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In this paper, we coin the term “Leaping multinationals” to denote corporations that sell
their products and services internationally but not in their home countries. Typically
originating in developing countries, Leaping MNCs face both pull forces from
international markets and push forces from domestic markets. Based on our analyses of a
few key exemplars such as Transsion Holdings and Shein from China, and Nihilent and
Maser from India, we propose a four-stage model for the evolution of these firms and
develop recommendations for managers of other corporations that aspire to become

Leaping multinationals.

INTRODUCTION

Multinational corporations (MNCs) come in various stripes.
Many traditional MNCs from developed countries expanded
abroad at a time when opportunities in the home country
were plentiful and competition abroad limited (Dunning,
1988). They often developed and honed their firm-specific
advantages at home (Porter, 1990) and then deployed them
internationally, sometimes sequentially entering countries
at progressively greater psychic distance (Johanson &
Vahlne, 1977). Prior literature has proposed two other types
of MNCs: Born globals (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995) and
Springboard MNCs (Luo & Tung, 2018). Born globals enter
several countries in a short period of time at a young age. In
contrast, Springboard MNCs, which originate in developing
countries, deploy resource- and skill-intensive strategies,
such as innovation and acquisitions (Luo & Tung, 2018).
The three types of MNCs mentioned above differ in several
respects but also share one similarity: they started selling
in their home markets before venturing abroad.

In this paper, we propose a new type of MNC — Leaping
MNCs — that begin by selling their products or services in-
ternationally without ever selling in their home country.
Unlike firms such as Singapore Airlines and Emirates Air-
lines, which go overseas to address the lack of demand
in their home countries, Leaping MNCs deliberately and
strategically choose not to sell in their home countries.
Transsion, a key exemplar in our inductive analysis, has
achieved sales of US$ 9.6 billion (2024) without selling in
China, its home country (Yicai Global, 2025). As shown in
Table 1, Leaping MNCs also differ from Born globals and
Springboard MNCs in several important ways.

Like born globals and Springboard MNCs, the emergence
of Leaping MNCs can be attributed to a combination of
strong push and pull forces. The intense rivalry in the home
country constitutes the push force, and the opportunity to
capitalize on the home-country ecosystem by internation-
alizing into underserved markets serves as the pull force

(Porter, 1990). The entrepreneurial and visionary top man-
agements of these firms recognize the salience of the pull
force, even if it means adopting a multifaceted internation-
alization strategy to overcome their liability of foreignness.

In the next section, we discuss the evolution and key
strategies of our exemplars, with a focus on Transsion. We
then specify our four-stage LAAD model before concluding
with our recommendations for managers.

TRANSSION: AN EXEMPLAR

Transsion was founded in Shenzhen, China, in July 2006 as
Tecno Telecom Ltd by George Zhu and his business partner.
Despite the large demand for phones in its home market,
it initially sold its Tecno-branded mobile phones in Nigeria
and South Asia but changed its sales focus to Africa exclu-
sively in 2008 (Rest of World, 2020). By avoiding the intense
rivalry among well-established global and local competi-
tors in China, Transsion was able to conserve its limited re-
sources.

Transsion initially sourced its feature phones from
China, leveraging the country’s efficient supply chain
(Wang, Zhao, & Velamuri, 2020). While it continues to
source a large proportion of its phones from China, it now
also sources from other countries. To leverage the large
number of highly skilled yet low-cost engineers in China,
its first two R&D centers were established in China and
Hong Kong, though it now has one in India and as many as
three in Africa.

Transsion’s phones are not only priced at low levels, be-
tween US$20 to US$200 (Wang et al., 2020) but also in-
clude several localized features such as long-lasting batter-
ies that can be charged quickly, cameras that account for
darker skin tones of its African customers, and keypads for
several African languages. Transsion has developed multi-
ple apps featuring music, games, and short videos, which,
again, align with African users’ preferences. The apps are
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Table 1. Born globals, Springboard MNCs and Leaping MNCs: A Comparative Assessment

Criterion

Born globals

Springboard MNCs

Leaping MNCs

Internationalization
vision

From inception

Varied, developed
during inception or
later stages

From inception

Target countries

Varied, no generalizable
pattern

Advanced countries
because they have
sophisticated
competition and
technologies

Developing countries that may not be high
priority for other rivals

Integration with
home base

Integration through
home-based technology,
industry linkages, and
global networks

Recursive, close
integration between
home and international
operations

Integration across different stages of the
value or supply chain but with specialization
in downstream (e.g., distribution and
service) operations

internationalization
inthe short- and
medium-term

Strategic focus Primary emphasis on Ambidexterity Ambidexterity
exploitation
Modes of entry Resource-lean Mergers and Foreign Direct Investment
strategies such as acquisitions
exporting and
partnerships
Pace of Rapid Varied, emphasis on Deliberate, in targeted countries and based

advanced countries

on available resources

also pre-loaded on Transsion phones to address the slow
network speeds in Africa.

Transsion’s strategic adaptations include developing ap-
plications in collaboration with local engineers and en-
trepreneurs and employing nearly 2,000 local staff at its
factory in Addis Ababa (2011), the first mobile phone man-
ufacturing facility in Africa. It has also created Carlcare, a
service network spanning Africa’s vast geography, earning
it a place among the most admired brands in Africa.

Since Africa was a very psychically distant market for
many of its rivals (Reuter, 2025), they did not undertake
a similar degree of strategic adaptation, and Transsion
quickly became one of the top 3 players by unit sales by
2010 (Wang et al., 2020). To cater to additional customer
segments, Transsion expanded its product portfolio to in-
clude the Itel and Infinix brands of mobile phones with en-
hanced features. It expanded further into making and sell-
ing accessories and appliances in 2015. Recognizing a gap
in the offerings of global players for African consumers,
Transsion introduced Boomplay, a music streaming service
that has attained a market-leading position (Wang et al.,
2020). Based on a deep understanding of local customer
needs, it diversified its product line to include other appli-
ances, such as an electric cooker that can make swallow, a
popular dish in many African countries. In 2024, Transsion
sponsored the 34th African Cup of Nations and pledged
to refurbish 100 community football pitches across Africa,
earning goodwill among several stakeholders. Even its pro-
motional messages downplay its Chinese origins to claim:
We are African. For a company with a lower brand profile
than industry giants such as Apple and Samsung, its Tecno
brand ranked among the most admired brands in Africa (Kr-
Asia.com, 2025).

Transsion leveraged its financial, knowledge (e.g., about
competing in developing countries), and technical (e.g.,
adapting product designs) resources accumulated through
successful (and profitable) operations in Africa, to enter
other developing countries (DigiTimes Asia, 2024). Despite
a late entry (2019), it is among the leaders in India (Rest
of World, 2024). It also holds leading market shares in Pak-
istan and Bangladesh, both populous developing countries,
and the Philippines, where it holds a 37% share (36kr,
2025). In Latin America, it was the 2nd-ranked player in
2024 (Equal Ocean, 2025).

In 2024, Transsion shipped 201 million phones, ranking
third in market share and fourth in smartphone sales. It had
achieved sales of CNY 68.71 billion (approximately USD 9.6
billion), net income of CNY 5.54 billion (USD 0.76 billion),
and a market capitalization of CNY 120.14 billion (USD 16.5
billion) (Yicai Global, 2025).

Although we discussed Transsion’s strategy and out-
comes in detail, there are other examples of Leaping MNCs.
Shein is a Chinese player that sells in many countries, but
not in its home country. Kilimall, a company founded by
an ex-Huawei employee, has established a prominent e-
commerce platform in Africa (Tech in Asia, 2019). Two In-
dian firms can also be classified as Leaping MNCs: Nihilent
Technologies, a global consulting and solutions integration
company with a Pan-African presence, and Maser, which
sells budget-friendly consumer electronics appliances to
consumers in the Middle East and Africa.

A FOUR-STAGE LAAD MODEL FOR THE
EMERGENCE OF LEAPING MULTINATIONALS

Below, based on inductive analyses of Transsion and other
Leaping MNCs, we propose the four-stage LAAD model (see
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Stage 1 Stage 2

Adapt multiple aspects of strategy to
succeed in the target market = gather
scale, improve efficiency

Leverage the environment in home

country and identify markets that offer

high chances of success

Capability: Entrepreneurial Capability: Understand local
s . . customers and markets, develop

capabilities, especially environmental i it th

scanning, at home and abroad strategies to fit the context

Challenges/Risks: Upfront efforts

Challenges/Risks: Imitable i il sl
aspect of strategy, especially for ag costs incurred in localizatio
leveraging the home  market adaptation

environment

Stage 4 Stage 3

Accumulate resources by effectively
executing strategy in the target
country

Capability: Execution in terms of
developing skills and assets, and

managing revenues and costs, to
achieve profits

ExpanlP internationally by
leveraging the strengthened base of
knowledge and financial resources

Capability: Coordination (e.g.,
knowledge sharing) across
international operations

Challenges/ Risks: Subtle
differences across countries might
undermine success in new countries

Challenges/ Risks: Sustained
profitable operations because of
possibility of imitation

Figure 1. The LAAD Model for the Emergence of
Leaping MNCs

Figure 1) that can help scholars understand the emergence
and evolution of these firms, followed by recommendations
for managers aspiring to build Leaping MNCs.

STAGE 1

Leverage the home country diamond to develop a competitive
product or service for target countries

Leaping MNCs leverage home-country conditions, such
as lower direct and indirect labor costs (e.g., Nihilent’s
product development in India) and/or efficient supply
chains (e.g., Transsion, Shein, and Kilimall sourcing from
China). Deep knowledge and extensive networks of their
founders are key factors behind successful leveraging.
George Zhu, the founder of Transsion, worked for 12 years
with Ningbo Bird, a leading mobile phone company in
China at the time, and spearheaded its international expan-
sion in Africa and other countries. LC Singh, the founder of
Nihilent, had more than 25 years of experience in the Infor-
mation Technology industry, including a few years as Pres-
ident and CEO of a leading Indian firm.

STAGE 2

Adapt multiple aspects of strategy to suit the target country’s
environment

Many multinationals undertake product adaptation
(Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989), but Leaping MNCs often go well
beyond by adapting several aspects of their value chain.
As discussed in the previous section, Transsion developed
localized products, established manufacturing facilities in
host countries, launched local brands at context-appropri-
ate pricing, undertook corporate social responsibility pro-

grams, and provided excellent logistics (for fulfilment in
infrastructurally-challenged host countries) and after-sales
service.

STAGE 3

Accumulate resources by effectively executing their strategy in
the target country

Since they often focus on underserved countries with
limited demand potential and purchasing power, Leaping
MNCs face challenges in accumulating financial resources.
However, there are two compensating factors. First, be-
cause host countries may be less attractive to traditional
multinationals, Leaping MNCs may become leaders in their
chosen geographic markets, thereby achieving economies
of scale. Transsion commanded a market share of as much
as 40% in Africa in 2023 (DigiTimes Asia, 2024). Second, the
costs of operations, such as staff salaries and rentals, may
be lower in these countries as well (Tech in Asia, 2019), im-
proving the profitability of Leaping MNCs. Additionally, the
challenging host-country environments offer rich potential
for building learning and knowledge resources relevant to
competing in other countries.

STAGE 4

ExpanD internationally by leveraging a strengthened base of
knowledge and financial resources

Leaping MNCs can further internationalize into other
countries with similar environmental characteristics by
leveraging their financial and knowledge resources. As
noted earlier, by 2025, Transsion had become a leader in
several populous countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh,
and the Philippines, where its products and strategy were
well-suited to the local environments. The critical chal-
lenge in international expansion is to share expertise across
national boundaries while also accommodating local reali-
ties (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). Leaping MNCs’ initial suc-
cess in internationalization may help them attract talent to
effectively adapt their strategies in the countries they en-
ter.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FIRMS MANAGERS
ASPIRING TO BUILD LEAPING MNCS

Our analysis of several exemplars suggests that becoming a
Leaping MNC may be a feasible strategy for aspiring MNCs.
In Table 2, we list specific recommendations for each stage
of our proposed LAAD model. Below, we identify the com-
mon threads running through the various recommenda-
tions.

Vision to internationalize is the starting point of the de-
velopment of Leaping MNCs. In this regard, Leaping MNCs
are like Born globals, whose top management also aims to
internationalize their firms from the early stages of their
development (Oviatt and MacDougall, 1995). Sometimes
this vision also includes a focus on doing good, as in the
case of Yang Tao, the founder of Kilimall, who aimed to im-
prove African consumers’ quality of life by offering prod-
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Table 2. Stage-Wise Recommendations for Firms Aspiring to Become Leaping MNCs

Stagein the Level of Recommendation
LAAD management
framework
Leverage Top e Use prior industry and geographic experience do develop a perspective on the constraints posed by
management the home country environment as well as the factors that can be leveraged to compete internationally
e Formulate the vision to internationalize right from inception
e Deploy entrepreneurial mindset and skills to identify countries and niches where there is high likeli-
hood of success
Adapt Top e Immerse yourself in the local environment to learn about its unique requirements and fill gaps in ex-
management pertise by hiring and training local staff
e Inculcate the open-mindedness and long-term orientation required to successfully adapt strategies to
compete in underserved countries
Local e Understand the peculiarities of the local context and undertake the required adaptations
management e Acquire (and archive) knowledge and learning
Accumulate Local e Execute the strategy locally including developing assets, such as distribution channels and service net-
management works to generate profits
e Exploit local assets to gain early-mover advantages and hinder imitation of strategies
Expand Top e Use global scanning capability to identify other countries where the acquired expertise and resources
management can be deployed
Top and e Recruit staff with an internationalization mindset and incentivize them to cater to challenging markets
Local and knowledge-sharing
management o Repeat the Adapt and Accumulate cycle in different countries to further strengthen the resource base
in terms of finances, technology, knowledge and skills (e.g., stakeholder management)

ucts at affordable prices through its e-commerce platform
(Tech in Asia, 2019). Top managers of Leaping MNCs must
couple this vision with entrepreneurial skills to identify
and successfully serve challenging markets, as the path to
internationalization without a home-market presence may
be long and strewn with setbacks (Nittymie et al., 2024;
Reuter, 2025). In the cases we studied (e.g., Transsion, Ni-
hilent, and Kilimall; Falcao, Silva-Régo, & Cruz, 2024), the
top managers were simultaneously knowledgeable about
leveraging their home country’s characteristics and entre-
preneurial in conceiving and implementing strategies ap-
propriate for target countries.

Hiring local staff is another common thread across sev-
eral recommendations in Table 2 and is especially critical
for expansion beyond the initial markets. Not only must the
hired staff believe in internationalization, but they must
also have scanning capabilities and a learning mindset. Arif
Chowdhury, originally from Bangladesh and a core member
of Transsion’s top management team, serves as a good ex-
ample in this regard.

Developing a culture that embraces strategic challenges
can help a Leaping MNC sustain momentum in its interna-
tional expansion (Nittymies et al., 2024). Two factors are
critical to the development of the culture: hiring local staff
with the appropriate mindset, as noted above, and top man-
agement implementing incentive systems that reward two
key behaviours: exploring new strategies, whether to serve
new markets or segments, and openness to sharing exper-
tise and knowledge with sister units.

Finally, like other MNCs, knowledge sharing is critical to
Leaping MNCs as well. But, given their young age and the
varied environments they might encounter in internation-

alization, Leaping MNCs should treat effective knowledge
sharing as an imperative.

In conclusion, we have proposed Leaping MNCs as a new
type of MNC that arises in response to the push-and-pull
forces faced by several developing-country MNCs. To be-
come Leaping MNCs, top management must have a vision
and entrepreneurial skills, and the organization must de-
velop implementation skills that balance the exploitation
of existing knowledge and financial resources while accom-
modating local realities.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Nitin Pangarkar is a faculty member at the NUS Business
School, National University of Singapore. His research in-
terests span strategy and international business disciplines.
He has published more than 50 papers in reputable jour-
nals, including the Journal of Management Studies, the
Strategic Management Journal, and the Journal of World
Business. He is the (co)author of three books published in
multiple editions and languages, has published more than
100 managerial articles, and has commented on business
events in numerous media outlets.

Naveen Kumar Jain teaches international business at Au-
gustana College in Rock Island, Illinois. He has published
many papers in leading international business journals on
topics such as internationalization speed, offshoring, and
performance implications of multinationality. His experi-

AIB Insights 4



Leaping Multinationals: A New Breed?

ence of living and working in various parts of the world en-  Submitted: August 05, 2025 EDT. Accepted: February 01, 2026
riches his academic knowledge and informs his pedagogy. EDT. Published: February 25, 2026 EDT.

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
(CCBY-4.0). View this license's legal deed at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 and legal code at http://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode for more information.

AIB Insights


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode

Leaping Multinationals: A New Breed?

REFERENCES

36kr. 2025. The “atypical” path to going global: How
does Transsion rewrite the rules with "localized
innovation? https://eu.36kr.com.

Bartlett, C. A., & Ghoshal, S. 1989. Managing Across
Borders: The Transnational Solution. Harvard
Business School Press.

DigiTimes Asia. 2024. Transsion rises as China’s
second-largest smartphone supplier globally in
1Q24. https://digitimes.com.

Dunning, J. 1988. The eclectic paradigm of
international production: A restatement and some
possible extensions. Journal of International
Business Studies, 19(1): 1-31.

Equal Ocean. 2025. Transsion Ships 201 Million

Smartphones by 2024, Third in Global Market Share.

https://equalocean.com.

Falcao, R. P. Q., Silva-Régo, B., & Cruz, E. P. 2024.
Migrant Entrepreneurship: Turning Challenges into
Opportunities. AIB Insights, 24(1). https://doi.org/
10.46697/001¢.92943.

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J.-E. 1977. The
internationalization process of the firm: A model of
knowledge development and increasing foreign
market commitments. Journal of International
Business Studies, 8(Spring/Summer): 23-32.

Kr-Asia.com. 2025. Once untouchable in Africa,
Transsion now faces a wave of challengers. https://
kr-asia.com.

Luo, Y., & Tung, R. L. 2018. A general theory of
springboard MNEs. Journal of International Business
Studies, 49(2): 129-152.

Oviatt, B. M., & McDougall, P. P. 1995. Global Start-
Ups: Entrepreneurs on a Worldwide Stage. Academy
of Management Executive, 9(2): 30-44.

Porter, M. E. 1990. The Competitive Advantage of
Nations. Harvard Business Review, 68(2): 74-91.

Rest of World. 2020. Africa’s phone phenom: Your
guide to Transsion. https://restofworld.org.

Rest of World. 2024. Chinese smartphone maker
Transsion’s strategy to win hearts and wallets in
small-town India. https://restofworld.org.

Reuter, E. 2025. Managing the Psychology of Distance
Perceptions in Internationalization Strategies. AIB
Insights, 25(4). https://doi.org/10.46697/001c.138332.

Tech in Asia. 2019. How an ex-Huawei employee
built Kilimall, Africa’s biggest ecommerce platform.
https://www.techinasia.com.

Wang, T., Zhao, L., & Velamuri, S. R. 2020. Transsion
Holdings: Leveraging Disruption in Emerging
Markets. CEIBS case no. CB 0091.

Yicai Global. 2025. Transsion Holdings (688036):
2404 revenue and net profit increased quarter-on-
quarter, and continued to deepen the Al layout.
https://www.yicaiglobal.com.

AIB Insights


https://eu.36kr.com/
https://digitimes.com/
https://equalocean.com/
https://doi.org/10.46697/001c.92943
https://doi.org/10.46697/001c.92943
https://kr-asia.com/
https://kr-asia.com/
https://restofworld.org/
https://restofworld.org/
https://doi.org/10.46697/001c.138332
https://www.techinasia.com/
https://www.yicaiglobal.com/

	Leaping Multinationals: A New Breed?
	Introduction
	Transsion: An Exemplar
	A Four-Stage LAAD Model for the Emergence of Leaping Multinationals
	Stage 1
	Stage 2
	Stage 3
	Stage 4

	Recommendations for Firms Managers Aspiring to Build Leaping MNCs
	About the Authors

	References


