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0 Abstract 

This thesis aims to explore which factors contribute to the successful internationalization of small- 

and medium-sized enterprises (SME) in selected Danish manufacturing sectors. Based on survey data 

provided by a sample of 86 Danish manufacturing SMEs from eight industry sectors, this thesis 

applies a series of multi-variate linear regression models to establish which factors influence different 

aspects of internationalization performance. The independent variables and hypotheses under scrutiny 

are derived from Cavusgil’s (1980) Five Stage Model (thereby following Zahra’s (β016) call for 

theory-grounded research) of incremental firm internationalization and are complemented by an 

extensive set of control variables derived from research in the field of SME internationalization. This 

thesis concludes that the Five Stage Model’s assumptions (including incremental internationalization) 

and predictions are mostly coherent based on the given sample and that a significant share of the 

theory-founded hypotheses are backed by statistical evidence. Thus, this thesis underlines the 

applicability of said theory of incremental internationalization and contributes to the heated 

discussion on the validity of theories assuming incremental internationalization. Moreover, the thesis 

provides support for the generalizability of a series of previous research publications in the field of 

SME internationalization as the assumptions and conclusions of these studies also applied to the 

sample of 86 Danish manufacturing companies at hand. While this thesis solely considered SMEs in 

a small set of Danish manufacturing sectors, relied on a rather small sample (N = 86) and did not test 

the entire scope of variables considered potentially relevant by Cavusgil, it contributed to the field of 

SME internationalization by testing models involving a large amount of variables previously found 

to be relevant, giving an indication about the ability of these variables to explain variance in the 

presence of new variables and finally, by assessing the merits of a theory of incremental 

internationalization and supporting an integrative framework assuming the existence of several 

internationalization pathways. 

 
Key words: Small- and medium-sized enterprises, SME internationalization, internationalization 
performance, exports, linear multivariate regression, Five Stage Model, manufacturing 
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1 Abbreviations 

DKK      Danish Kroner 

EU      European Union 

FDI      Foreign direct investment 

ISO      International Organization for Standardization 

MNE      Multi-national enterprise 

OLI      Ownership, location, internalization 

ROS      Return on sales 

R&D      Research and development 

SME      Small- and medium-sized enterprise 

TQM      Total quality management 

2 Introduction 

The internationalization of firms and enterprises is a long-standing, important and highly interesting 

field of research which attracts attention from both academia as well as entrepreneurs and enterprises. 

Whereas early seminal articles in the field focused on macro-economic explanations and variables 

(e.g. Vernon, 1966), the field quickly developed to encompass a multitude of research streams 

focusing on a wide spectrum of variables and factors crucial to understanding the internationalization 

of firms. Contributions to the understanding of internationalization, such as transaction cost theory 

(Williamson, 1975), internalization theory (Buckley & Casson, 1976), theory of market imperfections 

(Hymer, 1976) or Dunning’s famous OLI framework or eclectic paradigm (1977) helped to 

understand why and how multinational enterprises (MNEs) came about and expanded internationally.  

 

Although these theories advanced the understanding of MNE internationalization, they were ill-fitted 

to describe the internationalization of smaller enterprises. Realizing that small- and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) are not just smaller versions of large enterprises (Lu & Beamish, β001), the 

internationalization of SMEs required its own research and theories of internationalization. One 

starting point for such research was Johanson & Vahlne’s Uppsala model (1977) or Cavusgil’s (1980) 

Five Stage Model, as their assumptions of incremental internationalization described well how SMEs 

reacted to the challenge of internationalization under resource constraints (Lu et al., β001). Other 

research in the field departed from the understanding that the industry sector as well as the country 

of origin play a significant role in SME internationalization research (Miesenbock, 1988) and 
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spawned a variety of research streams departing from general framework to specific conditions, 

factors and variables which influence and support the successful internationalization of SMEs. 

 

Although research on SMEs and their internationalization is abundant in Denmark (e.g. Vestergaard, 

1988; Madsen, 1989; Sylvest & Lindholm, 1997; Rask, 1998; Servais, Rasmussen, Nielsen & 

Madsen, β008), the fewest of these contributions concern general factors and variables that influence 

the internationalization performance of SMEs. The majority of publications on the 

internationalization of Danish SMEs focuses on the motives and strategies of SME 

internationalization, regional and local trends, case studies, internationalization barriers and e-

commerce. Servais et al. (β008) marks one of the few exceptions and studies individual variables. 

Nevertheless, the authors are primarily interested in advancing research in the field of “International 

New Ventures”, otherwise known as “Born Globals”, and contribute little to the general understanding 

of how the majority of Danish SMEs, namely firms first conquering the domestic market, 

internationalize. 

 

Building on the, above outlined, understanding that SME internationalization likely takes place 

incrementally in general and that country-, firm- and industry-specific characteristics and properties 

moderate which circumstances and variables are relevant for a firm’s internationalization, this thesis 

sets out to explore: 

 

 Which factors foster the successful internationalization of Danish SMEs operating in the 

manufacturing sector? 

 

Figure 1: General causal framework underlying the master thesis 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Factor 1 

Factor β 

Factor γ 

Internationalization 
performance 
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Whereas “factors” is a frequently used term in SME internationalization research, its actual meaning 

is surprisingly not defined in any publication to date. Further ambiguity is added to the clarity of this 

concept as authors use a variety of synonyms to describe the same or at least similar concepts. 

Hutchinson, Alexander, Quinn & Doherty (β007), highlight that motives, triggering cues, initiating 

and auxiliary factors, stimuli, drivers and antecedents were all used to describe similar phenomena in 

SME internationalization research. To avoid this ambiguity in the course of this master’s thesis, 

“factors” should be understood as firm characteristics that due to their presence, degree of presence 

or absence distinguish one SME from another. 

 

Similarly, internationalization can and has been interpreted in a variety of ways depending on the 

context and theoretical background of publications. For the given master’s thesis, internationalization 

shall refer to any form of international operation yielding a revenue stream for the enterprise. 

However, given the type of enterprise under scrutiny, see below, in most instances internationalization 

may be juxtaposed with export given that exporting is the most frequently used internationalization 

entry mode and generates the majority, if not the entirety, of revenue for most manufacturing SMEs 

(Mockaitis, β008). 

 

Finally, for the purpose of this exam, the operational definition of small- and medium-sized 

enterprises was drafted taken into consideration EU recommendation β00γ/γ61 (European Union, 

β00γ) as well as practical considerations. Thus, in line with these factors, SMEs are defined as 

enterprises employing between 10 and β49 employees and having an annual revenue stream not 

exceeding γ75.000.000 DKK. While this definition is generally in line with the EU’s definition, it 

partially omits the lower cut-off point as well as an alternative metric to revenue stream, namely total 

balance sheet, in order to simplify later data collection. While this methodology poses a general 

shortcoming, it resembles the EU’s legal definition of SMEs closer than the majority of publications 

in the field of SME internationalization research which rely solely on employee count to define SMEs 

(e.g. George, Wiklund & Zahra, β005; Knowles, Mughan & Lloyd-Reason, β006; Welter, Smallbone, 

Slonimski & Slonimska, β008 or Calabrò & Mussolino, β011). 

3 Structure of thesis 

After this brief introduction of the topic, the presentation of the research focus of this thesis as well 

as the definition of crucial concepts mentioned in the research question, the next chapter (4) will 
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highlight the key literature used as a conceptual foundation of this master’s thesis. First, the general 

guiding theory, namely Cavusgil’s (1980) Five Stage Model including its main features will be 

presented. Subsequently, the literature review will cover relevant literature from the SME 

internationalization field and introduce 1β theory-driven hypotheses which will guide the remainder 

of the thesis. The review of academic articles begins with the independent variables (4.β) of the 

research model outlined above, continues with an extensive set of control variables (4.γ) and 

concludes with literature justifying and highlighting the relevance of the dependent variables (4.4) 

chosen for this thesis. 

 

Next, chapter five covers the methodological aspects of this master’s thesis. The ontological and 

epistemological foundations of positivism, this master’s thesis underlying philosophy of science, will 

be displayed first (5.1). The following section covers the sample (5.β) as well as the sampling method 

chosen and subsequently introduces the data collection process (5.γ). Sections 5.4 through 5.6, cover 

the individual items of the questionnaire, the chosen variables, the measurement as well as the layout 

of the questionnaire. Subsequently, section 5.7 will elaborate on the statistical methods chosen and 

applied to test the guiding hypotheses at the core of this master’s thesis and section 5.8 presents 

potential biases considered during the process of data collection and analysis, and elaborates on the 

measures taken to reduce the impact of these biases on the accuracy and validity of data and research 

results. Finally, section 5.9 concludes the methodology section and presents deliberately chosen 

delimitations that will limit the generalizability of the conclusions drawn to a certain degree. 

 

Then, Section 6 presents descriptive statistics relevant to understand the composition and 

demographics of the sample firms. Three descriptive tables give an overview of general firm 

characteristics, industry affiliation as well as their export sequence. Following this demographic 

presentation of the firms, Cavusgil’s internationalization stage classification will be applied. The 

results of this classification will be presented and their meanings and implications for this master 

thesis will be discussed briefly. 

 

After presenting the descriptive statistics, the thesis will turn towards the presentation of the statistical 

analyses in section 7. The theory-founded hypotheses will be scrutinized and the conclusions will be 

presented based on the statistical analyses conducted in SAS JMP. A correlation matrix and key 

metrics of the regression models will be presented as evidence in support of the conclusions drawn 
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about the leading hypotheses. Following the short analysis section, Section 8 will discuss the 

implications and meanings of the statistical analysis in length. Particular implications for 

entrepreneurs, policy-makers and the research field will be addressed individually. The final section 

of this thesis, section 9, briefly summarizes the research findings and concludes this thesis with 

remarks on academic contribution, limitations and further research opportunities. 

4 Literature review + introduction of hypotheses 

4.1 Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model 

The main theoretical guiding principle for this master’s thesis will be Tamer Cavusgil’s incremental 

internationalization model sometimes dubbed the Five Stage Model (Jansson & Sandberg, β008). 

Cavusgil’s (1980) model is based on the premise that internationalization is an incremental, sequential 

and gradual process. It assumes that the internationalization of firms, including SMEs, can be broken 

down into five idiosyncratic stages. Firms without international aspirations and sales are considered 

to be in the “domestic marketing stage”. With increasing interest in internationalization and foreign 

sales, firms pass through the “pre-export stage”, the “experimental involvement stage”, the “active 

involvement stage” and finally, the “committed involvement stage”. According to Cavusgil, firms in 

the domestic marketing stage are generally not interested in exporting or internationalizing their 

business operations. Management is said to possess a management attitude inhibiting the firm’s 

international expansion and the firm generally lacks awareness of international business 

opportunities. The second stage, the pre-export stage is marked by firms exhibiting an interest in 

international expansion. While these firms rarely engage with international customers yet, 

management is interested in such opportunities. The stimuli for this interest are said to stem from 

external sources, such as unsolicited orders, or internal sources such as an interest to market a superior 

product, an aggressive management attitude or management’s interest to expand abroad. 

 

The experimental involvement stage marks the point at which firms carefully gather experience in 

exporting. Cavusgil (1980) states that such firms generally have an export intensity of below 10% 

and focus on only one to two markets. These first target markets are furthermore said to be 

“psychologically close”, referring to Johansson & Vahlne’s (1977) concept of psychic distance. The 

next stage of internationalization in the Five Stage Model is the active involvement stage. Here, firms 

actively scan for business opportunities and market information, and increase their export intensity 

as well as the amount of target markets. The main drivers of export growth in this stage are said to be 
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a) positive management attitude towards exporting, likely gained from experiential knowledge, b) the 

availability of key resources, such as time, skilled labour, and financing, and c) the willingness of 

management to use these key resources for international rather than domestic endeavours (Cavusgil, 

1980). 

 

The final stage in the model, the committed involvement stage, continues to be determined by the 

three main drivers of the fourth stage outlined above but introduces additional drivers of relevance. 

Cavusgil (1980), highlights that successful internationalization furthermore requires product 

adaptation, control over distribution channels and a customer-focused attitude. A failure to generate 

sufficient profits in this stage is said to lead to a reversal of internationalization attitude and could 

lead to a focus on domestic activities instead, whereas success can stimulate firms to explore a larger 

variety of entry modes beyond exporting, such as licensing and FDI (ibid). 

4.1.1 Operationalization of the Five Stage Model 

Even though Cavusgil’s model offers a variety of research suggestions and opportunities, the model 

itself was based on a small set of previous research publications and could not take into account the 

wide body of research available today. Thus, while the independent variables below will be in line 

with the theoretical conjectures, outlined above, a set of additional variables will be scrutinized based 

on recent and current research in the field of SME internationalization. 

 

In accordance with Cavusgil’s measurement of internationalization, this thesis will measure 

internationalization in terms of export propensity, export intensity and the number of markets 

penetrated. However, as it is the aspiration of this thesis to explore successful internationalization, 

Return on Sales as a measure of financial performance will be included. These four variables 

constitute the dependent variables of the underlying statistical framework to be analysed in the 

following chapter. 

 

The independent variables of interest for this thesis will be the main drivers of Cavusgil’s 

internationalization model. Thus, several aspects of management attitude, the availability of different 

key resources as well as the application of a product adaptation strategy will be included. Additionally, 

previous import experience and government assistance as sources of market knowledge, positive 

experiential knowledge as well as business contacts and opportunities will be researched. Finally, in 
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an attempt to account for a potential impact of controlling distribution channels, alliances with 

domestic and foreign partners will furthermore be scrutinized actively to account for a majority of 

the factors outlined in Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model. 

Figure 2: Specific theoretical framework based on Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, based on previous research in the field of SME internationalization a set of control variables 

will be included to ensure the validity of the statistical analysis as well as not to miss potentially 

relevant variables overlooked in Cavusgil’s conceptualization of internationalization. These control 

variables are firm age, firm size, the internationalization delay, a firm’s status as subsidiary, three 

aspects of ownership, ISO certification as a proxy for, for example, formalization and standardization, 

the industry sector and R&D intensity as a proxy for innovativeness of the firm. A visualization of 

this model, which bears significant, yet coincidental, resemblance to the integrative framework 

suggested by Martineau & Pastoriza (β016) and the causal model by Dhanaraj & Beamish (β00γ), 

can be seen in Figure β. 

4.2 Independent variables 

The following sections 4.β.1 – 4.β.6 will briefly introduce the independent variables of relevance for 

Independent variables 

1Internationalization delay does, by definition, not influence export propensity 
*These terms cover more than one variable of the final regression model 

•Management attitude 
•Key resources* 
•Product adaptation 
•Import experience* 
•Government assistance 

•Alliances* 

•Firm age 
•Firm size 
•Industry sector 
•R&D intensity 
•Ownership* 
•Formalization (ISO)* 
•Subsidiary 
 

•Internationalization delay 

•Export intensity 
•# of markets 
 

•Export propensity 

•Return on Sales 

Dependent variables 

1 

Control variables 
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Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model outlined in the preceding section. The six sections will present findings 

from various academic publications covering the 1β variables falling into these six categories as well 

as attempt to familiarize the reader with the 1β hypotheses underlying this master’s thesis. 

4.2.1 Managerial attitude 

As outlined in the previous sections, Cavusgil (1980) stresses the importance of decision-makers and 

management attitude in the process of internationalization. While the initial claim that management 

attitude was of importance was based on a few isolated publications, Cavusgil (1984) maintained his 

view and, over time, the evidence and body of literature supporting these claims grew steadily 

(Miesenbock, 1988). More recent research on the impact of managerial attitudes can be found in 

Preece, Miles & Baetz (1999), Holmlund & Kock (1998) or Forsman, Hinttu & Kock (β00β). 

Acknowledging the importance of these decision-makers, Preece et al. (1999), for example, examined 

75 Canadian technology SMEs in order to assess the impact of managerial attitudes, among other 

variables, on a set of internationalization performance indicators such as international intensity. Using 

a construct of four questions to measure different aspects of managerial attitude, the authors’ 

regression analyses yielded mixed results. Whereas managerial attitude appeared to have a significant 

impact on a firm’s international intensity, the analysis showed no significant influence of managerial 

attitudes on a firm’s global diversity. 

 

Despite mixed results on internationalization performance, other researchers took interest in the 

impact of managerial attitude and background on the internationalization process of SMEs. Suárez-

Ortega & Álamo-Vera (β005), for example, examined β86 enterprises operating in the Spanish wine 

industry, of which β76 were SMEs. The authors intended to unveil which factors influenced the 

internationalization of firms operating in the Spanish wine industry throughout different stages and 

degrees of internationalization. Statistical analyses showed that a positive management attitude 

towards exports was significantly correlated to the intention to export, export propensity and export 

intensity, thus supporting previous conclusions drawn by Preece et al. (1999). 

 

On the basis of the reviewed literature by Cavusgil (1980; 1984), Miesenbock (1988), Preece et al. 

(1999) and Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005), I hypothesize that: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 1a: A positive managerial attitude towards internationalization and 



1β 
 

exporting is positively correlated to an SME’s internationalization performance. 

 

Additionally to managerial attitude, Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005) moreover attempted to determine 

whether a manager’s international experience as well as language proficiency played a role in the 

internationalization of their sample. Conducting Chi-square tests to establish a correlation, the authors 

found significant evidence that foreign language proficiency was significantly correlated to export 

propensity as well as export intensity and that previous international experience was significantly 

correlated to export intensity. 

 

These findings are furthermore supported by Jansson et al. (β008), Fernandez-Ortiz & Lombardo 

(β009) and Reuber & Fischer (1997) but most prominently by Knowles et al. (β006) who conducted 

a study among 1β00 SMEs located in the east of England. Knowles et al. investigated whether 

language proficiency and other personal characteristics of decision-makers, such as international 

experience, had an impact on the success of firm internationalization. By means of simple 

comparison, the authors concluded that language proficiency as well as international experience of 

managers were correlated to a higher chance of successful internationalization of SMEs. 

 

Given these interesting and insightful studies and publications on the impact of language and 

international experience, I hypothesize that: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 1b: Management foreign language proficiency is positively correlated to 

an SME’s internationalization performance. 

 

◦ Hypothesis 1c: Previous international experience of the management is positively 

correlated to an SME’s internationalization performance. 

4.2.2 Resource base 

A focal point of Cavusgil’s (1980) framework is the assumption that SMEs, and firms in general, 

require key resources to progress through the stages of internationalization. However, as pointed out 

before, a variety of authors acknowledge that SMEs in particular struggle with resource constraints, 

given their limited size, by definition, and a variety of other constraints that prevent them from 

controlling a larger stock of these resources (e.g. Lu et al., β001; Liesch & Knight, 1999). In the 
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course of this master’s thesis, I will focus on three key firm internal resources regularly used in 

various publications on SME internationalization and barriers preventing SMEs to internationalize, 

namely labour skills, time availability of employees and financing. 

 

Analysing these resources as enablers of internationalization, Preece et al. (1999), found that their 

resource construct, consisting of financing availability, staff expertise, top management time 

availability and regular analyses of market opportunities was positively related to both global 

diversity as well as the international intensity of SMEs. Similarly, Majocchi & Zucchella (β00γ) 

found the capital stock of a firm at t-1 to be a significant variable (5% significance level) positively 

influencing export propensity. 

 

Viewing the absence of the three key variables as barriers to internationalization, Bagchi-San (1999) 

explored finance, employee skills, employee knowledge and management time as barriers to 

internationalization. His analysis of Canadian manufacturing SMEs concluded that all three key 

variables were significant barrier to internationalization. Lack of financing was found the be 

significant at the 1% level, a lack of employee skills was found to be significant at the 5% level and 

a lack of management time was found to be significant at the 10% level, respectively. Similarly, Al-

Hyari, Al-Weshah & Alsnour (β01β) scrutinized the absence of these key variables as internal barriers 

to SME internationalization. Among their sample of 1γ5 Jordanian SMEs, they found that both 

exporting as well as non-exporting SMEs felt constrained by a lack of managerial time to deal with 

exports, by inadequate or untrained personal for exporting as well as a lack of financial resources to 

finance exports (ibid.). In conclusion, these indicators offer strong support for the use of employee 

skills, available time and finance availability as variables when exploring the internationalization of 

SMEs. However, the authors failed to find statistically significant evidence that a lack of export skill 

among employees was hindering the internationalization of SMEs, casting some uncertainty on the 

“employee skill” variable. 

 

Nevertheless, given that the majority of academic studies back the assumptions that resource 

constraints hinder SME internationalization and that the general canon of research supports this claim, 

I hypothesize that: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 2a: The availability of sufficient financing for SMEs is positively 
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correlated to its internationalization performance. 

 

◦ Hypothesis 2b: The availability of sufficient time for employees and management to 

work on international business opportunities is positively correlated to an SME’s 

internationalization performance. 

 

◦ Hypothesis 2c: The availability of trained and skilled staff is positively correlated to 

an SME’s internationalization performance. 

4.2.3 Product adaptation 

While product adaptation was included as a variable based on its role in Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model 

and on the feedback of several SMEs and entrepreneurs, there is a broad body of research attempting 

to establish the impact of product adaptation on several performance dimensions of SMEs. Brouthers 

& Nakos (β005), for example, included product adaptation as an independent variable in their study 

of small firms’ export performance. Exploring correlations between a variety of factors and export 

performance among 11β Greek exporters with less than 500 employees, the authors report that 

product adaptation was significantly and positively related to both, export performance as measured 

by a construct of questions to create a perceived performance index and international sales growth 

measured in relation to domestic sales growth over a 5-year period. Similar conclusions were drawn 

by Beamish, Craig & McLellan (199γ) and Cooper & Kleinschmidt (1985). Cooper et al. scrutinized 

a sample of 14β US high-technology electronics firms and found that product adaptation, among other 

variables, was a significant factor impacting the level of export sales as well as the growth rate of 

exports. Similarly, Beamish et al. analysed and compared a set of 107 British and Canadian SMEs 

from various industrial sectors. Their study supported the hypothesis that a wide product line 

connected to a product adaptation strategy was positively correlated to exporting success.  

 

Given the existence of several streams of research supporting a correlation between product 

adaptation and various measures of successful internationalization performance, as outlined above, I 

hypothesize the following: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 3: Product adaptation is positively correlated to an SME’s 

internationalization performance. 
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4.2.4 Import experience 

Previous experience other than that of individual managers could also impact the internationalization 

of SMEs. Some authors, though very few, pinpointed importing as one such experience variable. 

Holdlund, Kock & Vanyushyn (β007), attempted to shed light on the influence of a firm’s importing 

experience on its export behaviour. The authors report that their statistical analysis of 178 Finnish 

SMEs revealed that importing had a statistically significant, yet weak impact on the export propensity 

of SMEs. Holdlund et al. argue that this positive correlation stems from the “reduction of cultural 

barriers, not having to start from scratch because of importing; using knowledge from importing, 

getting inspiration from importing, and that importing business partners can be used to some extent” 

as well as that previous importing experience increased the management’s confidence and proactivity 

(ibid.). This positive correlation is furthermore supported in theory by Forsman et al. (β00β), who 

conceptually support this link, arguing, for example, that import activities allow the SME to gain 

valuable knowledge which it can apply when commencing export activities. Another large scale study 

supporting this link was conducted by Laurin & St-Pierre (β011) who scrutinized 588 Canadian SMEs 

from the region of Quebec and concluded that importing SMEs were more likely to also have 

international operations than their non-importing peers. Finally, Cassiman & Golovko (β011) 

scrutinized previous imports of internationalizing SMEs. The authors were looking for factors 

contributing to the productivity of manufacturing SMEs and found that a positive correlation between 

importing and total factor productivity existed. While Cassiman et al. reasoned that this correlation 

likely stems from the transformation of inputs of higher quality and only focused on productivity, it 

is conceivable that this relationship could also extend to the internationalization performance of 

SMEs. 

 

Building on the findings presented above and the potential impact previous import experience or 

importing itself could have on the internationalization performance of SMEs, I hypothesize that: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 4a: SMEs which import(ed) raw materials and resources before exporting 

will display a higher internationalization performance. 

 

◦ Hypothesis 4b: SMEs which import at least 5% of their raw materials and resources 

will display a higher internationalization performance than firms that do not. 
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4.2.5 Government export assistance 

The next independent variable to consider will be government export assistance. In order to account 

for potential sources of market knowledge, positive experiential knowledge as well as business 

contacts and opportunities but also additional resources to some degree. In SME internationalization 

research, government export assistance can describe a wide range of activities such as subsidies, 

financing assistance, guarantees, seminars, buyer-seller matching, networking and market research 

among others. Thus, it is conceivable that these activities contribute to building internationalization 

experience, market knowledge as well as to spot business opportunities in reference to Cavusgil’s 

(1980) Five Stage Model. Preece et al. (1999) tested the impact of government export assistance in 

their study of 75 Canadian SMEs by observing whether or not a firm received any kind of government 

assistance. This bi-variate question design and subsequent regression analyses showed a positive and 

statistically significant correlation to an SME’s international intensity. However, the study failed to 

find a statistically significant impact on global diversity, thus leaving some uncertainty as to how it 

impacts a firm’s internationalization performance. 

 

Additional and more recent research on the relationship between government export assistance and 

an SME’s internationalization performance was conducted by Shamsuddoha, Ali & Ndubisi (β009) 

and Wilkinson & Brouthers (β006). Shamsuddoha et al. surveyed β0γ exporting SMEs from 

Bangladesh and conducted structural equation modelling to reveal the impact of a) market 

development-related government assistance and b) finance- and guarantee-related government 

assistance. The authors concluded that the former type of assistance was significantly correlated to 

improved performance in international marketing whereas no significant evidence could be found for 

an impact of finance-related assistance on firm performance. Wilkinson et al. (β006), who surveyed 

several hundred US SMEs employing up to 500 employees (in line with the US definition of SMEs) 

distinguished between several types of government export assistance such as trade missions, trade 

shows and programs identifying and matching agents and distributors. Based on several regression 

models, Wilkinson et al. discovered that state organized trade shows and programs identifying agents 

and distributors were positively correlated to firm satisfaction with export performance, which was 

vaguely defined in the paper. Programs identifying agents and distributors were furthermore 

significantly and positively correlated to an SME’s export intensity highlighting the potential 

relevance of government export assistance in SME internationalization research. 
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Thus, building on these publications probing the link between various forms of government assistance 

and internationalization performance and the assumption that government assistance can support the 

acquisition of market knowledge, positive experiential knowledge as well as business contacts and 

opportunities, I hypothesize that: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 5: SMEs receiving any form of government assistance will display a higher 

internationalization performance than firms not receiving such government assistance 

4.2.6 Strategic alliances with domestic and foreign partners 

Strategic alliances with domestic or foreign partners are under scrutiny in a small body of SME 

internationalization literature. Although many authors have similar research interests, namely whether 

or not such alliances impact the internationalization of SMEs, they rely on vague concepts and apply 

a wide range of definitions of what constitutes a strategic alliance. Nevertheless, some interesting 

conclusions have been drawn and a set of findings support the assumption that alliances might be 

worthwhile investments for SMEs. Looking at factors influencing the internationalization and 

performance of a sample of 164 Japanese SMEs, for example, Lu et al. (β001) designed several 

regression models and found statistically significant evidence at the 1% significance level that joint 

ventures with host country firms increase the performance of internationalizing SMEs. These relevant 

findings are supported by structured interviews with 1γ Spanish family SMEs engaged in alliances 

with foreign firms conducted by Cappuyns (β004). These interviews and a subsequent analysis 

support the link that alliances can contribute to better internationalization performance of SMEs. 

Based on her interviews, Cappuyns reasons that such alliances can, among others, help SMEs to tap 

into new markets and to increase their reputation abroad among potential customers. However, 

Cappuyns warns that these positive effects are contingent on trust and commitment by both alliance 

partners.  

 

Another study supporting the potentially positive influence of strategic alliances on SME 

internationalization was conducted by Fernández & Nieto (β006). The authors defined strategic 

alliances as commercial agreements with wholesalers and retailers and found a statistically significant 

and positive correlation between such alliances and SME’s propensity to export as well as their export 

intensity. Whereas the authors state that “alliances and agreements in SMEs are positively related to 

their international involvement”, the authors fail to distinguish between domestic and foreign 
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alliances. In contrary to this finding, Preece et al. (1999) found no statistically significant evidence 

for a link between strategic alliances and SME export intensity or global diversity. Alike Fernández 

et al. (β006), Preece et. al fail to differentiate between foreign or domestic alliances.  

 

Finally, there is also statistically significant evidence that alliances can harm SME internationalization 

performance. Lu et al.’s (β001) study, introduced above, revealed a significant (10% significance 

level) and negative correlation between joint ventures with domestic firms and internationalization 

performance. Indicating that origin of the alliance partner matters as well as that not all alliances are 

contributing to SME internationalization performance. 

 

Based on the reviewed publications by Preece et al. (1999), Lu et al. (β001), Cappuyns (β004) and 

Fernández et al. (β006), I hypothesize that: 

 

◦ Hypothesis 6a: Strategic alliances with domestic partners are negatively correlated 

to the internationalization performance of SMEs. 

 

◦ Hypothesis 6b: Strategic alliances with foreign partners are positively correlated to 

the internationalization performance of SMEs. 

4.3 Control variables 

The following sections will introduce a set of control variables from the field of SME 

internationalization research. These variables are either frequently used as control variables or were 

the result of relevant research too compelling to ignore. The introduction of these variables entails a 

brief overview of academic application and a presentation of research results in order to justify the 

use of these control variables as well as to give an overview of the academic background and direction 

of expected correlations. 

4.3.1 Firm age 

Finally, a set of three variables commonly included in the field of SME internationalization research 

will serve as control variables. Due to the ease of collecting data firm age is the most common of 

these control variables and featured in a wide body of literature as firms are assumed to gather more 

experience, knowledge and resources as their business matures. Miesenbock (1988) reviewed a dozen 
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articles from the 70’s and 80’s using firm age in SME internationalization research. Despite the 

extensive application of this control variable, the conclusions drawn in the different publications 

differ widely. The publications offer evidence for a positive link between firm age and export 

propensity as well as evidence for a negative correlation between firm age and export propensity. 

Finally, Miesenbock even lists articles which found no correlation at all between these two variables, 

adding to the incoherence and uncertainty of the impact of firm age. 

 

Nevertheless, or rather because of this uncertainty, firm age continued to be featured as control 

variable in publications throughout the 90’s and to date. Whereas Reuber et al. (1997) and Moen & 

Servais (β00β), among others, found no correlation between firm age and an SME’s degree of 

internationalization in terms of export intensity, Autio, Sapienza & Almeida (β000) found a negative 

correlation between firm age and an SME’s international growth. Other authors, on the other hand, 

such as Zahra et al. (β000), Fernandez et al. (β00β; β006) and Preece et al. (1999) drew the opposite 

conclusion. Fernandez et al. (β00β; β006), for example, found a positive correlation between firm age 

and an SME’s propensity to export and Preece et al. (1999) found a positive correlation to an SME’s 

global diversity. Likewise, Zahra et al.’s (β000), as well as Sciascia et al.’s (β01β) study showed a 

positive correlation between firm age and international venturing, respectively international 

entrepreneurship, at the 10% and 5% significance level. Thus, there is still no scientific consensus on 

the impact of firm age on an SME’s internationalization even after 50 years of research which renders 

firm age a crucial control variable when observing the internationalization of SMEs. 

4.3.2 Firm size 

Alike, firm age, firm size is regularly used as a control variable in SME internationalization research. 

Generally, researchers use either a firm’s level of sales, its stock of assets or the number of full-time 

employees, or the log values thereof, as measures of firm size. However, unlike research into the 

impact of firm age on SME internationalization, firm size as predictor produces less diverging 

research outcomes. A wide body of researchers measuring firm size in terms of a firm’s full-time 

employees found that firm size is either positively correlated to different measures of 

internationalization or not significantly correlated at all. These authors generally expected that a 

critical mass of employees had to be reached before firms would engage in internationalization 

activities (Miesenbock 1988) and that subsequently, larger firms would have less resource constraints. 

With lower resource constraints these firms should be able to allocate a larger amount of resources to 
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internationalization aspirations (Pangarkar, β008). For these reasons, researchers assume an SME’s 

amount of employees to be a good indicator for an SME’s stock of available resources (Dhanaraj et 

al., β00γ). 

 

In support of these assumptions, Fernández et al.(β00β; β006) as well as Cassiman et al. (β011) found 

a positive and statistically significant correlation between a firm’s size in terms of full-time 

employees and export propensity, in their studies introduced previously in this paper. Further 

correlations between firm size and internationalization were unveiled by Preece et al. (1999) who 

established a significant correlation between this variable and an SME’s global diversity as well as 

its international intensity. Finally, Miesenbock (1988) listed a variety of studies from the 70’s and 

80’s which were in line with findings presented above and supported the assumption that firm size is 

positively correlated to export propensity. However, Miesenbock also noted that a few studies failed 

to find significant evidence for this link. Beyond these studies, there are additional and more recent 

studies which also came short of producing significant evidence for the link between firm size and 

SME internationalization. Reuber et al. (1997) found no impact on an SME’s degree of 

internationalization in their study of 58 Canadian software SMEs, Zahra, Neubaum & Huse (β000) 

saw no impact on international venturing among US manufacturing SMEs and Wolff & Pett (β004) 

as well as Calabrò et al. (β011) observed no impact on export intensity in their studies of β4β US 

SMEs, respectively 101 Norwegian family SMEs. Thus, similar to firm age a potentially significant 

correlation and impact on the internationalization of SMEs cannot be ruled out. 

4.3.3 Industry cluster 

Another relevant variable could be a manufacturing SME’s industry cluster or industry sector. There 

is ample evidence that idiosyncratic characteristics of particular industry sectors influence SME 

exporting behaviour and the result of many studies without being considered. Welter, Smallbone, 

Slonimski & Slonimska (β008), for example, point towards significant differences in export intensity 

among certain manufacturing sectors of Belarussian SMEs and Dana, Han, Ratten & Welpe (β008), 

based on a review of several contributions to their “Handbook of Research on European Business and 

Entrepreneurship”, conclude that industry sector, among other variables, has an impact on a firm’s 

exporting behaviour. 

 

Empirical evidence for these propositions can be found in various publications. Scrutinizing factors 
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influencing the export intensity of 101 Norwegian small- and medium-sized family firms, Calabrò et 

al. (β011), found statistically significant evidence that differences in export intensity exist between 

high-tech and low-tech manufacturing SMEs. Similarly, yet in more detail, a study of the 

internationalization of 44 Lithuanian manufacturing SMEs by Mockaitis (β008) distinguished 

between several manufacturing clusters. The author observed the electronics, metal processing & 

machinery, rubber & plastics, pulp & paper and textiles industries and found differences in 

internationalization behaviour and internationalization propensity between SMEs from different 

industry clusters. 

 

Nevertheless, there is also contradicting evidence pointing towards the insignificance of an SME’s 

industry sector for the research of SME internationalization. Brouthers, Nakos, Hadjimarcou & 

Brouthers (β009), analysed 119 Greek and 8γ Caribbean SMEs with up to 100 employees in order to 

assess which key factors contributed to successful SME export performance. Brouthers et al. 

distinguished between four low-tech industry clusters, the food & beverage sector, the clothing & 

footwear industry, the chemical & pharmaceutical industry as well as other industries and determined 

that industry sector was not significantly correlated with perceived export performance in any of their 

regression models. Moreover, an analysis conducted among family- and privately owned Spanish 

SMEs from 16 industry sectors including several manufacturing clusters by Menéndez-Requejo 

(β004) concluded that a firm’s activity sector is not significantly correlated to firm performance. 

4.3.4 R&D intensity / innovation 

Innovation is a frequently used and mentioned variable in various publications covering different 

aspects of SME internationalization. While it is frequently mentioned, the fewest publications provide 

actual fact-based or statistical evidence for the proposed correlations. Nevertheless, a multitude of 

statistical analyses on the influence of innovation on SME internationalization have been conducted 

and particularly highlighted the link between innovation and export propensity.  

 

Researching the complementarity between innovation and export growth strategies among a 

longitudinal sample of more than one thousand Spanish manufacturing SMEs, both, Cassiman et al. 

(β011) and Golovko & Valentini (β011) found statistical evidence that R&D intensity and “the 

decision to innovate positively and significantly affect[ed] the decision to engage into exports”. 

Further support for this assumptions was provided by Coduras, Cruz, de la Vega & Justo (β008), Qian 
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& Li (β00γ), Proença, Correia & Petiz (β008) and Hessels (β008). Whereas Coduras, Cruz, de la Vega 

& Justo (β008) relied on simple statistical comparisons based on data collected from β196 Spanish 

SMEs to conclude that innovation is a “major determinant in the decision to become international”, 

Qian et al. (β00γ) relied on statistical analyses and regression models. These statistical tools were 

applied while analysing the profitability of 67 SMEs in the US bio-tech industry and showed that 

R&D intensity was not just beneficial for the firm’s financial bottom-line but also positively and 

significantly correlated to internationalization propensity at the 10% significance level. Similarly, 

Proença et al. (β008), found that innovation, measured as the ln of the value of the intangible fixed 

assets was significantly correlated to export propensity in their final OLS regression model based on 

data collected from 81 Portuguese manufacturing SMEs. Finally, additional evidence for the 

innovation-internationalization link was provided by Hessels’ (β008) analysis of 1846 Dutch SMEs 

(<100 employees). The author’s investigation into the internationalization process of Dutch SMEs 

revealed that an innovation strategy, defined as “products being a lot more innovative than those of 

competitors”, was positively and significantly (1% significance level) correlated to the export 

propensity of SMEs. 

 

Focussing on the performance of βγ9 US manufacturing SMEs, Zahra, Neubaum & Huse (β000), 

attempted to establish links between product, process and organizational innovation and several 

performance dimensions. The authors gathered data on the three innovation dimensions through 1γ 

5-point Likert questions part of a larger SME survey and found statistically significant evidence that 

product innovation was positively and significantly correlated to an SME’s Return on Assets, Return 

on Sales as well as sales growth. Furthermore, process innovation was found to be significantly and 

positively correlated to Return on Assets, Return on Sales and earnings per share. Thus, indicating a 

noticeable impact of innovation on several performance dimensions of SMEs. Beyond this direct 

financial link, Fernández et al. (β006) established that 1-year lagged R&D intensity was positively 

correlated to export intensity in their sample of Spanish manufacturing SMEs, indicating that 

innovation can impact financial as well as export performance. 

4.3.5 Ownership 

A variable that is included regularly in different forms in research in the field of SME 

internationalization is a firm's ownership structure. The degree of family ownership, the size of 

external shareholdings as well as the nationality of the investor are chosen as research foci in different 
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publications. However, oftentimes these aspects are treated in isolation which fails to address the 

breadth of SME ownership as a topic. This contribution seeks to address this shortcoming and to shed 

light on a wider range of ownership related variables and questions. 

 

Within the field of SME ownership, researchers generally assume that investments by external 

corporate entities, be they domestic or foreign, are correlated to increased efforts of SME 

internationalization and to better odds at succeeding in the process. Corporate investors are assumed 

to exhibit a lower degree of risk aversion than family or founder-owned firms and thus, are more 

likely to take the risk of expanding internationally or to push firms they invested in to do so 

(Hutchinson et al., β007; George et al., β005). Beyond the higher risk appetite, corporate investors 

are furthermore said to increase the odds of successful internationalization (Zahra, Hitt & Ireland, 

β000) as they tend to push firms towards a higher degree of formalization and accountability, 

contribute internationalization or market knowledge, endorse the investment into intangible assets 

and innovation, and can provide access to financing, either directly via the firm's resources or 

indirectly through a reduction of the cost of capital in the financial market (Fernández & Nieto, β00β; 

β006; Jansson et al., β008; Miesenbock 1988). 

 

Evidence supporting the claim of risk-avoidance and limited capabilities of family-owned SMEs and 

its consequences was published, for example, by Fernández and Nieto in β00β and β006. While their 

research into the impact of family and corporate ownership on the internationalization of Spanish 

SMEs showed no significant correlation between family ownership and export propensity, it led to 

the conclusion that family ownership hampered SME internationalization in terms of export intensity. 

Their findings are based on longitudinal data collected by the Spanish Ministry of Science and 

Technology between 1991 and 1999 which was subsequently used to generate two regression models 

for the purpose of understanding the linkages between a host of variables on the internationalization 

performance of SMEs. Using a probit model to map the impact on export propensity as well as a tobit 

model to analyse export intensity, the authors highlighted the way various factors such as family 

ownership, corporate investment, potential alliances, firm age and size, R&D intensity and the firm’s 

industry sector influence internationalization performance. Based on their findings, the authors 

reasoned that family-owned firms tend to struggle with their tendency to avoid risks as well as their 

limited resources and capabilities. These shortcomings prevent SMEs from effectively building and 

exploiting competitive advantages, thereby leading to lower export intensity.  
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Additional support for these explanations can, for example, be found in George et al. (β005), Svetličič, 

Jaklič & Burger (β007) and Graves & Thomas (β006). The latter study employed a series of t-tests 

and a regression analysis of longitudinal data collected from 891 Australian manufacturing SMEs. 

Graves et al.were able to show that family-owned businesses lagged behind other firms in terms of 

their capabilities. The authors found that family-owned firms were disadvantaged as their strategic, 

organizational as well as managerial capabilities were weaker, which in fact hampered the export 

propensity of the sampled firms.  

 

Whereas several authors, such as Fernández and Nieto, found that family ownership was generally 

hindering the internationalization process, a study among 409 US manufacturing SMEs conducted by 

Zahra (β00γ) reached the opposite conclusion. Using two regression models - to establish correlations 

between internationalization depth and breadth, and variables such as family ownership, firm age and 

size, CEO tenure and past performance, as well as t-tests to compare family-owned firms against non-

family-owned firms - family ownership was found to be positively and significantly correlated to 

both the level of international sales as well as the number of countries in which a company operates. 

Suggested reasons for the positive impact of family ownership on internationalization measures were 

the family's interest to ensure long-term profitability of the SME, stewardship as well as the owning 

family’s altruistic desire to provide opportunities for employment and influence for family members. 

 

A third view on family ownership and its influence on depth and breadth of internationalization is 

held by Sciascia, Mazzola, Astrachan & Pieper (β01β) and Segaro (β01β). While Segaro makes a 

conceptual and theoretical argument Sciascia et al. relied on the collection and analysis of survey 

data. Based on an ordinal regression analysis focusing on export intensity conducted on a sample of 

10γ5 US SMEs, involving independent variables such as firm size and age, past performance, family 

involvement in management, the industry sector and family ownership, Sciascia et al. concluded that 

the contradictory views, presented above, can be reconciled. They assert that the correlation between 

family ownership and export performance is ∩-shaped, inhibiting export performance at high and low 

levels while supporting its performance at moderate levels. The rationale behind this finding 

resembles explanations given above. At low to medium levels of ‘family ownership’ stewardship, the 

desire to maintain long-term profitability and continuity for employees as well as customers are firm 

characteristics beneficial to internationalization whereas high levels of family ownership bring about 
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the negative effects, namely a lack of resources, an unwillingness to take risks and potential struggles 

between members of the owning family. 

 

Although family ownership has a potentially significant impact on the internationalization process of 

SMEs, corporate investments by external firms and investors could also influence the process. A link 

between external ownership and internationalization performance was found in several publications, 

such as Fernández et al. (β00β; β006) and Zahra, Neubaum & Huse (β000). After conducting a series 

of regression analyses, assessing the impact of ownership and board characteristics on corporate 

entrepreneurship among βγ9 US manufacturing SMEs, Zahra et al. found a statistically significant 

link between external ownership and export propensity. The authors concluded that external board of 

director members with an ownership stake in the SME significantly increased the export propensity 

of an SME compared to SMEs without external directors or where external directors did not possess 

such ownership. Likewise, Fernández et al.'s (β006) analysis, outlined in detail above, showed that 

investments by external corporate investors increased the international involvement of SMEs, as 

measured by export propensity and export intensity, due to improved access to advanced resources 

and capabilities as well as financing.  

 

However, despite the existence of several well-founded publications and analyses suggesting a link 

between corporate investment and internationalization performance, the findings are not uncontested. 

Research on the internationalization of γβ1 newly founded US high-tech SMEs by Zahra, Hitt & 

Ireland (β000), for example, did not find a significant correlation between corporate ownership and 

internationalization performance in terms of growth and profitability. Whereas Zahra et al. found that, 

for example, technological learning and the entry mode have an impact on growth and profitability, 

their regression analysis of potential differences in internationalization performance between 

privately held companies, with a limited resource base, and subsidiaries of larger corporations, with 

a significantly larger resource base, did not find any statistically significant differences. While this 

case focuses on new ventures and enterprises fully owned by other corporations, the absence of 

significant findings yet warrants further investigation into the impacts of corporate ownership. 

 

Moreover, there is ample evidence indicating that having a corporate shareholder could be beneficial 

for the internationalization performance of small- and medium-sized enterprises. However, some 

researchers furthermore claim that the origin of these corporate shareholders also plays a role. Authors 
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such as Cerrato & Piva (β01β) assert that foreign shareholders can contribute foreign market 

knowledge, internationalization experience as well as networking. In their study of 1γβ4 Italian 

manufacturing SMEs, involving several regression models and group comparisons, Cerrato et al. 

found statistically significant evidence that foreign shareholders increase both export propensity as 

well as the export intensity of firms. 

 

Further support for this claim was produced by Fernández et al. (β006), Cassiman et al. (β011) and 

Golovko et al. (β011). All three studies relied on the same longitudinal data, collected by the Spanish 

Ministry of Science and Technology between 1991 and 1999 and produced a series of statistically 

significant results. Initially focusing on the direct and indirect effects of innovation on export 

propensity and, respectively, the complementarity between export and innovation on firm growth, 

Cassiman et al. and Golovko et al. developed various regression models which delivered statistically 

significant evidence, at the 1% and 5% significance level. These results showed that foreign capital 

in the ownership structure is correlated to increased total factor productivity, sales growth and more 

importantly to increased export propensity and underlines the relevance of foreign capital for the 

internationalization of small- and medium-sized enterprises. These findings are furthermore 

supported by Fernández et al. (β006) who concluded that a foreign shareholder increases a firm’s 

export propensity. 

4.3.6 Organizational quality (ISO) 

The formalization of business practices, the implementation of control mechanisms and the creation 

of a formalized decision-making structures in SMEs are topics occasionally covered in the field of 

SME research (e.g. Fernández et al., β006 or Madsen, 1989). Even though these studies highlight 

relevant correlations and findings for the SME sector, they fall short of connecting these business 

practices with the export orientation of small- and medium-sized enterprises. Yet, a few authors, such 

as, Fernández et al. (β006) and Calabrò et al. (β011) suggest a link to exist between formalization of 

business structures and internationalization. The reasoning behind their claims is an improvement of 

decision-making quality and strategic alignment which could potentially lead to an increased export 

orientation. However, the only evidence to support these claims is Calabrò et al.’s study focusing on 

the duality of formal and informal governance mechanism and their impact on SME 

internationalization which fails to observe the impact of formalization on internationalization in 

isolation. 
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Further support for the assumption that the formalization of management systems influences an 

SME’s exporting behaviour is raised by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO). 

According to the ISO its 9001:β015 certification, which focuses on the formalization of quality 

management systems to an international standard, helps firms “expand into new markets, as some 

sectors and clients require ISO 9001 before doing business” (International Organization for 

Standardization, β015), thus implying a legitimizing role of ISO certification. This aspect of ISO 

certification is furthermore advanced in theory by Boiral (β00γ) who stresses that the acquisition of 

ISO 9000 certification is often accompanied by positive publicity and increased legitimization in the 

industry. Nonetheless, neither the ISO nor such independent research provides empirical support for 

the assertion that ISO 9000 or ISO 9001 certification helps SMEs, among others, to penetrate new 

markets. 

 

Although this significant shortcoming in SME internationalization literature leaves important 

questions unanswered other aspects and impacts of ISO certification have been revealed. A majority 

of authors studying the impact of ISO certification on SME performance see a positive correlation 

between ISO 9000 certification and firm performance, for example (e.g. Saleem, Siddique, Akmal, 

Khan, Khan & Sultan, β011; Urbonavicius, β005). In a study of 106 Turkish SMEs, Koc (β007), 

found that firms possessing ISO 9000 certification outperformed uncertified SMEs in several aspects. 

Using ANOVA models, Koc concluded that ISO-certified SMEs had superior “manufacturing 

performance, competitive priorities and firm performance”, thus underlining the importance of ISO 

certification as a variable in SME research. 

4.3.7 Internationalization delay 

Likewise, ‘time to internationalization’ or internationalization delay will be introduced as a control 

variable. Whereas this variable is rarely used in SME internationalization research it could yield 

interesting results. To date, several studies have found in unison that the longer an SME takes to 

internationalize, the lower its internationalization performance will be. Reuber et al. (1997), for 

example, concluded that this internationalization delay negatively mediates the positive correlation 

between a management team’s international experience and the firm’s degree of internationalization. 

Autio et al. (β000), found similar patterns and observed that the longer the time to internationalization 

after an SME was founded, the lower its growth in international sales and the lower its export 
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intensity. The negative correlation to export intensity was furthermore confirmed by Moen et al. 

(β00β), who also inferred that the internationalization delay could negatively influence the amount of 

foreign markets an SME successfully enters. 

4.4 Dependent variables 

4.4.1 Export intensity 

Export intensity, the share of foreign sales in relation to total sales, is a frequently used variable to 

explore the internationalization performance of SMEs and firms in general. The reasoning is that 

higher export intensity indicates a greater degree of internationalization, thus being a measure of a 

firm’s internationalization effectiveness (Wolff et al. β004; Suárez-Ortega et al., β005). While there 

are other measures to assess internationalization performance, export or internationalization intensity 

has been used in the past and allowed researchers to establish correlations between a variety of factors. 

For example, Calabrò et al. (β011), found statistically significant evidence that differences in export 

intensity exist between high-tech and low-tech manufacturing SMEs, indicating that one or more 

factors differentiating these firms can prove crucial to successful internationalization of SMEs. Other 

applications of export intensity in the SME internationalization research field can be found, for 

example, in Moen et al. (β00β), Wilkinson et al. (β006) Cerrato et al. (β01β) Bagchi-San (1999) 

Shoham (1998) or Lu & Beamish (β006). 

4.4.2 Scope of internationalization 

Beyond export intensity it is also relevant to take into consideration other aspects of 

internationalization performance. Whereas export intensity covers the depth of internationalization, 

the breadth or scope of internationalization can be measured, for example, by assessing into how 

many foreign markets firms are exporting their goods. This dependent variable is used frequently in 

SME internationalization research, especially when conducting regression analyses of factors and 

variables influencing SME internationalization and can be used to serve a host of purposes. Preece et 

al. (1999) as well as Zahra, Ireland & Hitt (β000), for example, used the “number of markets” variable 

to assess the impact of several variables on the internationalization behaviour of young firms and 

potential born globals. Similarly, Moen et al. (β00β) used the scope of internationalization, among 

other variables, to develop evidence to back up their criticism of theories suggesting that SMEs 

internationalize incrementally. Cerrato and Piva (β01β) on the other hand used the scope of 

internationalization to research factors affecting the internationalization of family SMEs in Italy. 
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Along these lines, the scope of internationalization is regularly used in Shaker A. Zahra’s studies of 

variables and factors supporting and hindering the internationalization of small- and medium-sized 

enterprises (e.g. Zahra, Neubaum & Huse, β000; Zahra, β00γ; George et al., β005). 

4.4.3 Export propensity 

The most basic and fundamental dependent variable in the underlying model of correlations is export 

propensity and simply describes whether or not a firm exports. Nonetheless, approximately one half 

of the studies published in the field of SME internationalization ignore export propensity as they 

solely focus on firms with active foreign operations. On the other hand, researchers who investigated 

export propensity contributed crucial knowledge and understanding to the field of SME 

internationalization. Qian et al. (β00γ), Proença et al. (β008), Cassiman et al. (β011) and Golovko et 

al. (β011), for example, shed light on the link between innovation and export propensity, as outlined 

above, and highlighted the importance of innovation for SME internationalization by relying on data 

including non-exporting SMEs. Moreover, Cerrato et al. (β01β) and Zahra, Neubaum & Huse (β000) 

established links between the degree of corporate and foreign ownership and the likelihood of SMEs 

targeting international sales by relying on samples including non-exporting SMEs, allowing them to 

observe factors contributing to export propensity. Beyond these instances, export propensity has been 

used in various publications succeeding in revealing links between factors such as firm age, firm size 

and management’s international experience (e.g. Fernández et al., β006; Sciascia et al., β01β) and the 

propensity of SMEs to internationalize. 

4.4.4 Return on Sales 

Although there are a variety of ways to measure a firm’s financial performance (Shoham, 1998), such 

as return on assets, earnings per share, stock value or sales growth; return on sales is frequently used 

in SME internationalization research as it reliably measures the operating performance of firms 

without having to take into consideration the impact of financing decisions (Majocchi et al., β00γ). 

Following this methodology, Zahra, Neubaum & Huse (β000), Qian et al. (β00γ) and Lu et al. (β006) 

were able to illustrate the positive financial impact of innovation strategies on operating performance 

and Zahra, Neubaum & Huse (β000) were able to establish that international venturing activities, 

including exporting, reduced a firm’s level of return on sales. Further applications of return on sales 

as dependent variable in research on SME internationalization can be found. Majocchi et al. (β00γ), 

for example concluded that export intensity is not significantly correlated to financial performance as 

measured by ROS and Requena-Silvente (β005), did not find a significant correlation between export 
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propensity and ROS. 

5 Methodology 

5.1 Ontology & Epistemology 

The following thesis will methodologically rest on the positivist understanding and conception of the 

world. Consequently, the designed methodology and the methods applied in the remainder of this 

thesis shall be deeply embedded in this philosophy of science and follow the general ontological and 

epistemological foundations of positivism. The crucial ontological foundations of positivism can be 

summarized briefly and rest on the assumption that there exists an external, real and objective world 

independent of our interpretation, observation or enactment of such world. Positivists believe, that 

through scientific and empirical study, observation and experimentation, researchers and observers 

are able to discover this real world - step by step – and thereby learn about the patterns, rules, laws, 

principles and regularities that govern it. The learning process rests on the formulation and testing of 

theses, observations and assumptions by means of falsification to test and verify these in order to 

label them actual or true scientific findings or to dismiss them as mere hypotheses (Moses & Knutsen, 

β007). 

 

While positivists prefer the experimental method as means of testing hypotheses and assumptions 

about the regularities of the real world (ibid.), this thesis will rely on a deductive theory-testing 

approach (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, β009) using statistics to test such assumptions, given the 

infeasibility of conducting large scale experiments involving real SMEs. Nevertheless, through the 

careful adherence to positivist methodology the statistical method can provide powerful conclusions 

in the field of social science as proven by the many studies contributing to the understanding of 

economics, business and firms. Thus, through the objective, neutral and impartial application of 

descriptive as well as inferential statistical methods (i.e. linear regression) I intend to test the 

theoretical framework and a set of hypotheses outlining assumed correlations. Furthermore, I will 

compare the generated findings to previous research in order to test the generalizability of these 

studies and to test whether their findings can be replicated based on data collected from my current 

sample and vice versa. 

5.2 Sampling 

The initial population of interest in this thesis and the main subject of study were Danish 
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manufacturing SMEs. For that purpose, a data set was extracted from the “Navne & Numre Erhverv” 

database, which, according to the operator, contains data on all Danish VAT-registered firms. As the 

operator furthermore claims that the database is continuously updated and improved I will assume 

that the extracted data sample constitutes the entire population of Danish manufacturing SMEs. Thus, 

sampling frame and population should be identical. The extracted data included contact information, 

such as firm names, email addresses and phone numbers to contact potential respondents and 

foundation date, number of employees and industry type to test, at a later stage, whether the survey 

respondents were truly representative of the population of firms under scrutiny.  

 

In order to extract solely relevant data, a number of filters were set to ensure the quality of the data 

set. Based on the European Union’s definition of small- and medium-sized enterprises, as outlined 

above, only firms with an employee base between 10 and β49 were included and the firm’s turnover 

should not exceed γ75.000.000 DKK (European Union, β00γ). The firms had to be actively operating 

and should not be holding companies (which is in line with George et al. β005) as these differences 

would significantly influence firm behaviour and firm resources available for internationalization. 

Danish DB07 industry codes (Danmarks Statistik, β008) were used to reduce the sample to 

manufacturing firms. For that purpose, only firms in the industry code range 010000 to γβ9900 were 

included. The resulting data set contained β7γ5 Danish manufacturing SMEs of which γ5β lacked 

entries in the email field. These SMEs were subsequently removed from the sample and βγ8γ Danish 

SMEs remained. 

5.3 Data collection 

A self-administered online survey was chosen as a means of conducting the data gathering process 

for the entire sample. Online surveys are easily conducted as they come at a low cost, offer a high 

speed of data collection, data can, if defined correctly, instantly be exported to a statistical analysis 

tool and the method can reach large audiences at little expense. Additionally, self-administered online 

surveys offer a high degree of anonymity as it is impossible to identify individual respondents from 

the data set of responses unless contact information is willingly supplied (Ilieva, Baron & Healey, 

β001). Whereas self-administered online surveys offer a variety of advantages, shortcomings exist 

and will be addressed in section 5.9. 

 

In this particular case, I opted to conduct the online survey using the tool “surveyXact”, provided by 
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Ramboll, as a cooperation agreement between Copenhagen Business School and Ramboll allowed 

me to use advanced features of the survey tool at no cost and Ramboll’s popularity and trustworthiness 

provided further legitimacy to my claim of treating responses confidentially. Using this particular 

survey tool, I was able to mark questions as required in order to enforce their reply, which reduced 

the degree to which I had to control for incomplete questionnaires once data collection was concluded. 

Likewise, the tool allowed to implement triggers and conditions for particular questions to be 

displayed. Accordingly, firms producing goods unfeasible for export were not displayed questions 

aimed at gathering more data about their exporting behaviour. This was done in order to avoid and 

reduce non-response of the questionnaire and to guarantee the validity of responses as irrelevant 

questions could lead to confusion, alienation or untruthful answers. The tool, furthermore, provided 

the option to introduce multi-lingual questionnaires which matched my intention to offer the survey 

in English as well as Danish in order to increase the pool of respondents and subsequently the 

response rate.  

 

In order to conduct the online survey, an email as well as a reminder, after β weeks, were sent to a 

sample of approximately β000 SMEs from the data set. 9β.4γ% of those emails were delivered 

successfully while the remaining 7.57% of emails failed to be delivered. The emails contained a brief 

introduction (in line with Saunders et al., β009) in both English as well as Danish. Bilingualism was 

chosen in order to appeal to a wider audience of entrepreneurs and to address firms and individuals 

that do not use English regularly. Therefore, recipients of the email were presented with the option to 

choose between two survey links allowing them to pre-select their preferred language. Among these 

options, the Danish version of the survey was chosen almost 6-times more frequently than the English 

version. The emails were distributed using a service called MailChimp which allows sending and 

tracking significant volumes of emails. Statistical data from MailChimp and surveyXact showed that 

βγ.10% of emails have been read and that 8.β0% of recipients opened one of the attached links. 

However, only 88 email recipients fully completed the survey, resulting in a response rate of 4.84%. 

Given this low response rate, it soon became evident that no valuable conclusions could be drawn 

from the responses extracted from this sample of approximately β000 SMEs. 

 

In anticipation of a low response rate using this methodology, a portion of the βγ8γ SME sample was 

separated. The SMEs falling into this second sample were handpicked by industry to allow for 

industry comparisons, if comparisons among the entire SME sector were not feasible given the low 
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response rates indicated above. In order to ensure a higher response rate, a critical mass and valid 

responses among this sample, the respondents, ideally working in sales, marketing or management, 

were called prior to receiving an email. Thus, all respondents were aware they would receive an email, 

they understood the context and purpose, potential confidentiality concerns could be resolved and 

respondents could be convinced that the survey mattered and was thoughtfully designed. The firms 

constituting this second sample operated in the following sectors: 

 

Table 1: Industry affiliation of the separate sample’s sampling frame 

 

N Industry 

8β Textile industry 

48 Chemical industry (incl. hygiene products) 

10 Pharmaceutical industry 

155 Rubber & plastic industry 

β7 Manufacture of tools 

γ1 Manufacture of agricultural and forestry machinery 

β8 Manufacture of medical and dental instruments and supplies 

γγ Manufacture of computers, consumer electronics & communication 

equipment 

414 Total separate sample 

 

Of the contacted 414 SMEs, γβ4 (78.γ%) stated they would either participate in the survey or at least 

have a look at it, whereas the remaining β1.7% stated that they had no interest in participating due to 

various reasons including a lack of interest, time and manpower. Nevertheless, firms stating they were 

not interested received a separate email, sent to a director or manager where data was available, 

elaborating deeper on the purpose and goal of the survey as well as my master’s thesis, in order to 

attempt convincing a share of these firms to participate in the survey to further bolster the response 

rate. The resulting data gathering process of this separate sample was again conducted using 

surveyXact and resulted in 114 responses and an initial response rate of β7.54%. Of the complete 114 

responses 86 were deemed useful after cleaning and preparing the data for analysis. Given the total 

sample size of 414, the net response rate for this second sample was β0.8%. Taking into consideration 

the expectation that online surveys show a response rate of 15% - β9% (Ilieva et al., β001), and 
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benchmarking this response rate against publications conducting similar analyses (e.g. Bagchi-San 

1999 (β4.0%); Zahra, Ireland & Hitt, β000 (βγ.8%); Pangarkar, β008 (β1.4%); Arteaga-Ortiz & 

Fernandez-Ortiz, β010 (18.5%); Calabrò et al., β011 (γ1.0%)), the response rate of the separate 

sample is well within the academically acceptable range and serves as a solid foundation for statistical 

analysis. Similarly, comparing the sample size to other studies in the field of SME internationalization 

research, such as Preece et al., 1999 (75), Autio et al., β000 (59), Bagchi-San, 1999 (54), Calabrò et 

al., β011 (101), Pangarkar, β008 (94), Qian et al., β00γ (67), the 86 useable responses underlying this 

analysis appear at to be at the lower end, yet in line with other studies. 

5.4 Questionnaire items 

The questionnaire items were designed based on previous academic work, university courses and 

curriculum, feedback from entrepreneurs and enterprises as well as research areas not sufficiently 

covered to date. The academic underpinnings for the questionnaire creation and design are listed in 

Table β and give a detailed overview of the academic research that served as template and inspiration 

for the SME internationalization survey conducted during the course of this master’s thesis. 

 

Additionally, the questionnaire was designed taking into consideration the input of several Danish 

firms and SME interest organizations. Emails in, both, English and Danish were sent out to several 

firms falling into the sampling frame to enquire which factors and variables they deem relevant for 

the internationalization of Danish SMEs. On occasion these emails were followed up with phone calls 

in order to either receive initial input or to deepen the understanding of the input given by particular 

firms. The consultation focused on open ended questions, attempting to receive un-biased opinions 

of entrepreneurs and professionals, but included confirmatory questions as the conversation 

progressed. This was done in order to establish whether other variables and issues not addressed by 

the responding entrepreneurs were of relevance to SME internationalization from a practitioner’s 

point of view. Furthermore, concern about the willingness of entrepreneurs to share crucial business 

metrics such as Return on Sales (ROS) led me to reach out to a handful of practitioners to conduct a 

sort of pre-test (Zahra, Ireland & Hitt, β000) to ensure that respondents are willing to provide such 

information. Given mixed results, the question properties were changed from required to optional. 

The questionnaire, sent to approximately 400 manufacturing SMEs, was thus designed based on 

academic articles, many of them involving surveys, the input of practitioners and experts, as well as 

of variables and issues which did not receive prior academic attention (e.g. organizational quality / 
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ISO certification). 

Table 2: Sources of questionnaire items 

Variable Meaning Source examples 

D International intensity The degree of revenue generated by exports Calabrò et al. (β011); Shoham (1998); 
Wolff et al. (β004) 

D Export propensity Whether or not a firm exports goods Qian et al. (β00γ); Proença et al. (β008); 
Cassiman et al. (β011); Golovko et al. 
(β011) 

D Global diversity The number of export markets being served Preece et al. (1999); Lu et al. (β001); 
Moen et al. (β00β); Zahra, Ireland & Hitt 
(β000) 

D Profitability Return on sales (total) Lu et al. (β001; β006); Zahra, Ireland & 
Hitt (β000); Qian et al. (β00γ) 

    

I Import Firm’s procurement of goods from abroad Holmlund, Kock & Vanyushyn (β007); 
Cassiman et al. (β011) 

I Strategic alliances Prevalence of deep partnerships with domestic or foreign 
entities 

Cappuyns (β004); Fernández et al. 
(β006); Preece et al. (1999) 

I Product adaptation Whether a firm sells the same or an adapted product to 
foreign markets 

Cooper et al.(1985); Beamish et al. 
(199γ); Brouthers et al. (β005) 

I Government assistance Government subsidies, fairs, seminars and networking 
activities 

Wilkinson et al. (β006); Preece et al. 
(1999) 

I Managerial attitude The managerial capabilities and attitudes towards 
internationalization 

Wolff et al. (β000); Armario, Ruiz & 
Armario (β008) 

    

I Firm resources Labour skills, time, and funds available for the 
internationalization process 

Arteaga-Ortiz et al. (β010) 

C Organizational quality ISO 9000 certification as a proxy for formalization and 
quality of management processes  

None to date 

C Innovation Degree of income spent on research and development Lu et al. (β001 & β006); Bagchi-San 
(1999); Golovko et al. (β011); Qian et al. 
(β00γ) 

    

C Ownership The composition of a firm’s ownership, the degree of 
family, external and foreign ownership 

Fernández et al. (β006); Preece et al. 
(1999) 

    

C Industry Membership of a certain industry sector Zahra, Ireland & Hitt (β000); Fernández 
et al. (β006); 

    

C Firm size & age Number of employees and firm age Autio et al. (β000); Wolff et al. (β004); 
Qian et al. (β00γ) 

C Time to export The time gap in between establishment of the firm and 
its first exports 

Autio et al. (β000) 

I = Independent variable  
D= Dependent variable 

C = Control variable 
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5.5 Questionnaire variable 

The measurement of the questionnaire items above and the particular variables that will account for 

these items will be briefly outlined in this section. The variables presented in this section are mostly 

based on previous research scrutinizing these variables in the context of SME internationalization. 

The previous application of the variables serves as justification for the specific type of measurement 

in most cases, however, in some cases limitations will apply. Moreover, I will justify my choice of 

measurement regarding those variables where I do not rely on previous academic research to select a 

means of measurement.  

 
International intensity (INTENS), sometimes referred to as export intensity, was measured by 

assessing the % of revenue contributed by foreign sales. It gives an indication of a firm’s indication 

using its foreign to total sales ratio as an indicator. This means of measuring international intensity is 

common practice in SME internationalization research. Examples of the application can be found in 

Miesenbock (1988), Preece et al. (1999), Autio et al. (β000) or Lu et al. (β001). 

 

Export propensity (EXPORT) is a dummy variable and was measured by assessing whether a firm 

exported in a given year. This variable assists in differentiating between exporters and firms operating 

domestically to study the differences between them and to explore which variables contribute to the 

internationalization of SMEs. The variable is one of the core measures of SME internationalization 

research and frequently used in research such as: Golovko et al. (β011), Cassiman et al. (β011), 

Fernández et al. (β006), Cerrato et al. (β01β) or Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005), among others. 

 

Global diversity (GLODIV) was measured by a firm’s amount of export markets. Although this 

measure tells little about the location, proximity or size about the export markets it captures the 

diversity in a single quantitative indicator and gives an indication about the breadth of 

internationalization activities of a firm. Due to the fact that information about this measure is easy to 

collect and its unambiguous nature it is frequently used in SME internationalization research (e.g. Lu 

et al., β001, Preece et al., 1999 or Moen et al., β00β). 

 

Total firm profitability (ROS), including domestic as well as foreign operations was measured by 

collecting data on Return on Sales (ROS) in %. Return on sales was used to capture the operational 

income level of the sampled SMEs. Given that the scale of the questionnaire only permitted the 
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inclusion of one financial measure, I opted for ROS as it gives an indication of the firm’s profitability 

without the interfering impact of the firm’s financing choices and does not require the respondents’ 

knowledge about a firm’s assets as compared to return on assets (ROA). Return on sales is frequently 

used as a dependent variable in SME internationalization research and found application in several 

studies, such as: Majocchi et al. (β00γ), Qian et al. (β00γ), Lu et al. (β001; β006) and Zahra, Neubaum 

& Huse (β000). 

 

Managerial attitude (ATTITUDE), was measured as a construct consisting of four 5-point Likert-style 

questions asking respondents to state their agreement with statements referring to resource 

availability and internationalization. The concept grasps the managerial attitude towards 

internationalization and compresses it into a single quantitative and measurable variable. The 

construct was originally used in Preece et al. (1999) and was not modified for the use in the 

questionnaire underlying this survey. The internal consistency of the answers of this survey exceeded 

the consistency of the responses to the initial questionnaire conducted (Cronbach’s alpha is 0.65 in 

Preece et al. and Cronbach’s alpha is 0.85 for responses gathered through my questionnaire) and 

underline the validity and applicability of the construct for this type of research. 

 

Management’s international experience (INTEXP) and management’s multilingualism or multi-

nationalism (MULTI) were measured using a 5-point Likert-style question asking respondents to state 

their agreement with the statement that management had previous international experience and that 

management was multi-lingual or multi-national. Given that these variables concerned managerial 

characteristics and aspects I opted to choose the same measurement method as for managerial attitude 

with the exception that both variables relied on only one question and not a construct of several 

questions in order to keep the length of the questionnaire at a tolerable limit for respondents. 

 

Firm resources (TIME & SKILL & FINANCE) were measured using the same three 5-point Likert-

style questions, as those probing managerial aspects, asking respondents to state their agreement with 

statements referring to the individual resource availability. I opted to apply the same question and 

measurement style as for questions regarding managerial attitude and aspects given that all these 

inputs were subjective questions asking respondents to share their perception of these aspects. The 

application of the same question and measurement type reduced the degree to which respondents had 

to be introduced to this question type and minimized the inconvenience for these respondents. 
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Product adaptation (ADAPT) is measured as a dummy variable, 1 indicating the firm does adapt its 

product(s) for international sale and zero indicating the product sold abroad is identical with its 

domestic versions. The idea behind measuring this construct was to capture a potential impact of 

product adaptation on three of the four dependent variables. Since Brouthers et al. (β005) previously 

measured the presence of product adaptation as a dichotomous variable and did not report any 

shortcomings of that decision I decided to imitate their practice. 

 

Import (IMPORT1) and Import percentage (IMPORT5) are dummy variables measuring the absence 

of presence of the given import behaviour. The variables are measured as dummies in order to make 

inferences about potentially gained knowledge, networks and business opportunities through such 

import behaviour which could boost the firms’ internationalization behaviour. Importing was 

considered in a few SME internationalization studies such as Holmlund et al. (β007) and Cassiman 

et al. (β011) and yielded interesting research results in these studies. 

 

Government assistance (GOVAS) is a dummy variable, 1 indicating the firm received any form of 

government assistance, zero indicating the firm did not receive any form of government assistance. 

While there are a variety of ways to measure the presence of different forms and categories of 

government assistance I followed the measurement of government assistance in Preece et al. (1999), 

who used a dichotomous distinction to distinguish between firms that received government assistance 

and those that did not. 

 

Strategic alliances, domestic (SAD) and Strategic alliances, foreign (SAF) are dummy variables, 1 

indicating a firm had strategic alliance (according to the definition provided by Preece et al., 1999) 

with another entity and zero indicating this condition was not met. Alike Fernández et al. (β006) and 

Preece et al. (1999), I coded the presence of strategic alliances as a dichotomous variable. However, 

to accommodate findings by Lu et al. (β001), I distinguished between foreign and domestic alliances 

in order to account for the potentially opposing impacts of domestic and foreign alliances. 

 

Firm size (SIZE) was measured in number of full-time employees and Firm age (AGE) was calculated 

by asking respondents for the firm’s year of foundation. The two variables are probably the most 

frequently used control variables in SME internationalization research and are featured in the majority 
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of studies mentioned throughout this thesis. 

 

Industry (SECTOR) was collected by allowing respondents to choose their main industry from a list 

of eight sectors, corresponding to the sectors listed in Table 1. The variable was included to account 

for potential differences between different types of manufacturing enterprises, such as the novelty 

and complexity of products, the within-sector competition or the size of the potential markets. The 

variable has been frequently used in academic research (e.g. Miesenbock, 1988; Sciascia et al., β01β; 

Fernandez-Ortiz et al., β009) and found to be statistically significant in various publications. 

 

Innovation (INOV) was measured as R&D expenditure normalized on firm sales (i.e. R&D 

expenditure ÷ revenue). R&D expenditure is generally seen as a useful proxy of a firm’s 

innovativeness or ability to innovate. Within SME internationalization research R&D intensity has 

been applied successfully in several publications and studies such as Golovko et al. (β011), Lu et al. 

(β001; β006) or Cerrato et al. (β01β) and has contributed to the understanding of small firm 

internationalization.  

 

Family (FAMILY) ownership as the % of ownership held by the founder/founding family and family 

members was chosen as a metric based on the vast body of research scrutinizing family SMEs and 

the factors impacting their internationalization performance. These studies usually include this 

measure of family ownership in order to assess whether an SME is fully or partially owned by the 

founding family. The application and operationalization of this variable can be found in various 

publications, such as Segaro (β01β), Sciascia et al. (β01β), Zahra (β00γ) or in the Handbook of 

Research on Family Business edited by Poutziouris, Smyrnios & Klein (β004). 

 

Largest investor (INVESTOR) was measured as the % of ownership held by the largest external 

private or corporate investor. This variable was chosen to establish whether a large shareholder was 

involved in the firms decision-making progress and to assess the potential strength of this investor 

given the relative share of ownership.  In SME internationalization research, the measurement of 

external investor size was for example conducted by, George et al. (β005), who measured the overall 

ownership of external shareholders. 

 

Foreign ownership (FOREIGN) is a dummy variable, 1 indicating a firm had an active foreign 
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investor with an ownership share of 10% or higher and zero indicating this condition was not met. 

This variable was included in the questionnaire and subsequent model in order to test whether the 

market knowledge, resources or export stimulation of a foreign investor could have a significant 

impact on the internationalization performance of SMEs. A 10% threshold was chosen to avoid 

including dormant portfolio investments in order to only account for active investments where 

transfers or knowledge or other kinds can be expected. The inclusion of this variable as a dummy was 

inspired by Cassiman et al. (β011), Fernández et al. (β00β; β006) and Cerrato et al. (β01β) who tested 

for foreign ownership using a dummy variable, however without the ownership 10% threshold. 

 

Organizational quality (ISO1 & ISOβ) was measured by two dummy variables, each measuring the 

presence (1) or absence (0) of ISO9001 and ISO9004 certification. The idea of measuring this dummy 

variable was to collect data on which firms went through lengthy and costly accreditation procedures 

to prove that their organizations complied with the ISO’s seven quality management principles. Thus, 

ISO9001 accreditation served as a proxy to measure professional management conduct, 

formalization, standardization of business practices, a reflection on the enterprise’s business conduct 

and the continuous measurement of key variables crucial to the success of the business. ISO9004 was 

measured to learn which firms excelled in fulfilling these criteria and achieved even higher 

professional quality management standards. 

 

Time to export (DELAY) was calculated as the difference in years between a firm’s foundation year 

and the year of first export. This measure gives an indication on how long a firm stayed domestic 

before it ventured into foreign markets. Based on assumptions that staying domestic for an extended 

period of time leads to lower international intensity, internationalization delay in years was included 

in several studies such as Autio et al. (β000), Moen et al. (β00β) or Reuber et al. (1997), among others, 

and contributed to the understanding of SME internationalization. 

 

A firm’s status as subsidiary (SUBSIDIARY) is a dummy variable, 1 indicating that the firm is majorly 

owned by another enterprise and acts as a subsidiary thereof, 0 indicating that this condition was not 

met. While subsidiaries are usually excluded in SME internationalization research I decided not to 

eliminate them and to control for their status as subsidiary using this variable. The dichotomous 

variable is intended to capture the change of control, the dependence of the subsidiary and the fact 

that it is part of another entitiy’s decision-making structure. 
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5.6 Questionnaire layout 

The questionnaire was originally designed in English language and was submitted for translation to 

a professional and experienced freelance translator to offer respondents a bi-lingual survey to increase 

the response rate of the survey. Respondents were presented with an option to select the language 

upon opening the link sent to them via email. The questionnaire’s general structure and topic sequence 

is shown in Table γ and posed respondents between β5 and γ4 questions depending on the firm’s 

export behaviour. Given its rather extensive length of up to γ4 questions (Leung, β001), it was 

necessary to reduce the complexity of questions in order to guarantee a sufficient response rate (ibid.). 

The final questionnaire, thus, contained 14 yes/no-questions, nine textboxes, nine 5-point Likert 

scales, one multiple-choice question as well as one drop-down menu. The choice of question types 

was furthermore heavily influenced by previous academic work involving the survey method 

conducted in the field of SME internationalization (e.g. Calabrò et al., β011; Koc, β007; Bagchi-San, 

1999; Zahra, Neubaum & Huse, β000). The final trade-off between questionnaire length and question 

complexity resulted in a questionnaire which could be completed within five to eight minutes 

depending on the respondent’s reading comprehension, firm knowledge and IT savviness. 

 

Table 3: Questionnaire structure 

 

Page Subject 

1 General information & qualifying questions 

β Import & export 

γ Export 

4 Ownership 

5 Management attitude & ability 

6 Firm performance & resources 

7 Alliance, Management quality, export assistance 

(8) Redirect to a page indicating successful completion of survey 

 

In order to ensure that all respondents interpret questions the same way, instructions and definitions 

were provided along the way. The concept of strategic alliance was defined borrowing a definition 

provided by Preece et al. (1999) and Return on Sales was thoroughly defined in Danish as translating 

the concept from English to Danish introduces a significant degree of ambiguity. Additionally, on the 
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two occasions Likert-style questions were employed, respondents received a short explanation to 

ensure the validity of their responses. 

 

Given the experience and insights gained from analysing the preliminary and statistically insufficient 

results of the first questionnaire sent to β000 SMEs and the status of partially completed 

questionnaires, some adjustments were made to the questionnaire before distributing it among the 

separate sample of 414 SMEs. These adjustments included the addition of further triggers to hide less 

relevant questions in order to ease the burden for respondents as well as the replacement of two time-

consuming questions with simpler ones. Although it was initially not planned to test the questionnaire 

and survey in practice due to time constraints, the questionnaire used for the separate sample 

underwent significant testing as insights gained from γ5 partially completed, 88 fully completed 

questionnaires as well as the feedback of several respondents were used to improve the questionnaire 

design. This rather unintentional pre-testing methodology resembles steps taken deliberately by 

Zahra, Ireland & Hitt (β000) although on a significantly larger scale as the authors solely drew on the 

feedback of seven entrepreneurs. 

5.7 Regression methodology 

The data gathered with the above outlined sampling methodology and data collection approach will 

be scrutinized using several statistical methods. The descriptive statistics outlined in section 6, below, 

were created using SAS JMP 1β and are the result of simple frequency and mean analyses. The in-

depth analysis of the data provided by the sampled SMEs in section 7 was again conducted relying 

on SAS JMP 1β. The correlation matrix and the significance of the correlations were extracted from 

the program and edited accordingly to provide an overview of simple item correlations. 

In order to test the hypotheses outlined in section 4.β, several regression models were applied. In 

order to test which variables significantly influenced an SME’s ROS, export intensity and its global 

diversity, in terms of markets served, standard least squares models were applied. An assessment of 

the variable and correlation plots revealed no visual evidence supporting heteroscedasticity or 

identifiable patterns of non-linearity. Nevertheless, based on theory-founded assumptions, a few 

terms such as percentage of family ownership were introduced as squared terms but did not show any 

significant impact on the dependent variables. The general regression equations for these three models 

can be found below. The term α0 symbolizes the intercept, individual s indicate the regression 

parameters of the independent variables and  is a placeholder for the individual regression 
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parameters of the control variables while the random error term is indicated by ε. 

(1) ROS = α0 + 1 × ATTITUDE + β × SKILL + γ × TIME + 4 × FINANCE + 5 × ADAPT + 

6 × IMPORT1 + 7 × IMPORT5 + 8 × GOVAS + 9 × SAD + 10 × SAF + 11 × EXPORT 

+ 1β × GLODIV + 1γ × INTENS + 14 × (Control variables) + ε 

 

(2) GLODIV = α0 + 1 × ATTITUDE + β × SKILL + γ × TIME + 4 × FINANCE + 5 × 

ADAPT + 6 × IMPORT1 + 7 × IMPORT5 + 8 × GOVAS + 9 × SAD + 10 × SAF + 11 

× INTENS + 1β × ROS + 1γ × (Control variables) + ε 

 

(3) INTENS = α0 + 1 × ATTITUDE + β × SKILL + γ × TIME + 4 × FINANCE + 5 × ADAPT 

+ 6 × IMPORT1 + 7 × IMPORT5 + 8 × GOVAS + 9 × SAD + 10 × SAF + 11 × GLODIV 

+ 1β × ROS + 1γ × (Control variables) + ε 

 

The regression methodology rested on testing the individual models using the variables specified in 

the equations above and removing non-significant variables step-wise until only significant variables 

were left. Using this methodology, it was simple to establish which variables were relevant and 

significant at the 1%,5% and 10% significance levels. 

 

In order to analyse the export propensity of the firms in the sample a nominal logistic regression 

model as well as a generalized linear model with a logit link assuming a binomial distribution were 

chosen and applied.  However, due to the low amount of non-exporters (7%, in line with Preece et 

al., 1999 who did not report findings for export propensity either) in the sample, the parameter 

estimates were unstable and thus did not allow a generalization beyond the current sample. For this 

reason, export propensity was removed from the theoretical model and hypotheses relating to export 

propensity will be discarded. 

5.8 Biases 

In order to rule out non-response bias and to assure that the information and data provided by the 

respondents was truly representative of the population under scrutiny, a set of statistical tests were 

conducted to test for potential differences in firm demographics in line with common practice. As a 

means to ensure that companies from all industries listed in Table 1 were proportionately represented 

a Pearson Chi-square test was conducted. The test failed to generate statistical evidence at the 5% 
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significance level to reject the null hypothesis. Consequently, it is assumed that the sample’s industry 

affiliation is a good representation of the population it was drafted from. To further test the 

representativeness of the sample, t-tests were conducted to compare the means and distributions of 

firm size in terms of employees as well as the firm age. While the tests revealed no difference in firm 

size between population and sample, the t-test showed statistically significant evidence at the 1% 

significance level that sample and population firm age differed. The average population firm is β6 

years old whereas the sample firm age is γ8 years. Although this initial difference appears to question 

the representativeness of the sample, the demographic variable age did not indicate any statistical 

significance in any of the regression models conducted. Furthermore, taking into consideration the 

internationalization stage of the firm there are points hinting at the irrelevance of firm age. As an 

analysis in section 6.1 will show, the internationalization stage of a firm, applying Cavusgil’s Five 

Stage Model (1980), is not related to the firm’s age but rather to a host of other variables and 

indicators which were unavailable for the population and thus cannot be verified. As a consequence 

of the irrelevance of age as an indicator of the internationalization stage, I argue that the age difference 

between sample and population firms is not an issue affecting the representativeness of the sample 

after all. Nevertheless, despite efforts to ensure the representativeness of the sample by, for example, 

minimizing selection bias by contacting the entire sampling frame, the sample at hand might be 

considered biased by some due to the outlined age difference. As a consequence, these readers will 

assume a limited generalizability (Gravetter & Forzano, β016) of the conclusions drawn in this thesis 

and likely argue that the findings are applicable only to well-established SMEs (in terms of age) rather 

than to all SMEs in the manufacturing sector. 

 

It should be noted that due to the fact that dependent as well as independent variables were collected 

from the same respondents, using the survey method, it is necessary to address a potentially arising 

common method bias (Preece et al. ,1999). Chang, van Witteloostuijn & Eden (β010), editors of the 

Journal of International Business Studies, suggest a variety of ex ante and ex post remediation 

measures to avoid a significant impact on the data quality. The survey as well as the following analysis 

conducted in the course of this master’s thesis follow several of these suggestions to minimize the 

impact of gathering both types of variables from the same respondents. Following Chang et al.’s ex 

ante suggestions that questionnaire items should be fact-based rather than perceptual. β5 out of a total 

of γ4 questions focused on factual information, while the remaining 9 questions aimed at collecting 

perceptual data from respondents. Likewise, the questionnaire complied with Chang et al.’s 
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recommendation that respondents were clearly guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality of the data 

provided by them at different steps of the survey. Moreover, respondents were informed that there 

were no right or wrong answers and that honest answers were preferred. These steps were taken in 

order to avoid the respondents to answer as “expected by the author of the questionnaire” or in a 

socially more desirable way (i.e. to avoid potential socially desirability bias). Finally, the last ex ante 

remediation measure introduced to the questionnaire was the application of different measurement 

scales and formats. As outlined in the previous section, this survey relied on 5 different question 

formats which, according to Chang et al., should assist in contributing to the validity and accuracy of 

survey results. 

 

Beyond the suggested ex ante remediation measures, a set of suggested ex post measures was taken 

into consideration. Chang et al. suggest to conceive a complex model of relationships and correlations 

between variables that exceeds the respondents’ “cognitive map” and removes the respondent’s 

ability to deliberately influence research outcomes. To that end it is beneficial that the model outlined 

in Figure β is rather complex in terms of its extensiveness and that several relationships between 

ownership variables and the dependent variables are hypothesized to be non-linear (i.e. ∩-shaped). 

Finally, in reference to Chang et al., I conducted a Harman’s single-factor test (Harman, 1960; 

Podsakoff & Organ, 1986) to statistically test for common method bias. The single factor in the model 

accounted for solely 16.17% of covariances among the items, far below the 50% cut-off point 

(Eichhorn, β014), and thereby provides a statistical indication that common method bias is not present 

in the data under scrutiny. 

5.9 Delimitations 

As all other studies of firm internationalization, this thesis cannot cover an extensive scope without 

delimitations and the need to confine the research focus at some stage. As a consequence of this focus, 

this section will introduce a set of practical and theoretical delimitations. The most significant 

practical delimitation is the fact that solely seven non-exporters provided complete questionnaires. 

As a consequence of this shortcoming, as outlined above, this thesis will not explore export propensity 

as a part of the initial theoretical framework. Any conclusions drawn based on this small set of data 

would not live up to the statistical rigor and would not be generalizable to firms beyond those seven 

as a consequence. 

 



46 
 

Similarly, while this thesis sets out to explore which factors influence the internationalization of 

manufacturing SMEs in general, the reliance on eight groups of industries limits this aspiration to 

some degree. Given that firms in different industry sectors face different demand, supply and 

competitive situations, contribute differing degrees of value added and the varying degrees of product 

novelty, there is no guarantee that the findings of this thesis can be generalized to the larger set of 

manufacturing SMEs in Denmark, or elsewhere, without further scrutiny, study or confirmation. 

Thus, rather than taking the findings as universally acceptable truths, they should be seen as a part of 

the puzzle contributing to the understanding of what fosters the successful internationalization of 

manufacturing SMEs. 

 

A factor that furthermore contributes to the point raised above is the source of industry classification 

underlying this thesis. For the purpose of this thesis, I relied on the accuracy of DB07 industry codes 

supplied by Danmarks Statistik (β008). However, these groups were designed for tax and statistical 

purposes and do not fully correspondent to the needs of firm internationalization studies. Thus, the 

industry classifications, while used as a control variable, might actually not be suited for such research 

as the lines between several industries are blurred and the underlying determinants of firm 

performance are less distinct that expected. Similarly, relying on these classifications and the fact that 

the firms were listed in a Danish industry data base, namely Navne & Numre Erhverv, I did not 

question how Danish these firms actually are, what share of their operations is still located in 

Denmark and whether these manufacturers owned their manufacturing facilities. As a consequence 

of this approach these variables could be confounding factors influencing the accuracy of research 

results. Nevertheless, despite the potential relevance I deliberately chose to exclude these variables 

in order to limit the scope of this thesis. 

 

On the theoretical side there are three main delimitations. This thesis will neither explore entry modes, 

the location of export markets (psychic distance) or assess the collection of market and 

internationalization knowledge directly. Albeit psychic distance being a core element of Cavusgil’s 

Five Stage Model (1980), I chose not to investigate this variable for several reasons. Given that 

psychic distance is a highly subjective factor based on personal perception, experience and origin and 

that the assessment of such a subjective factor involves overcoming a host of methodological 

challenges, I decided to exclude this factor of the initial framework. Despite doing so the thesis 

remains academically relevant as psychic distance is not a common element of SME 
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internationalization research and the chosen dependent variables provide a solid insight into the 

internationalization performance of SMEs.  

 

The second theory-related delimitation concerns the collection of information as stressed by Cavusgil. 

Despite the option to measure the data and information gathering activities of firms directly, I decided 

to measure them via several broad proxies, such as previous import activity, in order to test research 

conclusions of other studies at the same time. Thus, while these proxies do not ultimately focus on 

the collection of information relevant to the internationalization of the firm directly, they contribute 

to this process and give insight about a host of other relationships at the same time. 

 

Furthermore, no exploration into what specific type of international activity SMEs are engaging in 

will be conducted. Whereas Cavusgil (1980) and others (e.g. Johanson et al., 1977) predict that firms 

in the later stages of internationalization apply a variety of different entry modes beyond exporting, I 

decided to delimit the scope of this thesis and to exclude probing this assertion for various reasons. 

From an academic point of view, it makes sense to primarily scrutinize exporting as an entry mode in 

detail - given that it is the most common entry mode for SMEs to internationalize their operations 

(Wolff et al., β004; Fernández et al., β006) and not all internationally operating SMEs use other 

distribution channels than exporting. Likewise, the assumption of firms using additional entry modes 

is rather a dependent outcome than a determining factor of the model and can therefore be omitted 

given the different research focus. From a procedural point of view, I decided to exclude a question 

exploring the use of entry modes by SMEs that was initially part of the questionnaire sent to the email 

sample of approximately β000 SMEs as it occupied a relatively large amount of physical space (due 

to its eleven potential answers) and took a relatively long time to answer in comparison to other 

questions on the questionnaire, previously explained in section 5.6. Thus, the use of specific entry 

modes by SMEs under scrutiny in this thesis will be out of scope. 

6 Descriptive statistics and firm demographics 

Given the large scale of available categories to describe and classify the SMEs covered in this 

master’s thesis, Table 4 through 6 will highlight the main characteristics of these firms. The tables list 

common firm characteristics and the variables used in the statistical analysis to follow. Table 4 focuses 

on firm demographics and related variables. Table 5 breaks down the firm-industry affiliation to 

provide an overview of the sectoral distribution of firms. Finally, Table 6 provides information about 
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the export sequence (Requena-Silvente, β005) of SMEs and displays whether they exported goods in 

β014, β015 or β016 and whether they started or seized exporting in one of these years. 

Table 4: Characteristics of firms in the sample (N = 86) 
  Mean   SD   Range 

Firm age 38.04  19.47  2 - 82 

Employees 42.38  42.50  10 - 180 

Markets 15.05  13.69  0 - 65 

Export intensity 0.57  0.31  0.05 - 1 

ROS 36.99  15.58  4 - 80 

Internationalization delay 9.30  12.38  0 - 46 

Family ownership 64.30  40.37  0 - 100 

Largest external investor 27.80  35.13  0 - 100 

R&D intensity 8.93  10.92  0 - 80 

      

 Yes  No   

Exporter 80 (93%)  6 (7%)   

Strategic alliance domestic 26 (30%)  60 (70%)   

Strategic alliance foreign 29 (34%)  57 (66%)   

Government assistance 26 (30%)  60 (70%)   

Foreign investor 10 (12%)  76 (88%)   

ISO 9001 27 (31%)  59 (69%)   

ISO 9004 7 (8%)  79 (92%)   

Subsidiary 16 (19%)  70 (81%)   

 

Table 5: Industry affiliation 

Industry sector N 

Textile industry 15 

Chemical industry (incl. hygiene products) 7 

Pharmaceutical industry 5 

Rubber & plastic industry 36 

Manufacture of tools 3 

Manufacture of agricultural and forestry machinery 8 
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Manufacture of medical and dental instruments and supplies 5 

Manufacture of computers, consumer electronics & communication equipment 7 

Total 86 

 

Table 6: Export sequence of sampled SMEs 

Export sequence N Percentage 

000 6 6.98 % 

001 0 0.00 % 

010 0 0.00 % 

100 0 0.00 % 

011 0 0.00 % 

101 0 0.00 % 

110 1 1.16 % 

111 79 91.86 % 

(first digit denotes export in β016, second digit denotes export in β015 and third digit denotes export in β014) 

6.1 Descriptive statistics based on Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model 

By applying Cavusgil’s (1980) Five Stage Model, to the 86 firms in this sample it is possible to 

provide additional firm characteristics beyond these basic demographic firm properties. Thus, while 

Table 6 gives an overview of the export sequence of the sampled SMEs, the Five Stage Model offers 

the ability to classify these firms into five distinctive export stages based on characteristics such as 

export intensity, the number of export markets and management attitude as outlined in sections 4.1 

and 4.1.1. Thus, based on Cavusgil’s description of the Five Stage Model and, to some degree, 

personal judgement (Cavusgil, 1984). I classified the sampled SMEs into one of the five 

internationalization stages. Some general characteristics of the firms falling into these five stages are 

displayed in Table 7. 

Table 7: Characteristics of firms by internationalization stage 

STAGE ATTITUDE GLODIV RESOURCES* INTEXP MULTI INTENS SIZE AGE FAMILY DELAY ADAPT ExpExp SAF N 

1 1,65 - 2,80 1,20 1,60 - 22 23 90 - - - 0,00 5 

2** 3,50 - 2,33 4,00 3,00 - 21 70 100 - - - 0,00 1 

3 1,95 5 3,27 3,18 3,18 8% 34 40 73 18 0,45 22 0,18 11 

4 2,92 13 3,09 3,48 3,39 49% 38 38 56 9 0,67 29 0,36 33 

5 4,15 23 4,35 4,33 4,28 80% 53 39 65 7 0,47 32 0,42 36 

* Resources is a construct of TIME, SKILL and FINANCE and has a Chronbach’s Alpha of 0.7β0. 

** Stage β should be excluded for visual inspection of the data given that it only contains one observation. 
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Whereas Table 7 gives an indication that a variety of factors appear to increase simultaneously with 

an advancement in internationalization stage, I conducted t-tests, ANOVA tests as well as simple 

univariate regression analyses, where applicable, to confirm these apparent trends. These statistical 

tests revealed that there is significant evidence at the 5% significance level that firms in higher 

internationalization stages differ from firms in lower internationalization stages in a variety of 

characteristics. An increase in internationalization stage is significantly correlated to a higher 

management attitude, more resource availability, more export markets, higher export intensity, more 

managerial international experience, higher multilingualism among management, more export 

experience in terms of years, more employees, a higher frequency of strategic alliances with foreign 

partners and a higher likelihood of having ISO9001 certification. Additionally, there is evidence at 

the 10% significance level that importing before exporting and product adaptation also increase in 

unison with the variables highlighted in this paragraph. Even though there is no statistical evidence 

supporting an increase in the use of product adaptation strategies this shortcoming in prediction 

accuracy is tolerable as it does not concern a key determinant of the model but rather another expected 

dependent outcome. 

 

These observations allow me to make two significant deductions. First, the simultaneous increase of 

the key determinants of internationalization, according to Cavusigil, indicates the internal validity of 

those key determinants chosen for the Five Stage Model. Cavusgil’s observations appear to hold even 

after β6 years of their formulation and are reliable and coherent characteristics to group and classify 

the internationalization stage of firms. This holds even in the absence of clear cut-off points and 

classification instructions. Consequently, these findings also support the applicability of Cavusgil’s 

Five Stage Model for SME internationalization research as a whole. 

 

Second, there are two indications that support and suggest the continued use of internationalization 

theories assuming incremental internationalization of firms, and in particular SMEs. One indication 

is the, above outlined, appropriateness of Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model for such research as it rests 

on the assumptions of incremental internationalization which was supported given the coherent 

increase in the key determinants as well as a set of additional variables. The second indicator is the 

fact that export experience was significantly different between the sampled firms in different 

internationalization stages and rose simultaneously with all other key determinants of the model. This 

indicates that the longer a firm operates internationally, the further it will advance in terms of 
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internationalization stages. These findings provide strong support for the validity of incremental 

internationalization models when analysing the export and internationalization behaviour of SMEs. 

While there has been a focus shift towards researching “Born Globals” in the recent past (e.g. Oviatt 

& McDougall, 1994; McDougall & Oviatt, β000), the findings above provide support for Bell, 

McNaughton, Young & Crick’s (β00γ) suggestions that three internationalization pathways exist, 

incremental internationalization being one of them. 

 

Finally, the highlighted relevance of the Five Stage Model furthermore bolsters the appropriateness 

of the hypotheses chosen based on said theoretical foundation. Export intensity and export markets 

as dependent variables and management attitude, internationalization experience, multilingualism, 

strategic alliances with foreign partners, importing experience and resource availability are all 

variables coherently connected to the advancement in internationalization stages. This coherent 

increase lends sufficient theoretical foundation to the hypothesis chosen and tested in the upcoming 

section, and underlines their appropriateness, from my point of view. 

7 Analysis 

As outlined above, the 1β hypotheses were tested based on the three linear regression models 

highlighted in section 5.7. Equation (1), exploring Return on Sales, once reduced to solely statistically 

significant and relevant variables (see Table 8) accounted for approximately 5β% of variance in 

Return on Sales (F = γ.75, p < 0.0001, Adj, R² = 0.γ8). Equation (β), focussing on global diversity, 

once reduced to solely statistically significant and relevant predictors accounted for approximately 

46% of variance in global diversity (F = 5.68, p < 0.0001, Adj, R² = 0.γ8). Finally, equation (γ), aimed 

at understanding international intensity, once reduced to solely statistically significant and relevant 

predictive variables accounted for approximately 71% of variance in international intensity among 

the sampled firms (F = 1γ.66, p < 0.0001, Adj, R² = 0.66). 

Table 8: Overview of regression models and p-values 

 
International intensity 

regression model 
Global diversity 
regression model 

Return on Sales 
regression model 

ATTITUDE <0.0001 0.00β0β 0.040γ1 

MULTI 0.04γ6β 0.06501 n.s 

INTEXP n.s 0.0γγ9β 0.060γ1 

FINANCE 0.000β1 n.s 0.0004γ 

IMPORT1 n.s n.s 0.05199 

GOVAS n.s 0.00γβ1 n.s 

SAF 0.01111 0.07077 n.s 



5β 
 

SUBSIDIARY 0.01β51 n.s n.s 

DELAY 0.0γ068 n.s n.s 

SECTOR n.s n.s 0.005γ5 

INVEST n.s n.s 0.000β0 

F 1γ.66 6.71 γ.75 

Prob > F <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 

Rβ 0.71 0.50 0.5β 

Adj. Rβ 0.66 0.4γ 0.γ8 
*n.s. = not statistically relevant 

The results presented in Table 8 provide statistically significant evidence to fully support a single 

hypothesis, namely H1a, stipulating that a positive managerial attitude is correlated to a better 

internationalization performance of SMEs. Managerial attitude was a significant determinant of 

global diversity and international intensity at the 1% significance level and a useful predictor of ROS 

at the 5% significance level. Beyond this fully supported hypothesis there was partial support for six 

additional hypotheses. Management multilingualism (H1b) was positively related to global diversity 

at the 10% significance level as well as to international intensity at the 5% significance level and 

management’s international experience (H1c) was positively related to ROS and global diversity at 

the 10% and 5% significance levels, respectively, indicating a potential relationship. On the resource 

side, the sufficient availability of financing (Hβa) for internationalization projects was positively 

related to international intensity and ROS at the 1% significance level. 

Three additional independent variables were positively related to one of the three dependent variables. 

Importing before exporting (H4a), was positively related to ROS at the 10% significance level, 

government assistance (H5), was positively related to global diversity at the 5% significance level 

and strategic alliances with foreign partners (H6b) were positively related to both international 

intensity as well as global diversity at the 5% and 10% significance level, respectively. While the 

statistical support for H4a and H5 is marginal, there was no statistical evidence to support hypotheses 

Hβb, Hβc, Hγ, H4b and H6a. 

Beyond the independent variables, the analysis furthermore revealed that the control variables 

internationalization delay, the status of a firm as subsidiary, the size of the largest external investor 

and the industry sector have a statistically significant impact on some of the dependent variables. The 

status as subsidiary and internationalization delay were both significantly related to 

internationalization intensity at the 5% level. Whereas being a subsidiary increased the mean 

internationalization intensity, a higher internationalization delay reduced that intensity. A firm’s 

industry sector as  well  as  the size of the largest external investor on  the other  hand,  were  significant       
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*No support for multi-collinearity found based on VIF scores below γ. 

 

    Mea  Std.dev.                 

 EXPORT ,  ,                  

 GLODIV ,  ,  .r.                

 INTENS ,  ,  .r. ,                

 ROS ,  ,  - ,  ,  , *              

 SIZE ,  ,  ,  , *** ,  ,              

 Su sidiar  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,             

 ADAPT ,  ,  .r. ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,            

 FAMILY ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - , ** - ,           

 INVESTOR ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  , *** - ,  - , ***         

 FOREIGN ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  , *** - ,  - , *** , ***        

 INTEXP ,  ,  , *** , *** , *** ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,        

 MULTI ,  ,  , *** , *** , ** , * , ** ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  , ***      

 INOV ,  ,  - ,  ,  , * , * - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,      

 TIME ,  ,  , * , ** , *** ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  , *** ,     

 SKILL ,  ,  , *** , *** , ** , ** ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  , ** , *** ,  , ***   

 FINANCE ,  ,  ,  , *** , *** ,  , ** ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  , *** ,  ,  , *** , ***  

 SAD ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  , * ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  

 SAF ,  ,  , * , ** , ** , * ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  

 ISO  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  , *** ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  , * 

 ISO  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  , ** - ,  ,  ,  

 GOVAS ,  ,  ,  , ** ,  - ,  ,  - , ** - ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  

 DELAY ,  ,  .r. - ,  - , ** - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - , ** - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  

 ATTITUDE ,  ,  , *** , *** , *** , ** ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  , *** , *** ,  , *** , *** , *** 

 AGE ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  , *** ,  - , * - ,  ,  ,  

 IMPORT  ,  ,  .r. ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  , * ,  ,  , ** , * ,  

 IMPORT  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  , ** ,  - ,  , * ,  , ** ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  

 Phar a ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - , * , *** , * ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  

 Ru er ,  ,  ,  - ,  - , ** ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - , ** 

 Che i al ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  , ** ,  , ** 

 Tools ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - , *** - , ** ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  

 Medi al ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  

 Ele tro i s ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  

 Tra tors ,  ,  ,  , *** ,  - ,  , ** - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  , * - ,  ,  ,  ,  

 Te tile ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  

Table 9: Descriptive statistics and correlations (N = 86; * p<0.10; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01) 



54 
 

 

*No support for multi-collinearity found based on VIF scores below γ. 

                      

 EXPORT                   
 GLODIV                   
 INTENS                   
 ROS                   
 SIZE                   
 Su sidiar                    
 ADAPT                   
 FAMILY                   
 INVESTOR                   
 FOREIGN                   
 INTEXP                   
 MULTI                   
 INOV                   
 TIME                   
 SKILL                   
 FINANCE                   
 SAD                   
 SAF , ***                  
 ISO  - ,  ,                  
 ISO  - ,  - ,  , **                
 GOVAS ,  - ,  ,  - ,                
 DELAY ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,               
 ATTITUDE ,  , * ,  - ,  , * - , *             
 AGE ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  , *** ,             
 IMPORT  , * ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,            
 IMPORT  ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  , **          
 Phar a - ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  - , ** - ,          
 Ru er , *** ,  ,  - ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  - , *        
 Che i al - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - , **       
 Tools - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  , * - ,  - ,  - ,  - , ** - ,  - ,  - ,       
 Medi al - ,  - ,  ,  , ** ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - , * - ,  - ,      
 Ele tro i s - ,  ,  ,  , * - ,  - ,  ,  - , ** ,  ,  - ,  - , ** - ,  - ,  - ,     
 Tra tors - ,  ,  - , * - ,  , ** - ,  , * ,  ,  - ,  - ,  - , ** - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,    
 Te tile - ,  - , * - ,  - ,  - ,  ,  - ,  , ** ,  ,  - ,  - , *** - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,  - ,   
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predictors of the ROS of the sampled firms at the 1% significance level. Manufacturers of agricultural 

and forestry machinery as well as those of tools, for example, had a significantly lower ROS than 

firms producing chemicals, medical equipment or pharmaceuticals. Similarly, firms with a larger 

external investor exhibited lower returns on sale. 

8 Discussion 

While the statistical findings presented in sections 6 and 7 (summarized in Table 10, below) are 

relevant and interesting in their own right, the consequences and meanings of these findings for 

practitioners, researchers and policy-makers contribute further opportunities to foster the 

understanding of SME internationalization. In the following sub-sections and paragraphs, this 

discussion section will address the meaning of these findings for SMEs and entrepreneurs, for policy-

makers in the Danish context and finally for researchers in the field of SME internationalization 

research. 

Table 10: Overview of hypotheses and statistical significance of variables 

Hypothesis Variable ROS GLODIV INTENS Support for 

hypothesis 

H1a ATTITUDE 5% 1% 1% Strong 

H1b MULTI n.s. 10% 5% Some, partial 
H1c INTEXP 10% 5% n.s. Some, partial 
Hβa FINANCE 1% n.s. 1% Strong, partial 
Hβb TIME n.s. n.s. n.s. None 

Hβc SKILL n.s. n.s. n.s. None 

Hγ ADAPT n.s. n.s. n.s. None 

H4a IMPORT1 10% n.s. n.s. Weak, partial 
H4b IMPORT5 n.s. n.s. n.s. None 

H5 GOVAS n.s. 5% n.s. Weak, partial 
H6a SAD n.s. n.s. n.s. None 

H6b SAF n.s. 10% 5% Some, partial 
- SUBSIDIARY n.s. n.s. 5% - 
- DELAY n.s. n.s. 5% - 
- SECTOR 1% n.s. n.s. - 
- INVEST 1% n.s. n.s. - 

*n.s. = not statistically relevant 

8.1 Implications for SMEs and entrepreneurs 

The first implication of the findings presented above for entrepreneurs and manufacturing SMEs is 

related to the pace of internationalization. Even though there has been a focus on Born Globals and 



56 
 

Born Agains in the academic community in recent years, incremental internationalization is still the 

dominating paradigm in SME internationalization research and describes the internationalization of 

manufacturing SMEs well. Thus, entrepreneurs should not be too concerned with suddenly arising 

competitors operating on a global scale, trumping them in sales, size and profit. Neither should these 

entrepreneurs and SMEs feel rushed to increase the speed of internationalization beyond their comfort 

level as their domestic competitors face similar resource, knowledge and experience constraints and 

likely prefer to advance the internationalization of their business in incremental steps. 

 

Having pointed out the incremental nature of internationalization of manufacturing SMEs, there are 

a variety of steps and considerations for such SMEs to potentially optimize this incremental 

internationalization. At the forefront of these considerations is a review of the management attitude 

towards a further internationalization of the business. Given that managerial attitude is the most 

significant predictor of global diversity and international intensity, the inhibiting forces of a negative 

attitude towards internationalization are significant. In practice this means that entrepreneurs should 

look for means to improve their attitude towards international markets. Conceivable are information 

gathering and market research to find isolated business and market opportunities which highlight the 

potential to earn additional, potentially higher, profits abroad or seminars and events by trade unions 

and chambers of commerce to highlight case studies of peers successfully advancing their 

internationalization. Alternatively, SMEs could consider more drastic approaches such as increasing 

their management team by an internationally experienced, multi-lingual decision-maker with a 

positive management attitude towards internationalization in order to stimulate the international 

expansion and growth of the firm. 

 

However, measures to develop a more positive outlook towards increased internationalization should 

simultaneously also consider the availability of key resources as outlined by Cavusgil (1980) and 

highlighted by hypothesis Hβa. Only when entrepreneurs and SMEs possess the required financial 

resources will they be in a position to allocate them for international expansion, potentially leading 

to increased international intensity as well as higher financial returns. Thus, it is crucial for decision-

makers in manufacturing SMEs to tap every potential type and source of funding and financing to 

improve the firm’s internationalization performance. Potential means of funding could be state or 

regional subsidiaries, grants, loans or loan assistance through the provision of loan deposits. Potential 

sources of funding for Danish manufacturing SMEs could be government funding initiatives, (e.g. 
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Innovationsfonden, InnoBooster, Vækstfonden, Eksport Kredit Fonden), the European Union (e.g. 

the Horizon β0β0 dedicated SME instrument or COSME), regional financing initiatives (e.g. 

Nordjysk Lånefond) or private funding opportunities (e.g. Danish Venture Capital and Private Equity 

Association). 

 

Another potential measure to increase the internationalization intensity and global diversity is the 

reliance on strategic alliances with foreign partners. Despite the fact that this thesis did distinguish 

between alliances with foreign and domestic partners, it did not explore the different types of strategic 

alliances that exist, such as commercial agreements with wholesalers and retailers (Fernández et al., 

β006), supply relationships, OEM manufacturing (Holmlund et al., 1998), technology alliances 

(McDougall et al., β000) or brand marketing (Sciascia et al., β01β). SMEs need to choose the type of 

strategic alliance that suits their unique needs and intentions best. Strategic alliances can satisfy these 

needs in a variety of ways. They offer a host of potential benefits to small firms, including the ability 

to tap into new markets or to increase the penetration of markets already supplied by the SME, the 

access to economies of scale, to gain control over the distribution of their products, to obtain 

complementary resources in underdeveloped value chain activities, to gain access to complementary 

knowledge and technology, to respond to environmental uncertainties, and to receive endorsements 

from reputable market incumbents (Cappuyns, β004). Thus, individual strategic alliances or a 

combination thereof could assist SMEs to increase their international intensity and accordingly to 

reduce their reliance on the Danish market. Whereas it is rather simple to suggest entering strategic 

alliances with foreign partners, SMEs face the challenge of finding trustworthy partners. Potential 

options for doing so are embassy consultation, trade organisations, chambers of commerce or personal 

networks among others, further discussed in the following section. 

 

Beyond strategic alliances, there was some evidence suggesting that SMEs should explore 

opportunities to receive government assistance in order to boost their global diversity. As with 

strategic alliances, government assistance was a bivariate variable, thus we, again, do not know which 

types of government assistance were particularly useful and which were not. Nevertheless, SMEs are 

advised to investigate the available types and forms of government assistance to overcome their 

idiosyncratic weaknesses and barriers to advance internationalization. While financial support such 

as loans, loan guarantees, grants or subsidies, see above, can help ease financial barriers, seminars 

can positively influence management attitude and a variety of events such as government sponsored 
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trade shows, exhibitions, foreign delegation visits and programs identifying potential agents and 

distributors can raise awareness of potential suppliers, customers, partners and business opportunities 

crucial to the penetration of new markets. 

 

Whereas strategic alliances and government assistance can assist SMEs increase their international 

intensity and the scope of their operations, the data collected from this sample suggests that the bigger 

the shareholding of the largest external investor, the lower the profitability, in terms of ROS, of SMEs. 

Although the precise reason for this relationship is unknown and honestly quite puzzling, it is 

conceivable that increasing demands in terms of formalization, reporting and performance 

measurement, dispersed decision-making or conflicting opinions could lead to such a negative impact 

on ROS. Therefore, based on this data, it is advisable for family SMEs and “Anpartsselskaber” (Aps), 

in particular, to either avoid external investors in general or to consider such investments thoroughly 

rather than to assume that external investments automatically result in positive outcomes.  

 

Finally, based on the weak link between imports preceding exports and return on sales SMEs could 

consider a set of options. SMEs currently not operating in any foreign markets could attempt to 

leverage their importing relationships, if present, to assess whether these could lead or even be turned 

into profitable export opportunities. The relationship- or market-specific knowledge gained through 

these import relationships can help them to avoid costly mistakes when entering these specific foreign 

markets. SMEs currently operating internationally already, on the other hand, could review their first 

international decisions to ensure these do not entail negative financial consequences. Legacy 

contracts, for example, could reduce the profitability of the SME if vital knowledge of various kinds 

was lacking at the time of contract signature and less profitable contract conditions were agreed. Thus, 

cancelling a legacy contract and re-allocating the resources (such as key account manager time, 

production capacity and financial commitments) to another contract or a new customer could assist 

SMEs in raising their financial returns. 

8.2 Implications for policy-makers 

The statistical analyses conducted in the previous sections allow me to draw another set of 

recommendations, in this case for policy-makers. These recommendations will be stated generally as 

well as in direct relation to current Danish regulation or party programmes. Based on the support for 

hypothesis Hβa and the evidence indicating a link between government assistance and 
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internationalization performance, the Danish government should consider continuing its funding 

schemes and programmes for SMEs. The availability of financing appears to be one of the most 

crucial points for the internationalization of manufacturing SMEs from a theoretical as well as 

empirical point of view. Thus, policy-makers should consider to extend these funding schemes to 

SMEs relying less on innovation and technology as a large share of funding schemes are solely 

accessible for firms investing heavily into innovation, research and development. Given that this view 

is furthermore openly advocated by industry interest organizations such as DI (Dansk Industri, β014a) 

underlines the relevance of such recommendations.  

 

Policy-makers in Denmark have shown understanding for the relevance of financial support for 

innovation and export stimulation, and individual parties support the improvement and extension of 

the existing funding schemes. The Socialdemocratic Party, for example, voiced open support to 

continue backing European funding schemes for SMEs such as Horizon β0β0 and COSME to enable 

SMEs the access to funding for their further internationalization. Similary, Venstre advocates the 

introduction of micro loans for Danish SMEs in order to stimulate the growth, expansion and 

internationalization of SMEs in the Danish business sector (Dansk Industri, β014b). Nevertheless, in 

order to positively impact SMEs in Denmark, the government and policy-makers need to find a 

coherent and responsive conciliation, beyond party-political considerations, which targets SMEs’ 

actual needs in a timely manner.  

 

However, finding such a compromise can be difficult in a landscape where some parties shy away 

from supporting government market interventions due to their believe in a free market economy. The 

Danish Conservative People's Party (β015), for example, prefers to remove red tape and to reduce 

bureaucratic barriers for SMEs. While it is conceivable that these measures are beneficial for the 

internationalization of Danish SMEs, these party programmes ignore or underestimate the importance 

of providing financing opportunities for SMEs. Thus, policy-makers critical of government market 

interventions should likely investigate whether limited interventions, such as the provision of funding 

opportunities for SMEs would significantly harm their conception of a free market economy. 

 

Beyond the financial support of SMEs, this thesis discovered that management attitude was a highly 

relevant predictor of internationalization performance which shows that policy-makers should not 

just rely on financial incentives to stimulate export growth but should also rely on means to bolster 
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the managerial attitudes towards the importance of internationalization. Achieving a positive 

influence of managerial attitudes towards internationalization would certainly contribute to a variety 

of economic goals (e.g. employment, balance of payments) and growth targets of incumbent policy-

makers. Towards this end, the government-initiated Danish Trade Council offers a dozen support 

programmes and seminars for SMEs, such as export coaching, strategy development and market visits 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, β016). However, given that additional workshops and 

information campaigns for SMEs are provided by industry interest organizations and unions such as 

information campaigns, shorter educational workshops, seminars and handbooks; policy-makers 

should, in cooperation with current providers of such services, consider whether an integration of 

such measures into state-sponsored schemes would be an option to secure the future existence of such 

programmes, to refine their processes and to increase their coverage and potential impact. 

 

Similarly, given that international management experience and multilingualism are potentially 

contributing towards the profitability, global diversity and international intensity of SMEs, yet hard 

to acquire, policy-makers should think of ways to assist SMEs lacking these capabilities. While some 

initiatives listed above provide knowledge and experience to participants and bridge gaps between 

foreign partners and Danish SMEs there might be other opportunities to assist Danish SMEs to 

acquire such capabilities. Policy-makers could consider continuing or extending programmes 

subsidizing the employment of academic staff in full- or part-time positions (e.g. Videnpilot) to allow 

SMEs access to experienced or multilingual staff as means to fill their competency gaps to strengthen 

their internationalization projects. Alternatively, it is conceivable that the provision of professional 

and trustworthy translating and interpreting services through business interpreters, similar to business 

ambassadors introduced at some banks (Ledelse Idag, β016), could assist in remedying the lacking 

language capabilities of entrepreneurs currently not using the full international potential of their 

products. All in all, given the abundance of programmes to support SMEs in various ways in the 

Danish case, policy-makers should likely focus on optimizing programmes and increasing their 

coverage among SMEs rather than introducing new programmes that suffer low coverage and 

compete for funding with current schemes. 

 

Besides the recommendations mentioned above, the Danish government could consider 

accommodating the relevance of strategic alliances with foreign partners to a larger degree given its 

potential impact on SME internationalization intensity and global diversity. While the Danish Trade 
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Council’s “export start” and Vitus programmes, for example, assist SMEs in “distributor and partner 

search” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, β016) their use among SMEs seems to be limited. 

Only β8% of the manufacturing SMEs sampled for this thesis that entered strategic alliances with 

foreign partners received any form of government assistance. Given that government assistance was 

measured as a dummy capturing a wide range of activities the number of firms having received help 

to enter into these strategic alliances is even lower. Thus, based on the relevance of strategic alliances 

with foreign partners and the apparently limited use of programmes supporting the partner search, 

policy-makers could consider extending these programmes to reach a wider range of SMEs with the 

aim of fostering their international growth. 

 

In addition to this aspect, based on the statistically significant and negative relationship between the 

size of the largest external shareholder and return on sales, policy-makers should find means and 

ways of providing financing opportunities to SMEs. Whereas grants, subsidies, loans and loan 

guarantees are one option, incentives for banks to increase their volume of loans to SMEs (e.g. a 

support for the introduction of business ambassadors in banks, as mentioned previously) or a 

regulatory framework to support and secure small firms bonds or other non-equity financing options 

could be fruitful alternatives. The successful introduction of such measures would raise the odds of 

survival of Danish SMEs, increase taxable income and secure jobs in the process. Thus, increasing 

funding abilities for interested SMEs would certainly be beneficial to their profitability and create a 

variety of secondary effects beneficial for Denmark’s economy and potentially even the tenure of 

policy-makers themselves. 

 

Finally, the potentially positive impact of other government assistance programmes such as 

government-sponsored trade shows, trade missions and foreign delegation visits, among others, 

should stimulate policy-makers to continue supporting such programs in the future. Policy-makers 

should review the usage of these programmes, and government assistance programmes in general, on 

a continuous basis and evaluate whether the scale of application matches the initial intention of the 

programmes. Programmes benefitting only a dozen firms a year, for example, can hardly succeed in 

contributing positively to the internationalization of SMEs as a whole in Denmark. 

8.3 Implications for research field 

Although several of the theory-informed hypotheses have yielded statistically significant relations 
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between the independent and dependent variables, a set of hypothesis were rejected due to a lack of 

statistical support. These shortcomings could be caused by the age of the theoretical framework used, 

the limited base of previous research Cavusgil could draw on to formulate his framework, the 

generous interpretation of Cavusgil’s framework by me or the composition of the particular sample 

of Danish manufacturing SMEs. Nonetheless, the merits of Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model have been 

shown as the model can be used to classify firms into unique internationalization stages. Still, further 

work on the precise relations between key determinants and dependent variables as well as the 

analysis of omitted determinants would likely contribute to the precision of such an 

internationalization model. 

 

Moreover, one of the most relevant findings of this thesis has been the observation of coherent 

patterns of incremental internationalization among the sample of 86 Danish manufacturing SMEs. 

Even though there has been a focus on Born Globals and International New Ventures (e.g. Oviatt et 

al., 1994; Zahra, Ireland, & Hitt, β000; McDougall et al., β000) in the recent past, as stated in section 

6.1, theories of incremental internationalization still apply to the majority of existing businesses and 

a significant share of newly founded enterprises as indicated by this thesis’ sample. Thus, while some 

authors (e.g. Moen et al., β00β; Servais et al., β008) argue that the observation of Born Globals and 

International New Ventures renders theories of incremental internationalization, such as Johanson et 

al.’s (1977; 1990) Uppsala model or Cavusgil’s (1980) Five Stage Model useless and outdated, the 

findings in this thesis oppose a generalization of such conclusions.  

 

Nonetheless, there are some significant findings when comparing firms that internationalized within 

two years after their foundation among my sample of 86 Danish firms, so called New International 

Ventures (Moen et al., β00β), to firms internationalizing after a longer delay. Firms internationalizing 

within two years after their foundation appear to have a higher international intensity (5% significance 

level) than their peers. Evidence for a higher return on sales or a higher global diversity could not be 

found though, which is in line with the mixed results found by Moen et al. (ibid.) and indicates that 

such evidence should not be used as argument against the validity of models assuming incremental 

internationalization.  

 

Thus, rather than discrediting a theoretical paradigm for not encompassing the entirety of SMEs, I 

argue that findings such as that “one third of the firms in a given sample do not internationalize 
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incrementally” (ibid.) support Bell et al.’s (β00γ) notion that several internationalization pathways 

exist and can exist at the same time. A direct implication of this argument is that rather than debating 

whether incremental internationalization or Born Globals and International New Ventures are relevant 

theoretical paradigms in SME internationalization research, which unfortunately happened (Andall 

& Fischer, β005), researchers should embrace the theoretical diversity and find ways to benefit from 

such diversity. Towards that end, Bell et al.’s (β00γ) integrative framework of small firm 

internationalization has positively influenced the field and lead to relevant applications of such 

integrative approaches (e.g. Oviatt & McDougall, β005). 

 

With regard to the individual independent variables, this thesis has produced a variety of interesting 

results. The statistically most significant findings were made in relation to managerial attitude 

towards internationalization. Here, this thesis’ findings partially align with Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005) 

and Preece et al. (1999). As both sets of authors, this thesis found a positive link between managerial 

attitude and a firm’s international intensity. Given that this link has been observed among SMEs in 

Canada, Spain and Denmark, operating in a variety of manufacturing industries as well as the wine 

industry it is conceivable that this link can be generalized to a majority of SMEs operating in the 

Western hemisphere. However, while the link towards international intensity was observed in several 

studies, Preece et al. did not find a significant relationship between managerial attitude and global 

diversity, which this thesis, on the other hand, did. Thus, in the absence of other studies to verify, 

support or disprove these findings, it appears unlikely that my results are generalizable to firms in 

other locations or industries at the current point in time. Nevertheless, it is plausible that a positive 

managerial attitude could not just foster international intensity but also international diversification. 

 

Whereas several authors, such as Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005) and Forsman et al. (β00β) found that 

managerial attitude is contributing to the export propensity of SMEs, this thesis failed to analyse this 

aspect due to the small amount of non-exporting firms among the sample of survey respondents. Thus, 

although there is no statistical evidence to directly support this finding, it is highly conceivable that 

a key predictor for global diversity and international intensity is also a factor driving SMEs to explore 

international opportunities in the first place as, for example, predicted by Cavusgil’s (1980) Five 

Stage Model. Moreover, this thesis has revealed some evidence for a potentially positive link between 

managerial attitude and return on sales. However, given the absence of other studies in the field of 

SME internationalization research exploring an impact on return on sales, these results are not 
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generalizable to the population of manufacturing SMEs in the Western world without further scrutiny 

and thus, should be interpreted carefully under the consideration of the local context and other factors.  

 

Continuing the discussion of management related findings of my thesis, the links between 

multilingualism and the dependent variables as well as the link between previous international 

management experience and the dependent variables might have some implications for the academic 

field of SME internationalization research. In regards to a positive impact of multilingualism on 

global diversity, this thesis echoes (though at a 10% significance level) findings by Fernandez-Ortiz 

et al. (β009) who studied β19 Spanish SMEs and concluded that management’s multilingualism 

abilities are positively correlated to an SME’s international diversification or global diversity, as 

multilingualism provides “the capacity to develop business relationships in foreign languages” (ibid.; 

Jansson et al., β008). Similarly, this thesis concurs with findings by Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005) who 

just as Fernandez-Ortiz et al. studied a sample of Spanish SMEs and concluded that multilingualism 

among management is positively contributing to internationalization intensity. Although Suárez-

Ortega et al. furthermore found a positive relationship towards export propensity this thesis did not 

succeed in testing this aspect. Nevertheless, the fact that these insights drawn from a Spanish sample 

also apply in the Danish environment hint at a relationship that could be generalizable on a wider 

scale.  

 

The two previous findings moreover imply that the generalizability of findings by Knowles et al. 

(β006) can be extended to the Danish SME sector. Given that global diversity and international 

intensity are two core components of internationalization performance, it can well be argued that 

multilingualism positively contributed to the internationalization performance of Danish SMEs which 

corresponds to Knowles et al.’s conclusions drawn from their analysis of 1β00 British SMEs. 

 

The second management related variable that produced statistically significant results was 

management’s international experience. While the weak evidence supporting a positive impact on 

return on sales and global diversity matches findings by Fernandez-Ortiz et al. (β009), who found a 

positive relation towards international diversification among their Spanish sample, the results only 

partially match Knowles et al.’s (β006) study who found an overall relationship towards successful 

internationalization among their English sample. However, this thesis did not find evidence 

supporting a positive link towards international intensity, a significant component of 
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internationalization performance. Thus, the findings presented in this thesis stand in contrast to the 

conclusion that management’s international experience contributes to international intensity as found 

by Suárez-Ortega et al. (β005) and Reuber et al. (1997) for firms in the Spanish wine and the Canadian 

software sector. As a consequence of the findings of this thesis and the only partially matching 

conclusions of other studies, we do not understand how a management’s international experience 

impacts the internationalization of SMEs in the bigger picture.  

 

The probably second most relevant variable highlighted in this thesis is the availability of financing 

as a resource.  Whereas a variety of studies into barriers for SME internationalization (e.g. Bagchi-

San, 1999; Al-Hyari et al., β01β) highlighted that a lack of sufficient financing opportunities for SMEs 

in a variety of local contexts (e.g. Canada and Jordan) is a major inhibiting factor for SMEs to flourish 

internationally, financing has not received much attention from researchers studying factors and 

variables contributing to the successful internationalization of SMEs. Whereas Preece et al. (1999) 

found a significant link between resource availability and global diversity as well as international 

intensity, they failed to distinguish between different types of resources and collapsed them into one 

predictor variable limiting the degree of knowledge to be acquired. Thus, this thesis limits the 

generalizability of Preece et al.’s findings as solely finance as a resource was found to be a relevant 

predictor of some aspects of SME internationalization performance. Conversely, given the limited 

previous scrutiny of finance availability as a factors in SME internationalization research, it is unclear 

to which degree the findings of this thesis can be generalized to a wider set of manufacturing SMEs 

in other countries. 

 

Another theory-informed hypothesis that revealed a statistically significant link concerns strategic 

alliances with foreign entities. The regression analyses conducted in this thesis revealed a positive 

contribution of such alliances to a firm’s international intensity as well as their global diversity. These 

statistical conclusions partially confirm findings by Lu et al. (β001) and Cappuyns (β004) who 

reasoned that alliances with host country firms lead to higher internationalization performance among 

Japanese and Spanish SMEs. While this thesis approached the variable looking for foreign and not 

host country alliances and Lu et al. and Cappuyns drew their conclusion on internationalization 

performance as a whole and not individual predictors thereof, this thesis nevertheless highlighted that 

previous findings suggesting a higher internationalization performance could, at least partially, be 

generalizable to a wider set of SMEs. Moreover, the finding that strategic alliances with foreign 
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entities were statistically significant and that strategic alliances with domestic partners were not 

pinpoints a necessity to distinguish between these forms of strategic alliances in future studies. Even 

though Fernández et al. (β00β; β006) and Preece et al. (1999), for example, researched the potential 

impact of strategic alliances on SME internationalization performance, these authors failed to 

distinguish between foreign and domestic alliance partners. This shortcoming impacts the validity of 

these authors’ findings in the light of the findings presented above that only a particular type of 

strategic alliance is relevant and hints at the likelihood that combining these two alliance types is 

likely skewing statistical findings limiting the validity and generalizability of previous research. 

 

Likewise, this thesis included an analysis of government assistance in order to assess the impact this 

variable could have as a source of market knowledge, positive experiential knowledge as well as 

business contacts and opportunities on SME internationalization performance. While there was weak 

evidence supporting a potential link between receiving / having received some form of government 

assistance and global diversity, this conclusion is not further support by previous studies in the field. 

Preece et al. (1999), for example, found a positive relationship between receiving government 

assistance in the US and international intensity but did not find any statistically significant evidence 

to support positive relationship of government assistance and global diversity. Whereas the 

discrepancy in findings prevents a direct generalization of either finding to other contexts and 

countries it highlights a methodological issue at this point. Whereas firm age and the amount of 

employees are standardisable variables and apply uniformly around the world, government assistance 

is a broad concept which takes on different forms from country to country, contingent on government 

policy. Thus considering the local context, the conclusion of these two studies is likely that 

government assistance in the US supports SME international intensity and Danish government 

assistance programmes support global diversity rather than that either of these findings is universally 

applicable. Beyond this consideration there are also analytical approaches to SME 

internationalization that broke down government assistance into its components. A study by 

Shamsuddoha et al. (β009), for example distinguished between financial and non-financial 

government assistance and Wilkinson et al. (β006) distinguished between several kinds of non-

financial types of government assistance in their studies of US SMEs. The findings of these more 

detailed approaches cannot be verified or tested by the current thesis given the lack of detail the 

underlying questionnaire collected which limits the academic contribution of this thesis to some 

degree. 
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Regarding import experience, this thesis has tested two different variables, namely whether a firm 

imported goods before exporting and whether it imports more than 5% of its imports. Whereas there 

were no significant differences between firms importing more or less than 5% of their inputs there 

was a potential impact of importing before exporting on return on sales at the 10% significance level. 

While Holdlund, Kock & Vanyushyn (β007) and Laurin & St.Pierre (β011) also found significant 

evidence that importing had a positive influence on internationalization performance. Holdlund et al. 

concluded that importing before exporting positively impacted export propensity through, inter alia, 

a stimulation of management interest in exporting among their sample of 178 Finnish SMEs. Laurin 

et al., on the other hand, primarily stressed the quality of imported raw materials and inputs as 

determinants, alike Cassiman et al., β011, but also suggested that managerial proactivity could be 

positively influenced through importing operations. Given the small amount of non-exporting firms 

in my Danish sample and the resulting lack of data to test this result, I was unable to test the 

generalizability of these findings. Nevertheless, it appears plausible that importing before exporting 

could be a useful source of market and internationalization knowledge, experiential experience and 

business opportunities given that there is evidence (incl. case studies e.g. Karlsen, Silseth, Benito & 

Welch, β00γ) suggesting its positive contribution to export propensity and return on sales.  

 

Beyond the hypotheses and variables tested based on the suppositions of the Five Stage Model a 

series of control variables was included based on previous research in the field. Among these variables 

this thesis found four relevant relationships to the dependent variables. First, there was significant 

evidence that the industry sector is a determinant of an SME’s profitability in terms of return on sales. 

While this finding in itself is rather self-explanatory and supported by the fact that consultancies and 

statistical agencies (e.g. New Zealand Inland Revenue) provide information on mean industry returns, 

for example, as benchmarks, the fact that the industry sector was not a relevant predictor of 

international intensity or global diversity is an interesting finding. Whereas, previous research also 

relying on hand-picked industries such as Menéndez-Requejo (β004) and Brouthers et al. (β009) came 

to the conclusion that the industry sector does not have an impact on internationalization performance 

other authors such as Mockaitis (β008), Calabrò et al. (β011), Welter et al. (β008) and Dana et al. 

(β008) found the industry sector to be a significant variable. These incoherent findings complicate 

the generalization of any of the findings and draw a rather uncertain picture of the impact of industry 

membership. On the other hand, upon closer look, it becomes evident that studies using a hand-picked 
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subset of industries appear to be less likely to find significant differences in terms of international 

intensity and global diversity. Conclusions drawn on a wider and broader industry classification and 

studies comparing low-tech against high-tech industries were more likely to find a significant impact 

of industry membership. Thus, it is conceivable that these methodological choices impact the 

conclusions drawn and should be taken into consideration when assessing the merits and 

generalizability of particular findings. 

 

The next control variable exhibiting a statistically significant impact, falling out of the scope of 

Cavusgil’s (1980) Five Stage Model, was internationalization delay and continues a discussion briefly 

raised at the beginning of section 8.γ. The regression analyses revealed that internationalization delay 

had a negative impact on international intensity at the 5% significance level which is in line with 

previous research mentioned in this thesis such as Moen et al. (β00β) who studied Danish New 

International Ventures and Autio et al. (β000). This finding is particularly relevant for research on 

New International Ventures as it confirms one of their main contestations, namely that firms that 

internationalize within their first two years of foundation will have a higher international sales to total 

sales ratio than firms that internationalize after a longer delay. However, beyond the confirmation of 

this key claim there is little to be learned here given the almost tautological nature of the relationship 

between internationalization delay and international intensity in New International Venture research. 

Nevertheless, it appears to be a conclusion generalizable to Danish manufacturing SMEs.  

 

The third control variable that yielded statistical significance was the size of the ownership share of 

the largest external shareholder. Among the 86 sampled manufacturing SMEs this variable was 

negatively related to firm profitability as measured by ROS. Whereas this variable was used in a 

similar form in several publications such as Fernández et al. (β00β; β006), Zahra, Neubaum & Huse 

(β000) or Zahra, Hitt & Ireland (β000). None of these authors arrived at the same conclusion. While 

Fernández et al. and Zahra, Neubaum & Huse found positive relationships between external 

ownership and international intensity as well as export propensity this thesis did not find any 

statistical evidence to support the generalizability of their findings. On the other hand, Zahra, Hitt & 

Ireland (β000) did not find any statistically significant link between external ownership and firm 

profitability which questions the generalizability of the statistically significant findings in this thesis. 

While all four studies relied on different predictor and control variables the incoherence of research 

results limits the generalizability of any of these findings and raises doubts as to whether researchers 
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currently fully understand the impact of external ownership.  

 

The last variable supported by statistical data is an SME’s status as subsidiary. The finding that the 

international intensity of subsidiaries exceeds those of independent SMEs supports the general 

practice in SME internationalization research to separate subsidiaries from independent SMEs. 

Although most researchers exclude subsidiaries from their samples (e.g. Autio et al., β000, Beamish 

et al., 199γ or Brouthers et al., β005) entirely based on the assumption that subsidiaries have access 

to more resources and face less constraints, this thesis opted to include such companies to test these 

assumptions. While subsidiaries reported a higher resource availability, the difference compared to 

independent SMEs was not statistically significant. Nevertheless, given that a firm’s status as 

subsidiary was a statistically significant predictor of international intensity, a distinction between 

subsidiaries and independent SMEs appears sensible which supports the methodological choices of 

previous research to exclude subsidiaries from SME internationalization research. Given that 

subsidiaries are usually excluded from SME internationalization studies, the findings of this thesis 

can hardly be verified and their generalizability cannot be established in comparison to other studies’ 

findings. 

 

Even though family ownership was not among the variables initially envisioned to influence 

internationalization performance by Cavusgil (1980), it appeared to be a promising variable based on 

previous research in the field and the existence of entire handbooks and academic journals focusing 

on family business research. Nevertheless, the statistical relevance of the variables measuring family 

ownership and ownership in general were insignificant among the sampled firms. The findings made 

in this thesis limit the generalizability of conclusions drawn by authors such as Fernández et al. 

(β006), George et al. (β005), Svetličič et al. (β007) or Graves et al. (β006). Despite the fact that these 

findings lacked coherence in the first place, suggesting a positive, negative or ∩-shaped relationship 

to exist between family ownership and internationalization performance, the insignificance of 

(family) ownership variables in this thesis casts further doubt on the relevance of ownership as a 

predictor variable for the internationalization performance of SMEs. Thus, the current sample of 

Danish manufacturing SMEs does not support the broader applicability of conclusions predicting a 

statistically significant relationship between family ownership and SME internationalization 

performance. 
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Finally, similarly to the ownership variables, the absence or presence of ISO9001 and ISO9004 

certification did not show any statically significant influences on the internationalization performance 

of SMEs. While there is previous research on the variable, the absence of any statistical significance 

indicates that ISO certification is likely either a bad predictor of SME internationalization 

performance in general or a bad proxy for formalization, standardization and the other components 

of ISO9000 certification. 

9 Conclusion 

In conclusion, based on the methodological assumptions of positivism, this thesis attempted to shed 

light on the question: Which factors foster the successful internationalization of Danish SMEs 

operating in the manufacturing sector. In order to discover these factors, the thesis relied on a 

deductive theory-testing approach using linear regression models to make statistical inferences about 

the predictors of several aspects of internationalization performance. The underlying data for these 

statistical analyses was collected via an online questionnaire, following a phone call to explain the 

purpose of this thesis, and resulted in 86 complete and useful responses from Danish manufacturing 

SMEs operating in eight different manufacturing sectors. The gathered responses allowed me to create 

more than γ0 unique firm-related variables used as independent, dependent or control variables in the 

three regression analyses. Based on the collected responses, this thesis first set out to test the 

theoretical assumptions of Cavusgil’s (1980) Five Stage Model before conducting an in-depth 

analysis of factors potentially contributing to the internationalization performance of Danish SMEs. 

9.1 Key findings 

The first key finding of this thesis is that Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model, a theory of incremental 

internationalization, can be used to successfully classify the internationalization stage of Danish 

manufacturing SMEs. The application of said theory revealed that all of Cavusgil’s key indicators 

used to identify a firm’s internationalization stage increased in unison as presumed. Furthermore, a 

variety of others factors logically expected to increase with an advance in internationalization stages 

increased simultaneously. The overall picture, as a result of firm classification, revealed that 

management attitude, resource availability, the number of export markets, export intensity, 

management’s international experience, the degree of multilingualism and multinationalism among 

management, export experience in terms of years, the number of employees, the likelihood of 

strategic alliances with foreign partners and the frequency of ISO9001 certification all increased as 

firms advance to the next internationalization stage. The coherent and statistically significant findings 
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supporting the applicability of this model of incremental firm internationalization furthermore 

contribute to the discussion on the validity of internationalization theories by providing supporting 

evidence for their applicability in the current case. Subsequently, these findings also support the 

appropriateness and validity of the theoretically-grounded hypotheses formulated based on this theory 

and tested in the main analysis section.   

 

The analysis of these hypotheses and the application of linear regression models revealed several 

distinct factors contributing to the international intensity, the number of exports markets as well we 

the profitability, and thus the internationalization performance, of Danish manufacturing SMEs.  First, 

managerial attitude, the degree of management’s international experience, the availability of financial 

resources and previous importing experience were positively related to the profitability of sampled 

SMEs. The particular industry sector furthermore influenced the overall level of ROS, rendering some 

industries less profitable than others, and finally, the size of the largest external investor was 

negatively related to profitability. Second, regarding the international intensity of the observed firms, 

managerial attitude, the availability of financial resources, the degree of multilingualism or 

multinationalism among management, strategic alliances with foreign partners and a firm’s status as 

subsidiary positively contributed to this metric. A sixth significant variable, internationalization delay, 

was furthermore found to have a negative impact on internationalization intensity indicating that the 

faster firms entered foreign markets after their foundation, the higher their share of foreign sales to 

total sales. Third, the global diversity of the samples SMEs was found to be positively influenced by 

managerial attitude, the reception of any kind of government assistance, the degree of management’s 

international experience, the degree of multilingualism or multinationalism among management and 

strategic alliances with foreign partners. 

9.2 Academic contribution 

This thesis has contributed to research in the field of SME internationalization by testing a series of 

theory-grounded and previously studied variables in the context of selected Danish manufacturing 

branches. The scope of variables tested in this thesis exceeded that of most other studies and allowed 

a comparison of the independent variables’ ability to explain variance of the dependent variables, 

rather than simply testing them against the classic control variables size and age. Following the dual 

approach of including theory-grounded (as suggested by Zahra, β016) variables and variables 

previously found relevant, this thesis contributed to identifying key determinants of 
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internationalization performance and underlined the relevance of decision-makers and their 

characteristics in this process. Moreover, the application of Cavusgil’s Five Stage Model contributed 

to the discussion of internationalization theories and offers evidence supporting the plurality of 

internationalization modes as suggested by Bell et al. (β00γ). Furthermore, in addition to the 

previously supported variables, this thesis attempted to use two types of ISO9000 certifications as 

proxies for a series of firm process characteristics such as standardization and formalization. The 

absence of statistical support however, questions the appropriateness of using ISO certification as 

proxy. 

9.3 Limitations 

Nevertheless, despite its merits this thesis underlies a few limitations that limit the generalizability of 

the conclusions in addition to the points raised in the section on delimitations which highlighted 

factors narrowing the scope of research. One of the main limitations is the size of the sample, while 

a sample of 86 firms allows certain conclusions to be drawn, the sample size limits the statistical 

accuracy and leaves a given leeway for uncertainty. Some significant findings at the 10% significance 

level could turn out irrelevant in a larger sample of manufacturing SMEs given additional information 

and data and the puzzling negative relationship between external ownership and return on sales might 

not apply any longer in such a larger sample. Another shortcoming is the reliance on a number of 

dichotomous variables and broad concepts such as government assistance. Both practices collect 

general data but lack the necessary detail to arrive at conclusions that could be directly translated into 

specific recommendations and suggestions for firms and policy-makers. For example, the 

recommendations built on the findings regarding government assistance do not indicate which 

particular programme or government action positively influences the global diversity of SMEs and 

thus do not empower me to provide specific recommendations beyond those provided above. 

9.4 Further Research 

Finally, this thesis raised awareness about the need to conduct further research in particular areas in 

order to acquire more in-depth knowledge about certain aspects or to shed light on the reasons behind 

ambiguous research findings. First, future research should follow Bell et al.’s (β00γ) integrative 

framework of small firm internationalization and assume the co-existence of several 

internationalization pathways to increase our understanding of SME internationalization as a whole 

rather than attempt to discredit particular internationalization pathways (e.g. incremental 

internationalization). Second, the findings in this thesis and the subsequent comparison to other 
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studies has shown that there is a need for greater detail in SME internationalization research. Future 

research should distinguish between domestic and foreign strategic alliances, the different aspects of 

ISO9000 certification, different resource types (e.g. skill, time, finance) and different types (e.g. 

financial, non-financial) and forms (e.g. seminars, exhibitions, subsidies, grants etc.) of government 

assistance. Moreover, future research should measure import experience in years rather than as a 

dummy to acquire data allowing to assess a potential learning curve rather than setting firms with one 

year of import experience equal to firms having β0 years of import experience and research should 

either continue to exclude subsidiaries from research or clearly mark subsidiaries with a dummy 

variable to account for the differences to independent firms. Third, while more detail is important 

regarding many variables, it appears to hinder conclusions in regards to industry as a variable, as 

studies distinguishing between high-tech and low-tech industries were more likely to find significant 

relationships than those identifying the particular industries. Thus, future research should include a 

measure accounting for the technological novelty of a sector in order to test this assumption. Finally, 

given the ambiguity of findings regarding the impact of international experience and family 

ownership on internationalization performance as a whole and managerial attitude on return on sales, 

studies should be conducted scrutinizing previous findings under the consideration of the specific 

local and industrial contexts of the samples as well as under the consideration of the variables found 

highly relevant in this thesis, namely, managerial attitude, management multilingualism, management 

international experience and the availability of financing. 
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11 Appendix I – English questionnaire 

Your participation greatly improves the validity and relevance of my research into the 

internationalization of Danish SMEs in the manufacturing sector and hopefully contributes to an 

improved understanding of the drivers behind this process. This survey is entirely anonymous and I 

do not intend to publish or share raw data or any other form of data that might affect your business 

adversely. 

 

This survey contains up to γ4 questions, depending on your answers, most of which are easy to 

complete. The expected time to complete this survey is 4 to 8 minutes. Estimates, approximations 

and the rounding of values are gladly accepted. There are no right or wrong answers. All contributions 

are appreciated. Thank you for your participation. 

In which year was your enterprise founded? 

____ 

 

How many full-time employees does your firm employ? 

___ 

 

Is your firm a subsidiary (incl. Joint Ventures) of a Danish or foreign enterprise? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Does your firm's annual revenue (omsætning) exceed 375 million Danish Kroner? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

What is your firm's main industry sector? 

(1)  Textile industry 

(2)  Chemical industry (incl. hygiene products) 

(3)  Pharmaceutical industry 

(4)  Rubber & plastic industry 
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(5)  Manufacture of tools 

(6)  Manufacture of agricultural and forestry machinery 

(7)  Manufacture of IT, electronics and communications equipment 

(8)  Manufacture of medical instruments, etc.  

 

Did your firm ever export any of its products? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

In which year did your firm first start exporting to another country? 

____ 

 

Did your firm import raw materials or resources before exporting products? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Does your firm import at least 5% of its resources and raw materials from abroad? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Did or will your firm export products to other countries in 2016? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Did your firm export products to other countries in 2015? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Did your firm export products to other countries in 2014? 

(1)  Yes 



8γ 
 

(0)  No 

 

Into how many foreign markets do you export your products? 

___ 

 

Are exported products adapted for foreign markets or are they the same as the products sold in the 

Danish market? 

(1)  Products are adapted 

(0)  Products are the same 

 

What is the % of shares held by the founder/founding family and family members? 

___ 

 

What is the % of shares held by the largest external private or corporate investor? 

___ 

 

Does your firm have a foreign shareholder who holds at least a 10% share? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Please state to which degree you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

 

We think primarily about global applications for our products 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

Foreign exports are essential to pay for the development costs of our products 

(1)  Disagree 
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(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

Export markets will be more profitable than domestic markets 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

We need to hurry into foreign markets before our products become obsolete 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

Our management team has previous international experience 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

Our management team is multi-national and/or multi-lingual 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 
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(5)  Agree 

 

Please remember that this survey is anonymous and that no information provided by you can be 

traced back to individual survey respondents. You are welcome to round values or provide 

approximations and estimates. 

 

Which % of revenue does your firm earn from exports / achieve abroad? (Foreign sales / revenue) 

___ 

 

What is your firm's Return on Sales (ROS) in % (EBIT x 100 ÷ Sales)? 

___ 

 

What % of revenue is invested into Research & Development? (R&D / revenue) 

___ 

 

Please state to which degree you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

 

Our employees have the necessary time to focus on internationalization activities. 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

Our employees have the necessary skills contribute to firm internationalization 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 
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Our company can financially afford internationalization 

(1)  Disagree 

(2)  Somewhat disagree 

(3)  Neither agree nor disagree 

(4)  Somewhat agree 

(5)  Agree 

 

Definition of "Strategic Alliance": A close cooperative relationship with another organization, 

requiring substantial sharing of information, skills and/or resources 

 

Did your firm enter into strategic alliances with domestic partners? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Did your firm enter into strategic alliances with foreign partners? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Does your firm possess ISO 9001 certification? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Does your firm possess ISO 9004 certification? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 

 

Did/does your firm receive export assistance from the Danish government or embassies (such as export 

subsidies, workshops, networking etc.)? 

(1)  Yes 

(0)  No 
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12 Appendix II – Danish questionnaire 

 

Deres deltagelse i denne undersøgelse forbedrer signifikant både validiteten og relevansen af min 

research ind i internationaliseringen af små og mellemstore danske produktionsvirksomheder. 

Forhåbningen er, at undersøgelsen vil give mig større indsigt i, hvilke aspekter der driver denne 

internationaliseringsproces. Undersøgelsen er 100 procent anonym, og der vil ikke blive udgivet eller 

delt nogen form for empirisk data. 

 

Undersøgelsen omfatter op til γ4 spørgsmål, afhængigt af Deres svar. De fleste af disse er nemt og 

hurtigt besvaret. Den anslåede tid det vil tage at besvare undersøgelsen er 4 til 8 minutter. Estimater, 

tilnærmelser og afrundinger af værdier accepteres gerne. Der er ingen ”rigtige” eller ”forkerte” svar, 

og alle bidrag værdsættes. Tak for din deltagelse. 

 

Hvilket år blev Deres virksomhed grundlagt? 

____ 

 

Hvor mange fuldtidsansatte er der i Deres virksomhed? 

___ 

 

Er Deres firma et ”datterselskab” (inkl. Joint Venture) af et dansk eller et udenlandsk selskab? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Overstiger Deres firmas årlige omsætning γ75 mio. DKK? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Hvad er Deres firmas primære industrisektor? 

(1)  Tekstilindustri 

(2)  Kemiindustri (inkl. hygiejneartikler) 

(3)  Farmaceutisk industri 

(4)  Gummi- og plastindustri 

(5)  Fremstilling af håndværktøj 



88 
 

(6)  Fremstilling af landbrugs- og skovbrugsmaskiner 

(7)  Fremstilling af IT, elektronik og kommunikationsudstyr 

(8)  Fremstilling af medicinske og dentale instrumenter 

 

Eksporterede Deres firma nogensinde nogle af sine varer? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Hvilket år begyndte Deres firma at eksportere varer til udlandet? 

____ 

 

Importerede Deres virksomhed ressourcer og råvarer før eksporten af produkter?  

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Importerer Deres firma mere end 5 % af dets ressourcer og råvarer fra udlandet? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Har/vil Deres firma eksportere[t] varer til udlandet i β016? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Eksporterede Deres firma varer til udlandet i β015? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Eksporterede Deres firma varer til udlandet i β014? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Til hvor mange udenlandske markeder eksporterer I jeres produkter? 

___ 
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Bliver eksporterede produkter tilpasset udenlandske markeder, eller er de identiske med dem, som 

sælges på det danske marked? 

(1)  Produkterne er tilpassede 

(0)  Produkterne er identiske 

 

Hvilken aktieandel angivet i procent besiddes af grundlæggeren/ grundlæggerfamilien eller 

familiemedlemmer? 

___ 

 

Hvilken aktieandel angivet i procent besiddes af den største eksterne privat- eller 

virksomhedsinvestor? 

___ 

 

Har Deres virksomhed en udenlandsk aktionær, der besidder mindst 10 procent af de samlede aktier 

i virksomheden? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Venligst angiv i hvilken grad De er enig eller uenig i følgende udtalelser. 

 

Vi tænker primært på globale applikationsmuligheder for vores produkter 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 
 

Udenlandsk eksport er nødvendig for at betale for fremstillingen af vores produkter 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 
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(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Eksportmarkeder vil blive mere indbringende end indenlandske markeder 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Vi er nødt til at skynde os ind på udenlandske markeder før vores produkter bliver forældede 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Vores ledelsesteam har tidligere international erfaring 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Vores ledelsesteam er multinationalt og/eller flersproget 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Venligst husk at denne undersøgelse er 100 procent anonym, og at ingen af de informationer givet 

hverken kan eller vil kunne blive sporet tilbage til individuelle respondenter. Estimater, tilnærmelser 
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og afrundinger af værdier accepteres gerne. 

 

Hvilken procentdel af Deres firmas omsætning kommer fra eksport til udlandet? (Udenlandssalg / 

omsætning) 

___ 

 

Hvad er Deres firmas Return on Sales / dækningsgrad [link til definitionen indsættes her] i procent? 

___ 

 

Hvilken procentdel af Deres virksomheds omsætning investeres i R&D/produktudvikling? (R&D / 

omsætning) 

___ 

 

Venligst angiv i hvilken grad De er enig eller uenig i følgende udtalelser. 

 

Vores ansatte har tilstrækkelig tid til at fokusere på internationaliseringsaktiviteter. 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Vores ansatte har de fornødne kvalifikationer til at bidrage til firmaets internationalisering. 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 

(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Vores virksomhed har råd/økonomi til internationalisering. 

(1)  Uenig 

(2)  Delvist uenig 

(3)  Hverken enig eller uenig 
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(4)  Delvist enig 

(5)  Enig 

 

Definition af ”Strategisk Partnerskab”: Et tæt samarbejdsforhold til et andet firma/organisation som 

kræver omfattende deling af informationer, kvalifikationer og/eller ressourcer. 

 

 

Er Deres firma indgået i et Strategisk Partnerskab med en eller flere indenlandske partnere? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Er Deres firma indgået i et Strategisk Partnerskab med en eller flere udenlandske partnere? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Er Deres firma ISO 9001-certificeret? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Er Deres firma ISO 9004-certificeret? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 

 

Modtager, eller har Deres firma modtaget eksportassistance fra den danske regering eller fra 

ambassader (i form af f.eks. eksport-starttilskud, workshops, networking m.m)? 

(1)  Ja 

(0)  Nej 
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13 Appendix III - SAS JMP screenshots 

 

 

 


