are currently working on. The Mumbai firm 

tried breakfast/lunch meetings, but they came to nothing. They also tried to 

have a Swedish developer as a mentor for one Indian developer as „one per-

son to go to‟, but it did not work out. These firms tried out different ways of 

interacting, all, however, in accordance with their intention to develop social 

proximity in an international setting. 

Analysis: successful social proximity 

The Bangalore and the Mumbai firms share intentional intense usage of ob-

jects and brokers, and together with a passion to achieve “working with a 

glass wall in between”, as Pradeep expressed it, seem to develop a more 

successful social proximity. Successful in the sense that their intention and 

the outcome coincide, furthermore, both firms indicate a sense of passion in 

making this happen. The Mumbai and Bangalore firms use objects frequent-

ly such as Skype, twitter and Facebook, where the latter two are used with 
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the intention of bringing the offices closer in a social sense. They also share 

an intentional use of brokers. Both firms express awareness of what the bro-

kers do and what their function is all about. And also, these two firms show 

the value of the brokers being passionate about making interaction across 

distance work. Here passion is understood as “a strong inclination toward an 

activity that people like, that they find important, and in which they invest 

time and energy” (Vallerand & Houlfort, 2003:175). Brokers in these firms 

express how “being part of globalisation is a lot of fun”, (Gustav, Mumbai, 

India, 2009), or when Martin explains that he is online all the time so that 

interaction across distance between time zones can take place (Mumbai, 

Sweden, 2010). None of the brokers of the Mumbai and Bangalore firms is 

more than 40 years old, and some of them, such as Gustav, founded the firm 

where they work. This might mean that working for this firm is a personal 

endeavour driven by a passion for this type of work. This feeds in to the 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) discussion on individuals develop-

ing a sense of a shared social familiarity thanks to having a shared „passion‟ 

about a topic.  

Failed social proximity (the Delhi firm) 

The Delhi firm has what I would call failed proximity. The organisation had 

the intention of having close collaboration between the offices, but the sense 

of social divide hampered the possibilities of achieving this. Hence, the Del-

hi firm failed in the sense that the intention and outcome did not coincide. 

Therefore, the Delhi firm is an example of a firm that had the intention to 

develop social proximity, but failed. The Delhi firm is the only case firm that 

stopped doing business in India during the field work period. Even if failed 

social proximity was not the sole cause of the termination of their business in 

India, it might still have played a part. There are probably several aspects as 

to why a firm decides to close down an office, but the empirical material 

indicates that in relation to developing social proximity they were less suc-

cessful.  

The issue of lack of social proximity for the Delhi firm was interestingly 

enough an issue both in, and between the offices but also in physical proxim-

ity at the office in India. The office in India never had more than ten em-

ployees, broker Paula included. But still, she experienced that she knew 

more about what was going on in the office in Sweden, and she also experi-

enced a greater sense of familiarity with the office in Sweden than with the 

people with whom she shared the office in India (Delhi, India, 2009). In this 

way a lack of social proximity hampered the ability to interact in physical 

proximity. Also, across distance the Delhi firm had some issues related to 

interaction. Paula says that the Delhi firm had a clear idea that “we should 

have an office in India” but to her mind there was not really a plan for how 

that would happen (Delhi, India, 2009). This means the Delhi firm had the 

intention of having two offices functioning as one, but due to a lack of pas-
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sion in executing the intention, the development of social proximity was 

hampered.  

The failed social proximity led to lessons learned, which Paula and Mary 

now use when interacting between the office in Sweden and the new office 

in China. Mary is still in Sweden and Paula, who used to be in India, is now 

in China. According to Mary the new office in China has a more structured 

way of interacting, with, for instance, more clearly defined roles. Undefined 

roles, Paula‟s role in particular, was one reason why there was an experience 

of social divide between the offices according to Mary. “There is nothing 

worse than having an unclear role, and that was the case for Paula. Her role 

was not formally to be in charge, but still, she was the one keeping track – 

then you will never be accepted” (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2012). From the 

years working together when Paula was in India, Mary and Paula have got to 

know each other so well that they now feel confident in having good interac-

tion across distance. But, they only interact with each other, no developers 

are involved. “It is much easier keeping in touch with one person and when 

that someone is someone you know very well and feel confidence in, it is 

even easier” (Mary, Delhi, Sweden, 2012). The feeling of knowing each 

other can be interpreted as they now having more social proximity as an 

experience of shared social familiarity, and also an experience of facilitated 

interactions across distance.  

Analysis: failed social proximity  

The Delhi firm intended to have an office in Sweden and an office in India 

and they also intended to develop social proximity, facilitating interaction. 

But, one might say, the Delhi firm was less evidently passionate in making 

this happen. Interaction through technological objects was functional for the 

Delhi firm, they used different tools to interact across distance. However, in 

relation to brokering there was more of a struggle which related to the failed 

social proximity of the Delhi firm. Even if broker Paula had many of the 

prerequisites of a broker; she had previously worked for the office in Swe-

den and she knew all the people there, the feeling of social divide could nev-

er be cast off. The lack of social proximity in the office in India created ten-

sions locally at the office in India. Physical proximity was not enough in 

itself to create social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity. 

And this seems to have hampered the ability to interact and work together in 

India. One may assume that the lack of clients in India probably did not en-

hance the enthusiasm, or passion, to develop social proximity either in the 

office in India or across distance between the offices. The Delhi firm can 

therefore be seen as an example of a firm where a less developed shared 

social familiarity seems to lead to less ability to interact across distance, and 

also how a lack of shared social familiarity also seems to hamper interaction 

in physical proximity. Hence, the Delhi firm failed to develop „a set of rou-

tines, „frames of references‟, „a common working ethos‟, or „trust based on 

friendship‟ (Blanc & Sierra, 1999; Rallet & Torre, 1999; Boschma, 2005a; 
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Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). It proved challenging to develop these across 

distance, but also in physical proximity at the office in India.  

The Delhi firm had failed intentional interactions through objects and 

brokering, which then made developing social proximity more challenging. 

The social proximity that existed, was between the broker Paula and the 

office in Sweden, but less was present in physical proximity at the office in 

India. Hence, intention but lack of passion from those initially involved in 

the internationalisation process led to an experience of internal divergence. 

This feeling of divide hampered the development of social proximity which 

possibly contributed to hampering interactions.  

Less social proximity (the Thane firm) 

Out of the four case firms, the Thane firm expresses less clearly an intention 

of developing a sense of closeness across distance, or in other words, less 

intention of developing social proximity across distance. The office in Swe-

den and the office in India are supposed to be independent, since, as ex-

pressed by manager Markus: “what we do is so local in nature so the only 

way is to keep what works best locally in the local space, if it is local one 

shouldn‟t try to make it global, it won‟t work, doing it differently would not 

be efficient” (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 2010). Therefore, the Thane firm has 

the idea that cooperation on what they do cannot be done efficiently across 

distance. This leads to less need for developing social proximity between the 

office in India and the office in Sweden. However, it is important to note that 

this is not to say that there is no social proximity between the office in Swe-

den and that in India, it is merely saying there is less intention to develop it.  

The Thane firm stands out as the only case firm with only one clock. The 

office in Sweden has a clock on the wall displaying Swedish time, and the 

office in India has one clock on the wall displaying Indian time. That is of 

course perfectly normal, but when put in contrast to the other firms, it be-

comes intriguing. With less intention to develop social proximity across 

distance, there is less need to consider the other time zone, hence one clock 

and awareness of one time zone is sufficient.  

The categorisation less proximity implies limited need for brokering so as 

to bridge distance for the Thane firm. However, there is daily interaction at 

management level between the office in Sweden and that in India, using 

Skype, MSN chat or phone. This interaction indicates that the function of a 

broker can play a role, albeit perhaps more in the background than for the 

other case firms. Markus is presented as an individual with qualities im-

portant for a broker. In 2008, the local manager in India, Harinder presents 

Markus as a “cross-cultural expert” (Harinder, Thane, India, 2008). So, even 

if the Thane firm does express less intention of bringing the offices closer 

together in a social sense, they still aim at having a close relationship facili-

tating interaction across distance. This means that even a firm that expresses 
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less intention to bridge distance, still stresses the benefits of a „culturally 

competent‟ individual acting as a broker.  

Since social proximity relies heavily on individuals and their experience 

of shared social familiarity, the Thane firm faced a great challenge when 

individuals, in this case a local manager, turned out to be “not so reliable”. 

Interestingly, manager Markus expressed a wish for the new local manager 

to be able to interact more smoothly with the office in Sweden. The new 

local manager has experience of working with Swedish firms, including 

working with the Thane firm previously. “If we were a bigger firm we would 

have a Swede in India, but now that we have a „half-Swedish‟ director in 

India there is even less need”, he says and smiles (Markus, Thane, Sweden, 

2012). To have a manager who is “‟half-Swedish‟ and „half-Indian‟” is pre-

sented as something positive by the Thane firm. This is because this new 

local manager is perceived to possibly be more familiar with the „Swedish 

way of working‟, as well as the Indian, which is believed to facilitate interac-

tion. This may be interpreted to mean that even if the Thane firm wants the 

offices to have independence, the interaction they do have between the offic-

es is considered to be facilitated with some level of social proximity as an 

experience of shared social familiarity across distance.  

Analysis: less social proximity 

The Thane firm has less intention of the offices in Sweden and India becom-

ing close in a social sense. Independence was seen as more important. How-

ever, they were passionate about having an office in India, it was a choice 

they made to become international, and despite the problems they have expe-

rienced in India they have no intention of terminating their business in India. 

Hence, the Thane firm had the passion to have two offices in Sweden and in 

India, but as an organisation they never expressed any clear intention of de-

veloping social proximity between these offices. Hence, with passion, but 

less intention for social proximity across distance, there is less need for a 

broker and less need for frequent interaction using technological objects. 

One might say that for the Thane firm interaction has fewer intentions be-

sides just communicating across distance. It is important to note that this is 

not seen as a problem for the Thane firm. The interaction they do have is 

mainly at management level and there is no expressed conflict or need to 

change this way of interacting. This makes the Thane firm a special case, 

they do not intend to develop social proximity across distance and they are 

perfectly fine with that. This makes the Thane firm interesting from a theo-

retical point of view. With less or no intention of developing social proximi-

ty across distance, should one then conclude that social proximity does not 

matter in an international setting? I would argue that whether or not social 

proximity matters is related to the intention of interaction. With the intention 

of having interaction in the form of collaboration with frequent sharing of 

ideas, discussions, mutuality and reciprocity, I argue that social proximity 

can facilitate. It is important to note that this kind of interaction and coopera-
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tion is vital for the Thane firm in each office, but seen as less important 

across distance. The Thane firm intends the offices in Sweden and in India to 

be independent, hence less need for developing social proximity across dis-

tance (c f Figures 1 and 2 Ch. 1).This means that the Thane firm does not 

have the intention of having any other form of interaction than that which 

they have at present. They have chosen to keep the offices independent with 

interaction on a „need to know basis‟ rather than using interaction as a means 

of bringing the offices closer together in a social sense.  

The Thane firm is an example of a firm that has less intentional interac-

tion through objects and brokering, where there is less social proximity and 

therefore less shared social familiarity across distance. But, again, this is not 

considered a problem for the Thane firm, probably because it coincides with 

their overall intention regarding interaction between India and Sweden.  

Conclusion empirical material: learning to develop 
social proximity 

From the analysis of the empirical material conclusions can be drawn about 

how social proximity can develop and how it matters when interacting in an 

international setting. In this thesis the concept of social proximity is opera-

tionalised as an experience of shared social familiarity. This conceptualisa-

tion comes from the discussion on proximity as an experience of closeness. 

In this discussion geographers have included literature from communities of 

practice as a way to include individuals in the analysis and, furthermore, 

how social participation can be part of understanding interaction in the form 

of cooperation, also across distance (e.g. Faulconbridge, 2010). A combina-

tion of literature on communities of practice and literature on social kinds of 

proximity became a way of deepening the understanding of how to concep-

tualise social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity. The 

empirical findings of this thesis aim at providing examples of how to under-

stand social proximity qualitatively here operationalised as an experience of 

shared social familiarity.  

ICT is seen by many scholars as a driver behind what has been referred to 

as the globalising economy (Castells, 2000; Dicken, 2011). It is also im-

portant to mention ICT in relation to the case firms of this thesis. This is 

because ICT plays a major role in understanding how they do what they do. 

Firstly, the four case firms work with customised IT services, a line of busi-

ness growing in the current globalising economy. But they also depend on 

ICT to interact across distance between the offices in Sweden and in India. 

Scholars have pointed out how these spatially dispersed organisations in the 

current globalising economy depend more on technology to interact and 

work together and, furthermore, that this dependence on technology will 

influence managing and organising individuals working together (Faulcon-
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bridge, 2006; Jones, 2007; 2008b). However, it is important to note the dis-

cussion concerning what kind of interactions are considered to suit interac-

tion across distance (Morgan, 2004). Due to difficulty in developing social 

proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity across distance, earli-

er research highlights the role of physical proximity when interacting on 

more qualitative tasks such as negotiations and starting up a collaboration 

(Roberts, 2000; Morgan, 2004; Storper & Venables, 2004; Grote & Täube, 

2006; Gertler, 2008; Moen et al, 2008; Bathelt & Turi, 2011). In this discus-

sion social relations are considered to play a major role when interacting, 

hence in the discussion on physical proximity, the role of the individual is 

brought forward. To focus on individuals is seen as quite novel in economic 

geography, and it may be regarded as a somewhat under-researched field, 

especially empirically (Rutten & Boekema, 2012). Furthermore, in literature 

discussing the process of internationalisation, the role of individuals as driv-

ers of internationalisation is a fairly new focus in the analysis. In this context 

it is preferences and previous experiences that are seen as driving the process 

of internationalisation (Madsen & Servais, 1997; Anderson & Wictor, 2003). 

In the empirical material it may be seen how the experiences of individuals 

influence the internationalisation process. This is perhaps most clearly evi-

dent in the Bangalore and Mumbai firms where the presence of relatives and 

previous working experience, respectively influenced why they went to In-

dia. 

Social proximity operationalised as an experience of shared social famili-

arity has so far mostly been about qualitative examples of what that entails. 

This said however, the longitudinal empirical findings show that through 

intentional, frequent and repeated interactions, individuals from India and 

Sweden working together are able to develop social proximity as an experi-

ence of shared social familiarity across distance. And, it seems as if a dash of 

passion in doing this helps.  

In this thesis the initial argument was that internationalisation includes 

individuals learning how to interact across distance. And these interactions 

through objects and brokering are the foundation for the development of 

social proximity, here conceptualised as an experience of shared social fa-

miliarity. However, in the empirical material it becomes evident that not all 

firms express the intention or need to learn how to interact across distance.  

The Thane firm is doing fine although they do not intend to develop so-

cial proximity across distance. This, I conclude, is related to how this firm 

has less intention of having cooperation across distance, and with less need 

for mutual interactions, there is also less need for social proximity across 

distance. Regarding the other three case firms; the Bangalore, Mumbai and 

Delhi firms, they intend to carry on cooperation across distance and inherent 

in this intention is a process of learning. But, based on the empirical find-

ings, in the final chapter I will argue that learning to interact in an interna-

tional setting is more precisely about learning to develop social proximity as 

an experience of shared social familiarity.  
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8. Conclusions: developing social proximity in 
an international setting 

Several scholars agree that qualities associated with social proximity matter 

when individuals in international firms interact and cooperate, but less is 

known about the development and importance of social proximity when 

interacting in an international setting (Coe & Bunnell, 2003; Rusten et al, 

2004; Jones, 2007; Rutten & Boekma, 2012). Through an empirical account 

of four small IT service firms, this thesis has aimed at continuing the ongo-

ing discussion about proximity as more than „being there‟ in a physical sense 

(Gertler, 2003; Torre & Rallet, 2005; Gertler, 2008; Bathelt & Turi, 2011; 

Rutten & Boekema, 2012). This has mainly been done through an empirical 

account contributing to a discussion in research literature that has been more 

theoretically, than empirically, driven. The empirical account in this thesis 

focuses on small service firms and especially on how individuals and their 

interactions, their experiences, and relations, matter in the context of interna-

tionalisation. Based on the empirical findings and the theoretical framework, 

this thesis provides a more grounded understanding of social proximity, and 

how this develops over time through a process of learning. Furthermore, it 

also explores in what way social proximity matters when interacting in an 

international setting. A more well-grounded understanding of the concept of 

social proximity comes from discussing social proximity as an experience of 

shared social familiarity (c f Amin & Roberts, 2008). The findings of this 

thesis support the theory that physical proximity facilitates developing and 

maintaining an experience of a shared social familiarity. But, having estab-

lished this, this thesis also shows that, even if it is more challenging, this 

process can be done across distance (see Figures 1 and 2 Ch. 1). The find-

ings of this thesis indicate that even if developing social proximity across 

distance is more demanding, it can still be done. The process is facilitated by 

individuals working with the intention of and sense of passion to develop 

social proximity. Interaction in the form of cooperation is part of the process 

of learning to develop social proximity. Hence, interaction and developing 

social proximity are in a mutual relationship and they can be seen to rein-

force each other. Interaction is a sort of „technique‟ to develop social prox-

imity and social proximity facilitates interaction and cooperation in physical 

proximity and across distance.  
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Aim and research questions recalled 

In the initial chapter of this thesis, the aim and two research questions were 

introduced. In this final chapter the aim and research questions are brought 

back and discussed. As introduced in the first chapter, this thesis aims at 

exploring the internationalisation of small service firms. More precisely, this 

encompasses exploring in what way the process of internationalisation in-

cludes individuals learning how to interact and cooperate in an international 

setting. The thesis will contribute an understanding of how interaction in the 

form of cooperation in an international setting includes a combination of 

technology and individuals, making use of different proximities; physical as 

well as social. The theoretical approach stresses social processes, which the 

qualitative multi-sited longitudinal study pursued in the thesis aims to cap-

ture. 

 

For this research aim the following research questions gave central guidance 

for the thesis discussion: 

 

How is social proximity developed over time?  

 

In what way does social proximity matter when interacting in an      

international setting?  

 

The thesis started with two keywords; proximity and learning. Learning in 

this context is conceptualised as social participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Orlikowski, 2002; Amin & Cohendet, 2004). These key words have been 

elaborated, and in this final chapter I expand on how these key words can 

help to understand how firms internationalise and also how social proximity 

is developed over time, and also in what way social proximity matters when 

interacting in an international setting.  

Proximity has been mostly discussed from a social perspective, where so-

cial proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity was in focus. But 

proximity has also been about physical proximity, and in this last chapter the 

relationship between social and physical proximity will be discussed under 

the heading „spatiality of developing social proximity‟. Under this heading 

the idea is to provide social proximity with a more spatial approach, empha-

sising how the development of social proximity may depend on meeting in 

physical proximity, at least the possibility of meeting occasionally in physi-

cal proximity.  

In this thesis, learning is seen as a social process depending on social par-

ticipation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al, 2002). The 

process of learning has been used to highlight the importance of social pro-

cesses; such as developing an experience of shared social familiarity, passion 

and intention, in internationalisation. It is important to note in relation to 

developing social proximity in an international setting that it does not just 
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happen. The social approach with its focus on individuals underscores how 

developing social proximity in order to possibly facilitate interaction is a 

constant process of learning. The inclusion of social processes and individu-

als also proved to be vital when discussing how to operationalise social 

proximity. In the empirical context of this thesis, social participation has 

been put in relation to development of social proximity as an experience of 

shared social familiarity (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al, 2002; Boggs & 

Rantisi, 2003; Amin & Roberts, 2008). Hence, this process of learning has 

been about developing social proximity as what has been referred to in this 

thesis as an experience of a shared social familiarity.  

The relationship between a process of learning and internationalisation 

was initially phrased as a suggestion that internationalisation may include 

individuals learning how to interact. However, given the findings of the em-

pirical study, this sentence is here rephrased. In this final chapter I rephrase 

the initial proposal that internationalisation include individuals learning to 

interact, to be about individuals learning to develop social proximity, possi-

bly facilitating interaction in an international setting. In this chapter, this 

rephrasing has led to the introduction of additional, related concepts vital for 

understanding how social proximity is developed over time, namely (techno-

logical) objects and brokers with the intention and passion to develop social 

proximity. 

How is social proximity developed over time?  

Despite the possibility of staying connected and always online, proximity, 

social as well as physical proximity, is still an issue for all the case firms. 

Due to a lack of physical proximity, individuals, such as those acting as bro-

kers, need technological objects enabling interactions across distance. Based 

on the findings of this thesis, I argue there are certain additional concepts 

vital for understanding what can facilitate the development of social proxim-

ity in an international setting. The key concepts highlighted in this chapter in 

order to discuss how social proximity is developed over time are: (techno-

logical) objects and brokers with the intention and passion to develop social 

proximity.  

Firstly, objects; the dependence on technological objects is clearly seen in 

all case firms as they experience a constant use of objects such as computers, 

headsets, and mobile phones. Technological objects are stressed when dis-

cussing the changes of the current so-called globalising economy. In this 

discussion ICT is seen as a driver changing the processes of the current 

„flexible‟ economy (Castells, 2000; Dicken, 2011). Technological objects 

provide the technical opportunities to interact across distance are far more 

accessible and cheaper than before. The case firms are all examples of this. 

They would not do what they do the way they do it, if technological objects 

were not available. Many respondents are constantly online, using comput-
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ers, Skype, and mobile phones as essential objects that make their profes-

sional everyday lives work. It is chiefly through virtual interactions the case 

firms can develop a sense of shared social familiarity with management, 

clients and developers. More chit-chat-like interactions which for a firm with 

one office would take place at the coffee machine or in the corridor, for these 

firms depend on ICT. Over time, the use of ICT has become „normalised‟ for 

the case firms, so, interestingly, also in physical proximity much of the inter-

action is done using technological objects, such as chat function. This is 

considered convenient as it is seen as a way to lessen the disturbance of co-

workers.  

Secondly; brokers with the intention and passion play an important role in 

understanding how to learn to develop social proximity, here conceptualised 

as an experience of shared social familiarity. As mentioned previously, it is 

suggested that by uniting people around topics they feel a common passion 

for, these individuals are able to develop an experience of shared social fa-

miliarity which may facilitate interaction, also across distance (Wenger, 

1998; Wenger et al, 2002; Pan & Leidner, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004). 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002), argue that compared with interac-

tions in physical proximity, interactions across distance require individuals 

working in the context of an organisation to be more intentional about de-

veloping social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity. This 

means that the intention of the organisation and passion of brokers can be 

seen as part of maintaining the experience of a shared social familiarity. The 

longitudinal fieldwork of this thesis shows that one way to mitigate the per-

ceived differences between the offices and to develop an experience of 

shared social familiarity can be done through brokers. The work of brokers 

seems to be facilitated by an expressed intention on the part of the organisa-

tion and feeling a sense of passion. Intention, since the function of brokers is 

facilitated if they work in the context of an organisation which has the ex-

press strategy, or intention, of developing social proximity as an experience 

of shared social familiarity. Furthermore, if the broker him- or herself feels 

passionate about making this happen, this seems to further facilitate the pro-

cess of developing social proximity. One might say that an experience of 

shared social familiarity needs to be intended to be constantly managed or 

„looked after‟, and this sometimes quite challenging work seems to be facili-

tated by some level of passion to make it happen.  

The individual(s) assigned to be a key person when developing, and pos-

sibly also maintaining, social proximity, is referred to as a broker in this 

thesis. That the function of brokers is of importance for international firms is 

also supported by literature, here again the function of brokers is conceptual-

ised as enabling interaction (Bunnell & Coe, 2001; Gertler, 2003; Amin & 

Cohendet, 2004; Jones, 2008b; Faulconbridge, 2010; Heizmann, 2011; 

Wood & Reynolds, 2012). 

When social proximity is to be developed across distance, the characteris-

tics of a broker also includes familiarity with the different contexts, here 
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familiarity with Sweden and India. The brokers in this thesis recognise their 

function as a broker as a facilitator of interaction in the form of cooperation 

in an international setting. They express in similar ways how they as brokers 

are there to prevent misunderstandings when interacting across distance, and 

also in physical proximity. The brokers are seen as providing a feeling of 

„security‟ for the clients in Sweden who depend on interacting with develop-

ers in India. Security, in the sense that the Swedish clients want to make sure 

that the interaction does not suffer from the perceived social differences 

between India and Sweden. Brokers are seen as one possible solution in or-

der to mitigate the challenges involved in interacting and cooperating in an 

international setting, and especially across distance.  

For the case firms that have several brokers, the Bangalore and the Mum-

bai firm, they need to make sure that the brokers know each other, or experi-

ence a sense of share social familiarity. This is so since the case firms ex-

press their experience that knowing each other facilitates interaction. This 

can mean knowing each other for a long time as is the case for the Bangalore 

firm where they grew up together or, as in the Mumbai firm where they 

knew each other from school in Sweden. It can also mean working together 

in physical proximity before working across distance, as the Mumbai firm 

did. In this way there are better chances of the function of the broker being 

„legitimised‟ by the others involved in the firm. This is seen as important, as 

a lack of legitimising can lead to less ability to develop social proximity and 

possibly constrain interaction in an international setting (Heizmann, 2011). 

The empirical findings also show that the initial important role of the bro-

ker can lessen as the shared social familiarity is spread to others beyond the 

brokers. And this also applies to individuals who have not met in physical 

proximity. This longitudinal multi-sited empirical study shows that frequent 

repeated interactions make ICT-based conversations also more personal, 

which facilitates the development of social proximity. Constant interaction 

calls for constant renegotiation on how to do things, including what kind of 

brokering is necessary to facilitate interacting and collaboration across dis-

tance. The changing role of brokers may be seen in the Bangalore and Mum-

bai firms, which coincides with their being the most „broker-conscious‟ 

firms. For the Bangalore and the Mumbai firms, brokers have become less 

important over time. Through frequent and repeated interactions, an experi-

ence of shared social familiarity seems to be able to „spread‟ to others be-

yond the brokers. This supports Wenger (1998) who argues that those who 

start working together with very little or nothing in common will, as time 

goes by, develop enough shared social familiarity to interact in an interna-

tional setting. In the case of the Bangalore firm, the function of the broker 

spread to developers in India becoming entrusted as project leaders, putting 

them in charge of the interaction with clients in Sweden. The brokers in this 

study express their importance initially, but also how their importance has 

lessened over time.  
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From the longitudinal empirical study it can be concluded that individuals 

working together using ICT and seldom meeting in physical proximity, can 

still develop social proximity. The Bangalore firm is the clearest example 

where in 2012 they could recognise who was talking on the other side just by 

hearing the voice, which was not the case in 2008. Also the opposite is ap-

parent in the empirical material; those involved in the Delhi firm did not 

experience a shared social familiarity and therefore it seemed that interaction 

suffered and, in this particular case, it was not only across distance. For the 

Delhi firm, interaction in physical proximity at the office in India suffered 

from a lack of social proximity.  

Spatiality in developing social proximity  

The concept of social proximity might appear to have spatial connotations, 

but this is not really the case. Social proximity is merely a metaphor of prox-

imity, and it is to be seen more as an experience of closeness in social terms 

than as a spatial concept. In this thesis social proximity has been discussed 

and conceptualised as an experience of shared social familiarity. This is an 

attempt to operationalise social proximity and to make it more feasible. The 

fact that social proximity is made up of social rather than spatial aspects is 

one important reason why theories of a more social kind have been intro-

duced in this thesis. Social theories have given insights and a conceptual 

framework to social relations and social participation as part of understand-

ing social proximity. But, even if social proximity is not a spatial concept on 

its own, the qualities related to social proximity can, as I argue in this thesis, 

facilitate interaction in a spatial, in this context an international, setting. 

Hence, social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity can be 

related indirectly to spatial concerns. More precisely, travelling to meet oc-

casionally „face to face‟ in physical proximity seems to facilitate the devel-

opment of social proximity. In this section, the spatiality of social proximity 

is discussed, especially in relation to how occasionally meeting in physical 

proximity matters when developing social proximity as an experience of 

shared social familiarity.  

The respondents of the case firms all express challenges to work in spa-

tially dispersed offices, most of which they feel stem from a lack of meeting 

in physical proximity. The theoretical literature supports this challenge, as it 

is argued that virtual interactions cannot replace the benefits of interacting in 

physical proximity (Morgan, 2004). Or in other words; it is difficult to fully 

substitute a „face to face‟ interaction with a Skype conversation (Roberts, 

2000; Leamer & Storper, 2001; Morgan, 2004; Storper & Venables; 2004; 

van Geenhuizen & Nijkamp, 2007; Moen et al, 2008; Heizmann, 2011). ICT 

may enable greater spatial reach so people in different time zones can inter-

act without any time delay, but literature on the subject points out that spatial 

reach is not the same as having a broad social reach (Morgan, 2004).  
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An indication of the perceived benefits of occasionally meeting in physi-

cal proximity is when the respondents of the case firm express how they 

have increased their travel expenditure. Travelling to occasionally meet in 

physical proximity is perceived as a way of mitigating the limited social 

qualities of virtual interaction. Over the years, the case firms express an in-

crease in how much they travel, this since they feel occasionally meeting in 

physical proximity is beneficial for interaction later on. The case firms have 

noticed how meeting „face to face‟ enhances the possibility of developing 

social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity. To temporarily 

meet in physical proximity makes everyone more likely to ask spontaneous 

questions online, and social proximity becomes more functional. To stay in 

physical proximity during more complex knowledge interactions such as 

negotiations and start-up discussions, thereby facilitating development of an 

experience of shared social familiarity, is mentioned in the theoretical litera-

ture (e.g. Morgan, 2004). To travel and occasionally meet in physical prox-

imity is a way of maintaining social proximity, enhancing the experience of 

a shared social familiarity (Bunnell & Coe, 2001; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; 

Faulconbridge, 2010). Therefore, this thesis supports earlier findings arguing 

that interaction in an international setting is also about occasionally meeting 

in physical proximity, since it may facilitate the development and mainte-

nance of social qualities related to social proximity (Coe & Bunnell, 2003; 

Gertler, 2003; Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Torre & Rallet, 2005; Jones, 2008b; 

Faulconbridge, 2010). Previous studies show that individuals who meet in 

physical proximity to develop a shared social familiarity can, aided by ICT, 

maintain it also across distance (Storper & Venables, 2004; Jones, 2009; 

Bathelt & Turi, 2011). The four case firms of this thesis are examples of this, 

as discussed earlier, where technological objects (such as ICT), and individ-

uals acting as brokers with passion acting in the context of an organisation 

with an expressed intent, are the foundation on which social proximity can 

develop.  

In what way does social proximity matter when 
interacting in an international setting? 

One of the key arguments in this thesis is that developing social proximity as 

an experience of shared social familiarity possibly facilitates interaction in 

an international setting. As was discussed in the section above, shared social 

familiarity is perceived to be easier both to develop, but also to maintain, in 

physical proximity. But, with intentional and passionate work by brokers, the 

use of objects and individuals occasionally meeting in physical proximity, an 

experience of shared social familiarity seems to be able to develop over time 

across distance. This supports Roberts‟ (2000) statement that technological 

objects do not provide for social proximity by themselves, rather, objects 
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will first become useful in the sense of developing social proximity when 

they are combined with a “shared social and cultural understanding” here 

conceptualised as shared social familiarity (Roberts, 2000:436). However, 

developing social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity is 

not only an important element across distance. Interacting in physical prox-

imity also seems to be facilitated by an experience of shared social familiari-

ty (see Figures 1 and 2 Ch. 1). Hence, interactions in general seem to benefit 

from developing a sense of shared social familiarity. In this way, social 

proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity seems to possibly 

facilitate interactions in physical proximity and across distance; and it is 

thereby possible to deduce that social proximity indirectly can matter in rela-

tion to spatial discussions.  

An overall tendency in the empirical material is how it seems to become 

easier over time for the case firms to interact across distance. They seem to 

have got to know each other better and thereby been able to develop social 

qualities associated with shared social familiarity (e.g. Wenger, 1998; Or-

likowski, 2002). One indication of this is that interactions run faster, there is 

less need for opening statements and introductions when they all know who 

is attending the meetings and what they are to discuss. And in the line of 

business they do, being fast is vital. If, as for the Mumbai firm, projects are 

considered long if they last two weeks, being quick is a positive attribute. 

They simply do not have time for long introductions when interacting. 

Social qualities related to social proximity such as “communal identity 

around a shared passion” (Pan & Leidner, 2003:73), “trusting, open and in-

formal” (Lindsay et al, 2003:15) as well as “shared cognitive and interpreta-

tive framework” (Gertler, 2008:210) are examples of shared social familiari-

ty. Based on the theoretical discussion and also the longitudinal empirical 

study, I argue that these sentiments of familiarity matter when interacting. 

Especially when interactions have the character of everyday discussions and 

negotiations with clients, management and between developers. Or, in other 

words, when interaction is about interaction concerning how to interact, a 

sense of familiarity seems to facilitate. This sense of shared social familiarity 

will, however, not just magically appear; it seems to need work, intentional 

and sometimes even passionate work by individuals. Hence, I conclude that 

learning, conceptualised as social participation, to interact is really about 

learning how to develop social proximity as shared social familiarity. It is 

important to note that learning to develop social proximity is not to be seen 

as separate from learning to interact and cooperate in an international setting. 

The two processes are to be seen as interdependent. This is the case since 

social proximity facilitates interactions, just as interactions are an important 

feature when trying to develop social proximity. In this thesis I argue that 

with the intention and passion of brokers, the use of objects and occasionally 

meeting in physical proximity will facilitate the development of social prox-

imity as shared social familiarity, which then facilitates cooperation in an 

international setting.  
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How to recognise social proximity in an international 

setting? 

This thesis is an explorative study on how to operationalise social proximity. 

Early on in this project I was interested in the role of proximity in the pro-

cess of internationalisation, and found literature that helped me to understand 

proximity as a metaphor of closeness. In the literature there are definitions 

presenting social proximity as individuals sharing social norms, behaviour, 

working ethos, languages, et cetera. All these social aspects of proximity are 

based on the experiences of individuals, for instance the experience of 

shared behaviour and norms. But, how can something as elusive as social 

proximity be studied? How can anyone recognise social proximity? What 

does social proximity look like? The theoretical literature provided ideas on 

how to conceptualise social proximity. Most authors acknowledge social 

proximity as a „set of routines‟, „frames of references‟, „a common working 

ethos‟, or „trust based on friendship‟ (e.g. Blanc & Sierra, 1999; Rallet & 

Torre, 1999; Boschma, 2005a). All these aspects can be boiled down to ex-

periences of a social kind of closeness. Then the next question I faced was: 

how can a social scientist grasp the experience of social proximity? Given 

the importance of social aspects when setting out to operationalise social 

proximity, this thesis has included social theories. These perspectives are 

included in order to understand proximity as a metaphor of closeness in a 

social sense. This metaphor is conceptualised in this thesis as an experience 

of shared social familiarity. This means that shared social familiarity is used 

here as a proxy for social proximity, in order to make social proximity 

somewhat more feasible. Therefore, in this thesis, through a longitudinal 

empirical study in India and in Sweden, I have tried to explore a possible 

conceptualisation of how to grasp social proximity as shared social familiari-

ty. This concept can surely be further developed becoming more solid and 

robust, but this is at least an attempt to explore and provide an empirically 

based, more well-grounded understanding of social proximity in an interna-

tional setting.  

 In the process of understanding what constitutes social proximity, it be-

came important to highlight the perspective of individuals and, furthermore, 

the experiences of these individuals. So, in this thesis the focus is on the role 

of individuals in the process of internationalisation. From a micro perspec-

tive, focusing on individuals highlighting how small service firms become 

international and showing how the process of internationalisation happens in 

different ways, there is not one path for every firm. Inspired by literature on 

„born globals‟, individuals and their references, the intentions of an organisa-

tion expressed by key individuals, and how they view interactions and coop-

eration in an international setting was underscored (e.g. Madsen & Servais, 

1997; Mathews & Zander, 2007). Hence, this thesis gives support to empha-

sising how individuals and their intentions and passion as well as earlier 

experiences are to be seen as drivers behind the process of internationalisa-
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tion for these service firms. The methodology pursued in this thesis focuses 

on the perspective and experience of individuals. This perspective has helped 

to highlight how interaction in physical proximity is about social proximity. 

But, it might be important to note that even if this thesis may be able to say 

something about the experiences of these individuals, it is delimited to the 

period in which the field work took place. Hence, consequences and effects 

of social proximity in a longer time span are outside the scope of this thesis. 

This means that future implications for these case firms would at this time 

merely be guesses.  

Concluding remarks 

The findings of this study suggest that it is the combination of technological 

objects and brokers with intention and passion that facilitates the process of 

learning to develop social proximity, which in turn facilitates interaction and 

cooperation in an international setting. From a more spatial point of view, 

this thesis also supports earlier research arguing that individuals occasionally 

meeting in physical proximity can develop social proximity, and possibly 

also maintain the experience of shared social familiarity across distance. I 

argue that these aspects, objects, brokers with intention and passion and oc-

casionally meeting in physical proximity, are important and even necessary 

to understand how social proximity can be developed. However, it should be 

noted that these aspects are not sufficient on their own. For instance, techno-

logical objects are necessary, but not sufficient for understanding how to 

develop social proximity in an international setting. Even occasionally meet-

ing in physical proximity may be necessary, but it does not guarantee that 

there will be any development of the experience of shared social familiarity. 

Across distance, the importance of intention is growing. Hence, developing 

social proximity as an experience of shared social familiarity is more de-

manding in an international setting, but it can be done. Thus, social proximi-

ty in an international setting is found to be constantly renegotiated by indi-

viduals; hence it is far from fixed and stable. The process of learning how to 

develop social proximity in an international setting is made up of a myriad of 

decisions taken in this thesis at the level of individuals and their experiences. 

It is this combination that makes developing social proximity as an experi-

ence of shared social familiarity in an international setting proceed more 

smoothly. And, furthermore, social proximity as an experience of shared 

social familiarity has the possibility of facilitating interactions which, in 

turn, are a clue to understanding more about the process of internationalisa-

tion for small service firms. 

 
 

  



 174 

  



 175 

Sammanfattning 

Denna avhandling studerar fyra svenska IT-företag med kontor i Sverige och 

i Indien. Företagen är små och har sina huvudkontor i olika städer i Sverige. 

Dessa tjänsteföretag strävar mot att skapa interaktion och samarbete både 

inom respektive kontor, men även, och det är här utmaningen ligger, över 

avstånd mellan kontoren i Sverige och i Indien. De fyra IT-företagen har 

olika mål med sin interaktion. Detta kan vara att eftersträva ett mycket tätt 

och intensivt samarbete över avstånd. Det finns också exempel på där kon-

toren har kontakt mera sällan. I och med att dessa företag blir internationella 

med kontor i fler än ett land, innebär det att de behöver finna sätt att samar-

beta i en internationell kontext. Det är denna lärandeprocess avseende att 

interagera över avstånd mellan kontoren i Sverige och i Indien som är i fokus 

för denna avhandling. Proximity and Learning in Internationalisation – 

small Swedish IT firms in India bidrar till en diskussion som pågått inom 

ekonomisk geografi en längre tid där forskare diskuterar hur begreppet när-

het kan betyda mer än att vara fysiskt nära. I denna diskussion presenteras 

social närhet som en metafor för närhet, och som en känsla eller upplevelse 

av närhet. 

Den kvalitativa studien av företagens lärande är inspirerad av texter om 

teorin ”communities of practice”. Denna teori betonar hur individer genom 

att vara socialt delaktiga kan lära sig att interagera. Processen att lära sig att 

samarbeta, vilket för de undersökta företagen sker i en internationell kontext, 

utspelas i fysisk och social närhet. Diskussionen i avhandlingen riktar ett 

specifikt intresse mot social närhet. Huvudbegreppen i studien är således 

närhet, fysisk och social, samt lärande som en social process. 

Genom en longitudinell empirisk studie genomförd i Sverige och i Indien 

2008-2012 studeras individer i respektive företag och deras erfarenhet av 

social närhet. Genom den empiriska studien prövas och definieras en operat-

ionalisering av begreppet social närhet. Det innebär att konkretetisera social 

närhet som en upplevelse av ömsesidig förtrolighet mellan individerna på 

respektive företag.  

I processen att lära sig att samarbeta i en internationell kontext identifierar 

avhandlingens studie betydelsen av dels teknologiska objekt (såsom datorer, 

Skype, mobiltelefoner) och dels vissa nyckelindivider. Särskilt personer som 

identifieras som så kallade mäklare med målet att överbrygga känslan av 

avstånd spelar en avgörande roll i möjliggörandet av samarbete. Detta främst 

genom att skapa en känsla av social närhet, här konkretiserad som en upple-

velse av ömsesidig förtrolighet. Det är alltså en kombination av teknologiska 
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objekt och individer som med en uttalad intention och passion möjliggör 

skapandet av ömsesidig förtrolighet. Denna studie visar också på betydelsen 

av att ses i fysisk närhet, om än bara tillfälligt. Att människor som jobbar 

tillsammans över avstånd ses i fysisk närhet då och då underlättar skapandet 

av social närhet som en upplevelse av ömsesidig förtrolighet. Dessutom kan 

tillfälliga möten i fysisk närhet upprätthålla denna känsla av social närhet när 

de sedan ska samarbeta över avstånd. 

I denna avhandling kombineras diskussionen om närhet som en metafor 

för upplevelsen av närhet, med litteratur som diskuterar lärande som en soci-

al process. Detta för att ge en bättre förståelse av hur social närhet, här tol-

kad som en upplevelse av ömsesidig förtrolighet, kan utvecklas över tid, 

samt på vilket sätt social närhet spelar roll för internationella tjänsteföretag. 
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Appendix 1. Interviews and case firms 

India 2008 

B. Savlid, Swedish Trade Council, Bangalore 

M. L. N. Haam, Mercuri, Bangalore 

S. R. Venkatsen, Invest in Sweden, Bangalore 

J. Ödmann, SHB /Swedish chamber of commerce, Mumbai 

U. Jeswani, SHB, Mumbai 

S. Ganguly, Ericson, Delhi 

M. Khan, SEB, Delhi 

L. Aldergren, Swedish Trade Council, Delhi 

V. Ilavarasan, Assistant Professor, Delhi (2009) 

P. Mohan, Telelogic, Bangalore 

 

Sweden, 2008 

T. Sokolnicki, Invest in Sweden, phone 

R. Sukhia, Sweden India Business Council, Stockholm 

S. Carani, Invest in Sweden, Stockholm 

D. Stål, India specialist, Stockholm 

P. Isaksson, Foreign editor, Veckans Affärer, Stockholm 

A. Dadfar, Swedish Trade Council, Stockholm 

 

Denmark, 2008 

A. D‟Costa, Professor, Copenhagen 

 

Case firms  

„Delhi firm‟; Delhi (Sandeep, Paula, Amar) and Stockholm (Mary) 

„Bangalore firm‟; Bangalore (Pradeep, Tomas, Brijesh, Mattias) and Stock-

holm (Pradeep, Anton, Mattias) 

„Thane firm‟; Thane (Harinder, Anuj) and Stockholm (Markus) 

„Mumbai firm‟; Mumbai (Gustav, Hanna) and Malmö (Martin, Josef) 
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Appendix 2. Examples of field notes 

The Bangalore firm, India, March 2008  

I am on time from my earlier interview! All thanks to the previous respond-

ent getting me an autorikshaw. And not just that, he also phoned the Banga-

lore firm to get directions for the driver. He writes the directions down on a 

piece of paper for me and gives the driver a speech on where to take me. It 

took more than one hour in a really bad traffic jam. The Bangalore firm is 

located on a big commercial street. They have their own reception and an 

office mostly in white. Indian and Swedish men, a few women are working 

in the office. Everyone is wearing shirts, except the Indian women who wear 

classic Indian wear (Salwaar Kameez). There is both AC and a fan going, 

keeping the office cool. My respondent Pradeep is late so I sit on the couch 

at reception, waiting. The couch is not from IKEA, but it shares some IKEA-

like features (later during the interview Pradeep tells me they have thought 

of importing furniture from IKEA). I visit the bathroom, and it has toilet 

paper. When I am back on the couch a Swedish-looking woman approaches 

me. She gently wonders in Swedish who I am. She says it is quite rare to see 

Swedes sit on this couch, and she wonders if Pradeep knows I am here. She 

is doing her graduation job (Exjobb) at the Bangalore firm and we exchange 

business cards. She has been working for a few months at the Bangalore firm 

and is about to return to Sweden to graduate. She plans to come back to In-

dia and work for the Bangalore firm (She never came back to work for the 

Bangalore firm, at this time I had no idea, but this woman is Hanna whom I 

will meet later on several occasions as she was later employed by the Mum-

bai firm). Pradeep shows up wearing a white shirt and we go to an adjacent 

coffee place. I guess he is in his 30s. He does not want me to record our con-

versation, he would feel uncomfortable and wants to speak free from the 

heart. We have a lot to talk about and we continue to eat lunch at the house 

where the Swedish staff live.  

 

The Mumbai firm, India, January 2010 

I arrive in this metropolitan Indian city on an early flight from the capital. I 

call Hanna at the Mumbai firm to finalise a time when we can meet later the 

same day. Since Sweden is not awake until 13.30 Indian time and the meet-

ing I am about to observe starts at 16.30 Indian time, we decide I am to come 

there at 15.00. I live in the central parts of the city and the cab ride takes 70 

minutes in good, not very crowded traffic. We agree on the phone that meet-

ing at 15.00 means not Swedish 15.00, but Indian, which allows for a lot 
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more flexibility and that due to the unpredictable travel time. North of the 

airport lies the office area where the Mumbai firm is located. The area is 

filled with heavy traffic and luxury hotels and above the traffic there is con-

struction for something resembling a metro or a flyover. Inside the gate of 

the office area there are four tall building, two rather old ones, one almost 

finished (9 floors) and the building where the Mumbai firm resides. It seems 

new. In the hinterland there is more construction going on so there will 

probably be more tall office buildings in the future. As I enter the office I 

say hi to the developers who all know I will be coming. Hanna is showing 

them a clip on svtplay [Swedish television online], a trailer for a new pro-

gram in English called „cities of speed‟. One of the cities is this city and they 

show the commuter situation with people pushing their way onto the train 

and hanging on the outside in the breeze. “That is just my normal day going 

to the office” one developer says and smiles. And I smile and agree but from 

the Delhi metro perspective. 

 

The Thane firm, India, January 2010  

Anuj and I have mailed before I reach this metropolitan city, and we decided 

the day but not the time. Not setting a time seems to be very common when 

doing interviews in India. I call at 9, but there is no answer on the landline 

office phone I have. At 9.40 a man answers and tells me Anuj is out at a 

meeting till 14.00. I tell him that I‟ll be arriving at 14.00. The cab driver 

drops me at a commercial square slightly run down with a cake shop, mobile 

phones et cetera. I follow some women walking with their sick infant (house 

filled with doctors) underneath some scaffolding and into the only opening 

there is. There I find a sign with a list of all the occupants and the Thane 

firm is one of them. I take some pictures of the surroundings and buy a cake 

at the cake store and wait until it is 14.00. The cake shop owner asks me if I 

am doing a market survey because he saw me taking all those pictures. The 

office of the Thane firm is almost a copy of the former office of the Thane 

firm that I visited in a different part of the city almost two years ago. A small 

room with a kitchen-like area, and the office where the developers sit. At the 

back is the office for local managers Harinder and Anuj. All with doors in 

between and it is the last office that has windows, curtains pulled and AC. 

The rest has fans.  

 

The Delhi firm, India, February 2009  

I have pre-booked a cab from where I am staying to take me to the Delhi 

firm. The Delhi firm is located in a place made up of sectors and as always 

the cab company asks to which sector, and I give the number 14. Paula and I 

have decided that I should come around 11 to avoid the worst traffic jams. 

The traffic is OK, but my driver does not find his way to sector 14. We stop 

several times to ask for directions from fruit vendors and autorikshaw driv-

ers. Everyone „knows‟ but sends my driver in different directions. As we 

approach the Delhi firm my driver makes a sudden turn off towards the golf 
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club and I need to tell him that I am going to an office further down the 

street. I am not a westerners here to play golf. I recognise the office building 

from my last visit so I can easily guide him to where to stop.  

 

The Delhi firm, India, March 2009 

I have pre-booked a meter cab from the cab company to meet me at 10.00. A 

little before 9.00 I receive a text thanking me for choosing that cab company 

and as usual I am given the phone number of the driver. But at 10.00 there is 

still no cab outside my door. I try and call the driver but there is no answer 

so I call the call centre instead and their English is great. They help me out 

explaining that the driver is at a different house plot in the same area. The 

woman at the call centre will ask the driver to go to my plot instead and we 

hang up. I get two missed calls on my mobile phone from the driver and so I 

call him up. I am happy he speaks English, at least so he understands I am 

still waiting. I give directions and he says his English is not good enough to 

understand and I feel my Hindi is not good enough, but just to try I say num-

bers in Hindi and he understand me much better just from that. I walk to-

wards the entry gate of the area only to see a cab entering the gate across the 

street. I cross the street and as he comes out again. I wave to him and he 

apologises for being late. He finds sector 14 without any difficulty and I 

make it on time. As we enter the compound a security guard opens the trunk 

and runs a metal detector across it before letting us in. Then he guides me to 

the office of the Delhi firm, I am not frisked nor is my bag checked.  

Later when it is time for me to go back, a developer at the office phones for 

a cab for me from a cab company connected to the Delhi firm. The driver 

asks for INR600 and I say in Hindi not more than INR450 which is a more 

standard fee for that length of travel. He looks utterly surprised but the price 

is set at INR450. I ask him about working at the Delhi firm with offices in 

more than one country. It is not a problem, he assures me, but his fascination 

with me knowing some Hindi takes unexpected proportions and we can talk 

about nothing other than how much Hindi I know and he tests me by saying 

different numbers. Suddenly I become a very interesting person. The driver 

is the same as last time, and he remembers me and he also remembers I 

speak some Hindi and asks me if I have change this time. His question is 

valid, last time I only had an INR1000 note and had to run into a shop to get 

change while he risked a fine for waiting.  

 

The Delhi firm, Sweden, April 2009 

I walk to the metro with a bag containing computer, camera, pen, paper. I 

have deliberately dressed down this time as on every other interview or ob-

servation occasion in order not to draw any extra attention to myself. Just by 

being there I will be spotted and people will perhaps act differently just be-

cause of my presence, but I try to keep that to a minimum by choosing 

clothes that melt into the background. Today has been chosen because the 

Delhi firm is to have a support meeting with the office in India. I take the 
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elevator to the third floor where I am greeted by the receptionist who shows 

me the way to the wardrobe. Mary is not here yet so I sit down on one of two 

couches. There is a small kitchen by the entrance. The receptionist comes 

and asks for the second time if I am interested in coffee or tea. I reply no 

once more. In the hallway I can see two meeting rooms, named after coun-

tries, in „UK‟ one meeting is about to begin and as I sit waiting the client 

comes who is attending a meeting in „Germany‟. The people walking around 

are mostly men in ties and suits and their shoes clatter against the wooden 

floor. The view from this floor is over the highway and from where I sit I 

can see the same poster as I saw in India with the keywords of the Delhi 

firm. Behind the sofa where I am sitting there is a flat screen TV showing 

ads for the Delhi firm with slogans such as: “an advanced workforce manag-

er solution”. There are two sofas, four grey armchairs, both grey in colour. 

Underneath the round sofa table there is an orange carpet.  

 

The Delhi firm, India, February 2012 

According to the Delhi firm website, the man in charge of the office was 

Amar, and so I mailed him to enquire whether we could meet when I came 

to India. No reply. I mailed again. No reply. I mailed my Swedish contact 

person, Mary. No reply. I came to India without having a meeting scheduled. 

I started calling Amar. On the second day I reached him and he told me that 

the Delhi firm has downsized its business in India since last time. There was 

now only him left. We decide to meet two days after our call and I am to call 

him on that morning to set up a time. As I do so he tells me that he needs to 

check with the headquarters in Sweden that our meeting is OK. Sweden will 

still be asleep for several hours so I wait. He must have found an early bird 

in Sweden because at 11.00 Indian time he calls me and I start finding a cab. 

After one hour of car journey we meet in a coffee place in a mall. He is 

dressed casually and seems very relaxed, and we have a very nice meeting. 

 

The Mumbai firm, Sweden, May 2012  

After being in India for the last time, once in Sweden I mailed the offices in 

Sweden and the response from the Mumbai firm was positive “I heard you 

had been in India and was wondering when you were coming back here”. 

The office is the same as it was last, all white with two large desks and 

lounge music in the speakers. Except for the music it is a quiet office with 

only the sound of fingers on a keyboard. Almost every one of the nine em-

ployees has headphones for listening to their own choice of music. Everyone 

has two computer screens.  
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