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Executive Summary 
 
Background 

Encouraged by Xi Jinping’s anticipation for a Chinese football revolution, the government is actively 

formulating football development strategies under global ambition projects such as the Belt and Road 

Initiative and China First-policies. Beijing’s formulation of a multifold football development has di-

rected Chinese companies to venture in European football clubs. The retail-giant, Suning Holding 

Group, holds 100 per cent of equity stocks in Italian-side FC Internazionale Milano. While Suning’s 

firm-specific assets aid Inter in building a reconceptualized business model to become financially 

self-sustainable, Suning is implicitly advocating for Beijing’s interest in global positioning. By nav-

igating in a costly, yet competitive industry of international football, Suning is actively looking for 

business opportunities in Italy, which are realized in a signed MoU between Suning and the Italian 

Trade Agency. Chinese OFDI has become more than just equity-boosts for the lucky ones. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to provide insides to the new-modern OFDI phenomenon of Chinese 

companies investing in European football clubs to leverage resources of goodwill back to the home-

market while facilitating business opportunities for host-markets abroad. This represents a completely 

new outlook of Chinese OFDI where international asset-augmenting is transferring resources and 

capabilities into unorthodox brands with the ambition of developing the brand. In this way, China 

builds strategically comprehensive partnerships with Italian authorities to establish new trade agree-

ments for Italian brands to be channeled towards the purchasing power of the Chinese middle-class.  

Approach 

A single case study of how the acquisition of Suning and Inter Milano reconceptualize traditional 

OFDI strategy relying on classic strategic management- and internationalization theory. 

Results 

Football has become a catalyst for growth. Clubs are perceived as global brands and proper businesses 

with immense opportunities for growth and business development outside home. Football clubs be-

come social institutions themselves while Suning becomes an institutional builder for Inter, Beijing 

and the ITA. In this way, Suning aids Inter in reaching the footballing elite and exploiting brand 

potential in China, Beijing in enhancing the BRI, and finally the ITA in accessing new business op-

portunities in China, 
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1 Introduction 
 
Football has developed to become one of the most profitable and active deal-making industries. With 

a significant economic impact in infrastructure development (Morrow, 2018). Football clubs take the 

shape of powerful business phenomena and point-of-interest to enhance economic agendas (Bødker, 

2016). In June 2016, China’s greatest commercial private-owned enterprise (POE) and retail con-

glomerate, Suning Holdings Group (Suning), acquired 68.55 per cent majority stake in the Milan-

based football club, F. C. Internazionale Milano S.p.A (Inter), with a total consideration of USD 

307m (Suning, 2016). The acquisition trailed an unusual series of 23 successful acquisitions of Chi-

nese businesses seeking to invest in European top-tier football over the course of 2014 - 2017 (All 

Star Partner, 2018). Common for the Chinese moguls and state-owned enterprises (SOE) was the 

determination to form acquisitions with football clubs across Europe through extremely capital-in-

tensive investments (Nielsen Sports 2016; Sullivan et. al., 2016; the Nielsen Company, 2017).  

 

However, the last few years disclosed that the investments have shown common failure to deliver a 

tangible economic return resulting in various Chinese investors to opt out (Sullivan, J. & Chadwick, 

S, et. al., 2016; Chadwick, 2017c). Thus, the football world is left wondering how the capital-abun-

dant acquisitions generate value for Chinese club-owners when long-lasting debt, financial liabilities, 

yearly significant financial deficits, and strong competition are common denominators faced by foot-

ball clubs (Bødker, 2016). 

 

This abnormal spending-spree of Chinese businesses underlines China’s relatively newfangled phe-

nomenon of outward foreign direct investments (OFDI) patterns towards the volatile and dynamic 

European football industry (Ahmed et. al., 2019). The tendency of progressive overseas investments 

in football clubs further opens up for academic discussions on underlying strategic suppositions to 

explain the irrational spending.  

 

Concerning this, the Suning-Inter acquisition has been deemed a success-story among the acquisi-

tions, and even as a tale of national redemption by repositioning China on the world-scene of football 

by Chinese media (Lupano, 2019). The effect of Inter’s brand on the value of a company in China 

can be transformative. By adding the asset of Inter into a Chinese-listed company shows mutual de-

velopments for Inter in its domestic market as well as for Suning to enhance global positioning (Smith 
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& Skinner, 2018). The relationship represents a completely new OFDI strategy of China to pursue 

business development across borders in an unorthodox, yet volatile entertainment industry. 

 

Furthermore, the acquisition shows implicit facets of economic- and political motives towards the 

internationalization of China. This echoes the discourse on the relationship between top-down polit-

ical ties and the supreme business acumen of Suning to assist in realizing global ambitions for China 

as a whole, but also on a firm-based position to yield value (Chadwick, 2016).  

 

Thus, an interrelated relationship between the Chinese state and Suning has triggered the nature of a 

revolutionary Chinese OFDI strategy for global positioning, which terminates to be explained as a 

subject of academic significance. Yet, how can Suning’s stronghold in Inter give rise to business 

development, please state-desires for strategic internationalization objectives and ultimately avail to 

generate value? The following section aids the nature of research field to understand the scope of the 

abrupt Chinese attraction towards European football clubs, and the rationality behind. 

 

1.1 The Nature of Research Field  
 

China became a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001. As a transitions economy, 

it marked the first steps towards proactively seeking new areas for investment (MOFCOM, 2018). 

Until 2004, Chinese OFDI was largely undertaken by resource-seeking motives, which shifted to 

market-seeking investments (Wang, 2011; Dunning, 2001; Cheung, 2008; Liu et. al., 2017). Chinese 

firms sought to invest in commodity markets and high-tech industries in developed countries. Since 

2012, investments were market-seeking towards certain industries to strategically obtain capabilities.  

 

Chinese investments are formally controlled and designed by government-led strategies for OFDI 

aimed at the growth of China’s industrial sector (Rodrik, 2004). In 2013, the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) was introduced by President Xi Jinping, which aims to build trade paths between China and 

the world (Liu, et. al., 2017; MOFCOM, 2018). As Xi Jinping promotes a vision for a more assertive 

China, targets are to develop new investment opportunities, cultivate export markets and boost do-

mestic consumption, and ultimately asset China’s presence on the global stage (Chatzky & McBride, 

2020). Alongside the BRI, the “China First” policy implemented in 2017 symbolizes the turning point 
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from the relaxed OFDI approach to a restricted. Investments shall bring value back to China (Wang 

& Gao, 2018).  

 

Further, Xi Jinping aims to boost China’s influence on a global spectrum through soft power diplo-

macy in a quite unorthodox industry; football. Football, as the world’s most popular and visible sport, 

has proved magnetic in its attraction providing 40 per cent of profits in the sports industry alone 

(Danielsen et. al, 2017). In 2015, he imposed an ambitious football reform plan to use football as a 

catalyst for business to develop strategically strong assets with international appearance, and aspire 

to bid, host, qualify and win the World Cup by 2050 (Gündogan, 2018; State Council of PRC, 2015; 

Ross, 2018). 

 

However, continuous change in encouragements, regulations, bans and caps reflect the uncertainty of 

process of the newfangled OFDI phenomenon. The invasive state-behavior led to accusations of ille-

gal activity such as money-laundering with suspicions against Suning (Yu, 2017b). This makes com-

panies stand at a crossroads. Should companies risk their reputation in return for nurturing ties to the 

government while the European football clubs are open for foreign aid, seize the development oppor-

tunities that rely in the football reform conducted by Beijing, or remain silent and do not act in the 

sphere of the latest restriction of overseas investments? (Rothstein, 2019; Chadwick, 2017c) 

 

The OFDI strategy is problematic. On one hand, Beijing wants to show the world that China is a 

modern, forward-thinking, liberal nation with potentials for brand value development and facilitation 

of business development (Copa 90, 2017; Bland, B & Ahmed, M, 2018). On the other, when acqui-

sitions fail, the domestic debt ratio pose vulnerability to Chinese banks and the stability of the finan-

cial sector, which ultimately leads to the opposite intention of appearing strong in the global economy 

(All Star Partner, 2018). 

 

So far, scholars and scientific reports have not come up with a satisfying explanation for why exactly 

football investments have been encouraged by Beijing, and how to prosper from the activity. The 

newfangled OFDI behavior has scarcely not been undertaken academic attention in regards to the 

football industry solely. This represents a significant research gap in determining OFDI determinants 

in a special industry context (Wei, 2010). 



 
 

- 10 - 

Also, existing theory shows inconsistency among scholars concerning Chinese firms’ internationali-

zation strategies in developed countries. Mainstream approaches examine Chinese firms’ internation-

alization behavior through market entry strategies such as foreign entry mode (Meyer & Peng, 2011), 

market assessment (Khanna & Palepu, 2010; Sakarya, et. al. 2007), cross-culture global marketing 

strategies (Lasserre, 2018;  Dawar & Chattopadhay, 2003; Douglas & Craig 2011), organizational 

form (Teece, 2010), local ownership mode (Luo, 2007), or regarding determinants for OFDI (Buckley 

et. al., 2007; Cheung et. al. 2008), and motives for OFDI (Nicholson & Salaber, 2013).  

 

The abovementioned fields of study elucidate that Chinese firms’ internationalization schemes pos-

sess unique characteristics in their investment patterns nowadays, and the shift in investment interest 

includes great involvement of home-institutional interests (Louis, 1997; Nolan & Zhang, 2002), the 

search for strategic assets that transforms into asset exploitation and asset augmenting (Wei, 2010; 

Cui & Jiang, 2010), fast learning capabilities through investment in human capital (Wang & Gao, 

2018), heterogenous country-, industry- and firm-contexts among European football clubs, and het-

erogenous capabilities and resources among Chinese firms (Barney 1991; Peng et. al. 2009; Berning 

& Maderer, 2017). 

 

These existing theories are not suitable to map firm-specific internationalization processes alone 

(Teece, 2010). Therefore, this paper aid scholars who also seek for academic extension of theories 

(Dunning & Lundan, 2008; Mathews, 2006; Berning & Holtbrügge, 2012). These scholars suggest 

that industry-specifics, the European football business, and host-country aspects, Italy, possess sig-

nificant considerations for the firm, Suning, towards its internationalization strategy.  

 

The dynamics of Suning and Inter’s partnership contributes to growth in Suning, Inter, China and 

Italy respectively. Furthermore, Suning acts as a facilitator for Italian brands to break into China after 

getting a three-year foothold in Milan (Sempreinter, 2019a; Inter, 2019a).  

 

To boost commercial ties with China, Italy was the first G7-country to join the BRI in 2019. Addi-

tionally, a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between China and Italian companies was signed 

in 2019 where 10 economic agreements and 18 institutional agreements. One of the economic ones 

was the ITA signing a deal with Suning to create a platform to promote and channel Italian lifestyle 

products to China (Celani, 2019).  
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What if a Chinese company could combine the restricted, yet financially opportunistic industry of 

football through acquisitions to realize encouraged BRI infrastructure project in Italy to ultimately 

yield and transmit value back to China while being on good terms with institutional interest? Along-

side this, could the contemporary China First policy be complementary to enhance football club ac-

quisitions in the future? And what impact does foreign interference in European football have on 

business models for football clubs? This paper aims to help remedy these deficiencies. 

 

1.2 Research Question 
 
As Beijing have struggled to match the intended football investments with an appropriate internation-

alization strategy towards European football clubs, this paper searches to elaborate on the firm-spe-

cific strategy of Suning towards Inter through a case study applying traditional FDI theory.  

 

This paper aims to identify the value capturing outcomes and value creation for Suning in the acqui-

sition with Inter, how the China First policy and BRI-initiative are alignment with the acquisition, 

and how Inter prospers to return to a successful top-tier football club by rebuilding their brand, and 

what values are generated in the partnership between the two.  

 

RQ:  

 

“(How) can the nature of Suning Holding Group’s acquisition with F. C. Internazionale foster 

value?” 

 

The interest of the study can further employ sub-questions to assess an in-depth understanding of 

how Suning’s acquisition with Inter enhances value in Chinese global affairs. Thus, I supplement 

the central RQ with six sub-RQs in order to address focus points of the thesis. The following six (6) 

sub-questions will lead the outline of this paper. 

 

(1) What traditional Chinese FDI approaches affect change in firm-based strategies? 

(2) How are government-lead strategies affecting Chinese investments? 

(3) What drives the fluctuating investment patterns from Chinese investors in European football 

clubs? 
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(4) What is Suning’s internationalization strategy in Inter? 

(5) How is the nature of the Suning-Inter partnership contributing to growth?  

(6) How are synergies between Suning and Inter coping with the strategy to generate value? 

 
 
1.3 Structure of the Thesis 
 
Section 1.3 enlightens the range of theoretical bases which will be relevant in forming arguments to 

the RQ. First, Peng’s Strategy Tripod Perspective on the three leading perspectives of strategy 

management is introduced as an overall structure to umbrella firm-, industry- and institutional under-

lying theoretical mechanisms relevant for answering the RQ adequately. To determine Suning’s firm-

performance, Peng’s Strategy Tripod combines (I) the Firm-specific Resources and capabilities, 

(II) the Industry-Based View, and (III) the Institutional Conditions and Transitions that lead to 

(IV) the Strategy towards (V) Firm-Performance (Peng et. al., 2009). 

 

The three disciplines, Firm-, Industry- and Institutional-Based Views of strategic management are 

equally important in framing the internal and external environments, and conditions for pursuing 

business strategies abroad, which affect firm strategy, and thus affect the nature of value generation 

for companies, governments and countries crisscrossed. Companies can be studied within the lenses 

of these schools, which all affect companies differently. While the FBV proposes that exploitation of 

resources and capabilities in a firm determines performance, the INDBV suggests that industry com-

petitiveness directs firm performance. The IBV has attention to contexts around the firm, that is in-

stitutional participants, which dictate firm performance (ibid). The allied combination of the three 

fields contribute to a holistic view of a company’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats to 

comprehend and conduct strategies implicating all affecting inputs (ibid). 
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Figure 1. Peng’s Strategy Tripod Perspective 

 

 
Source: Peng et. al. 2009 
 

Therefore, the Strategy Tripod shapes a cooperative platform to embrace all propositions in eco-

nomic- and social science (ibid.). Hence, the FBV, INDBV and IBV will serve as overall modules 

for guiding the theoretical principles of the paper as they summon firm-specific, industry-specific, 

country-specific and institutional-specific outlooks. These inputs will aid the analysis to provide a 

holistic view of firm behavior, and together serve as inputs to disclose strategic considerations in 

Suning’s acquirement of Inter. However, as Peng’s Strategy Tripod is generic in its nature, the frame-

work allows the paper to make modifications and adapt relevant inputs to include analytical sections 

important to follow the research purpose. The following chapters introduces the theoretical frame-

works umbrellaed under the modified Strategy Tripod. 

 

Chapter 2 consists of a Literature Review, which specifies the intended theoretical backgrounds 

for the thesis. The literature review will shape the theoretical framework to determine value adding 

outcomes of the Suning-Inter acquisition in Suning, China, Italy and Inter respectively, which will be 

further elaborated in the analysis in Chapter 4.  

 

Section 2.1 unfolds (I) the Firm-Based View. The Resource-Based View is employed in section 

2.1.1 to define a static company inside-out approach. Section 2.1.2 outlines the firm’s potential to 

obtain a Competitive Advantage by addressing resources and capabilities through the VRIO frame-

work, and identify the firm’s ability to deploy resources (Barney & Hesterly, 2019). In order to define 

dynamic O-advantages, the paper exploits Dunning’s OLI-framework to determine FSAs and CSAs 

in both home- and host-country in section 2.1.3. Holtbrügge & Kreppel’s Emerging Market Firm 
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Framework makes criticism of the OLI to neglect external pull-factors. Hence, section 2.1.4 reviews 

how the Chinese firms’ investments are contingent to more distinct investments motives embedded 

in country-, industry-, and firm-specific determinants to capture Chinese firms’ internationalization 

motives towards external relationships. Section 2.1.5 employs the combined Linkage-Leverage-

Learning Model of Mathews which proposes the DMNC’s leverage of dynamic capabilities in stra-

tegic alliances to capture a competitive advantage through internationalization. Additionally, Wei’s 

Characteristics of Chinese OFDI at Firm-Level chains all abovementioned theories into a contem-

porary outlook for CMNCs in section 2.1.6. Overall, section 2.1 stages the components to Suning’s 

firm-based internationalization path towards Inter. 

 

Second, section 2.2 embarks on (II) the Industry-Based View, which is highly interlinked with the 

IBV. The INDBV derives advantage of the industry-specific elements declared in section 2.1. Section 

2.2.1 presents the football industry as is. As the INDBV follows the notion that increased global 

competition force firms to adopt global competitive strategies in developed countries, section 2.2.1 

introduces Contemporary Football Business Strategies, and calls for a broader based business 

model relying more on the ability to attract commercial partnerships. 

 

Overall, section 2.2 provides tools to determine Suning and Inter’s positioning in the industry, and 

their opportunities in commercial business models. Section 2.2.2 divides the football industry dynam-

ics into three interconnected pillars which accommodate the football industry environment.  These 

appear to coincide with the components which the Chinese reform of football is linked to; (i) Sport, 

(ii) Finance and (iii) Politics (Lupano, 2019). 

 

Third, section 2.3 embarks on the Institution-Based View, which argues that the dynamic interaction 

between organizations and institutions drives the internationalization strategy (Hoskisson et al., 2000; 

Peng, 2003; Yamakawa et al., 2008). Under (III) in the Strategic Tripod, the IBV can be utilized to 

account for institutional strategic calls. The first three Sub-RQs aid in limiting the scope of IBV to 

OFDI. Section 2.3.1 undertakes Sub-RQ (1) and accounts for traditional Chinese OFDI Approaches 

towards the shift in interest. Section 2.3.2 continues to explain and outline Government-Led Strat-

egies for Internationalization in line with Sub-RQ (2). Hereunder, section 2.3.2.1 on BRI and sec-

tion 2.3.2.2 are embarking on Alliance Capitalism to underline the role of the state in economic 



 
 

- 15 - 

development initiatives, and the shifting focus towards creation of assets and attraction of value-

adding activities of TNEs.  

 

Following, section 2.3.3 presents Xi Jinping’s Call for Football Reformation, and the institutional 

encouragements to invest. Section 2.3.3.1 on Soft Power Diplomacy sketches Beijing’s intention to 

elevate China’s global status through football investments. Further, section 2.3.3.2 supports the 

changing Company-Government Relationship from conflicting to complementary as the state pre-

fers global regulation, and the firm prefers a supranational approach to state policies (Rugman, 1998). 

This leads to section 2.3.3.3 that implies Restrictions on Football-Related Investments that aid in 

clarifying Sub-RQ (3) on fluctuating investment patterns. In order to sum up, section 2.3.4 Opera-

tionalize the Theory showcased into an overview on how the new-fangled OFDI phenomenon is 

affected by concepts and interference from the presented literature.  

 

Ultimately, section 2.3 crystalizes the strategic intent of obtaining soft power diplomacy through the 

Suning-Inter acquisition. Chinese institutions amalgamate the FBV, the INDBV and IBV as a com-

bined strategic commitment to overall national interests embedded in the BRI and China First poli-

cies. The Strategy Tripod syndicates a holistic view of Suning and the elements affecting the firm 

towards fostering value in the Inter-acquisition. 

 
Chapter 3 presents the Methodological Design of the paper. Research methods to conduct the paper 

are explained. Section 3 to 3.6 undertake the methodological body of the paper’s utilized methods i.e. 

research purpose, philosophy of science, research approach, research strategy, methodological 

choices, time horizon, and data in analysis.  

 
Chapter 4 undertakes the Analysis. First, Table 9 and Table 10 summarize important business de-

velopment activities and company highlights through Bødker’s OSOS-framework (2016) before and 

post the acquisition in Suning and Inter respectively. The analysis is structured around the six Sub-

RQs. Sub-RQ (1) analyzes China’s eagerness to exploit foreign markets. Here, the concept of Alli-

ance Capitalism adds to the examination. Sub-RQ (2) analyzes the importance of the BRI and China 

First policies for Beijing. Hence, the Company-Government Relationship underlines the role of the 

state as a facilitator to realize BRI and China First through top-down ties. Sub-RQ (3) analyzes the 

restrictions implied on football industry investments. Suning’s Resources and Capabilities and 

Competitive Advantage connect the acquisition with encouraged investment fields even though 
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restricted. Hence, the RBV and VRIO findings help understand the open way for firm integration in 

Inter.  

 

Further, Sub-RQ (4) aims to analyze strategic components and elements that influence Suning’s in-

ternationalization towards Inter. The Emerging Market Firm Framework contributes with tripod-

angles to identify strategic fits in mutual motivation between country-, industry- and firm-specific 

determinants in Italy and China, cross-over industries, and Suning and Inter. Sub-RQ (5) unfolds the 

strategy further by identifying elements that contribute to growth in the entities respectively. Here, 

the established (i) Sport, (ii) Finance and (iii) Politics-framework together with a suggested Sus-

tainable Commercial Business Model is applicable to undertake all elements contributing to growth 

altogether representing (IV) in the Strategic Tripod.  

 

Lastly, Sub-RQ 6 analyzes the synergies between Suning and Inter that cope with the strategy to 

generate value which summarizes the Sub-RQs (1) to (5). Section 4.9 identifies the strategic synergies 

between Suning, Inter, China and Italy that ultimately pave the way to accommodate institutional 

policies and global ambitions issued by Beijing. This leads to establishment of trade routes according 

to the BRI, channeling of Italian businesses towards China’s demanding middleclass, and Suning’s 

and Beijing’s common vision to extend business activity globally across industries.  

 

Furthermore, Discussions in which strategic considerations according to the presented literature and 

findings are evaluated, which represent the final outcome (V) in the Strategy Tripod. These are 

structured under same six Sub-RQs. Other findings are contributing to critically assess previously 

introduced literature, and their lack in answering the RQ to an adequate extent. 

 
Chapter 5 contains the arguments put forward in the Analysis and Discussion, which frames the 

Conclusion. Limitations and suggestions to Further Research are appraised. 

 

2 Literature Review 
 
This section presents existing theoretical contentions relevant for understanding Chinese OFDI, 

which are divided into three main focuses. First, the FBV outlines substructures of firm-perspectives 

on OFDI. Second, the INDBV emphasizes the football industry’s dynamics and elements that pilot 
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attractiveness for foreign investors. Third, the IBV completes the Peng’s Strategy Tripod for strategic 

management by accounting for institutional change in firm strategies on OFDI, and how formal in-

stitutions affect investment patterns in general.  

 

The introduction of the abovementioned literature provides a structural basis for the analysis. The 

theories contribute to answering the RQ, and further aid to discuss contemporary conditions applica-

ble to the case study. 

 
(I) 2.1 Firm-Based View 
 
The FBV studies an inside-out perspective rooted in resources and capabilities in a firm, and how 

these aptitudes position the company compared to competitors, and how resources and capabilities 

can create competitive advantages (Barney, 1991). These firm-specific advantages are manifested in 

the ability to reduce transaction costs in companies’ expansion of business beyond borders (Hymer, 

1976). Further, Hymer explains the static rationality in OFDI as a company transferring tangible as-

sets along intangibles across countries (ibid). These classical assumptions on the FBV pave the way 

for the RBV to determine capabilities. 

 

2.1.1 The Resource-Based View 
 
The RBV follows that firm performance is driven by a collection of resources and capabilities that a 

firm possesses (Barney & Hesterly, 2019). If exploited strategically, the resources have impact on 

competitive advantages. Hence, the RBV examines the link between a firm’s composition of internal 

characteristics and ability to utilize them (Barney, 1991). 

 

The ability to leverage unique resources is the source of a firm’s capabilities, thus important to seize 

value, and source competitive advantage (ibid). Further, the RBV focuses on firms’ ability to build 

capabilities through internationalization. According to Barney and Hesterly, the RBV examines firms 

as units of tangible resources and intangible resources, which firms utilize to conceive and implement 

strategies (2019). Tangible assets are products and facilities, and intangible assets are reputation, 

knowledge and skills. Capabilities are engendered of the tangible and intangible resources that em-

power a firm to take advantage of other resources in control. 
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Further, resources can be grouped into four; human-, organizational-, financial-, and physical re-

sources (ibid). First, human capital defines people as assets with current values and capabilities that 

can be enhanced through investment. Second, organizational resources accommodate company 

norms. Third, financial resources hold equity and retained earnings, Fourth, physical resources are 

both tangible and intangibles such as labor and government approvals (Liu et. al., 2017). Ultimately, 

the RBV pronounces a firm’s ability to transform capabilities under these groups to enhance firm 

performance, which helps to apprehend how a firm can accommodate to foreign settings. 

 

According to McNamara et. al (2011), there a multiple resources and capability configurations a firm 

can combine to create value, but even more uncertainties that potentially prevents the conversion of 

these configurations into products and services that foster value for customers that mirror profit. Here, 

the RBV suggests that firms within an industry or group may be heterogenous and possess resource 

immobility compared to the strategic resources the different companies control. Also, these resources 

are not perfectly mobile across companies, and hence heterogeneity among firms are long-term (Bar-

ney, 1991). The RBV demonstrates how companies outperform each other to attain competitive ad-

vantages. 

 

2.1.2 Competitive advantage 
 
According to Barney and Hesterly (2019), a company that implements a value-creating strategy that 

are not applied simultaneously by competitors possesses a competitive advantage. Further, a sus-

tained competitive advantage holds that if the competitive advantage gets imitated, the competitive 

advantage is upheld if the duplicator is unable to benefit from the strategy (Barney, 1991). 

 

Firms can obtain sustained competitive advantages by being strategic first-movers exploiting re-

sources in newly developing industries (ibid). Companies fundament reputability around brand 

awareness, dictation of the industry and sometimes pioneer- and superior status to own benefit with 

a first-mover advantage. However, late-mover advantages from developing countries can be formed 

by types of dynamic capabilities, which are further clarified in section 2.1.5.  

 

Additionally, the appropriability of the return of a OFDI-strategy must be evaluated. Hence, resource 

gaps needed for resource-base upgrading must be identified through an analysis of current resources. 
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2.1.2.1 The VRIO-Framework 
 

The scholars suggest that potential for competitive advantage is analyzable by classifying internal 

resources and capabilities assessed through the VRIO-framework; to the extent that these assets are 

valuable, their rarity, level of imitability and organizational exploitation. 

 
2.1.2.2 (V) Valuable 
 
A firms ability to neutralize an external threat, benefit from business activity in and exploit an oppor-

tunities obtainable in the industry, are considered valuable resources.  Resources contributing with 

strengths and weaknesses are identified in order to identify missing resources needed to realize the 

strategy. 

 
2.1.2.3 (R) Rarity 
 
If companies control homogenous resources, failure in competitive advantage occurs. Naturally, com-

mon resources are obtainable, but constructs competitive parity, which can secure survival in the 

market. 

 
2.1.2.4 (I) Imitability 
 
If competitors possess both valuable and rare resources, they are likely to desire these resources. 

Nevertheless, competitors should either try to initiate a direct imitation or substitute the resource. 

Imitating a particular resource could be costly due to either first- or late-mover advantages, unique 

positioning in the market(s), social ambiguity and casual ambiguity. 

 
 
2.1.2.5 (O) Organizational Exploitation 
 
Aforementioned identification of resources should be organized in a fashion that maximize utilization 

of resources. Company policies and procedures should complement each other’s resources in-be-

tween and support exploitation of the aforementioned resources. The management ultimately controls 

resources, and hence the applicability towards comparative advantage. Additionally, to successfully 

achieve the OFDI-strategy, the organization should identify what resources of knowledge, capital or 

partnerships are needed. Figure 2 comprises the VRIO. 
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Figure 2. RBV Strategy Decision Tree 

 

 

Source: Barney and Hesterly (2019, p. 84, table 3.3) 
 
 

While Teece (2010) argues that it is sufficient for a business model to focus on what resources and 

capabilities are associated with the creation and capture of value, Barney (1991) argues that RBV 

theory has placed little attention to the impact of idiosyncratic firm attributes on a firm’s competitive 

position. Hence, advise is to complement the RBV of firm growth with the OLI framework (Li & 

Gammelgaard, 2014). 

 
2.1.3 OLI and OFDI Favorability 
 
The eclectic paradigm is recognized as a powerful configuration to understand the interaction be-

tween OFDI patterns and an MNE’s competitive advantages as is passes through economic develop-

ment (Berning & Maderer, 2017; Dunning, 1980). The model aims to explain the extent that value is 

added by MNEs outside their national borders (Dunning, 2001). 

 

The paradigm is constellated of three firm disciplines. First, firm-specific advantages (FSA) are 

defined as Ownership-advantages (O) and competitive advantages developed in home-country that 

initiate firm internationalization, which can be transferred to foreign country-contexts to exploit Lo-

cational-advantages (L) by seizing OFDI motives through Internationalization-advantages (I) 
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(ibid).  Together, the OLI form an intertwined three-step model for companies to determine favora-

bility and motivations for OFDI strategies. 

 

2.1.3.1 (O)wnership-Advantages 
 

O-Advantages are unique resources of both foreign affiliates and indigenous firms that give compet-

itive advantages, which are built around tangible and intangible assets such as managerial capabilities, 

process technologies and brand reputation e.g. firm-specific resources and assets (Dunning, 1980). 

O-advantages are defined through utilization of the RBV. Unique O-advantages also take the shape 

of scale- and scope advantages, privileged access to governments, control of market entry and co-

ordinated cross-border transactions. Dunning further underlines the distinction between static O-ad-

vantages possessed in existing assets, and dynamic O-advantages which a firm is able to develop 

or acquire from new (ibid). 

 

2.1.3.2 (L)ocational-Advantages 
 

Natural endowments or created assets in a host-country should be considered beneficial to combine 

with O-advantages to add value to the O-advantages (Dunning, 1980). L-advantages relate to pull- 

and push forces for specific country-specifics, and hence identify L-advantages as determinants for 

OFDI decisions (Liu et. al, 2017). Whereas push-factors are related to structural conditions such as 

increased competitive markets and policies, pull-factors are favorable economic-, social-, industry- 

and political conditions (ibid). For this condition to hold, the host-country should possess promising 

Country-Specific Assets (CSA) in forms of natural resources, labor or/and investment incentives. 

Further, L-advantages are related to how a firm exploits their O-advantages in a given location. 

Hence, a distinction between natural- and created locational resources outplays.  

 
2.1.3.3 (I)nternationalization-Advantages 
 
To engage in OFDI, it should be considered advantageous to own or control aforementioned O- 

and L-advantages in the foreign environment (Dunning, 1980). I-advantages refer to exploitation 

of FSAs in conjunction with home- and host-country L-advantages into a foreign context, and 

how the firm organizes, pursues and performs it’s entry strategy, where equity-based approaches for 

entry are acquisitions, joint ventures, and greenfield, and non-equity are contractual agreements and 
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exports (Meyer & Peng, 2011). Ultimately, the OLI is an integrative approach to answer why, where 

and how of internationalization desires. 

 
However, the OLI model is not remained constant over time. Any combination of OLI variables is 

likely to affect different types of OFDI activity. Four OFDI purposes are encapsulated in OLI. 

 

2.1.3.4 Motivations for OFDI Objectives 
 

According to Dunning (2001), firms distinguish between four motives for trailing OFDI and obtain 
resources through; 
 

- Natural resource-seeking 
- Foreign market-seeking FDI 
- Efficiency-seeking 
- Asset-seeking 

 
Firstly, natural resource-seeking motives are targeted on raw materials, which neo-classical literature 

has considered China a frontrunner of exploiting (Liu et. al, 2017). Nevertheless, a shift in motivation 

has been identified behind national strategies urgently seeking upgrades in industry structures sourc-

ing to acquire strategic assets, which is clarified in section 2.3 of the IBV (ibid). 

 

Secondly, foreign market-seeking OFDI is projected to either protect existing markets or exploit new 

ones. Further, the motivation lies within a firm to seek adaption of products to local segments, cultural 

norms or indigenous resources (Berning & Maderer, 2016). Thirdly, as factor endowments change 

over time, the investing firm may integrate its investment into a regional or global network to 

obtain sustained competitive advantages through efficiency-seeking motives (Dunning, 1980). 

Fourth, it could be that a host-country possesses valuable tangible and intangible assets obtainable 

through strategic asset-seeking motives. Asset-seeking OFDI aims to acquire resources of high 

quality at a lower real cost than obtainable on home-country (Wei, 2010).  Strategic asset-seeking 

is a long-term objective on OFDI, where a firm’s advancement of global competitiveness and success 

in chosen OFDI motivation strategy lead to sustainment of competitive advantages in host-market 

(ibid). 

 

As much as the OLI can accommodate new empirical phenomena, add predictions of value-creation 

relative to sum of the framework and is versatile by nature,  the OLI is challenged by the globalization 
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and proves insufficient in explaining why emerging market firms are internationalizing. Internation-

alization is reviewed through the lenses of Western firms only. Hence, the framework leaves out 

significant contemporary considerations of internationalizing such as organizational theory, external 

pull-factors embedded in host-factor contexts, industry-contexts and institutional-contexts in relation 

to a Chinese firm’s strategic considerations. Consequently, critics call for complementary frame-

works to OLI. The following sections enlighten important factors and conditions to thoroughly un-

derstand Chinese OFDI (Holtbrügge & Keppel, 2012; Mathews, 2006; Wei, 2010). 

 

2.1.4 Emerging Market Firm Framework 
 
According to Berning & Maderer (2017), current political and economic situations in the world have 

impact on additional factors influencing Chinese OFDI, which should be integrated into traditional 

theoretical frameworks. The company context of Chinese firms are heterogenous, and should be an-

alyzed case by case. In order to understand Chinese peculiarities, individual contexts of firm type 

(SOE or POE), type of ownership, managerial structure, political landscape and institutional aid or 

constraint are bound to be included in Chinese OFDI studies because these non-traditional home 

CSAs and FSAs either serve as competitive advantages or disadvantages, which make Chinese firms 

outliers of the OLI solely (ibid). 

 

Holtbrügge & Kreppel’s Emerging Market Firm Framework (EMF) makes criticism of the OLI 

to neglect external pull-factors. The framework compresses three fundamental determinants for Chi-

nese OFDI; country-, firm-, and industry determinants. The authors use Lenovo as a case study 

among other BRIC-country firms.  

 
2.1.4.1 Country-Level Determinants 
 
The scholars argue that country-level determinants are the size of the host market, the potential of 

forward integration into host-market, and the level of technological and managerial know-how 

(ibid). 

 

Market-seeking motives are main drivers for OFDI because Chinese firms had earlier faced a home-

market with low GDP per-capita on 1/20th of the US’ in 2008 (Ramamurti, 2008). Hence, firms are 

obliged to seize growth opportunities abroad (ibid). Further, Chinese companies seem to contradict 

classical internationalization theories such as Johanson & Vahle’s Uppsala model suggesting a 
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stepwise internationalization process as Chinese companied acquire domestic firms in OECD-coun-

tries as first step (1977; ibid). An explanation is that Chinese firms prefer markets of huge size and 

potential. In order to catch-up with global giants, a latecomer advantage is to seize asset-seeking 

OFDI to acquire established value chains and enhance global competitiveness (Berning & Maderer, 

2017). 

 

Lastly, the authors argue that OFDI is more likely to be forward integrating rather than backwards 

integration because sales and services should be transferred into the host-country through OFDI, 

and logistics operations maintained in home-country (Holtbrügge & Kreppel, 2012). Further, Chinese 

companies often lack brand recognition, and the managements are perceived as unmodern and bu-

reaucratic. Hence, a way to overcome these barriers are to cooperate with or acquire international 

well-known firms in developed countries that possess these FSAs, and then exploit these resources 

and benefit friom acquired technological and managerial know-how of the industry (ibid). Asset-

augmenting is evidently important to Chinese OFDI characteristics, and O-advantages should employ 

variables such as dynamic and innovative capabilities in line with absorptive capacity (Berning & 

Maderer, 2017). 

 
 
2.1.4.2 Firm-Level Determinants 
 
Firm-level determinants follow the RBV where strength of FSAs lead to sustained competitive ad-

vantages in the domestic market and allow firms to grow there before entering the global marketplace 

(Holtbrügge & Kreppel, 2012). Chinese firms often lack differentiated capabilities, and hence employ 

adequate human capital. They catch-up by learning and dealing with fast-changing institutions. These 

absorptive capacities and dynamic capabilities also constitute sources of competitive advantages to 

help Chinese firms prosper abroad with their ability to scale up operations quickly and efficiently 

(ibid).  

 

Hence, OFDI is more likely when firms possess strong FSAs, which lead to asset- and market-

seeking motives and later driven as strategic asset-augmenting when fully integrated in host-country. 

Chinese companies seem to perceive internationalization in a different manner than the RBV and OLI 

where firms appear to internationalize to access new advantages and assets rather than exploiting 

existing O-advantages. This has implications country-level determinants and L-advantages. 
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Therefore, when OLI suggests that asset exploitation is the primary goal, it would need strong support 

from firm-level determinants embedded in the EMF (Berning & Maderer, 2017). 

 
2.1.4.3 Industry-Level Determinants 
 
Chinese firms differentiate from the other BRIC-countries in terms of industry-level determinants. 

Strategically importance of certain industries are encouraged for investment by home government. 

Hence, OFDI from Chinee firms is more likely when the industry is considered important by home-

country government (ibid).  

 

Another determinant is the competitive pressures in home-market after China joined WTO in 2001, 

which increased competition from international brands, low demand and falling prices. Cross-indus-

trial strategies will become significantly important, which is dictated by market-seeking initiatives 

(ibid). Figure 3 provides an overview of the EMF and determinants for OFDI. 

 

Figure 3. Investment Motives and Determinants for EMF’s OFDI 

Source: Cited from Holtbrügge & Kreppel (2012), Berning & Maderer (2016), p. 228 
 

Whereas the OLI recognizes efficiency-seeking motives for OFDI, the EMF leaves out the OFDI 

motive. The EMF is thought to include all idiosyncratic measurements for Chinese firm’ internation-

alization, and how the investment motives are contingent to the determinants. Yet, the literature on 

the process of internationalization has tended to be push-oriented, and even a necessity with the all 

firms desiring to globalize and follow propelled strategic objectives (Mathews, 2012). OLI and EMF 

are only concerned about exploiting O-advantages rather than building them. Hence, the Linkage-
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Leverage-Learning model by Mathews (2006) puts a particular attention to Dragon-MNCs from 

China challenging OLI constructions and supporting EMF components to understand OFDI patterns 

from China. 

 

2.1.5 Linkage-Leverage-Learning Model 
 
Mathews (2006) analyzes how Dragon-MNCs (DMNCs), which are firms from the Asia-Pacific re-

gion, have managed to internationalize and enter dominant position in prominent industries contrib-

uting to a emerging market firm-view grounded in fast-pace globalization. As late-comers, these com-

panies have overcome deficiencies to become market leaders in a short period of time.  

 

DMNCs are defined under three definitions. First, internationalization is experienced rapidly taking 

advantage of prior international connections. Second, well-adapted organizational innovation and 

adaption to the world economy have aided the DMNCs to accelerate internationalization. Third, stra-

tegic innovations have been adopted to the aforementioned approaches, which constructed latecomers 

advantages. These advantages are methods that have complemented existing MNC strategies such as 

engaging in JVs, strategic alliances and contractual agreements (ibid).  

 

To explain the success of latecomer advantages in international ventures for DMNCs, the RBV can 

be utilized. Clearly, FSAs have not created competitive advantages for DMNCs. Rather, through the 

lenses of incumbents, competitors try to imitate resources and successful strategies. Subsequently, 

DMNCs take the offset that latecomers should tap the resources for successful strategies pro-

vided that the DMNCs devise appropriate complementary strategies and organizational dex-

terity (ibid). However, to make sense of the internationalization objectives, thus OFDI motives, re-

taining from the OLI fits the case of incumbents, but relatively new cases of DMNCs acquiring assets-

seeking motives should rely on LLL-constellations (ibid). 

 

While international expansion and the pursuit of resources that are not always available, the LLL 

model proposes a design to exploit existing resources where the considerations for international ex-

pansion is driven by resource linkage leverage and learning (ibid). 

 

  



 
 

- 27 - 

2.1.5.1 Linkage of Resources 
 
Late-movers should focus on resources which are acquirable externally instead of focusing on own 

advantages. Advantages should be acquired outside of home-country. Linkages of resources can be 

sourced through global orientation, which becomes an advantage because of the extent of opportuni-

ties the resource is expandable to is likely to be obtained within the global outlook contra domestic 

environments (ibid).  The incumbent perceives strategic alliances and partnerships as sources to 

these linkages of proprietary assets and knowledge. The globalization increases the opportunities 

of these collaborations in general, which for potential DMNCs are incentive to link up with FSAs that 

could draw the late-mover into a circuit of beneficial FSA exchanges, and hence sources of ad-

vantages (ibid).  

 
2.1.5.2 Leverage of Resources 
 
The links between incumbents should be established such that resources can be leveraged. The ac-

cessibility is of great concern, where resources can face different levels of imitability, transferability 

and substitutability. The leverage potential of resources can be analyzed in the relationship be-

tween Linkage and Leverage. For instance, a European MNC is deriving superior advantages by 

sustaining ownership of superior resources, i.e. a brand name, and sustaining internalization of oper-

ations of this brand across national borders (ibid). These  Linkage-Leverage constellation imitate 

network constructions of interfirm connections across borders. Subsequently, the L-L constellation 

is a profound thought compared to conventional theory on OFDI-strategy. 

 
2.1.5.3 Learning of Resources 
 
The L-L constellation and its dynamics are repeated multiple times to generate organizational learn-

ing, perform such operations more efficiently, and hence spawn L-resources and value for both part-

ners involved. The process of Linkage-Leverage partly explains the sudden accelerated  internation-

alization patterns of Chinese OFDI as the Chinese firms possess capital to invest, which leaves the 

firms with everything to gain in equity-based investments. Further, the complete LLL constellation 

provides a hypothetically great argument in explaining how DMNCs appear as global players given 

scarcity of resources and international experience (ibid). Figure 4. on OLI and LLL Compared out-

lines the differences between OLI and LLL. 
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Figure 4. OLI and LLL Compared 
 

 
 
The LLL functions as an extension to the RBV where new firms utilize the internationalization to 

access resources otherwise unavailable (Mathews, 2006). However, despite the theoretical inputs of 

the FBV, the literature still demonstrates lack of knowledge around China’s OFDI patterns, and 

leaves it at an infant stage when it comes to generalization (Wei, 2010). Hence, insights of a study 

on “Characteristics of Chinese OFDI at Firm Level” by Wei (2010) contributes with critique of tra-

ditional theories under the FBV. 

 

2.1.6 Characteristics of Chinese OFDI at Firm Level 
 

Wei (2010) accounts for the influence of FSAs of Chinese MNCs (CMNCs) in their decision-mak-

ing process. Following Mathews’ (2006) thought of school, CMNCs lack O-advantages, and that 

internationalization is not based on exploiting domestic FSAs, rather, these firm enter international-

ization to explore their need for O-advantages. The OLI supports the view that the phenomenon of 
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CMNCs going abroad to acquire asset-ownerships is predominant as cases of CMNCs lacking O-

advantages have proven more prevalent in asset-seeking motives, and over time strategic asset-

augmenting principals. Here, the abovementioned literature underlines that CMNCs lack any FSA 

such as brand recognition or proprietary technology, however still possess unique advantages that 

allow firms to perform more effectively than others in certain activities. The internationalization 

path of CMNCs is necessary not in conflict with conventional motives for OFDI (Wei, 2010). 

 

2.1.6.1 Firm-Specific Disadvantages of Chinese MNCs 
 
China’s newfangled OFDI patterns is in line with late-comers advantages in LLL where the firm 

is resource-poor, lack of market access, focus on catching-up as prime objective and possess initial 

competitive advantages such as high capital which is applicable to leverage a position in an industry 

(Mathews, 2006). Hence, the phenomenon does not support exploitation of needed O-advantages. 

 

China is most known for having cost advantages in lower-income markets. In order to compete in 

higher value-adding markets, an FSA needed is foreign knowledge on technology-intensive produc-

tion (Wei, 2010). CMNCs lack intangible assets such as market information to improve domestic 

sales. Thus, CMNCs have historically strategically targeted to invest in brands to exploit the 

knowledge embedded abroad. With foreign companies’ willingness to sell in vulnerable industries, 

or due to financial exigency, late-comer advantages are key to foreign entry. 

 

Acquiring strategic-assets motives has dominated Chinese OFDI, but not necessarily in conflict with 

conventional theory on O-advantages. CMNCs start to pick-up FSAs in forms of technological-in-

tensive industries after exploiting limited sets of FSAs in less developed countries, and slowly capture 

market-shares in the West (Wei, 2010). Moreover, FSAs in technology, management dexterity and 

innovation skills are all developed in top-500 enterprises in China. Hence, market-seeking and as-

set-augmenting hand-in-hand with acquisitions of technological development with interna-

tional brands are focuses for internationalization for these CMNCs (ibid). Conclusively, the au-

thor finds that international venturing of CMNCs are direct results of O-advantages such as techno-

logical skill, business network ties and institutional network ties, which leaves a gap in understanding 

strategic asset-seeking motives (ibid). 
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2.1.6.2 FSAs of Chinese MNCs 
 
The O-advantages hold by CMNCs are mainly embedded in CSAs of home-country. Hence, the 

FSAs of CMNCs are country-related. The lack of FSAs compared to developed country companies 

is recognizable in level of brand reputation (ibid). 

 
2.1.6.3 FSAs on CSAs 
 
As much as Western MNCs exploit Chinese CSAs with cost-saving labor transferred into productions 

savings, CMNCs enjoy CSAs beyond late-comer advantages (Luo & Tung, 2007). The Springboard 

argument stresses that activities organized by the CMNC are recurrent, illustrated by efforts of ac-

quisitions of international brands to overcome disadvantages in brand awareness, and revolving ac-

tivities, which are OFDI activity strongly integrated with activities in home-country (Luo & Tung, 

2007). Thus, CMNCs leverage their competitive advantages through CSAs (Ramamurti, 2008). 

 

Subsequently, CMNCs reorganize and rebrand home supply after acquiring foreign trademarks and 

efforts in integrating abroad. In a way, CMNCs pick-up resources abroad to exploit them at home, 

and convert them to CSAs. 

 
2.1.6.4 FSAs Embedded in Home-Country CSAs 
 
Operating in China as domestic market, experience in coping with Chinese conditions derive home-

country embedded capabilities. These capabilities are viewed as sustained competitive advantages 

from a RBV-perspective as these FSAs can be leveraged across markets. Furthermore, these capa-

bilities are related to R-assets, which are relational-assets which is the ability to explore personal 

relationships with any stakeholder, which form competitive advantage (Wei, 2010).  

 

Dunning (2001) acknowledges R-assets as one type of O-advantages. R-assets take the shape of 

either counterparts, or with entities and people in home-country such as the government 

(Wei, 2010). Thus, CMNCs possess transaction cost value through pooling of late-comer Western 

MNCs into China avoiding the risk of foreignness (ibid).  

 

To sum up, the O-advantages of CMNCs reach beyond aforementioned theoretical concepts to 

FSAs embedded in China CSAs. Further, contemporary CMNCs challenge theory in focus of 
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dynamic capabilities and R-assets (ibid). These capabilities combined can be coined asset-based 

O-advantages.  

 
However, O-advantages are not sufficient alone to foster competitive advantage as a late-comer to 

global competition. Hence, in order to overcome firm-specific disadvantages, CMNCs acquire brands 

and know-how through internationalization activities (ibid). The source of competitive advantage can 

be sourced by tapping into CSAs in host-countries and leverage their way into markets through stra-

tegic partnerships and JVs (ibid). Figure 5 summarizes the Characteristics of Chinese OFDI at Firm- 

and Country Level. 

 

Figure 5. Characteristics of Chinese OFDI at Firm- and Country-Level 
 

 
Source: Wei, Z (2010), p. 101 
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The positive effects of Chinese OFDI have been widely confirmed. The effects include increase in 

firm productivity, expansion of domestic labor, exports, improvement of export quality, and accel-

eration in partnership structures. However, these effects are not evitable. CMNCs need a certain 

level of absorptive capacity to manage the acquired strategic assets. The O-advantages, type of in-

vestment, industry and host-country conditions are related to that capacity. Hence, CMNCs need to 

accumulate human capital while proceeding through the management of acquired resources (Wang 

& Gao, 2018. 

 

In order to fully understand OFDI behavior of CMNCs, an analysis must reach beyond the assump-

tions that late-comer CMNCs face competitive disadvantages by exploring FSAs in foreign contexts, 

exploit home-country CSAs as FSAs, and take advantage of CSAs of home-countries through gov-

ernment alliances and transfer them to FSA. CMNCs might always face catching-up incentives from 

a RBV-perspective, but firm-based empirical studies involving the INDBV and IBV are to determine 

how the Chinese OFDI affect firm strategy (ibid). The empirical study is significantly important to 

determine business model configurations for host-country partners, which the abovementioned theory 

leaves out.  

 

(II) 2.2 Industry-Based View 
 
This segment represents the industrial aspects of Chinese OFDI patterns. The IBV is intertwined with 

the FBV, but takes its starting-point in evaluating whether a structure of a particular industry could 

be profitable for the investor (Porter, 1979). This section captures the dynamics of the European 

football industry and clarifies why the football industry market is special from other industries, and 

how the industry attracts investors (Deloitte Money League, 2020). 

 

Moreover, this section simplifies how football clubs position themselves in the industry under various 

business models, and how profits are generated.  

 

Finally, the football industry reflects underpinnings of stimuli, which together affect both sporting 

and financial performance. The interconnected pillars are (i) Sport, (ii) Finance and (iii) Politics. 

These components are reflected in Chinese OFDI patterns towards football clubs (Lupano, 2019). 
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2.2.1 The Dynamics of the European Football Industry 
 

As a dominant source of sporting entertainment, the European football industry position itself in an 

extraordinary position on the world scene. The brawn magnitude of the industry continues grow with 

revenue streams inconceivable to similar industries (KPMG, 2019). Football's influence has kept 

growing throughout the world to reach a level that could well be the ultimate level of globalization 

(Dima, 2014). A globalization catalyst for growth which many companies want to be a part of, and 

clubs want to engage in (Deloitte Money League, 2020). 

To underline the industry’s supremacy, looking at the revenue path of the top-20 biggest clubs on 

financial aspects solely, the 2018/2019 season generated EUR 9.3bn (ibid.). Historically, the profita-

bility of the football industry has decreased systematically since 2005 while prices have gone up 

making it favorable to let wealthy private investors acquire stakes in the club for cheap capital 

(McNamara et. al, 2011). Due to the financial distress, introduction of the Financial Fair Play-legis-

lation implemented by governing body, UEFA, started to have a notable impact only three years ago, 

where overall finances have been kept steady and in net profit (UEFA Benchmark Report, 2017). 

The industry has continuously grown in size financially reflecting rising demand for broadcasting of 

matches, player contracts exceeding staggering numbers every transfer-window, bigger sponsor and 

kit deals and rising ticketing prices, which are among a pool of income streams that contribute to an 

industry possessing a commercial bonanza. The economic health of European football’s opportunity 

of profitability is demonstrated by the many acquisitions from foreign investors as the industry has a 

stronghold in revenue growth potential and increasing valuations (Aleksander Čeferin, UEFA Presi-

dent; Dyson, 2020). 

The contemporary state of the industry is a wide-scoping reach into different cultures and countries 

(Nielsen Sports, 2018). The stagnating attention to the industry has transformed football clubs that 

used to chase sporting ambitions only into now recognizable brands capturing a global audience 

through diversified entertainment company models offering new services besides the world’s game, 

and hence into business entities harnessing the fruits of the financial powerhouse the industry evolved 

into (Davidsen, 2016; Andrea Sartori, 2019). Clubs have transformed to internationally recognized 

brands, and become informal local social institutions in its nature (Bødker, 2016). The industry holds 

an important position for socio-economic life, and should act with good governance with the club’s 
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obligations for the location it represents (Nielsen Football Report, 2019; Morrow, 2018 ). To com-

plete the picture, football is not only football, but constituted of economics and not complete without 

contributions from political, social, cultural, commercial and emotional elements that are football 

(ibid). Football takes a multi-faced approach from being an entertainment company, to a community 

asset, to an informal institution, to a global network, to linking communities, to a hobby, and even to 

a lifestyle (Johan Cruyff Institute, 2019). Hence, football possesses billions of stakeholders, and 

hence room for business operations targeting those. 

Subsequently, as the industry is inelastic in its nature, the competitive environment gets intensified, 

which challenges the clubs and their business models. This fundamentally changes strategic consid-

erations for clubs, who were used to follow short-term strategies exclusively based on sporting ob-

jectives, to now also implement long-term strategic decisions to reach financial success (Rikardsson 

& Rikardsson, 2013). Hence, clubs are perceived as an asset class of proper businesses run for profit, 

and less as trophy assets for high net-worth individuals (Charles Baker, 2020; Dyson, 2020). 

The commercially rising football industry triggers outperformance of figures year-by-year, which 

challenges the traditional football club in general. Revenues ranges across nations, leagues and clubs, 

which is likely to be correlated with financial- and sporting performance, and ultimately impact com-

petitiveness. The European football industry’s business model is reliant on three income streams; 

namely matchday-, broadcasting- and commercial revenues. These disciplines should be kept afloat 

by clubs to guarantee income flows to the business besides price-money (Dima, 2014; Deloitte Money 

League, 2020). 

2.2.1.1 Matchday Revenues 
 

Matchday revenues are comprised of incomes related to a club’s matches. This includes ticketing 

prices, food and drinks sold at the stadium, and corporate hospitality sales (KPMG, 2019a). A club 

enjoys striking advantages in owning a stadium, but is also capped on matchday income due to the 

capacity of stadium (KPMG, 2019). Looking at matchday revenue figures between the top-elite in 

European football, PSG earns four times more per seat than Inter (KPMG, 2020). In perspective, FC 

Barcelona who earned the highest matchday revenue on EUR 164m in season 2017/2018, Inter only 

generated EUR 37m on matchday revenues due to lower attendees and lack of ownership, and inad-

equate sporting performance.  
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Using the earlier example of the 2018/2019 seasons, matchday revenues accounted for a tenth of 

commercial revenue streams. Thus, for top-20 clubs on profits, matchday revenue is not explaining 

the financial up-rise in the industry alone. However, matchday revenues increased 4 per cent com-

pared to the last season, which underlines that stakeholders either spend more capital on top-tier foot-

ball clubs, more people are engaged in the respective clubs, ticket prices were increased or these clubs 

played more home games. All assumptions are backing the ever-growing financial nature of the in-

dustry. For clubs that usually are mid-table teams, the matchday revenues can provide vital income 

streams as other sources of income typically are significantly lower than top-clubs’ revenue streams. 

 

Conversely, excellent sporting performance affect matchday revenues positively, which further could 

secure access to new tournaments, more season-cards sold, and more brand attention. Consequently, 

the two other revenue pillars are effected positively with bigger broadcasting revenues and commer-

cial opportunities. 

 

2.2.1.2 Broadcasting Revenue 
 
Broadcasting revenues are generated from contractual agreements with domestic- and international 

TV-licensing of matches. Broadcasting revenue varies considerably in scope depending on league 

and international competitions. These revenues vary from club to club, but generated EUR 575m, 

which is an increase of 16 per cent from the 2017/2018 season (Deloittte Money League, 2020).  

 

Broadcasting deals can be cyclical depending on new bids for TV-rights, new broadcasting-deals, 

sudden unexpected sporting performance or unforeseen conditions that interfere with the game of 

football (ibid). Clubs are heterogenous, and they vary in capacity. Broadcasting rights are likely to 

form the biggest income stream for some clubs, and if left out, the sustainability of the club is threat-

ened, and hence its existence. Some business models are based on the assumption that participation 

in international tournaments is given, and that the budget depends directly on sporting performance. 

 

English Premier League clubs are to a larger extent driven by these revenue streams due to the league 

structure, ownership and global demand. However, some clubs are too reliant on broadcasting reve-

nues and exposure. According to Keld Strudahl, key figure in Carlsberg’s sponsorship with Liverpool 

FC, clubs should operate and design their income revenues around the notion that there is no such as 

broadcasting revenues in order to improve commercial competences (Lønne, 2020). 
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2.2.1.3 Commercial Revenue 
 
First, commercial revenues streams are generated by sponsorship deals, which are derived from ex-

ternal partner contracts determining the scale of sponsorships in value, time and exposure. Second, 

sales of club merchandise constitutes a commercial revenue stream, which could take the look of a 

franchise store domestically or internationally localized. Third, additional commercial partnerships, 

deals, advertisement and agreements highly depend on the club’s capabilities in clinching favorable 

commercial deals (Deloitte Money League, 2020;  

 
The positive revenue trend can be attributed commercial revenue activity (KPMG, 2019). The top-5 

clubs in the Deloitte Money League 2019 had commercial revenues accounting for 49 per cent of 

primary revenue streams in 2019 with overall numbers hitting EUR 313m up 9 per cent in 2018/2019, 

which highlights the increasing polarization of cost control gap between top- and bottom club, which 

is monitored by UEFA (ibid).  

 

Strudahl highlights that short-termed commercial deals mare revenue volatile, and advises to engage 

in long-termed sponsorship deals identifying current and potential sponsors’ needs and desires for 

brand exposure, and how the club can leverage in fields of CSR, fan-engagement and experience, 

new digital experiences, human capital, employer branding, sustainability and corporate hospitality 

(Løkke, 2020). Football sponsorship also brings benefits to companies eager to break into new mar-

kets (Brand Finance, 2019). Aldo Petersen, saved Danish giants Brøndby IF and FC. København for 

bankruptcy, supports the notion of nurturing and clinching sponsor deals by claiming that there is a 

clear relationship between  how successful a club is and the owners’ ability to earn money (Copen-

hagen Sundays, 2020). Figure 6 illustrates the football industry’s continuously improving financial 

performance. 
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Figure 6. The Football Industry’s Revenue Growth in Traditional Income Streams 

 

Source: Deloitte Money League, 2019 
 
The constellation between the three sources of income differs from club to club, but are not the only 

determinants of income. The business model of the club determines how value is added and sustained.  

 
Clubs can choose to recapitalize on any business model strategy as the environment changes. Rhong-

tian He, CEO in HashtagSport bridging football clubs with the Asian market, claims that the gathering 

of commercial sponsorship deals are equally crucial to the sporting landscape as sporting results 

(Daniels, 2020). Ian Dixon, credit analysist in football, holds that sponsorships and commercial com-

ponents should be organized in an arm’s length, where the ambiguous value-creation of sponsorship 

intention is communicated transparently to foster favorability among investors and sustainable liquid-

ity (Dixon, 2020). Hence, the income pillar of commercial activities is exploitable to the extent that 

the search for a sustainable business model is reachable.  
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2.2.2 Prevalent Football Business Models 
 
Firms competing in the same industry are aware what kinds of business model configurations are 

possible, and that the firm should differentiate from competitors, and whether and how the form can 

change between models with the right inputs over time (McNamara et. al, 2011). If the business 

model fails to generate value for the customers, it might be regarded instable relative to the industry 

benchmark. However, this requires change in capabilities and team-value, which is costly without 

necessary financial backing. 

 

Due to the trend of foreign ownership in the industry, and the changing environment in general, 

new business strategies are evolving (Andras, 2015). The author identifies six trends in the industry. 

First, the globalization and internationalization of football and transfer market. Second, increased 

revenues of club. Third, increased costs of HR. Fourth, increased losses of football clubs. Five, 

higher concentration of sporting success among clubs, and six, higher concentration of financial 

loses (Andras, 2015). 

 

To identify how foreign ownership gets integrated in business models, previous types of strategies 

form the baseline for the business models in contemporary football. 

 
According to Andras (2015), operation of football should include two formulations together vital to 

the industry; (1) profit aim in relation to (2) sporting ambitions. This relation forms a conflict between 

sport and financial results for owners, which is reflected in contemporary business models. Andras 

distinguishes between five strategies of business models. 

 

2.2.2.1 Success-Circle Strategy 
 

When the relation between profit aim and sporting ambitions are fulfilled, the owners are able to 

invest in complementary value-creating assets. However, many clubs exploit this model, which leads 

to failure in sporting ambitions relative to financial income. Hence, O-advantages in forms of players 

should transfer in order to maintain the balance of profit-aim and sporting performance, but reflects 

inefficiency. 
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2.2.2.2 Transfer Strategy 
 

The basic skill of the company is reflected in the academy performance of the club, as the owners 

intent to get main income from transfers of players with high ROI. Contractual licensing secures 

additional revenues on transfers.  Financial successfulness reflects under-prioritizing of sporting am-

bitions. However, this notion does not hold if the academy forms transferable human capital. Hence, 

capital is invested in own academy projects, and follows a money ball strategy. 

 

2.2.2.3 Commercial Strategy 
 

Targets are foremost in profit-maximization, which is chased by the leadership of the club. Depending 

on the sporting ambitions, the profit should always be positive. Hence, the sporting performance 

could harm the club’s image positively or negatively depending on the commercial objectives put 

forward. The club is entangled into a financial safety net, with its owner determined to chase a sus-

tainable business model. 

 

2.2.2.4 Synergy-Strategy 
 

The owners of the club possesses an umbrella company, which is not the direct owner of the club, but 

aid the club in achieving sporting objectives. The club is tried popularized by creating high value for 

supporters and commercial activities for partnering stakeholders. 

 

2.2.2.5 L’art Pour L’art Strategy 
 

Clubs with special prestige and traditions are run to keep the club’s prestige from hazards of other 

lack of sporting ambitions or/and profit aims in relation to the sporting objectives. The club is re-

mained running in the sphere of its prestige, where ROI is not a necessity. Clubs often work I asso-

ciations, and the owners of the club are not clear owner due incentives to change. 
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Table 1. Andras’ (2015) New Business Strategies for Football Clubs 
 

 Direct profit aim… 
Exists Not exist 

The nature of the 
target system is… 

Dual Success-Circle or 
Transfer Synergy 

Dominant Commercial L’art Pour L’art 
Source: Andras (2015), “New business strategies of football clubs”. Corvinus University of Budapest, Depart-
ment of Business Economics. 
 

 
Table 2. Business Strategy Types and S/P Concentration 
 

Strategy Type Transfer 
(S + F) 

Commercial 
(S < F) 

Synergy 
(S > F) 

L’art Pour L’art 
(S) 

Success-circle 
(S + F 

Old example Silkeborg IF English clubs AC Milan Real Madrid Liverpool 
New example FC Nordsjælland FC København PSG Brøndby IF Rosenborg 

Source: Author’s own creation, cited from Andras, 2015 
 
 
2.2.3 Re-Thinking of Football Business Strategies 
 

According to Teece (2010), designing a business model also involves determining the set of horizon-

tal activities, in forms of complementary activities, and vertical activities developed and how they 

can be performed effectively to run profit and stay competitive in the industry. However, the rela-

tionship between business model choice and club performance is highly context-dependent (Teece, 

2010). Hence, the scholar seek for contractual structures combined with FSAs and capabilities needed 

to combine the activities that must be performed to deliver value (ibid). 

 
According to Optima Football, owned by Mads Davidsen, 70 per cent of sporting performances are 

decided through financial level over time (Davidsen, 2020). The characteristic of international foot-

ball reveals that successes reached on the pitch are conspicuous in contrast to financial successfulness 

(Andras, 2015). Without a response to rising costs in the industry, long runs of losses occur 

(McNamara et. al, 2011). Hence, several clubs try to adopt mixes of strategies based on the five 

fundamental business models such that the effect fits the club identity, and long-term stability can be 

leveraged with self-sustaining resources. 

 

The management is the craftsmen to deliver rational value creation, and to detect and monitor whether 

or not narratives or resources foster value-creation, and the ones to judge if appropriate to the club 
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(ibid). Cataliotti & Fabretti (2015) add the element of management models to the business models of 

Andras to showcase how clubs differentiates in ownership styles. The scholars identify management 

simulations titled (1) A public business, (2) It’s my party, (3) A popular club, and (4) A family affair.  

 

To exemplify, the “it’s my party management style” creates innovative new approaches to brand 

management and commercial partnerships, which is demonstrated by Manchester City’s ownership, 

who exploits the brand as a flagship trademark to umbrella sister clubs in emerging markets. 

 

To relate Andras’ business models with Cataliotti & Fabretti’s management models, the author of 

this paper has compressed the styles of value-creation into Table 3, which elaborates on characteris-

tics of the models combined adding on the element of type of ownership, and a contemporary example 

of club. The author allows himself to develop business models, which theory has not been undertaken. 

 

Table 3. Compression of Football Management- and Business Models 
 

Dominant 
Design 

 
(Cataliotti & 

Fabretti 
(2015)  

Management 
Model) 

Dominant 
Type of 

Ownership 
Characteristics 

Andras’ 
(2015) 

 
New Business 

Strategy 
(Financial) 

Example of 
Club(s) 

Club umbrel-
laed under a 
Group/ 
Conglomer-
ate 
 
(a Popular 
Club) 

Few indi-
vidual own-
ers. 
 
All usually 
board mem-
bers 

Cross-industry business. A plat-
form of underlying, supporting 
businesses in a cluster of busi-
nesses. 
 
Safeguarding of assets, capital and 
interlinked businesses secures a 
sustainable business. 
 
More sources of income 
 
A brand name to associate busi-
nesses with each other 
 
Network rather than independent 
entities.  
 
Strong and loyal sponsorships 

Commercial 
 
and 
 
Success- 
Circle / 
 
Transfer 

F.C. København 
 
Inter (after 2016) 
 
Silkeborg IF 
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Capital-
Strong Busi-
nessman 
 
(a Family Af-
fair/ a Popu-
lar Club) 

One or few 
owners 

A wealthy businessman or “presi-
dent” covers financial gaps to 
keep the football club running. 
 
The owner is passionately sup-
porting a financial discourse 
 
This model implies issue of 
shares. 
 
The President typically owns the 
majority of shares.  
 
Highly philanthropic model as the 
model relies on (a) fiery soul(s) 
with no particular investment pat-
tern 
 
Financial risk is high.  
 
Loyalty from supporters, and the 
DNA of the club drive the club. 
Hence, sporting ambitions are 
high. 
 
Matchday revenue is particularly 
important. 
 
Business networks are often rede-
signed within short terms 
 
ROI is reliable on only football to 
a large extent. 
 

L’art Pour 
L’art 

Brøndby IF 
 
Typical Italian 
clubs with Presi-
dency 
 
Inter (before 
2016) 

The Holding 
Model 
 
(It’s My 
Party) 

Rich-
Man’s-Toy 

A network approach. 
 
Holds unique power compared to 
competitors. 
 
The club functions as a flagship 
for other businesses. 
 
Capital-heavy program as the 
holding company typically move 
into new, mature markets to yield 
commercial results 
 

Commercial 
 
Synergy 

Manchester City 
 
Chelsea FC 
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Club is exposed to greater finan-
cial risks, and hence sporting risks 
such as being aligned with the 
FFP rules. 
 
Business continuity at risk the 
club is reliant on the owner(s). 
 

The Brand 
Club 
 
(It’s My 
Party) 
 
 

Company-
Owned 

The club’s majority of stakes are 
held by a brand. 
 
The brand is often represented in 
the name of club, stadium or main 
sponsor. 
 
The brand is typically located in 
the city of the club. 
 
A highly commercialized model. 
The clubs have sustainable liquid-
ity, balanced financial perfor-
mances, and typically achieve 
great sporting results. 

Commercial 
 
Synergy 
 
Success-Cir-
cle/ 
Transfer 
 
L’art Pour 
L’art 

Red Bull teams/ 
Wolfsburg/ 
Bayer 
Leverkusen/ 
TSG 1989 Hof-
fenheim 
 
Shanghai SIPG 
 
FC Vestsjælland 

Germany’s 
“50+1” 
model 
 
(a Public 
Business) 

Corporate 
Ownership 

Protective model against commer-
cialization that secures that the 
majority of shares belong to the 
members and supporters. 
 
New capital could be invested 
very easily. 
 
Sporting ambitions are often pri-
oritized second compared to fi-
nancial competence. 
 
Conflicts between supporters and 
shareholders are common 
 
The ownership structure rule can 
be ignored if an investor has pro-
moted football at the club consid-
erably and without interruption 
for at least 20 years (see German 
teams in ‘Company-Owned’). 

Synergy 
 
Success-Cir-
cle/ 
Transfer 
 
L’art Pour 
L’art 

German teams in 
all tiers 

Late-Comer 
to Football 
 

State-
Owned/ 
State-Sup-
ported 

The club is typically very young 
compared to competitors, and 
with no history. 
 

L’art Pour 
L’art 

Istanbul  
Basahsehir 



 
 

- 44 - 

(It’s My 
Party) 

Highly-capital abundant with eco-
nomic stability. 
 
Thrives quickly due to the finan-
cial stability, access to human 
capital through lucrative con-
tracts, and hence broadcasting in-
come due to the interest of the 
club. 
 
The owners have bought its way 
into the football business. 
 
Great sporting ambitions. Are not 
reliant on traditional revenue 
streams due to state-ownership 

Academy 
Model 
 
(A Popular 
Club) 

Partnerships 
(Sporting 
objectives) 

A “Money-ball strategy” 
 
The mother club partners up with 
other clubs around the world for a 
mutual benefit 
 
The mother club invests in rela-
tively cheap human capital, top-
shelf players, with the intention of 
reselling the players for a multi-
plied sum.  

Success-Cir-
cle/ 
 
Transfer 

Shakthar Donetsk 

Source: Author’s own creation, cited from Andras, 2015; Cataliotti & Fabretti, 2015 and own developed models 
 
 

European football clubs construct their business models with different designs, diverse kinds of own-

ership, and distinct financial models adapted to the current financial, sporting and political state of 

the club. Hence, determining a club’s business model can be very complex, and needs the element of 

case context. Clubs act differently based on resources or need of same. This calls for revised business 

models. The concepts above should be crisscrossed strategically, and even distributed into several 

cases for a fully legit picture. However, components from the business models above should be re-

conceptualized such that traditional income sources i.e. matchday income, commercial revenue and 

broadcasting revenues are intact and afloat. 

 

As the industry is dynamic and ever-growing, clubs are facing prominent competition. Strategic 

changes to market change is evitable for obtaining a valuable club with valuable assets. Institutional 

backing from formal- and informal  institutions could potentially aid in this constellation. 
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(III) 2.3 Institutional-Based View 
 
According to Peng et. al, institutions are more than background settings, and have a direct impact on 

what arrows a firm has in its quiver as it struggles to implement strategy(2009). 

 

The FBV and the INDBV lack attention to institutional contexts as strategic decision is not driven on 

firm capabilities, but reflections of formal- and informal constraints of institutional agendas (ibid). 

According to Scott’s three supportive institutional pillars for social behavior; regulative, normative 

and cognitive (1995), the degree of formality for institutions hold laws, regulations, and rules as co-

ercive powers, whereas informal institutions hold norms, culture and ethics as normative and cogni-

tive powers. 

 

The IBV’s two propositions advocate that (1) “Managers and firms rationally pursue their interests 

and make strategic choices within the formal and informal constraints in a given institutional frame-

work” and (2) “While formal and informal institutions combine to govern firm behavior, in situations 

where formal constraints are unclear or fail, informal constraints will play a larger role in reducing 

uncertainty, providing guidance, and conferring legitimacy and rewards to managers and firms” 

(ibid, p. 67-68).  

 

Hence, the dynamics of the IBV are (1) the dynamic interaction between institutions and organiza-

tions, and (2) considers outcome of such interaction given that organization are treated as independent 

variables (ibid). Figure 7 outlines the contributions of the IBV in strategic management. 
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Figure 7. Institutions, Organizations and Strategic Choices 
 

 
Source: Peng et. al, 2009, p. 67. 
 
 
2.3.1 Chinese OFDI Approaches 
 
Traditional Chinese OFDI patterns have changed under historical proximity. Fostered by economic 

reforms, the PRC shifted from a centralized command economy to a market-based plan, which facil-

itated a reassessment of the Chinese economy and integrated the country in the world economy.  

(Louis, 1997; Wei, 2010; World Bank; 2020 & Björkman et. al, 2008). Since 1979, OFDI was for-

mally permitted under “the Opening of China” policy, but the internationalization of Chinese firms 

has been tightly controlled by Beijing legally limiting POEs, and favoring TNEs in state-hands (Buck-

ley, et. al., 2007).  	 

 

The China OFDI approaches can formally be divided into three stages with each stage categorized by 

a distinct approach: (a) the restricted stage in 1978 – 1999, (b) the relaxed stage in 2000 – 2016, 

and (c) the regulated stage in 2016 and beyond (Wang & Gao, 2018). In the restricted stage, Chi-

nese enterprises had to apply for approval on a case-by-case basis to invest overseas, where key de-

terminant was to facilitate trade and improve access to foreign resources (Wang & Gao, 2018). 

 

Officially joining the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 represents a milestone in China’s 

economic restructuring to adopt a more proactive opening-up approach by forming new patterns of 

development, improvement of internal systems and exploring new areas for investment (MOFCOM, 

2018). Until 2004, Chinese OFDI was largely undertaken by resource-seeking motives to target 
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natural resources, raw material, transports services and energy sources in short supply in countries 

with institutional quality insignificant to investment (Wang, 2011; Dunning, 2001).  

 

2005 further marks a transitional year for Chinese OFDI and a shift in determinations for OFDI 

(Wang, 2011). The restricting attitude towards POEs got relaxed due to large capital holdings, which 

had a significant positive effect on OFDI. Chinese firms sought to invest in commodity markets and 

high-tech industries in developed countries next to resource-seeking investments (Cheung, 2008; Liu 

et. al., 2017). Several big acquisitions transformed China into a source country, where the Lenovo-

IBM merger and Volvo-acquisition in 2010 among others marked China’s transition towards an eco-

nomic superpower. Since 2012, investments from Chinese firms were now more market-seeking to-

wards certain industries to strategically obtain technological development, drive innovation through 

R&D, and attain know-how, which was driven by cross-border M&As with foreign brands in devel-

oped countries (UNCTAD, 2015; Wang, 2011; Buckley et. al., 2007).  

 

In harmony with government-led strategic reforms to enhance global proximity, Chinese investors 

followed different go-global policies issued by Beijing throughout 2001 until today, which have had 

an enormous impact on Chinse OFDI and firm-strategies (Liu, et. al., 2017). 

 
 
2.3.2 Government-Led Strategies for Internationalization 

The main purpose of institutional policies is to diversify economy and generate new areas of compet-

itive advantage, i.e. policies for economic restructuring and complement market forces, which fol-

lows that incentives ought to focus on economic activities that are new to the domestic economy 

(Rodrik, 2004). Chinese investments are formally controlled and designed by government-led strate-

gies for OFDI aimed at the growth of China’s industrial sector (ibid). From the relaxation period of 

OFDI reforms initiated in the early 2000s, China timed its new era in trade in the wake of free trade 

agreements and bilateral investment treaties with many countries, which ultimately improved condi-

tions for Chinese enterprises investing abroad (Wang & Gao, 2018). In this period, the MOFCOM as 

the OFDI authority processed 21,157 OFDI cases, where only 0.5 per cent went through an approval 

process whereas the majority of cases got approved in a registration system. Only projects valued 

above USD 1bn needed to obtain official approval. This facilitated the shift in China to go global and 
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greatly influenced Chinese companies’ easy process to invest without little institutional intervention 

(Wang & Gao, 2018). 

2.3.2.1 The Belt and Road Initiative 
 
In 2001, Beijing applied the “Go Global” strategy as a part of the Tenth Five-Year Plan that encour-

aged domestic Chinese firms to participate in cross-border investments with largely resource-seeking 

motives. The strategy has had a significant impact on Italy, where China systematically has invested 

in areas that offer wealth of distinctive resources (Spigarelli, 2010). To upgrade the strategy, President 

Xi Jinping introduced his signature project, the One Belt One Road strategy, later the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) launched in 2013, which assembles and connects an outline of Chinese global eco-

nomic and geopolitical objectives under the intention to build an intercontinental network infrastruc-

ture of ancient trade routes across Europe, Africa and Asia to China; a new-modern Silk Road (Liu, 

et. al., 2017; MOFCOM, 2018).  

 

To advance Beijing’s interests in improving regional integration, increasing trade and stimulating 

economic growth, the initiative comprises a trans-continental Silk Road Economic Belt and Maritime 

Silk Road that link China with strategically located airports, harbors, railways and roads as well as 

power plants and telecommunication networks implicating USD 1tn of investment plans (European 

Bank). The BRI may usher in a new era of growth and trade in China and along the 70 BRI-countries 

who has joined so far (European Bank). As Xi Jinping promotes a vision for a more assertive China, 

targets are to develop new investment opportunities, cultivate export markets and boost domestic 

consumption, and ultimately asset China’s presence on the global stage (Chatzky & McBride, 2020). 

 

Alongside the BRI, the “Made in China 2025 economic development strategy” towards a dominant 

position in global markets by 2049, and the contemporary “China First” policy implemented in 2017 

manifest the bolder Chinese statecraft under Xi Jinping (Chatzky & McBride, 2019). The “China 

First” policy symbolizes the turning point from the relaxed approach to restricted OFDI settings in 

China. In 2016 as world OFDI decreased, Chinese OFDI increased alarming 34.7 per cent with unu-

sual strong patterns in the sports and entertainment industries with a 121.4 per cent increase in OFDI 

(Wang & Gao, 2018).  
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Some scholars believe that the BRI plays an important role in deciding the changing Chinese OFDI 

patterns (Liu et. al., 2017). Hence, institutional-based transactions play an important role to dictate 

Chinese OFDI.  

 

Reformation and restriction, which have been practiced since the modest beginnings of Chinese OFDI 

strategies hitherto, are to specifically channel interests of Beijing through OFDI. In this case, the 

“Chinese Dream”, promoted in many speeches by President Xi Jinping strives for national rejuvena-

tion by enforcing football reforms. A timeline on OFDI reforms in the period of 1981 - 2020 and their 

characteristics is reflected below in Table 4. 

 
Table 4. State-Led Dominant OFDI Reforms 1981 - 2020 

Year OFDI Reform Characteristics 

1981 Opening of China Market liberalization, change to industrial power, com-

petitive markets and internationalization of firms 

1999 

(2001)* 

Deng Xiaoping’s Go Global initiative 

 

OFDI liberalization with aims to promote the interna-

tional competitiveness 

Reduce fiscal and administrative barriers to in’l trade 

2013 Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) 

“New-modern Silk Road initiative” to enhance trade 

Facilitation of infrastructure between continents 

Build a community with a shared future for mankind 

Enhance connectivity among countries and regions 

Promote interrelated development 

Create new space for growth 

Underlines Beijing’s commitment to cooperation  

2014 

- 

2016** 

“The 50-Point Football Reform” Turn China into a football force 

Boosting China’s influence in the “World’s Game” 

Increase Soft Power to become more decisive 

Gain rightful and dominant place on the world scene 

2015 Made in China 2025 

(MIC 2025) 

Economic development strategy shifting from a world 

fabric towards a dominant global position in high-tech in-

dustries 

Reduce China’s reliance on foreign technology imports 

Investment in own companies to become domestically 

and globally competitive 

Towards a dominant position in global markets by 2049 
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2017 

- 

China First Investments in home/domestic markets 

Strengthening the nation 

In alliance with the BRI and MIC 2025 

Bring value back to China 

Source: Author’s own creation 
* Initiated in 2001 

** For details, see Table 5 on page 54 

 

Nonetheless, in 2016, restrictions on football investments abroad had to be infused by governmental 

intervention, which stopped the wake of investment towards European football clubs. The following 

paragraph examines the four-folded football reform in China promoting football investments, and the 

drivers for the investments to end shortly after. 

 
2.3.2.2 Alliance Capitalism 
 
Alliance capitalism captures the role of the state in economic development as the contemporary tra-

jectory of market capitalism (Dunning, 1995). Alliance capitalism distinguishes between firm strat-

egy and structure contra the role of the state in economic development.  

The role of the state is to aid in creating assets and stimulate the creation of assets. The focus of 

creating assets can be expressed through three notions; (1) by building institutions and infrastructures 

encouraging international business activities, (2) attract value-adding activities from FDI and (3) tap 

into other countries’ “National Diamonds” through promotion of OFDI (Dunning & Narula, 1996).  

 

Moreover, the coordination of economic activity is determined by arm’s length market and inter-firm 

cooperation. Hence, inter-firm cooperation occurs in examples of value-adding investments such as 

M&As that provide incentive for the host-company and host-country to grow with foreign stimulation 

(ibid). 

 

In alliance capitalism, the government can take the role as the “Facilitator” for economic develop-

ment. Instead of only focusing on products, the globalization enables firms and governments to col-

laborate in alliance towards economic development. This makes creation of strategic alliances be-

tween firms with strategic intentions and governmental ambitions key to OFDI operations when fa-

cilitated by the government (ibid). 
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2.3.3 Xi Jinping’s Call for Football Reformation  
 
In terms of football in general, the PRC has never played a major global role off the pitch nor on the 

pitch. In 2012 when Xi Jinping took office as General Secretary of the CCP, China’s global role in 

football changed drastically with a football development strategy followed by four comprehensive 

reforms enhancing football investments between 2014 – 2016 which all underpin each other (Gün-

dogan, 2018). 

 

All of the following political reforms to develop Chinese football are officially and unofficially as-

sociated with Xi Jinping’s leadership (Buckley, 2017). The first step towards a football reform was 

in 2014 under the title “The State Council’s Opinion on How to Accelerate the Development of Sports 

Industry to Promote Sports Consumption” with the main purposes of expanding domestic demand 

and supply of products and services to foster a new field of economic growth (Gündogan, 2018).  

 

In 2015, the extensive “Overall Plan for the Reform and Development of China's Football” with 50 

guiding principles was issued by the State Council of China. The principles entails an all-encompass-

ing statement to incorporate the development of football into economic and social development, how 

to apprehend the Chinese Dream of rejuvenation to regain China’s position in the pantheon of global 

leadership, and stated short- medium- and long-term aims to become a powerful sporting nation (State 

Council of PRC, 2015). Gaining a stronghold in football is important to transform China’s weak 

football history into another strong international asset (Chadwick, 2016). The ambitious plan for 

China’s football dream encompasses institutional encouragements to  

 

“strengthen the top-level design and focus in strategic implementation”, “learn from the experience 

of developed countries in football,  with Chinese characteristics to fully realize the social value and 

function of football”, and “intensify reforms”  

(State Council of PRC, 2015). 

 

The reforms solemnly got intensified with an updated “Medium- and Long-Term Development Plan 

for Chinese Football” in 2016 towards 2050 where football is now deemed an important engine to-

wards global power, and the 2016’s latest reform on “the National Construction Plan for Football 

Pitches and Facilities towards 2020” (Gündogan, 2018). An overview of the football reforms in 2014-

2016 is enlisted in Table 5 below. 
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Table 5. Beijing’s Football Reforms 2014 – 2016 
 

Year Reform Characteristics 

2014 The State Council’s Opinion on How 

to Accelerate the Development of the 

Sports Industry to Promote Sports 

Consumption 

Expand domestic demand and supply of sports products 

and services, foster new field of economic growth 

By 2025: sports industry to surpass USD 800bn; number 

of people who regularly participate in sports activities to 

reach 500m 

2015 The Overall Chinese Football Reform 

and Development Programme 

“50-Point Reform” 

Extensive plan for restructuring the economic and socio-

economy development 

Develop football through institutional reform and innova-

tion 

Plan to apprehend the Chinese Dream of rejuvenation to 

regain China’s position in the pantheon of global leader-

ship 

Short- medium- and long-term aims to become a power-

ful sporting nation 

Using football as a catalyst for business to develop a stra-

tegically strong asset with international appearance 

2016 The Medium- and Long-Term Devel-

opment Plan of Chinese Football 

(2016–2050) 

Respond to fervent hope and expectation of the Chinese 

people by revitalizing and developing football 

Contribute to realizing the Chinese Dream through reju-

venation of the nation; enhance national cohesion and 

pride 

Expand consumption and create economic growth 

Medium-term goal (2021–2030): Become one of the 

world’s powerful football nations. Bid for the World Cup. 

Long-term goal (2031–2050): Become one of the world’s 

leading football powers, qualify, host and win the World 

Cup 

2016 The National Construction Plan for 

Football Pitches and Facilities (2016–

2020) 

Provide infrastructure for football development 

70,000 football pitches across the country, with an aver-

age of more than 0.5 football fields per 10,000 people 

 

Source: Author’s own creation, cited from Gündogan, 2018, and State Council of PRC, 2015 
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Moreover, the main takeaways from the 50-Point Football Plan and most importantly for the new 

Chinese OFDI strategy are the principles under point (42), (43) and (50) in “Improve input mecha-

nisms” that incite Chinese companies to engage in the total development of the football industry. The 

State Council presents underlying investment incentives under the notions of 

 

(42) 

“[…] increase the development and protection of intangible assets of football, build an all-round 

and full-process football industry chain by creating event brands, cultivate the football service 

market, exploring integrated development of the football industry and related industries, […], form-

ing a pattern of a variety of economic components jointly set up a football industry”. 

 
 (43) 

“Accelerate the relationship between subordinate business companies, transform subordinate 

companies in accordance with the modern enterprise system, and gradually make them real market 

players”. 

 

(50) 

“Play a typical leading role. Select batch of places and cities with good football foundations, good 

football development conditions, and high enthusiasm, strengthen support and guidance, and sum-

marize the typical experience of promoting the reform and development of football to promote 

improvement”. 

(State Council of PRC, 2015) 

 

By exploring the integrated developments of football industry, transform subordinate companies in 

accordance with the modern enterprise system, and play a leading role through strategically insights 

in located and founded clubs, the reform suggests the necessary inputs to transform China’s economy 

to focus around capacity-building. (Chadwick, 2015; Gündogan, 2018).  

 

Subsequently, this enabled Chinese entrepreneurs and businesses to see the potential of the football 

industry and to seize the opportunity, which were expected by the government to put China first and 

act in accordance to the nation’s powerful top-down interest. However, the green light to seek invest-

ments overseas in football clubs caused a conflict in strategy with way more capital invested than Xi 
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Jinping expected. This is the danger of an oversimplification to attribute to national strategy of Xi 

Jinping’s political leader’s hobby (Tien-Chin et. al., 2006; China Soccer Observatory). 

 

2.3.3.1 Soft Power Diplomacy 
 
BRIC-country states have become far more active and influential in global economic affairs, and have 

become game-changers of the governance of the global economy (Grix & Lee, 2013). These govern-

ments demonstrate existing soft power capabilities as well as pursuing its further enhancement by 

seeking to elevate their status on the global scene through non-military actions also labelled hard 

power (ibid). 

 

Joseph Nye defines soft power to be able to influence the behavior of others to get the outcomes one 

wants through coercive power, and the ability to attract and co-opt them to want what the state wants 

(Nye, 2004). Further, he stresses that the soft power concept has led to intangible power resources 

such as culture, ideology and institutions becoming more important inter-state relations.  

 

In this conceptualization, the ideational soft power is rooted in the state’s ability to communicate 

universally shared values. In this way, soft power diplomacy is a discursive instrument for increased 

agency in global affairs through performative governmental actions (Grix & Lee, 2013). 

  
2.3.3.2 Company-Government Relationship 
 
Rugman (1998) offers a nuanced way of understanding company-government relationships through 

the welfare economic approach where focus is on outcomes of FDI. Figure 8 describes the institu-

tional elements that determine MNE and government behavior. Figure 9 summarizes conflicting and 

complementary MNC-Government FDI-objectives on home- versus host-country, and further relates 

the FDI-outcomes to OFDI-motives. 

 

In Figure 8, the vertical axis reflects the dispersion of FSAs across national borders. The horizontal 

axis reflects the symmetry of FDI, which is the degree to which governments are willing to allow and 

not regulate both IFDI and OFDI (ibid).  
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At quadrant 1, there is a low dispersion of FSAs across national borders and symmetry of FDI is low. 

Cave holds that non-locational-bound FSAs are created in home-country, This strategy consists of 

replicating home-country practices, which are suitable for exporting only (ibid). 

 

At quadrant 2, there is a high dispersion of FSAs across national borders, but low symmetry of FDI. 

When MNEs desire a specific foreign business, non-locational-bound FSAs may be developed in the 

host-country. Such strategy might lead to governments providing support (ibid). 

 

At quadrant 3, there is a low dispersion of FSAs, but a high symmetry between FDIs. Host govern-

ments are increasingly treating foreign MNEs in the same way as they treat local MNEs. This is 

highly due to the international trend of deep integration and removal of FDI-barriers (ibid) 

 

At quadrant 4, there is a high dispersion of FSAs and a high symmetry between FDIs. A mutual 

preference for a supranational approach to FDI (ibid). 

 

Figure 8. MNE-Government Relationships on FSAs contra Government FDI Objectives 

 

 

Source: Rugman, 1998 
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Figure 9. Conflicting and Complementary MNC-Government FDI Objectives on Home- contra 

Host-Country  

 
Source: Rugman, 1998 

 

In quadrant 4, the scenario is that cooperation between MNC and home-country government objec-

tives and MNC and host-country government objectives are complementary, which is contradicting 

to ancient competition behavior. Instead, cooperation to combine opportunities for all players in-

volved. The win-win situation refers to a business striving to improve business, not by capturing 

market shares from a contender, but develop a bigger pie to benefit both parties (Luo, 2004). 

 
 
2.3.3.3 Restrictions on Football-related Investments 
 
From 2015 to 2017, enormous amounts of capital streams slipped out from China on acquisitions, 

foreign players and sponsorship deals in global football (Chadwick, 2017b). Chinese investors 

pumped more than USD 2.5bn into European clubs from 2014 to 2017 (Bland & Ahmed, 2018). As 

a result of considerable capital leaving China, the country was exposed to significant financial risk 

due to economic unproductivity of investments, which led to a shrinking foreign capital reserve and 

weakening of the renminbi/yuan. In response, Beijing issued a strict regulatory framework to moder-

ate what has been labeled “irrational investments” to restructure and ensure security and sustainability 
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around OFDI (Wang & Gao, 2018). Ultimately, the message from Beijing was a stop in European 

football investments, and that such investments are no longer acceptable. Those making them should 

focus their attention back to China (Chadwick, 2017b).  

 

In 2017, a guideline of relevant OFDI fields issued by the government were classified into either 

encouraged, restricted or banned fields of investment, which marks the restricting period of OFDI. 

While infrastructure projects that facilitate BRI was encouraged, the markets of entertainment and, 

directly phrased, football clubs got restricted for investment ventures (Wu, 2017). In general, invest-

ments that hurt China’s national interest are banned. On overview of the guideline to OFDI is showed 

below in Table 6. 

 

 Table 6. The Chinese Policymakers New Directive on Outbound Investments August 2017 

Encouraged Restricted Banned 

Infrastructure projects that facili-

tate the BRI 

China’s advantaged equipment 

High-tech and innovative research 

Energy and mining exploration 

Agriculture 

Commerce, culture, logistics and 

other sectors in the service industry 

Property, hotels, cinema, enter-

tainments and sports clubs  

Investments in war zones or states 

without diplomatic relations with 

China 

Equity investment funds 

Obsolete equipment 

Investments that violate environ-

mental, energy or safety standards 

Investments that hurt China’s na-

tional interest or security  

China’s core military technology 

or products 

Techniques and products banned 

from exporting 

Gambling and sex industries 

Investments that violate the inter-

national treaties joined by China 

 

Source: Author’s own creation, cited from Wu, 2017 
 

The guideline reflects earlier components of implemented political reforms, which demonstrates the 

coherence of historical OFDI motives. Nevertheless, Chinese football is facing serious backdowns of 

financial balance and stability due to state-interference. The football reforms have later been deemed 

a collective double-edged sword to OFDI in terms of driving football investment patterns while being 

forced to tighten OFDI towards football investments. The restrictions emphasize the constant moni-

toring of POEs by the government. However, commercial independence is strongly encouraged 

(Chadwick, 2016b).  
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At first, the series of state-moves embodies Beijing’s ideals by enacting de-leveraging policies to 

monitor the occurring growth problem. Even Chinese banks got instructed in reviewing loans from 

companies engaged in football acquisitions (Yu, 2017).  

 

 
2.3.4 Operationalization of Theory 
 
This section showcases the presented literature in a compressed format, and how the literature is 

related. The findings from the literature above are portrayed into sections that are connected in the 

theoretical design of the Strategy-Tripod’s nature. Main findings from the FBV, INDBV and IBV are 

presented. This overview provides the basis for the analysis on the new-fangled OFDI phenomenon 

of Chinese investments in European football clubs, and the foundation of answering “(How) can the 

nature of Suning Holding Group’s acquisition with F. C. Internazionale foster value?” 
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Table 7. Theoretical Framework 
 

School 
of 

Thought 

Empirical 
study Model/Theory Findings 

FBV 

Dunning 
(1980) 

OLI.  
The Eclectic 

Paradigm 

Reflects incumbent advantages complementary to LLL. 
O-advantages explain home-country FSAs that the firm own. 
Exploiting of FSAs rely higher on context embedding rather 
than firm-level only. 
Chinese firms not only benefit from FSAs, but home-country 
institutions lead the way. 
L-advantage should add value to O-advantages in combination 
between firm and host-country. 
The OFDI motives of efficiency-seeking and asset-seeking al-
low for acquirement of CSAs as investment incentives. 

Barney & 
Hesterly 
(2010) 

 

Resource-Based 
View 

Resources are grouped into human capital, organizational-, fi-
nancial-, and physical resources. 
Local firms (Inter) often lack resources and capabilities.  
Needs transfer of resources in forms of capital and human cap-
ital to stay competitive in the industry. (Inter) 
O-advantages are formed and exploited through internationali-
zation (Suning) 
Sustained competitive advantage is obtained through first-
mover advantages. 

Barney & 
Hesterly 
(2019) 

VRIO  
Framework 

Leveraging unique resources is the source to competitive ad-
vantage, thus vital to seize value. 
Appropriability of the return of a OFDI-strategy must be eval-
uated 
Resources should be organized in a fashion that maximize uti-
lization of resources. 
Partnerships for OFDI can be identified in this stage 
Dynamic capabilities: Develop new capabilities through learn-
ing and network. 

Holtbrügge & 
Kreppel 
(2012) 

Emerging  
Market Firm 
Framework 

Chinese companies prefer backwards integration of sales and 
services being transferred into the host-country 
To overcome missing brand recognition in the West, Chinese 
firms can choose to acquire or cooperate with firms possessing 
missing FSAs, and exploit those. 
Asset-augmenting becomes important to Chinese OFDI char-
acteristics 
O-advantages should employ variables such as dynamic and 
innovative capabilities in line with absorptive capacity 
OFDI is more likely when firms possess strong FSAs 
Chinese firms seem to define internationalization as a means to 
access new advantages and assets rather than exploiting O-ad-
vantages. 
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Mathews 
(2006) 

Linkage- 
Leverage- 
Learning  

Model 

DMNCs take the offset that latecomers should tap the re-
sources for successful strategies provided that the DMNCs de-
vise appropriate complementary strategies and organizational 
dexterity. 
Reflects the challenges newcomers face in exploiting ad-
vantages complementary to the OLI. 
LLL corresponds more to strategic-asset-augmenting OFDI 
from less developed countries 
Late-mover DMNCs from China possess strong types of capa-
bilities and distinct characteristics. Hence, competitive ad-
vantages in the four groups of resources (RBV). 
Firms look for ways to gain the needed resources through 
linking up with companies in other countries, and internation-
alizing to gain lacking resources 
The leverage potential of resources can be analyzed in the rela-
tionship between Linkage and Leverage. 

 
Wei 

(2010) 

Characteristics 
of Chinese OFDI 

at Firm-Level 

Wei (2010) accounts for the influence of FSAs of Chinese 
MNCs (CMNCs) in their decision-making process 
CMNCs going abroad to acquire asset-ownerships is predomi-
nant as cases of CMNCs lacking O-advantages have proven 
more prevalent in asset-seeking motives, and over time strate-
gic asset-augmenting principals. 
O-advantages hold by CMNCs are mainly embedded in CSAs 
of home-country 
CMNCs enjoy CSAs beyond late-comer advantages 
CMNCs leverage their competitive advantages through CSAs 
CMNCs pick-up resources abroad to exploit them at home, 
and convert them to CSAs. 
CMNCs derive home-country embedded capabilities as sus-
tained competitive advantage, which can be leveraged across 
borders 
Relational-assets (R-assets) adds to FSAs of CMNCs’ compet-
itive advantages and coined O-advantages 
The source of competitive advantage can be sourced by tap-
ping into CSAs in host-countries and leverage their way into 
markets through strategic partnerships and JVs 

INDBV Andras 
(2015) 

Prevalent  
Football  

Business Models 

The relationship between profit aim and sporting ambition in-
fluence business models; Success-Circle, Transfer, Commer-
cial, Synergy and L’art Pour L’art strategies. 
Shift in business models due to the globalization of football.  
Football is a special industry. Need to adopt global strategies. 
Call for reconceptualization combining contemporary condi-
tions in the industry. 
European football clubs construct their business models with 
different designs, diverse kinds of ownership, and distinct fi-
nancial models adapted to the current financial, sporting and 
political state of the club. 
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Modern football clubs require stronger commercial inflows of 
capital to seize sustainable business models. 
Clubs act differently based on resources or need of same. This 
calls for revised business models. The concepts above should 
be crisscrossed strategically 

IBV 

Dunning & 
Narula  
(1996) 

Alliance  
Capitalism 

Contemporary view on state/company relation in economic de-
velopment. 
Institutional policies are to diversify the economy and generate 
new areas of competitive advantage, i.e. policies for economic 
restructuring and complement market forces, which follows 
that incentives ought to focus on economic activities that are 
new to the domestic economy 
 

Nye 
(2004) 

Soft Power 
Concept 

Governments demonstrate existing soft power capabilities as 
well as pursuing its further enhancement by seeking to elevate 
their status on the global scene through non-military actions 
Soft power concept has led to intangible power resources such 
as culture, ideology and institutions becoming more important 
inter-state relations. 
The ideational soft power is rooted in the state’s ability to 
communicate universally shared values. In this way, soft 
power diplomacy is a discursive instrument for increased 
agency in global affairs through performative governmental 
actions 

Rugman 
(1998) 

MNC-State  
Relationships 

between Conflict 
and  

Collaboration 

Institutions are both a constraint and facilitator of strategy. 
Formal institutions are important in market development and 
restructuring of economy 
Businesses can mitigate failure, and pave the way to accom-
modate institutional policies and global ambitions. 
Win-win situation between companies and governments in-
volved in cooperative FDI-constellations occur when objec-
tives from all involved are complementary, which supports as-
set-seeking motives for OFDI. 
 

 
Source: Author’s own creation. Cited from sources in Chapter 2. 
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3 Methodology 
 
This chapter is devoted to clarify my intended research methods conducting this paper, and hence my 

methodological considerations in shaping the research question. To assist me in accounting for the 

methodological approach to this paper, this section scrutinizes research purpose, philosophy of sci-

ence, research approach, research strategy, methodological choices, time horizon, and data in analysis 

proposed by Saunders et. al (2016). 

 

Moreover, this section helps understand the line of methodological argument presented in Chapter 2. 

I explain how I reach research objectives, and how I can substantiate the choices of empirical obser-

vations. Reflections are based on philosophical-, theoretical- and practical reviews. 

 
The purpose of the study is to examine Suning’s motives, strategic considerations and conditions 

relevant for acquiring Inter Milan. This case was particularly interesting among others because of the 

seemingly successfulness of Suning’s integration in Milano, and intention of integrating further into 

Italy, through Inter and their impact on management style of the club, which improved Inter’s sport-

ing- and financial performance after the acquisition. This intrigued my interest in detecting features 

of synergy between the two entities. 

 

Moreover, the case is represented among 23 cases of Chinese acquisitions of European football clubs 

in a short time period. This signifies a completely new field of Chinese OFDI behavior for investiga-

tion, and an incitement for an analysis of the potential value-adding elements it brings along for the 

main actors. Furthermore, as Suning facilitates a trade deal with the ITA underlines Suning’s suprem-

acy and objective in assisting Beijing in elevating global positioning.  

 

The potential of contributing to the literature of a contemporary phenomenon related to football 

served as motivation for conducting this paper. In doing so, this paper contributes to the scholarly 

debate about the applicability of traditional internationalization theories to Chinese firms by support-

ing the view that existing theories need some extensions and modifications in order to be able to 

provide explanatory power for Chinese firms’ internationalization behavior. 

 

As the nature of my study program suggests, it is definite to base the examination on classical busi-

ness- and development theory from developing countries as they are applicable to the case of an 
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acquisition. The fact that China is involved with FDI into a dominant European industry is particularly 

appealing in terms of the huge body of literature on FDI into China, but lack of contemporary theory 

on OFDI from China, which has been pointed-out frequently by scholars encountered during my 

studies. This case reveals commercially bigger objectives other than owning a football club. 

 

In order to understand Suning’s internal contextual contemplations and considerations to explain the 

investment in the acquisition other than the substantial wealth of the company, firm-specific insights 

to Suning’s resources and capabilities together with the detection of external institutional implications 

of governmental encouragement to invest in the modernized capital-intensive football industry carry 

out the argument at first. Additionally, the industry element of football industry dynamics aid in per-

ceiving football clubs as business entities searching profits and sustainability in few income sources 

without exceeding FFP regulations. Ultimately, understanding the internal- and external features of 

the acquisition, the paper can be conducted by studying firm-, industry, and institutional pillars that 

together composes a valid argument for acquiring Inter, and why Inter changed ownership model. 

 

 
3.1 Philosophy of Science; Critical Realism 
 
Academic research is ought to undertake epistemological research philosophy in order to emphasize  

philosophical commitments throughout the paper, which affect research strategy, and hence the re-

search process considerably in the understanding of the topic investigated (Saunders et. al, 2016). 

 

The epistemological stance in answering the RQ, and six Sub-RQs is through the lenses of critical 

realism. Reality is independent, and can be observed, but is not directly comprehensible through bare 

observations and knowledge of reality (Saunders et. al, 2016). Observations through the eyes of crit-

ical realists accept underlying structures of a phenomenon with observations being empirical sensa-

tions (ibid). Reality is perceived as external to the researcher, and that understanding reality is multi-

layered, and ontology becomes sub-divided into explainable variables.  

 

Variables contingent to ontology of critical realism should be observed under the empirical, the ac-

tual, and the real. Whereas empirical observations are experienced events, the actual can be content 

in disguise and consists of real observations generated by events and non-events (ibid).  
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Critical realist seek to understand phenomena based on tacit knowledge through experiences, which 

leads to cognitive preparation of the observed. In research terms, this makes the first research ob-

served, which in this case is the empirical observation, not necessary verifiable and real, but accepted 

as the truth based in experiences (ibid). This makes the approach compatible to nearly any study as 

the approach acknowledge underlying structures in a phenomenon, but exploits explanatory events 

to elucidate realness. 

 

In this paper, the critical realist approach makes room for cautious inclusions of observations as is, 

and the structural attempt to implant these observations into theoretical frameworks. In the analysis, 

the empirical reality becomes valuable to the study because the utilization of data is perceived as 

explanatory to uncover reality. However, the approach also recognizes the subjectivity of selected 

data in nature of a paper in this scope.  

 

The backing of the empirical observations through explanatory frameworks of underlying mecha-

nisms is significantly important to claim legitimacy of data (ibid). This enables the author to look for 

principal observations that potentially explain both Suning and Inter’s engagement in the partnership, 

and how and to what extent the partners are looking to benefit from same.  

 

For a single-case study of this caliber, critical realism fits intentionally well when determining dy-

namics of an event, which could be as simple as rooted in network theory rather than rooted in inter-

nationalization theory. Subsequently, context-accentuated knowledge raises validity of the study, and 

provide for theory complementation, or even building (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

 
 
3.2 Research Approach; Inductive 
 

As the OFDI phenomenon reflects newfangled approaches in contrast to traditional theory, empirical 

observations should contribute more than suggested theory to explain the new OFDI phenomenon. 

Hence, the paper monitors an inductive approach where a particular singularity is observed, underly-

ing patterns are introduced to generalize, which provide a basis for complementing theory (Saunders, 

et. al, 2016).  
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Now, the purpose of the paper is to examine Suning’s motives, strategic considerations and conditions 

relevant for acquiring Inter Milan, detect mutual value-adding activities for the respective businesses, 

and complementing outcomes for the case companies’ business activities. Hence, this notion builds 

on suppositions of harmony between certain business models and capabilities, which integrates the 

abductive approach. The interaction between the specific observations and the general opens the way 

for generalizability (ibid). With Suning opening the way for China on commercial progression in 

Italy, and Italy to China, it would help determine precautions any other should take when circum-

venting internationalization based on Beijing ambitions. 

 

3.3 Research Strategy; Case Study Design 
 
This section describes the methods of collection of data used. Several conditions play a role in col-

lecting data. Nevertheless, the time frame, intent of study and data available are concentrated influx 

(ibid). 

 

This paper’s motivation is rooted in the interest whether the Suning-Inter acquisition is only “top-of-

the-iceberg” of larger Beijing OFDI ambitions, whether Suning strategically acquired Inter in align-

ment with larger Chinese ambitions such as the BRI, or/and if China has moved from tradition OFDI 

motives to “give-something-to-the-world” through investments, and earn soft power diplomacy. 

 

The case study approach benefits this paper. Thus, the case study captures the dynamics of the topic 

to a broad, yet precise extent, and clarifies on settings and contexts of same (ibid). The case study 

enhances understanding of context, and how the elements relevant for the case study are interlinked. 

The relationship between a new phenomenon and the context of it can be understood under an in-

depth case study (ibid).  

 

The research design was further umbrellaed under six sub-RQs, where the first three sub-RQs are 

devoted to explain, explore and describe China’s OFDI patterns through time, what has changed 

around that and how the outlook of the new era of football investments is triggered. The last three 

sub-RQs are devoted to analyze internal- and external resources and capabilities influencing Suning 

to internationalize. Further, the last sub-RQ is designed to capture the synergies between the entities 

involved, and how they potentially prosper from then. 
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To go in-depth, this paper exploits a combination of descriptive, exploratory and explanatory offsets. 

The descriptive pillar seeks to enlighten the elements needed to clarify on the six Sub-RQs, while the 

exploratory pillar will study the nature of Sunning’s capabilities and resources and how they are 

complementing to Inter. Finally, the explanatory pillar rounds off the study by explaining why the 

case is special, and why the entities involved are value-adding to theory. Following the principle of 

single-case studies from Flyvbjerg (2006), the generalization of the new Chinese OFDI phenomenon 

is valuable to academic advancement of the topic. 

 
3.3.1 Qualified Expert Remarks 
 

The paper draws upon the person gallery listed beyond. Each one of the qualified expert remarks and 

insider knowledge provides valuable information to this report. The remarks, contributions and ob-

servations provide a foundation in answering the research question thoroughly by leading the research 

towards different angles to observe around the newfangled Chinese OFDI phenomenon. 

 

These 23 selected individuals with different roles and work positions in the football industry form a 

comprehensive landscape of relevant inputs to this paper. The different backgrounds of the selected 

contributors all raise attention to the underlying mechanisms that together constitute enlightenments 

to both research question and sub-questions. In other words, these implementations orchestrate ex-

planatory secondary data from authorized sources. Hence, I leave out primary data such as self-con-

ducted interviews. This is for three reasons. First, the time-span of writing was evaluated to be insuf-

ficient in collecting quality inputs with influential experts. Second, if the paper should benefit from 

anything concerning qualified remarks, the decision-making boards members in the two organization 

would have strengthened the argument. Third, the two organizations are really transparent and com-

municative in organizational decisioning, which also reflects the fit between the two. 

 

These people range in roles, and hence their contributions to this paper. Given the research question, 

the paper is to gain significantly valuable knowledge from a wider scope of contributors. First, prime 

stakeholders of Inter’s management of the club after the acquisition provides authentic and original 

knowledge from the case utilized in the paper. Therefore, contributions from the CEO and President 

of Inter around Inter affairs after the acquisitions have been conducted. Secondly, the founder of 

Suning provides with significant knowledge on the intentions behind the acquisition, and what Suning 
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wants to achieve with the Inter brand. Moreover, the founder of Suning also specifies the company’s 

long-term objectives in cooperating more with Italian brands to channel them to the Chinese market. 

 
Table 8. List of Qualified Expert Remarks, Secondary Interviews and Opinions 

Person Role Contribution and Observation 
Rongtian 
He 
 

CEO in HashtageSport 
 
Bridging European football clubs 
with the Asian market 

As former Oversea Business Officer in Aston Villa, 
which was on Chinese hands. 
 
Garnering commercial sponsorship globally is just as 
crucial to the sporting landscape now as performances 
and results, with the majority of the sides benefiting 
greatly from diversified sponsorship deals. 
 
In recent years, the Asian market has seen a surge in pop-
ularity when it comes to sponsorship agreements, with 
companies reaping the benefits from a new, untapped de-
mography (Daniels, 2020). 

Simon 
Chadwick 
 

Professor of Sports Enterprise at 
Salford University Manchester in 
the UK, where he is Co-Director 
of the Centre for Sports Business. 
 
Co-Founder of the research group 
China Soccer Observatory, who 
published the comprehensive 46-
chaptered report “China’s Foot-
ball Dream” 

Early stage activities ranging from predictable club tours 
to the sale of merchandise, innovative usage of social me-
dia platforms and establishments of clubs offices in key 
cities around China have intrigued the Chinese market to 
look towards Europe for football (Chadwick, 2017a). 
 
Chinese investments in football have shown common 
failure to deliver a tangible economic return (Chadwick, 
2017c). 
 

 

Zhang  
Jindong 

Founder of Suning “With the spiritual inspiration of Mr. Massimo Moratti, 
support of the Nerazzurri, Suning's sustained investment, 
and hard-work of the management team, Inter Milan will 
regain its glory and create new success in the future.”  
“Inter Milan firstly belongs to Italy, Europe, but defi-
nitely also belongs to the whole world” (Suning, 2016) 
 
 
"Italy is currently Suning's most important reference mar-
ket in Europe," (Xinhua Silk Road, 2019) 
 
“Made in Italy stands for high-quality products for Chi-
nese consumers, with brands in fashion, design, lifestyle 
and fast-moving consumer goods fully meeting the tastes 
of a highly growing segment of affluent local consumers” 
(China Daily, 2019). 
 
"Thanks to this agreement, the Italian Trade Agency will 
support Italian brands to access the fast-growing Chinese 
market in an easier way, counting on our business experi-
ence both in online and offline retail operations," (Nan, 
2019). 
 



 
 

- 68 - 

“Suning has been taken a bigger row in the Chinese 
sports industry, which is set to be the country’s leading 
industry in 5 years. The ever-growing Chinese market 
will create space for development for Inter Milan”. (New 
China TV, 2016). 
 
“Suning is willing to join hands with global retail brands 
to build and improve industry ecosystem worldwide” ( 

Steven 
Zhang 

Son of Zhang Jindong 
Youngest President in the history 
of Inter Milan 

“Suning's role is to offer opportunities to Italian 
brands that plan to break into the Chinese market.  

We're certain that our relationship with the city will con-
tinue to grow going forward." (Inter, 2019a). 

“Suning’s entry into Inter Milan is the integration of -
Suning in Italy into Inter Milan rather than a Chinese 
company takes over Inter Milan.” 

“Suning as a consumer company, invest into a football 
club. Eventually, we want to have this football club to be-
come a gate that opens cultures. Opens trades. Opens ex-
periences” (CNBC Exclusive, 2017) 

“We are paying more attention to digitalization and build-
ing a strong organization. Not only locally, but globally 
in order to engage with the stakeholders and commercial 
partner around the world.” 

“These moves indicate that Chinese firms’ participation 
in the BRI has not limited them to areas like infrastruc-
ture and energy development but gave them opportuni-
ties to bring foreign products to China in a compre-
hensive way, expanding the power of New Retail and 
reaching a win-win outcome in foreign markets, to bet-
ter share the benefit of globalization.” (Belt and Road 
News, 2019). 

“In order to ensure organic growth, the first task is to en-
gage with an increasingly diverse public that is no longer 
limited to football fans alone. It’s vital that we attract the 
youngest generations.” (2019c). 

Alessandro 
Antonello 

CEO in Inter Milan “Football is changing, and football clubs are becoming 
more and more like media and entertainment compa-
nies.  
 
Inter is a club with a long history, and we have enjoyed a 
great deal of success down the years. That’s why we are 
one of the biggest football brands in the world. 
 
We want to ensure we remain at the forefront of the game 
in this time of great change by exporting our brand 
outside of Italy” (Inter, 2017). 
 

Marco 
Fassone 

General Director,  Inter Milan On Inter’s new business plan: 
 
“It comes down to three pillars; first, have a healthy club 
– economically self-sufficient and not dependent on 
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money from shareholders. Second, a winning team. 
Third, produce spectacular football” 

Brian 
Bødker 

Analyst of football management, 
finances and strategies. 
 
Author to “The Legendary Ten” – 
a comprehensive insight to Own-
ership, Strategy, Organizations 
and Results of Europe’s best foot-
ball clubs (Inter Milan included) 

Quite in contrast to Inter’s contemporary ownership 
model and seemingly progressing development, Inter has 
historically been ineffective in managing the club suf-
fering from huge financial deficits covered by the Club 
President.  
 
Milan is Italy’s main industrial, commercial and financial 
hub. 
 
Investors see Italy as a huge potential for growth, and es-
pecially abroad, to turn Inter into a global brand. 
 
Inter does not have a need to be acknowledged as an Ital-
ian club. 
 
Since 2006, Inter lost EUR 853m, which is worrying 
since it happened under sporting success. 
 
In some cases, ambitions of a football club exceed their 
resources. 
 
To own a football club is a way of helping social institu-
tions 
 
 

Mads  
Davidsen 
 

CEO in Optima Football 
 
Former CTO in Shanghai SIPG 
(2016-2018) 
 
Orchestrated the strategy for 
Shanghai SIPG 

Forecasted China’s era of buying European football 
clubs. Acknowledged in China for his strategic impli-
cations, and hence supervised Chinese investors 
around European conditions of football business. 
Thus, he understands the Chinese models and motivations 
of their acquisitions thoroughly.  
 
As a prominent company in the shipping industry, SIPG 
has strong institutional ties attached to Beijing in terms of 
investments worldwide, which are in line with the BRI. 
Moreover, SIPG and Davidsen experienced a healthy re-
lationship between SIPG and Beijing after knocking-out 
Japanese and South Korean football teams in the Asian 
Champions League. Here, Xi Jinping personally 
thanked the owner of SIPG with a handshake. The 
acknowledgement is described as the biggest achievement 
of the company. For SIPG, it has now been proved that 
entering the market of football is crucial of im-
portance in terms of capturing “the ears of the 
power”, and hence improve business domestically and 
internationally. (Davidsen, 2016) 
 
When the president says that investing in football is 
great it is a signal towards influence and leverage. 
Hence, if you have the great relationship to the top, the 
presupposed conditions for improving business and 
growth are great (Lauridsen, 2016). 
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Stephen 
Morrow 

Sports Finance Specialist at the 
University of Sterling 
 
Lecturer at the Johan Cruyff Insti-
tute under the Football Business 
program. 

Discusses whether football clubs are business or social 
institutions, or a mix of both. Football clubs are special 
kinds of institutions. The best practice of an institution 
is to practice good governance.  
 
The risk of adopting business practices is interference 
with club DNA. Customers should not only be seen as 
commodities for revenue generation (Morrow, 2018). 

Olivier 
Jarosz 

Partner in Club Affairs 
Recently European Club Associa-
tion Head of Club Affairs 
 
11 years of supervision experi-
ence in 200 clubs. 

Evaluates business stabilization through cash-flow con-
trol. Points out that medium-term challenges for the 
football industry is finding optimal models in circum-
stances that affect financial return under government 
restrictions, social practices and economic downturns. 
Advocates that clubs should develop new business 
models based on other areas such as eSports, VR, and 
social initiatives (Jarosz, 2020). 

Ian 
Dixon 
 

Senior Experienced financial ad-
visor, lender and credit analysist 
in football 
 
15 years at Ambac Assurance, In-
vestec Bank and Fitch Ratings 
(e.g. Emirates Stadium, 2006, and 
Real Madrid, 2019) 

Details components for a sustainable business model, or 
strategic business plan in the football industry for clubs 
to thrive. Clubs should be able to convince for restraint of 
capital, but only with a commercially sustainable model. 
 
Outlining business model in commercial, sponsorship and 
advertising components, which needs to be undertaken 
on an arm’s length. Hence, in terms of equity injections, 
funders will only be willing to make additional support if 
the sustainable business model benefits from existing 
shareholders for stability. Some clubs will undertake as-
sets sales in order to create liquidity in the business. 
 
Being communicatively transparent with commercial 
associates and fans worldwide is key to gain favor 
with counterparts (Dixon, 2020). 

Aldo 
Petersen 

Successful Danish capitalist, en-
trepreneur and businessman. 
 
During the 1990s, he employed  
Flemming Østergaard as CEO for 
FC Copenhagen with great com-
mercial and sporting success. 
 
Attempted to acquire Parken 
Sport and Entertainment in 1995 – 
2002 with American partners. 
 
Attempted to buy the majority of 
shares in Brøndby IF in 2007 
 
Elected board chairman of 
Brøndby IF in 2013, hence prede-
cessor to Jan Bech Andersen, cur-
rent chairman. 

Has saved the biggest rival clubs of Denmark, Brøndby 
IF and F.C. København for bankruptcy. Latest event was 
his attraction of Jan Bech Andersen to invest DKK 65m 
in Brøndby IF. 
 
Experienced the significant differences in human capi-
tal and unique capabilities, and hence the subtle differ-
ences in the professions of attracting capital, managing 
and running a football club respectively.  
 
Different people have different capabilities that to-
gether generate FSAs. (Copenhagen Sundays, 2020). 
 
 

Flemming 
Lindeløv 

Former CEO in Carlsberg 
 
Landed the Carlsberg partnership 
with F.C. København, and shaped 

Went from being CEO in Carlsberg, to seek up the part-
nership, to become affiliated and in the board of members 
in Parken Sport and Entertainment. 
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the strategy of a football club 
turning into a group company 

Lindeløv stresses the importance of owning assets to 
run a successful group company. Hence, buying Parken 
was a strategic buyout.  
 
“If you run a football club under tradition business 
models, you are pretty much gambling with the busi-
ness as you are reliant on sporting success. Therefore, 
the strategy should imply multilayered operations um-
brellaed under the club brand.” 
 
“In this way, the football club becomes a regular com-
pany because you transform into an entertainment group. 
The entertainment group should be managed just like 
a normal company, which involves human capital, dis-
cipline and a hands-on leadership such that winning 
and losing football matches do not dictate the financial 
status for the company”. (Copenhagen Sundays, 2020a). 

Keld 
Strudahl 

Sponsorship Consultant 
 
Former Marketing- and Sponsor-
ship Director in Carlsberg 
 
Landed the notorious Liverpool 
FC-Carlsberg partnership in 1993, 
which has been extended to 2024 

Today, Carlsberg is the most loyal sponsor in the history 
of Premier League with 31 years of partnership with Liv-
erpool.  
 
"In my experience, many sponsorship deals in English 
football are very much tied to brand exposure.” 
(Lønne, 2020). 
 
Strudahl argues that to develop or improve commercial 
competences and generate revenue, clubs should put an 
emphasize on commercial revenue streams like there 
was no broadcasting income (ibid). 
 
"It is all about looking at the needs, wants and desires of 
current and potential sponsors outside of brand expo-
sure and looking at how you as a club can help them 
achieve their goals. It can really be anything, but some of 
the obvious ones are CSR, fan engagement/experience, 
new digital experiences, human resources, employer 
branding, sustainability and corporate hospitality" 
(ibid) 
 
"The ROI on a sponsorship with the aim of building 
brand awareness or recognition can be great, but primar-
ily at the 'Big Six' level. Beyond the biggest clubs, the re-
sults are more questionable." (ibid). 
 

Germán 
Robles 
 
+ 
 
Rubén 
Sanchéz 

General Director of the Sporting 
de Gijón 
 
 
 
Sporting Director of Sporting de 
Gijón 

Robles explains: “Nowadays, clubs that do not want to 
enter into the culture of innovation, technology, global-
ization and internationalization are facing a situation of 
imminent loss” (PwC, 2019). Further, he points to the 
need of a sustainable business model with direct rela-
tionship between budgets and sporting success over the 
past 45 years with a correlation of 98 % in La Liga, 
which fosters financial returns and development 
(ibid). 
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Sanchéz points out that the club is actively seeking for 
unorthodox business areas for collaboration other 
than broadcasting rights, shirt sponsorships or other 
traditional football-related options. The club should de-
velop own peculiarities, and organizationally like any 
other company (ibid). 

Ronaldo 
Nazáro 
 
+ 
 
Mirriam 
Carreño 

President and majority owner in 
La Liga-side Real Valladolid 
 
 
 
Head of HR, Real Valladolid 

Points to the fact that the football industry traditionally 
possessed clubs with business models with little struc-
ture. Owners, Presidents, and managements want to eve-
rything themselves. He claims that the model is clearly 
insufficient and far from optimal in football business 
nowadays (ibid).  
 
Instead, Carraño claims that the HR department is 
where a club should start professionalizing as the in-
come levels  in football are ever-increasing and should 
be managed adequately. 

Aleksander 
Čeferin 

UEFA President Official statements on European football’s continuous 
growth patterns and bottom line profits. The underlying 
health of European football’s room for profitability 
explains the radiation outwards across the globe 
demonstrated by acquisitions from foreign investors. 

Andrea 
Sartori 

KPMG Global Head of Sports 
 
Analyst of Inter Affairs 

Feasible analysis of the football industry development 
patterns. Points to the fact that football clubs move to-
wards an entertainment company model transforming 
clubs into global reaching brands (KPMG, 2019). 

Charles 
Baker 

Co-Chair of the Sports Industry 
Group and law firm O’Melveny 
guiding M&A contenders in Eu-
ropean Clubs  

Football has become an asset class with clubs per-
ceived as proper businesses run for profit, and less as 
trophy assets for high net worth individuals. Funda-
ments of the business is are solid with long-term business 
drivers staying positive. Franchise values should increase 
and lead to higher transaction multiples increasing valua-
tion (Dyson, 2020). 

Christian 
Seifert 

CEO, German Bundesliga Presents his vision on how football clubs can stay com-
petitive in European football: 
 
“Competitiveness has a lot to do with the financial 
framework. Financial opportunities are expanding. Clubs 
have to invest in clever and smart and effective ways.” 
 

Javier  
Tebas 

President, Spanish La Liga “The European market is very competitive, because the 
national leagues, even in the smaller countries, are leaders 
in their countries. So, we are working to find growth in 
the rest of the world, because there are many markets, 
and football in general still has grown potential.” 
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3.4 Methodological Choices; Mixed Methods 
 
 
This study relies heavily on qualitative data, but quantitative data is not left out, which contribute to 

a paper based on mixed methods. This justifies the choice of philosophy of science, which typically 

draws on mixed method data collecting and more than one technique of data collection (Saunders et 

al., 2016).  

 

Qualitative data take the form of secondary interviews, academic journals, industry-specific books, 

government statements, relevant news articles, club statements, and company statements, which is 

interpreted and applied to the context of the paper. Quantitative data is used to have a measurable 

variable to determine progress of Suning, Inter, Chinese OFDI and outcomes of interactions in-be-

tween each other.  

 

Hence, adopting mixed methods to the research strategy will enable the paper to analyze the dynamics 

of the Chinese OFDI-phenomenon of investing in European football clubs and their quantitative ef-

fects on the partners involved. This opens for comparisons of “before-and-after statements” to assess 

whether Chinese OFDI has an impact of Suning and Inter respectively. Quantitative data supports the 

determination of firm-performance next to qualitative improvements in organization and companies 

in general in internationalization studies. When these two sets of data are combined, understanding a 

phenomenon is easier when comparisons underlines argumentation and point-of-departure in the 

analysis. 

 

3.4.1 Qualitative Methods 
 

The qualitative data implemented in this paper is a collection of secondary data relevant for the topic 

in a wide-ranging research process with sources full circle of both English, Danish, Italian and Man-

darin concerning the acquisition and other Chinese-football club acquisitions. The research strategy 

was to gain knowledge on various aspects concerning Chinese OFDI into football. This would even-

tually position the author as an amateur-specialist on the topic, and allow the author to be selective in 

bringing in secondary data.  
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On the primary data side, the Chinse Soccer Observatory published the “China’s Football Dream” in 

2018. The work is a comprehensive 46-chaptered academic report collected by scholars who have 

followed China’s football ventures on a close hand since its beginning. The report accounts for “In-

ternationalization” as a main topic, which outlays arguments relative to internationalization efforts 

through the lenses of various schools. Hence, the report provides with necessary background 

knowledge in academic studies for conducting this paper 

 

As Suning is largely targeted by a Chinese Silk Road news publisher together when Suning’s contin-

ues growth, achievements of investment plans, realization of intended ROIs and successful strategic 

management all raise the assumption that Suning is important to China, and that Suning is a powerful 

business developer as an institution itself. Hence, the organization seems too big to be concerned if a 

master’s-degree student opted-in for primary interviews with prime employees of Suning. Further-

more, these kinds of interviews have the risk in creating a bias between RQ and the author because 

the author relies heavily on executive observations, which potentially could leave out other important 

observations for the paper. This justifies the choice of conducting secondary empirical data solely, as 

these actions show the practical behavior and environment in contrasts to institutional control, firm 

strategy and the football industry. 

 

Provided the research strategy, the paper utilizes an adoptive approach in proposing solutions to a 

puzzle under a theoretical framework. In the end of the day, the theoretical framework puts the paper 

on a road, which primary data would have to be applied to too in order to be aligned with the meth-

odological decisions of the paper. 

 

3.4.2 Quantitative Methods 
 
Quantitative data is exploited to complement the qualitative data such that arguments are enhanced 

relative to the research purpose. This is particularly beneficial in determining performance of Suning 

and Inter respectively. In the football industry in general, to mention a few, numbers play a natural 

role in determining value in terms of key performance indicators for the organization, annual report-

ing, costs of running a club, evaluation of brand value, financial state of club, justification of invest-

ments, valuation of human capital e.g. players, income statements of traditional revenue streams, 

measurement of FFP compliance and even low-practical to evaluate sporting performance in shape 
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of points generated in a tournament. In other words, quantitative data cannot be neglected in the 

industry of football, and hence in a study of this scope. 

 
 
3.5 Time Horizon 
 
Accounting for the time horizon is significantly important when conducting research (ibid). It can 

either be determined by a longitudinal type which refers to a long-tracked study, or a cross-sectional 

type, which is more of a snapshot in time (ibid). 

 

This paper follows a cross-sectional type of time horizon as the research is time-constrained. The 

paper takes departure in an event of time, namely the acquisition of Inter. By applying the cross-

sectional time horizon, the paper can track the improvements of Inter post-acquisition compared to 

performance before. Further, the paper is able to track Suning’s contributions to Inter, and how Sun-

ing manages the club compared to the 112 years of history of Inter. 

 

The paper was carried out in a time-frame from October 2019 to May 2020. Data was collected in the 

time-frame. Noticeably, as the time passed by, Suning reported improvements of the acquisition and 

their performance post-acquisition along the way. Hence, if a similar study was to be conducted, time 

would potentially dictate performance in comparison to earlier events, and hence ultimately deter-

mine whether Suning and Inter are ideal as partners.  

 

Furthermore, this could also determine whether this case study is representative for similar acquisi-

tions, or acquisitions between Chinese companies and Italian football clubs, or clubs in general, to 

come in the future. 

 

3.6 Data in Analysis 
 
Besides clarifying literature relevant for the research purpose, the analysis relies heavily on empirical 

data sets involving empirical findings on both Suning and Inter as one unit, as partly one unit by being 

relevant to the entertainment industry, and as separated units. These findings conducted from second-

ary data are required in the paper to fulfil the research purpose.  
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The secondary data is collected and obtained online from a broad field of contributions. The im-

portance of discriminating between sources is up to the author to judge in the data collecting period. 

I was aware of finding material from original sources, and it became clear to me that I should source 

data from legitimate authorities to utilize data.  

 

Hence, secondary data mirrors academic journals, official announcements from authorities, institu-

tions and firms, football industry reports, third-party reports from consulting firms, reports from foot-

ball associations, reports from football business institutions, articles from football business journal-

ism, football news services, and minor article providers with concentrated content on specific busi-

ness-related views. These includes, but are not limited to Inter, Inter information services, Beijing, 

official BRI information services such as Xinhua Silkroad, CCP, Deloitte, KPMG, the Nielsen Sport 

Agency, interactive webinars with the Football Business Academy, OffthePitch, La Gazetta dello 

Sport, Forbes, China Daily, Chief football writers, UEFA, FIFA, MOFCOM, ITA, CSO, etc. 

 

Nevertheless, bias can occur anyhow. From a IBV, by structuring the argument that the case repre-

sents a completely new way of Beijing to achieve global ambitions, it might be overly ambitious to 

state that the Suning-Inter acquisition triggered this solely. Beijing is not transparent enough to judge 

this. 

 

Realistically, the critical realist approach underlines that this is not the case, and the case might reflect 

only the top of the iceberg in efforts of internationalization. Likewise that for Suning, this acquisition 

is a step towards their global strategy, but for Inter, the acquisition has restructured the business in a 

time where competition is increasing with costs. Hence, Suning makes Inter able to recapitalize 

through a strong partner, who utilizes Inter as a catalyst for growth.  

 

4 Analysis 
 
This section is devoted to combine empirical findings with the selected literature in order to answer 

the Sub-RQs systematically, and hence provide arguments for answering the RQ. The headlines of 

the analysis provide track of record in analysis, and what components are consolidating to given 

empiric data.  The analysis carefully utilizes theoretical statements and models applicable to empirical 

contexts to construct arguments. 
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To help understand Suning and Inter as independent business units, company structures and company 

profiles are provided as background knowledge for the analysis, and how the two partners comple-

ment each other’s’ businesses.  

 
4.1 Suning Holdings Group – Before Acquisition 
 

To elaborate on Suning’s capabilities and resources, a brief overview of the company is provided 

beneath. The overview follows Bødker’s OSOS-framework (2016) that defines every single football 

club, but is applicable to any business. 

 

Table 9 showcases similarities with Inter, important business development activities and company 

highlights before the acquisition with Inter. 

 
Table 9. Suning Holdings Group - Company Structure and Main Business Activity 
 
Founded 1990, Nanjing, China. 

Suning is China’s biggest POE in retail with offline branches in 600 
Chinese cities.  
In 2017 ranked among top-500 POEs in China 

(O) Ownership Family-owned business. 
(S) Strategy Suning exploits direct equity investments and financial investment to 

advance the capital layout and optimize the business system 
Following the strategy of “High-Tech and Smart Services” as an innova-
tion-driven conglomerate, Suning will tap into not only China, but also 
Europe, the US, Southeast Asia and other overseas markets. 

(O) Organization Suning has strengthened and expanded its core business through eight 
vertical industries: Suning.com, Logistics, Financial Services, Technol-
ogy, Real Estate, Media &Entertainment, Sports, and Investment. 

(S) Spirit Dedicated to build an international leading sports group. 
Willing to go abroad to engage in strategic partnerships. 

Mission and Vision "Leading the Ecosystem across Industries by Creating Elite Quality of 
Life for All” 

Business Areas Suning Investment Group 
- Believes in value investing and strives to build a world-class in-

vestment conglomerate across different industries serving the 
Chinese market 

- 30 investment projects totaling over USD 8bn USD, thereby sub-
stantially enhancing Suning’s core competitive advantages and 
value across its industries. 

Suning Sports 
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- “Goal is to harness every resource in the ecosystem and to de-
velop an elite international sports group” 

- With its top-tier sports event copyright resources and strong stra-
tegic integration capabilities, Suning Sports has established a 
leading position in the sports industry 

- Copyright to broadcast Bundesliga in China. Other leagues are in 
pipeline for further investment. 

- Strategic resource capabilities. The ability to integrate into local 
contexts and exploit opportunities through clearly set strategies. 

Suning Commerce Group 
- Committed to cross-industry integration and management of 

commerce, culture, entertainment, movie, medias, technology, 
etc. 

- Suning has allocated around EUR 1.3bn for the purchase of Eu-
ropean brands in the next three years starting with the acquire-
ments of 150 Italian brands. 

Jiangsu Suning 
(Chinese Super League 

First-Tier) 

Suning’s first Chinese football club acquired in 2015. Suning Group’s 
future business operations will be in the club, team building, the great 
fans and culture and youth aspects. 

Financial state In 2020, sales volume exceeded USD 152bn 
Source: Author’s own creation, cited from Blogtaomina, Suning (2018); Inter, 2019; Kennedy, 2015; 
 
 
4.2 F.C. Internazionale Milano – Before Acquisition  
 
To outline similarities between Suning and Inter, the OSOS-framework by Bødker (2016) identifies 

fundamentals of Inter as an entity which help explain the enriched heritage of the club on the global 

football stage. An impression of Inter’s historical performance is provided beneath. 

 

Table 10. F. C. Internazionale Milano - Heritage and Main Business Activity Before Suning 
 
Founded Founded in 1908 by a group of 44 Italians and 1 Swiss, who all were 

members of the Milano Cricket and Football Club (later; AC Milan). 
They were upset that no foreigner was allowed on MCFC. The name In-
ternazionale stems from the intention to accept foreign players and Ital-
ians. 

(O) Ownership Family-owned structure. Close relationship to club. Joint stock com-
pany. 
The Moratti-familiy owned Inter in the period of 1955–1968, and again 
from 1995–2013. 
In 2013, 70 % of stocks were sold to Indonesian businessman, Erick 
Thohir, who ran the club with competent people from other top-clubs, 
but ran Inter to a finance deficit of EUR 140.6m. same year.  
Since then deficits have been gradually deduced until 2018 with a EUR 
17.7m deficit. 
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(S) Strategy Under Moratti, there were no business plan. Success was determined on 
star player transactions and capital-intensive investments making Inter 
competitive. 
Inter went from a company of goodwill and personal prestige for Mor-
atti, to an entertainment company with intention of generating profit for 
owners. This was a necessity as a response to a financially intensified 
industry, increased global competition, the rise of FFP and Inter’s huge 
built-up financial liabilities over the years. 

(O) Organization Inter is an organization whose main product is entertainment through 
football, and products related to football. 
The management of Inter was financial dysfunctional. 

(S) Spirit As the name of club forestalls, Inter reflects a cosmopolitan and interna-
tional-minded foundation. Internationalism and diversity is an integral 
part of Inter, and Inter is seen as arbiter of the world’s moral values. 
Despite disappointing sporting performances since 2010, the club still 
sees itself among the world’s absolute top-clubs, and strive to return to 
the glory days. 
Inter does not need to let the world know their Italian heritage 

Mission and Vision Maintain a leading figure in Serie A, qualify and win the Champions 
League. 

Business Model Indulgent Leadership 
The club was run with the heart, and not for profit. Huge debts was cov-
ered by the President of the club. 
Top-level players are necessary 

Fans The global fanbase numbers around 385m, which makes Inter the 11th 
most supported club in the world. In China alone.  

Revenue streams For eight consecutive years until 2013, costs had exceeded revenues. 
Heritage & Achieve-
ments 

Globally recognized as one of the most winning and prominent clubs in 
the world, but only for a certain period until performance and finances 
downturned the club. 

- Won the Scudetto 18 times; latest in 2009/2010. 
- Winner of Champions League three times; latest in 2010, but 

with huge financial deficits each time 
- Won the “Quadruple” in 2010 under Jose Mourinho. Has not 

won anything ever since. 
- Have broken the transfer-fee record twice; latest was Ronaldo in 

1997 for EUR 30m., and had three Ballon d’Or winners on team 
- Second most supported club in Italy after Juventus 

Financial state Since 2006, Inter has lost EUR 853m, which happened under immense 
success on-pitch. 
The financial strategy has not worked, and Inter is losing sight to the 
top-club compartment. At this point of time, investments were not possi-
ble. 
Since FFP’s introduction in 2011, Inter’s business model got challenged. 
Sanctions against Inter handicapped the club in international competi-
tions. 

Source: Author’s own creation. Cited from Bødker, 2016; Bødker, 2019 
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4.3 The New Era of Inter 
 
Below is listed the most profound business developments and highlights after the Suning-Inter ac-

quisition. The gradual development will be encountered throughput the analysis. 

 

Table 11. Business Activities and Developments in Suning-Inter Acquisition 
 
June 2016 Suning acquires majority stake on 68.55 per cent in Inter for USD 307m. 

Chairman, Zhang Jindong, replaces the management of Inter and ap-
points his son, Steven Zhang, in position as Club President to capitalize 
on Inter’s past glory. 
 
“Our project began with the acquisition of the club by Suning in June 
2016, with the aim of bringing Inter to the top of the world sports indus-
try and to build a club based on the principle of financially sustainable 
growth.” - Steven Zhang 

August 2018 Suning has invested more than EUR 1bn in Inter.  
Suning have also wiped out Inter’s debt, which was in excess of EUR 
300 m. when arrived, as well as bringing in more than EUR 115m. in 
sponsorship deals including Suning being official training kit sponsor 
and training facility partner; Suning Training Centre.(See Appendix 2) 

December 2018 The former Juventus CEO, Giuseppe Marotta is appointed Head of 
Sport.  
This marked a paradigm shift in management of the club from indulgent 
to a professional senior and performance. Marotta’s network of excellent 
human capital strengthened Inter with signing of Head coach, Antonio 
Conte, in 2019, following star-player signing such as Christian Eriksen 

June 2019 In the 2018/19 season, Inter achieved the highest revenue in the history 
of Inter (consolidated revenue of EUR 417m) with a 20% increase on 
the previous year. 
Underlining of success of Suning’s business plan for Inter. 

July 2019 Inter’s “Not For Everyone Campaign”. Inter launches the first-ever in-
ternational brand campaign to bring Inter alongside the world's leading 
brands describing the new era of Suning and the club. These are the 
themes that represent the "new era of Inter": determination, innovation, 
tirelessness and courage all contributing to our "#NotForEveryone" 
campaign. 
 

October 2019 Focus on global markets and increase brand awareness of Italian and 
European football in order to win new fans and identify new commercial 
partners. 
 
Investment in real estate in Taormina, Sicily, Italy. Taormina is the capi-
tal of Sicilian tourism, the most attractive place on the island and among 
the most known and admired Italian places in the world, which in 2017 
was also the site of a G7 summit and already known to the Chinese also 



 
 

- 81 - 

because last spring in this city the reality show “Chinese Restaurant” 
was shot, which was seen by 25 million people in China.  

May 2019 Inter free from FFP scrutiny by being considered in compliance with the 
demands placed upon the organization in May 2015 by UEFA. Can now 
achieve sporting objectives in the Champions League campaign. 
This illustrates the organic growth of Inter and benefit of the diligent fi-
nancial management strategy. 

Source: Author’s own creation. Cited from Bødker, 2016; Inter, 2019; SempreInter, 2019; Inter, 2019b 
 

 

Table 9, 10 and 11 serve as brief introductions to the analysis in regards to Suning’s resources and 

capabilities, the strategic intent between Suning and Inter, current- and further business opportunities 

facilitated through the acquisition, internationalization targets as well as (i) sporting, (ii) financial and 

(iii) political objectives.  

 

The next sections aim to analyze China’s eagerness to exploit foreign markets through OFDI, the 

overlying pursuit of policy realizations of BRI and China First as prerequisites to engage in OFDI, 

Suning’s capabilities to link the football industry with state-led policies, Suning’s internationalization 

strategy, growth opportunities in Inter’s attempt to build a sustainable commercial business model 

embedded under Suning’s internationalization strategy, and Suning’s role as an institutional builder. 

 

The next sections identify Suning’s resources and capabilities under three points of view; (1) in ac-

quisition, (2) post-acquisition, and (3) in ITA-partnership. All observations are plugged into VRIO-

frameworks in Table 12, Table 13 and Table 14 below. The analysis will elaborate on the resources 

and capabilities. 

 

 
Table 12. Summing up Suning’s Resources and Capabilities Utilized in Acquisition 
 

Resource /  
Capability 

Valuable? Rare? Costly to Imi-
tate? 

Exploited by the 
Organization? 

Late-mover ad-
vantage Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Strategic integra-
tion Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Heritage Yes No No Yes 
Family organiza-
tion Yes No Yes Yes 
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Beijing-con-
nected Yes Yes Yes No 

Commercial 
strength Yes No Yes Yes 

Brand portfolio Yes No Yes Yes 
International am-
bitions Yes No Yes Yes 

Sporting ambi-
tions No No No Yes 

Equity Yes No Yes Yes 
Internationaliza-
tion experience 
(600 cities) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Basic input No No No Yes 
Global sourcing Yes No No Yes 
Human capital Yes No Yes Yes 
Cross-industry 
ecosystem Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Internationality Yes No No Yes 
Chineseness Yes No No Yes 
Chinese affection 
for Italy Yes No No Yes 

Operational ease Yes No No Yes 
Institutional 
builder Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 
Table 13 . Summing up Suning’s Resources and Capabilities Utilized Post-Acquisition 
 

Resource / 
Capability 

Valuable? Rare? Costly to Imi-
tate? 

Exploited by the 
Organization? 

First-Mover ad-
vantage Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Transparency Yes Yes No Yes 
Social institution Yes Yes No Yes 
Tourism Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Fans and Broad-
casting Yes No No Yes 

Sponsorships Yes No No Yes 
Further commer-
cialization Yes No Yes Yes 

Global sourcing Yes No No Yes 
Human capital Yes No Yes Yes 
Reinvestment of 
ROI Yes No No Yes 

Access to Chi-
nese middle-class Yes Yes No No 

100 % ownership Yes No Yes Yes 
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Financial sustain-
ability Yes Yes Yes No 

Leverage of new 
partnerships Yes No No Yes 

R-Assets with 
Beijing and Italy-
gov. 

Yes Yes Yes No 

Institutional 
builder Yes Yes Yes No 

Corporate brand-
ing Yes No No Yes 

Chinese affection 
for Italy Yes Yes No Yes 

 
 
Table 14 . Summing up Suning’s Resources and Capabilities Utilized in ITA-Partnership 
 

Resource / 
Capability 

Valuable? Rare? Costly to Imi-
tate? 

Exploited by the 
Organization? 

First-Mover ad-
vantage Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Innovation capa-
bility Yes No Yes Yes 

Global sourcing Yes No No Yes 
State-of-the-art 
business model Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Market-access Yes No No Yes 
Online/offline 
platform Yes No No No 

Institutional 
builder Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Selective multi-
nationalist No Yes No Yes 

Chinese affection 
for Italy Yes Yes No Yes 

Corporate brand-
ing Yes No No Yes 

Access to Chi-
nese middle-class Yes No No Yes 

Business know-
how Yes No Yes Yes 

 

  



 
 

- 84 - 

4.4 What traditional Chinese FDI approaches affect change in firm-based strategies? 
 
This section are enlightening resources and capabilities of Suning in terms of late-mover advantages 

into Inter. 

 
4.4.1 OFDI goes Busted in 2016 
 

China has maintaining an incredibly growth trajectory for global OFDI. Since 2003, Chinese invest-

ments have grown exponentially towards 2016 with an average 30 per cent growth rate, hitting an 

estimated USD 123bn. in 2014, USD 140bn. in 2015, and an all-time high on almost USD 200bn. in 

2016 accounting for 13.7 per cent of the global OFDI alone, which is illustrated in Figure 10 (Hane-

mann et. al, 2016 & OECD, 2019). 

 

Figure 10: Annual Chinese Global OFDI in USD Grew above trend in 2016* 

 
Source: PRC Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), United Conference on Trade and Investment (UNCTAD) 
*2016 data points are projections by the authors based on available monthly data points on non-financial OFDI from January to November 2016. 
 

As Chinese OFDI went above trend and grew faster than the historical rate illustrated by Figure 10, 

it is questionable to account for the reasons for the mass-investments abroad. The acceleration was 

partly driven by Chinese corporations’ desire to search for sources of inorganic growth overseas. 

Theoretically, Chinese companies wished to leverage know-how, advanced tech and brands back to 

China by diversifying the risk of a slowing economy with less domestic growth, financial stress and 

hedging against a declining Yuan (Hanemann et. al, 2016 and PwC, 2017). 
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On a rather short history of OFDI engagement, China positioned itself as the world’s largest asset 

acquire in 2016 as the value of acquired corporate takeovers surpassed the US even though China 

remains far behind the US in terms of aggregated OFDIs (Hellström, 2016, OECD, 2019 & Yang, 

2017).  

 

The financial flows displayed in the OECD report in FDI flows (2019), consists of three components; 

equity capital, reinvestment of earnings and intracompany debt. Equity capital is associated with new 

investments related to FDI such as Mergers and Acquisitions (M&As), Greenfiels, and Joint Ventures 

(JVs).  

 

According to PwC’s report on the Chinese OFDI in 2016, the year was another record-year for China 

M&As, with deal volumes up 21 per cent at 11,409 transactions and values up 11 per cent at USD 

770bn. (PwC, 2017). In value terms, China outbound M&As grew by incredibly 246 per cent, which 

is nearly 3.5 times the previous high from 2015. M&As dominated 2016 by surging 142 per cent up 

in volume, and 22 per cent up in value to USD 223bn., which is more than the previous four years 

combined. Figure 11 on Volume and Value levels from Chinese M&As in 2012 to 2016 processes 

the following takeaways. 

 
Figure 11: Total Activity Levels in Volume and Value from China M&As in 2012 - 2016 

 
Source: ThomsonReuters and ChinaVenture. Cited in PwC analysis (PwC, 2017) 

 

Noticeably, POE-investments took an upturn from 2015 to 2016 with 196 per cent in volume and 

value equal to 453 per cent, which exceeds the SOE spend by two-fold. POEs accounted for 74 per 
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cent of China’s 2016-investement compared to only 30 per cent in 2015. Together with the grouping 

of financial buyers, which refers to investors that acquire companies with the objective to realize ROI 

on their investments, and strategic buyers, which are investors with the objective of integrating the 

acquisition into existing businesses, the M&A development from 2015 to 2016 was driven by large 

and expensive, but only 36, outward transactions primary because domestic firms looked overseas 

for acquisition potentials instead of domestic M&A-prospects (PwC, 2017). 

 

Remarkably, these figures are in harmony with the burst of Chinese moguls investing in European 

football clubs throughout 2016. The year of 2016 puts these investments into a split between the 

relaxed stage for OFDI until 2016, and the regulated stage of OFDI beginning in 2016. Hence, this 

year marks the government attention to firm-based strategies provoked to invest utilizing the freedom 

to do so.  

 

4.4.2 Impact of Informal Institutions 

 

According to the author’s best belief, five out of 12 most noticeable acquisitions in European football 

took place in the year of 2016; namely AC Milan, Inter, Aston villa, Wolverhampton Wanderers and 

Olympique Lyonnaise (see Appendix 1).  

 
Li Yonghong 

Elliott Man. (US) 

USD 740m 

USD 391m (Elliott) 
99.93 % stake April 2016 

AC Milan 

Italy 

Suning Holdings 

Group 
USD 307m 68.55 % stake June 2016 

FC Internazionale 

Italy 

Recon Group 
USD 101m 

USD 31.9m in debt 
100 % stakes July 2016 

Aston Villa 

England, 2nd Tier 

Fosun Interna-

tional 
USD 59m 100 % stake July 2016 

Wolverhampton 

England, 2nd Tier 

IDG Fund USD 112m 20 % stake August 2016 
Olympique Lyon 

France 

 

Interestingly, this includes Chinese OFDI in the two most popular clubs of Milan at nearly the same 

time, Suning in Inter, and Li Yonghong in AC Milan with only a month between the deals were 

clinched. To this point of time, traditional FDI approaches were challenged by wealthy corporations, 
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which independent from each other had the same intent of acquiring globally recognized football 

brands from the world’s best leagues in order to send the message back home that they are now in 

control of the asset (Wei, 2010).  

 

Nevertheless, as much as formal institutions such as Beijing may have impact on company decision 

to engage in OFDI, in situations where formal constraints are unclear, informal constraint in forms 

of norms and culture dictate cognitive powers, and hence play a larger role in affecting firm-based 

strategies (Peng et. al, 2009).  

 

Peng et. al. does not acknowledge that firm capabilities drive strategic decision in OFDI when reflec-

tions of formal- and informal constraints of institutional agendas are present (ibid). What was char-

acteristic for this short era of Chinese companies investing in European football was the Lemming-

effect of investing i.e. investing in football because every other wealthy business did. In other words, 

informal institutions of norms are likely to have impacted these five cases of OFDI in football. 

 

However, when the FBV and INDBV lack attention to institutional contexts, the IBV also lack atten-

tion to other contexts other than institutional constructions. Simply, it is vague to determine whether 

individual contexts have had impact on firm-based strategies in terms of traditional FDI approaches. 

As Peng et. al leave FSAs and competitive advantages out of explanatory reach, yet, it is highly 

unlikely that the level of capital-reserve have not had an impact on decision-making for OFDI. More-

over, differences in FSAs can potentially aid in determining whether the investment is financially 

rational or not, and how the investment should be managed.  

 

Evidently, the AC Milan acquisition of nearly 100 % stakes in the concentration of USD 740m is 

strikingly expensive compared to the an under half-price in the same neighborhood, Inter, which share 

a similar brand value in China (Lupano, 2019). Differences in FSAs among CMNCs, according to 

Mathews (2006) who go abroad to acquire asset-ownerships, is predominant as cases of CMNCs 

lacking O-advantages have proven more prevalent in asset-seeking motives for OFDI. On the other 

hand, Barney & Hersterly (2019) advocate that appropriability of the return of a OFDI-strategy must 

be evaluated, which, undoubtedly, requires FSA to evaluate. Conversely, this notion can be exempli-

fied through the Milano-deals. 
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During the regulated stage of OFDI from China in late-2016, the infant results of the investments are 

observable. The total operating revenues are declared in Figure 12. As both acquisitions implied that 

the buyer took majority of shares, and hence ownership of club, it is provided that management of 

club has been considered on the decision-phase. In other words, exploiting of FSAs are mirrored in 

the management of a football club. Yet, the operational aspect was not considered in both cases. 

 
Figure 12. Inter vs Milan. Total Operating Revenues 2011-2019 

 
 

By observing the differences between the two clubs’ performances in total operating revenues gen-

erated from the 2015/2016 season of acquirement and the next season, the result is different. Whereas 

Inter went from performing worse than AC Milan in the past five years from the Suning take-over of 

operations, Inter generated EUR 263m in 2016/2017, whereas AC Milan went from EUR 220m to 

EUR 206m and continued its decreasing results since 2011. 
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Ultimately, based on the multiple failures of Chinese businesses acquiring European football clubs, 

informal institutions in forms of cultural norms of following a top-down agenda seems to hold, which 

refers is the contemporary outlook of Alliance Capitalism. To promote economic development, the 

state has a facilitating role.  

 

4.4.3 Leveraging Value through Human-, Organizational-, Financial- and Physical Resources 

 

In this case, Beijing had opened-up OFDI to nearly move freely into the desirable football industry. 

The role of Beijing is to provide support in creating assets and stimulate the creation of assets. Hence, 

the M&A into other countries’ national diamonds should grow equally between Italy and China in 

this case.  

 

However, alliance capitalism should not be utilized as a framework for making an input to expect an 

output. Alliance capitalism functions as the settings for engaging in internationalization efforts with 

the safeguard that the government have approved the investment if the government do not intervene. 

 

On paper,  Beijing has not seemed to function as a facilitator for economic development in the case 

of AC Milan’s owner’s failure in managing assets. According to Dunning (1989) on home-country 

institutions, in contrast, O-advantages do not solely benefit from FSAs, but home-country institutions 

lead the way.  

 

According to an unspecified financial advisor from Elliott Management in the AC Milan-acquisition, 

“he [red. Yonghong] was not able to show he had the resources to support the club and people sus-

pected that his investment was highly leveraged in China” (Sanderson et. al, 2018). As argued by 

Mathews (2006), late-comers should tap the resources fir successful strategies provided that the com-

pany devise appropriate complementary strategies and organizational dexterity. Further, the potential 

for leveraging resources can be analyzed in the relationship between Linkage and Leverage in the 

LLL-model. 

 

According to Mathews, CMNCs pick-up resources abroad to exploit them at home, and convert them 

to CSAs. In other words, Suning had a competitive advantage in having much experience in interna-

tionalization cases and strategic integration into local champions (Suning, 2018). This explains the 
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notion that CMNCs enjoy CSAs beyond late-comer advantages (Wei, 2010). As Suning position itself 

as a Forbes top-500 brand with corporate strength between the cross-industry ecosystem of busi-

nesses, Beijing is likely to approve Suning’s acquisition with Inter because of the united principles 

of alliance capitalism and LLL-constellations. Furthermore, Mads Davidsen clarifies that 

 

“When the president [Xi Jinping] says that investing in football is great it is a signal towards influ-

ence and leverage. Hence, if you have the great relationship to the top, the presupposed conditions 

for improving business and growth are great”  

(Lauridsen, 2016). 

 

Suning has on a continuing path of success gained a competitive advantage in acquiring knowledge 

in several industries and businesses. By owning Jiangsu Suning, the football team in home-country, 

incentives of following their internationalization path to invest in another club because of Beijing’s 

encouragements is intriguing since Suning possesses dynamic capabilities for development of new 

capabilities through learning and network (Barney & Hesterly, 2010). By Linking to Beijing ambi-

tions in action, and by exploiting asset-seeking motives in football clubs, the LLL-constellation is 

complete in an acquisition of Suning-Inter because Suning’s needed resources are to be harnessed in 

Inter and the Italian entertainment industry to prosper further into Italy for new ventures. 

 

4.4.4 Chinese POEs Have a Clear Way to Invest 

 

Looking beyond the Chinese OFDI bonanza in 2016 and towards 2017-2019, one should expect the 

OFDI-flows to drop accordingly as the Chinese government and policymakers had speculated in 

slowing down the pace of capital leaving China by enforcing restrictions on OFDI (Hanemann et. al., 

2017). The OFDI of China declined to USD 138bn. in 2017, but an increasing majority up until 2019 

was channeled towards Europe (OECD, 2020). In 2017, Chinese OFDI to Europe reached a record-

high USD 80bn., which was above twice the amount invested in North America. 

 

However, considering recent figures from end-2019, large declines in Chinese OFDI-fixtures in Eu-

rope alone, deals acquired were worth only USD 13.4bn. in 2019, which represents the lowest rate 

since 2013 with its 83 per cent stagnation from 2017’s stunning USD 107bn. in total global OFDI, 
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and a 40 per cent backlash from 2018’s investments, which is presented in Figure 13 on Annual 

Chinese OFDI Transactions in Europe and North America beneath (Baker McKenzie, 2020).  

 
Figure 13: Annual Chinese Global OFDI Transactions in Europe and North America 

  
Source: Rhodium Group, cited in Baker McKenzie report “Chinese Investment in Europe and North America Hits 

9-Year Low; Signs of Recovery for 2020” Data represents the combined value of direct investment transactions by 

Mainland Chinese companies, including greenfield projects and acquisitions that result in significant ownership 

control (>10% of equity). 

 

An apparent tendency on Chinese investors targeting certain European industries is eligible. It is not 

difficult to eye that Europe received more than twice the investment compared to North America in 

the outline of 2017, 2018 and 2019. Since 2017, especially POEs have become an increasingly im-

portant driver of China’s global OFDI (Hanemann et. al., 2016). Another trend is the decreasing SOEs 

engaged in FDI. POEs continue to lead OFDI ventures towards 2019 being accountable for 90 per 

cent of Chinese investments in Europe (Baker McKenzie, 2020). 

 

Moreover, the Chinse outbound investment bonanza through the 2016-2017 period were investments 

concentrated on mega-deals on carefully selected industries such as entertainment, sports clubs and 

real estate in Europe and North America (Baker McKenzie, 2020). In Europe, Chinese investors have 

mainly targeted companies that offer access to brands, proprietary technology, supply chains or con-

sumer-related assets as the Chinese government recognized OFDI as a showcasing tool to positively 
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contribute to the global economy (Hellström, 2016 & Wei, 2010). While the growth in China slows 

down, Europe is seen as a safe haven economy with an attractive asset base.  

 

In 2019, nearly no Chinese investors could be categorized as financial buyers. The OFDI motive 

seemed potent throughout 2012 – 2016 (see Figure 11), but accounted for less than five per cent of 

deals in Europe. This was due to the state-interventions on OFDI introduced in 2016 where a goal 

was to curb speculative financial investments. Instead, all acquired deals is grouped strategic invest-

ments with 48 per cent of flows invested in Consumer Products and Services in order to promote 

home business entities. 2019 recorded a further severe drop in OFDI where general global FDI flows 

decreased 20 per cent compared to 2018 due to uncertainties of future economic growth, with China 

only investing USD 22.7bn. in outbound activities by 2019 Q3 (Baker McKenzie, 2020 & OECD, 

2020).  

 

As the concerns about capital streaming out of China started growing after 2015, Chinese regulators 

found necessary to backtrack certain OFDI liberalization encouragements and re-tighten the sugges-

tions for OFDI in the future. To plot the state-lead actions constraining OFDI flows, the next section 

is devoted to clarify on political initiatives and state-interventions. 

 
 
4.5 How are government-lead strategies affecting Chinese investments? 
 
This section is identifying Suning’s resources and capabilities related to Beijing’s ambitions of global 

positioning and collaboration towards the Belt and Road Initiative and China First policy. 

 
4.5.1 Importance of R-Assets 

 
Government-imposed incentives are to be exploited by organizations as the government typically 

reacts to conditions that makes the state better-off. The government’s function is to imply regulations 

and dictate the regulation for a state. In this context, disharmony between governments and compa-

nies can occur. However, operating in the interest of the government can potentially craft a wake of 

opportunities for business development. Hence, having a great relationship with the government im-

poses rich prospect to enhancement of O-advantages (Mathews, 2006). 
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From Suning’s perspective on government-relations, it is safe to say that Suning enjoys immense 

powers of due to Suning’s many years of international success in various markets. Hence, Suning’s 

possesses valuable R-assets that add to the FSAs, and outplays itself as a competitive advantage. In 

other words, due to Suning’s brand portfolio and internationalization of the exact brands, Beijing’s 

desire to become influence among world markets is fulfilled. Moreover, the fact that Suning impedes 

‘Chineseness’ further underlines the competitive advantage in the international capabilities of Suning.  

 

However, for some organizations, the variable of Chineseness might have opposite effects. For the 

case of Suning in Inter, the identity of Chineseness was vital in determining the strategic intent be-

tween Suning and Inter. In terms of running the club on an operational level, Chinese and Italian 

bureaucracy are alike, which is showcased in the board of directors compiled of Chinese and Italians 

only, and by the healthy results of Inter, the organization thrives greatly under designated working 

takes delegated from a top-down approach, but with R-assets for a competitive advantage. 

 

The same top-down approach is present in the relationship between Suning and Beijing. Suning en-

joys a CSA by having R-assets with Beijing. Hence, by tapping in on R-assets in Italy and leverage 

the experiences back home to China through Inter demonstrates the most sold competitive advantage, 

and resource for Suning. A handshake from government officials is the biggest honor an organization 

can receive (Davidsen, 2020). This indicates an acknowledgement of organizational procedures, 

which is unevaluable. As the R-asset with Beijing is good, Suning is reminded that entering the mar-

ket of football has been deemed very crucial in further enhancement of the BRI in Italy (Suning, 

2018). Other Chinese POEs have struggled in obtaining a string relationship to the government. As 

Chinese companies are late-comers, most lack investment experience, possess poor information and 

fail in simple business procedures (Wang & Gao, 2018). This limits firms to establish long-term R-

assets governments and other players in the firm environment. 

 

4.5.2 Vague Statements Lead to Vague Actions 

 

When Beijing first introduced the 50-point Football Reform, it was an institutional attempt to build a 

global phenomenon from scratch with absolutely limited knowledge. The objectives for the Football 

Revolution was, at first quite vague: 
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2014 

- 

2016** 

“The 50-Point Football Reform” Turn China into a football force 

Boosting China’s influence in the “World’s Game” 

Increase Soft Power to become more decisive 

Gain rightful and dominant place on the world scene 

 

These vague statements without clarification lead to vague interpretations of the intended reform. 

Especially POEs responded to these institutional calls steering immense capital out from China in-

stead of investing domestically. These frequent cases of week government-company relations to-

gether with decisive failure in assimilating into host-countries of investment ultimately lead to failure 

in investment (Wang & Gao, 2018). According to Mark Dreyer, Chinese Soccer Investment-tracker, 

there are way more opportunities to invest in football for much less capital. Hence, these moguls used 

the reform as a means to diversify into different industries, gain some goodwill and move capital out 

of China (Lupano, 2019). 

 

In this context, Suning has a competitive advantage in its organizational design. Suning functions as 

an umbrella company that consolidates or integrates new investment, R-assets with either Beijing, 

the Italian government or third-party relations, local hiring and local resource exploitation in the host-

country, the cost of generating L-advantages drops (Luo, 2007). The collective bargaining power aids 

in securing specific locational-advantages centralized under Suning as parent company. Ultimately, 

L-advantages are completing the O-advantages. 

 

Another important take-away in the Football Reform is the enhancement of soft power. The govern-

ment is actively seeking to elevate the home-country status in global affairs. As soft power diplomacy 

reflects intangible power settings in forms of ideology and culture, Suning can be perceived as a 

product of the soft power of the state. Hence, it is expected that Suning follows the incentives of BRI 

and China First even though internationalization of resources might suggest opposite. Nevertheless, 

the definition of leveraging resources back to home-market ultimately determines the value-adding 

activities connected to OFDI.  

 

With reference to Figure 5, p. 34, on characteristics of Chinese OFDI at firm- and country-level, there 

are some complications between theory and the case of Suning’s acquisition in the sphere of Beijing 

policies. Theory suggests that  home-country push factors (CSAs) under “Government supports” are 

financial incentives, Beijing as risk-guarding mechanism and access to government resources are 
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combined with FSAs of dynamic- and R-assets ultimately lead to efficiency-seeking motives of OFDI 

and exploitation of FSAs in home-country if no firm-specific disadvantages are included (Mathews, 

2006). 

 

Instead, in the sphere of BRI and China First, the combination of these elements changes the motive 

for OFDI. The policies implicitly stress that it could be any of the four motives and objectives for 

OFDI when following the principles of global positioning. As an example, Suning owns R-assets 

with Beijing in the MoU with the ITA, and independent from the acquisition of Inter seek to obtain 

asset-seeking motives with further investment in Made in Italy-products (Dreyer, 2018).  

 

However, this constellation is highly unlikely to go as strategy as the home-country firm always will 

have a firm-specific disadvantage if not controlling desired assets. Hence, Suning exploiting Inter as 

a brand towards gaining connectivity with the Made in Italy-products releases notes of synchroniza-

tion and integration with Italianness. 

 

4.5.3 From Conflicting to Complementary OFDI 

 

Utilizing the model of Firm-State relationship between conflict and collaboration (Figure 9, p. 59) , 

the relationship of Beijing and Sunning reveals conflict in theory.  

 

Theory suggest that when the firm and host-country government objectives are conflicting, but the 

firm and home-country government objectives are complementary, the firm-OFDI is part of a strate-

gic trade policy, hence the MoU of ITA, the BRI and the China First. 

 

This is where this new OFDI-phenomenon challenges relational theory. The difference in the con-

stellation above is that firm and host-country objectives are complementary rather than conflicting 

(Celani, 2019). This enhances an R-asset between Suning and ITA. 

 

In the MoU, the parties agree to five areas of cooperation; (1) policy dialogue, (2) transport, logistics 

and infrastructure, (3) unimpeded trade and investment, (4) financial cooperation, and (5) people-to-

people connectivity (Celani, 2019).  
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The most interesting area to Suning is (3), as  

 

“the Parties will work towards expanding two-way investment and trade flow, industrial cooperation, 

as well as cooperation in third country markets, exploring ways to promote substantive, mutually 

beneficial cooperation. The Parties reaffirm their shared commitment to free and open trade and 

investment, to counter excessive macroeconomic imbalances and to oppose unilateralism and pro-

tectionism. In the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative, they will promote transparent, non-

discriminatory, free and open trade and industrial cooperation, an open procurement, level playing 

field and respect for intellectual property rights.” 

(Celani, 2019, cited from the Memorandum of Understanding) 

 

This is particularly contemporary to Suning due to the signed deal with the ITA on establishing a 

platform in the value chain of Suning to channel  Made in Italy-products to China.  

 

To underline the power, hence CSAs and competitive advantages of Beijing and Suning in Italy, the 

agreement with Italy on the MoU included President, Xi Jinping, himself. The Sino-Italian agreement 

was designed by Michele Geraci, Undersecretary of State at the Ministry of Economic Development, 

who has lived in China for ten years, had openly in more occasions presented the golden opportunities 

for Italy to join the BRI and push industries across the Silk Road. Just ten days before the signing of 

MoU, Geraci explained that Sicily should become a central role in the Maritime Silk Route as a 

platform of investment into Africa. 

 

This was crucial as Geraci accompanied Xi Jinping in Palermo at moment of speech. A few days 

later, the announcement of compliance went official (Celani, 2019). 

 

The soft power diplomacy of Xi Jinping visiting Italy to enhance the BRI stresses the importance of 

the policies and seriousness of Beijing. Suning acts as an institutional builder to comprehend the 

objectives in the BRI, which eventually s in compliance with the China First-policy where the notion 

is that all investments should return home and benefit China. 

 

Xi Jinping finalizes his stay with signing the MoU, but also writing an article in the local newspaper, 

which sums up the synergies between Suning, Beijing, Inter, China and Italy well: 
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”We have the task of building a complex and multiform whole made of interconnections, through 

which major flows of capital, goods, services, and material and immaterial infrastructures will 

transit, an enlargement of cultural horizons and opportunities for technological development for all 

countries involved. Along this path, Chinese and Italians are ideal travel comrades. We both belong 

to two industrious, creative and ingenious civilizations, endowed with immense cultural wealth, car-

ing for quality and beauty. Two complementary economic, productive and manufacturing systems, 

called upon to generate more and more stimulating synergies.” 

Xi Jinping (Celani, 2019) 

 

Xi Jinping is clearly pulling the trigger, when reformations are to benefit his vision of improved 

global strength. Hence, the reforms implemented might have opposite effects than expected. Fluctu-

ating investment patterns are some side-effects, which are accounted for in the following subsection. 

 
 
4.6 What drives the fluctuating investment patterns from Chinese investors in Eu-

ropean football clubs? 
 
This section account for Suning’s capabilities and resources used in the acquisition with Inter, which 

are summed up in Table 12, p. 84-85. 

 
Derived from the points of reform, a Chinese corporate interest in football is evidently guided by a 

state-led approach and recasted into pillars of political and economic underprints. The urgent task to 

launch Xi Jinping’s plan incorporates the sports system, the educational sector and, most importantly, 

the industrial sector (Bainer, 2017).  

 

The intentions from the 2014-reform was less coherent, whereas the following reforms matched the 

football vision with an appropriate strategy and stronger emphasis on China in accordance with the 

overall China First policy (Chadwick, 2017b).  

 

Emphasized by the Vice President of the China Society of Economic Reform, Chen Jian, the devel-

opment through the football industry must be combined with private capital and only rely on the 

government operation will not work in realizing the potential golden age of football (All Star Partner, 
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2018). Football is now recognized as a potential welding point for globalization and global position-

ing, which with the right precautions can lift China towards superpower aims. 

 

Nevertheless, all the effort in implementing the Football Reform have had little success in practice. 

Chinese investments in football have shown common failure to deliver a tangible economic return 

(Chadwick, 2017c). This is partly due to the extensive format of change in reform design with four 

different reforms in a short time-period, and partly due to Beijing’s fast executive decision-making 

in taking action on a problem. Here, the problem was the huge amounts of capital leaving China, 

which put a pressure in the finances. With reference to point (50) in the 50-Point Football Reform, 

the State-Council of PRC encourage the following: 

 

“Play a typical leading role. Select batch of places and cities with good football foundations, good 

football development conditions, and high enthusiasm, strengthen support and guidance, and sum-

marize the typical experience of promoting the reform and development of football to promote 

improvement”. 

(State-Council of PRC, 2015) 

 

In other words, this phrase gave incentive for wealthy businesses to engage in money-laundering 

activities by moving capital to safe-havens of football clubs who desperately needed capital inflows 

due to increased competition, and hence to survive. What at first sight seemed as goodwill-invest-

ments from Chinese tycoons who had the love for the game, and some minor supporter dreams such 

as clinching a star-player deal, were attempts of hiding fortunes of illegal origin (Wu, 2017). These 

accusations even went that far to accuse Suning for the same on live national television at a state-

owned news channel. This definitely affect R-assets with Chinese SOEs and Suning, which could 

explain why Suning is following international ventures with international partners, which follows 

BRI, and hence keeps R-assets steady with Beijing. 

 

On the other hand, a CSA is that Chinese firms follow institutional calls with highly political motives, 

which can favor the BRI and China First policies considerably. This notion could potentially have 

the effect that Beijing shifts the view from a football investment perspective to a clean BRI perspec-

tive. Table 6, p. 60 underlines the shift from fields restricted from OFDI to encouraged.  
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Nevertheless, the Suning deal is an example of how a thoroughly thought strategy combined with 

the correct mix of resources, and need for resources can create a synergy between a CMNC and an 

Italian football club sharing the same fundamental beliefs. These are analyzed beneath. 

 

4.6.1 VRIO analysis on Suning’s resources and capabilities utilized in Inter-acquisition 

 

Suning has employed late-mover advantages as Inter is 103 years old. The resource of later-mover 

secures the linkage between Inter and Suning as Suning’s capabilities in turning foreign businesses 

to growth is a competitive advantage. It is definitely a rare resource to possess, which is exploited in 

Inter turning the organization around to generate value from the first year of leadership. These assets 

are nearly impossible to imitate due to the low football business dexterity in China. This resource will 

remain in the long-run as it is designed for exploitation, 

 

Strategic integration capabilities is also an extremely valuable resource to possess. As put by Inter 

President, Steven Zhang: “Suning’s entry into Inter Milan is the integration of Suning in Italy into 

Inter Milan rather than a Chinese company takes over Inter Milan.” (Inter, 2017). Chairman of Sun-

ing, Zhang Jindong, further elaborates on the strategic integration approach at the official announce-

ment of the acquisition: “Inter Milan firstly belongs to Italy, Europe, but definitely also belongs to 

the whole world” (Suning, 2016). It is difficult to imitate as the should and DNA of both are in 

harmony. The strategic intention to bring Inter regain its glory and create new success in the future. 

 

Suning seems to be an important Chinese company in realizing the BRI. Suning’s power in acquiring 

huge market shares in cross-industries and ability to acquire well-established European brands and 

utilize them for Chinese interest. Equity, internationalization experience, family-structure, interna-

tional ambitions, great sporting ambitions the global sourcing are all combined valuable resources as 

they exploit a foreign context.  

 

All the other resources detected can be reflected combined or individually. Important is that the ma-

jority of Suning resources and capabilities are transferable to the Inter context. Opposite, then Inter 

has suited Suning perfectly in long-term ambitions for exploiting Italy. As the father and son promise: 

“Suning's role is to offer opportunities to Italian brands that plan to break into the Chinese market.”, 

and “Suning has been taken a bigger row in the Chinese sports industry, which is set to be the 
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country’s leading industry in 5 years. The ever-growing Chinese market will create space for devel-

opment for Inter Milan”. (New China TV, 2016). Furthermore, the city of Milan represents an im-

portant part in the recent ITA contract on the MoU as many “Made in China”-brands are located in 

Milano. 

 
In looks of Suning’s investment in Inter in June 2017, the rulings on investment restrictions assume 

certain conflicts, hitherto synergies and strategic fits between government desires and Suning’s in-

ternationalization strategy. To understand why Suning invested in Inter under the wake of an imbal-

anced government approach, an outline of Suning’s internationalization strategy towards Inter is 

elaborated. 

4.7 What is Suning’s internationalization strategy in Inter? 
 

This section aims to analyze strategic components and elements that influence Suning’s internation-

alization towards Inter. The Emerging Market Firm Framework contributes with tripod-angles to 

identify strategic fits in mutual motivation between country-, industry- and firm-specific determinants 

in Italy and China, cross-over industries, and Suning and Inter. 

 

 
 

  

Level of Analysis Determinant 
Country-Level 

Size of the host market 
Potential of forward 
integration into host-
market 

Level of technological 
and managerial know-
how 

Market-seeking Asset-seeking Asset-seeking 
Firm-Level Strength of FSAs  

 
 
 

Asset- & Market-seeking   
Industry-Level Strategic importance of 

the industry for home 
government 

Competitive pressures 
in home-market  

Asset-seeking Market-seeking  
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4.7.1 Country-Level Determinants  

 

Suning’s home market has grown in size due to the growing middle-class of 400m, and the rising 

attention to European football (Xinhua Silk Road, 2019a). While Suning Sports is determined to 

broadcast European football in China.  But for now, Suning follows a catch-up strategy as a late-

comer. The firm exploits O-advantages such as dynamic capabilities collective in the resources put 

forward in Table 12, p. 84-85. 

 

4.7.2 Firm-Level Determinants  

 

Suning has acquired Inter without little trouble by adhering to the brand, and continuously do it in 

three ways. First, stick to professional management principle. Football is an art of team sports, and 

professional management is the premise for sublimation of this art. Second, focus on sporting success 

in Serie A and CL. Main target is to win CL. Third,  insist on the belief of basic input. Inter Milan 

will continue to follow the road of steady development, including the development cultural develop-

ment of the club (Suning, 2016).  

 

The firm has a strong heritage, qualified human capital, strategic dexterity, and experienced in com-

municating and cooperating with formal and informal institutions on all levels. Since Suning pos-

sesses strong FSAs, Suning’s motive are asset-seeking and mark-seeking motives. In the long-run, 

strategic-asset augmenting will become the main motive to remain internationally competitive. 

 

4.7.3 Industry-Level Determinants  

 

The industry of football was particularly important to Beijing. However, because of the unexpected 

boom in OFDI and capital leaving the country, Beijing might have changed focus to the BRI, in which 

Suning also is facilitating contractual agreement within. This underlines the continues asset-seeking 

motives which have been a part of Suning’s internationalizations strategy since birth. “Our experi-

ence in entering more than 600 cities in the world teaches us that only by integrating into local area 

and becoming a local enterprise can an enterprise become successful.” (ibid). 

  



 
 

- 102 - 

(IV) 4.8 How is the nature of the Suning-Inter partnership contributing to growth?  
 
To showcase the growth of Inter, and hence Suning, an overview of Inter’s traditional revenue streams 

are showcased beneath. For a full look into last season’s financial statements, see Appendix 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

Growth between the two entities can be viewed through the three-tiered framework of (i) Sport, (ii) 

Finance and (iii) Politics, which are the pillars of the football industry. I argue that there is an inter-

twined relationship between the two, since one cannot do without the other. Overall, since Suning 

took-over Inter, financial performance has only increased together with sporting performance. 
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4.8.1 Sport  

 

- Inter is operating with a financial surplus, which gives incensement to reinvest ROI. 

- Suning’s core business is consumer business between Suning, Inter and the Chinese market. 

- Suning has gone from being an offline company to a technically advanced online company. 

- Investment in human capital such as new stadium, quality players, academy and hospitality 

of players, who are the primary stakeholder of Inter. 

 

4.8.2 Finance  

 

- Suning’s states that 30 per cent of its revenue will come from international business by 2020 

(Xinhua Silk Road, 2018).  

- A strategically dexterous management and organization have put Inter’s revenue to increase 

ever since the buyout.  

- Suning has worked with Inter on several commercial cases (ibid). Suning’s ability to grasp 

around the network to clinch commercial deals is what Inter, or any other football club, needs 

- In terms of sponsorships, Milan-based and loyal Pirelli is remained global sponsor of Inter. 

Suning could consider to change kits when broadcasted in China, as they have done before, 

in order to have alternating kits depending on broadcasting station. However, Suning is ad-

hering to the Inter brand and has Suning as training-kit sponsor. 

- Other sponsorships include Chinesd-own brands, such as Volvo, and other important stake-

holders around Milano (see Appendix 2). 

 

4.8.3 Brand  

 
- To popularize the brand and improve its international fame, giving Suning a strategic posi-

tion in the international market. 

- Most importantly, the positive impact on the entire Chinese sports system is emphasized. 

Some commentaries hold that the investment has a very important meaning for the interna-

tionalization of China’s football sector as a whole. 
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- All social media platforms are bearing the fruit of the business model of Suning. Both enti-

ties should take advantage of digitalization and transparency through social media plat-

forms. 

 
 

 
4.8.4 A Self-Sustaining Business Model 

 

Inter, and hence the management of Suning, should focus on adding more attention to the commercial 

pillar under the three traditional revenue sources. The more financially fit, the more likely to attract 

commercial deals, which account increasingly more in modern football (Deloitte Money League, 

2020).  

 

Inter is identified as having a commercial strategy as Inter is part of Suning’s cross-industry model, 

Inter is umbrellaed as brand under Suning, but independent by perception. Suning is safeguarding 

resources and assets.  

 

The interlinkages of Chinese and Italian network of commercial partners secures the sustainable busi-

ness model, which can be seen in Appendix 2. 
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4.9 How are synergies between Suning and Inter coping with the strategy to gener-

ate value? 
 

First, strategic synergies between Suning, Inter, China and Italy that ultimately pave the way to ac-

commodate institutional policies and global ambitions issued by Beijing such establishing trade 

routes according to the BRI, channel Italian businesses towards China’s demanding middleclass, and 

Suning’s and Beijing’s common vision to extend business activity globally across industries. 

 

In a synchronized view of sporting-, financial- and political motives around Inter, taking advantage 

of Suning and Inter’s brands could potentially generate value for both. 

 
The enhancement of synergies between Suning and Inter can potentially thrive through the reach of 

a new consumer bases, the creation of one common brand (an umbrella model), and potentially get 

Inter / Jiangsu Suning associated better to connect Italy with China.  

 

Spending sprees are not the way to create these synergies. Recent happenings with Manchester City 

being banned from attending the Champions League the next two years have the total opposite effect 

on the synergetic levels. The synergies between the sporting, financial and political motives are 

harmed and potentially ruined on a short-term level on at least two years, which is a long time in the 

football industry. This harms the sorting ambitions. Hence, Suning shall facilitate good governance 

in the club to make Inter perform. When Inter performs great, profit goes up. When profit goes up, 

reinvesting the profits shall determine the next development patterns of Suning and Inter. 
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5 Conclusion 
 
 
The paper aims to answer the RQ: 

 

“(How) can the nature of Suning Holding Group’s acquisition with F. C. Internazionale foster 

value?” 

 
The acquisition is very meaningful for both Suning and Inter. The nature of the partnership fosters value in 

several viewpoints of commercialization for both parties. The success of Suning has transcended into Inter, 

and Inter’s sporting- and financial recovery creates O-advantages for Suning. 

 

The newfangled OFDI phenomenon has been examined. China’s strategy is to transfer capital to the 

world in order to harvest the fruits of established relationships and investments through the BRI on 

a long-term basis and follow the China First principles to add value to China. This challenges exist-

ing and classical theoretical frameworks that might not be adequate in explaining the new form of 

Chinese OFDI strategy. 
 

Football has become a catalyst for growth. Clubs are perceived as global brands and proper businesses 

with immense opportunities for growth and business development outside home. Football clubs be-

come social institutions themselves while Suning becomes an institutional builder for Inter, Beijing 

and the ITA, which the partnership is improving. This means that new standards for football business 

emerges. 

 

In this way, Suning aids Inter in reaching the footballing elite and exploiting brand potential in China, 

Beijing in enhancing the BRI, and finally the ITA in accessing new business opportunities in Italy, 

and in the long-run other international markets. 

. 
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6.1 Limitations 
 
The scope of this paper reaches beyond what undertaken. Several limitations had emerged in the 

process. 

 

The opportunity to ask direct question on Suning and Italy institutional relationships. Media provides 

the necessary information, but concrete contractual agreements are left out of this paper. The scholars, 

professionals and researcher contributing to this paper are elites in their fields of football studies, and 

have studied the topic on a short leash for a long period of time. The same editors are appearing in 

the research field, which indicates that the topic has had a scarce attention. 

 

First, interviews with executive decision-makers in Suning, other Chinese investors, Italian parlia-

ment members and/or Inter representatives could potentially have provided the paper with contem-

porary primary data to understand the process of strategy-building from the values stakeholders in 

the business model. Nevertheless, these executives have been keen and active in communicating their 

considerations, purposes and visons for their respective business models to the media, and to inform 

internal and external stakeholders on their actions.  

 

Second, to expand the scope of cases undertaken with a cross-case approach could potentially have 

provided to the scope of Chinese companies capable to follow the same internationalization approach 

as Suning. However, many of the acquisitions acquired in the spending spree-period did not succeed. 

Hence, the paper suggests that these clubs reacted without strategic fits, and solely on their financial 

capabilities to please institutional ties, to remain interesting for the government and to show Chinese 

progressiveness.  

 
Third, how the other prominent Milanese football club measured in history on global attention, AC 

Milan, have captured a huge fanbase in China as well, but completely lost the grip in its reconceptu-

alizing initiative to react on the market. Even facing similar market conditions in locational benefits 

for Chinese investment.  

 

The case represents many clashes in running a Chinese business in Europe through a well-established 

football club, and how AC Milan jumped on the trend blindfolded without background checks. The 
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case clearly represents a fail in internationalization. This case could potentially enlighten the differ-

ences in business ethics, and underline the strategic fit between Suning and Inter even stronger. To-

day, AC Milan is reconceptualizing its business model employing successful human capital from 

other clubs in the football industry. Especially organizational human capital such as chief revenue 

officer, Danish Casper Stylsvig, and chief executive Ivan Gazidis, former CEO in Arsenal could po-

tentially had contributed with strategic insights and the building of same. 

 
6.2 Further Research 
 

The topic of new OFDI strategies towards developed countries is multilayered. While this paper fo-

cuses on football businesses reconceptualizing business models to grasp globalization as an um-

brella brand for growth. Hence, suggestions for further contributions could potentially compensate 

this study and the emerging research gap.  

 

- Network theory 

o Personal relations, the importance of great relationships, building, maintenance, fa-

cilitation and the level of corporate business it could lead to. 

 

- Sports Governance 

o Other types of football business models. Exploit other areas such as the Americas 

with developing domestic leagues with new entrants. 

o The markets of the Middle East and their position in the Premier League, the strong-

est league in the world measured on revenue, broadcasting deals and sponsorships. 

 

- The Impact of the Covid-19 Virus 

o Contemporary condition/variable of/in the Italian/world economy) 

o Football is standing still, and many stakeholders are affected. Most clubs pressed on 

finances and keeping the engine running. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Table X. Most Noticeable European Football Clubs Acquired by Chinese Firms in 2015 - 2017 

Company Name 
Investment 

amount 
Acquired Club Date 

European Target 

Club/ 

Country 

 UVISC USD 13m 98 % stake January 2015 
ADO Den Haag 

The Netherlands 

Dalian Wanda USD 48m 20 % stake January 2015 
Atletico Madrid 

Spain 

China Energy Ltd.  Not official 60 % stake September 2015 
SK Slavia Prague 

Czech Republic 

Rastar Group USD 54m 54 % stake November 2015 
Espanyol 

Spain 

CMC & CITIC 

Capital 
USD 364m 13 % stake December 2015 

Manchester City 

England 

Li Yonghong* 

Elliott Man. (US) 

USD 740m 

USD 391m (Elliott) 
99.93 % stake April 2016 

AC Milan 

Italy 

Suning Holdings 

Group 
USD 307m 68.55 % stake June 2016 

FC Internazionale 

Italy 

Recon Group 
USD 101m 

USD 31.9m in debt 
100 % stakes July 2016 

Aston Villa 

England, 2nd Tier 

Fosun Interna-

tional 
USD 59m 100 % stake July 2016 

Wolverhampton 

England, 2nd Tier 

IDG Fund USD 112m 20 % stake August 2016 
Olympique Lyon 

France 

Lander Sports** 

Gao Jisheng 
USD 270m 80 % stake August 2017 

Southampton 

England 

TT Asia  

Owner: Carson 

Yeung*** 

Not Official 

Split ownership 

complicates 

50.6 % stake in 

Birmingham Inter-

national Holdings 

October 2017 
Birmingham City 

England 

Source: Author’s own creation. The 12 most noticeable acquisitions of 23 in total. 
* Now black-listed for untrustworthy individuals due to huge outstanding debts. Relatively unknown businessman before acquiring AC Milan. 

** Lander Sports said in a regulatory filing in 2019  that it would sell a 29.9 per cent stake in itself to the state-owned Chengdu Assets Supervision 

and Administration Commission for USD 194m. In April 2019, the Southampton ownership is under investigation for violating Premier League rules. 

*** The deal brings to an end the club’s ownership by Carson Yeung, who was jailed for six years in March 2014 after being convicted of money 

laundering. Shares in Birmingham International Holdings, Hong Kong parent firm, were suspended in 2014 following Yeung’s financial scandal. The 

shares immediately fell as much as 45 per cent to HK$0.51, but the trading allowed Paul Suen to complete his takeover. 



 
 

- 128 - 

Appendix 2 
 
Official Partners of Inter Milano and Financial Statement 
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Picture: F.C. Internazionale Milano players wearing special edition kits to celebrate the Chinese Lunar New Year for the fourth time in 
the Suning-Inter era. The kit features player names written in Mandarin, and traditional Chinese signs of good luck displayed in the 
numbers. The shirt was worn in the Serie A-match against Cagliari on 26.01.2020. 


