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Executives should not choose foreign entry modes solely by crunching hard data. We
explain how managerial creativity enhances entry decisions through a five-step cascade,
evolving from individual ideas to optimized organizational decisions. Individual
creativity triggers organizational sensemaking and cross-functional dialogue, leading to
multiple viable entry options. Rather than treating foreign entry as a process focused on
optimizing cost, risk, and control, some firms adopt a creativity-based approach, yielding
more effective alternatives. We conclude with actionable guidance for activating
creativity early, treating it as a developable skill that combines analysis with collaborative
imagination, prototyping, and learning loops to improve internationalization decisions

under uncertainty.

INTRODUCTION

In October 2025, the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences
awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences to Joel
Mokyr, Philippe Aghion, and Peter Howitt for work on in-
novation-driven economic growth and creative destruction.
Beyond its macroeconomic implications, the award under-
scores a point central to international business. When en-
vironments shift, executives must not simply react to dis-
ruption, they also need to create new paths through it.

That insight is important because foreign entry deci-
sions remain affected by uncertainty. Executives rarely
choose how to enter foreign markets by simply analyzing
numbers or optimizing transaction costs (Schotter &
Beamish, 2013). In reality, entry mode decisions are also
shaped by experience, interpretation, and - in some cases —
creativity. Yet the dominant conversation still frames these
decisions primarily as organization-level trade-offs among
cost, control, and risk (Brouthers & Hennart, 2007). That
perspective has generated important insights, but it does
not explain how managers inside firms interpret uncer-
tainty and actively shape the option set before an entry
mode decision is made.

A microfoundations — managerial focused — perspective
helps open that black box. Put simply, microfoundations re-
search explains how individual judgments and actions com-
bine to produce effective organizational outcomes (Felin
& Foss, 2005; Santangelo, Phene, Coviello, Tung, & Felin,
2024) when hard data do not tell the entire story. This per-

spective is especially useful for understanding internation-
alization processes, almost always marked by heightened
uncertainty. Here decisions emerge from analysis, imagi-
nation, dialogue, and organizational sensemaking as the
managerial microfoundations of the decision process. Re-
cent empirical research shows that organizational creativ-
ity is a managerial microfoundation underlying firms’ in-
ternational business competence and performance (de
Vasconcellos, Parente, Schotter, Garrido, & Gongalo, 2024).
We build on that insight and argue that creativity is both an
individual-level trait and an outcome of organizational in-
novation. It is a strategic process that helps firms imagine,
evaluate, and commit to international entry choices.

Our contribution is straightforward. Using Coleman’s
(1984) framework, we trace a five-step cascade from indi-
vidual creative sparks to firm-level strategic commitments.
The model shows how external stimuli influence individual
cognition, how ideas are then socially validated in teams,
and how they are translated into organizational decisions.
In doing so, we recast the most effective entry mode de-
cision processes as a creativity-enabled, human-centric
process that complements rather than replaces traditional
economic logic.

COLEMAN’S FRAMEWORK FOR LINKING
CREATIVITY TO INTERNATIONAL STRATEGY

Understanding how creativity drives international entry de-
cisions requires a model that connects individual insight
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to organizational outcomes. Coleman’s framework (1984),
sometimes called Coleman’s Boat, offers that bridge. Origi-
nally developed in sociology, the model explains how broad
external forces influence individual behavior, which then
aggregates into collective action in three linked move-
ments.

First, macro-level conditions such as global competition,
institutional complexity, geopolitical shifts, or technologi-
cal disruption shape how managers perceive the situational
context and decision issues at hand. Second, managers re-
spond through creative cognition, generating ideas, imag-
ining alternatives, and reframing what might be possible
in a specific foreign target market. Third, first ideas are
being refined through collaboration and social validation,
then evolving into specific firm-level strategies such as al-
liances, acquisitions, platform-based, or escalating owner-
ship entry strategies. What appears at the end as a logical,
often purely transactional, risk-weighting organizational
decision begins as an individual act of reframing complex
external uncertainties into viable, creativity-powered alter-
native options.

Think of it this way: Macro-level conditions such as
global competition, institutional complexity and variation,
geopolitical shifts, or technological disruption shape how
individual managers interpret the world. This triggers mi-
cro-level action, i.e., managers respond through attention,
interpretation, and imagination, generating creative entry
options beyond organizationally proven ones. This process
is then followed by micro-to-macro aggregation at the firm
level. Here ideas are discussed, refined, and converted into
an organizational commitment that is jointly recognized as
appropriate. This movement is what turns individual in-
sights into an organizational strategic choice. Figure 1 il-
lustrates this five-step process cascade. Rather than a linear
decision process, the model highlights entry mode decision
processes as dynamic, socially constructed, and shaped by
creativity under uncertainty.

To make the logic tangible, consider a brief illustration,
e.g., a sudden geopolitically motivated trade disruption
challenges a firm’s established export model. In response,
a creative-thinking manager proposes an unconventional
joint venture with a digital platform firm. The idea gains
traction through internal debate, then is mapped against
the firm’s capabilities, and finally becomes a credible entry
strategy, one that was not even considered before. What
looked like a firm-level decision at the end began as an in-
dividual creative spark.

Creativity connects with capability development when
actively considered as an initiating resource that helps
firms identify what they possess, what they must develop,
and how they can combine those into a feasible new entry
path. Creativity, in this sense, should not be viewed as just
a ‘nice to have’ option; instead, it should be part of the
mechanism through which managerial teams create novel
strategies.

However, novelty alone is not enough. An idea may be
imaginative yet strategically incoherent, politically unsup-
ported inside the firm, or misaligned with the capabilities
required for execution. That is why the middle stages of

the cascade matter so much. Collective validation forces an
idea to confront operational facts, governance constraints,
and financial realities. Shared framing prevents the firm
from confusing a clever workaround with a scalable strat-
egy. Configuration disciplines imagination by asking
whether and how the proposed path can be staffed, gov-
erned, and adapted over time.

FROM INDIVIDUAL CREATIVITY TO ENTRY
MODE CHOICE: THE FIVE-STEP CASCADE

Rather than treating creativity as a black box, the five-step
cascade specifies how ideas are triggered, socially shaped,
and strategically configured into concrete entry choices.

STEP 1: THE INDIVIDUAL CREATIVE SPARK — THE
TRIGGER

Every process begins with individual insight, a creative
spark. Managers activate creativity when they face ambigu-
ous information, unfamiliar institutional conditions, or dis-
rupted industry assumptions. At this stage, creativity al-
lows them to reframe institutional voids, channel barriers,
or regulatory complexity not as obstacles but also as op-
portunities for imaginative recombination. For an interna-
tional entry decision, manager may ask whether a partner,
platform, phased commitment, or other alternative path
could make a specific foreign entry viable over the firm’s
preferred or previously tried options.

This first step matters because firms rarely discover new
entry paths without someone first seeing the problem dif-
ferently. Creativity here is goal-directed rather than ab-
stract—it is directed toward a concrete strategic challenge
and expands the set of serious options the firm can con-
sider.

STEP 2: FROM IDEAS TO ORGANIZATIONAL CREATIVITY
— FIRM LEVEL VALIDATION

Individual creativity becomes impactful only when others
engage with it. At the firm level, managerial interactions
transform individual ideas into shared meaning through di-
alogue, reflection, and feedback. This is where creativity
becomes an organizational process rather than merely an
individual managerial one (Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffin,
1993). In international contexts, this multi-actor validation
also serves as a sensing capability, that helps interpret ex-
ternal signals, question assumptions, and create additional
options. Here, cross-functional discussions are essential.
Multi-actor validation does not simply filter out weak pro-
posals; it often improves promising ones by adding realism,
identifying blind spots, and clarifying the conditions under
which the idea could work.

STEP 3: INTEGRATING CREATIVE PLURALITY —
BUILDING SHARED STRATEGIC FRAMES

At this stage, multiple individual contributions converge
into a collective sensemaking process. Managers, special-
ists, and international teams exchange and align their
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Figure 1. From Individual Creativity to Entry Mode Choice: A Five-Step Process.

viewpoints, transforming diversity into collective direction.
From here the organization begins to build a shared strate-
gic frame — a common understanding of the opportunity,
the most important constraints, and the design principles
that should guide the final entry mode decision.

This step is critical because firms often fail not from a
lack of ideas but from a lack of alignment around what
those ideas mean. A creative process does not suppress dif-
ferences in perspective; it channels them. When the orga-
nization develops a shared frame, it can move beyond in-
dividual suggestions and begin coordinating action across
functions.

STEP 4: CONFIGURING CREATIVE ENTRY ALTERNATIVES
— FROM POSSIBILITIES TO PROTOTYPES

In Step 4, the creativity supported process becomes archi-
tectural and integrative. Managers synthesize and validate
shared strategic options into tangible strategic configura-
tions that fit the target country and the firm’s capabilities.
Here, creativity acts as a strategic connector, aligning exist-
ing resources and capabilities with what the firm needs to
acquire or build, and what it seeks to achieve.

STEP 5: ENTRY MODE CHOICE — THE CREATIVE
ORGANIZATIONAL OUTCOME

The final step converts creativity into firm level strategic
commitment. At this stage, the organization combines in-
dividual level ideas, social validation, shared framing, and
strategic design into a specific entry decision. The process
also establishes feedback loops. As firms gain experience
abroad, learning cycles reignite the creativity process for
future ventures. Creativity therefore does not stop at the

entry decision point - it persists as a guiding force for
adaptation and renewal. That ongoing interaction between
imagination, judgment, and experience helps explain why
some firms repeatedly discover workable novel entry paths
in difficult settings while others rely on prior templates,
that may be ill-fitting.

Taken together, the five-step cascade recasts entry mode
choice as a microfoundational managerial creativity sup-
ported process inside the firm. That reframing is valuable
because it explains how successful international strategies
(de Vasconcellos, Garrido, & Parente, 2019) are constructed
when the environment is too uncertain or novel for routine
templates to suffice. It also clarifies why some firms dis-
cover workable entry paths that others never see. The sig-
nificance of the five steps is demonstrated in a brief exam-
ple.

Imagine a firm whose export model depends on distrib-
utors that suddenly become unreliable after a policy shift,
for example through erratic tariff actions of the destina-
tion country’s government, like in the case of the 2025
US government under President Trump. A conventional re-
sponse would be to delay entry or accept a weaker market
position. A creativity-enabled response starts differently.
One manager sees the disruption as an opportunity to re-
design the route to market through a local platform partner,
limited in-country coordination, and a staged investment
path. The team then tests whether the partner can deliver
reach, whether the governance structure protects knowl-
edge, whether the economics improve after learning, and
whether the configuration fits the firm’s broader regional
strategy. By the time the firm commits, the question is no
longer whether exporting is preferable to a subsidiary in the
abstract. The question is which tailored configuration best
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supports learning, control, and - importantly - flexibility
and speed to market.

Creativity and intuition are related but distinct through-
out this process. Creativity is generative, as it expands the
set of possible entry paths by producing novel combina-
tions that the firm had not previously considered. Intuition
is evaluative, as it helps managers make rapid judgments
about which paths deserve commitment when evidence re-
mains incomplete. The two are complements rather than
opposites. In uncertain foreign markets, firms often need
creativity first to widen the option set and intuition later
to decide which option should be pursued. Recent research
on intuition and rationality shows that effective strategic
judgment depends on how organizations combine analysis
with experience-based judgment, rather than treating them
as mutually exclusive (Zimmermann, de Vasconcellos, Fac-
cin, Tontini, & Parente, 2025).

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

If creativity influences how firms decide to enter foreign
markets, then international strategy must be crafted
through both economic analysis and imagination. Our
framework translates this logic into five practical lessons
for managers seeking to strengthen international entry de-
cisions.

LESSON 1: ACTIVATE CREATIVE THINKING EARLY IN
INTERNATIONAL PLANNING

Entry mode decisions often start with spreadsheets and risk
matrices, but they should begin with questions. Before de-
ciding how to enter a market, managers should ask which
and how could different entry modes shape the firm’s evo-
lution, which unconventional options might be available,
and which constraints might be remodeled rather than
merely accepted for the decision. Techniques such as re-
framing exercises, “what if” sessions, scenario projections,
or temporary creative labs can expand the option set before
economic evaluation narrows it.

LESSON 2: COMBINE ANALYTICAL RIGOR WITH
COLLABORATIVE IMAGINATION

Data-driven reasoning remains vital, but it is stronger when
combined with creative dialogue. Cross-functional work-
shops in which marketing, operations, finance, legal, and
digital teams jointly explore entry scenarios enable richer
and more balanced solutions. They also reduce the risk that
a clever idea will prove operationally naive or financially
brittle once the firm commits.

LESSON 3: TREAT CREATIVITY AS A SKILL, NOT A
PERSONALITY TRAIT

Organizational creativity can be developed and deployed
systematically. Managers can nurture it through deliberate
practice, prototyping, structured challenge sessions, and
retrospective reviews of previous market entries. Treating
creativity as a capability embedded in routines makes it

more transferable across teams and markets and reduces
the tendency to rely on a few unusually imaginative indi-
viduals.

LESSON 4: REFRAME AND PROTOTYPE RATHER THAN
TREAT ENTRY MODE CATEGORIES AS FIXED BOXES

Under uncertainty, the best path is often neither a standard
export model nor an immediate wholly owned subsidiary. It
may be a staged design that balances learning, speed, and
commitment over time. Managers should therefore ask — in
addition to which entry mode to choose at the get go - how
to configure and sequence it along the way when things
evolve. A creativity-enabled flexibility focused entry de-
sign often preserves optionality by creating room to learn,
deepen commitment, and redirect if local conditions
change.

Prototype thinking and simulations are especially im-
portant to assess how things may unfold over time. A li-
censing arrangement can become a joint venture; a plat-
form partnership can become partial ownership; a minority
stake can become a fuller commitment once the firm has
learned how the market works. Creativity helps managers
design these sequences deliberately instead of drifting into
them by chance. That is often the difference between an
adaptive entry path and a costly all in.

LESSON 5: BUILD LEARNING LOOPS THAT REINFORCE
CREATIVITY

Every entry decision offers material for organizational in-
novation. Post-entry reviews should focus on both, eco-
nomic performance metrics and on the creative processes
that led to success or failure. Executives should ask (a)
which assumptions were reframed successfully, (b) where
collective validation added value, and (c) which design
choices proved more adaptive than expected. Intentional
learning loops strengthen future entry decisions.

Leadership matters throughout the cascade. Senior man-
agers shape whether unusual entry ideas will be enter-
tained. When leaders invite reframing, tolerate construc-
tive challenge, and reward thoughtful experimentation,
they increase the odds that the firm will discover options
that conventional decision-making processes would miss.
When leaders over-specify and provide only room for lim-
ited answers, the discussion narrows before a genuinely
workable option can emerge.

Figure 2 illustrates the cascade. It shows creativity as the
bridge between individual cognition and firm-level interna-
tionalization outcomes while emphasizing that the process
does not end with the initial decision. Creative entry
processes generate feedback loops through learning, adap-
tation, and recombination.

Managers should also know when creativity matters
most. Its influence is most relevant under high uncertainty,
institutional voids, technological disruption, or digital and
platform-based entry contexts, where established tem-
plates offer limited guidance. In familiar markets with sta-
ble institutions and well-known pathways, more analytical
and experience-based approaches may be sufficient. The
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Figure 2. Bridging Creativity in Internationalization.

implication is not that creativity should replace economic
reasoning, but that it should complement and enrich it
when traditional analyses alone cannot generate optimal
pathways.

Today, these lessons are especially relevant for interna-
tionalizing through digital channels, ecosystems, or part-
ner-heavy models. In such contexts, the quality of the de-
cision depends as much on design and sequencing as on
ownership structures. Managers need to decide what to
own, what to access through partners, what to learn first,
and where to preserve flexibility. Creativity adds value pre-
cisely because it helps treat entry mode as a configurable
system rather than a black or white static economic opti-
mization decision.

CONCLUSION

With this article we argue for adding creativity to interna-
tional entry mode decision processes. Inspired by the 2025
Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences, we apply the logic of
innovation and creative destruction from a micro founda-
tional view to international strategy. In complex environ-
ments, successful international expansion depends on ac-
cessing cost, control, and risk, but equally importantly on
the creativity of managers who imagine new combinations
of partners, platforms, sequencing, and ownership struc-
tures.

We argue that creativity is not an indulgence reserved for
innovators. It is a strategic discipline that helps firms nav-
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igate uncertainty, reconfigure resources, and sustain com-
petitiveness across borders.

Ultimately, firms that succeed internationally do not
simply predict the future better. They shape it more effec-
tively through the entry paths they design, validate, and
adapt over time.

This argument does not imply that every internation-
alization decision needs radical novelty. In many familiar
markets, analytical routines and accumulated experience
may be sufficient. The practical challenge is to recognize
when the environment is uncertain enough that firms must
do more than compare standard templates. Under those
conditions, the discipline of creativity becomes a source of
strategic advantage.
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