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Abstract
Purpose – This article aims to explore the implications of geopolitical tensions for internationally scaling 
businesses. It is suggested that internationally scaling firms may have a disproportionate exposure to the risks 
arising from geopolitical tensions and phenomena like techno-nationalism and trade protectionism due to their 
lack of resources and resilience compared to matured multinational enterprises. This article also examines the 
conditions under which scaling businesses may emerge as relevant political actors, either as agents or as 
instruments of the state. 
Design/methodology/approach – This article draws on international relations theory, especially the logics 
of cooperation and conflict, which provide complementary insights into how geopolitical disruptions may 
influence cross-border scaling. It highlights how geopolitical tensions impact critical aspects of international 
scaling, including the ability to replicate business models, manage the speed and scope of their rapid growth, 
secure critical inputs, and leverage digitalization. 
Findings – Both cooperation and conflict logics in international relations underscore the adverse effects of 
geopolitical disruptions on international scaling. Geopolitical tensions introduce significant risks and 
uncertainties that affect the unique dynamics of international scaling, leading to heightened vulnerabilities. 
The authors identify key mechanisms through which these tensions impact cross-border scaling. They also 
examine how scaling businesses engage with geopolitics in two distinct roles, acting as agents shaping the 
geopolitical environment and as instruments advancing state-driven objectives. 
Originality/value – International business scholarship pays increasing attention to how firms can navigate 
rising geopolitical tensions and manage associate risks. This paper offers a context-sensitive view by 
examining internationally scaling firms and suggests areas for future research. 

Keywords Scaling, Scale up, Geopolitics, Political risk, International relations

Paper type Viewpoint

1. Introduction
In an era of global instability marked by rising geopolitical tensions, movements, such as anti- 
globalization populism, techno-nationalism and trade protectionism, coupled with shifting 
global power dynamics, firms operating across borders face significant challenges (Beugelsdijk 
and Luo, 2024; Luo, 2024). According to a poll conducted by PwC (McDonagh, 2024), C-suite 
executives view geopolitical risks as the most significant threat to their businesses. Additionally, 
a study by the World Economic Forum (Evenett and Ruge, 2024) indicates that geopolitical 
rivalry is increasingly influencing the business decisions of internationally active firms.
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In this perspective article, we argue that the exposure and impact of the uncertainties and 
risks caused by geopolitical tensions varies considerably across organizations and they can 
have a devastating effect on internationally scaling businesses. Internationally scaling 
businesses are firms that achieve persistent rapid or exponential growth in outputs by 
replicating a validated business model across borders, expanding users, customers or 
revenues without a proportional rise in inputs (Reuber et al., 2021; Tippmann et al., 2023a; 
Bohan et al., 2024; Coviello et al., 2024). A notable example of an internationally scaling 
firm that was affected by escalating geopolitical tensions is ByteDance, the Chinese 
company behind the popular app TikTok. Based on national security claims, ByteDance had 
faced significant restrictions in key markets, such as India and the USA, limiting its ability to 
expand internationally. These restrictions posed a serious threat to the company’s scaling 
ambitions (Basu, 2021; Maheshwari and Holpuch, 2024). Similarly, rising tensions between 
the USA and China adversely affect scaling businesses in the electric vehicle (EV) sector. 
For instance, the Chinese EV company Nio has encountered obstacles in its efforts to expand 
overseas due to these geopolitical dynamics (Cheng, 2024). The former US President Joe 
Biden had announced an increase in tariffs on Chinese imports, including EV batteries, 
justified by claims that China had been stealing US intellectual property (Hunnicutt and 
Holland, 2024; Reuters, 2024). Under the current Trump administration, there have been 
significant updates regarding tariffs on Chinese imports to the USA. These efforts continue 
the previous administration’s initiative to create a domestic supply chain in the USA for EVs, 
meaning preferential conditions for domestic scalers (Ewing, 2025).

For businesses generally, the importance of a stable international political environment 
that fosters globalization is widely recognized by international business (IB) and 
entrepreneurship scholars (Bjørnskov and Foss, 2016; Buckley and Casson, 1976; Casson, 
2021; Witt, 2019). Moreover, the impact of geopolitical disruptions on IB strategies is well 
documented (Grosse et al., 2021; Teece, 2022). With respect to mature multinational 
enterprises (MNEs), the effects of geopolitical forces and causes of disruption are also well 
researched (e.g., Hartwell and Ursprung, 2024; Luo and Van Assche, 2023; Meyer and Li, 
2022; Witt, 2019). It has been shown that mature MNEs, with their extensive and well- 
established resources, legitimacy and organizational resilience, are usually positioned to 
absorb external shocks and adapt to the complexities triggered by geopolitical tensions.

However, internationally scaling businesses can be disproportionately affected by these 
tensions compared to mature MNEs (Tippmann et al., 2023a). The risks and uncertainties 
present in the external environment are particularly critical for scaling businesses, as they 
may reduce incentives and limit conditions necessary for international scaling – for a few 
reasons. First, scaling firms are concerned with developing the business to a competitive size 
by capturing market space quickly through exponential growth (Bohan et al., 2024). This 
often happens across borders to capitalize on market- or resource-seeking opportunities, 
noting that rapid international expansion serves to quickly expand their customer or user base 
across multiple countries (Tippmann et al., 2023b; Stallkamp and Schotter, 2021). Indeed, 
their global scaling is a logic multinationalization that involves developing a footprint of 
resources that are owned or controlled in foreign markets (Reuber et al., 2021). If exposed to 
increasing costs of IB activities, internationally scaling businesses face heightened risks due 
to their limited resources and investments becoming unviable in volatile external conditions 
due to geopolitical tensions. Second, international scaling often occurs in global niche 
markets and in frontier technologies of techno-nationalist relevance for governments; this 
niche focus, rather than product diversification, increases risk if exposed to adverse 
geopolitical shifts. In contrast, mature MNEs are better resourced to hedge their bets and 
absorb shocks through various forms of diversification. Third, a stable environment 
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serves as a key antecedent to entrepreneurship, as uncertainty concerning the future 
stability undermines confidence among entrepreneurs (Bennett et al., 2023; Bjørnskov 
and Foss, 2016). In addition, because of their rapid market expansion, advanced digital 
capabilities and innovative business models, internationally scaling businesses can also 
emerge as relevant political actors, either as agents or as instruments strategically 
leveraged within broader geopolitical agendas.

As the implications of geopolitical tensions for internationally scaling businesses can be 
further examined, we ask How do geopolitical tensions impact internationally scaling 
businesses, and how can these businesses, in turn, influence the geopolitical environment? 
We draw on international relations literature, especially the complementary logics of 
cooperation and conflict, to discuss how diverging geopolitical worldviews and increasing 
tensions affect these businesses. Specifically, we examine the different ways in which 
geopolitical tensions may impact the ability of scaling firms to replicate their business 
models across different markets, manage the speed and geographic scope of growth, secure 
core inputs for internal transformation and leverage digital products and processes that 
facilitate scaling. Moreover, as internationally scaling businesses gain power, we examine 
their agency within the broader geopolitical environment, emphasizing the two-way dynamic 
in which these firms and the geopolitical landscape mutually impact one another. This 
illuminates the use of these companies as instruments in the states’ political agenda. We 
conclude with suggestions for future research.

2. International relations: the liberalism and realism perspectives
In recent years, we have observed a series of global disruptions and intensifying geopolitical 
tensions that are challenging the dominant world order and its operating logic. A unipolar 
configuration has dominated the global stage in the past decades, with the USA emerging as a 
superpower in the realms of economy, security and technology (Grosse et al., 2021). This 
unipolar order has been characterized by open markets, globalization, multilateral 
cooperation and democratic ideals (Ikenberry, 2005). Increasing geopolitical rivalry and 
movements, such as anti-globalization populism, trade protectionism and techno- 
nationalism, have reintroduced tensions between different worldviews and are driving 
significant transformations in the global system. These shifts are causing the unipolar 
order to give way to a new order, where multiple actors vie for influence (Evenett, 2021), 
or a new era of global disorder (Luo, 2024). The rise of China is a threat to US hegemonic 
leadership, with uncertain outcomes to the current “liberal international order” (Grosse 
et al., 2021; Luo and Van Assche, 2023).

Theoretical explanations in international relations help us to understand these shifts in the 
global environment by examining interstate relations involving a combination of cooperation 
and conflict across different areas. The literature on international relations serves as an 
appropriate lens to examine disruptions that are either triggered or intensified by political 
processes and the responses of firms to these changes. The cooperation and conflict logics of 
international relations offer complementary insights into how current geopolitical 
disruptions may affect cross-border scaling. Rooted in the two main competing perspectives 
of liberalism and realism, these logics help explain why states either “fight” or “cooperate”, 
and shed light on the geopolitical movements driving recent global disruptions (Han et al., 
2024). We will introduce both next.

2.1 Liberalism: a cooperative logic
Liberalism, as an international relations theory, focuses on interstate cooperation, 
emphasizing how actors engage in mutual adjustment of behaviours through coordination 
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processes (Keohane, 1984; Moravcsik, 1997). It considers a wide range of actors relevant in 
the international arena, including firms and international institutions. These actors pursue 
their self-interests using different types and levels of power, with economic interdependence 
serving as an important stabilizing force. The increasing interdependence and the role of 
international institutions in promoting cooperation – by providing coordinating 
mechanisms and imposing costs on states that violate international agreements – allow 
states to reduce conflict and enhance cooperation. Consistent with this school of thought, 
a pro-openness or pro-internationalism ideology is important in pursuing international 
economic interdependence (Casson, 2021; Han et al., 2024).

Under the cooperation perspective, diverging interests on globalization and failing 
international institutions led to changes in the perceptions of cooperation benefits. The 
adverse effects and distributional consequences of globalization have contributed to 
widespread discontent with the economic status quo and the rise of anti-globalization 
populism, exemplified by the Brexit vote in the UK and the election of Donald Trump as 
President of the USA in 2016 (Casson, 2021) and re-election in 2024. Economic 
protectionist measures signal a departure from the principles of global economic openness 
and cooperation. Such policies, including tariffs, trade barriers and restrictions on foreign 
investments, reflect a shift towards prioritizing domestic industries over international trade 
and “de-risking” from economic interdependence (Beugelsdijk and Luo, 2024). Examples of 
protectionist measures include the USA withdrawing from the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) in 2017, marking a shift away from multilateral trade agreements. Another notable 
measure is the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) of 2022, enacted by the US government to 
promote domestic renewable energy production through subsidies and tax incentives, 
effectively prioritizing local industries. By mid-2025, US President Donald Trump had 
implemented broad tariffs on several countries, including key trading partners. International 
institutions are facing growing pressure and dissatisfaction as global divisions intensify. 
Some criticize the United Nations for its lack of decisive action in addressing crises in 
Ukraine, Israel, Sudan, among others, as well as its failure to constrain Russia’s actions. 
Others, especially developing countries, express growing frustration with multilateral 
diplomacy’s failure to effectively fulfil the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) (Dempsey, 2023).

2.2 Realism: a conflict logic
In contrast, realism focuses on interstate conflict, characterized by mutually inconsistent 
preferences between actors in a bargaining situation (Waltz, 1979). It considers sovereign 
states as the only relevant actors, focused on pursuing their own national interests and 
prioritizing security, reputation and gains, often at the expense of other states. Realism 
considers that the system of nations is defined by anarchy, characterized by power dynamics 
and uncertainty about the behaviour of other nations. Nations aim to maximize their power 
relative to others, primarily through military, political and economic strength. This theory 
views the world as inherently competitive and conflictual. Consequently, globalization 
advances according to the interests of a global hegemonic power, which creates and 
maintains international institutions governing trade and investments for its own benefit (Witt, 
2019). An underlying nationalist ideology aligns with this view, recognizing the state as 
the natural form of political organization and fostering distrust towards other nation-states 
(Casson, 2021). Realism provides the theoretical foundation for movements, such as 
techno-nationalism, linking technological capabilities to national security and positing 
that nations can advance their interests only at the expense of others. This perspective is 
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potentially disruptive to IB, as it hinders global open innovation and cross-border 
knowledge flows, thereby intensifying deglobalization (Luo, 2022c).

From a conflict perspective, rising distrust and intensifying geopolitical rivalry between 
the USA and China, coupled with a zero-sum political mindset, have heightened the threat to 
US hegemony as a global power. A resurgence of techno-nationalism, where technological 
capabilities are closely tied to national security, along with increased state interventionism, 
has been observed. It has been noted that major economic powers, including the USA, the 
European Union (EU) and China, have shifted their industrial policies to prioritize the 
protection of national security, reflecting a broader trend towards isolationism and 
transactional globalization (Beugelsdijk and Luo, 2024; Foulis, 2023). Examples of techno- 
nationalism and protectionist policies include the US restrictions on China’s access to 
artificial intelligence (AI) memory chips and equipment capable of making semiconductors. 
Another significant example is China’s “Made in China 2025” industrial policy, which aims 
to ensure the country’s leadership in key high-technology sectors like AI, robotics and 
semiconductors by promoting domestic innovation and reducing reliance on foreign 
technology. The EU’s Economic Security Strategy further illustrates this trend, focusing on 
reducing vulnerabilities amid growing geopolitical tensions and technological shifts, 
particularly in cybersecurity and technology security.

Despite their different interpretation of the world order, liberalism and realism share 
similarities in their views on the disruptions to the current global system. Both perspectives 
acknowledge current threats to greater global integration. However, they diverge on the root 
causes of these disruptions. Liberalism attributes the deglobalization trend, marked by 
increased trade and foreign direct investment (FDI) restrictions, as well as the rise of anti- 
globalization populism, to a combination of failing international institutions and shifting 
interests away from economic openness. It suggests that adverse distributional consequences 
of globalization have changed perceptions of cooperation payoffs, creating challenges for 
coordination and greater interdependence and reducing incentives for broad-based economic 
integration. In contrast, realism views the decline of US hegemony as the main driver behind 
these disruptions. Realists argue that the intensifying geopolitical rivalry between the USA 
and China, coupled with uncertainty over outcomes, is at the core of the current 
fragmentation in the global system (Witt, 2019). Consequently, the scenarios predicted by 
these perspectives differ significantly. Liberalism assumes that changes in interests are not 
uniform across countries, leading to varying levels of interdependence. Witt (2019) refers to 
this phenomenon as a “globalization patchwork.” In contrast, realism envisions a scenario of 
conflict in the absence of a global hegemon, with the rise of China and the emergence of 
economic blocs around each regional hegemon.

3. An international relations perspective on the impact of geopolitical tensions on 
scaling businesses
There is an emerging understanding of what scaling businesses are and how scaling is 
different from other types of firm processes, especially rapid growth. Scaling can be defined 
as a process whereby a business achieves persistent, rapid or exponential growth in outputs, 
such as users or customers served or revenue (Bohan et al., 2024), ideally without a 
corresponding increase in inputs to achieve returns to scale (Coviello et al., 2024). As 
international scaling requires a validated business model (Reuber et al., 2021; Tippmann 
et al., 2023a), it is different from international new ventures or born globals (Oviatt 
and McDougall, 1994; Zahra, 2005; Cavusgil and Knight, 2015), which relate to the early 
start-up phase of organizations. While internationally scaling businesses may start to become 
MNEs that control or own resources in foreign market, the emphasis in scaling is on the early 
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stages of this transition rather than management of established resources, footprints and 
structures stretching across countries, as in mature MNEs (Piaskowska et al., 2021; Bretas 
et al., 2025). In fact, the scaling process involves significant internal transformation, 
affecting multiple dimensions of the organization (Bohan et al., 2024), including a redesign 
of the organization’s structure and management team (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017), and new 
resource orchestration (Jansen et al., 2023). In an IB context, these internal transformations 
must keep pace with the demands of rapid international expansion and address the 
complexities of managing across borders (Tippmann et al., 2023a).

The IB scholarship has increasingly recognized scaling as an important phenomenon 
because it frequently involves a dimension of cross-border management and organization. To 
illustrate, the persistent rapid growth associated with scaling often happens in international 
markets to capitalize on the diverse markets they offer (Tippmann et al., 2023a). Scaling 
businesses may also pursue resource-seeking internationalization, for example, to access 
external supports across locations, like finance or specialized services (Bretas et al., 2025).

With an increasing body of research on international scaling has come more clarity on 
some key features of this process. These key features include business model replication, 
rapid internationalization, human capital acquisition to support international scaling, and 
leveraging digitalization as a key enabler. These features represent specific components of 
international scaling as a cross-border organizational process (Reuber et al., 2021; Tippmann 
et al., 2023a; Coviello et al., 2024), and they are often interconnected and occur 
simultaneously. Next, we elaborate on how the cooperation and conflict mechanisms of 
international relations offer insights into how geopolitical disruptions may affect cross- 
border scaling along these key features. These arguments are summarized in Figure 1.

3.1 Geopolitical tensions and business model replication across international markets
A key aspect of international scaling relates to replicating business models across diverse 
markets because leveraging a tried-and-tested business model enables the pace of growth and 
scale economies (Reuber et al., 2021; Tippmann et al., 2023a). However, unlike mature 
MNEs, where balancing standardization and local adaptation is critical to IB, it has been 
found that globally scaling digital firms must navigate a tension between replication through 
standardization to enable fast international growth and entrepreneurship to remain 
competitive in dynamic markets; local adaptations were minimized (Tippmann et al., 
2023b). In case of greater institutional differences across countries, local adaptation remains, 
however, relevant during scaling. Factors such as government regulation and divergence of 
national institutions often increase the need for more local adaptation, reducing the 
suitability of globally integrated processes (Meyer and Li, 2022) and constraining the ability 
to scale through replication (Tippmann et al., 2023a, 2025).

Geopolitical tensions can create additional challenges for business model replication 
during scaling. Under a cooperation logic, the influence of anti-globalization populism has 
been increasing, leading to a rise in economic protectionism measures, such as tariffs, 
regulatory barriers and export controls. For businesses, this leads to a reduction in 
standardization of organizational practices (Meyer and Li, 2022). The resulting greater need 
for local adaptations may undermine the financial viability of international replication of a 
business model due to substantive additional costs as well as risks of ill-suited local 
adaptations (Szulanski and Jensen, 2006). Compared to resource-endowed mature MNEs, 
we suggest that internationally scaling businesses, due to their fewer resources, are less likely 
to be able to pursue such local adaptations. It has also been noted that a populist discourse 
undermines confidence among entrepreneurs to engage in entrepreneurial initiatives and 
innovation to stay competitive (Bennett et al., 2023; Bjørnskov and Foss, 2016). This may 

MBR       

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025



impede globally scaling businesses to pursue a “replicable innovation” approach, whereby 
new products or processes are created that are not only suited for replication across country 
markets but also evolve the global business model to remain competitive in international 
markets (Tippmann et al., 2023b).

Figure 1. Impact of geopolitical tensions on cross-border scaling: cooperation vs conflict logics 
Source: Authors’ own work 

Under a conflict logic, the same impact on scaling behaviour can be expected. The 
intensifying distrust and geopolitical rivalry between the USA and China create push and 
pull forces that move firms towards different directions (Evenett, 2021). Institutional 
pressures and state interventions, often rooted in a realism-based policy approach, are likely 
to limit the fit of global business models in local contexts, thereby constraining the ability of 
internationally scaling businesses to replicate their business model across locations. Such 
policy interventions, fuelled by techno-nationalism and national security claims, intensify 
the need for local adaptation. Furthermore, the uncertainty on the potential outcomes of the 
conflict exacerbates unpredictability, influencing entrepreneurial behaviour, such as for 
replicable innovations.

As an example, under the growing influence of these movements, TikTok had faced 
increasing demands for local adaptation, particularly in terms of data storage, framed as national 
security concerns by both the EU and the USA. In response to these pressures, the company 
launched its “Project Clover” and “Project Texas” initiatives to comply with local data 
sovereignty requirements. As part of these efforts, TikTok made substantial investments in data 
centres in Ireland and Norway to store almost all data from UK and European Economic Area 
users on servers in the EU and to relocate all US user data to servers managed by Oracle, a US- 
based company (EDS TikTok, 2025; USDS TikTok, 2025). The company also announced a 
€1bn investment in a new data centre in Finland (Mukherjee and Kauranen, 2025). These 
initiatives illustrate how techno-nationalism and protectionist policies may generate significant 
additional costs and operational complexities for businesses seeking to scale internationally.
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3.2 Geopolitical tensions and rapid internationalization
International scaling is associated with rapid internationalization due to the fast increase in 
international sales or employees. While internationally scaling firms may be accidentally 
pulled into international markets due to their digital business model and cross-border 
network effects (e.g. Chen et al., 2019; Stallkamp et al., 2022; Hennart, 2014), normally 
international scaling involves deliberate choices to prioritize markets (Monaghan and 
Tippmann, 2018). It is particularly important during global scaling to select the most 
promising international market opportunities for future entrepreneurial growth (Reuber 
et al., 2021); whereas mature MNEs tend to optimize and evolve their established 
international footprint to limit downside risks (Hakanson and Kappen, 2017; Santangelo and 
Meyer, 2017). In prioritized markets, a fast pace of internationalization can enable a swift 
capture of market space and secure first-mover advantages (Stallkamp et al., 2022; 
Tippmann et al., 2023a). As internationalization for scaling businesses is a strategic decision 
that requires substantial upfront investment to enable market entry and build international 
operations, it is high stakes.

Under a cooperation logic, protectionist policies resulting from shifting interests on 
economic interdependence restrict investment, limit market opportunities and hinder 
international network effects where the value of products or services increases with more 
users (Bohan et al., 2024; Stallkamp and Schotter, 2021). These restrictions may curtail the 
potential for rapid input growth and the associated exponential increase in outputs as well as 
the efficiencies in customer acquisition costs to attain returns to scale. This slows the 
momentum of international scaling.

For example, in 2021, US President Donald Trump signed an executive order banning 
transactions with several Chinese software applications, including Alipay and WeChat, 
aiming to curb the threat these scaling firms posed to Americans due to their large and 
growing user bases and access to sensitive data. The restrictions included barring US app 
stores from offering these apps for download to new users (Alper and Shepardson, 2021). 
President Biden later signed an executive order revoking this ban on these Chinese apps, 
replacing them with a new directive that does not single out specific companies but continues 
to address national security concerns. The Biden administration directed the Commerce 
Department to establish criteria for evaluating potential national security risks associated 
with apps linked to foreign adversaries, including China (Fung, 2021).

Another example of an internationally scaling firm affected by geopolitical sanctions is 
SenseTime, China’s largest facial recognition company. In 2021, the USA declared China’s 
actions against the Uyghurs, a Turkic minority group in northwest China, as genocide and 
subsequently imposed sanctions on SenseTime for its alleged involvement in the 
surveillance of Uyghurs. The USA has imposed sanctions first by adding it to the 
government’s entity list, which restricts US exports, and then by banning US investment in 
the firm. As a result, SenseTime experienced an initial delay in its IPO, relying instead on 
non-US investors, including funds backed by the Chinese government (Bhuiyan, 2022).

3.3 Geopolitical tensions and human capital acquisition
Given their persistent rapid growth, scaling businesses tend to create a substantial number of 
new jobs to acquire the human capital necessary to sustain growth by building their 
capabilities and organization (DeSantola et al., 2023; Bohan et al., 2024). This includes 
human capital for operational roles as well as talent to staff leadership positions 
(Tippmann and Monaghan, 2025; Tidhar et al., 2025). However, rising anti-immigration 
sentiments and restrictive regulations can significantly constrain the availability of skilled 
talent for internationally scaling businesses, limiting their ability.
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Under a cooperation logic, the recent resurgence of a populist rhetoric has fuelled anti- 
immigration movements. The global economic crisis of 2008 heightened these anti- 
immigration sentiments, with migrants increasingly perceived as competitors for scarce 
resources, particularly jobs (Gusciute et al., 2022). Anti-immigration sentiments were a 
driving force behind the Brexit vote (Hobolt, 2016). Under a conflict logic, intense 
geopolitical rivalry and refugee crises have further fuelled anti-immigration protests.

Even in places that heavily depend on immigration to address skill shortages, such as 
Europe, immigration has become a contentious issue. This directly impacts businesses, 
particularly those scaling internationally as they tend to create new roles that require hiring 
of talent. For instance, FDTech, a German scale-up company specializing in autonomous 
driving software, faced challenges when xenophobic incidents led to the loss of key workers 
(Steitz and Marsh, 2024). In this context, internationally scaling businesses may struggle to 
acquire the human capital or specialized talent necessary to sustain their rapid growth. Rising 
anti-immigration sentiments, driven by scepticism towards cooperation and heightened 
global conflicts, intensify this challenge, further limiting the availability of these critical 
inputs.

3.4 Geopolitical tensions and digitalization
Policies aimed at mitigating risks arising from digital globalization and interdependence may 
have a disproportionate impact on scaling businesses due to their reliance on digital 
resources and business models. Restrictions on access to critical technologies, often driven 
by techno-nationalist and national security concerns, present significant challenges for 
businesses seeking to scale internationally.

Digitalization is an enabler of scaling (Giustiziero et al., 2023; Bohan et al., 2024; 
Coviello et al., 2024), because leveraging digital resources and capabilities increases output 
generation capacity to enable rapid growth. Moreover, as a scale-free resource, digital assets 
enable such fast increases in outputs at very low marginal costs (Levinthal and Wu, 2010), 
thereby creating the returns to scale associated with scaling (Coviello et al., 2024). With 
respect to international scaling, digitalization reduces the transaction costs associated with 
cross-border business activities (Autio et al., 2021; Reuber et al., 2021; Tippmann et al., 
2023a), and it facilitates the replication of business models in international locations because 
it reduces the need for a physical presence and lowers market entry barriers (Monaghan 
et al., 2020; Tippmann et al., 2023b). Digitalization also enables access to relevant supports 
for scaling businesses that may be available internationally (Bretas et al., 2025). However, 
national context still matters in the digital age, as digital or digitally-enabled businesses must 
navigate national institutions and regulations that may at times hinder the implementation of 
a global business model across countries (Meyer et al., 2023).

Under a cooperation logic, growing digital interdependence drives policies aimed at 
mitigating vulnerability to digital risks, such as unexpected breakdowns, digital regulatory 
complexity and cybersecurity risks (Verbeke and Hutzschenreuter, 2021; Luo, 2022a). 
Digital globalization has intensified interdependence, amplifying the potential impact of 
external shocks. This was clearly demonstrated by the 2008 financial crisis, which revealed 
how swiftly the interconnectedness of global capital markets allowed the crisis to spread 
(Luo, 2022a). In response, policies aimed at reducing such risks have emerged, including 
regulations on customer protection, digital taxes and information security.

Under a conflict logic, the recent resurgence of techno-nationalist movements, which 
directly link technological capabilities to national security, presents significant challenges for 
businesses aiming to scale internationally. Policies on technological innovation and diffusion 
around the globe are fuelled by differences in ideological values and a rising sentiment of 
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technological rivalry (Luo, 2022b). Regulations based on techno-nationalism become 
obstacles to international expansion, “locking out” both digital and non-digital businesses 
(Meyer et al., 2023). Moreover, the rivalry between the USA and China extends into the 
technological domain, challenging the notion that technology is inherently neutral in terms of 
accessibility (Yan et al., 2024). Examples include restrictions in access to technology which 
hinder the development and diffusion of digital products and processes that facilitate scaling. 
The US CHIPS and Science Act, signed into law in 2022, and measures beyond the Act to 
control outbound exports and investments, seek to strengthen the US semiconductor industry 
while countering China’s rise in global competition. The restrictions apply to any company 
worldwide that uses US semiconductor technology in its production processes (Luo and Van 
Assche, 2023). In the lead-up, Chinese companies had already begun stockpiling AI chips 
before the US export restrictions took effect. They placed orders worth $5bn with US 
technology company Nvidia for chips to be delivered in 2023 (Ghosh and Nellis, 2023; Liao, 
2023). The Chinese scaling business 01.AI, specializing in AI-driven solutions, managed to 
secure an 18-month supply of Nvidia chips prior to the ban (Rai and Lee, 2023). Nvidia 
responded by modifying one of its leading AI chips to keep its capabilities below US 
government thresholds and maintain sales to China. However, the Trump administration has 
further strengthened rules introduced by the Biden administration, blocking the sale of 
certain Nvidia chips to China without a license and requiring licenses for future sales 
(Mickle, 2025). Without international access to critical supplies like chips, the scaling of 
many technology companies is at risk.

In summary, while digitalization facilitates international scaling by lowering marginal 
costs and streamlining replication and cross-border expansion, the rise of protectionist and 
nationalistic policies creates obstacles to the development and diffusion of digital 
infrastructure, products and processes, ultimately obstructing international scaling efforts.

4. Scaling businesses as political actors: agents and instruments of geopolitics
So far, we have discussed how geopolitics impacts international scaling. However, 
internationally scaling businesses can be influential political actors due to their rapid market 
expansion, advanced digital capabilities and innovative business models. From a Liberalism 
perspective, this aligns with the idea that a wide range of actors, including firms, can pursue 
their own interests using diverse forms of power, thereby acting as autonomous agents in the 
geopolitical arena. At the same time, Realism emphasizes the primacy of sovereign states, 
implying that scaling businesses may also serve as instruments within state strategies, 
advancing their geopolitical agenda. Next, we discuss ways in which internationally scaling 
businesses engage with geopolitics in two distinct roles: as agents, actively influencing the 
geopolitical environment, and as instruments, serving state-driven geopolitical objectives. 
Table 1 summarizes these roles, underlying assumptions and approaches.

4.1 Scaling businesses as agents
As agents, internationally scaling businesses may be able to influence geopolitics for a few 
reasons. Their increasing economic contributions to employment, innovation, wealth 
creation and productivity give some political power. If disrupting markets and becoming 
large global players with market dominance (Reuber et al., 2021; Coviello et al., 2024), this 
also increases their political power. Moreover, government reliance on their capabilities and 
limited understanding of their business models and technologies gives scaling businesses 
power. Unlike mature MNEs that may have already gained significant power through 
economies of scale, allowing them to exert a substantial influence on the broader 
environment through corporate political activities (e.g., Bessen, 2022; Casson, 2021; 

MBR       

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025



Saittakari et al., 2023), the influence of scaling businesses can be nascent yet quickly become 
significant. In what follows, we examine how scaling businesses engage in corporate 
political activities, exercise paternalistic power and undertake “aggressive” political 
interventions as expressions of their agentic behaviour to influence geopolitics.

Table 1. Scaling businesses as political actors: agents vs instruments

Dimension Scaling businesses as agents Scaling businesses as instruments

Role of scaling businesses Agents capable of shaping geopolitics 
independently, leveraging market power, 
innovation, and disruptive business models

Primarily instruments of state 
power, advancing state-driven 
geopolitical objectives

Assumptions Multiple actors, including businesses, can 
independently pursue interests and wield 
power

Sovereign states are the Central 
actors

Approaches • Corporate political activity
• Paternalistic power
• Aggressive political interventions

• Economic statecraft
• Soft power

Source(s): Authors’ own work

4.1.1 Corporate political activity. Scaling businesses may engage in corporate political 
activity, leveraging their resources and technological dominance to influence state behaviour 
and act as geopolitical actors as well as economic ones. The rise of the big technology 
companies, which have scaled globally, like Google, Amazon, Alibaba, Facebook (Meta) 
and ByteDance, exemplifies this trend (Lindman et al., 2023). States increasingly rely on 
scaling businesses and entrepreneurs for expertise on digital transformation, cybersecurity, 
AI and the regulation of emerging technologies (Yan et al., 2024). The control of data and 
dominance in cutting-edge technological innovations, compared to government-driven 
initiatives, allows scaling businesses to actively participate in shaping policies. As 
geopolitical agents, they can influence the actions of states at both national and international 
levels (Cronin, 2023; Yan et al., 2024).

Similar to traditional MNEs, internationally scaling businesses use corporate political 
activities, such as lobbying, to convince governments that certain issues of interest should be 
managed by the companies themselves through self-regulation. By leveraging these 
activities, scaling businesses strategically influence public policy to advance their economic 
interests (Lindman et al., 2023). For example, arguing that their technological innovations 
are vital to national security, technology companies have significantly increased their 
lobbying expenditures on EU digital policy, reaching €113m annually (Cronin, 2023; Jones, 
2023). The online fashion retailer Shein, a start-up founded in China in 2008 and scaled to 
the world’s largest online fashion retailer by 2023, had hired a former EU official to 
strengthen its lobbying efforts in the region as it geared up for an initial public offering. In 
2023, the company invested US$2.5mn in lobbying activities across the USA and the EU 
(Sun, 2024).

4.1.2 Paternalistic power. Internationally scaling businesses may assume roles 
traditionally occupied by the state, using their resources to provide public goods and exert 
influence. The vast resources orchestrated by internationally scaling businesses enable them 
to take on responsibilities traditionally held by public authorities, such as infrastructure, 
communications networks and educational systems, and exert significant influence over 
society (Cronin, 2023; Lindman et al., 2023; Lindman et al., 2023) describe the actions of 
private companies in providing public goods and addressing citizens’ basic needs, such as 
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schools, hospitals and housing, as a form of “paternalistic power.” An example of this is the 
“Progress Ireland” program, launched by the founders of Stripe, a financial services and 
software business that has scaled to become one of the largest firms in its sector and has dual 
headquarters in the USA and Ireland. This initiative aimed to address critical issues in 
Ireland, particularly in the areas of public policy, housing and infrastructure (Planning 
Permission Ireland, 2024).

4.1.3. “Aggressive” political interventions. Scaling businesses may engage in 
“aggressive” political interventions that transcend traditional corporate political activities 
like lobbying, fuelled by their growing market power and the reliance of governments on 
their capabilities and critical resources. This is especially evident in sensitive areas, such as 
data privacy, online misinformation and cybersecurity. For instance, Uber, a company 
offering a technology platform for transportation services from the USA, was faced with 
legitimacy challenges when starting to scale internationally (Marano et al., 2020). A leak of 
Uber’s confidential documents revealed that the company encouraged its drivers in Paris to 
stage a counter-protest involving mass civil disobedience. This approach, described by a 
former executive as “weaponizing” drivers, highlighted the company’s aggressive actions to 
influence public opinion and regulatory debates that could pose a threat to its scaling 
ambitions (Davies et al., 2022).

Internationally scaling businesses can leverage their market power to exert political 
influence. Their rapid growth, control over critical digital resources and disruptive business 
models allow them to play a key role in shaping both market dynamics and international 
relations, challenging realistic notions of state power.

4.2 Scaling businesses as instruments
Conversely to scaling businesses developing power to be active in the geopolitical arena, 
scaling businesses may also be used as instruments by states in achieving their geopolitical 
objectives. By supporting domestic scaling businesses in strategic sectors, states can advance 
their national security objectives, mitigate vulnerabilities and reduce dependency, as a tool of 
economic statecraft (Aggarwal and Reddie, 2021). At the same time, successful internationally 
scaling businesses can reinforce a country’s soft power (Nye, 1990) by shaping global 
perceptions through the diffusion of innovation and brand prestige.

4.2.1 Instruments of economic statecraft. Economic statecraft can be defined as the use 
of economic instruments by states to achieve foreign policy objectives (Baldwin, 1985), 
often through direct state actions, such as sanctions, embargoes and loans, or via state-owned 
enterprises. Recent research on globalization and growing economic interdependence has 
broadened the scope of economic statecraft to include industrial policy, trade measures 
and investment regulation (Aggarwal and Reddie, 2021). Building on this expanded 
understanding, we argue that scaling businesses may also function as a tool of economic 
statecraft.

As an example, states use industrial policy not only to address market failures but also to 
advance national security objectives by supporting the scaling of domestic businesses. Some 
governments, such as in the USA, provide venture capital to help overcome scaling 
challenges faced by cybersecurity firms. In-Q-Tel, a US government-backed investor 
focused on military and intelligence technologies, works as a substitute for venture capital 
firms to support the scaling of domestic cybersecurity businesses (Aggarwal and Reddie, 
2018).

4.2.2 Instruments of soft power. Soft power can be defined as a country’s ability to 
influence what other countries want, often associated with intangible power resources, such 
as culture, ideology and institutions (Nye, 1990). Similar to developments in the literature on 
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economic statecraft, globalization has further stimulated discussions about how global 
interdependence and the information revolution shape the dynamics of soft power. In this 
context, a key factor enabling states to accumulate soft power is the credibility derived from 
their domestic and international performance, often exemplified by the international success 
of their corporations (Nye, 2002). In line with this reasoning, scaling businesses can serve as 
important instruments of soft power, functioning as prominent examples of cutting-edge 
technology and innovation prowess. This dynamic is exemplified by a significant source of 
US soft power, Silicon Valley, with its high number of scaling businesses. Many businesses 
originating from Silicon Valley scaled globally, contributing to the international diffusion of 
American liberal capitalist values. The expansion of Chinese technology firms can be seen as 
a strategic effort to counterbalance this influence (Baykurt, 2022).

5. Future research avenues
In this section, we outline future research avenues that warrant the attention of IB and 
international entrepreneurship scholars, focusing on specific research questions framed 
within the logics of geopolitical cooperation and conflict. Table 2 summarizes the research 
questions organized according to these logics and aligned with key dimensions we have 
explored in the article: business model replication, rapid internationalization, human capital 
acquisition, digitalization and political influence.

Building on these logics, avenues for future research emerge. One important direction is 
to investigate the unique challenges faced by internationally scaling businesses navigating 
geopolitical tensions, particularly in comparison with mature MNEs. Comparative studies 
contrasting mature MNEs with internationally scaling firms could provide additional insights 
into the distinct behaviours and strategies of these rapidly growing businesses.

Another interesting area for exploration is how the geopolitical context of a firm’s home 
country influences its international scaling efforts. Understanding the interplay between a 
firm’s home-country geopolitical environment and the international strategy of scaling 
businesses could shed light on how these firms navigate opportunities and constraints shaped 
by their origins.

Additionally, future research could explore the role of scaling businesses as instruments 
of state power. Studies could investigate how different governments strategically support 
domestic scaling firms across various sectors to advance national security objectives, and the 
mechanisms they use, such as state-backed venture capital and investment policies, in 
facilitating business scaling aligned with a national political agenda. Additionally, research 
could analyse how internationally scaling businesses contribute to their countries’ soft power 
and how this plays out amid competing geopolitical narratives.

Beyond cooperation and conflict logics, there is also scope to engage with alternative 
international relations perspectives, such as Constructivism (Cox, 1996) and Critical Theory 
(Katzenstein et al., 1998). Constructivism emphasizes the co-development of agency and 
structure in international relations, while Critical Theory incorporates elements like ideology 
and alienation to explain nationalism and authoritarianism. Emerging as a response to the 
shifting global order post the Cold War era, Critical Theory seeks to address pressing global 
challenges, such as poverty, nuclear threats and environmental issues. Both perspectives 
could provide valuable insights into the current context and offer a deeper understanding of 
the consequences for internationally scaling firms.

6. Conclusion
To explore how geopolitical tensions affect internationally scaling businesses, we suggest 
that these firms face heightened vulnerabilities and risks when compared to mature MNEs 
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due to their limited resources and lower resilience. Geopolitical disruptions challenge their 
ability to replicate business models, manage rapid internationalization, secure critical inputs 
and leverage digitalization. We believe that this article will stimulate future research at the 
intersection of international relations and business scaling, particularly by examining how 
different logics of international relations shape the challenges and opportunities for scaling 
firms, both as subjects influenced by geopolitics and as agents actively participating in it.

Table 2. Research questions under cooperation and conflict geopolitical logics

Dimension Cooperation logic Conflict logic

Business model 
replication

– How do shifts in global cooperation 
toward protectionism affect the balance 
between standardization, local adaptation 
and replicable innovation in scaling 
businesses?

How do political interventions affect 
scaling firms’ ability to replicate their 
business models internationally?

Rapid 
internationalization

– How can internationally scaling 
businesses leverage regional economic 
integration in their expansion efforts?  
– How do “de-risking” from economic 
interdependence influence the speed and 
scope of scaling firms’ international 
expansion?

How do international sanctions impact 
the strategic decisions of internationally 
scaling firms regarding market entry 
and expansion?

Human capital 
acquisition

– What strategies do internationally 
scaling businesses employ to mitigate skill 
shortages under restrictive labour mobility 
policies?

– How can internationally scaling 
businesses identify and develop new 
skills and competencies to deal with the 
negative impact of international 
sanctions?  
– How can different types of security 
alliances (e.g. military, economic, 
cyber) impact the cross-border flow of 
talent and knowledge for internationally 
scaling firms?

Digitalization – How do policies and regulations aimed 
at mitigating digital risks (e.g. 
cybersecurity, data protection) influence 
the ability of scaling businesses to 
leverage digital resources for international 
scaling?

– How do technological decoupling, 
techno-nationalism and restrictions on 
critical technologies impact 
internationally scaling firms?

Political influence – What role do internationally scaling 
businesses play in shaping international 
perceptions of their home country, and 
how can this influence diplomatic 
relations?  
– How do internationally scaling 
businesses leverage their global market 
presence to influence policy decisions in 
host and home countries?

– How do scaling businesses function 
as tools in supporting national security 
objectives?  
– How do states leverage 
internationally scaling firms to compete 
with rival powers in technological or 
digital domains?

Source(s): Authors’ own work

References
Aggarwal, V.K. and Reddie, A.W. (2018), “Comparative industrial policy and cybersecurity: a 

framework for analysis”, Journal of Cyber Policy, Vol. 3 No. 3, pp. 291-305.

MBR       

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025



Aggarwal, V.K. and Reddie, A.W. (2021), “Economic statecraft in the 21st century: implications for the 
future of the global trade regime”, World Trade Review, Vol. 20 No. 2, pp. 137-151.

Alper, A. and Shepardson, D. (2021), “Trump bars U.S. transactions with eight Chinese apps including 
Alipay”, Reuters, available at: www.reuters.com/article/technology/trump-bars-us-transactions- 
with-eight-chinese-apps-including-alipay-idUSKBN29A2PA/

Baldwin, D.A. (1985), Economic Statecraft, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ.
Basu, A. (2021), “Preaching and practicing digital democracy: the case of India’s restriction of Chinese 

applications”, In Issues on the Frontlines of Technology and Politics. Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, available at: https://carnegieendowment.orgundefined?langn

Baykurt, B. (2022), “From circulating liberalism to tech nationalism: U.S. soft power and Silicon 
Valley”, Journal of Political Power, Vol. 15 No. 3, pp. 456-468.

Bennett, D.L., Boudreaux, C. and Nikolaev, B. (2023), “Populist discourse and entrepreneurship: the 
role of political ideology and institutions”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 54 
No. 1, pp. 151-181.

Bessen, J. (2022), The New Goliaths: How Corporations Use Software to Dominate Industries, Kill 
Innovation, and Undermine Regulation, Yale University Press, New Haven, CT.

Beugelsdijk, S. and Luo, Y. (2024), “The politicized nature of international business”, Journal of 
International Business Studies, Vol. 55 No. 3, pp. 281-284.

Bhuiyan, J. (2022), “US sanctioned China’s top facial recognition firm over Uyghur concerns. It still 
raised millions”, The Guardian, available at: www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jan/06/china- 
sensetime-facial-recognition-uyghur-surveillance-us-sanctions

Bjørnskov, C. and Foss, N.J. (2016), “Institutions, entrepreneurship, and economic growth: what do we 
know and what do we still need to know?”, Academy of Management Perspectives, Vol. 30 No. 3, 
pp. 292-315.

Bohan, S., Tippmann, E., Levie, J., Igoe, J. and Bowers, B. (2024), “What is scaling?”, Journal of 
Business Venturing, Vol. 39 No. 1, p. 106355.

Bretas, V.P.G., Tippmann, E. and Levie, J. (2025), “Networks for scaling businesses: accessing 
international support webs for critical support resources”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 60 
No. 4, p. 101645.

Buckley, P.J., and Casson, M. (1976), “The multinational enterprise in the world economy”, in Buckley, 
P.J. and Casson, M. (Eds), The Future of the Multinational Enterprise, Palgrave Macmillan, UK, 
pp. 1-31.

Casson, M. (2021), “International business policy in an age of political turbulence”, Journal of World 
Business, Vol. 56 No. 6, p. 101263.

Cavusgil, S.T. and Knight, G. (2015), “The born global firm: an entrepreneurial and capabilities 
perspective on early and rapid internationalization”, Journal of International Business Studies, 
Vol. 46 No. 1, pp. 3-16.

Chen, L., Shaheer, N., Yi, J. and Li, S. (2019), “The international penetration of ibusiness firms: network 
effects, liabilities of outsidership and country clout”, Journal of International Business Studies, 
Vol. 50 No. 2, pp. 172-192.

Cheng, E. (2024), “Chinese EV start-up Nio is changing its global strategy with U.S. EU tariffs on the 
horizon”, CNBC, available at: www.cnbc.com/2024/05/16/nio-is-changing-its-global-strategy- 
with-us-eu-tariffs-on-the-horizon.html

Coviello, N., Autio, E., Nambisan, S., Patzelt, H. and Thomas, L.D.W. (2024), “Organizational scaling, 
scalability, and scale-up: definitional harmonization and a research agenda”, Journal of Business 
Venturing, Vol. 39 No. 5, p. 106419.

Cox, R.W. (1996), Approaches to World Order, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England.

Multinational 
Business Review    

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025

http://www.reuters.com/article/technology/trump-bars-us-transactions-with-eight-chinese-apps-including-alipay-idUSKBN29A2PA/
http://www.reuters.com/article/technology/trump-bars-us-transactions-with-eight-chinese-apps-including-alipay-idUSKBN29A2PA/
https://carnegieendowment.orgundefined?lang=en
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jan/06/china-sensetime-facial-recognition-uyghur-surveillance-us-sanctions
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jan/06/china-sensetime-facial-recognition-uyghur-surveillance-us-sanctions
http://www.cnbc.com/2024/05/16/nio-is-changing-its-global-strategy-with-us-eu-tariffs-on-the-horizon.html
http://www.cnbc.com/2024/05/16/nio-is-changing-its-global-strategy-with-us-eu-tariffs-on-the-horizon.html


Cronin, A.K. (2023), “How private tech companies are reshaping great power competition”, Carnegie 
Mellon Institute for Security and Technology, available at: https://sais.jhu.edu/kissinger/ 
programs-and-projects/kissinger-center-papers/how-private-tech-companies-are-reshaping- 
great-power-competition

Davies, H., Goodley, S., Lawrence, F., Lewis, P., O’Carroll, L. and Cutler, S. (2022), “Uber broke laws, 
duped police and secretly lobbied governments, leak reveals”, The Guardian, available at: www. 
theguardian.com/news/2022/jul/10/uber-files-leak-reveals-global-lobbying-campaign

Dempsey, J. (2023), “Judy asks: is the United Nations still fit for purpose? Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace”, available at: https://carnegieendowment.org/europe/strategic-europe/2023/ 
09/judy-asks-is-the-united-nations-still-fit-for-purpose?lang=en

DeSantola, A. and Gulati, R. (2017), “Scaling: organizing and growth in entrepreneurial ventures”, 
Academy of Management Annals, Vol. 11 No. 2, pp. 640-668.

DeSantola, A., Gulati, R. and Zhelyazkov, P.I. (2023), “External interfaces or internal processes? 
Market positioning and divergent professionalization paths in young ventures”, Organization 
Science, Vol. 34 No. 1, pp. 1-23.

EDS TikTok (2025), EDS j TikTok, available at: www.tiktokeds.com/
Evenett, S.J. (2021), “Economic statecraft: is there a sub-national dimension? Evidence from United 

States–China rivalry”, World Trade Review, Vol. 20 No. 2, pp. 220-237.
Evenett, S.J. and Ruge, N. (2024), “Geopolitical rivalry and business: 10 recommendations for policy 

design”, World Economic Forum, available at: www.weforum.org/publications/geopolitical- 
rivalry-and-business-10-recommendations-for-policy-design/

Ewing, J. (2025), “Tariffs are bad for E.V.s, but some models may have a leg up”, The New York Times, 
available at: www.nytimes.com/2025/04/27/business/tariffs-tesla-volkswagen-evs.html

Foulis, P. (2023), “The world must try to break a vicious cycle of insecurity”, The Economist, available 
at: www.economist.com/the-world-ahead/2023/11/13/the-world-must-try-to-break-a-vicious- 
cycle-of-insecurity

Fung, B. (2021), “President Biden revokes Trump executive orders targeting TikTok and WeChat j
CNN politics”, CNN, available at: www.cnn.com/2021/06/09/politics/tiktok-wechat-executive- 
order/index.html

Ghosh, K. and Nellis, S. (2023), “China’s internet giants order $5 bln of Nvidia chips to power AI 
ambitions – FT”, Reuters, available at: www.reuters.com/technology/chinas-internet-giants- 
order-5-bln-nvidia-chips-power-ai-ambitions-ft-2023-08-09/

Giustiziero, G., Kretschmer, T., Somaya, D. and Wu, B. (2023), “Hyperspecialization and hyperscaling: 
a resource-based theory of the digital firm”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 44 No. 6,  
pp. 1391-1424.

Grosse, R., Gamso, J. and Nelson, R.C. (2021), “China’s rise, world order, and the implications for 
international business”, Management International Review, Vol. 61 No. 1, pp. 1-26.

Gusciute, E., Mühlau, P. and Layte, R. (2022), “One hundred thousand welcomes? Economic threat and 
anti-immigration sentiment in Ireland”, Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol. 45 No. 5, pp. 829-850.

Hakanson, L. and Kappen, P. (2017), “The ‘casino model’ of internationalization: an alternative 
Uppsala paradigm”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 48 No. 9, pp. 1103-1113.

Han, X., Lukoianove, T., Zhao, S. and Liu, X. (2024), “International relations in international 
business research: a review and research agenda”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 174, 
p. 114536.

Hartwell, C.A. and Ursprung, D. (2024), “Diplomacy and MNE strategy: how international relations 
can influence international business”, Multinational Business Review, Vol. 32 No. 2, pp. 226-240.

Hennart, J.F. (2014), “The accidental internationalists: a theory of born globals”, Entrepreneurship 
Theory and Practice, Vol. 38 No. 1, pp. 117-135.

MBR       

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025

https://sais.jhu.edu/kissinger/programs-and-projects/kissinger-center-papers/how-private-tech-companies-are-reshaping-great-power-competition
https://sais.jhu.edu/kissinger/programs-and-projects/kissinger-center-papers/how-private-tech-companies-are-reshaping-great-power-competition
https://sais.jhu.edu/kissinger/programs-and-projects/kissinger-center-papers/how-private-tech-companies-are-reshaping-great-power-competition
http://www.theguardian.com/news/2022/jul/10/uber-files-leak-reveals-global-lobbying-campaign
http://www.theguardian.com/news/2022/jul/10/uber-files-leak-reveals-global-lobbying-campaign
https://carnegieendowment.org/europe/strategic-europe/2023/09/judy-asks-is-the-united-nations-still-fit-for-purpose?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/europe/strategic-europe/2023/09/judy-asks-is-the-united-nations-still-fit-for-purpose?lang=en
http://www.tiktokeds.com/
http://www.weforum.org/publications/geopolitical-rivalry-and-business-10-recommendations-for-policy-design/
http://www.weforum.org/publications/geopolitical-rivalry-and-business-10-recommendations-for-policy-design/
http://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/27/business/tariffs-tesla-volkswagen-evs.html
http://www.economist.com/the-world-ahead/2023/11/13/the-world-must-try-to-break-a-vicious-cycle-of-insecurity
http://www.economist.com/the-world-ahead/2023/11/13/the-world-must-try-to-break-a-vicious-cycle-of-insecurity
http://www.cnn.com/2021/06/09/politics/tiktok-wechat-executive-order/index.html
http://www.cnn.com/2021/06/09/politics/tiktok-wechat-executive-order/index.html
http://www.reuters.com/technology/chinas-internet-giants-order-5-bln-nvidia-chips-power-ai-ambitions-ft-2023-08-09/
http://www.reuters.com/technology/chinas-internet-giants-order-5-bln-nvidia-chips-power-ai-ambitions-ft-2023-08-09/


Hobolt, S.B. (2016), “The Brexit vote: a divided nation, a divided continent”, Journal of European 
Public Policy, Vol. 23 No. 9, pp. 1259-1277.

Hunnicutt, T. and Holland, S. (2024), “Biden sharply hikes US tariffs on an array of Chinese imports”, 
Reuters, available at: www.reuters.com/markets/us/biden-sharply-hikes-us-tariffs-billions- 
chinese-chips-cars-2024-05-14/

Ikenberry, G.J. (2005), “Power and liberal order: America’s postwar world order in transition”, 
International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Vol. 5 No. 2, pp. 133-152.

Jansen, J.J.P., Heavey, C., Mom, T.J.M., Simsek, Z. and Zahra, S.A. (2023), “Scaling-up: building, 
leading and sustaining rapid growth over time”, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 60 No. 3, 
pp. 581-604.

Jones, M.G. (2023), “Tech companies spend more than €100 million a year on EU lobbying”, 
Euronews, available at: www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/09/11/tech-companies-spend- 
more-than-100-million-a-year-on-eu-digital-lobbying

Katzenstein, P.J., Keohane, R.O. and Krasner, S.D. (1998), “International organization and the study of 
world politics”, International Organization, Vol. 52 No. 4, pp. 645-685.

Keohane, R.O. (1984), After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy, 
Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ.

Levinthal, D.A. and Wu, B. (2010), “Opportunity costs and non-scale free capabilities: profit 
maximization, corporate scope, and profit margins”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 31 
No. 7, pp. 780-801.

Liao, R. (2023), “US chip export ban is hurting china’s AI startups, not so much the giants yet”, 
TechCrunch, available at: https://techcrunch.com/2023/11/23/us-chip-restrictions-on-china-are- 
hurting-ai-startups-not-so-much-the-big-players/

Lindman, J., Makinen, J. and Kasanen, E. (2023), “Big tech’s power, political corporate social 
responsibility and regulation”, Journal of Information Technology, Vol. 38 No. 2, pp. 144-159.

Luo, Y. (2022a), “A general framework of digitization risks in international business”, Journal of 
International Business Studies, Vol. 53 No. 2, pp. 344-361.

Luo, Y. (2022b), “Illusions of techno-nationalism”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 53 
No. 3, pp. 550-567.

Luo, Y. (2022c), “New connectivity in the fragmented world”, Journal of International Business 
Studies, Vol. 53 No. 5, pp. 962-980.

Luo, Y. (2024), “Paradigm shift and theoretical implications for the era of global disorder”, Journal of 
International Business Studies, Vol. 55 No. 2, pp. 127-135.

Luo, Y. and Van Assche, A. (2023), “The rise of techno-geopolitical uncertainty: implications of the 
United States CHIPS and Science Act”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 54 No. 8, 
pp. 1423-1440.

McDonagh, E. (2024), “Geopolitical risk emerges as the top concern for C-suite executives”, PwC, 
available at: www.pwc.ie/issues/the-leadership-exchange/insights/mitigate-business-risk.html

Maheshwari, S. and Holpuch, A. (2024), “Why the U.S. is forcing TikTok to be sold or banned”, The 
New York Times, available at: www.nytimes.com/article/tiktok-ban.html

Marano, V., Tallman, S. and Teegen, H.J. (2020), “The liability of disruption”, Global Strategy Journal, 
Vol. 10 No. 1, pp. 174-209.

Meyer, K.E. and Li, C. (2022), “The MNE and its subsidiaries at times of global disruptions: an 
international relations perspective”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 12 No. 3, pp. 555-577.

Meyer, K.E., Li, J., Brouthers, K.D. and Jean, R.-J. (2023), “International business in the digital age: 
global strategies in a world of national institutions”, Journal of International Business Studies, 
Vol. 54 No. 4, pp. 577-598.

Multinational 
Business Review    

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025

http://www.reuters.com/markets/us/biden-sharply-hikes-us-tariffs-billions-chinese-chips-cars-2024-05-14/
http://www.reuters.com/markets/us/biden-sharply-hikes-us-tariffs-billions-chinese-chips-cars-2024-05-14/
http://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/09/11/tech-companies-spend-more-than-100-million-a-year-on-eu-digital-lobbying
http://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/09/11/tech-companies-spend-more-than-100-million-a-year-on-eu-digital-lobbying
https://techcrunch.com/2023/11/23/us-chip-restrictions-on-china-are-hurting-ai-startups-not-so-much-the-big-players/
https://techcrunch.com/2023/11/23/us-chip-restrictions-on-china-are-hurting-ai-startups-not-so-much-the-big-players/
http://www.pwc.ie/issues/the-leadership-exchange/insights/mitigate-business-risk.html
http://www.nytimes.com/article/tiktok-ban.html


Mickle, T. (2025), Nvidia says U.S. will restrict sales of more of its A.I. chips to China. The New York 
Times, available at: www.nytimes.com/2025/04/15/technology/nvidia-h20-chip-china- 
restrictions.html

Monaghan, S. and Tippmann, E. (2018), “Becoming a multinational enterprise: using industry recipes to 
achieve rapid multinationalization”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 49 No. 4, 
pp. 473-495.

Monaghan, S., Tippmann, E. and Coviello, N. (2020), “Born digitals: thoughts on their 
internationalization and a research agenda”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 51 
No. 1, pp. 11-22.

Moravcsik, A. (1997), “Taking preferences seriously: a liberal theory of international politics”, 
International Organization, Vol. 51 No. 4, pp. 513-553.

Mukherjee, S. and Kauranen, A. (2025), “Exclusive: TikTok plans to build 1 bln euro data centre in 
Finland, spokesman confirms”, Reuters, available at: www.reuters.com/world/europe/tiktok- 
plans-build-1-bln-euro-data-centre-finland-spokesman-confirms-2025-04-30/

Nye, J.S. (1990), “Soft power”, Foreign Policy, No. 80, pp. 153-171.
Nye, J.S. (2002), “The information revolution and American soft power”, Asia-Pacific Review, Vol. 9 

No. 1, pp. 60-76.
Oviatt, B.M. and McDougall, P.P. (1994), “Toward a theory of international new ventures”, Journal of 

International Business Studies, Vol. 25 No. 1, pp. 45-64.
Piaskowska, D., Tippmann, E. and Monaghan, S. (2021), “Scale-up modes: profiling activity 

configurations in scaling strategies”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 54 No. 6.
Planning Permission Ireland. (2024), “Stripe founders launch ‘progress Ireland’ to tackle 

housing and infrastructure challenges”, Planning Permission Ireland, available at: https:// 
planningpermissionireland.ie/blog/2024/05/16/stripe-founders-launch-progress-ireland- 
to-tackle-housing-and-infrastructure-challenges/

Rai, S. and Lee, Y. (2023), “China AI startup stockpiled 18 months of Nvidia chips before ban”, 
Bloomberg, available at: www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-11-10/china-ai-startup- 
stockpiled-18-months-of-nvidia-chips-before-ban

Reuber, A.R., Tippmann, E. and Monaghan, S. (2021), “Global scaling as a logic of 
multinationalization”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 52 No. 6, pp. 1031-1046.

Reuters (2024), “Xpeng says US tariffs on Chinese EVs detrimental to meeting carbon neutrality”, 
Reuters, available at: www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/xpeng-says-us-tariffs- 
chinese-ev-detrimental-meeting-carbon-neutrality-2024-05-17/

Saittakari, I., Ritvala, T., Piekkari, R., Kähäri, P., Moisio, S., Hanell, T. and Beugelsdijk, S. (2023), “A 
review of location, politics, and the multinational corporation: bringing political geography into 
international business”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 54 No. 6, pp. 969-995.

Santangelo, G. and Meyer, K. (2017), “Internationalization as an evolutionary process”, Journal of 
International Business Studies, Vol. 48 No. 9, pp. 1114-1130.

Stallkamp, M. and Schotter, A.P.J. (2021), “Platforms without borders? The international strategies of 
digital platform firms”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 11 No. 1, pp. 58-80, doi: 10.1002/gsj.1336.

Stallkamp, M., Hunt, R.A. and Schotter, A.P.J. (2022), “Scaling, fast and slow: the internationalization 
of digital ventures”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 146, pp. 95-106.

Steitz, C. and Marsh, S. (2024), “Racial tensions cost Germany Inc. Skilled foreign labour”, Reuters, 
available at: www.reuters.com/markets/europe/racial-tensions-cost-germany-inc-skilled- 
foreign-labour-2024-03-27/

Sun, Y. (2024), “Shein hires ex-EU official to bolster lobbying as IPO nears”, Bloomberg, available at: 
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-13/shein-hires-former-eu-official-to-bolster- 
lobbying-as-ipo-nears?embedded-checkout=true

MBR       

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025

http://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/15/technology/nvidia-h20-chip-china-restrictions.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/15/technology/nvidia-h20-chip-china-restrictions.html
http://www.reuters.com/world/europe/tiktok-plans-build-1-bln-euro-data-centre-finland-spokesman-confirms-2025-04-30/
http://www.reuters.com/world/europe/tiktok-plans-build-1-bln-euro-data-centre-finland-spokesman-confirms-2025-04-30/
https://planningpermissionireland.ie/blog/2024/05/16/stripe-founders-launch-progress-ireland-to-tackle-housing-and-infrastructure-challenges/
https://planningpermissionireland.ie/blog/2024/05/16/stripe-founders-launch-progress-ireland-to-tackle-housing-and-infrastructure-challenges/
https://planningpermissionireland.ie/blog/2024/05/16/stripe-founders-launch-progress-ireland-to-tackle-housing-and-infrastructure-challenges/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-11-10/china-ai-startup-stockpiled-18-months-of-nvidia-chips-before-ban
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-11-10/china-ai-startup-stockpiled-18-months-of-nvidia-chips-before-ban
http://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/xpeng-says-us-tariffs-chinese-ev-detrimental-meeting-carbon-neutrality-2024-05-17/
http://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/xpeng-says-us-tariffs-chinese-ev-detrimental-meeting-carbon-neutrality-2024-05-17/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1336
http://www.reuters.com/markets/europe/racial-tensions-cost-germany-inc-skilled-foreign-labour-2024-03-27/
http://www.reuters.com/markets/europe/racial-tensions-cost-germany-inc-skilled-foreign-labour-2024-03-27/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-13/shein-hires-former-eu-official-to-bolster-lobbying-as-ipo-nears?embedded-checkout=true
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-13/shein-hires-former-eu-official-to-bolster-lobbying-as-ipo-nears?embedded-checkout=true


Szulanski, G. and Jensen, R.J. (2006), “Presumptive adaptation and the effectiveness of knowledge 
transfer”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 27 No. 10, pp. 937-957.

Teece, D.J. (2022), “A wider-aperture lens for global strategic management: the multinational enterprise 
in a bifurcated global economy”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 12 No. 3, pp. 488-519.

Tidhar, R., Hallen, B.L. and Eisenhardt, K.M. (2025), “Measure twice, cut once: unit profitability, 
scalability, and the exceptional growth of new firms”, Organization Science, Vol. 36 No. 1, 
pp. 88-120.

Tippmann, E., and Monaghan, S. (2025), “Unconventional internationalization decisions in global 
scaling: understanding the influence of CEO characteristics”, in Felzensztein, C., Bagheri, A. and 
Lechner, C. (Eds), A Research Agenda for Startups’ Scale-up, Scale-down and Re-Scaling 
Strategies, Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham, UK, pp. 112-131.

Tippmann, E., Ambos, T.C., Del Giudice, M., Monaghan, S. and Ringov, D. (2023a), “Scale-ups and 
scaling in an international business context”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 58 No. 1, 
p. 101397.

Tippmann, E., Ambos, T.C., Monaghan, S., and Ringov, D. (2025), “Scaling what? Initiatives, 
organizations and ecosystems”, in Collewaert, V. and Jansen, J.J.P. (Eds), Handbook of Research 
on Scaling and High-Growth Firms, Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham, pp. 96-111.

Tippmann, E., Monaghan, S. and Reuber, R.A. (2023b), “Navigating the paradox of global scaling”, 
Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 13 No. 4, pp. 735-773.

USDS TikTok (2025), “About project Texas j TikTok”, available at: https://usds.tiktok.com/usds-about
Verbeke, A. and Hutzschenreuter, T. (2021), “The dark side of digital globalization”, Academy of 

Management Perspectives, Vol. 35 No. 4, pp. 606-621.
Waltz, K. (1979), Theory of International Politics, McGraw-Hill Education.
Witt, M.A. (2019), “De-globalization: theories, predictions, and opportunities for international business 

research”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 50 No. 7, pp. 1053-1077.
Yan, J., Leidner, D.E. and Peters, U. (2024), “Global techno-politics: a review of the current status and 

opportunities for future research”, International Journal of Information Management, Vol. 75, 
p. 102729.

Zahra, S.A. (2005), “A theory of international new ventures: a decade of research”, Journal of 
International Business Studies, Vol. 36 No. 1, pp. 20-28.

Corresponding author
Vanessa P.G. Bretas can be contacted at: vanessa.bretas@universityofgalway.ie

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Multinational 
Business Review    

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/mbr/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/MBR-07-2025-0244/10405171/mbr-07-2025-0244en.pdf by University of Galway user on 04 November 2025

https://usds.tiktok.com/usds-about
mailto:vanessa.bretas@universityofgalway.ie
https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
mailto:

	Geopolitical tensions: risks and challenges for internationally scaling businesses
	Introduction
	International relations: the liberalism and realism perspectives
	Liberalism: a cooperative logic
	Realism: a conflict logic

	An international relations perspective on the impact of geopolitical tensions on scaling businesses
	Geopolitical tensions and business model replication across international markets
	Geopolitical tensions and rapid internationalization
	Geopolitical tensions and human capital acquisition
	Geopolitical tensions and digitalization

	Scaling businesses as political actors: agents and instruments of geopolitics
	Scaling businesses as agents
	Corporate political activity.
	Paternalistic power.
	“Aggressive” political interventions.

	Scaling businesses as instruments
	Instruments of economic statecraft.
	Instruments of soft power.


	Future research avenues
	Conclusion
	References




