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Abstract
The internationalization of service firms is expanding dramatically, fueled by technological innovations and quick updates of information. Relevant knowledge of B2B service firms’ internationalisation still needs to be explored and studied. Considering recent changes in an international environment, this study is conducted with the hope to contribute to the discussion on the phenomena of internationalisation in terms of the evolution of the capabilities, strategies and patterns of B2B firms that offer service as their core business. This study follows mainly a qualitative manner by employing grounded theory and fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis through 14 interviews and 156 samples of questionnaires, with the hope to identify variables and drivers of B2B service firms’ internationalisation. 
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(1) Introduction 
B2B service firms are a distinctive organisational form to study amongst other B2B companies and service-based firms (Neu & Brown, 2005). With the recent changes in the global environment that have impacted the international marketing of B2B firms, more components take action forming new drivers and hinders in companies’ internationalisation process. The tendency of “slow globalisation” is reconfiguring B2B service firms’ pattern of internationalizing (Callaghan, 2021).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK1]There are differential impacts on B2B and B2C companies (Cortez & Johnston, 2020) due to the nature of their domains. B2B companies are predicted to be more vulnerable and severely affected compared with B2C companies because of the longer final customer distance; at the same time, every B2B business unit is more closely associated with other business units in the B2B network. Hence, B2B companies suffer more from business fragmentation than B2C companies (Dekimpe and Deleersnyder, 2018). Whenever a recession hits, there is an intense conversation among marketing academics and practitioners about the appropriate level of marketing spending (Srinivasan et al., 2011). It is predicted to have more difficult for B2B companies to cooperate with partners to collect and collate vast amounts of information (Hamill, 1997). 
The global environment never stops its pace of change. Changes in the global environment impact B2B service firms and their interntionalisation operations. Few theoretical and empirical evidence map a clear path to how these changes influence B2B services firms and their strategies to adopt and navigate certain changes during the internationalisation process. This study is trying to address this research gap with the hope to contribute to the understanding of B2B service firms’ interntaionalisation. Besides configuring the B2B domains by illustrating potential differences under changes and crises between B2B and B2C, it is crucial to understand this service-centric concern. This study will first review the existing literature, demonstrating the characteristics of B2B service firms and types of companies. On this basis, the procedure of their internationalisation and impacts will be discussed. This study will then discuss how this digital ability facilities B2B service firms’ interntionalisation.
(2) Research background
2.1. Dialectics of product and service in B2B service firms
All organizations divide their domains according to the goods or services they provide and the markets they are present (Thompson, 1967). In actual practice, numerous firms are striving with mixed results to become “solutions providers” by adding services to their portfolio of tangible goods (Neu & Brown, 2005). There seem blurred boundaries in distinguishing what B2B service firms are. To understand conceptually the research object, this study categorizes first the constituents of B2B service firms from a marketing perspective. Marketing was originally built on the commodity-centric, manufacturing-based model of economic exchanges developed during the Industrial Revolution (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). From the earliest stage, marketing has been broadening its horizons to include exchanging more than just manufactured goods or products (Achrol & Kotler, 2012). This principle is distinctive when considering the subdiscipline, service marketing, which has emerged to address the abovementioned philosophy of this subject. But it is based on the same commodity-centric and manufacturing-based model since both product-based and service-based businesses sell products (Kindström, 2010). Four characteristic differences between services and goods, namely: intangibility, inseparability, heterogeneity, and perishability give the main principle and basis of this study (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
Dialectics’ unique perspective on social processes and relationships is particularly important for understanding a changing world (Seo & Creed, 2002). In this study, I try to discuss the dynamic relationship between services and products by considering the philosophical foundation of dialectics which can provide a binary model that emphasizes balance, linearity, and coherence (Morgan, 1983). 
Grönroos (2020) states that services marketing cannot be understood conceptually without understanding that services as marketing objects are constituted by the conceptual development of services as products or marketing objects. In a service-based business, the prospect invests in the salesperson or owner, which makes the customer relationship more valuable and important than in a product-based business. A service business relies on people and the customer experience, which can be risky (Palmatier, 2008). On the other hand, product-based businesses can be certain that their products are of the same standard across customers, which makes the customer experience predictable (Peppers & Rogerss, 2016). 
B2B firms have their services innovated, designed and branded to meet the needs and satisfaction of consumers in different markets. Despite the emergence of service‐dominant logic, B2B service and product companies still differ in how sales process management contributes to firm performance (Parvinen, 2013). Anderson et al. (1997) evident that simultaneous attempts to increase both customer satisfaction and productivity are likely to be more challenging for service firms. Compared with B2B product firms, service firms manage less explicitly for innovation, have lower expectations and favour incremental innovation (Biemans & Griffin, 2018). Organizational learning on service innovation performance is fully mediated by organizational agility, and organizational agility has a greater impact on service innovation performance under a high level of entrepreneurial alertness than under a low level (Tsou & Cheng, 2018). Most B2B firms offer hybrid offerings and need concepts and tools to effectively develop related new products and new services simultaneously (Biemans & Griffin, 2018).
Strong relationships are important, especially for business partners dealing with B2B professional service providers, as the quality of the relationship can be used as a proxy for evaluating service delivery (Casidy & Nyadzayo, 2019). Both network strength between firms and openness towards new actors as underpinning competitive advantage in B2B services (Eisingerich & Bell, 2008). Trust is shown to have a positive influence on key relational outcomes, loyalty commitment and share of purchases of B2B service firms (Doney et al., 2007). Besides that, the shareholder view shows its link of characteristics in B2B service transactions to the financial value of brands (Guenthe & Guenther, 2019). A company with a high level of brand orientation will both actively communicate its brand to customers and implement internal branding among employees (Zhang et al., 2016), which do differentiate the offerings of logistics service providers and the brand equity in commodity-centric B2B service. (Davis et al., 2008).
2.2. Service B2B firms’ internationalisation
The service of B2B firms is created, innovated and branded for consumers in international markets. Service characteristics of B2B firms and their impact on the internationalizing process should be seen as a two-way process of both outward and inward internationalization processes. Understanding the nature of B2B service characteristics and their impact on the internationalization process is critical for knowing how such firms expand overseas or are influenced by overseas players in their domestic environments. 
Discussions about B2B service firms’ interntionalisation determined by a certain specific factor are active. Firm‐specific factors of firm size and the location‐specific factor of market characteristics influence management attitudes toward operating internationally, which in turn influence the degree of internationalization of service firms (Javalgi, 2003). The interplay among the resource base, company networks and entrepreneurial capabilities is decisive for internationalization (Turunen & Nummela, 2017). Industry-specific characteristics play an important part in internationalising companies from smaller countries as they further enhance many challenges (Laanti et al., 2009). 
International processes of the case companies deviate in many areas from those suggested by traditional theories, especially their market strategies. The relationship strategy between home and host countries is always a fascinating puzzle in international business research. New components such as ‘born-again’ global appear to be influenced by critical events that provide them with additional human or financial resources, such as changes in ownership/management, being taken over by another company with international networks, or acquiring such a firm (Bell et al., 2003). There was an emphasis on the relationship between the role of home and host country contexts (Harzing & Pudelko, 2016). However, what is not clear in the existing literature is how much support is facilitated and how this support impacts the B2B service internationalization process. Cooperative behaviours remain to be explored in a B2B service firm internationalization context (Crick & Crick, 2020).
Last but not the least, the orchestration of digitalization in B2B service firms' internationalization cannot be ignored. Expanding the service business in addition to the traditional core product business ensures long-term growth and strengthens the competitive advantage in the B2B market. More recently, the expansion of service businesses has adopted many new digital technologies delivered through digital transformation (Gebauer et al., 2021). Appropriate applications of information technology may simultaneously improve customer satisfaction and productivity (Anderson et al., 1997). New challenges arise when companies combine servitization and digitalization (Frank et al., 2019).
(3) Methodology 
The methodology of my doctoral research project will be combined with a qualitative approach in a quantitative manner. Currently, we have concluded the research design, data collection and data analysis stages of the interviews. We identified research dimensions that emerged from existing literature and our qualitative study. Based on this, we designed a questionnaire and found targeted study groups. So far, the data collection stage has been finalised. Then I will focus on data analysis and hopefully provide valuable findings from this procedure. In this part, I am going to give a detailed description of the method I applied. Then I am going to introduce the fuzzy-set analysis I propose to apply for the next study stage with some insights. 
3.1. Qualitative interviewing and grounded theory analysis
To understand the B2B service firms’ internationalization orchestrated by digitability, in this exploratory research, we followed an inductive approach to data collection applying grounded theory (Gioia et al., 2013). We adopt firstly a qualitative method based on focus groups and in-depth interviews. This research design is deemed to be particularly suitable for the exploratory purpose of this study. Indeed, focus group discussions are widely used in international business research (Bloor et al., 2001) as they can help to mark distinct phenomenological dimensions and tend to be more confrontational than in-depth interviews (Cataldi, 2018). However, the focus groups analysed results less efficiently than the in-depth interviews which allow the interviewers to delve deeply into social and personal matters. In this situation, an individual in-depth interview can help to offer a superior ability to inform marketing strategy by uncovering important underlying issues (Stokes and Bergin, 2006) 
Overall, such a two-phase research method is suitable at the early stages of investigation to understand the complexities of the phenomena under observation and to gain initial insights (Hanson & Grimmer, 2007). The purposeful sampling technique is ideal for the identification and selection of information-rich cases related to the phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2015). We identify key informants who are professionals operating in B2B service firms who have rich international marketing experience with the hope to propose a conceptual framework that identifies critical factors. We conducted 34 semi-structured interviews following a protocol generated from the insights that emerged from the analysis of the literature. Each interview lasts around 40 minutes to 60 minutes as agreed. The sessions were electronically recorded and then manually transcript. For the data analysis, we adopt an analytical strategy (Schmidt, 2004) and a coding approach (Gioia et al., 2013). We label the first coding round, and then the second themes and final dimensions emerge to demonstrate the data structure. Initial empirical results will be presented and discussed in the next chapter after introducing the quantitative research stage of this study. 
3.2. Fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis 
Fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) is a social science method developed to combine case-oriented and variable-oriented quantitative analysis (Rihoux & Ragin, 2008). I employ fsQCA to explore how different combinations of conditions between companies’ digital use and other components such as service type of companies, dimension of companies, companies’ readiness and orientation of digitability etc. can link to their internalization development and degree. 
The reasons for applying fsQCA can be as follow. First, it is a configurational approach which can be utilized to analyse complex and causal relationships where different variables are related. Different to conventional statistical methods, it finds combinations of causal conditions (i.e., configurations) related to the outcome (Fainshmidt et al., 2020). Secondly, fsQCA is capable of larger sample groups. In this study, we distributed and received in total 156 samples from B2B service companies that are actively participating in international marketing activities. These companies belong to different conditions and varied degrees. The fsQCA method treats causal conditions to be “independent” variables. This function of configurations of conditions allows researchers to verify the necessary conditions for an outcome. It fits well in international business research because many IB theories are inherently configurational (Jovanovic and Morschett, 2022). As recommended by the formal literature, fsQCA can be performed in 3 steps, namely calibration of the construct measures, analysis of necessary conditions and examination of sufficient (combinations of) antecedent conditions (Blatter et al., 2007). 
In the questionnaire design stage, service-specific variables were collected through a survey of Italian B2B service companies with international businesses between April and July 2022. The respondents were marketing seniors and international project managers. They were asked to respond to the questions in the following areas: company profile, service transformation in international markets, channels and strategies of digitalization, and support of internationalization. The average duration of the questionnaire lasts 14 minutes. Respondents shared their insights and observations about their companies and the status of the B2B service industry.
After the data analysis stage of interviews, 12 subdimensions are identified. 4 dimensions emerged to show the drivers of B2B service firms’ internationalization (Figure 1). 
Figure 1:
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