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ABSTRACT 

Import promotion is deliberate measures to promote imports from certain geographical areas or industries, 

typically from developing countries. Such measures are implemented by developed countries as a way to 

increase developing countries trade and growth. This thesis studies contemporary practices of import 

promotion, creating new knowledge in an area that has undergone great changes during the last decades.  

Import promotion is studied using an approach inspired by Lederman et al. (2010) and Gripsrud & Benito 

(2001). Data about objectives, organisational settings, resources and activities of nine modern Import 

Promotion Agencies is gathered. This data is then used to characterise and analyse import promotion 

practices. 

The thesis shows that modern import promotion differs greatly from what has previously been known. 

Broadly speaking, import promotion initiatives were created to work with the demand side to increase 

imports from developing countries. But the last decades have brought changes, and import promotion does 

today instead extensively focus on targeting the supply side. This means that the focus has changed from 

focusing on the home country importers towards developing country exporters and business support 

organisations. 

This thesis also shows that it is possible to talk about two generations of Import Promotion Agencies. The 

first generation was created in the 1970s and forward, and had narrow focus on marketing activities and 

targeted only firms, with the objective of specifically increasing the imports from developing countries to the 

home country. A second generation of Import Promotion Agencies has arisen in the 2000s. This second 

generation has a broader scope, meaning that more areas than marketing are targeted, often through indirect 

work via local business support organisations. Here, the goal is often not to increase imports to the home 

country, but rather to increase overall trade.  

Finally, this thesis shows that it is possible to underpin research about import promotion with modern 

theoretical concepts about inefficient markets. Transaction cost economics captures the essentialities of 

traditional import promotion practices, showing that Import Promotion Agencies have been created as an 

answer to disproportionally high transaction costs for developing country small and medium sized 

companies. These transaction costs have decreased as practices in trade has changed, and accordingly has 

import promotion activities and focus changed. An analysis of modern import promotion should therefore be 

supplemented with the resource based view, which more directly explains the practices of today.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The third session of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development in Santiago 1972 reached a 

decision to request developed countries to create mechanisms supporting imports from the developing world.  

“4. Urges developed countries to consider measures to facilitate exports from developing countries by 

appropriate means, such as, where possible, the establishment of national centres in the developed countries 

for the promotion of imports from developing countries or other import facilitation measures”  

Resolution 75 (III) Export Promotion, point 4. General Assembly of UNCTAD, 1972 

In the years following the Santiago conference, a set of agencies promoting imports were created around 

Europe. Pioneering countries to set up import promotion agencies (IPA) as governmental agencies were the 

Netherlands (1971), Sweden (1974), Denmark and Norway (1977). But setting up IPAs were not the only 

way to promote imports from developing countries, West Germany did for example chose a different 

approach in year 1972, by giving the national retail association a mandate to promote imports from 

developing countries. During the upcoming decades, more countries followed, and year 1987 there were 14 

active IPAs in the Western world, taking into account the agencies of the non-European countries Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand (Gripsrud & Benito, 1999). 

These IPAs were created to serve as a tool for aiding the industrialisation of the developing countries. IPAs 

came to function as advocates of the countries and companies they promoted, and would in some cases work 

actively to trigger demand among the home country end customers for certain imported products. Because of 

this, the IPAs were often funded from the aid budgets.  

A central task for the early IPAs was to mediate contacts between developing country producers and 

developed country buyers. Typically, the contact mediating would be done by distributing a bi-monthly or 

quarterly publication with advertisements from developing country producers to the domestic importers. 

These activities also included dealing with product samples and to some degree assisting with trade fair 

participation and buying/selling missions.  

The rise of import promotion agencies follows the rise of export led growth as the primary pathway for 

development. This pathway contained liberalisation of economies and decreased trade barriers, which was 

seen as necessary to create a viable industry, capable of exporting goods to other countries. This concept for 

growth culminated with the Washington consensus in the late 1980s, but has since then been occasionally 

criticised.  

In the later years, IPAs have faced great changes. The creation of the European single market led for 

example several agencies to broaden the scope of not only promoting imports to their home country, but also 

to the entire European Union. Furthermore, the working methods and effect of some IPAs were questioned. 
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Parallel to this, or possibly as a result thereof was the gradual decrease of IMPOD of Sweden in the 1990s, 

once the second largest IPA, as well as the closing of DIPO of Denmark in the early 2000s. But this time also 

brought a change in work activities, where for example CBI of the Netherlands and SIPPO of Switzerland 

came out with new approaches to help developing country producers. 

Over the years, import promotion has greatly remained outside of academic interest. The knowledge about 

the area is meagre, meaning that there is no updated knowledge about what is done and what the results of 

this are. Similarly are there no academic underpinnings to import promotion. The reason for this might be 

that import promotion falls between stools – it is too much of business research to be researched by 

researchers in aid and technological assistance, but it is far less business than what is the case of export 

promotion. 

 

Source: UNCTAD Trade Database. Own calculations.  

It is relevant to study import promotion for a set of reasons. First, the LDC exports as a share of world 

exports have been declining, which is seen in the graph above. Similarly has the share of LDC exports 

among the developing countries been decreasing. This tells that LDC trade does not grow in the same pace as 

world trade and developing country trade. This trend stands in contrast to the Sustainable Development 

goals, part of the UN Agenda 2030, where the target is doubled LDC exports until 2020 (UNCTAD, 2015). 

It is therefore well needed to highlight import promotion as a potential avenue for turning this trend. 

Second, throughout the years, great efforts have been spent on promoting imports from developing countries 

and particularly LDCs. There is consequently an obvious need for understanding whether this policy makes 

sense, and if possible, whether this is effective. There is also a need, which has also been called for by 

representatives from the IPAs, to understand which methods and techniques of import promotion are most 

effective and hence to be recommended. 
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Third, radical changes seem to have occurred among the import promotion activities since the 1970s. These 

changes might be of interest not only to import promotion specifically, but also be generalizable to other 

adjacent research fields. This means that knowledge about what is useful policies in import promotion might 

well be relevant for export promotion and areas of technical co-operation. 

Fourth, even though import promotion remains an understudied area, the opportunities for creating an 

academic foundation to this are greater than ever. Concepts building on the notion of inefficient markets, 

such as transaction cost economics and the resource based view have gained widespread acceptance the last 

decades, which might serve as an appropriate background for studying and understanding IPAs. Similarly 

have there been advancements in the study of export promotion, which might well have implications for the 

study of import promotion.   

Research question 

Import promotion, even though a phenomenon that has existed for more than 40 years, remains novel to 

academic research. The level of knowledge hereabout is low and outdated. The peer reviewed works 

available give some general indications about the work of IPAs in the 1980s and 1990s. They also contain a 

description of the work of the Norwegian IPA in the 1990s as well as a rough empirical testing on IPA 

impact of imports from LDCs. However, this latter testing contains some major drawbacks in method, which 

are elaborated upon in the later chapters of this thesis. 

When visiting the TRIC-meeting in Geneva in May 2016, it became evident that there are great discrepancies 

between Import Promotion as is described in the few scholarly contributions that exist and the situation 

today. This concern the activities of IPAs, their institutional setting but also the purposes of their activities 

seem to differ greatly from the academic writings. Moreover, the actors seem to have changed, where new 

organisations dealing with import promotion have been founded and others disappeared.   

The absence of knowing more precisely why and how import promotion is dealt with as of today makes it 

impossible to create normative knowledge about how it should be dealt with. First when knowledge on what 

Ankersborg & Boolsen (2007) calls explorative and descriptive level is created can research move on 

towards explanatory and normative knowledge. Ankersborg & Boolsen warns that it is probably not 

manageable to create knowledge on all levels on a master’s thesis; hence the knowledge generating efforts 

should build on what is already available, and move up this ladder of knowledge.  

Increasing the knowledge about contemporary import promotion practices is naturally the first step in a 

general upgrading of knowledge in this field. First when there is basal knowledge, such as definitions on 

what is import promotion, who is undertaking it and how and why it is undertaken can more advanced 

studies be built. If this basal knowledge does not exist, it is very difficult to conduct advanced studies, 

assessing for example the efficiency of IPAs through quantitative analysis. 
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This thesis does accordingly have the ambition to create a foundation for future research in the field of 

import promotion. Consequently, the following research question will direct the focus of this thesis.  

Why and how do developed countries promote imports from developing countries, and how do these 

practices stand in relation to modern academic theories about inefficient markets and export promotion. 

Purpose 

This thesis serves as a platform for future research about import promotion. Import promotion is an 

understudied area, which when studied better might well contribute to the understanding about how to 

achieve increased trade and growth for developing, and particularly the least developed countries. As a thesis 

has a limited scope, everything cannot be investigated. This thesis does accordingly focus on laying a 

foundation for more advanced future research. With this come characterisations and clarifications of IPAs 

and their work, as well building up a theoretical underpinning with modern academic theories. On the 

contrary, this thesis will not explicitly state how import promotion should be dealt with, and which are for 

example the most effective activities and organisational set-ups. For this latter knowledge to be generated, 

different and richer data is needed.   

Three target groups for this thesis can be distinguished. As the thesis is written as a call for future research 

about import promotion, the obvious target audience is other academics. For future research, this thesis helps 

to bring clarity in the area of import promotion, something that is needed before taking on more advanced 

studies. But not only are academics with an interest to continue the research about import promotion 

targeted, but so does the thesis also have implications for adjacent research fields. 

This thesis is also relevant for policymakers within the areas of development aid and trade, both in developed 

and developing countries. Some of the IPAs that are studied in this paper are evaluated by their home 

governments. However, for national policymakers, an overview of what is done in other countries provides 

an important source of ideas for future development and questioning, but also displays opportunities for 

tighter co-operation and joint activities between countries. 

Finally, practitioners have called for the creation of normative knowledge in the field of import promotion 

(TRIC-meeting, 2016). Even though this thesis does not entail knowledge about how import promotion 

should be conducted, it paves the way for future research going in this direction. This makes it an indirect 

answer to this call from practitioners. Suggestions for future research are to be found in the last part of this 

thesis.  

Delimitation: What is Import Promotion 

It has been suggested that the term import promotion should be restricted to the efforts where developed 

countries work towards triggering the demand for imports of goods from certain promoted countries among 
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the home country companies and end customers. This is definition that stems from the 1990s, and is inspired 

by the IPA activities of this time.  

This thesis takes a broader approach on import promotion, including all activities of enhancing developing 

country trade on a business level. These activities can be either direct, which would mean direct support of 

some kind, but also indirect, which could be for example the training of BSOs. The boundary between 

import promotion and export promotion is thereby blurred, as IPAs target both the demand and the supply 

side. However, there is an important distinction between import promotion and technical assistance, being 

that the former target the marketing of products, which are the later stages in a value chain. Technical 

assistance would typically target the production parts of the value chains.  

Another important aspect of import promotion as is defined in this thesis is that it concerns programmes 

where developed countries aid developing countries through enhancing their trade. This part of the definition 

of import promotion removes two areas of activities. First is the growing strive from particularly China to 

secure the inputs for its domestic industry, something that has created a massive investments and co-

operative agreements with developing countries, particularly in Africa as suppliers of materials to the 

Chinese industry. This falls away from the definition of import promotion as these activities do not come 

with the ambition to support the growth of the targeted countries, but rather to cater to the domestic industry. 

Second example of import promotion that falls outside this definition is that of Japan, a country which has 

had a massive current account surplus with the US. This has at some points forced the Japanese government 

to promote imports from the US. This falls outside the definition of import promotion as it is directed 

towards a developed country, and one could also argue that this regime was also based on indirectly 

supporting the domestic industry.   

Noteworthy is also the sample of IPAs. This thesis centres around nine IPAs, which all take part of the 

conference TRIC. This is a number considerably lower than the amount of IPAs that has earlier been 

researched. In order to ensure that this is the total population of IPAs, the Copenhagen embassies of all 

OECD-countries were surveyed. The results of this survey are described in more detail later, but generally 

suffer from a blurry line between what is import promotion and what is technical assistance. 

Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is divided into six chapters. This section markets the end of the first chapter, which has introduced 

import promotion and displayed the research question, purpose of the thesis and a delimitation of the work.  

The second chapter forms the theoretical underpinnings for the thesis. This chapter describes the need for 

trade in order to achieve growth and improved living condition. It also explores modern academic concepts 

about inefficient markets, such as transaction Cost Economics and the resource Based View. Finally, the 

chapter display the academic findings on export and import promotion.  
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The third chapter contains described and discusses the research method. This includes the design of research, 

policy for data collection as well as a discussion on validity and reliability. 

The fourth chapter contain data about the population of IPAs. The nine studied IPAs are investigated on 

basis of their objectives, their institutional setting, their resources and their activities. For the matter of 

illustrating the change which seems to have occurred in IPA activities, the chapter also contains descriptions 

of the three now scrapped Scandinavian IPAs as well as a description of CBI in the 1980s. The chapter is 

finished with displaying the answers from the IPA embassy survey. 

The fifth chapter characterises and analyses the IPAs of today. It characterises the IPAs based on a set of 

dimensions, upon which key similarities and differences are displayed. This is followed by an analysis 

building on the presented theoretical underpinnings to import promotion. 

The sixth and the last chapter draws a conclusion of the previous chapters, as well as demonstrate a way to 

move forward with the research efforts on import promotion.   



10 

 

II. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS  
This chapter explores the benefits on a macro level that comes with increased trade. It also explores 

concepts and factors that affect firms’ exporting decisions on a micro level. The chapter is finished with a 

review of the findings of export- as well as import promoting agencies. 

Macroeconomic Implications of Trade 

There are strong connections between trade, growth and improved living conditions. When a country starts 

engaging in trade, the majority of its population will be better off. And the country itself is not the only that 

will be better off, so will also its trading partners be (Krugman, Melitz and Obstfeld, 2015). 

Trade contributes to economic growth in several ways. For example, Busse & Köninger (2012) points out 

that trade leads to effects such as more efficient resource allocations, realisation of economies of scale and 

scope, facilitation of knowledge diffusion, fostering of technological progress and increasing international 

competition, leading to optimised production processes and development of new products. However, trade is 

not the only factor needed for achieving growth and thereby improved living conditions. Even though 

sustained growth and development have very rarely occurred without international trade and investments, 

other factors need to be in place as well. This concerns for example upgrades in education, infrastructure and 

institutions (OECD, 2009). This is supported by The International Growth Commission of the World Bank 

(2008), which highlights five factors needed for achieving growth. These five factors are: trade, stability, 

government credibility, savings and reliance on markets. If they are not all present, the development of a 

country tends to be sluggish. This might well be the reason why some developing countries and particularly 

LDCs have difficulties taking off: even though they are going far to integrate in the global trade system, they 

fail to achieve the other factors (OECD, 2009).  

By improving the opportunities for trade, countries are likely to start exporting goods in which they have 

abundant factors in (Committee for Trade, Industry and Enterprise Development, 2003). As the developing 

countries as a group generally have abundant supply in labour, it can be expected that wages rise as a result 

of increased trade. If it is the case that the supply of labour is not fixed, then the increased demand in labour 

can be expected to lead to migration from rural (low paid, low productive) jobs to jobs with higher 

productivity and wages in the cities, but wages remain the same. 

When regressing the volume of exports and imports against lagged share of total GDP for 108 countries 

1971-2005, a causal relationship between trade and GDP per capita growth can be established (Busse & 

Köninger 2012). Same holds true when narrowing down and only looking at the developing countries. 

Furthermore, strong correlations exist between trade, income and productivity levels (OECD, 2009). When 

the share of trade of country GDP increases with 1%, income levels are raised by 0,9-3 %.  These arguments 

are valid on a macroeconomic level, and generally indicate that increased trade gives opportunities of 



11 

 

specialisation and better utilisation of labour and capital. Growth leads to income increases of the poor, 

which are generally proportionate with GDP/capita growth (Dollar & Kraay, 2004). Accordingly, the UK 

Department of International Development (2008) sees growth as the most powerful driver for reducing 

poverty and improving the quality of living in developing countries.  

However, a growth rate can have vastly different effects on the development of a country, depending on a set 

of other factors. Broadly speaking, the impact of growth on development is dependent on the participation of 

the poor in the growth process. Generally speaking, an increase of income (GDP growth) of 10% leads a 

decrease of poverty with 20-30% in a developing country (ibid). Similarly, evidence based on household-

surveys of the poor in six African nations, leads to the conclusion that there are no broad evidences that the 

poor are particularly disadvantaged when the trade levels of a country increase (Demery & Squire, 1996).  

Micro Level: Central Concepts Affecting Exporting Decisions 

Barriers to Exporting 

During the last half a century, tariff levels have been greatly reduced, enabling increased worldwide trade 

flows and economic development OECD (2005). Developing countries are given special treatment here, as 

they enjoy particularly favourable tariffs through systems of special and differential treatment, such as the 

Generalized Tariff Preference System (UNCTAD 2013).  However, these tariff reductions have not always 

resulted in the increases of trade and growth that was hoped for. There are several reasons for this, all 

showing that tariffs are far from the only factor affecting global trade.  

Apart from tariffs, which are easy to measure and investigate, there is a vast group of so called non-tariff 

trade barriers that create obstacles for developing countries to engage in trade (OECD, 2005: Analysis of). 

Non-tariff barriers to trade serve different purposes, and can generally be divided into two areas. First area is 

commercial policies which are aimed to steer trade, such as quotas or subsidies. Second area is technical 

barriers that serve a non-trade policy objective. This second area often serves a legitimate purpose, such as 

food safety, technological standards or similar UNCTAD (2013).  

The nature of non-tariff trade barriers makes it difficult to collect information and assess them. Rather than 

being easily observable in tariff schemes, information about non-tariff measures is to be found in legal 

documents, industry standards and other less outspoken forms WTO (2012). This also makes it difficult to 

draw the line of what is a trade barrier. UNCTAD created a system for classifying NTMs, which is intended 

to serve as a point of departure for further research and knowledge collection of NTMs. Also WTO is 

working on gathering information and systematising non-tariff trade barriers, with the intention to display 

this in a database for policymakers and businesses.  
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Leonidou (2004) consolidated findings from 32 empirical studies on export barriers for SMEs published 

between 1960 and 2000. The study covers export barriers from developing as well as developed market 

firms. Through these consolidated findings, 39 individual barriers were found. These were then grouped 

according to whether they were company internal or external. Internal barriers are those connected to 

organizational resources, capabilities and company approaches to exporting. External barriers are barriers 

stemming from either the home or the host environment in which the company operates. Leonidou’s 

framework is displayed below. 

 

Even though these barriers decide how easy it will be for a company to undertake successful exporting 

activities, other factors decide whether a company will strive for this, and also how much effort will be 

needed to overcome the barriers. With this latter aspect, it is understood as the difficulty to overcome these 

barriers might differ between companies. Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006) use this visualisation of export 

barriers to point out that trade promotion organizations can only overcome some barriers; others are naturally 

falling outside their competence to help firms overcome. Dhanaraj & Beamish (2003) points out that while 

there is a rich set of studies that empirically plot barriers to exporting, very little theoretical underpinnings 

exist. Also, very little has been made on investigating the correlations between these variables, meaning that 

one trade affecting variable affects another.  Finally, most studies have been made only on single countries, 

leaving very little knowledge on how export barriers differ between countries.  
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External barriers: Transaction Costs and Inefficient Markets 

Why do firms internalise activities if markets always are the most optimal way to organise transactions? 

Why do large centrally planned systems such as MNEs exist? Ronald Coase meant that there must be a cost 

for procuring in the market, which makes some transactions more efficient when dealt with internally than 

externally (Henderson, 2008). 

Williamson (1971) connected this to the theories of market failures. When firms chose to internalise tasks, 

they get a higher degree of control, which can for example be relevant when conflicts arise. A specific 

example here is bargaining, as contracting partners know that there are individual earnings to be made 

through bargaining, bargaining is done. However, the process of bargaining is decreasing the joint utility of 

two contracting partners, as no additional value is created when bargaining. When generalising, transaction 

costs can be said to be the economic loss of using the market for arranging a contractual relationship. This 

argumentation can also be applied on exporting decisions, as exporters face considerable transaction costs 

when deciding to export. This includes costs for example in doing diligence on contracting partners and 

uncertainties that arise around payments. Reid (1983) suggests that one determinant of transaction costs are 

the amount of buyers and their structure, where a larger set of buyers require more diligence activities and 

thereby higher transaction costs.  

Transaction costs generally work against developing, and particularly the Least Developing Countries. As 

the infrastructure and institutions are weaker in developing countries, domestic transaction costs make 

exports considerably more expensive.  For example, freight costs comprise more than 10% of African 

imports, where the developing country average is 8,2% and 5,2% for developed countries. Direct and indirect 

transaction range in the span of 2 to 15% of the transaction value between countries for a certain good, which 

can make exporters from developing countries face considerable higher costs OECD (2009). 

That the cost of control which was mentioned earlier is a key part of transaction cost is supported by 

Anderson & Gatignon’s (1986) framework for companies internationalising. Here, control over operations is 

central when firms decide how enter a foreign market. The level of control wanted, taken together with the 

market commitment leads to a ladder of entry modes. This ladder starts at the low-level commitment/control 

level of exporting, and goes to higher levels of commitment/control, which would be direct investments. The 

thoughts of Anderson & Gatignon are thereby extending those of Williamson, where control and 

transactional risks are interlinked.  

The ideas of transaction costs serve as the key academic underpinning for creating and maintaining trade 

promotion organisations. For example, The Committee for Trade, Industry and Enterprise Development 

(2003) base their analysis and justification of trade promotion heavily on transaction cost economics. OECD 

(2005:2) names transaction costs, together with tariffs and non-tariff trade barriers as the most important 
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obstacles for developing country firms to start exporting. This is also the picture of Committee for Trade, 

Industry and Development (2003), who makes an investigation of transaction costs for developing country 

exporters, and points out that these normally are substantially higher than for developed country exporters, 

and calls for evening out this by creating support services for developing country producers. 

Internal barriers: The Resource Based View 

The resource based view is partly built on transaction cost economics. Similarly, the resource based view 

builds on the notion that markets are not perfect as is assumed in neoclassical economics. Wernerfelt (1984) 

propose that firms should be analysed based on its resources rather than its products. Firms are endowed with 

certain resources or capabilities which can be used to develop products, organise operations and enter new 

markets. It is the compositions and strengths of these resources that decide the success and ultimately the 

financial return of the company. 

The notion of entry barriers can well be reconciled with the resource based view, where it is assumed that a 

certain resource is needed to overcome the barriers hindering firms to enter a new market (Wernerfelt, 1984). 

These resources can be for example knowledge, machinery or marketing skills. Barney (1986) suggests that 

such resources can be bought in strategic factor markets. This is a broad theoretical concept, where for 

example a market share for a particular product is a good which can be bought in a strategic factor market. In 

this case, the acquisition of a market share is done through for example heavy marketing investments. 

Resources are thought to be long-lasting and granting a considerable advantage. Barney suggests that 

strategic factor markets develop when firms need certain resources in order to execute their overall goals. 

However, it is unlikely that the strategic factor markets are perfect. Instead, most strategic factor markets 

should be thought of as imperfect, which makes it possible for companies to derive above normal returns by 

acquiring the right factors. 

The resource based view is used by several authors writing about at trade promotion, for example Leonidou 

et al. (2011) and Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006). They argue that the role of trade promoting organisations is 

to provide resources needed to enter foreign markets. Such resources, for example market knowledge and 

marketing skills are not readily available for purchase at the strategic factor markets, which leaves a gap 

which governments have to fill in order to help domestic producers export. The resource based view is also 

the foundation of Dhanaraj & Beamish’s (2003) call for reconciling empirical findings on exporting barriers 

with theoretical underpinnings. Entrepreneurial drive, technological intensity and firm size are for example 

good predictors on exporter strategy. These factors in their turn build on a larger set on resources, which 

when acquired increases the likelihood of undertaking successful exporting. Policymakers should 

accordingly focus their efforts on programmes targeting the build-up of resources needed for successful 

exporting. 
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Internal barriers: Exporter Development 

There are principally two theoretical schools of modelling international marketing and exporter development 

(Andersen, 1993). These are the Uppsala School of Internationalisation and the Innovation-Related 

Internationalisation Models.  

The Uppsala School is based on empirical findings of the internationalisation of a small sample of Swedish 

MNEs. The school postulates that firms internationalise gradually, prefer to enter markets with proximate 

psychic distance, and gradually increase the market commitment, which in this sense means moving from 

exports through agents to having own local production. The Uppsala model particularly emphasise the 

importance of “knowledge about foreign markets and operations”, which leads the level of foreign market 

commitment and success of this commitment.  

The Innovation-Related Internationalisation models are formed by a set of writings, which share a great deal 

of similarities (Andersen, 1993). Most cited is here Bilkey & Tesar’s (1977) model, which is built up around 

a set of stages which companies are undertaking when internationalising. This model is in its turn very 

similar to the models of Czinkota (1982), Cavusgil (1980) and Reid (1981).   

 

A change in attitude occurring between stage 1 and stage 2, which is most likely a result of external change 

or a “push” mechanism (Andersen, 1993).  Stage 3 is highly  dependent on management’s perceptions of 

foreign countries, and parallels can be drawn to other studies which have found that these perceptions are 

driven by factors such as whether the manager had studied a second language in school, whether the manager 

had lived abroad long time enough to experience a culture shock – and whether this was attractive. 

Furthermore, it was found that a majority of firms did enter stage 4 only if they received an unsolicited order 

(Bilkey & Tesar, 1977) 

Six stages in the Export Development Process: 

Stage 1: Management is not interested in exporting. Not even to fill in an unsolicited order. 

Stage 2: Management would fill in an unsolicited order, but makes no effort to explore the feasibility of 

exporting.  

Stage 3: Management actively explores the feasibility of exploring.  

Stage 4: The firm exports on an experimental basis to a psychologically close country. 

Stage 5: The firm is an experienced exporter to that country, and adjusts exports optimally to changing 

exchange rates, tariffs, etc.  

Stage 6: Management explores the feasibility of exporting to additional countries that psychologically 

are further away.   



16 

 

Stage 5 relates particularly to the presence of export barriers, and how to overcome them. Bilkey & Tesar 

found that it is only firms that are at this level that are actually concerned and aware of export barriers. The 

amount of exports on stage 5 is dependent on management being convinced that exporting contribute to firm 

goals, the amount of barriers perceived as difficult to tackle, and the quality of management.  

Moreover, firms that obtain their own export orders rather than unsolicited orders, are larger, have more 

favourable expectations of export advantages to the firm, had more skilled and dynamic management and 

perceived the amount of export barriers as fewer. This is supported by Rao & Naido (1993), who find that 

there is a strong correlation between firm size and level of internationalisation, where firm size is measures 

as number of employees and sales numbers.  

Genctürk & Kotabe (2001) highlight that whereas all exporters are exposed to barriers and stimuli, it is the 

organisational and managerial capabilities of a firm that determine how easy it will be to overcome these 

barriers. Gemünden (1991) notes that there are great discrepancies in the academic studies on what drives 

exporting success, and point out that almost fifty quantitative studies in this field has yielded almost 700 

indicators of factors driving export success.  

Disadvantages for Small- and Mid-sized Enterprises in International Trade 

As has already been indicated, firm size plays a central role in international trade. Several factors work 

against smaller companies that want to start exporting, and research shows that particularly small companies 

from developing countries face a hard time when entering international trade.  

Much information has to be gathered before entering a foreign market. A market assessment covers factors 

such as demand, partners, trade barriers and regulative environment. The cost of a market assessment stays 

more or less the same even if the size of the company changes. This creates an environment where the costs 

of assessing a new market is, seen relatively to company size, lower for big companies than small (Alvarez, 

2004). 

When a firm decides to enter a new market, it has to establish marketing channels, learn bureaucratic 

procedures and develop packaging and product varieties. Moreover, the decision to start exporting to a 

particular market is also highly dependent on whether the firm is already pursuing exporting business. When 

an “export product” is already developed for a similar market, the company can use this, and thereby avoids 

sunk costs for product development (Das, Roberts & Tybout, 2001; Alessandria & Choi, 2007). Similarly, 

smaller companies face lower economies of scale, meaning that they have to cover the fixed costs with a 

smaller amount of manufactured products than a big company. Furthermore, producing companies would 

typically use slacks in their production for manufacturing for exports. These production slacks create an 

initial chance for producing to the export market at margin costs. Katsikeas & Morgan (1994) notes that the 

presence of production slacks tend to be higher for larger companies than smaller.  
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Bilkey (1978) suggests that there is a negative correlation between firm size and the quality of management, 

which yields an indirect connection between firm size and likelihood to export and also outcome of this. 

Czinkota & Johnston (1983) point out that whereas there is a rich set of private service companies providing 

internationalization consultancy services for lager enterprises, such a set of service providers does not exist 

for small and mid-sized enterprises. The reason for this is assumed to be that larger enterprises make bigger 

deals and can thus be expected to be able to pay more for the services than small companies, which makes 

this an unattractive segment and also turn sales and communications into the greatest obstacles when SMEs 

internationalise. Handling documentation is also an important obstacle, which is more difficult the smaller 

the company is. There is also a difference in the propensity to search for exporting orders, where larger 

companies actively seek for exporting opportunities, and smaller ones have a greater tendency just to way for 

unsolicited orders. This is also noted in a review of export studies, by Bilkey (1978), who finds that 

generally, 40-68% of all initial exporting order for developed world firms stems from unsolicited orders. 

New Patterns of Trade: Global Supply Chains 

International trade patterns have changed during the last decades. This means that there is a shift from trade 

in the form of arm’s length relationships to more organised economic structures. These new structures often 

lie somewhere between the principles of markets and corporate hierarchies (Cateano et al., 2010). This shift 

is facilitated by modern communications systems and the advent of IT. Whereas 20
th
 century trade circled 

around selling finished products made in a factory in one country to another, the 21
st
 century trade system is 

about two-way flows. This means that people, knowledge, investments and information flow between 

factories and offices, making final products output of many nations. However, certain co-ordination costs 

remain, which makes proximate countries more attractive than distant as locations for sub-manufacturing 

(Balwin, 2011). This is the reason why for example German firms are outsourcing certain activities to Poland 

and Japanese firms to other south-east Asian countries.  

 

With the emergence of global supply chains, it has become easier for developing countries to take part of 

international trade (WTO & Fung Global Institute, 2013). Earlier, companies needed to possess knowledge 

in a vast set of areas that constitute developing, manufacturing and marketing products abroad. Rather than 

having to develop knowledge and capabilities in all these areas, it is now sufficient to specialise in an area, 

and connect this area to a global value chain. The developing countries of today are therefore having the 

possibilities to learn and develop faster than countries such as Korea and Taiwan did (Baldwin, 2011). In the 

new global supply chains, strong global buyers have the lead. This particularly holds true for goods that are 

commodity-like (Gereffi & Korzeniewicz, 1994). 
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Export and Import Promotion 

Export Promotion 

In order to alleviate the market imperfections that hit particularly SMEs doing business abroad, several 

countries have created publicly funded export promotion agencies (Hogan et al. 1991). This is encouraged by 

the UN-system, which argues that in order to improve chances of growth and development, information on 

foreign markets and exporting opportunities should be collected and made into a public good by 

governmental trade promotion agencies (UNCTAD, 2009). This is a deviation from traditional economics, 

which would argue that interventions of the public into the markets create inefficiencies, and that this 

basically means that the governments subsidise companies.  

Export promotion agencies would typically undertake a range of activities. Broadly speaking, Lederman et 

al. (2010) divides these activities into four groups: 

1. Country Image building: Advertising, promotional events. 

2. Export Support Services: Exporter training, technical assistance, capacity building. 

3. Marketing: Trade fairs, export and import missions. 

4. Market research and publications: General, sector or firm specific, contact databases and 

publications. 

Export promotion is a topic that has attracted considerable academic focus during the last 50 years. However, 

when Leonidu et al. (2011) reviews the writings, they draw the conclusion that research on export promotion 

has been rather fragmented over the years, and that few research areas have been dealt with in depth. In a 

dataset of 430 UK manufacturing firms, no direct link between export promotion activities and export 

success was found. Instead, an indirect connection was sensed, meaning that export promotion activities 

creates capabilities and serves as an “external resource” for companies, and that this in turn helps creating 

export success. 

Lederman et al. (2010) point out that it is difficult to capture all the benefits an EPA brings in numbers. This 

is the case as the EPAs work with large sets of companies and persons, and there might be considerable 

indirect effects. After surveying 103 export promotion agencies in developed and developing countries on 

four areas, namely objectives, budget, activities and organisational structure, regression analysis war applied. 

These results shows that export promotion agencies have a significant effect on country exports; particularly 

when the exporters face considerable trade barriers abroad and the export products of a country are 

heterogeneous.  

EPA activities mostly target SMEs that have already undertaken exports at some point. Moreover, Export 

Promotion Agencies work the best while managed by people from the private sector, but financed mainly 
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from the public sector. Here, representation from the private business world on the executive board of EPAs 

increases performance (Lederman et al. 2010). 

The average budget of Export Promotion Agencies is 0,11% of the total value of exports of a country, where 

the largest average budgets compared to value of exports can be found in Latin America and the Caribbean 

followed by Eastern Europe and Asia. Countries in MENA and Sub-Saharan Africa as well as in the OECD 

spend less than world average on export promotion activities compared to total export numbers. This can be 

compared to Dichtl. et al (1990), who found that the West German export promotion activities were 0,5 USD 

per capita. 

Chilean evidence give that EPAs trigger technological innovation, aggressive marketing, organisational 

innovation and new products. Export promotion programmes increase amount of exporter markets and 

contribute to higher and more diversified exports (Alvarez & Crespi, 2000). There are also evidences that 

employee skills in export operations affect export success, which can be interpreted as there is a particular 

relevance for EPAs to run educational programmes (Alvarez, 2004).  

Research from the United States, comparing the different federal states and their level of export promotion 

activities lead to a conclusion that export promotion yield great increases in exports. Coughlin & Cartwright 

(1987) found that $1000 increase in export promotion activities rendered $432 000 in increased exports, 

which gives the benefit of 432:1 Earlier research from the UK puts lower numbers on the returns of export 

promotion. Pointon (1978), regressed efforts in UK export promotion to yield a return of 21:1. Lederman et 

al (2010) finds on the other hand that a 10% increase in EPA budget on average leads to a 0,6% to 1% 

increase in country exports, albeit with declining marginal effects. 

The compilation of export promotion studies conducted by Seringhaus (1986), investigating 21 studies from 

various countries on export promotion has raised some points on research in this field. Many of the 

investigated studies group all export promotion activities together, making no difference on whether a 

company just use information services, or for example undergone a major exporting programme. 

Furthermore, more than half of the investigated studies are not using contrast groups, and of the one who do, 

few of them screened the companies ex ante. This means there might be biases in several export promotion 

studies, because of the fact that it might well be companies that anyways would be successful exporters that 

undergo EPA programmes, rather than a sample of random companies. 

These remarks are also supported by Holzmüller & Stottinger (1994), who note that many studies on export 

promotion have failed to take into account the variety of factors that affect the decision to start exporting and 

also exporter success. Some of these findings are analogue to Seringhaus (1984), who found that companies 

using trade missions are more positive towards trade missions than those who are not using them.  
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Hogan et al. (1991) criticise the export promotion agencies in the developing world. Based on a set of 

interviews, they conclude that export promotion services in developing countries are only rarely effective in 

systematically expanding manufactured exports. The clients tend to be unsatisfied with their work for 

providing practical information, assistance and support services. EPAs in most developing countries act 

without real competition, which enables a low quality level. Furthermore, the EPAs have severe difficulties 

in selecting which producers are capable exporters. 

Hogan et al. identify four primary reasons that explain the general ineffectiveness of export promotion 

agencies in developing countries. 

1. The mentality of import substitution remains in several developing countries. 

2. Export assistance is not aimed at overcoming production problems, improve supply capabilities or 

to adapt to the requirements of the target market. 

3. External donors providing funding and advice to export promotion agencies are lacking interest in 

impact of funds used. 

4. Developing countries focusing too much on a single export promotion agency and not on improving 

the general regulative and institutional environment for exporters. 

Furthermore, it is suggested that developing country EPAs should focus on providing information about 

standards and requirements for exporting, as well as capability upgrading and overcoming the lack of trust 

that developing country producers often face. In order for EPA programmes to be effective, the government 

policies being aligned with work towards promoting trade. Providing export consultancy services gives for 

example very little effect in environments with unsatisfactory policies towards exports. Moreover, 

developing country EPAs focus overly much on trade fair participation, buying mission and other 

matchmaking events and too little on the research market activities, such as acquiring knowledge about 

which tastes and designs are able to be sold at these trade fairs. start 

 

Figure 1: 3step process of Export Promotion, according to Hogan et al. 1991 

Three stages where EPAs can aid producing companies are suggested. Noteworthy, the second stage is, 

according to Hogan et al., unsatisfied among developing country companies. EPAs should accordingly focus 

attention towards this area. Important is that EPA activities cannot only be in the third stage, as even a well 

marketed inferior product has low chances to be bought a second time. 

Selecting market for 
export. Finding out 

preferences and 
requirements here.  

Adapting the supply 
package for export 

market. 

Actively find customers 
and getting orders. 
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The stages model of firm exporting which has been introduced earlier in this thesis has been connected to 

export promotion. Bilkey & Tusar (1977) remark that exporters need different services depending on which 

stage of the model they are. The suggestion is that if a government is under financial constraints, focus of 

EPA activities should be in the areas with the highest return. Intuitively, this is where the bulk of country 

firms are. A more developed country would thus have more firms higher up the ladder than a developing 

country. 

Export promoting activities does also fall under the regulations of WTO, as there are rules against 

subsidising companies. These rules are not applicable for the LDCs. Generally, subsidies to companies are 

put under scrutiny, and many of them are prohibited. However, for the case of export promotion, market 

research, trade missions and trade promoting offices are for example seen as acceptable subsidies. Same hold 

for certain duty drawback schemes and export credits (ITC 2009; Seringhaus & Rosson 1990). 

Import Promotion 

This paper has already established that developing country exports are desirable for several reasons; it brings 

foreign currency that can be used for buying certain necessities, it fosters specialisation and efficiency, it 

brings in new technology and basically serves as the only viable avenue for achieving growth and thereby 

living conditions. However, it has also been shown that in order to start exporting, several obstacles have to 

be overcome. Resources such as production capacity, management skills and funds has to be acquired, 

product offerings for a target market created and marketing channels organised. Furthermore, knowledge of 

standards and laws as well as knowledge of foreign business conditions and opportunities needs to be in 

place. In order to export, firms need to have up to date knowledge of the designs, materials, stylings and 

standards for the target market. Moreover, they need to have the documentations, labelling and logistics 

skills 

As export promotion replaced import substitution as the ruling theory for achieving growth and development, 

interest was paid to the question if there are ways which developed countries can help developing countries 

to start trade. As a result of this, UNCTAD year 1972 called for developed countries to open centres for the 

promotion of imports from developing countries, and particularly LDCs. The first Swedish import promotion 

office was created having this in mind. Developed countries should support the export expansion, and 

creating an IPA was seen as an important avenue for achieving this. Practically, as these agencies were 

created to benefit the developing country exporters, they could be funded from the aid budget. An important 

argument for creating an IPA was simple: total developed country imports are more than ten times the size of 

total developing country imports (IMPOD, 1973). Something had to be done to change this. The Swedish 

government also noted that as developed countries invested considerable amounts in promoting their exports, 

there must be a need for services like this. And as developed countries often totally lack the knowledge and 
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experience for undertaking marketing of their products in developed markets, there is an obvious need for 

helping.  

NORIMPOD, the Norwegian import promotion office was studied by Melchior (1987). Even though it this 

study sees import promotion activities as merely as a catalyst on trade with marginal impact compared to 

other trade affecting aspects, comparisons on national trade data was run. 57 items on the 7-digit CCCN code 

level was identified, where one item constituted a good/country that was promoted. Through the period 1981, 

1983 and 1986, it was found that Norwegian imports of these imports increased, and in many cases doubled. 

The results of this were however only cautiously interpreted, as it was noted that trade barriers for these 

items were also decreased in this time period. It was also noted that several of these 57 items had total 

imports worth less than 100 000 NOK at that time, which is very insignificant.  

Melchior noted two fundamentally different approaches in how to select countries for import promotion 

programmes. Either to promote those countries which were seen as most commercially viable, or those who 

were supported by aid schemes of the home government. Here, it is argued that trade is fundamentally 

different from aid, and that tying import promotion to aid recipients risks decreasing the efficiency of these 

efforts. Instead, import promotion activities should be directed towards those LDCs that at least have a 

certain level of infrastructure and institutions. 

Gripsrud & Benito (1995, 1999, 2001) offers the only reviewed contributions to academia about import 

promotion. Import promotion is defined as deliberate measures from developed countries to promote import 

from developing countries. Central is the establishment of Import Promotion Agencies, which exists in 

several countries. In 1995, more than 20 industrialised countries had agencies with the purpose of promoting 

import of products from developing countries to the home country. The foremost task of the Import 

Promotion Agencies is to provide information and marketing support services stimulating trade (Gripsrud & 

Benito 1999).  

Gripsrud & Benito (1995) use an exchange framework, inspired by Bagozzi 1975, to analyse import 

promotion. This means that international trade, in its most simple form, does always include two actors, a 

seller and a buyer. In the context of trade promotion, the seller is thought to be located in a developing 

country, and the buyer in a developed country. Traditional export promotion serves to support the selling part 

of this transaction. But if a developed country wants to increase certain imports and thereby contribute to the 

economic growth of a developing country, it should try to steer and influence the domestic importers. The 

IPAs in the world of Gripsrud & Benito are thereby more concerned with working with the domestic 

importers than the exporters of developing countries, approaching the work activity which is called 

matchmaking by many IPAs today.  
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An IPA can either decide to work with supporting the developing country producers or to work with the 

importers in the home country. Importers can here be affected in two principal ways. Firstly, through 

information and promotion, the importers interest for products and goods from certain origins can be 

triggered. Secondly, the importers can be aided with marketing knowledge of these particular products and 

goods, thus making it more attractive to import. Furthermore, the import promotion agencies can trigger 

demand of certain products directly against the end-customers through various marketing events.  

The study Gripsrud & Benito (2001) outlines some characteristics of the IPAs in the late 1990s: 

Target of activities: Energy is spent on both targeting developing country producers and home country 

importers. Scandinavian IPAs spend significant amount of energy towards home country importers. Final 

buyers and customers were only to a very less extent the target of IPA activities. 

Funding: Governments tend to almost totally fund the IPAs. In the cases where nominal fees for publications 

and similar are levied, this accounts only to a minor percentage of turnover. 

Budget and employees: Mean budget is 4.2 million USD, median 1,1 million USD. Average number of 

employees is 8.8 and median 5.75. 

It was also found that the most common activities targeting developing country exporters are contact 

mediation, providing general information on the target market and the organisation of business visits. 

Developed country importers were on the other hand serviced through being provided with information on 

potential suppliers and by market research activities as well as by the organisation of trade missions.      

Another source of knowledge about IPAs is Seringhaus & Rosson (1990). They cite ITC (1987), where 

survey results about the different services provided by IPAs are provided. 

Type of Service: Western Countries Eastern bloc countries 

Information assistance 59% 64% 

Marketing assistance 19% 17% 

Contact assistance 12% 12% 

Other assistance 10% 7% 

   

Number of countries: 16 7 

 

This means that marketing and contact assistance played, according to the survey to 23 IPAs only a sub-

ordinate role to that of information assistance. Nevertheless, the work activities that constitute the services 

information- and marketing assistance are clarified below. 
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7 Information assistance work areas:  

1. Statistical information on market and 

sales opportunities; 

2. Information on import requirements 

and procedures; 

3. Publications on domestic market 

4. Information on marketing techniques 

and business practices; 

5. Lists of importers, wholesalers and 

agents by products; 

6. Names of buyers seeking specific 

products in specific quantities; 

7. Lists of foreign exporters for 

importers. 

7 Marketing assistance work areas: 

1. Trade fairs and exhibition assistance; 

2. Showroom for product 

display/exhibition; 

3. Seminars on trade promotion; 

4. Assistance to locate showrooms; 

5. Active promotion for selection 

exporters; 

6. Advice on product adaptation and 

development; 

7. Free advertisements in trade bulletins. 

 

The Swedish government (Regeringskansliet, 2003) divides import promotion into two fields, one 

being assisting exporters from developing countries with market assessments, marketing and similar, 

the other being to help developing country exporters to understand and get through the regulatory and 

bureaucratic trade barriers that hinder exports. 

Bordering to import promotion is what is called Aid-for-Trade, which is an approach on how to assist 

developing countries in order to increase their exports of goods and services. By following this 

initiative, the idea is to integrate these countries into the global trading system. Areas covered by the 

initiative are state support (for example help with negotiating trade agreements), creating trade 

strategies and support to create trade related infrastructure (for example roads and ports). Moreover, 

the Aid-for-Trade initiative targets capacity building in the producing sector as a way to strengthen 

comparative advantages of a specific country (OECD & WTO, 2010). In total, around USD 40 billion 

(38 billion EUR) per year circulates in the Aid-for-Trade initiative as of 2011, where 90% of all funds 

went to either creating economic infrastructure or building productive capacity (OECD & WTO, 2013) 
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III. RESEARCH METHOD 
This chapter elaborates on research design of earlier works. It also describes the research design and 

data collection for this thesis, as well as discusses validity and reliability of it.  

Takeaways from previously used research methods  

The research methods of the previous research on import promotion form a source of inspiration and 

give an opportunity for continuity in research methods. Most important in import promotion study are 

the writings of the Norwegian duo Gripsrud & Benito, with three contributions, from the years 1995, 

1999 and 2001. The 1995 and 1999 papers are peer-reviewed and published in journals, whereas the 

2001 writing forms a book chapter in a collection of essays. The 1995 paper, which is the in-depth 

study of the activities of NORIMPOD has no method/data collection chapter. One could however 

imagine that the data used, which only covers what NORIMPOD does, is stemming from documents 

and possibly interviews. NORIMPOD is then described based on the scope of the office and the 

activities undertaken. 

Gripsrud & Benito (1999) forms the only piece of quantitative research on import promotion. Here, 

imports of textile yarn and fabrics (SITC 65), electrical machinery and apparatus (SITC 77), articles of 

apparel (SITC 84) and footwear (SITC 85) were regressed on the presence of IPA over six years, 

1988-1993. Developing country import shares of OECD countries with an IPA were compared with 

the import shares of OECD countries without an IPA. Control variables were GDP per capita (highly 

developed countries buy less from developing countries) and size of economy (can produce 

domestically), colonial ties, aid outflow and currency fluctuations.  The model has an overall R
2 

of 

0,42, where IPA presence had a significant impact on import shares from developing countries. 

Some critique can be outspoken against this model. It sums up all developing countries (non-OECD 

members) as a group, and therefore has a weak connection to which countries are actually promoted. 

Indications give that IPAs tend to focus heavily on LDCs, but LDCs have a share of total developing 

country exports accounting for less than 4% in the year 1994, as was shown in previous chapters. It 

can thus be questioned whether an IPA focusing on LDCs can sensibly change the import numbers for 

the entire group of developing countries. This can of course be fundamentally different in the specific 

product groups that Gripsrud & Benito studied, but the point is that clumping all developing countries 

together is a method with little connection to the scope of IPAs. Questions about proportions can also 

be phrased differently, i.e. does it make sense that for example the IPA of Denmark, with 6 employees 

and 0.6 million USD in budget can alter the import landscape of several huge product categories? 

Imports from SITC 65 to Denmark were for example 670 million USD in the year 1994, SITC 84 was 

1543 million USD. 

Gripsrud & Benito (2001) builds on a survey to IPAs from the year 1994. This survey concerned 

organisational aspects, particularly institutional setting, funding, length of time for operation, and size 
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as measured by budget and number of employees. The survey also contained support activities, which 

concerned focus and scope of the agency, such as countries promoted, kinds of activities. IPAs were 

here asked to group which activities they prioritised. Similar to this is Seringhaus & Rosson (1990), 

who makes a grand overview of export promotion in the 1980s. The authors do not state a specific 

method of data collection or analysis, but rather that they have co-operated with a number of EPAs 

and IPAs. For the part of IPAs, they simply describe the activities of IPAs, without making an attempt 

of classification or to foster deeper understanding. 

Apart from these scholarly contributions, several writings exist that are more of an assessment or 

evaluation type. Here, Melchior (1987) and PLS Consult (2000) are rather typical. Such reports are 

normally requested by the governments to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of import 

promotion operations. Hence, they do not take a research perspective, and would typically just make 

international considerations for the purpose of comparing size or activities. The methods used here can 

be reviews of accounts, interviews with personnel and stakeholders. Surveys have occasionally been 

sent to domestic and foreign users of IPA services and to assess the level of quality and relevance of 

services.  

A new and widely cited article on export promotion is Lederman et al. (2010). The method here is a 

survey on the total population of export promotion agencies. These are surveyed on institutional 

structure, responsibilities, objectives, resources & expenditures and activities & client orientation. 

These variables are then operationalised and regressed on country exports. Lederman et al. has been 

recognised as a solid piece of work, but it has to be pointed out that such an analysis is only possible 

when there is already a richness of knowledge in place, so that focus can be appropriately directed. 

There are also other factors making EPAs easier targets for quantitative analysis than IPAs. First of all, 

EPAs have the sole purpose of promoting the exports of a single country, which contrasts the role of 

IPAs, which often promotes the exports from several developing countries to a set of developed 

countries, often the entire EU-market. Second is that EPAs have far greater budgets than IPAs, 

meaning that the likelihood of them having a measurable impact on exports are higher. Third is that 

Lederman et al. had a population of over 100 EPAs, which makes regression analysis more accurate 

than when working with a population of nine IPAs. 

Research design 

The research question has to be kept in mind when drawing up the research design of this thesis: 

Why and how do developed countries promote imports from developing countries, and how do these 

practices stand in relation to modern academic theories about inefficient markets and export 

promotion. 
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In order to solve the research question, a constructivist approach is taken, which follows Ankersborg 

(2007), “knowledge is not something that we acquire, but something that we produce”. A data set 

consisting of the nine agencies that participating in the conference TRIC is studied. To find out if these 

form the entire population of IPAs as of today, an embassy survey is sent out. In order to solve the 

research question, the nine IPAs are studied and classified based on four analysis points. These 

analysis points are heavily influenced by points used by Lederman et al. (2010) and Gripsrud & Benito 

(2001). These points capture central elements of differences and communalities of the studied IPAs, 

and are chosen to form a solid ground for further analysis. Hence, data on the IPAs will be centred on 

the points: objectives, institutional setting, resources & budget as well as activities, which are 

described below.  

Objectives connects to the aim of the IPA, particularly its purpose and target, and is thereby analogue 

to scope and responsibilities/objectives, which has been used in these previous studies.  

Institutional setting concerns how the IPA is organisationally set. Under which umbrella does it exist, 

such as under the Ministry of Foreign affairs, or a Development Agency. This follows the institutional 

setting point as has been made by before. Under this point is also the question whether there is a 

particular body serving as a connection to the business world, following business tie argument that 

Lederman et al. have given.  

Resources and budget concerns the yearly resource allocations and the headcount of employees. This 

follows the design of the previous works. 

Activities regards the different work activities undertaken by the IPA. For the case of comparison, it 

would here be the most desirable to use a standard framework, as has been used by previous research. 

It has to be noted here however, that the activities of the studied IPAs are greatly heterogeneous, and 

hence these frameworks cannot manage to capture the variety of activities. This point therefore relies 

on the labelling used by IPAs themselves, and a characterisation is then made in the analysis section. 

The point activities also contain which countries are promoted, and the allocations of effort between 

activities as well as indications of pricing policy for the activities.  

The findings are presented as nine IPA cases, which are structured around these four analysis points. 

This data forms the basis of characterisation and analysis of the IPAs. The characterisation works as 

an overview and understanding of modern import promotion practices, as well as a structure for more 

advanced research. The data is also used to analyse import promotion with the help of earlier writings 

as well as theories about inefficient markets, which serve to answer the latter part of the research 

question. The study does thereby have clear inductive elements, observing phenomena to give the 

opportunity to create theory.  
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Data collection 

Previous IPA and EPA researchers have often used surveys as a method of data collection, probably as 

this gives a simple opportunity to operationalise answers for quantitative analysis. But a survey also 

brings the opportunity to force respondents to take decisions on different questions; hence a survey 

design can be used to fit data for a planned analysis. Using a survey design could have been an 

appropriate method for this thesis, if there had been at least some knowledge about what contemporary 

IPAs do and how to analyse them. As this basic knowledge does not exist, this thesis takes a more 

explorative approach. This stems from impressions gained when visiting the TRIC-conference, namely 

that the IPAs are vastly different and it is impossible for an outsider to design a survey that would 

capture all dimensions of their activities.  

The data collection for this thesis follows a step-by step process. First step is when visiting the TRIC-

conference in Geneva in late May, 2016. Through this, initial understanding about the modern IPAs is 

created. Based on this, the actual data-collection takes place, which means that data about the nine 

IPAs are collected based on the four points displayed in the previous section. Data for this is collected 

using a mixed approach, through reading written sources, such as evaluation reports, annual statements 

and web-pages, much data is collected. For the case when data is not sufficiently available, e-mailed 

questions, telephone calls and interviews have been used.  

This approach is chosen to handle the great discrepancies between the IPAs – a survey alone cannot 

for example capture the complexity of the research question. There is also a need enable exploratory 

knowledge, as there might be dimensions that become visible first during the research process. 

Another possible data collection technique would be to base the study entirely on interviews with the 

IPAs. This approach is not followed for a set of reasons, where IPA representatives early indicated less 

interest to answers questions that are already readily available in written form. Furthermore, initial 

questions gave that representatives of the IPAs are at times not aware of the overarching issues for 

their operations, and have also been difficult to get in touch with during the summer months of late 

June, July and early August when the data collection took place. 

Validity 

The concept of validity concerns the integrity of conclusions that are generated from a piece of 

research, more specifically the correctness or credibility of the research and its conclusions (Dahlberg 

& McCaig, 2010). This is a standard concept for quantitative methods, but can according to Bryman & 

Bell (2014) and Golafshani (2003) also be used for qualitative research. Validity is then translated to 

which extent the overarching research methods are correct and credible. The research deign has 

previously been explained, and this section point out some of the most important weaknesses.  

Central to this thesis are the four analysis points in the data collection. These do to a high extent 

influence the design of analysis and conclusion, and have therefore been chosen with greatest care. All 
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four of them are well founded in previous research on IPAs and EPAs, and it is the belief that they 

contain the most relevant aspects needed to understand the concept of modern import promotion. 

Another important aspect is the selection and application of academic theories for this thesis. Dhanaraj 

& Beamish (2003) call for strengthening of the theoretical underpinnings to concepts like trade 

barriers and trade promoting organisations. The authors have themselves suggested the resource based 

view as a suitable concept for analysing issues around trade and inefficient markets on a firm level. 

Another central concept used in this thesis is transaction cost economics, which has almost become a 

standard framework for analysing macro level imperfect market issues. The ambition is that these 

modern and well-recognised academic viewpoints will serve as a way to enhance the credibility of the 

analysis.  

More specifically, the concept of validity does also accommodate the development of the analysis as a 

whole. One part of the research question concerns characterizing the contemporary import promotion 

efforts. As no writings dealing with something like this exist, a set of scales have been developed. The 

logic behind these are explained in the analysis chapter, but they all serve to display and group the 

different IPAs based on the key differences and commonalities these. It should be remembered here 

that the design of these influence which knowledge is created. 

Reliability 

Reliability concerns the extent to which findings are consistent over time and an accurate 

representation of the entire population as well as to which degree a study can be reproduced (Joppe, 

2000; in Golafshani, 2003).  

As have been previously mentioned, there are several potential methods to study and analyse import 

promotion. This thesis takes the approach to gather data with a mixed approach, using written sources 

as well as interviews and questions to IPAs. These sources have not always been triangulated in the 

sense that a second source has verified its correctness. Instead have written materials, which are often 

audited pieces of knowledge been treated as sources with high reliability. It has even been thought that 

written information about the IPAs have a higher level of trustworthiness than for example interview 

answers, as these are coloured by the perceptions of the interviewee, but are also subject to a possible 

limited knowledge and accuracy of the interviewee.  

In order to ensure that the thesis represent the entire population of IPAs, and thereby encompass the 

term import promotion, a survey to all OECD country embassies on Copenhagen is sent out. 

Furthermore, there are not any obstacles to reproduce any parts of this thesis. Most materials are freely 

available. Interviews and written questions suffer from the time variable, but this is something that is 

present in all qualitative research.  
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IV. IMPORT PROMOTION IN EUROPE 
 In the early 1990s, 14 OECD countries had import promotion agencies. Today, there 

are nine organisations present at the conference TRIC, which brings together European 

institutions in the field of import promotion. This chapter explores these nine import 

promoting organisations. 

 Belgium: TDC – Trade for Development Centre 

Objectives The Trade for Development Centre (TDC) was created in 2006 with the intention to 

promote fair and sustainable trade and to improve the market access for micro, small 

and medium sized businesses in the south (TDC:1). 

Structure TDC is a part of the Belgian Development Agency, which is the institution that carries 

the overarching responsibility of Belgian development initiatives. This makes the 

institution similar to for example SIDA of Sweden or GIZ of Germany, and sorts under 

the Belgian Ministry of Development & Co-operation. Within this organisation, TDC 

functions as an internal department which is responsible for the support directly towards 

the private sector. All other departments at Belgian Development Agency are targeted 

towards governments or not for profit organisations (TDC:2) 

Resources The budget of the producer support programmes of TDC amount to 2.5 million 

EUR/annum. Out of this, 60% is directed to the financial support programme, 40% to 

the marketing programme. The headcount is 5 persons. TDC operates on a convention 

base, which means that the targets, scope and funding is set up in regular intervals. The 

current convention lasts until 2017(TDC:2). 

Activities TDC has three work fields, namely producer support, providing information about 

sustainable trade and markets as well as raising awareness of organic, sustainable and 

fair trade product in Belgium. Generally, TDC tries to work with producers that are 

early in their process towards becoming an exporter, and adequately often lack 

exporting experience.  

 Producer support is split in two sub-programmes, marketing support and financial 

support. The marketing support programme is offered with the intention to improve the 

market access of the producers, mostly co-operatives, may this be to a national, regional 

or international market.  The programme is kicked-off with a data analysis workshop, in 

which the attendees are taught how to extract the information required by TDC for 

formally applying to the marketing support programme (TDC:3). This phase serves as 

an assessmet of the capabilities of the producer. After this phase is passed and the 

application of the producer is formally accepted, a coach will be assigned. This coach 
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will then lead a set of participatory sessions at the premises of the producer, with the 

intention to help the producer to create a strategy, a marketing plan and a budget. This 

normally accounts to five work-days of coaching with an international marketing expert. 

This will tackle questions such as pricing, product improvements, buyers and 

communication with the final outcome of having a better market understanding and 

strengthened marketing capacity (TDC:4). The cost of one organisation undergoing the 

marketing capacity programme is expected to be 15 000 EUR.  

 The financial support programme is partly seen as a step coming after the marketing 

support programme. Producers accepted have through this programme received grants 

which can amount to maximum 210 000 EUR over three years’ time. These funds are 

then used by the producer to either to invest in capacity, such as management or 

production capacity, or to invest in improved market access. Examples here are product 

development, costs of trainings or trade fair participation or to develop sustainable 

production (TDC:5). As of 2015, Belgian law prohibit support of for profit businesses 

other than those where at least 50% of the shares are in the hands of small producers. 

This has led to a further focus on producer co-operatives as the recipients of TDC 

support.   

The two programmes marketing support and financial support have application rounds. 

These application rounds target a specific geographical area and/or business sector. No 

costs are levied for attending the programmes. TDC has no mandate do particularly 

connect with the Belgian industry, but can rather focus on what it finds most suitable for 

respective supported company. Currently, 18 countries are recognised as target 

countries of TDC programmes. However, due to the limited scope of TDC, only 

Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and Congo are promoted. However, it is suggested 

that TDC will start taking being active in the Francophone West African countries from 

2018.  

Apart from this, TDC is continuously working on Informing about Fair and Sustainable 

Trade, which targets consumers, authorities and producers and also Raise Awareness 

about Fair and Sustainable Trade, this latter is done through organising events and 

other influencing activities.    

 Finland: Finnpartnership 

Objectives Finnpartnership was founded in 2006 upon an UN initiative to provide financing for 

developing countries, especially LDCs, industrialisation. The objective of 

Finnpartnership is to increase the commercial co-operation between Finnish companies 

and companies in developing countries, promote imports from developing countries and 
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thereby promote economic growth and diversified export and production structures in 

the developing countries (FP:1).  

Structure  The Ministry of Foreign affairs tender Finnpartnership in periods of two years. This 

tender has since the start gone to the Finnish governmental agency Finnfund, who is 

organising Finnpartnership (FP:2). Financing is accordingly provided by the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. Finnfund is owned to 99,9% by the state of Finland, and 0,1% of the 

confederation of Finnish industry (FP:1). Of the 17 members of the supervisory board 

noted in the annual report of Finnfund 2015, four come from the private sector. 

Resources Finnfund was awarded the renewed contract for managing the Finnpartnership starting 

2016. This included an option for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to prolong the contract 

for two additional years (FP:3). The annual budget is 1,4 million EUR. Additional 

funding directly is provided directly to the Business Partnership Support programme. 

The current headcount is nine, but since Finnpartnership is contracted in so short time 

periods, there have been some difficulties in retaining and attracting staff due to the 

necessity of temporary work contracts (FP:2). The employee headcount is nine persons. 

Activities Finnpartnership split their work efforts across three programmes, Business Partnership 

Support, Matchmaking and Advisory services.  

Business Partnership Support is a programme aimed at aiding Finnish or Finland-

related organisations to start up projects or business links with developing country 

counterparts. The projects supported should be aimed at creating long-term business 

partnerships, such as setting up an import operation from developing countries, a joint-

venture or subcontracting. The grants amount to maximum 200 000 EUR, with a lower 

maximum level for agriculture, fishing and transportation, and a higher maximum 

amount for non-commercial activities (this because of EU-competition law). The 

percentage of total company expenses covered ranges between 70 to 30%, depending on 

whether it is LDC or middle income countries targeted, and if it is a major firm or an 

SME firm applying. The Business Partnership Support is only meant for the start-up 

phases of international business projects, and can be given to for example market 

studies, legal assessments and certification studies (FP:4).  

Business Partnership Support grants amounted to a total of 7.4 million EUR for 167 

projects as of 2015 (FP:1), making an average of 44 000 EUR per supported project. 

70% of these projects were aimed at middle-income countries, 25% to LDCs and 5% to 

lower-income countries.  
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 Matchmaking means that Finnpartnership maintain an online database over developing 

country companies interested in starting business partnerships with Finnish firms. This 

database contains information over company turnover and amount of employees as well 

as previous experience from international business. Circa 300 companies are registered 

here, and can freely be contacted by interested Finnish companies, the contact 

information is provided online (FP:4). Apart from this, Finnpartnership tries to utilise 

their business network to directly forward business proposals. In 2015, 364 

matchmaking requests were made, out of which 161 were considered acceptable for 

publication. Similarly, 82 direct matchmakings were handled. 

 Advisory Services are directed to Finnish companies, where they are advised and 

informed about the opportunities for using external consultants. This also includes 

maintaining the web-page and the distribution of a monthly newsletter.  

 The services of Finnpartnership are free of charge. This means that there is no 

application fee for applying for the Business Partnership Support, nor to register for the 

matchmaking service. The few advisory services provided directly by Finnpartnership 

are also free of charge, and costs levied by affiliated external experts can be covered 

through the Business Partnership Support mechanism.  

 Germany 

 Import Promotion Desk – IPD 

Objectives The “Import Promotion Desk” (IPD) was created in 2012. The objective is to 

sustainably increase the imports from the developing countries to Germany and other 

European countries. This is achieved by making SMEs in selected countries and 

industries part of the procurement portfolios of European importers. Furthermore, this 

can also be achieved by supporting export promoting organizations in developing 

countries (IPD:1). 

Structure IPD is an of the joint development organisation of the German industry associations and 

the association of German Wholesale, Foreign Trade and Services. IPD has offices at 

Distribution 

Asia

Africa

Eastern Europe + CIS

MENA

Latin America
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the headquarters of the two organisations, in the cities of Bonn and Berlin. Particular 

emphasises is put on maintaining good connections with the domestic import industry, 

which is manifested by having an advisory board of 23 members from the German 

import industry. Also, co-operation with other German governmental institutions is 

important, such as the German export and investment promotion agency, the German 

network of chambers of commerce and GIZ. For example, GIZ might provide skills for 

setting up production of a good in a developing country; IPD can then come in and 

connect the producers with European importers. Moreover, SIPPO and CBI are pointed 

out as special external partners with whom co-operation agreements are in place 

(IPD:1). 

Resources Financing is obtained from the German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (IPD:2). Budget for the ongoing four year project phase is 7,5 million 

EUR, which gives an average yearly funding of 1,875 million EUR (IPD presentation). 

The first phase was covering 2012-2014, and the ongoing phase is 2015-2018, which 

means that the project has been renewed in three and four year phases. The staff 

headcount is 9 employees. Apart from this, some services are insourced, for example 

from CBI in the Netherlands. 

Activities The work of IPD targets three groups, namely exporters in developing countries, BSOs 

and importers. Exporters in developing countries is the label of SMEs perceived to have 

capacity and skills for producing for the European market. The role of IPD is then to 

assist these exporters to market their offerings in the European market, through trade 

fairs, selling missions and study tours to Germany. Parallel to this, exporters are 

educated during the study trips and in connection to attending fairs in areas such as 

market information, presentation and intercultural trainings and sales trainings. Also, 

workshops aimed at helping exporters overcome trade barriers are held together with 

industry associations (IPD:1). Furthermore, market information is published on the 

online web-page, targeting exporters to the European markets. 

The area targeting BSOs aims at providing trainings skills for these organisations. The 

training sessions are held as there is a long term ambition is help creating local 

structures that can take over the work of IPD. This means that IPD supports BSOs, and 

for instance gives those trainings on how to handle the process of attending a trade fair 

with domestic producers. Whereas the direct support to SMEs can be seen as an initial 

phase, the support to BSOs is seen as a way to create sustainable structures and to 

maintain skills within the developing country. 
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 Finally, the work area targeting importers primarily means that IPD offers matchmaking 

services for importers. This takes the form of trade fair attendance, buying missions and 

also the opportunity to directly contact IPD for asking to get in touch with exporters in 

the sectors and countries promoted. Furthermore, education is provided to a certain 

extent for importers through seminars and workshops.  

 The following countries and industries are promoted. 

 Fruit and 

Vegetables 

Flowers Food 

ingredients 

Pharma/cosm. 

Ingredients 

Technical 

woods 

Egypt X  X X  

Ethiopia X X X X  

Indonesia   X X X 

Kirgizstan   X X  

Colombia X  X X  

Nepal   X X  

Peru X  X X X 

Tunisia X  X X  

 (IPD:3) 

 

 Developing country exporters taking part in IPD programmes do only have to pay for 

external costs, such as transportation, accommodation and trade fair costs. Similarly, 

importers pay for transportation and accommodation when taking part of buying 

missions. Charges are levied for attendance at importer seminars (IPD:4). 

 German Corporation for International Cooperation – GIZ 

Objectives The objective of GIZ is to provide international co-operation services for sustainable 

development, through a broad set of activities (Annual statement of Accounts 2014). 

GIZ undertakes projects in international co-operation which are mostly assigned by the 

German government (mail correspondence SH).  

Structure GIZ was created 2011 through a merger between three German agencies for 

development. It is a major governmentally owned company aimed at executing the 

objectives of the German government in the areas of sustainable development and 

Work distribution IPD Matchmaking 70%

Support BSOs 25%

Importer workshops 5%
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international education and training. The two headquarters are in Bonn and Eschborn, 

Germany, but there are representations in all the federal states of Germany. Apart from 

this, there are 90 offices in foreign countries which serves the 130 countries in which 

GIZ is active (GIZ:1).  

 A Private Sector Advisory Board discusses and analyses the fields of activities and 

areas where GIZ can co-operate with the private business world. This board is made up 

of persons from businesses and business organisations (GIZ:2). 

Resources The yearly turnover 2014 was 1,9 billion EUR. This turnover is highly dependent on the 

allocations from the German government, which constitute circa 90% of the revenues. 

The rest comes from external donors, where some greater contributors are EU, the 

Norwegian-, Swiss- and British development agencies GIZ:3). These funds are highly 

tied to particular projects carried out by GIZ.  

 GIZ employees 5 100 Germans, and 11 200 national personnel. In addition to this, there 

are external experts. This makes 80% of GIZ personnel based in foreign countries 

(GIZ:3). There are no personnel directly targeting import promotion (Mail 

correspondence SH).  

Activities GIZ has 8 work fields 

 Management Services  

 Rural Development 

 Sustainable Infrastructure 

 Security, Reconstruction, Peace 

 Social Development 

 Government & Democracy 

 Environment & Climate Change 

 Economic Development & 

Employment

 

GIZ is active in 130 countries, where the majority of work is done on 

project/programme basis. The organisation does not undertake any activities aimed at 

the buying side in Germany and Europe, rather is its activities aimed at promoting 

exports from the developing world. This export promotion is done by the areas of value 

chain development, regional economic integration and infrastructure upgrading  

(GIZ:4). 

 Many projects are spanning between several of the work fields. The project “Stability 

and development in the MENA-region” for example, which is a 205 million EUR 

project has particularly targeted job creation measures and the inclusion of the youth 

into the labour force. Sub-projects here was educating governments on the benefits of 
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financial infrastructure and microfinance systems, as well as a project on female 

inclusiveness on the labour market, with information campaigns. 

 Another example of an economic development and supply chain upgrading project 

undertaken by GIZ is the African Cashew Initiative. This is a decade long running 

project partly financed by the Bill & Melinda Gates foundation, which aims to create 

strengthened value chains for cashew production in a set of LDCs in Africa. GIZ has 

here managed to collaborate with private companies in training farmers on cashew 

production, providing assistance on upgrading processing facilities and facilitating trade 

links to the developed world (GIZ:5). 

 Sweden: Chamber Trade Sweden – CTS 

Objectives Chamber Trade Sweden (CTS) works to promote trade and private sector development 

in developing countries through business membership organisations. The goal is to 

increase the level of knowledge, competencies and contacts among the BSOs with 

which CTS co-operate. Furthermore, a “horizontal goal” is set as to promote women’s 

empowerment and sustainability and ethical behaviour (CTS:1).  

Structure CTS is organised by the Confederation of Chambers of Commerce in Sweden, which is 

a network of eleven Swedish regional chambers of commerce. These are private law 

chambers, meaning that membership are voluntarily for businesses. The overall goal of 

the chambers of commerce is to be the voice of the businesses, particularly when it 

comes to contacts with the government. Some of these chambers are also having their 

own arbitration mechanisms, which is skills that CTS tries to bring to their partners. 

 CTS functions as an independent unit within the Confederation of Chambers of 

Commerce, and has its own office and address in Stockholm.  

Resources CTS had 2014 a budget of 1.2 million EUR, out of which 0.9 million EUR was used. 

The funding is provided by SIDA, which is the Swedish aid and development agency. 

This enables CTS to employ 3 people, but for example trainings and market research is 

done with the help of external assistance (CTS:2).  

Activities  CTS has its expertise in some areas that are listed below, which forms the basis for a 

set of programmes for mostly African BSOs. The BSOs which CTS work with should 

be steered by its members, and are normally chambers of commerce. 

Building capacity for partners in 3 areas, namely in policy advocacy, business services 

and networking services. Policy advocacy refer to the skills to speak up as a voice of the 

business community for the government. Business services can include arbitration 
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skills, issuing trade documents and other services to businesses and public sector. 

Networking services includes for example setting up mentorship programmes.    

Women’s economic empowerment is work towards increasing the knowledge and skills 

among the co-operation partners for advocating female entrepreneur issues with local 

governments and to develop services particularly targeted for women. The path to 

achieving this is through hosting an annual conference to which the co-operation 

partners as well as other BSOs are invited to discuss these matters.    

Green technology includes setting up meeting places, workshops, training courses and 

provide expertise in this area. These activities are undertaken with the help of external 

experts and preferably Swedish businesses. 

Industrial development is a programme for helping commodity producing economies to 

diversify their exports. This includes setting up meeting places, workshops, training 

courses and expertise in this area. These activities are undertaken with the help of 

external experts and preferably Swedish businesses.  

Agribusiness is a programme that strives to increase the value-added in product of the 

agricultural sector, and also to increase trade and particularly regional such. This is done 

through setting up meeting places, workshops, training courses and provide expertise.  

Lifestyle includes products such as interior decorations, furniture, clothes, shoes and 

jewellery. These products are found to have particular interest for exports to Sweden 

and Europe. (CTS:3) 

As of 2014, six projects were performed, where each of these projects constitute a co-

operation with a BSO. 

Partner Goal % 

allocation 

Addis Ababa Chamber of 

Commerce: Ethiopia 

Industrial development knowledge, policy advocacy & 

arbitration skills  

17% 

African Women in Agri-business: 

East Africa 

Improved market access skills, greentech, policy advocacy and 

mentoring 

25% 

Ethiopian Horticulture Producer 

Exporters Association: Ethiopia 

Greentech, market access. 12% 

Private sector development centre – 

Iraq; 
Erbil Chamber Commerce; 

Sulaymaniyah Chamber 

Commerce: Iraq 

Women Policy advocacy & networking, arbitration skills, 

industrial development, greentech  

19% 

Zambia Chamber Commerce;  

Zimbabwe National Chamber 

Commerce 

Policy advocacy in competitiveness & taxation, arbitration 

skills, mentorship development programme, industrial 

development,  

17% 

East African Women in Business 
Platform 

Policy Advocacy, mentorship program. 10% 
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Apart from these six projects, resources were spent on Women Economic 

Empowerment programme, which was conducted in collaboration with VIRKE from 

Norway. Moreover, a couple of market reports for lifestyle products, agricultural 

products and cut flowers were published.  

 Switzerland: Swiss Import Promotion Programme – SIPPO 

Objectives Switzerland promotes imports with the intention of creating sustainable development 

around the world and to create a basis of reliable suppliers to the Swiss industry. The 

underlying idea is to enable the market access for companies that can act as suppliers 

for Swiss, and to some extent European middle sized companies (SIPPO:1). 

Structure Switzerland Global Enterprise, which is an agent of 2200 Swiss companies has 

organized the SIPPO programme since 1999. Switzerland Global Enterprise is an 

organisation which has originally only worked with promoting Swiss companies abroad. 

This remains the key activity among three work areas, namely export promotion, 

investment promotion and import promotion. For the purpose of import promotion, a 

ten person advisory board from the Swiss importing industry is providing a connection 

to the Swiss economy. 

 SIPPO is situated in the offices of Switzerland Global Enterprise in Zürich and 

functions as a department within this organisation. The organisation is tendered through 

a public tender mechanism, which leaps on four year intervals, where a new tender is 

currently being evaluated. It is however very likely that Switzerland Global Enterprise 

will continue to organise the programme. 

Resources The import promotion programme SIPPO has a yearly budget of 27,6 million CHF 

(25,3 million EUR), where 16,9 million CHF (15,5 million EUR) goes to the three 

approaches outlines below, and the rest constitutes overheads and cost of staff. The staff 

headcount is 15 employees (SIPPO:2). 

Activities SIPPO’s key competence is within the “last mile” of the exporting value chain. This 

means the activities of marketing and selling the products of an exporter. Promoted 

countries/industries should particularly be relevant for Swiss or European companies. 

Accordingly, both the SIPPO pavilion and the Country Pavilion are targeting bringing 

products to the market. The Systematic Market Development approach does on the 

other hand also go a step further down the value chain, and targets bottlenecks in the 

supply side. (SIPPO:2; SIPPO:3). All services of SIPPO are free for developing country 
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exporters and BSOs. It is also free for Swiss and European importers to use the 

matchmaking services and meet producers at the trade fair. However, participants in 

buying missions have to pay for accommodation and transportation (SIPPO:4)  

 SIPPO builds its activities around three pillars: 

 SIPPO pavilion approach: This is SIPPO’s core activity, which typically involves 

bringing selected developing country SMEs to trade fairs. This approach is only used in 

countries with weak BSOs. However, the domestic BSOs should have enough potential 

to within four years enter the Country Pavilion approach. Furthermore, the 

companies/industries attending should have a clear potential in the European market. By 

attending, the companies get support, for example by trainings for marketing staff or 

coaching on trade-fair participation, including contact mediation. The companies in the 

SIPPO pavilion programme will be placed together in the trade fairs, at a special SIPPO 

stand. Exporters are welcomed to participate in three trade fairs during the SIPPO 

pavilion programme. Moreover, buying and selling missions are organized as a part of 

this.  

 Country pavilion approach: This approach targets business support organisations in one 

business sector. The aim is to stabilise these organisations, and provide them with skills 

to bring a set of home country exporters to an international trade fair. The BSOs should 

be able to independently provide a pavilion approach to their local companies, including 

taking care of buying- and selling missions. The means to achieve this varies between 

the countries, but can be for example help with setting up trainings that then are held by 

the local BSO, or to lobby for the national government to ensure fixed financing of the 

BSO. The countries taking part of the Country Pavilion Approach are expected to be 

channelled to the Systemic Market Development Approach programme within four 

years 

 Systemic market development approach: Here SIPPO takes the approach of improving 

conditions for SMEs in one sector in a country. Together with the relevant BSOs, a 

local expert will perform a “gap-analysis”, which targets the conditions of a specific 

business sector. This targets factors such as market analysis, market failures, and 

demand- and supply problems. From this, SIPPO will consider in which areas they have 

competence, and then try to improve the business conditions with regards to this. The 

targeted activities tend to be relatively hands-on business matters, such as 

improvements in product flows, design, marketing- and export knowledge or export 

rules simplification. The countries/sectors undergoing this programme are those where 
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the government support SME-led growth, and which can be expected to leave the 

Systemic Market Development Programme within four years (SIPPO:3). 

 

 

The Netherlands: Centre for the Promotion of Imports from 

Developing Countries - CBI 

Objectives The objective of CBI is to contribute to sustainable economic development in 

developing countries through the increase of their exports (CBI:1). Since 2015, CBI is 

mandated to pay particular attention to the LDCs. The promotion of exports follows 

three lines, firstly from and between developing countries, secondly from developing 

countries to the EU, thirdly from developing markets to regional and south-south 

markets (CBI:2) 

Structure CBI long sorted under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs after its foundation in 1971, but 

was as of 2011 transferred to the Ministry of Economic Affairs where it now functions 

as a sub-unit of Netherlands Enterprise Agency. This is a governmental organisation 

which promotes Dutch SMEs (CBI:3). Following this change, CBI was moved from the 

commerce city of Rotterdam to the government city the Hague. Since 1991, CBI 

promotes not only exports to the Netherlands, but also to the other EU-countries. With 

the institutional change of CBI to the Ministry of Economic Affairs, it is thought that 

CBI should be used more as a tool for strengthening the Dutch industry. CBI should 

have a dual role, also being a pool of knowledge for Dutch companies doing business in 

the emerging markets (CBI:2).  

Distribution funds SIPPO, 2012 tender SIPPO Pavillion

Country Pavillion

Systemic Market

Develop.
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Resources The budget of CBI amounted to 25 million EUR 2015 and 20 million EUR 2014. 

Income from third parties has traditionally been around 5% of the total budget. The 

personnel headcount is 54 people. The average cost of an exporter development 

programme is 58 000 EUR. A rough target measure of CBI is that the return on 

investment in the import promotion programmes should be at least 2,5 times the 

investment (CBI: 4).   

Activities CBI take a “value chain perspective” on import promotion. This is understood as taking 

a broad approach to trade facilitation activities, and means that exporters, importers, 

business support organisations as well as governments are targeted. Several 

programmes can be deployed in the same country for various industries at the same 

time, and countries can be put together in one combined programme.  Here, CBI makes 

a distinction between four kinds of programmes, each targeting to a specific group; 

these programmes are institution building for business support organizations, export 

coaching for SMEs, market intelligence and human resource development, which are 

targeted to both exporters and BSOs. None of these programmes are fixed, but rather 

consists of a set of modules that bring together a design made for a specific group or 

institution. 

Export coaching. SMEs in developing countries that have capacity and adequate 

potential to export to the EU are eligible for this programme. The company needs to be 

locally owned and have 25-500 employees. The export coaching programme consists of 

five modules, which are targeting the build-up of internal competencies within the 

organisation. The programme for an individual company is built up around a set of these 

modules (CBI:5). Cost of participation is included below. 
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5 modules for CBI Export Coaching Programmes 

Business Audit and Action Plan: Pre-phase where export capabilities are evaluated and an 

action plan drawn up. Here, unsuitable exporters can be removed. Price: Free 

Business Development: This is a module of development of company capabilities, which is 

used for less developed exporters. Price: Free 

Export capacity building: Build up understanding of the export markets, export marketing 

and visit a European trade fair or to a leading buyer. It is done through a mix of visits by CBI 

and organizations affiliated with CBI, and a workshop in Europe. Price: 250 EUR 

Certification: This connects to helping the exporting company to reach both EU legal 

standards, and private standards of the respective industry. Consists of technical support by 

CBI as well as negotiation help. Price: Free 

Market Entry: This consists of two modules, aiming at either the EU as a whole or at a 

region. The exporter will be taken to display at a specialized trade fair, and is given help to 

organize marketing material and image. The exporter pays a fee of 500 EUR to participate 

here. Price: 500 EUR 

Institution development for business support organizations. This programme targets 

business support organizations from developing countries that pass a minimum-set of 

requirements in terms of professionalism and orientation towards the EU.  

 The Institution Development programme consists of one or more of below listed 

modules, and is thought to equip the BSO with the skills to perform the export coaching 

programme otherwise handled by CBI. This includes for example company audits, 

developing export capacity, certifications and market entry assistance (CBI:5) 

 

Market intelligence. This is available to both business support organizations and 

exporting companies. It consists of both sector market reports for Europe, and the 

possibility to request specialised reports. There are also reports on tariffs and 

3 modules for Institution Development for Business Support Organizations 

BSO Diagnosis and Intervention Design: Looking at the role of the BSO and how it can be 

improved. 0 EUR 

Export Intelligence: Building a network of information suppliers on the conditions in the 

target markets. Gathering and processing this information. Access to CBI databases. 0 EUR 

Export development and promotion: Learns to make on demand market analyses on sectors 

in Europe. Can formulate export strategies and export value systems. Can initiate and 

perform training programmes. Can successfully market its services. 750-1250 EUR 
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evaluations of tariff levels for exporters. 

 

Human Resource Development: These training courses are two or five day courses for 

business support organizations and developing country exporters, but are 

complimentary to the Export coaching and Institutional development programmes. They 

target either the European market in general or the market of a specific country. The 

focus is on one stage of the exporting process, starting at “preparing an organisation for 

exporting” and ending with “marketing and production”. In addition to this, there are 

online training tools (CBI:5). CBI promotes a set of sectors in 37 countries (CBI:3). In 

many countries, several sectors are promoted. This promotion is normally done in 

project form, where often several countries are taken together in one project for on 

particular sector. Below is an overview of the sectors and countries promoted. Earlier, 

CBI has not necessarily chosen to promote the sectors where the highest percentage 

poor people are involved (such as agriculture), but are rather sectors that can provide 

higher-quality employments and thereby the creation of a middle class. But since CBI is 

currently undergoing a re-focusing towards the LDCs, it remains uncertain if this will 

remain the case. 

 

 

Production of Value 

Export Coaching

Inst. Dev. BSOs

Market Info

HR Develop

Regions promoted 

Africa and Middle East

Asia

Latin America

5 aspects of Market Intelligence 

Market intelligence: General market analysis provided for 23 sectors in EU. 0 EUR 

Tailored intelligence: CBI market research provided after request by a BSO. 0 EUR 

Export intelligence: Manuals of “how to” export to Europe. 0 EUR 

Policy intelligence: Impact of EU trade policy on various products. 0 EUR 

Market access requirements: A database containing legal and private requirements on various 

products in EU. Such as certifications, management systems and codes of conducts. 0 EUR 
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Bolivia x x x
Colombia x x x x x x
El Salvador x x
Guatemala x x x x x
Honduras x x x
Nicaragua x x x x x
Peru x x x x
Suriname x x
Benin x x
Burkina Faso x x x
Egypt x x
Ethiopia x x x x
Ghana x x
Kenya x x
Madagascar x x
Mali x x
Senegal x x
South Afr. x x x
Tanzania x x
Uganda x x
Zambia x
Afgahnistan x x
Albania x
Armenia x x
Bangladesh x x x
Bhutan x
Georgia x
Indonesia x x x x x
Macedonia x x
Moldova x
Mongolia x x
Myanmar x x x
Nepal x x
Pakistan x
Philippines x x
Sri Lanka x x
Vietnam x x x x x  

 Norway: VIRKE Department of Industry Policy  

Objectives VIRKE is an employer membership organisation, organising 22 000 employers within 

particularly services and trade. As such, the ultimate goal is to enhance the member 

firms interest against trade unions, the government and as a provider of business support 

services.  

 Based on its network in the Norwegian trade world, as well as resources for enterprise 

development, VIRKE has had the mandate from the Norwegian aid agency, NORAD to 

perform programmes that have fallen within the areas of import promotion.   

Structure VIRKE forms a private entity, and is organised into departments. The Department of 

Industry Policy touches upon trade related matters. Here, several areas such as lobbying 

for trade agreements, industry standards and other lobby work is done. But this section 

also has more direct work tasks, such as taking part and receiving trade delegations, to 
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assist the member companies with support services and to provide information 

(VIRKE:1).  

Resources VIRKE had different mandates from NORAD, the Norwegian aid agency between 2003 

and 2015. The last mandate, for the Women Entrepreneurship Development 

Programme, ended in 2015. Due to temporary changes in the Norwegian aid policy, 

which were enacted in 2015 due to the migration crisis of Europe, there was a cut of 

60% of all Norwegian aid funds directed towards private sector development. This has 

put a temporarily stop on the import promotion funding for VIRKE, which earlier 

constituted one to two employees.   

Activities The last official programme which was conducted on behalf of NORAD was Women

 Entrepreneurship Development Programme, which ran 2010-2015. This programme 

targeted a set of women’s organisations in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. The 

programme focused on management capacity building in the areas of product 

development, marketing, designing product offering and access to finance. Companies 

that participated in this programme were those who were ready for exporting or had 

pursued exports already, but with shifting sizes of the companies. 

 The trainings were conducted with the assistance of business professionals from 

Norwegian companies, whereby these also got the chance to learn about the companies 

in these developing countries, forming an opportunity for matchmaking. No external 

consultants were used. The target of these companies was not necessarily to become 

exporters to Europe, but rather to increase their capacity and export skills, and enable 

them to either move up to connect to domestic value chains, for example agricultural 

companies starting to sell to international hotel chains in the home country, or to 

perform regional exports or exports to for example the Arabic countries. The 

programme also included branding assistance, meaning that brands and unique selling 

points were developed, bringing for example Scandinavian designs to the producers. 

 As of today, VIRKE finances and perform some limited import promotion related 

activities themselves. This includes work to receive and take part on outgoing trade 

missions. The extent to which this takes place fluctuates, between every second year to 

several missions per year. VIRKE is here a part the official trade delegations of 

Norway. Before the delegation leaves Norway, VIRKE assess which member 

companies would be interested in importing from the country, and get specifications on 

the products that are sought for. VIRKE would then do a pre-screening of the 

companies in the target country before the official trade mission, comparing the 
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producer with the specification given by the Norwegian importer. Furthermore, VIRKE 

conduct some limited matchmaking, where both developing country producers and 

Norwegian importers are welcomed to turn to VIRKE for matchmaking requests, this is 

then dealt with on the basis of the knowledge of the personnel and the assessment of the 

capacity of the developing country producer. 

 VIRKE expects to start a new programme, similar to the previously run Women 

Entrepreneurship Development Programme. This will take place in Ethiopia from 2017, 

and preparations with a chamber of commerce in Addis Ababa are already going on. 

However, this would require a lifting of the cuts in the private sector development 

budget of NORAD, which is something that VIRKE expects to happen (VIRKE:2).    

  International Trade Center – ITC  

Objectives The International Trade Centre has been active since 1964. The objective is to 

“strengthen the competitiveness of SME exporters and build vibrant, sustainable export 

sectors that provide entrepreneurial opportunities, particularly for women, youth and 

poor, underserved communities” (ITC:1).  

Structure ITC is a sub-agency of UNCTAD and the World Trade Organization. It is seated in 

Geneva, Switzerland, where it forms a hub specialised in trade together with its two 

mother organisations (ITC:4). ITC is led by an executive director and governed by a 

joint advisory group, which meets every year to discuss the annual report. All member 

states of UNCTAD and WTO can send representatives to the joint advisory group 

(ITC:2).  

Resources ITC booked expenses of 94 million USD (86 million EUR) 2014. Voluntarily 

contributions from donor states and organisations amount to 51 million USD, where the 

rest was funded by UNCTAD and WTO contributions. The contributions from donor 

states and organisations are negotiated on an ongoing basis, and would typically span 

over several years (ITC:3).  

 Staff headcount is 281 personnel. The staff originates from a widespread set of 

developing and developed countries around the world (ITC:3). 

 A majority of its resources are dedicated to activities in the sub-Saharan African region, 

which accounts to 57% of total expenditures. Asia-Pacific comes second with 21% of 

total expenditures.   

Activities  The focus of ITC is particularly on LDCs, landlocked countries, small island states and 

sub-Saharan Africa (ITC:4). Most activities are done in project/programme form, where 
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many of these projects have one or a specific set of funders. Through co-operation 

which is normally done with BSOs, ITC can “multiply” its impact. However, some 

work is also done directly with SME:s and MNE:s in export- as well as import markets 

in order to connect SME:s from exporting markets to international value chains. Apart 

from this, the ITC hosts an online tool for market analysis, which has 350 000 registered 

users. 

 Most projects are done at either global level or country level, leaving only a smaller part 

of the projects on regional level. During 2006-2012, 40 % of the projects were 

conducted in Africa, and the rest were distributed on Arab countries, Latin America, 

Asia and Eastern Europe (ITC:4). 

 ITC has six areas of operations: 

 Trade and market intelligence for SME competitiveness: Providing a set of tools, 

statistics, publications and capacity building support about tariffs and non-tariff 

measures. This includes both developing the knowledge and ensuring that the partnering 

BSOs are capable of using it. 

 Support regional economic integration and South-South trade: By working with China 

and India on technology transfer and promoting value added trade and investments. 

Regional trade in particularly Africa is supported by identifying sectors with high trade 

potential and strengthening the BSO services offered to these sectors. Also supporting 

regional BSOs.  

 Connecting SMEs to value-chains thorough improved competitiveness: Through co-

operation with BSOs, supply chain courses for SMEs were held. Similarly, programmes 

working with BSOs on promoting certain sectors were held. This can for example be 

developing a marketing platform for spices from Zanzibar or assisting the silk sector to 

move up the value chain in Cambodia.    

Strengthening trade and investment support institutions: BSOs, such as trade promotion 

organisations, chambers of commerce, sector organisations, enterprise development 

agencies etc., particularly in LDCs are targeted. These should understand their 

performance and are helped to improve it, particularly through stronger linkages with 

regional and international BSOs, by strengthening the voice of the industry and through 

the participation in other ITC projects. 
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 Promoting and mainstreaming inclusive and green trade: In order to ensure that the 

benefits of trade reach all groups of the societies, all ITC projects have an element of 

inclusiveness and sustainability. This also covers projects solely targeting these areas. 

 Building a business environment: ITC provides a set of tools and services for 

governments to develop national export strategies. Moreover, policies and solutions for 

enabling SMEs to export are particularly emphasised, as well as green strategies.   

(ITC:3) 

 

TRIC-conference 

Already in the 1980s, there were annual contact meetings between the by then 23 IPAs of Europe 

(Melchior, 1987). These meetings were held at ITC in Geneva bi-annually. As of today, the IPAs that 

have previously been described meet twice a year for the conference “Trade Related Instrument 

Connected” (TRIC). The official joint denominator is that these organisations work with a 

governmental mandate towards the Aid-for-Trade agenda. 

The TRIC meetings have a particular focus on exchanging knowledge on projects and work areas as 

well as opportunities for co-operation. So do some participating organisations try to put their efforts 

into the same regions and industries, thereby achieving increased efficiency. Similarly, joint buying 

missions have been conducted (TRIC:1; TRIC:2).  

Embassy Survey: Import Promotion Agencies 

In order to ensure that the nine studied IPAs cover the entire population of such agencies, a survey was 

sent out to the Copenhagen embassies of all OECD-countries. This survey had a simple design, asking 

respective country if that had a specific IPA, programmes for supporting the development of 

marketing skills of developing country producers and if they had programmes for building capacity 

among developing country companies.  

The survey had a response rate of 75%. For the countries not responding, a telephone call was made, 

and in the cases when the embassy personnel were unable to provide the requested information, an 

online search was conducted. The results of the embassy survey should be treated carefully, as some 

Allocations of expert attention 

Africa

Asia

MENA

Eastern Europe & CIS

Latin America
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answers received from the embassies were ambiguous, and the data collection method differs slightly 

between a survey and a telephone inquiry.    

Country Specific IPA Marketing skills 

support 

Capacity building 

measures 
Australia No No Yes 

Austria No No No 

Belgium No No No 

Canada Yes Yes  Yes  

Chile No No No 

Czech Republic No No Yes 

Denmark No  No  Yes  

Estonia No No No 

Finland No No Yes 

France No No  Yes 

Germany Yes No No 

Greece No  No No 

Hungary No No No 

Iceland No No Yes 

Ireland No No No 

Israel No No  No  

Italy No Yes Yes 

Japan Yes  Yes  Yes  

Korea No  No  Yes  

Latvia No No No 

Luxembourg No No  Yes  

Mexico No No  No  

New Zeeland No No No 

Norway Yes Yes Yes 

Poland No No No 

Portugal No No No 

Slovak Republic No No No 

Slovenia No No No 

Spain No No  Yes  

Sweden No No Yes 

Switzerland Yes Yes Yes 

The Netherlands Yes Yes Yes 

Turkey No No No 

United Kingdom No No No 

United States No  No  Yes  

 

In order to give a further indication of the prevalence of import promoting activities, the ITC catalogue 

of trade promoting organisations was read. This is a broad catalogue where the trade promoting 

organisations of countries can state their areas of activities. 16 countries did here state that they work 

with “import development”, namely Anguilla, Benin, Canada, Cameroon, Dominica, Haiti, China, 

Mongolia, Albania, Andorra, Austria, Belarus, France, Italy, Switzerland and the UK. These are not 

studied in detail within the scope of this thesis (ITC, 2015). 
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Early import promotion activities 

Sweden 

The public agency Import Office for Products from Developing Countries (IMPOD) was founded in 

1974 with the aim to support import to Sweden from developing countries (Göterfelt, 1991). The 

foundation was championed by the Nordic Council, which pointed at the importance of establishing 

bodies supporting the imports from developing countries. Upon the foundation, it was noted that the 

developing countries and particularly LDCs lacked qualified export personnel and institutions, 

something that hindered their industrialisation. The area of marketing was perceived as particularly 

difficult to handle. IMPOD was intended to function as a contact point for exporters, providing 

information and offering assistance and advice. Moreover, IMPOD should provide market studies and 

channelling of contacts between Swedish companies and their counterparts in the developing 

countries. Here, a particular focus should be given to products that were beneficial for the industrial 

development of the developing countries. IMPOD was also the Swedish authority in charge of the 

communications between Sweden and UNCTAD/ITC.  

The work areas of IMPOD were trade contracts, general information services, seminars and other 

trainings activities as well as bilateral co-operation. Trade contacts meant maintaining databases of 

offers from developing country exporters and enquiries from Swedish importers. This included the 

production of the bi-monthly magazine “Import Contact”, which contained reportages and 

advertisements from exporters as well as success stories. General information covered an exporter’s 

guide to Sweden and newsletters on market trends and fashion services. During some time periods, 

IMPOD also maintained an importer guarantee scheme, which covered parts of importer losses from 

product deficiencies.  

IMPOD was active until 1991, when the tasks of the organisation were moved to the then newly found 

agency SwedeCorp. SwedeCorp was an amalgamation of several small units working with trade 

promotional tasks. This administrative change led to a decrease of headcount working with import 

promotion from 22 to 8 (Regeringskansliet, 2003). The formation of SwedeCorp was meant to bring a 

clearer focus on profitability and business-perspective than IMPOD had. SwedeCorp worked with 

import promotion through organising trade fairs and seminars, as well as a risk-sharing project where 

SwedeCorp offered to carry parts of the business risk together with a domestic importer when 

importing certain goods from developing economies (Riksarkivet, 2006). 

In 1995, SwedeCorp was disbanded. The area of import promotion was transferred to the newly 

formed agency Sida, which is a broad development agency with the ultimate goal to handle all the 

bilateral Swedish aid. Sida in its turn outsourced the area of import promotion to the Confederation of 

Chambers of Commerce in Sweden. The goal with this was to further enhance the business perspective 

of import promotion (Regeringskansliet, 2003).   
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Denmark 

The Danish Import Promotion Office (DIPO) was founded in 1977 as an integrated unit of the Danish 

chamber of commerce. Funding came from the Danish aid budget, and amounted in 1995 to 3.5 

million DKK (0,5 million EUR), the office had five employees. 

Main activity of DIPO was contract mediating, which was done by handling and responding to 

inquiries and business offers, receiving export delegations and other requests from developing country 

companies and governments and then passing this on to the Danish import industry. For this purpose, a 

bi-monthly newsletter was sent out. But DIPO did also actively search for importers upon request by 

developing country firms, and vice-versa upon request by a Danish importer. Matchmaking totally 

accounted for 70% of all activities. Furthermore, seminars and workshops were held in developing 

countries to share marketing knowledge of the Nordic markets. Limited market information about the 

Danish market was also provided. 

DIPO was scrapped in the early 2000s, following an independent evaluation year 2000.This evaluation 

deemed the activities of DIPO as irrelevant. The evaluation group found developing country producers 

mainly in the need of market information, which was a minor work field of DIPO. Also, the evaluation 

concluded that activities enhancing the exporting capabilities of exporters from developing countries 

to enter European markets came with greater return than contact mediation. In contrast, contact 

mediation was found to have very little impact after interviewing both importers and exporters (PLS 

Consult, 2000).  

Norway 

Following the call from the Nordic council to establish national bodies for supporting LDC exports, 

the Norwegian government commissioned NORIMPOD, the Norwegian import promotion office in 

1977. NORIMPOD was financed by development assistance, and sorted first under the Ministry of 

Trade, and later the Ministry of Development. The office focused its activities towards the LDCs and 

the nine program countries for Norwegian aid, even though other countries falling under the GSP 

scheme were entitled to some assistance (Melchior, 1987). 

NORIMPOD had 6 employees (1987) and a budget of 3 million NOK (0,65 million EUR when 

inflation taken into account). Main activities were newsletter publication, missions to LDCs and to 

provide trade information on request to exporting firms. But also did NORIMPOD promote certain 

import products directly towards the end customers, something that was done through marketing 

campaigns, such as advertisements in newspapers (Gripsrud & Benito 1995). Through a guarantee 

scheme, NORIMPOD took over parts of the business risk stemming from inadequate product quality 

or delivery failures for Norwegian importers under certain circumstances. 
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When the companies participating in NORIMPOD activities were surveyed, it was found that it was 

only in very few cases that trade took place based on the efforts or NORIMPOD. Most importers read 

the publications which NORIMPOD sent out, but few stated that they would be willing to pay for this 

information. Also, the surveyed companies indicated that the services of NORIMPOD did not cover 

the most competent exporters, as they were not interested in participating in these programmes. 

The Netherlands: CBI in the 1980s 

In this time, CBI had four areas of operations, according to Seringhaus & Rosson, (1990). These were:  

Market Information, including sector export opportunities suitable for developing country producers. 

These are supplemented with practical hints about how to approach the market and gain market access. 

This also includes a magazine covering CBI activities and specific trade offers. 

Market Product Testing, having a product display area open for exhibitions targeting importers. Apart 

from this, CBI tests product quality, finishing and packaging and survey importers on preferences for 

various products. 

Human Resources Development, targeting management of developing country firms and BSO 

personnel, teaching them the techniques of European trade promotion work and how to develop 

marketing strategies.   

Market Entry Services, particularly targeting the attendance of Dutch trade fairs and organization of 

ingoing and outgoing trade missions. This is preceded by workshop trainings for the developing 

country companies about how to behave  
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V. ANALYSIS  
The analysis section characterises the IPAs of today. Furthermore, an analysis of the contemporary 

IPAs will be done using theoretical concepts and earlier writings about import and export promotion. 

Characterisation of modern import promotion 

Size, Age and Institutional setting 

 Budget 

(million 

EUR) 

Staff 

headcount 

Year of 

foundation 

Institutional setting 

TDC 2,5 5 2006 Part of Development 

Agency 

Finnpartnership 1,4+7,4 9 2006 Part of Government 

Development Finance Org. 

SIPPO 25 15 1990 Part of Private Business 

Support Org. 

CBI 25 54 1971 Part of Government 

Business Support Org. 

Chamber Trade 1,2 3 2011* Part of Private Business 

Support Org. 

GIZ 1 900 Total 16 000 2011** Development Agency/Own 

Entity 

Import Promotion 

Desk 

1,9 9 2012 Jointly organised by 2 

Private Business Support 

Org. VIRKE  n/a 1 (total 100) 2003 Part of Private Business 

Support Org. 

International Trade 

Centre 

86 281 1964 Own Entity  

     

Mean 9,2*** 14***   

Median 2,5*** 9***   

*according to the Swedish company register **merger of several organisations *** without ITC/GIZ 

The numbers above can be compared with findings about IPAs from 1994, where a mean budget of 

4.2 million USD and a median of 1.1 million USD, with a mean of 8.8 employees and median 5.7 

(Gripsrud & Benito, 2001). This indicates no great changes in IPA size over time. However, it should 

be noted that the budgets and the staff headcount of the studied organisations differ greatly. It is 

possible to talk about TDC, Finnpartnership, CTS, IPD and VIRKE as a cluster of small IPAs. SIPPO 

and CBI obtain circa ten times the funding of these organisations, and have accordingly a greater staff 

headcounts; these organisations could be called large IPAs. ITC and GIZ are in this respect playing in 

a different league, where particularly GIZ has much greater resources. But these are special 

organisations, where several different countries fund ITC and GIZ only has a small part of their 

activities directly aimed at import promoting activities.  

There seems to be a relationship the two clusters small and large IPAs and the year of foundation. The 

two large IPAs are older and could be thought to have gained general acceptance within the home 
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country, whereas the small IPAs are newer, and are still in more of a test phase. This latter particularly 

holds true for IPD of Germany, which is in an outspoken pilot project. 

The institutional setting of the IPAs does also differ greatly. Most typical appears to be being part of 

some kind of business support organisation, either under the umbrella of a government or as a private 

organisation. But this analytical characterisation leaves out several key differences, for example 

between TDC, Finnpartnership and CBI which are seemingly similar with under the umbrella of 

government organisations with the aim to support LDC development. However, whereas TDC is under 

the umbrella of a traditional aid and co-operation agency, spending the very most of its funds on areas 

with little connection to the private business life, Finnpartnership is under the umbrella of Finnfund, 

which solely works with financing projects in the private sector. It could here be expected that CBI 

and Finnpartnership have greater similarities, as they are both part of organisations whose target is 

private businesses. 

For the IPAs organised by private organisations, the similarities might be bigger. So are SIPPO, CTS, 

IPD and VIRKE all handled by organisations which are founded for supporting the domestic industry. 

SIPPO has its origins in an organisation that is to promote the Swiss industry abroad, CTS in the 

chambers of commerce of Sweden and VIRKE in the negotiating organisation of the Norwegian 

industry, with the ultimate task to negotiate with trade unions. IPD is in its turn organised by two 

entities with representing different branches of the German trade industry. The major benefits of being 

part of a private organisation supporting the industry would probably be better business acumen and 

easier co-operation with the domestic industry.  

Research suggests that effectiveness is increased when there is a link to the private business world 

(Lederman et al., 2010). Here it should be noted that some organisations have set up particular 

councils or reference groups which are to foster the connections to the domestic industry. This is the 

case of for GIZ, SIPPO and IPD. Other organisations, such as CTS and VIRKE are probable also well 

influenced by the private business world; as they are belong to organisations that are representing the 

industry.  
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Allocations to Different Activities 

 

The diagram gives an indication of the allocations between different activities among the studied 

IPAs. It is based on the data presented in this thesis and can be compared with the findings reported by 

previous studies. Market information giving for exporters is something that is, to different degrees, is 

prevalent at most of the investigated organisations. CBI has received recognition here by providing the 

most extensive market information on exporting to EU for a range of product groups. Hence, several 

other IPAs rely on CBI market information. ITC also spend considerable efforts on market 

information, but this is information regarding trade barriers such as tariffs, market requirements and 

standards. However, when speaking in general terms, it seems as allocations to market information has 

decreased the last decades, as it constituted nearly 60% of all IPA efforts in the 1980s (Seringhaus & 

Rosson, 1990). 

Furthermore, the once important task of matchmaking receives less focus today. This is a work task 

that was for example totally central for the earlier Scandinavian IPAs. When once having key work 

areas such as contact mediation, publishing newsletters and similar, not much is left. Seemingly, 

matchmaking still plays a role for IPD, SIPPO, Finnpartnership and CBI, but this comes in different 

forms. Some contact mediation is still offered, which means that particularly Finnpartnership and CBI 

maintain online-registers of potential exporters from developing country markets, and all organisations 

are to some extent open for requests from importers or exporters to be put in contact with their 

counterparts. However, when it comes to contact mediation the method that is given the most attention 

is trade fair participation. Trade fair participation forms a central block in the strategy particularly for 

SIPPO, IPD and CBI. Other methods that are popular as an avenue for matchmaking is buying and 
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selling missions, which is used by a range of IPAs. Some co-ordination exists here, so that the national 

IPAs let foreign country importers also attend these missions. 

Educating companies and/or BSOs is a work area which is prevalent at all the studied organisations. 

This is a work area that has previously not been present or given only minor attention. The education 

category of today is broad, but would typically mean hosting seminars and or lecture series for 

companies or BSOs about barriers to trade with Europe, and how to overcome these barriers. But this 

is not necessarily the only area in which education is made, for example TDC state that they aim their 

trainings to go “further down the production chain”, meaning that the efforts are not necessarily 

targeting exports to Europe, but also trade with neighbouring developing countries or areas such as 

production and packaging. Similarly, the programmes of VIRKE are targeting the development of 

management skills within design and supply package. GIZ takes a broader approach, which also 

includes measures as improving farming conditions and methods in the LDCs.  

Direct financial support in the form of grants is only given by TDC and Finnpartnership. But great 

differences exist between the set-up and objectives of these grant systems. TDC offers grants to 

primarily co-operatives, to areas which can be market access and certifications, but also in upgrading 

production capacity (also machinery). Finnpartnership does on the other hand assist only Finnish 

companies with financing of projects that target the developing countries, which can be used for 

market studies of import products, legal assessments or travel expenses.   

Finally, TDC has formally as two of its three objectives to inform and create awareness around fair 

trade and sustainable products. This is an activity that is not shared by other IPAs, but has interesting 

historical connections, as the old NORIMPOD of Norway was working in a similar way, organising 

marketing for certain products directly towards the end customers as an avenue of import promotion. 

Similarly, country image building is mentioned as one of four key activities of EPAs by Lederman et 

al.  (2010). 

Geographical country focus 

 Africa Asia Eastern 

Europe + CIS 

Latin 

America 

MENA 

TDC 100% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Finnpartnership 23% 60% 7% 8% 2% 

SIPPO 13%  17% 47% 21% 2% 

CBI 29% 30% 7% 32% 2% 

CTS 83% 0% 0% 0% 17% 

IPD 17% 20% 8% 29% 25% 

VIRKE 100%* 0% 0% 0% 0% 

ITC 47% 21% 11% 9% 12% 

GIZ removed as no available data *Concerns the last active government funded programme 
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When it comes to the geographical areas promoted, some particularities have to be pointed out. Most 

striking might be here the great focus on Africa that is pursued by TDC, CTS and VIRKE; something 

that can be called Focus on Africa. These actors are basically fully dedicated to projects in the Sub-

Saharan region. This is in its turn contrasted by Finnpartnership, SIPPO, CBI and IPD. These 

organisations have a considerably lesser interest in Africa and instead spread out their efforts over 

different continents, hence, these organisations can be said to have a Worldwide Approach. 

There might be several reasons for the differences in geographical focusing. One important reason 

might be that the greater size of operations of particularly SIPPO and CBI enables them to have a 

worldwide approach, where middle income and LDCs on several continents can be covered. The IPAs 

having a focus on Africa are on the other hand all small IPAs, which leaves little room for greater 

operations covering several continents. Here it can also be thought that there are synergy effects, 

meaning that it is possible to achieve higher efficiency when supporting five neighbouring African 

countries than five countries in different continents. The size argument is however problematized by 

the fact that both IPD and Finnpartnership, which are following a worldwide approach, are also small 

IPAs.  

Another reason might be that whereas some IPAs can freely choose which countries to promote 

exports from, others are needed to promote the countries which are development partners of their 

home states. So are for example VIRKE and TDC required to promote exports from the countries 

which are the programme countries of the aid-schemes of their governments. African countries are 

overweight as programme countries for both Norway and Belgium. The opposite extreme to this is 

IPD, which has the sovereignty to alone decide which countries to promote based on business 

opportunities, co-operative BSOs and needs of the German industry. 

Promoted country development level and companies vs. BSOs 

 

The two axis chart displays development level of promoted countries, which is to some extent 

correlated to the pervious regional classification. LDCs are separated from the rest of the developing 
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countries. The other axis displays a focusing of the efforts on either individual companies or at 

organisations supporting these. The impressions displayed here stem from the data described earlier.  

Once again, the organisations have chosen different approaches. CTS does only target BSOs, and 

particularly chambers of commerce, and only such that stand free from the government. SIPPO and 

CBI have previously had a focus on only companies, but have seen this shifting. This shift has 

particularly in the case of CBI been justified with an effectiveness argument; increasing the capacity 

of BSOs is a cheaper way of sustainably reaching several companies than targeting the companies 

with own programmes, which is the same argument as when ITC talks about a “multiplier” effect of 

supporting BSOs rather than single companies. 

An interesting argument here is that of SIPPO, which points out that the less developed a country is, 

the lower is the likelihood that there are BSOs that are suitable for undergoing a training and 

upgrading programme. This would mean that the LDCs are mostly supported by programmes targeting 

the single companies, whereas the more developed countries are primarily supported through upgrades 

in their BSOs. Interestingly, this does not necessarily seem to be the case though, as for example CTS 

supports BSOs in a set of LDCs. GIZ and ITC are left out here due to data uncertainties. 

Benefit of home country industry & promoted firm development 

 
 

The characterisation above describes the IPAs with regard to focus on promoting imports that serve 

the domestic industry versus solely aiding the developing country industry. Ergo, should the home 

country also benefit from the promotional activities. This classification is at times ambiguous, as most 

IPAs would formally state the objective of aiding the developing countries. However, stating that 

imports should specifically go to the home country or that the domestic industry should get the chance 

of meeting the promoted companies give an indication that the home economy still matters. But as 

these are rather weak indications, this dimension should be used cautiously.    

By characterising the IPAs based on the value added of the firms they support, an indication of the 

type of supported firms is given. Firms with lower value added tend to be commodity producing firms, 

Profitable industries, high value added 

Basic industry, low value added 

Developing country industry Domestic industry 
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particularly in the agricultural sector. When setting this characterisation up, BSOs are taken into 

account as an indirect means to support firms. 

Finnpartnership stands out here, with its requirement that Finnish companies must initiate and thereby 

automatically benefit from the projects. This leads to a positioning as the organisation with the highest 

interest in supporting the domestic industry. Furthermore, this policy has led to focus the imports to 

industries with a higher value added, as this is mostly demanded by the Finnish business community. 

Organisations like IPD, SIPPO and CBI have elements of supporting the domestic industries in their 

objectives and purposes, but this objective is here shared with objectives of supporting the developing 

country firms. This can be seen by for example IPD, which states that they are working “demand 

oriented to offer importers a customised service portfolio”. On the other side is TDC, which is not at 

all obligated to aid the domestic industry. CTS and VIRKE do not explicitly state that they care for 

their domestic industries, but a tendency towards this is still noted when reading CTS annual report 

with several attempts to involve the Swedish industry in their programmes, or when interviewing 

VIRKE. GIZ and ITC are left out due to missing data. 

It can be assumed that there is a correlation and even causality running between which countries an 

IPA promote and the level of value added on the industries promoted. So does for example an IPA 

deciding to promote countries like Vietnam, Egypt, South Africa and Colombia have more industries 

with higher value added at its disposal than when promoting LDCs like Afghanistan, Zambia and 

Nepal. One could also guess that there is a connection between having the support of the domestic 

industry as a target and the value added of the products promoted. Here does for example SIPPO 

promote industries like industrial subcontracting, technical woods and software development, whereas 

TDC and CTS have an inclination towards mainly promoting agricultural products.  

Targeting Supply vs. Demand  

 

IPAs can be characterised based on their orientation towards either targeting their efforts towards 

stimulating the demand for developing country products in their home countries, or towards improving 

the supply and marketing of goods directly in developing countries. Having the sole approach of 

Targeting Developing Country Supply Targeting Domestic Demand 
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targeting the domestic demand would be typical for the IPAs of the 1970s-1990s, and also well 

connected with the original call from UNCTAD in year 1972. Targeting the supply of developing 

countries would on the other hand traditionally be the role of EPAs and certain aid related bureaus for 

industrial development.  

The characterisation above displays the impressions of the nine studied IPAs. It must here be kept in 

mind that this is a ambiguous characterisation, as the activities of contemporary IPAs are not always 

as black and white as the stylised axis gives the impression of. Finnpartnership is given the strongest 

position towards targeting domestic demand; this is the case as all projects undertaken here need to 

have a connection to Finnish organisations. The middle cluster containing TDC, IPD, SIPPO and CBI 

are all having a mix of the two extremes. Of the three areas of activities of TDC, two are directed 

towards stimulating the domestic demand. IPD, SIPPO and CBI are on the other hand all having a 

certain focus on matchmaking and ensuring that business deals are struck between European importers 

and firms from the developing countries promoted. They also have it as a part of their objective to 

source goods for the domestic industries. For VIRKE, GIZ, CTS and ITC, basically all work efforts 

are directed towards building supply at developing countries, directly or indirectly.      

Conclusion from the characterisation 

The nine studied IPAs have been characterised according to a set of dimensions. Below follows a 

clustering based on an overall assessment of the most important commonalities and differences. 

Finnpartnership CBI 

SIPPO 

IPD 

CTS 

VIRKE 

TDC 

ITC 

GIZ 

 

Finnpartnership is clustered alone as this organisation is in many respects very different from the other 

organisations. The main activity of Finnpartnership is a programme where Finnish organisations that 

want to undertake a project in a developing country can apply for funding. This approach has no 

connections with IPAs as described earlier, nor has it connections with the work of the other IPAs. It 

should be noted that Finnpartnership also undertake matchmaking, but this only as a minor work area.  

CBI, SIPPO and IPD form a cluster. These are the IPAs that share the most commonalities with the 

traditional import promotion agencies. They target both the supply and demand side, and all follow a 

worldwide approach. CBI and SIPPO are also senior organisations, having been present for a long 

time and receive substantial funding. IPD is new, but has work tasks that are very similar to the other 

two. 

CTS, VIRKE and TDC can also be clustered together. These are small organisations that are 

extensively focusing on supporting African LDCs. Here follows no particular ambition to increase 

trade with the EU, but rather to increase trade in general or simply to upgrade the capacity among 
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developing country companies. This is often done through supporting BSOs, or as TDC does, 

particularly support agricultural co-operatives.  

 GIZ and ITC form a cluster of special cases. GIZ is the broad development company of Germany, 

which has extensive funding and personnel. ITC is a specialised agency of the UN-system, which is 

funded by a set of developed countries to promote trade. ITC operates with mainly information and 

special knowledge among all developing countries. 

Academic Analysis  

Which barriers are targeted? 

When comparing the activities of the studied IPAs with Leonidou’s (2004) framework for classifying 

export barriers, it becomes evident that several of these barriers are matched by IPA fields of activity. 

So are several barriers that are classified as internal in the subgroups of informational, functional and 

marketing actually areas where IPAs help developing country exporters. These are for example market 

data, identifying business opportunities, training personnel for exporting and adapting design/style of 

products. Barriers that are external and relevant for IPA activities are classified as procedural, 

governmental and environmental. These are for example unfamiliarity with exporting procedures, 

communication difficulties and unfamiliarity of foreign business practices.  

Interestingly, more barriers relevant for IPA activities seem to be classified as internal export barrier 

than as external export barriers. This indicates some points worth to note. The first is that the 

framework might be skewed towards internal barriers. But when ignoring this, it can be interpreted as 

the activities of today’s IPAs are more directed towards building internal capabilities at developing 

country companies than guiding through the external landscape.  

This would in its turn be an evidence of IPAs focusing on work with domestic importers and providing 

information towards that of developing the internal capabilities of developing country companies. 

However, it has to be remembered that the Leonidou framework, which in its turn reflect the academic 

findings on export barriers, is dominated by either easy changeable factors that are internal to 

companies, or external factors which often are far more difficult to change. This means that whereas 

an EPA can with relatively ease educate the management of a developing country firm, it takes a much 

greater effort to decrease exchange rate fluctuations and political instability.  

Lowering Transaction Costs 

Transaction cost is a theoretical concept of costs arising when firms procure something from the 

market, as opposed to produce internally. This definition covers a range of areas from for example 

costs for ensuring adequate product quality and contracting to costs for marketing, adapting products 

and to understanding the markets in which the product is to be exported to. 
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One of the main arguments for creating IPAs as well as EPAs has been to reduce transaction costs. 

These transaction costs dampen international trade, as it becomes more expensive to organise 

economic affairs between firms and across borders. Worse still, these transaction costs hit companies 

and countries unequally. This means that the transaction costs hit developing, and particularly LDCs 

harder than developed countries, as these have weaker judicial systems, poorer infrastructure and 

weaker support institutions for exporting. Furthermore, SMEs are facing greater transaction costs than 

large companies.  

As has been explained in the theory chapter, there are several ways to reduce the transaction costs for 

developing country producers. The most hands-on way is typically to lower tariffs, something that has 

also been made to a great extent when it comes to developing countries and particularly the LDCs. 

However, in the new world of low tariff levels, non-tariff trade barriers have been acknowledged as a 

key obstacle for trade. Such trade barriers are more difficult to detect and categorise, as several such 

are made up of legitimate quality demands and standards. IPAs can play an important role here, 

working with information about non-tariff trade barriers, which often differ also between individual 

EU-states. IPA activities within this field are all targeting the home country, trying to decrease the 

transaction costs for developing country firms to export here by providing easily accessible 

information. 

More general country factors such as establishment of trade, stability, institutions and reliable markets 

and infrastructure as determinants of transaction costs have also been described. These are overarching 

measures that aim to improve the general business and trade climate of a country, thereby similar to 

several of the external export barriers displayed by Leonidou (2004). These general factors do 

however normally fall outside the work of trade promoting organisations, as they are far more 

specialised, targeting mostly exports. The overarching environmental factors are instead often targeted 

by the regular work of development agencies, such as GIZ, BTC or SIDA.  

The general country factors are affecting all companies of a country, a road or broadband connection 

can be used by everyone. But this is partly contrasted by the work of trade promoting organisations. 

Even though some of the goods which these organisations provide, such as written information is 

available for all companies, much is available only for selected companies. IPAs and BSOs do here 

actively target who is to receive their assistance. This is the case for trainings, financing opportunities 

and trade fair attendance, to mention a few.  

When looking at IPAs, it can well be said that they all work towards reducing transaction costs. 

However, this is achieved in vastly different ways, targeting different countries and companies. 

Theorising about this, the area were IPAs most clearly lower transaction costs might be that of 

providing information, as this is clearly a cost reducing way for companies. Instead of them having to 
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invest management power into researching these areas, the information is provided free of charge. But 

so does also matchmaking work function as a way to decrease marketing costs in the target markets. 

Other areas that aim to build up competencies at selected companies might be better explained through 

other concepts.  

Building Resources 

The resource based view analyses a company by its internal capabilities and resources. These are 

typically analogue to Leonidou’s internal barriers. With the change of IPA work tasks that is noted 

over the last decades, the resource based view has become an increasingly powerful basis to analyse 

IPAs, which is also connecting to the view of Dhanaraj & Beamish (2003). 

The change in IPA work tasks that have occurred the last decades have altered the way that resources 

are provided for firms. The old methods aimed to provide a final resource, such as some kind of 

information or a company contact to the promoted companies. Contemporary methods are on the other 

hand aimed at building the company capacity to reach this final resource themselves, something that is 

achieved most prominently through trainings/education. The importance of this should be underlined, 

as the strategy of providing an end resource is fundamentally different from the strategy of teaching a 

company how to develop a resource. Hence, resource based thinking enables to academically 

understand work activities of IPAs connecting to particularly education. These activities are not 

transactional short term assistance, but rather have a long and strategic implication, which is how a 

resource is defined.   

IPAs tend to focus their resource building measures on the latter stages in the exporting process. This 

means building resources and capabilities to market the products. It seems as this is where the IPAs 

can contribute the most, given that their knowledge is typically how to market in the EU. This is by 

some IPAs extended to target areas such as designs, quality standards, certifications and production 

technology. This also makes sense when considering the offerings in the strategic factor market, where 

offerings on knowledge about how to build marketing resources targeting the EU-market most likely 

are in scarcity. 

Exporter development models 

The activities of IPAs can also be seen in the light of the two schools of international marketing and 

exporter development. The Uppsala school of internationalisation argues that market knowledge drives 

market commitment and determines the success of this. Consequently, the traditional role of IPAs as 

information centres is theoretically underpinned by the Uppsala school. However, it has to be 

remembered that when the Uppsala school discusses knowledge of foreign markets, this is in the form 

of deep understandings and experiences that have typically arisen from being active in the market. 

This is so called tacit knowledge. There is an important difference between market information 

provided by EPAs and IPAs, and genuine knowledge about markets. The information provided in 
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generic market reports and information is probably not the deep and granular knowledge as is acquired 

through experimental learning. CBI of the Netherlands tries to push this boundary, by providing 

detailed market reports in specific product categories. These market reports cover for example industry 

standards, size of markets, packaging and informal requirements from buyers. The outcome of this 

work however remains uncertain. Parallel to this, CBI offers tailor made information to BSOs, albeit 

not directly to companies.  

When taking the perspective of Innovation-related internationalisation models, there are some 

common touch-points with contemporary IPA activities. These models emphasise a gradual progress 

of firm internationalisation, ranging from the state of having no interest in exporting to being an 

experienced exporter already assessing new markets. Progression between the stages in the model is 

achieved both through internal factors and through influence from outside. For example, it has been 

suggested that if companies are to make the move from having no interest in exporting to start filling 

in unsolicited orders, an external push is required. Such an external push can probably be achieved in 

several ways, where the efforts of trade promoting organisations form one possibility.    

However, the activities of the IPAs give few indications that they are working directly towards 

increasing the interest and motivation of developing country producers to start exporting. This is most 

clearly seen by the fact that companies have to apply to programmes, and that the focus of IPAs are 

generally those SMEs that are seen as having the capacity and opportunities for exporting, not 

encouraging less sophisticated companies to consider exporting. But it should also be kept in mind that 

IPAs invest considerable amount of effort into strengthening and assisting BSOs. Here, it can well be 

thought that some of these BSOs actively target and prepare export uncertain companies to interest 

themselves for exporting; this would in this case be similar to the efforts in Chile as described by 

Alvarez & Crespi (2000), where several “push” effects were recorded after attending EPA 

programmes.  

Academia on export and import promotion 

Import promotion is similar to export promotion, for which reason writings and arguments can be 

borrowed from this field. Export promotion forms a recognised area in trade policy that is relatively 

well-researched. EPAs are present in both developing and developed countries, and work to support 

the exports and internationalisation of the domestic companies. The rationale is simple; EPAs drive 

exports, which contribute to the growth and prosperity of the home country. It has here been shown 

that EPAs have a budget of on average 0,11% the size of the export of the home country, and 

suggested that export promoting activities yield a return of somewhere between 432:1 to 21:1. 

Meaning that 1 invested dollar grants a return on 432 to 21 in additional exports. Similarly, other 

researchers have found 10% increase in EPA budget yielding 0,6-1% increase in total country exports.  
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The knowledge of EPAs is getting steadily more relevant for IPAs for two reasons. First is the general 

shift of IPAs towards targeting the supply side, meaning that they take on an EPA-like role. Second is 

that they directly support EPAs, meaning that spending on the IPAs go towards developing countries 

BSOs, which also encompass EPAs. This suit well with arguments proposed by the IPAs themselves, 

namely that work with EPAs have a multiplier effect. 

The critique of EPAs has mainly concerned efficiency arguments. Here, particularly the quality of 

developing country EPAs has been questioned, meaning that these might fail to deliver satisfactory 

services. Developing county EPAs are less professional, more bureaucratic and lacking appropriate 

skills and funding. A main problem is that these EPAs have difficulties selecting companies suitable 

for exporting, which taken into the other factors has led to a difficulty to systematically expand 

manufactured exports. An important reason for this failure might however relate to the often very poor 

business environment of the developing countries. Keesing & Singer recommended EPAs in 

developing countries to move towards producing knowledge of exporting standards and strive to 

upgrade the capabilities of the domestic producers. Particularly, EPAs should work towards adapting 

the supply packages for export markets, something that is far from always done. 

As modern IPAs dedicate considerable efforts towards upgrading the capabilities of BSOs, it is 

possible to recognise them as an answer to the call for further professionalization and upgrading of 

developing country EPAs. This taken together with the positive findings on EPA returns would 

intuitively indicate that IPAs have a considerable impact on driving trade. It is not under the scope of 

the thesis to assess whether this is actually the case, but it seems as there is an obvious need that is 

targeted, with clear indications of returns to this. 

When using Kessing & Singer’s three step model for export promotion, it is obvious that IPAs have a 

work field that is far greater than just focusing on searching for potential buyers of developing country 

products and ensure that orders are placed. The work activities consistently also target the two earlier 

steps of assessing and selecting export markets including looking at preferences and requirements 

here, as well as working with the adaptation of the supply package of developing country exporters.  
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VI. CONCLUSION 
This thesis creates new knowledge about import promotion. Contemporary import promotion is found 

to be different from import promotion in the 1980s and early 1990s. Since this time, a shift has 

occurred in activities, where IPAs have gone from targeting the demand side towards focusing more 

on the supply side. This means that the targets of modern IPAs are companies in developing countries 

and not in the developed home countries. Even though the important activity of providing information 

remains for many IPAs, great changes have occurred among activities. The once central area of 

matchmaking has decreased in importance and efforts have shifted towards courses and trainings for 

developing country producers. 

The population of IPAs of today can be divided into four overarching clusters. This clustering depicts 

some important points. One point is that great differences exist within the IPA population, meaning 

that background, methods and setting differ greatly between the IPAs. Another point is that there are 

considerable differences in funding and age of the organisations, where it is meaningful to talk about a 

first and second generation of IPAs. A last point is that of the number of IPAs, once there were 23 

such organisations, but today the number has decreased to nine. And from the Eastern Bloc, all IPAs 

have disappeared. 

This thesis strives towards reconciliation between trade promotion and theoretical concepts, which is 

something that has been called for by several authors. It is here shown that the concepts transaction 

cost economics and the resource based view can well serve as a foundation for understanding import 

promotion. So has IPAs been created and legitimatised by market inefficiencies for SMEs from 

developing countries, which have faced disproportionally high transaction costs when engaging in 

international trade. IPAs were a response to lower these transaction costs by providing information 

and contact mediation for these companies, enabling them to engage in international trade. However, 

contemporary IPAs dedicate a considerable amount of energy on educating and teaching. This cannot 

directly be understood with the concept of transaction cost economics. Here, the resource based view 

serves as better theoretical underpinning. By undertaking activities such as educating developing 

country exporters, IPAs create a way to upgrade their resources and capabilities, and accordingly teach 

them how to solve their own challenges. 

Two possible reasons for the changes in IPA practices and presence are recognised within the frame of 

this thesis. First is a shift in the nature of transaction relationships, as has been suggested by the 

economist Baldwin. This proposition postulates that fewer transactions are organised by arm’s length 

market transactions. Instead, relationships are becoming tighter and bring a degree of subordination.  

Here, a strong-lead buyer organise entire supply chains. These buyers are themselves able to find 

suppliers, which reduces the need of developing country producers to engage in marketing towards 

importers and end consumers in the developed markets. A second possible reason for change in IPA 
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practices and presence is that of technological advancements. The last decades have brought great 

improvements in communication and digitalisation, enabling new ways to trade. So does probably 

web-search as of today effectively solve the matchmaking problems that were earlier solved through 

IPAs giving out bulletins of product offerings. Furthermore have online hubs such as the Chinese firm 

Alibaba created virtual and vast catalogues of business offerings, changing the way how trade is 

conducted.  

Talking the language of economics, a market inefficiency of high transaction costs for SMEs from 

developing countries was detected in the 1970s. This market inefficiency was solved through 

government interventions in the markets through the establishment of IPAs in the developed countries. 

However, the market has eventually managed to solve this inefficiency itself, putting forth new 

technologies and advancements. This has in its turn made the first generation of IPAs obsolete, which 

led to a great decrease in IPA numbers. The IPAs that remain from this time have changed their 

activities and targeting; now working to improve developing country SMEs capabilities and resources.  

This thesis explicitly serves as a foundation for future research. Such research can take different 

approaches. A natural progression would here be to search for evidences on what are effective 

practices. Such a search would target the question which practises of IPAs are relevant and worthwhile 

doing. Much of the knowledge that has been created in this thesis can be used for various quantitative 

assessments of the effectiveness of the different working methods among IPAs. Particularly does the 

data collected offer a background and the characterisations a hint of which areas can be targeted when 

moving on with the topic. The most obvious avenue is here to use regression analysis against trade 

data. However, as has been previously mentioned, such an approach brings difficulties in method, and 

requires an advanced econometrical analysis. Another research area that can well be studied further is 

the evolution of IPAs. This thesis has showed that a major change has occurred, but as none of the 

IPAs are studied over time, it has been impossible to determine exactly which mechanisms have 

driven the changes. 
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