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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Attention to attention 

This thesis studies the causes and consequences of managerial attention, 

particularly in the international business context. This raises the question why 

managerial attention matters. Managerial attention matters mainly because it 

affects problem solving and decision making—issues involved in the strategic and 

operational activities in any firm (Cho & Hambrick, 2006; March & Olsen, 1976; 

Monteiro, 2015; Simon, 1947, 1957). At the organization level, understanding 

how decision makers focus their attention therefore is central to understanding 

organizational choices or behaviors and the outcomes resulted thereof (Ocasio, 

1997).1 Indeed, empirical work suggests that managerial attention can influence 

firm strategy (Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Cho & Hambrick, 2006; Levy, 2005) 

and firm performance (Bouquet, Morrison, & Birkinshaw, 2009). 

The attention-based view (ABV, Ocasio, 1997) has a number of features 

that make it distinct from but also potentially complementary to other mainstream 

theories of firm decision making and performance in the (international) business 

field. 

Mainstream theories in the international business (IB) field have explained 

managerial decisions regarding how to enter foreign markets (e.g., stage models 

1 The terms decision maker(s) and manager(s) are used interchangeably in this thesis. 



2  Chapter 1  

 

 
 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 2009); transaction cost economics (Brouthers, 2002)) 

and how to operate and build competitive edges in international markets, given 

the organizational strengths and weaknesses (e.g., resource-based view (Peng, 

2001)) and/or the environmental opportunities and threats (e.g., industrial 

organization theory (Buckley & Casson, 1976); the eclectic paradigm (Dunning, 

2000)). Despite important achievements, existing theories do not fully explain 

how managers notice certain opportunities and threats (both internal and external 

to their firms) and in turn construct decisions that shape a firm’s 

internationalization strategy. The ABV theory can help open the black box of this 

decision-making process. The central argument of the ABV is that “to explain 

firm behavior is to explain how firms distribute and regulate the attention of their 

decision makers” (Ocasio, 1997: 188). It is a firm’s social and economic 

structures—or so-called “attention structures” (March & Olsen, 1976)—that 

create a set of procedural and communication channels and that distribute 

decision makers into these channels. For any given channel, only a limited 

number of issues and answers are available to attract the attention of decision 

makers. Thus, the ABV theory represents a step beyond mainstream international 

business theories, in that it emphasizes the interplay among structures, managerial 

attention, and firm behavior rather than linking structures directly to firm 

behavior. 

 The ABV theory posits that managerial attention is manifested in 

particular procedural and communication channels. According to this theory, 

attention encompasses “the noticing, encoding, interpreting, and focusing of time 
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and effort by organizational decision makers on both (a) issues: the available 

repertoire of categories for making sense of the environment…and (b) answers: 

the available repertoire of action alternatives” (Ocasio, 1997: 189). As such, the 

ABV provides a method to capture the focus of managerial attention, that is, 

investigating how much time and effort managers invest in certain procedures and 

communications (Bouquet et al., 2009). This behavioral approach to attention 

complements cognitive and capability views of decision making. From the 

cognitive view, attention is activated through a collection of relatively subjective 

psychological mechanisms (e.g., mental models or schemas) that guide managers 

in their strategic thinking (Dutton & Duncan, 1987; Dutton, Fahey, & Narayanan, 

1983). Put differently, attention in the ABV is defined in a more observable way, 

embodied in time spent rather than subjective interpretations of how attention is 

activated. By focusing more directly on how managers spend their time and effort, 

the ABV theory also distinguishes itself from other managerial effect studies that 

highlight personal traits in a firm’s internationalization process (e.g., Fernández-

Ortiz & Lombardo, 2009; Hutchinson, Quinn, & Alexander, 2006; Leonidou, 

Katsikeas, & Piercy, 1998).  

 Despite the potential value of the ABV for understanding decision making 

and corporate performance, attention-based research in the IB field is few and far 

between. Only recently have scholars introduced the attention perspective in 

research on multinational enterprises (MNEs) (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & 

Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). We now have insights into the attention 

that senior executives in MNEs give to the international marketplace—so-called 
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“international attention”—and how it matters for an MNE’s global strategy 

(Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011) and MNE performance (Bouquet et al., 2009). In 

what follows, we offer a concise review of extant theories and available empirical 

studies on international attention.  

   

1.2 International attention 

The emergence of the concept international attention represents an application of 

the ABV theory to the IB context and, notably, to top managers of MNEs. 

International attention is defined as the time and effort that top managers in MNEs 

invest in improving their understanding of international markets (Bouquet, 2005; 

Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009).2 It is noted that international 

attention arises when managers engage in three categories of practices: (1) 

international scanning (of the global market environment), (2) overseas 

communications (with overseas managers and other actors), and (3) 

internationalization discussions (to interpret gathered insights when making 

strategic decisions). Having discussed the properties of the international attention 

construct, Bouquet and his colleagues go further and examine the performance 

outcomes of international attention within the MNE context. In their research, 

international attention has a curvilinear relationship with MNE performance 

(Bouquet et al., 2009), suggesting that there is an optimal level of international 

                                                           
2 It is worth noting that international attention differs from a related construct, namely, global 

mindset (Bouquet et al., 2009; Levy, Beechler, Taylor, & Boyacigiller, 2007). The latter represents 

“a highly complex cognitive structure characterized by an openness to and articulation of multiple 

cultural and strategic realities on both global and local levels, and the cognitive ability to mediate 

and integrate across this multiplicity” (Levy et al., 2007: 244). Simply put, a global mindset is 

about a manager’s cognitive structures, while international attention is concerned with managerial 

practices. 
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attention promoting firm performance. Too little international attention can result 

in strategic neglect or missed opportunities, while too much international attention 

can stretch managerial enthusiasm for international business too far to ignore 

other strategic imperatives that are equally valuable to MNE performance. 

 Bouquet and his colleagues’ work helps demonstrate the value of 

international attention, yet their study is restricted to MNEs—a corporate form 

featuring relatively high levels of geographical and cultural diversity as well as 

complex portfolios of businesses, functions, and markets (Ghoshal & Bartlett, 

1986; Prahalad & Doz, 1999). The internationalization of MNEs is characterized 

by the ownership of operations in a range of economic, social, and cultural 

milieus (De Jong, Phan, & Van Ees, 2011). An MNE thus can be seen as a 

network of exchange relationships (i.e., economic structures) and coordination 

mechanisms (i.e., social structures) across organizational units, including 

headquarters and foreign subsidiaries (Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1990; Ghoshal & 

Nohria, 1989). The principal objective and function of headquarters and top 

executives is to develop a global reach of knowledge and ideas wherever they 

arise through international attention (Bouquet, 2005; Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1986). 

 The research presented in this thesis focuses on small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) that—as will be explained—play a prominent role in modern 

world economies (Hessels & Parker, 2013; OECD, 2008). However, most SMEs 

do not include ownership structures in their foreign market operations (Burgel & 

Murray, 2000). Many of the structural mechanisms available to MNEs (e.g., in-

house information infrastructures or leadership development activities) that appear 
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to focus and sustain managerial international attention are to a lesser extent 

applicable to managers of SMEs (Shuman & Seeger, 1986). This observation 

suggests that Bouquet et al.’s framework needs modification before it can be 

applied to explore internationalization decisions and the ensuing outcomes in the 

context of SMEs. Here begins the research in this thesis. In the following section, 

we explain why international attention matters for SMEs. 

 

1.3 International attention: Why it matters for SMEs 

While large global companies may provide an appropriate context for exploring 

the subject of international attention, it can be argued that developing international 

attention is particularly imperative for SMEs.  

 Compared with large companies, SMEs are usually confronted with 

insufficient resources and capabilities when they enter international markets 

(Hessels & Parker, 2013; Knight, 2000). For many SMEs, exporting is the most 

common way to become international. This is because exporting, vis-à-vis other 

modes of foreign market entry, requires fewer resources, offers greater strategic 

flexibility, and involves fewer risks (Leonidou, Katsikeas, Palihawadana, & 

Spyropoulou, 2007). While SMEs are a major source of growth and job creation, 

they appear to be under-represented in the international marketplace (OECD, 

2008). This low level of international involvement of SMEs could be attributed to 

a series of barriers encountered when expanding into foreign markets. Among 

these barriers, a lack of knowledge about international opportunities and foreign 

markets acts as a major impediment to SME internationalization (for a review, see 
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Arteaga-Ortiz & Fernández-Ortiz, 2010). This challenge requires SME managers 

to improve their understanding of the international marketplace and the 

competitive dynamics that emerge therein. 

 At the same time, SMEs are now operating in a world where a firm’s core 

competitive advantage depends on its ability to develop internationally (Lu & 

Beamish, 2001). International expansion offers SMEs numerous benefits, for 

example, getting access to larger customer base, achieving growth and economies 

of scale, spreading business risks, and acquiring new technology (Knight, 2000; 

Leonidou & Katsikeas, 2010; OECD, 2008). For many SMEs, it is no longer 

possible to operate without taking into account the risks and opportunities 

presented by foreign or global competition (Matlay, Ruzzier, Hisrich, & Antoncic, 

2006: 476). This, again, requires a high level of awareness and knowledge of 

foreign markets, which calls for international attention, on the part of SME 

managers. 

 A review of the literature on SME internationalization indicates that 

managers of SMEs invest time and effort to acquaint themselves with 

international markets (though the extent of this investment varies) (e.g., Hart, 

Webb, & Jones, 1994; Julien & Ramangalahy, 2003). Such investment, as shown 

below, can be related to the main elements constituting international attention, 

namely international scanning, overseas communications, and internationalization 

discussions. Evidence as such informs the research background of the thesis, 

providing a basis for the modification in approach to measuring SME managers’ 

international attention, as described in Chapter 2.  
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 Evidence of international scanning. Prior research has noted that small 

business owners or managers conduct environmental scanning regularly 

(Smeltzer, Fann, & Nikolaisen, 1988); they spend a large amount of time seeking 

market information (Johnson & Kuehn, 1987). Given the importance of market 

information in the IB context, it is not surprising that several studies investigate 

issues surrounding the sources, collection, and use of information in export 

activities. This line of research shows that SME exporters frequently search for 

information about foreign markets, customers, competition, products, prices, 

promotion, distribution, and the general environment (Julien & Ramangalahy, 

2003). They fulfill their information needs using export assistance 

(Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch, & Katy Tse, 1993) and export intelligence 

generation (Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011), directly carrying out marketing 

research (Hart et al., 1994; Schlegelmilch, Diamantopoulos, & Tse, 1993) or a 

combination thereof. 

 Evidence of overseas communications. The manifestation of overseas 

communications in SMEs is well documented in relationship marketing literature, 

especially that related to the behavioral aspects (e.g., commitment) of 

international channel relationships (e.g., Leonidou & Kaleka, 1998; Styles & 

Ambler, 1994). This research attests to the importance of communication in 

building and managing successful long-term relationships between exporters and 

their customers, distributors, and other channel members (Nes, Solberg, & 

Silkoset, 2007). Among other things, such communication activities involve 

attendance at international trade fairs, regular foreign visits to existing and 
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prospective partners, and inviting foreign contacts to participate in key decision-

making processes (Doole, Grimes, & Demack, 2006). 

 Evidence of internationalization discussions. Unlike the aforementioned 

components of international attention, discussion-related practices are studied to a 

lesser extent in SME literature. This is primarily because SMEs are typically 

considered centralized organizations with one individual at the top making all the 

decisions (Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011; Nelson & Quick, 2002). Despite 

the scarcity of relevant studies, we are able to rely on a line of research on 

managerial activity to conclude that internationalization discussions play a role in 

efforts on the part of SME managers to understand the international marketplace 

(Andersson & Florén, 2008, 2011). For example, by comparing the behavior of 

managers in small international firms to that of managers in small domestic firms, 

Andersson and Florén (2011) demonstrate that managers in small international 

firms spend substantially more time on scheduled meetings and information 

management than their colleagues in small domestic firms. They go even further 

by suggesting that small international firms are more formalized, as is the 

behavior of their managers.  

 Summarizing the foregoing, it is not only important but also possible for 

SME managers to develop international attention. In this thesis, we take the view 

of international attention developed and applied to MNEs as a valuable point of 

departure. The aim of the research is to develop an in-depth understanding of 

international attention in SMEs. The remainder of this chapter introduces the 

framework of SME international attention as developed in this thesis. 
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1.4 A framework for studying international attention in SMEs 

As previously noted, despite the insights provided by pioneering work in 

international attention (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et 

al., 2009), MNE-based attention research limits itself by focusing on large 

corporations. SMEs differ from their large counterparts in many ways (Coviello & 

McAuley, 1999; Dutot, Bergeron, & Raymond, 2014; Shuman & Seeger, 1986), 

and for that matter, they require a tailored research approach. Yet, few studies 

have attempted to understand international attention on the part of SME managers. 

Several new and important questions remain to be answered: In the absence of 

ownership-based international structures, what structures available to SMEs can 

shape their managers’ international attention, and how? Given the major role of 

exporting in an SME’s internationalization, how does this international activity 

influence an SME manager’s international attention? What are the performance 

implications of international attention for specific international activities in which 

SMEs engage? 

 The research in this thesis tackles these questions. In each of the empirical 

chapters, we analyze one of the research questions thus formulated. The main 

contribution of this thesis lies not only in its development of a research framework 

for studying the causes and consequences of international attention within the 

SME context, but also in its offering new insights into international attention that 

are not apparent in the MNE context. Figure 1.1 presents the overall framework of 

the thesis. In what follows, we will discuss the topic researched in each empirical 

chapter, including the motivation behind each topic.   
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Figure 1.1 Research framework of the thesis 

 

 

1.4.1 Determinants of SME managers’ international attention 

According to the ABV, structures focus managerial attention (Ocasio, 1997). Four 

categories of attention structures have been identified in the theory: rules of the 

game, players, structural positions, and resources. Rules of the game are the 

formal and informal principles of action that guide effective strategy execution. 

Players are the individuals and groups who can shape the attention and decisions 

of decision makers. Structural positions are the roles and responsibilities assumed 

by decision makers, which provide them with interests, values, and identities, on 

the basis of which they think and act in an organization. Resources are the 

tangible and intangible assets that support and inform a firm’s activities in the 

business environment.  

 To date, research on international attention is based solely on large MNEs, 

showing that the internationalized structure of the corporation can give rise to 

international attention. However, most SMEs lack ownership of operations in 

foreign markets (Burgel & Murray, 2000). It remains to be seen what 

communication and information structures are available to SMEs that can drive a 
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manager’s international attention. Research on SME internationalization indicates 

that SMEs rely heavily on external networks for relevant information and other 

needed resources during the internationalization process (Eberhard & Craig, 2013; 

Kontinen & Ojala, 2011b; Ojala, 2009). Networks as such involve all four 

categories of attention structures (i.e., rules of the game, players, structural 

positions, and resources). Network resources, for example, may expand the set of 

a firm’s strategic options, thereby directing the attention of decision makers. We 

therefore start our research by examining how (external) networks are related to 

SME managers’ international attention. As will be explained in Chapter 3, the 

presence of international networks can trigger the international attention of SME 

managers. Different types of (sub-)networks involve different players, conveying 

perhaps different rules of the game in governing the relationships, offering various 

resources, and forming specific structural positions in accessing these resources. 

Following the structural distribution of attention (Ocasio, 1997), it is expected that 

different (sub-)networks will vary in their impacts on international attention of 

SME managers. For our purposes, we distinguish between professional networks 

(i.e., networks of customers, suppliers, agents, and other business partners) and 

personal networks (i.e., networks of friends, relatives, family members, and non-

business-related contacts).  

Previous literature usually treats managerial attention (broadly defined) as 

a precedent for SMEs’ international efforts, ignoring that a manager’s attention 

may evolve with a firm’s internationalization process. As SMEs tend to use 

exporting to enter international markets (Leonidou et al., 2007; Sousa, Martínez-
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López, & Coelho, 2008), we investigate in Chapter 4 how exporting can influence 

an SME manager’s international attention. Moreover, according to the nature of 

the attention-focusing process, we further distinguish between goal-directed 

processes (i.e., in which attention is driven by internal goals and incentives) 

(Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989) and stimulus-driven processes (i.e., in which 

attention is driven by external stimuli) (Hansen & Haas, 2001). 

By explaining how a manager’s international attention is developed in both 

of these processes, we respond to calls for simultaneously considering goal-

directed and stimulus-driven processes in studying managerial attention (Ocasio, 

2011). With respect to goal-directed processes, we discuss how firm export 

experience and export diversity, two incentive-related factors, can affect 

managers’ international attention. Export experience may reduce the incentives 

for a manager’s international attention, as experience generates strong confidence 

about the relevance of established knowledge and capabilities in achieving 

(expected) goals in international markets. Export diversity, by enhancing the 

importance of foreign markets to a firm’s business goals as well as increasing the 

coordination of demand, is likely to encourage a manager’s international attention. 

In stimulus-driven processes, characteristics of relevant stimuli and how these 

characteristics draw a manager’s attention become the focal point of inquiry 

(Hansen & Haas, 2001). Here, we designate export competitive intensity and 

export market turbulence as reflecting stimulus-driven processes of international 

attention. Both concepts characterize important aspects of the export environment 

and may trigger the international attention of managers. To allow for 
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organizational variation, we hypothesize that such relationships will be mitigated 

in the presence of an export department. The reasoning stems from the 

observation that an export department takes over some work that consumes a 

manager’s time and effort, including paying attention to the export environment. 

 

1.4.2 Consequences of SME managers’ international attention 

Having discussed the potential determinants of international attention for SME 

managers (i.e., networks and exporting), we further elaborate on whether and how 

an SME manager’s international attention is associated with the firm’s export 

performance. This is the subject of study presented in Chapter 5. It is motivated 

by extensive but inconclusive research based on personal traits (e.g., age, 

education, attitudes) to understand managerial effects in SME international 

business (Hutchinson et al., 2006; Leonidou et al., 1998). We develop an 

alternative perspective and argue that variations in managers’ international 

attention may account for variations in SME export performance. We also argue 

that SMEs are not homogeneous in terms of resource bases and external 

capabilities, and for that matter, they differ in performance gains achieved through 

international attention. A distinction is thus made between SMEs that carry out 

exporting only and those using higher-commitment modes beyond exporting, 

which we refer to as “micromultinationals” (mMNEs) (Dimitratos, Johnson, Slow, 

& Young, 2003; Ibeh, Borchert, & Wheeler, 2009).  
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1.5 Theoretical contributions 

This thesis offers several contributions to IB and attention literature. First, we add 

to the emerging research that applies managerial attention to the IB field, with a 

particular emphasis on international attention (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & 

Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). As mentioned, understanding where 

managers focus their attention is important as they are seldom able to attend to all 

of the signals that matter and must set priorities (Ocasio, 1997; Simon, 1947). 

This is all the more true when managers face a complex and multifaceted 

competitive environment, as is the case with the international marketplace. 

International attention—attention paid to the international marketplace—can keep 

managers aware of and help them better understand the dynamics of the 

environment, and it is arguably related to a firm’s efficiency in responding to 

changes (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). 

While international attention is important, it is not easy to develop or sustain 

(Bouquet et al., 2009). We therefore need to understand the source of this 

particular focus of attention. Prior studies address internal corporate structures 

pertaining to MNEs as a major source for the development of international 

attention among top executives (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011). 

The role of networks of external relations is underexplored. Understanding the 

network-attention relationship is worthwhile, as it lays the groundwork for 

understanding whether and how SME managers leverage network resources in 

support of a firm’s international activities. Moreover, current literature generally 

considers managerial attention (broadly defined) a prerequisite for firms’ 
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international activities and resulting performance. Little is known about whether 

and how managers’ international attention may evolve with the exporting process. 

Uncovering the effect of exporting on a manager’s international attention opens 

the door to exploring a more dynamic and complex relationship between 

managerial attention and a firm’s internationalization process. 

 Second, prior studies have addressed the effect of international attention 

on MNE performance (Bouquet et al., 2009). The performance implications of 

international attention for certain international activities remain underexplored. 

By studying whether and how international attention accounts for variations in 

SME export performance, we contribute to understanding where exactly 

international attention adds value.  

 Third, our final contribution is to switch from the current focus on large 

MNEs in ABV research to SMEs as a unit of analysis. This change manifests not 

only in a substantial modification of the established measure of international 

attention but also in our efforts to investigate various SME-specific factors as the 

causes or consequences of international attention. In doing so, we address the 

salient features of international attention for SME managers, which holds promise 

for further exploration.  

 

1.6 Findings, managerial and policy implications 

The research findings reported in this thesis provide a series of managerial 

implications for SME managers. The need for managers to develop and/or 

improve international attention is evident. Our study suggests some very practical 
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steps that managers can take to develop international attention, which are not yet 

apparent in previous attention studies that focus on large multinationals. For 

example, managers can better configure their networks and include more 

business-related contacts. The rationale is that business-related contacts can 

provide managers with important and relevant resources, including information 

about international opportunities and foreign markets, and thus represent a useful 

attention-focusing device. Our study also suggests that the ongoing 

internationalization process (in this thesis, exporting) and the associated goal-

related factors and external stimuli could affect a manager’s international 

attention. There is no simple way of weighing the relative importance of these 

various sources of attention drivers, but at the very least, it is important to identify 

both goal-directed and stimulus-driven processes involved in focusing a 

manager’s attention. Overall, increasing international attention is conducive to 

SME export performance. Note, however, that managers need to ensure that their 

investment of time and effort is commensurate with a firm’s resource bases and 

external capabilities in this value-creation process. Managers may notice an 

international opportunity through international attention. To act upon such 

opportunities, however, other firm resources and capabilities are needed.  

 This thesis also provides implications for policy makers. SMEs play an 

important role in most economies and have a central position on policy agendas. 

Our study suggests that government-initiated promotional programs and 

assistance services for SME internationalization can benefit to a greater extent if 

they are to help trigger and sustain a manager’s attention on international markets. 
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Generally, SMEs face information gaps and internal resource challenges in pursuit 

of international opportunities. Policy makers may consider organizing trade 

exhibitions and other supporting tools that assist SME managers in gathering 

export information, as well as identifying and networking with foreign partners. 

The observed differences between mMNEs and SME exporters hint at the need to 

customize export-supporting policies (including financing solutions) to improve 

the respective resource positions of these two groups of companies and eventually 

to promote overall economic growth and employment in a wide range of countries 

and regions. 

 

1.7 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

The research in this thesis is subject to several limitations that point to 

opportunities for future research. First, the research is based in one country: the 

Netherlands. Although such a research setting has clear advantages, such as 

reducing variations in the perceptions of particular constructs (Spender & Grant, 

1996), a cross-country study would be useful for improving the generalizability of 

the findings. Collecting samples in multiple countries to some extent also 

addresses the limitation of the relatively small sample size we employ in this 

thesis. As indicated in Chapter 2, the final sample used for the empirical analyses 

in this thesis is based on 135 observations. While this sample serves well in an 

exploratory study like the one presented here, it would be valuable to expand the 

sample in time and geographic scope. 

 Second, the survey data gathered in this thesis are cross-sectional and do 
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not allow us to draw conclusions on causality. In our defense, the theories (and so 

the findings) of this thesis are in line with the ABV framework (Ocasio, 1997). 

That said, a dynamic approach toward structures, international attention, and firm 

internationalization would be interesting in itself. Collecting longitudinal data or 

using a historical case study may help clarify this issue.  

 Third, as indicated in Chapter 2, we carry out ex ante procedures in 

designing the survey questionnaire to control for common method bias, from 

counterbalancing the order of the questions to applying factor-based items and to 

using various scale formats. The multiple ex post statistical tests of common 

method bias provide assurance that this bias is limited in our study. Future 

research, however, could improve the data collection procedures to further reduce 

the likelihood of common method bias, possibly obtaining information on the 

dependent variables and independent variables from different sources and 

collecting data at different points in time (Chang, Van Witteloostuijn, & Eden, 

2010; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).3  

 Fourth, an implicit assumption underlying our analysis is that the 

international attention of SME managers embraces facets/components that are 

similar to those constituting the international attention of managers in large 

corporations. Such an assumption is reasonable, given the evidence that managers 

of international SMEs allocate time and effort to improving their understanding of 

international markets (e.g., Hart et al., 1994; Julien & Ramangalahy, 2003). This 

assumption is also supported by the data collected and the measurement 

                                                           
3 Ideally, we would use archival data for non-attention variables. However, for SMEs, such data 

are usually out of reach. 
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assessment of the construct. Nonetheless, future research may improve the 

conceptualization of international attention by identifying and testing alternative 

components that are unique to SMEs yet have not been addressed in this thesis. 

  Fifth, the research in this thesis is explorative, in that some of the 

constructs are measured using simple and direct proxies. For example, we 

differentiate mMNEs from “pure” SME exporters with a dichotomous dummy. 

This method represents an important first step towards detecting the hypothesized 

relationship(s), but it also may lead to a loss of critical information that would 

otherwise be captured by more composite measurements. Of note, it is not our 

intention to offer a complete framework of international attention for SMEs. 

Future research could extend our work by developing measurements that enable 

more fine-grained perspectives on the constructs presented in this thesis, and by 

including other possible factors that fit SMEs, acting as either determinants or 

outcomes of managers’ international attention. 

 Sixth, our findings based on exporting SMEs may have limited 

applicability to SMEs generally. Managers of SMEs that serve only domestic 

markets may also develop international attention, without having sales or any 

other business activities in foreign markets. For these firms, varying causes and 

consequences may involve in relation to a manager’s international attention. 

Future research could consider including this group of firms as an extension of 

this thesis. 

In spite of these limitations, this thesis breaks new ground both by 

forwarding theory regarding international attention and by advancing 
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measurement and empirical achievements under the SME context. We are 

confident that the work embodied in this thesis can benefit (international) business 

scholars who seek to understand the interplay among structures, attention, and 

performance. At the same time, this thesis can be helpful to managers who strive 

to determine how they could add value to their firms’ international venturing and 

to policy makers who attempt to design policy tools that can better support SMEs’ 

efforts to succeed in international markets. 

  

1.8 Outline of the thesis 

The remainder of the thesis is organized as follows: 

 Chapter 2 describes the research context and the data collected. We 

explain why we chose the Netherlands as the domain of study, followed by details 

on the survey-based research design and the data collection procedures. The 

measure of international attention is one of the core aspects of this thesis. In this 

chapter, we highlight the measure of international attention that fits the SME 

context itself, as well as the assessment of the measure. Other main constructs 

presented in this thesis are carefully introduced, together with their definitions and 

measures. The survey data from 135 Dutch SME exporters constitute the main 

input for our empirical analyses in this thesis. 

 Chapter 3 addresses how a manager’s international network is related to 

his or her international attention. Using the ABV and network theory, we 

hypothesize that networks (i.e., professional and personal networks) vary by type 

in their effects on SME managers’ international attention. Indeed, professional 
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networks play an important role in increasing an SME manager’s international 

attention. Personal networks, however, do not have a significant effect on the 

international attention of SME managers. 

 Chapter 4 investigates how export-related factors shape the international 

attention of SME managers. The empirical analysis reveals three significant 

findings. First, there is a goal-directed process in which an SME manager’s 

international attention is influenced by a firm’s export experience and export 

diversity. Second, there is a stimulus-driven process wherein the market 

turbulence of a firm’s export environment matters to the variation in SME 

managers’ international attention. Third, the relationship between a firm’s export 

market turbulence and a manager’s international attention is contingent on the 

presence/absence of an export department in a firm. 

 Chapter 5 explores the value of international attention for SMEs. The 

findings indicate that there is a significant positive association between an SME 

manager’s international attention and the firm’s export performance, and that the 

relationship is stronger for mMNEs than for pure SME exporters. 



Chapter 2 

Research design and data 

2.1 Introduction 

The research in this thesis involves empirical analyses with primary data collected 

through a survey of Dutch SME exporters. In this chapter we describe in detail the 

research context of the thesis, the research design, and the characteristics of the 

data. 

2.2 Research context and sample 

The Netherlands provides an appropriate research context for the studies 

performed in this thesis. More than 99 percent of firms in the Netherlands can be 

classified as SMEs, according to the definition set out by the European Union 

(European Commission, 2014). 4  Constrained by a relatively small domestic 

market, Dutch SMEs have an intrinsic incentive to internationalize (Bijmolt & 

Zwart, 1994; Hessels, 2005). It is reported that the Dutch business sector depends 

heavily on international trade and is among the world’s largest international 

traders and foreign direct investors (UNCTAD, 2008). Furthermore, the Dutch 

government has a long record of designing policies that promote and facilitate 

SME exports (Hessels, 2005). 

The sample selected for our study was drawn from the Orbis database 

4 As defined in the EU recommendation 2003/361/EC, the category of SMEs comprises enterprises 

that employ fewer than 250 persons and have an annual turnover of less than EUR 50 million, 

and/or an annual balance sheet not exceeding EUR 43 million. 
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(BvD, 2014). To be included in our sample, a company had to meet the following 

criteria. First, the company had to be an SME according to the EU definition (see 

footnote 4 for details and criteria). Second, it had to be a Dutch-owned company. 

The Orbis database reports on a firm’s legal ownership status. This information 

was used to select the sample companies. Third, the firm had to be independent. 

Subsidiaries or affiliates of another entity were not included in the sample. This 

selection criterion ensures that managers’ international attention in these firms 

will not be influenced by directions or instructions from a parent company. To 

have a fair degree of confidence that the firms we selected are independent firms, 

we matched each company’s BvD ID number (i.e., the unique identifier for a 

company that is created from the national company number) with its ultimate 

domestic owner’s BvD ID number, with its ultimate global owner’s BvD ID 

number, and with its immediate parent company’s BvD ID number. Only those 

companies that are ultimate owners (both domestic and global) of their operations 

and have no parent companies were selected. Lastly, as we are interested in 

managerial attention within SME exporters, the firms selected needed to engage in 

exporting activities. This was determined using the Reach database (through our 

own networks), which provides detailed information regarding whether a firm is 

engaged in exporting or not. 5  Based on these criteria we identified 1,574 

companies, which can be perceived as the initial research population, covering the 

agriculture/forestry/fishing, manufacturing, construction, wholesale trade, and 

transportation sectors.  

                                                           
5 Reach is a local product of Bureau van Dijk that complements Orbis with detailed information on 

Dutch firms. The export information offered by Reach is derived from the local Chamber of 

Commerce (CoC). 
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 We selected a random sample of 750 companies from the initial research 

population (i.e., 1,574 companies) to whom we sent our questionnaire.6 Simple 

random sampling techniques were applied. This means that each firm in the 

research population is weighted equally and has the same likelihood of being 

selected (Moore, McCabe, & Craig, 2012). With Stata 14.0, we first shuffled the 

1,574 observations using the codes (in order) “generate u = runiform( )” and “sort 

u”. Since we were then in position to choose a random sample, we simply chose 

the first 750 observations using the code “keep in 1/750”. For each of the 750 

companies, the name and contact information of the owner-manager or the 

managing director was extracted from the Orbis and was double-checked through 

the company’s website, depending on availability. This information was used to 

personalize the cover letter and the questionnaire in an attempt to increase the 

response rate. 

 

2.3 Research design and data collection 

2.3.1 Questionnaire design  

After the creation of the sample, a questionnaire was designed to capture each 

manager’s international attention and the corresponding firm’s export 

characteristics, including export performance. The questionnaire was also 

designed to collect information regarding the firm’s ownership and the overall 

                                                           
6 Financial constraints prevented us from studying the entire research population of 1,574 Dutch 

SME exporters. Sampling theory indicates that a random sample drawn from the larger research 

population of interest is appropriate for research testing. This is the approach used in this thesis. 

As will be shown later in this chapter, when we compare key descriptive statistics of the 

population and our sample the differences between the two are small. This gives us confidence in 

the quality and representativeness of our sample. 
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performance achieved in the previous year as well as the managerial demographic 

characteristics (i.e., age, education level, international experience, and language 

proficiency). 7  This information was collected for the purpose of testing the 

likelihood of non-response bias and for constructing the variables that act as 

controls in our empirical models. 

 The questionnaire was developed in several stages. First, we reviewed the 

existing literature on international attention, SME internationalization, and 

exporting to identify established questions and items for measuring the variables 

in this study. While most of the questions and items were adapted from the 

literature, some new ones were developed to reflect the requirements of our study 

(see the following sections for details). Second, four academic scholars who have 

experience with survey research in business and management were invited to 

review the draft questionnaire. Based on their feedback, we modified some of the 

initial survey items and added a few others. Third, personal interviews were 

scheduled with five managers of small and medium-sized exporting firms (outside 

of our survey sample) to pre-test the questionnaire. The managers were asked to 

evaluate: a) whether the content of each individual item in the questionnaire was 

easy to understand b) whether the items were valid measures for the constructs 

proposed in the model c) whether additional questions or instructions were needed 

or whether some questions should be eliminated d) whether the format and length 

of the questionnaire were appropriate and e) how much time was needed to 

complete the questionnaire. This pilot test enabled us to fine-tune the 

                                                           
7 Other generic and default information about the sample firms (i.e., age, number of employees, 

industry) were derived from the Orbis database. 
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questionnaire and finalize it. The revised questionnaire was then translated into 

Dutch using rigorous forward-backward protocols (Brislin, 1970).8  

 

2.3.2 Data collection  

A mail survey was implemented following well-documented response facilitation 

approaches (De Leeuw & Dillman, 2008). We decided in favor of a mail survey 

instead of an email survey because SME owners and managing directors may be 

reluctant to answer questionnaires via the Internet (Berkenbosch, 2011; Harzing, 

2000; Shih & Fan, 2009). This assumption was confirmed in the pre-test phase of 

our questionnaire. In their meta-analysis, Shih and Fan (2009) have shown that 

ceteris paribus the response rates with traditional mail surveys are generally 

superior to those with email surveys. Another alternative would be face-to-face 

interviews. However, this method was considered too laborious and too expensive 

for our research setting. We therefore decided to collect our data through a mail 

survey. 

 To maximize the response rate, the questionnaire was kept short and easy 

to understand, with an appropriate business-like layout and print. A personalized 

cover letter was attached, presenting the research and the instructions. Access to a 

personalized report on the study’s findings was offered, enabling respondents to 

compare their firms with their peers’. Confidentiality of the responses was 

guaranteed in line with the university’s code of conduct for carrying out survey 

                                                           
8 We first prepared the questionnaire in English. Two bilinguals were then invited, with one 

translating the questionnaire from English to Dutch and the other blindly translating it back from 

Dutch to English. We compared the back-translated English version with the original English 

version and determined the final wording in the questionnaire. Only when the two versions were 

identical would we include the item in the questionnaire. 
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research. Other efforts included university sponsorship, stamped and university-

addressed return envelopes, publicity for the research findings, and a series of 

sequential reminders.  

 Data were collected from October 2014 to February 2015. The 

questionnaire, together with a personalized cover letter and a prepaid postage 

envelope, was mailed to the owner-manager or the managing director of each 

targeted company. Conforming to our theory, these individuals are the unit of 

analysis and have the knowledge and competencies to answer our questions. 

Three weeks after the first round of mailing, a reminder was sent to those firms 

that had not responded. Six weeks after the initial mailing, a second reminder was 

sent to the firms that had replied to neither the initial mailing nor the first 

reminder.  

 The quality of the survey was confirmed in the responses. Only thirty-four 

questionnaires were undeliverable, primarily due to unknown relocation or 

bankruptcy of the companies (4.5 percent). In total, 158 firms responded to our 

survey. Twenty-three responses were unusable because the returned 

questionnaires were either incomplete or blank, leaving 135 usable observations. 

This represents an 18.9 percent response rate from the 716 questionnaires that 

were successfully distributed. The response rate is satisfying for a business mail 

survey (Harzing, 2000). 
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2.4 Constructs: definitions and measures 

2.4.1 International attention 

International attention (IA) is a key construct in this thesis. The operationalization 

of the construct was adapted from the work of Bouquet and his colleagues 

(Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). The original 

measure of international attention, designed for large multinationals, was 

composed of items that explored three dimensions/components: international 

scanning, overseas communications, and internationalization discussions. 

 A review of the literature led us to observe that managers of international 

SMEs also invest time and effort to become acquainted with international markets 

(see Chapter 1)—justifying the construct and Bouquet et al.’s work as relevant to 

our research. At the same time, SMEs differ from large organizations in many 

respects (Dutot et al., 2014), a fact that should be carefully considered when 

measuring the international attention of SME managers with Bouquet et al.’s 

original items. There are at least two issues that should be noted in this respect. 

First, the level of analysis needs to be reconsidered. It can be argued that the 

international attention of SME managers is best viewed as an actor-centered 

construct, rather than a property of top management teams as in Bouquet et al.’s 

work. As Miocevic and Crnjak-Karanovic (2011) point out, in an SME the owner 

or entrepreneur is often the general manager responsible for all important business 

operations including internationalization. Also, individuals (i.e., entrepreneurs) 

are central to the process of international opportunity identification (Muzychenko 

& Liesch, 2015).  
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 Second, the information sources and management tools available to SMEs 

are limited, which should be taken into account when adapting Bouquet et al.’s 

original items. For example, SMEs seldom employ a large pool of experts or use 

sophisticated management information systems (Sawyerr, McGee, & Peterson, 

2003). The global communicative networks composed of various foreign 

subsidiaries appearing in large multinationals—and part of Bouquet et al.’s 

work—are also rare in SMEs. A majority of SMEs lack subsidiaries in their 

foreign market operations (Burgel & Murray, 2000). Evidence also exists that 

SME managers tend to use information sources that are more personal (Specht, 

1987), external (Johnson & Kuehn, 1987), and informal (Smeltzer et al., 1988).  

  Given these facts, we modified Bouquet et al.’s original measure of 

international attention to suit the SME research context. We believe that the 

foundations of the measure should not be changed for our research setting. In 

other words, international attention is a construct that includes three components: 

international scanning, overseas communications, and internationalization 

discussions. The specific items corresponding to these components were, 

however, modified and complemented with additional items in order to capture 

unique activities in the SME research context. The development of new items was 

based on the literature review and the pilot interviews. All the items included in 

the modified measure focus on the practices of individual decision makers in 

SMEs. Respondents were asked to indicate, on a seven-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (very rarely) to 7 (very frequently), the extent to which they behave in the 

way described in each item.  
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 International scanning. This component of international attention captures 

the environmental surveillance activities through which managers sense stimuli 

emerging in a firm’s international markets. Four items were used in the 

questionnaire: (IA1) collect strategic information (on, e.g., customers, 

competitors, price, promotion, distribution, and the general environment) from 

around the world; (IA2) organize and/or participate in marketing research (e.g., 

mail surveys, telephone interviews) to analyze international market developments; 

(IA3) use public information sources (e.g., the Internet, government programs, 

publications) to discover international opportunities; and (IA4) routinely compare 

the company against key competitors worldwide. Items IA1 and IA4 were drawn 

directly from the original scale. Considering the information tools and assistance 

used by SMEs in collecting foreign market information (Diamantopoulos et al., 

1993; Hart & Tzokas, 1999; Souchon & Diamantopoulos, 1999; Walters, 1983), 

items IA2 and IA3 were introduced replacing the original item—“use business 

intelligence software to analyze global market development”. 

 Overseas communications. Overseas communications for SME managers 

are reformulated as information exchange activities between SME managers and 

their existing as well as prospective foreign contacts. This is motivated by 

evidence that SME managers tend to rely on personal contacts to acquire market 

information (Andersen, 2006). To measure such communication practices, we 

dropped the original items that concern media richness and meeting rotation but 

developed three new items: (IA5) attend international trade fairs, exhibitions, etc.; 

(IA6) visit foreign contacts on a regular basis; and (IA7) involve foreign contacts 
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in key decision-making processes. As with Bouquet et al.’s work, the last item 

that corresponds to this component was: (IA8) the amount of time spent traveling 

abroad yearly. It is noted that managers of international SMEs allocate time to 

travelling and visiting foreign markets (Andersson & Florén, 2011; Doole et al., 

2006).  

 Internationalization discussions. These are talks and meetings in which 

SME managers participate to share and discuss important information and 

decisions about internationalization within their firms. It is likely that managers of 

international SMEs will devote more time and effort to in-house information 

sharing and discussions on internationalization decisions than managers of 

domestic SMEs (Andersson & Florén, 2011). While discussions about important 

internationalization decisions in large firms typically take place at the top 

management level, such internal discussions in SMEs could take place at other, 

lower levels due to the smaller scale and simpler organizational structures. The 

following four items were used to capture discussion activities: (IA9) have 

informal talks with other staff in the firm concerning internationalization 

decisions; (IA10) make internationalization decisions after a free and open 

exchange of ideas within the company; (IA11) make internationalization decisions 

alone (reverse coded); and (IA12) the proportion of total meeting time in a year 

spent discussing internationalization decisions. All the original items 

corresponding to this component were retained (i.e., items IA9, IA10, and IA11) 

but the wording was modified to avoid focusing on top management teams. Item 

IA12 was newly added following the logic that more extensive discussion implies 
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greater attention (Sonpar & Golden-Biddle, 2008; Tuggle, Schnatterly, & 

Johnson, 2010). 

 

2.4.2 Other main variables of interest 

In Chapter 3, an alternative process of international attention was developed 

within the SME context, which shifts the focus from internal corporate structures 

to external networks of relations. In particular, we examined the effect of 

managers’ international networks on their international attention. While national 

networks may also contribute to a manager’s international attention, we share the 

belief that “the most useful networks from the standpoint of firm 

internationalization relate to those built around international contacts” (Musteen, 

Datta, & Francis, 2014: 225). As the aggregate network can be viewed as a mix of 

types of (sub-)networks wherein each type is associated with specific attributes 

(Lechner, Dowling, & Welpe, 2006), a further distinction was made between 

professional and personal (sub-)networks when linking a manager’s international 

network to his or her international attention. The measures of the two network 

variables were based on the definitions proposed by Musteen, Francis, and Datta 

(2010), using the total number of specific network contacts indicated by 

respondents. Specifically, professional networks were measured by the total 

number of professional contacts that a manager has abroad, including customers, 

suppliers, competitors, and other business-related contacts. Personal networks 

were measured by the total number of family members, relatives, friends, and 

other non-business related contacts that the manager has abroad. 
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 In Chapter 4, we investigated how the international attention of SME 

managers could be influenced by a firm’s export-related factors through both 

goal-directed and stimulus-driven processes. Export experience and export 

diversity were identified as two goal-related determinants. Export experience 

manifests a firm’s accumulated knowledge, resources, and capabilities in 

exporting and often leads to a strong belief about the relevance of current 

operations to the (expected) goal (i.e., an international presence). Following He, 

Brouthers, and Filatotchev (2013), export experience was proxied by the total 

number of years a firm has been involved in exporting. Export diversity represents 

a mode of operation that fulfills a firm’s goal in international markets. Greater 

diversity in market expansion not only reinforces the primacy of foreign sales and 

markets to the business goal but also demands more determined coordination 

efforts. Export diversity was measured by the number of countries to which a firm 

exports (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003). In stimulus-driven processes, two specific 

attention drivers were examined: export competitive intensity and export market 

turbulence. Both characterize important and relevant aspects of the export 

environment. The measures of the two variables were adapted from the work of 

Cadogan, Paul, Salminen, Puumalainen, and Sundqvist (2001). Three items were 

used to measure export competitive intensity: (CI1) there are many promotion 

wars in our export market, (CI2) anything that one competitor can offer others can 

match easily, and (CI3) price competition is a hallmark of our export market. 

Export market turbulence was measured with the following items: (MT1) our 

export customers’ product/service preferences change quite a bit over time, (MT2) 
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new export customers tend to have different product/service needs from those of 

our existing export customers, and (MT3) we are witnessing changes in the types 

of products/services demanded by our export customers. For each of the items, 

respondents were asked to indicate their agreement on a seven-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In addition to the dual 

process model of attention, the moderating effect of (the presence/absence of) an 

export department was explored in the stimulus-driven processes of international 

attention. The variable export department was measured with a dummy to indicate 

the presence or absence of an export department in a company as indicated by the 

respondents. 

 In Chapter 5, the relationship between the international attention of SME 

managers and their firm’s export performance was analyzed, including how this 

relationship depends on a firm’s structure (i.e., mMNE or SME exporter). In line 

with common convention, export performance was measured by the ratio of the 

firm’s export sales to total sales (Katsikeas, Leonidou, & Morgan, 2000). 

Percentages were used instead of absolute values, as SME managers would be less 

likely or unable to respond to questions regarding absolute export sales volume 

(Katsikeas, Piercy, & Ioannidis, 1996). This was confirmed in our pilot 

interviews. Moreover, the respondents were asked to indicate other international 

activities (if there are any)—beyond exporting—in which they are engaged. 

mMNEs are defined as SMEs that go beyond exporting and adopt more advanced 

international market-serving modes such as licensing, franchising, investing in 

joint ventures and/or establishing wholly owned subsidiaries (Dimitratos et al., 
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2003). According to the definition and the information provided by the 

respondents, a dummy variable was introduced to indicate whether a firm is an 

mMNE or a “pure” SME exporter.  

 Appendix A of this chapter presents the questionnaire we used for the 

research presented in this thesis. 

 

2.5 Preliminary assessment of data 

2.5.1 Measurement assessment 

To assess the validity and reliability of the measures, all multi-item measures 

were examined with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in LISREL 8.80 

(Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). For each measure, the factor model was fitted to 

the data and items that were not unidimensional were dropped until a satisfactory 

fit was realized.  

 Table 2.1 shows the CFA results for the measure of international attention. 

In the analysis, item IA8 was dropped due to correlated errors with item IA6 and 

low factor loading (0.37). Item IA11 was also dropped due to low factor loading 

(0.09).9 The hypothesized factor structure provides a good fit to the data (χ² [32, n 

= 135] = 36.71, p = 0.26, RMSEA = 0.03, GFI = 0.95, NNFI = 0.99, CFI = 1.00). 

The Cronbach's alpha of the final measure is 0.89, exceeding the benchmark of 

0.70 recommended by Nunnally (1978). All items load significantly on their 

respective factors/components (loadings > 0.50). Composite reliability ranges 

from 0.75 to 0.95, higher than the benchmark of 0.60 recommended by Fornell 

                                                           
9 In an exploratory factor analysis, both of two items showed high cross-loadings on other items. 
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and Larcker (1981). The values of average variance extracted (AVE) are above 

0.50 in all cases, providing support for convergent validity. 

 Following Bouquet et al. (2009), we compared this three-factor model 

with two alternatives: (1) a one-factor model that incorporates all items into a 

single factor, and (2) a two-factor model in which the component of 

internationalization discussions was retained while the other two components (i.e., 

international scanning and overseas communications) were combined into one. 

Both the single-factor model (χ² [35, n = 135] = 68.94, p < 0.01, RMSEA = 0.09, 

GFI = 0.91, NNFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.98) and the two-factor model (χ² [35, n = 135] 

= 67.23, p < 0.01, RMSEA = 0.08, GFI = 0.91, NNFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.98) fit 

poorly with the data. Given the results of Chi-square difference tests (Δχ² = [68.94 

– 36.71] = 32.23, p < 0.001; Δχ² = [67.23 – 36.71] = 30.52, p < 0.001), we can 

further conclude that international attention is better represented by a higher-order 

construct with three first-order components. 

 To create a composite index of international attention, we followed steps 

that are consistent with the tradition in measuring a second-order construct (e.g., 

Cadogan, Cui, Morgan, & Story, 2006). First, we calculated the score for each 

component by averaging the corresponding items. The mean of the three 

component scores was then obtained to build the index of international attention. 
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Table 2.1 Confirmatory factor analysis of international attentiona 

 

International attention (CR = 0.95, AVE = 0.87) 

(Cronbach's alpha = 0.89) 

Standardized 

Loadingsb 

International scanning (α = 0.88, CR = 0.84, AVE = 0.56)  

IA1 collect strategic information (e.g., customers, competitors, price, distribution 

and the general environment) from around the world 

0.74c  

IA2 organize and/or participate in marketing research (e.g., mail surveys, 

telephone interviews) to analyze international market developments. 

0.67  (7.42) 

IA3 use public information sources (e.g., publications, the Internet, government 

programs) to discover international opportunities 

0.80  (8.80) 

IA4 routinely compare the company against key competitors worldwide 0.78  (8.67) 

Overseas communications (α = 0.98, CR = 0.75, AVE = 0.51)  

IA5 attend international trade fairs, exhibitions, etc. 0.64c  

IA6 visit foreign contacts on a regular basis  0.64  (6.30) 

IA7 involve foreign contacts in key decision-making processes in order to 

develop/adapt international strategies 

0.84  (7.71) 

IA8d the amount of time spent traveling abroad in a year (as a percentage)   

Internationalization discussions (α = 0.93, CR = 0.75, AVE = 0.51)  

IA9 have informal talks with employees regarding internationalization decisions 0.81c  

IA10 major internationalization decisions are made only after a free and open 

exchange of ideas within the company 

0.76  (8.91) 

IA11e major internationalization decisions are made by the manager alone 

(reversed coded) 

  

IA12 the proportion of total meeting time in a year spent discussing international 

business related themes (as a percentage) 

0.53  (5.93) 

a Seven-point scale ranging from 1 (very rarely) to 7 (very frequently) unless otherwise indicated; α = 

Standardized loadings; CR = Composite Reliability; AVE = Average Variance Extracted. 
b t-values are in parentheses, with values above 2.33 indicating factor loadings significant at the 0.01 level. 
c Path coefficients for the leading indicators were set to 1.00 to establish scales. 
d The item was dropped due to correlated errors with item IA6 and low factor loading (0.37). 

e The item was dropped due to very low factor loading (0.09). 

 

 

Table 2.2 reports the CFA results concerning the export environment 

instruments. The Cronbach’s alpha values largely exceed the threshold value of 

0.70 for both measures (0.86 for the export competitive intensity; and 0.80 for the 

export market turbulence). The composite reliability values are above the 

threshold of 0.60 suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981). The measurement 

model of these two factors provides a good fit to the data (χ² [8, n = 135] = 6.08, p 
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= 0.64; RMSEA = 0.00; GFI = 0.99; NNFI = 1.00; CFI = 1.00). Mean scores were 

calculated for the corresponding items to build the indexes of export competitive 

intensity and of export market turbulence. 

 

Table 2.2 Confirmatory factor analysis of export environment in Dutch SMEsa 

Construct/Indicator Standardized 

Loadingsb 

Competitive Intensity (CR = 0.86, AVE = 0.68)  

CI1 there are many promotion wars in our export market 0.81c (10.61) 

CI2 anything that one competitor can offer others can match easily 0.76  (9.88) 

CI3 price competition is a hallmark of our export market 0.90  (12.27) 

(Cronbach's alpha = 0.86) 

Market Turbulence (CR = 0.80, AVE = 0.56)  

MT1 
our export customers’ product/service preferences change quite a bit over 

time 
0.79c (9.60) 

MT2 
new export customers tend to have different product/service needs from those 

of our existing export customers 
0.76  (9.19) 

MT3 
we are witnessing changes in the type of products/services demanded by our 

export customers 
0.72  (8.61) 

(Cronbach's alpha = 0.80) 

a Seven-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). CR = Composite Reliability. AVE 

= Average Variance Extracted. 

b t-values are in parentheses, with values above 2.33 indicating factor loadings significant at the 0.01 level. 

 

 

2.5.2 Sample description and bias tests 

The properly designed survey procedures and sampling methodology used in this 

research provide a solid foundation for recommendations that stem from our 

empirical analyses. However, a bias may occur if the sample is not representative 

of the larger research population. We therefore compared the final sample used in 

this thesis (i.e., the 135 companies) with the survey sample that received our 

questionnaire (i.e., the 750 companies) and the initial research population derived 
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from the Orbis (i.e., the 1,574 companies) for firm age, number of employees, 

industry distribution, and regional distribution. These criteria were chosen 

because data were available for all three groups. As Table 2.3 shows, the sample 

used in this thesis (i.e., the 135 companies) is fairly representative of the initial 

research population in terms of firm age, number of employees, industry, and 

region coverage. It is worth noting that the proportion of agriculture firms is about 

twice as high in our final sample as it is for the other two groups (20.74 versus 

10.67 and 9.78 percent, respectively). There is also a notable difference with 

respect to regional distribution. The proportion of firms from the North region is 

about twice as large in our final sample as it is for the other two groups (11.11 

versus 6.40 and 6.73 percent, respectively). For this, one-way ANOVA were 

performed in the final sample to test whether there are significant differences in 

international attention and export performance—two (in-)dependent variables in 

this thesis—between the five industries and between the four regions. The results 

show that there are no statistically significant differences in international attention 

means (F = 0.91, non-significant for industry; F = 0.17, non-significant for 

region), nor are there differences in export performance means (F = 0.69, non-

significant; F = 1.59, non-significant).10 The above results suggest that any bias 

stemming from errors in the random sampling procedure is likely to be limited, 

giving confidence to the results obtained in this thesis. 

                                                           
10  As a robustness check for bias from oversampling agriculture companies, we removed 

agriculture companies and examined the empirical models of this thesis with the new sample (n = 

107). This test of robustness showed that our results were not driven by these companies. In a 

similar manner, we removed northern companies and examined the empirical models of this thesis 

with the new sample (n = 120). The test showed that our results obtained from this thesis hold. 
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Table 2.3 Sample distribution 

Criteria 
Sample in this thesis 

(N = 135) 

Survey sample 

(N = 750) 

Population 

(N = 1,574) 

 Mean Median Mean Median Mean Median 

1. Firm age 36.12 29 30.62 23.5 33.12 25 

2. Number of employees 18.84 15 18.62 13.5 21.79 15 

       

3. Industry distribution Freq. Percent Freq. Percent Freq. Percent 

Agriculture 28 20.74 80 10.67 154 9.78 

Manufacturing 40 29.63 218 29.07 460 29.22 

Construction 5 3.70 31 4.13 61 3.88 

Wholesale 59 43.71 397 52.93 846 53.75 

Transportation 3 2.22 24 3.20 53 3.37 

       

4. Regional distribution Freq. Percent Freq. Percent Freq. Percent 

East Netherlands 29 21.49 172 22.93 382 24.27 

North Netherlands 15 11.11 48 6.40 106 6.73 

South Netherlands 33 24.44 181 24.13 358 22.75 

West Netherlands 58 42.96 349 46.53 728 46.25 

 

 

 Table 2.4 presents a first illustration of the characteristics of the data. The 

average firm age in our sample is 36.12 years and the average number of 

employees is close to 19.11 The majority of the respondents are satisfied with the 

overall firm performance achieved in the previous year, with a mean value of 

5.15. In terms of exporting activities, the sample firms have on average been 

exporting for 20.46 years to 14 exporting countries, with 41.93 percent of their 

total sales derived from exporting. Only a few companies have a separate export 

department (with a mean value of 0.13 for this variable). The low mean value of 

                                                           
11 As shown in Table 2.3, the distribution of firm age is consistent with the pattern that appears in 

the initial population and in the total sample that received our questionnaire. As a robustness check, 

we removed extremely old companies (with 95th percentile as the cutoff) and examined the 

empirical models in this thesis with the new sample (n = 128). This test of robustness for firm age 

showed that our results were not driven by these “outliers”. 
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the mMNE variable (0.22) indicates that not many firms in our sample engage in 

advanced market-serving modes beyond simple exporting. In terms of export 

environment, the respondents report certain levels of export competitive intensity 

(with a mean value of 3.92) and export market turbulence (with a mean value of 

3.78). The average manager age of our respondents is 51.47 years. The highest 

education level for the responding managers is above secondary vocational 

education (with a mean value of 3.57). On average, the managers in our sample 

have 1.28 years of international experience (working, studying, or living abroad). 

Lastly, the mean value of international attention (3.25) indicates that SME 

managers pay a fair amount of attention to the international marketplace although 

there are substantial variations in their international attention.  

 

Table 2.4 Summary statistics 

Variable Obs. Mean S.D. Min. Median Max. 

1. Firm age 135 36.12 25.47 3 30 110 

2. Number of employees 135 18.84 11.24 10 15 72 

3. Firm performance 135 5.15 1.09 2 5 7 

4. Export experience (in years) 135 20.46 14.84 1 20 96 

5. Export diversity (in countries) 135 13.83 17.46 1 7 100 

6. Export-to-sale ratio (%) 135 41.93 32.86 1 30 100 

7. Export department 135 0.13 0.33 0 0 1 

8. mMNE 135 0.22 0.42 0 0 1 

9. Export competitive intensity 135 3.92 1.52 1 4 7 

10. Export market turbulence 135 3.78 1.28 1 4 7 

11. Manager age 135 51.47 9.54 23 51 75 

12. Manager education 135 3.57 1.03 1 4 5 

13. Manager international experience 135 1.28 4.01 0 0 34 

14. International attention 135 3.25 1.24 1 3.17 5.61 
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 Since data on both our dependent and explanatory variables were collected 

from the same respondent, there was a risk of common method bias. Following 

the recommendations of Podsakoff et al. (2003), we used two approaches to 

control for common method bias. The first approach relates to the design of the 

questionnaire. We measured dependent variables and independent variables in 

different ways, and distributed the measurements in different sections of the 

questionnaire. We collected data from archival sources, whenever available, for 

control variables. We used multi-item constructs for which the questions are 

empirically assessed on their psychometric properties in CFAs. The second 

approach uses ex post statistical procedures to test for common method bias. We 

first performed a Harman’s single-factor test—loading all of the survey variables 

into an exploratory factor analysis—and examined whether any single factor 

would emerge from the analysis (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We found a nine-factor 

solution with the first factor (eigenvalue = 6.17) that accounted for 22.02 percent 

of the variance, and the cumulative variance accounted for by all nine factors was 

69.03 percent. The results reduce concerns regarding the presence of common 

method bias in this study. Moreover, it is noted that CFA represents a more 

sophisticated test for common method bias and has been used in many recent 

studies (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Accordingly, we further conducted a CFA to 

investigate whether all the survey items were loaded on a common “method” 

factor. The CFA analysis yielded poor model fit to the data (χ² [377, n = 135] = 

1077.89, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.12, GFI = 0.64, NNFI = 0.74, CFI = 0.75), 

suggesting common method bias is unlikely to be a problem in our data. 
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 Another potential source of bias may involve non-responding firms. To 

estimate the likelihood of non-response bias, we examined whether responding 

and non-responding firms differ significantly on firm age and number of 

employees. We chose these variables because data for the variables were available 

for both groups. No significant differences for firm age (t = –0.61, p = 0.54) or 

firm size (t = 0.69, p = 0.49) are found between responding and non-responding 

firms. We further examined whether there are differences between early and late 

respondents, as the latter could be analogous to non-respondents (Armstrong & 

Overton, 1977). All respondents were then divided into two groups: those who 

replied directly to the first mailing and those who replied to the follow-up 

mailings. The two groups were compared for firm age (t = 0.52, p = 0.60), number 

of employees (t = –0.52, p = 0.61), export experience (t = 0.24, p = 0.81), export 

diversity (t = –0.01, p = 1.00), export-to-sales ratio (t = 1.14, p = 0.26), (size of) 

professional networks (t = 0.10, p = 0.92), and (size of) personal networks (t = –

0.56, p = 0.58). The results of the two tests show no indication of response bias. 

  

2.6 Summary 

This chapter presents the research method adopted in this thesis. We justify the 

use of a survey-based research design and explain in detail the sampling 

methodology. We further describe the measures of the main variables of interest 

along with particularities in data collection. The measures designed for our 

research in this thesis serve as valid and reliable tools with which to 

operationalize the key constructs. The data received from 135 firms offers 
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opportunities to empirically test our theories concerning the causes (Chapter 3 and 

Chapter 4) and consequences (Chapter 5) of managers’ international attention in 

an SME internationalizing context. A comparison between the final sample (i.e., 

135 companies), the survey sample (i.e., 750 companies), and the initial research 

population (i.e., 1,574 companies) shows that the final sample used in this thesis 

is representative. The potential for bias resulting from the random sampling 

approach is limited. 
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Appendix A. Questionnaire 
 

 

 
1. Questions about your international attention 

International attention is defined as the time and effort you devote to understanding the 

international marketplace. For each of the following description, please tick the one that best suits 

your behaviour. 

 

 
Very 

rarely 
Rarely 

Some-

what 

rarely 

Neutral 

Some-

what 

frequent

-ly 

Frequent

-ly 

Very 

frequent

-ly 

I collect strategic information (e.g., 

customers, competitors, price, 

promotion, distribution and the 

general environment) from around the 

world. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I organize and/or participate in 

marketing research (e.g., mail surveys, 

telephone interviews) to analyze 

international market developments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I use secondary sources (e.g., 

publications, the Internet, government 

programs) to discover international 

opportunities. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I routinely compare our company 

against key competitors worldwide.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I attend international trade fairs, 

exhibitions, etc. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I visit foreign contacts on a regular 

basis.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I involve foreign contacts in key 

decision-making processes in order to 

develop/adapt international strategies. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I have informal talks with other staff 

in the firm concerning 

internationalization decisions. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Major internationalization decisions 

are made only after a free and open 

exchange of ideas throughout the 

company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Major internationalization decisions 

are made only by me.  7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
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 0-10% 10-20% 20-30% 30-40% 40-50% 50-60% > 60% 

The amount of time I spend traveling 

abroad in a year is about:  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The percentage of total meeting time in 

a year I spend discussing international 

business related themes is about: 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

2. Questions about your international networks (i.e., inter-personal relationships you 

have with other individuals abroad) 

 

Notes: 
 A- international professional contacts (i.e., customers, suppliers, competitors, and other 

business-related contacts abroad) 

 B- international personal contacts (i.e., family members, relatives, friends, and other non-

business related contacts abroad) 
 C- the overlap of A and B (e.g., professional contacts become friends/family or vice versa) 

 

2.1. How many A contacts do you have? _____________ contact(s). 

2.2. How many B contacts do you have? _____________ contact(s). 

2.3. How many C contacts do you have? _____________ contact(s). 

2.4. In how many countries are all these international contacts located?  

_____country(ies). 

 

 

3. Questions about your firm’s export activities  

3.1. For how many years has your firm been involved in exporting?   _____ year(s). 

3.2. Currently, to how many countries does your firm export? _____ country(ies). 

3.3. Currently, your firm’s export sales account for _____  % of total sales. 

3.4. Currently, profits from export account for _____  % of your firm’s total profits. 

3.5. Currently, your firm’s expenditures on product R&D account for _____  % of 

total sales. 

3.6. Regarding the method of exports, your firm currently uses: 

□  Direct exports, including wholly owned foreign (sales) office 

□  Indirect exports (i.e., use intermediaries) 

 

3.7. Does your firm have a separate export department?  Yes   □ / No   □. 

 

 

A BC 
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For each of the following descriptions, please tick the one that best suits your firm’s 

situation. 

 

3.8. How many resources does your firm commit to export? 

 Very low Low 
Somewhat 

low 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

high 
High 

Very 

high 

The level of financial 

resources currently 

committed to export is: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The level of human 

resources currently 

committed to export is: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The extent of formal 

planning for export activity 

is: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

4. Questions about your firm’s export environment  

 

For each of the following descriptions, please tick the one that best represents your opinion. 

 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

There are many promotion 

wars in our export market. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Anything that one competitor 

can offer others can match 

easily. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Price competition is a 

hallmark of our export market. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Our export customers’ 

product/service preferences 

change quite a bit over time. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

New export customers tend to 

have different product/service 

needs from those of our 

existing export customers. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

We are witnessing changes in 

the type of products/services 

demanded by our export 

customers. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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5. Background information about you  

 

5.1. Your age:   ________. 

5.2. How long have you been working in this firm?  ________ year(s). 

5.3. Are you the (co-)founder of this firm?  Yes   □ / No   □.    

5.4. What is your highest education level: 

□   Primary school 

□   Secondary education (VMBO/HAVO/VWO)  

□   Secondary vocational education (MBO)  

□   Higher vocational education (HBO) 

□   University education (WO) 

5.5. Do you have any experience working, studying, or living abroad? 

  Yes, for _________ year(s) / No □. 

5.6. How many foreign languages are you able to speak and write?  _______ foreign 

language(s). 

 

6. Background information about your firm  

 

6.1. Is your firm a family-owned business?  Yes   □ / No   □.    

6.2. Currently, does your firm have any other international activities besides 

exporting? 

□   None 
□   Established new venture in foreign country(ies)  

□   International joint venture  

□   International licensing 

□   International franchising  

□   Others (please specify): ___________________________. 

6.3. Last year, your firm’s overall performance was (please circle): 

 

Very High   Breakeven   Very Low 

7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

    

 



 

 
 



Chapter 3 

Networks and international attention12

3.1 Introduction 

A key insight of research on SMEs is that managers rely on networks of relations 

for information, resources, and support needed for business success (Eberhard & 

Craig, 2013; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011a; Ojala, 2009). As businesses 

internationalize, the networks to which managers have access become even more 

important (Musteen et al., 2010). Prior research has demonstrated that senior 

managers’ or founders’ networks play an important role in the pursuit of 

international opportunities (Crick & Spence, 2005; Ellis, 2000; Zaheer, 1995). Not 

only will existing networks trigger and motivate a firm’s initial 

internationalization efforts (Ellis & Pecotich, 2001), but by working together with 

network partners and having access to resources that cannot be developed 

internally, firms are also more likely to survive and succeed in international 

markets (Zhou, Wu, & Luo, 2007). 

Managerial attention, defined as “the noticing, encoding, interpreting and 

focusing of time and effort” (Ocasio, 1997: 189), often occurs in the course of 

transforming various network-sourced inputs (e.g., information) to certain 

organizational choices and outcomes (Fernhaber & Li, 2013). However, little is 

known about how networks trigger or focus managerial attention in the first place. 

12 An earlier version of this chapter, “The effect of networks on international attention in SMEs: 

Theory and evidence from the Netherlands”, has been presented at the 75th Annual Meeting of 

the Academy of Management, 2015, Vancouver, Canada. 
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Recent research on MNEs shows that a highly internationalized corporate network 

can give rise to international attention, i.e., the time and effort that top managers 

invest in understanding the international marketplace (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & 

Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). Though concentrating on (intra-

)corporate networks rather than on external relations, this line of research shows 

evidence that networks play an important role in determining managerial 

attention. 

 In large MNEs, the emergence of international attention is unequivocal 

since the MNE in itself can be characterized as an international network of 

interdependent business relationships (Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008; Ghoshal & 

Bartlett, 1990). The strategic importance of foreign subsidiaries in a corporation’s 

value creation and their role as sources of international opportunities and 

knowledge trigger the development of top executives’ international attention 

(Bouquet, 2005). While there emerges a small group of SMEs that resemble 

multinationals (see Chapter 5 for details), most SMEs hardly have the structure of 

a global corporate network (Burgel & Murray, 2000). Alternatively, SME 

managers rely extensively on interpersonal relationships, particularly through 

their international networks, for information about international opportunities and 

foreign markets (e.g., Coviello, 2006; Ellis & Pecotich, 2001; Musteen et al., 

2010; Ojala, 2009; Zhou et al., 2007). The question arises: how do international 

networks affect SME managers’ international attention? 13 

                                                           
13 While national networks may also contribute to a manager’s international attention, for the 

purposes of this chapter and in line with studies on MNEs, we place our focus solely on 

international networks. As Musteen et al. (2014: 225) indicate, “the most useful networks from the 

standpoint of firm internationalization relate to those built around international contacts”.  
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 Depending on the nature of the relationships that an SME manager can 

establish with various actors, two principal network types can be distinguished: 

professional networks (networks of customers, suppliers, agents, and other 

business partners) and personal networks (networks of family, friends, relatives 

and other non-business related contracts) (Coviello & Munro, 1997; Dubini & 

Aldrich, 1991; Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Musteen et al., 

2010).14 Research on networks in entrepreneurship suggests that both types of 

networks are important but vary in their effects on a firm’s growth path (e.g., 

Coviello, 2006; Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Larson & Starr, 1993). According to this 

line of research, different types of networks involve different players, conveying 

different rules that govern network relationships, offering different resources, and 

perhaps forming different structural positions in accessing these resources. As the 

ABV illustrates, all these players, rules, resources and structural positions in a 

network are crucial elements that can influence the focus of managerial attention 

(Ocasio, 1997). Therefore, it can be expected that different types of networks may 

have different effects on the international attention of SME managers. This 

chapter distinguishes between professional and personal networks in an SME 

manager’s overall international network, and examines how each type of network 

affects a manager’s international attention through specific structural 

characteristics (i.e., players, rules, structural positions, and resources).  

 By explicitly linking managers’ international networks to their focus of 

attention, this study contributes to the network theory of internationalization and 

                                                           
14 Multiple terms are used in the literature to describe what we mean by professional and personal 

networks, including business and social networks (Coviello & Munro, 1997), arm’s-length and 

embedded networks (Hite & Hesterly, 2001). 
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the structural distribution of managerial attention. To begin with, the extant 

network theory of SME internationalization tends to link observed network 

properties to organizational outcomes in some form (Reagans & McEvily, 2003). 

It is less known about how information and other resources that are available 

through networks are noticed, encoded, interpreted, and then transformed into 

certain organizational choices and outcomes, or in particular about how managers 

play a role in this transformation process. This chapter attempts to shed light on 

this issue by exploring the path leading from networks to managerial attention. 

 Second, research tends to treat a manager’s (firm’s) aggregate networks as 

the level of analysis (e.g., Andersen, 2006; Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1998; 

Semrau & Werner, 2014; Yu, Gilbert, & Oviatt, 2011). As a result, one might 

overlook specific attributes of different types of (sub-)networks (Eberhard & 

Craig, 2013). By showing how professional and personal networks could affect a 

manager’s international attention separately, we respond to the call for moving 

beyond one-size-fits-all network analyses (Inkpen & Tsang, 2005), and look into 

the effects of network by types.  

 Third, previous studies on managerial attention have been dominated by 

large corporation settings (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet et al., 2009; Ocasio, 1997). 

The existing theory and empirical evidence on the structured process of attention 

limit themselves to explaining structural elements within organizations. By 

theorizing how the international attention of SME managers can be affected by 

their external networks, this chapter updates the understanding of the focus of 

managerial attention in SME settings—a factor that matters to SMEs’ competence 
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in the international marketplace. 

 

3.2 Theory and hypotheses 

3.2.1 A structured process of attention 

According to the ABV (Ocasio, 1997), structures determine managerial attention. 

The social, economic, and culture structures—what March and Olsen (1976) term 

“attention structures”—guide a manager’s attention in a threefold way: by 

generating a set of values that rank the legitimacy, importance, and relevance of 

issues and repertoire of action alternatives, by creating procedural and 

communication channels as well as distributing decision makers into the channels, 

and by providing decision makers with a set of interests and identities which then 

become the premises for their decisions and incentives for actions (Ocasio, 1997). 

 Four categories of attention structures have been examined in ABV 

empirical studies: rules of the game, players, structural positions, and resources. 

Cho and Hambrick (2006), for example, investigate the role of compensation 

programs (i.e., rules of the game)—the increase in the proportion of performance-

based pay for executives—in shaping managerial attention. Other research views 

firms’ slack resources as a strong determinant of variations in managers’ attention 

allocated to innovative activities (Chen & Miller, 2007). In a more recent study, 

Stevens, Moray, Bruneel, and Clarysse (2015) investigate multiple structural 

sources—other-regarding values, utilitarian identity, and resource availability—

and how they are associated with a manager’s attention to social goals. In the 

context of international business, Bouquet (2005) has shown how the economic 
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and social structures of an MNE’s corporate network influence the top executives’ 

attention to the international marketplace. Together, these studies examine the 

structured process of attention within organizations. They provide evidence that 

internal corporate structures matter to the allocation of managerial attention.  

 In this chapter, an alternative process of international attention is 

developed within the SME context. It is argued that the international networks 

(i.e., the interpersonal relationships with foreign contacts) of SME managers 

represent ongoing structures surrounding managers and thus affect their attention 

to internationalization issues and the available repertoire of responses. Here, rules 

of the game are the distinctive governance mechanisms that coordinate exchange 

of resources (e.g., economic incentives, trust) (Granovetter, 1985; Hoang & 

Antoncic, 2003; Uzzi, 1997). Players are the international participants connected 

through a network. Structural position is a manager’s position in a network that 

specifies his/her interrelationships with other network participants and his/her 

ability to access (or control) resources held within the network (Burt, 1992; 

Granovetter, 1973). Network resources comprise mainly information about 

international opportunities and foreign markets, but also include other tangible 

and intangible assets available through the network that facilitate the construction 

of a firm’s actions in international markets (Andersen, 2006; Musteen et al., 

2010). In line with the ABV, these structural attributes are assumed to influence a 

manager’s international attention.  

 The aggregate (international) network can be viewed as a mix of types of 

(sub-)networks wherein each type is associated with specific attributes (Lechner et 
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al., 2006). Consequently, it is relevant to distinguish types of networks to build a 

better understanding of network effects on managerial attention. Research 

analyzing multiple network types have various classifications of types of (sub-

)networks (e.g., Lechner et al., 2006), which essentially are either business 

oriented (i.e., professional networks) or socially embedded (i.e., personal 

networks). Previous studies show that professional and personal networks differ 

significantly in their structural and relational attributes (Coviello & Munro, 1997; 

Dubini & Aldrich, 1991; Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; 

Musteen et al., 2010), thereby highlighting the usefulness of this dichotomy for 

rigorous examinations of network effects. 

Following the literature, we distinguish between professional and personal 

(sub-)networks in an SME manager’s international network and link them with 

managers’ international attention separately. In doing so, we seek to yield more 

detailed and precise information about the network-attention relationship. Note 

that it is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide an exhaustive list of all the 

network properties and how these may determine managerial attention. In the 

following, we focus on the various types of networks and the corresponding 

structures (i.e., players, rules, structural positions, and resources) to acquire a 

rudimentary grasp of the attention process that takes place in a certain type of 

network. We argue that professional networks can trigger international attention 

by providing a manager with economic incentives, by offering the manager 

opportunities to bridge structural holes, and by connecting to functionally 

differentiated players that can offer relevant information and diverse resources. In 
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contrast, personal networks may constrain a manager’s international attention, due 

largely to over-embeddedness, the absence of structural holes, and apparent 

redundancy in the networks.  

 

3.2.2 Professional networks and international attention 

We define professional networks as networks in which relationships are business 

oriented rather than socially embedded (Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Kontinen & Ojala, 

2011a; Larson & Starr, 1993; Ojala, 2009). Such networks are similar to 

Williamson’s (1993) calculative networks, where the connected actors are 

motivated primarily by shared economic interests and collaborate to coordinate 

exchange (Ghosh & John, 1999; Lusch & Brown, 1996). The governing rule (i.e., 

expected reciprocity) inherent in professional networks provides a focal manager 

with an incentive to focus efforts on communications and interactions with 

network partners in favor of a long-term cooperative relationship (Buchanan, 

1992; Dyer & Singh, 1998).  

 Professional networks involve a diverse set of functional or work-based 

relationships, encompassing those with customers, suppliers, intermediaries, 

competitors, and other business professionals (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011a; Lechner 

et al., 2006; Musteen et al., 2010). These business players have been recognized 

as valuable sources of information about international opportunities and foreign 

markets (Coviello, 2006; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011a). 

Most SMEs are challenged by insufficient access to timely and relevant business 

information (Pangarkar, 2008). This is even more so for SMEs that operate in 
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international contexts. Geographic, cultural, and other forms of distance all appear 

to prevent inflows of information (Ghemawat, 2001). Perhaps more importantly, 

the information available through professional networks is relevant. Although 

Andersen (2006) does not distinguish between professional and personal contacts 

in one’s network, he supports the notion that when professional contacts are 

involved, the information provided by a network is more business-relevant and is 

more likely to meet the specific needs of the recipient than information delivered 

by other networks that are socially embedded. The ABV suggests that in the 

presence of various issues and available answers, decision makers are more likely 

to pay attention to those with greater relevance (Ocasio, 1997). Accordingly, 

adding professional relationships in international networks is more likely to 

include relevant information and to trigger a manager’s international attention. 

 By connecting with different business players, professional networks tend 

to be less redundant and more diverse, enabling the manager to bridge structural 

holes in a network. This is another essential characteristic of how professional 

networks can lead to more international attention. Burt (1992) introduces the 

concept of structural holes, stating that an individual who bridges otherwise 

disconnected contacts occupies a brokerage position and enjoys unique 

information benefits. Professional and in particular entrepreneurial networks offer 

more opportunities to bridge structural holes, through which information benefits 

arise and provide incentives that may trigger a manager’s international attention.  

 In addition to relevant and non-redundant information, professional 

networks also provide various resources (e.g., knowledge, finance, technology) 
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that are otherwise difficult for SMEs to develop and accumulate internally (Baum, 

Calabrese, & Silverman, 2000). SMEs suffering from a lack of internal resources 

can rely on external networks to acquire complementary resources needed for 

internationalization (Dubini & Aldrich, 1991; Mesquita & Lazzarini, 2008; 

Musteen et al., 2010). Therefore, network resources enable an organization to 

perform a wide variety of tasks, and thus extending the repertoire of action 

alternatives that decision makers can consider and to which they pay attention 

(Ocasio, 1997). For example, Li, Zhou, and Shao (2009) argue that supplier 

networks enable SMEs to acquire low-cost inputs for production. Griffith and 

Harvey (2004) suggest that customer networks help managers discover new 

solutions to unexpressed needs and explore undeveloped markets and/or niches. 

Lechner et al. (2006) note that relationships with competitors, or what they call 

“co-opetition” networks, provide access to resources or facilitate the pooling of 

resources. In a more comprehensive study, Mesquita and Lazzarini (2008) 

demonstrate that vertical networks, which involve collaboration between contacts 

in different positions along the value chain, increase productivity; and horizontal 

networks, which involve ties with contacts located in the same industry segment 

or producing complementary products, enable collective use of resources (e.g., 

customers, image). Evidently, professional networks are high in diversity and are 

able to provide a wide range of resources. A more extensive professional network 

will increase the inputs available for a focal manager to construct the firm’s 

actions in international markets. Consequently, the richer menu of resources 

offered by a network may enlarge the options available for operating successfully 
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in international markets, and in turn trigger the international attention of an SME 

manager. 

 Thus, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1: The number of professional relationships in SME 

managers’ international networks will be positively associated with 

their international attention. 

 

3.2.3 Personal networks and international attention 

We define personal networks as networks in which relationships stem from family 

and social sources rather than business contexts (Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Kontinen 

& Ojala, 2011a; Larson & Starr, 1993; Musteen et al., 2010; Ojala, 2009). 

Interpersonal trust and emotional intimacy are important governance mechanisms 

in this type of network (Musteen et al., 2010; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Uzzi, 

1997). The implicit governing rules, i.e. trust and emotional intimacy, certainly 

have positive implications. For instance, trust can help reduce uncertainty and 

opportunism (Uzzi, 1997) and facilitate access to resources (Lechner et al., 2006). 

Trust also affects the quality (e.g., timing, reliability) of the information 

exchanged within a network (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). It is no wonder that 

managers often turn to contacts they believe to be credible for information and 

guidance (Musteen et al., 2010). Indeed, evidence suggests that SME managers 

use personal networks to obtain tacit market information (Andersen, 2006) and 

intangible knowledge of international opportunities (Ellis, 2000). While the 

benefits achieved through personal networks should not be understated, these 
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strongly embedded networks are limited in their ability to provide new and useful 

information that is crucial for the development of a manager’s international 

attention. 

Focusing on the “dark side” of relational trust, Zahra, Yavuz, and 

Ucbasaran (2006) conclude that solidarity among network members may cause 

bias toward familiar sources, ignoring distant sources or new information. Calling 

it “the paradox of embeddedness”, Uzzi (1997) observes that networks featuring 

high degrees of trust will isolate actors from information that exists beyond a 

network. Personal networks are identity-based (Hite & Hesterly, 2001): it is who 

rather than the specific functions or available resources that matters in personal 

networks. Feelings of obligation and emphasis on family bonds or friendship may 

discourage managers from critically assessing the information gained through a 

network (Uzzi, 1997; Zahra et al., 2006). As a result, personal networks could 

lead to the transmission of inferior information or information that is irrelevant 

when network members are isolated from the business world. This information, 

although inferior or irrelevant, consumes time to process and discard (Andersen, 

2006), leaving less time and effort for managers to invest in understanding the 

international marketplace (i.e., international attention). 

 Another factor underlying the negative implications of personal networks 

is redundancy. Personal networks, according to Granovetter’s (1973) definition, 

consist of many strong ties that are assumed to be relatively closed and cohesive 

due to frequent interactions and/or high levels of emotional intimacy between 

network members. Strong ties are likely to be path-dependent (Hite & Hesterly, 
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2001), breeding homogeneity and redundancy (Granovetter, 1973; Ibarra, 1993). 

When redundant information prevails, other new information is often neglected or 

missed. The loss of this (new) information will decrease a manager’s international 

attention. From the point of view of structural hole (Burt, 1992), personal 

networks are low in diversity indicating the absence of structural holes. An 

embedded manager is in a position where no or little new information is available 

in his or her network (Burt, 2001). The lack of brokerage opportunities and the 

information benefits, as is the case with personal networks, simply reduce the 

number of stimuli available to trigger a manager’s international attention. As 

Koka and Prescott (2002) comment, redundant information from personal 

networks not only crowds out other useful information, it also provides managers 

with the illusion that all relevant information has been captured. Given these 

factors, a more extensive personal network is likely to curtail inflows of new and 

diverse information, thereby reducing the international attention of managers.  

 Although personal networks are more associated with the provision of 

emotional support (Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1998) and the network contacts are 

more willing to help without expecting much in return (Semrau & Werner, 2014), 

available resources tend to be limited within such relatively closed and cohesive 

networks. In the course of international venturing, however, managers will almost 

inevitably face resource needs that cannot be satisfied by their personal networks 

(Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Larson & Starr, 1993). In this case, managers need to 

expand their networks and connect with a more diverse pool of industry-related 

contacts and other business professionals to increase their chances of acquiring 
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access to the needed resources, including information. 15  Conversely, large 

personal networks may indicate that managers are not capable of developing other 

important ties (Lechner et al., 2006), and thus are restrained in their international 

attention. 

 Taken together, we suggest the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: The number of personal relationships in SME 

managers’ international networks will be negatively associated with 

their international attention. 

 

3.3 Methods 

3.3.1 Sample and data collection 

The hypotheses developed in this study were tested using primary survey-based 

data from 135 Dutch SMEs (see Chapter 2 for details).  

 

3.3.2 Dependent variable 

The dependent variable in this study is the international attention of SME 

managers. The measure was adapted from previous work (Bouquet, 2005; 

Bouquet et al., 2009), where international attention is conceptualized as a meta-

construct consisting of three behavioral components: international scanning, 

overseas communications, and internationalization discussions. We took Bouquet 

and his colleagues’ work as the point of departure for our measure of international 

attention. At the same time, we modified the measurement scale to fit the SME 

                                                           
15 While networks are described as evolving, discussions regarding the specific evolution path and 

the appropriate balance between professional and personal network ties are beyond the scope of 

this chapter. 
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research setting. The proposed measurement scale was composed of items that 

explored each of the three components. Respondents have to indicate, on a seven-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very rarely) to 7 (very frequently), the extent to 

which they behave in the way described by each item (see Chapter 2 for details).  

 

3.3.3 Independent variables  

We measured our two network variables based on definitions proposed by 

Musteen et al. (2010) and others (Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Hoang & Antoncic, 

2003; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011a). To measure professional networks, we asked 

respondents to provide the total number of professional contacts they have abroad, 

including customers, suppliers, agents, competitors, and other business 

professionals. Similarly, we measured personal networks by asking respondents to 

indicate the total number of families, relatives, friends, and other non-business 

related contacts that they have abroad.  

 

3.3.4 Control variables  

We included several control variables that may affect the international attention of 

SME managers, at the industry level (industry sector), at the environment level 

(export market turbulence), at the firm level (firm size, export experience, export 

diversity), and at the individual level (age, education, international experience). 

Data on the control variables were obtained through a combination of archival 

sources and survey responses.  

 We controlled for the industry effect using dummy variables based on the 
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two-digit NACE Rev.2 industry classification (2008), including (A) agriculture, 

forestry, and fishing (NACE 01–03), (C) manufacturing (NACE 10–33), (F) 

construction (NACE 41–43), (G) wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor 

vehicles and motorcycles (NACE 45–47), and (H) transportation and storage 

(NACE 49–53). Of five industries four dummies were created, with the wholesale 

trade as the benchmark industry in the analysis.  

 It is noted that environmental uncertainties may lead to more frequent 

scanning and information processing behaviors on the part of top managers (Daft, 

Sormunen, & Parks, 1988; Sawyerr, 1993; see also Chapter 4). We controlled for 

this environmental effect by including the variable export market turbulence. We 

used Cadogan et al.’s (2001) adapted scale from Jaworski and Kohli (1993) to 

measure this variable. We asked respondents to indicate, on a seven-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), the extent to which 

they agree on the following three items: (MT1) our export customers’ 

product/service preferences change quite a bit over time, (MT2) new export 

customers tend to have different product/service needs from those of our existing 

export customers, and (MT3) we are witnessing changes in the type of 

products/services demanded by our export customers. The mean score was 

calculated for the corresponding items to build the index of export market 

turbulence (Cadogan et al., 2001). 

 At the firm level, firm size can affect managers’ international attention 

through the availability of resources, as larger firms may have more resources 

allocated to export activities (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003). Therefore, firm size 
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was included as a control, measured by the logarithm of the total number of 

employees (Majocchi, Bacchiocchi, & Mayrhofer, 2005). It is believed that firm-

specific international experience can affect a manager’s search behavior (Zahra, 

Korri, & Yu, 2005), such that experience-based attention tends to be narrow and 

be around the current activities (Gavetti & Levinthal, 2000). Accordingly, we 

controlled for the possible effect of firm export experience—measured by the 

number of years a firm has been engaged in exporting (He et al., 2013). We also 

expect that export diversity is related to managers’ international attention because 

managers need to allocate their time and effort to address increasing cross-

national differences associated with such as legal frameworks, culture, and 

customer behavior (Cieślik, Kaciak, & Welsh, 2012) (see Chapter 4 for details). 

We therefore collected the data on the number of a firm’s exporting countries to 

control for this effect. 

 There is broad agreement in the literature that managerial characteristics 

and capabilities have a significant bearing on their cognitive bases and value 

preferences (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). In this study, we controlled for manager 

age and manager education. Both factors have been identified as proxies for a 

manager’s tendency of taking risks and his or her capability of understanding new 

knowledge (Hitt, Tihanyi, Miller, & Connelly, 2006; Tihanyi, Ellstrand, Daily, & 

Dalton, 2000), and therefore may determine a manager’s international attention. 

We measured manager age by calculating chronological age up to the year 2014 

(i.e., the year the survey was conducted). We measured manager education with a 

list of (Dutch) education levels and coded them in the following manner: 1 
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primary school or below (basisonderwijs); 2 secondary education (middelbaar 

onderwijs VMBO/HAVO/VWO); 3 secondary vocational education (middelbaar 

beroepsonderwijs MBO); 4 higher vocational education (hoger beroepsonderwijs 

HBO); 5 university education (wetenschappelijk onderwijs WO). Regarding 

management capabilities, previous research has shown that a manager’s 

international experience is associated with his or her international attention 

(Nummela, Saarenketo, & Puumalainen, 2004). We controlled for manager 

international experience measured by the total number of years that a manager 

has worked, studied, or lived outside the Netherlands.  

 

3.3.5 Preliminary assessment of data  

Since both our dependent and explanatory variables were collected from the same 

respondent, there is a risk of common method bias. Following the 

recommendations of Podsakoff et al. (2003), we undertook both ex ante and ex 

post procedures to control for common method bias. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

common method bias is unlikely to be a problem in our study. We also estimated 

the likelihood of non-response bias and found no significant differences between 

(1) responding and non-responding firms or (2) early and late respondents (see 

Chapter 2 for details).  

 

3.4 Empirical results  

3.4.1 Measurement assessment 

We began our analysis by testing the validity and reliability of the measurement 
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scale for international attention. A CFA was performed using LISREL 8.80 

(Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). As described in Chapter 2, the CFA results shown 

in Table 2.2 provide convincing support for conceptualizing international 

attention as a construct represented by three first-order dimensions. To create an 

additive index of international attention, we first calculated the three 

component/dimension scores by averaging across their own indicators. The 

overall index of international attention was then obtained by averaging across the 

component/dimension scores.  

 

3.4.2 Tests of hypotheses 

Table 3.1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations for the key 

variables. To test the hypotheses we adopted the hierarchical ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression technique. 16  Since variables in our models were 

measured at different scales, all continuous variables were standardized in the 

regression analyses. 

 In preparing for regression analyses, we performed the customary tests for 

our full model to obtain reliable estimates (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & 

Tatham, 2006). The Breusch-Pagan heteroskedasticity test has a significance level 

far above 0.1, indicating no evidence of heteroskedasticity (χ² [13, n = 135] = 

7.50, p = 0.87). The Jarque-Bera test shows however that non-normality is 

marginally satisfied at the 0.1 level (χ² [2, n = 135] = 4.39, p = 0.11). For this 

                                                           
16 As an ad-hoc analysis, we performed partial least squares (PLS) modeling in R to test the 

structure model of the thesis. We used a bootstrapping method to construct randomized and 

standardized errors, which provided us with t-statistics to test the hypotheses. The results remained 

consistent. 
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reason, we decided to use robust standard errors in our analysis. This is also 

consistent with the suggestion of Wooldridge (2015), in that whether or not errors 

have constant variance, it is appropriate to use robust standard errors. We also 

tested for possible bias caused by collinearity among variables by calculating the 

variance inflation factor (VIF) for each of the regression coefficients in our full 

model. The VIF values obtained range from 1.05 to 1.47, which are well below 

the cutoff point of 10 recommended by Hair et al. (2006). 
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Table 3.1 Descriptive statistics and correlationsa 

Variable Mean  S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. International attention 3.25 1.24 1.00          

2. Firm sizeb 18.84 11.24 0.13 1.00         

3. Export experience 20.46 14.84 –0.13 0.09 1.00        

4. Export diversity 13.83 17.46 0.35 0.21 0.40 1.00       

5. Export market turbulence 3.78 1.28 0.22 –0.02 –0.07 –0.02 1.00      

6. Manager age 51.47 9.54 –0.09 –0.08 0.12 –0.05 –0.06 1.00     

7. Manager education 3.57 1.03 0.27 0.07 –0.11 0.11 –0.10 –0.17 1.00    

8. Manager international experience 1.28 4.01 0.26 –0.10 0.09 0.09 –0.11 0.13 0.19 1.00   

9. Professional networks 47.98 53.94 0.35 0.06 0.28 0.43 –0.08 –0.08 0.18 0.23 1.00  

10. Personal networks 7.58 11.83 0.08 –0.12 0.15 0.07 0.10 –0.12 0.01 –0.01 0.12 1.00 

a N=135; values of correlations larger than |0.17| are significant at the 0.05 level, and those larger than |0.21| are significant at the 0.01 level; for presentation purposes, industry 

dummies are not included and the maximum value of their correlations with all the other variables is |0.33|. 
b The natural logarithm is used in correlations, but actual values are reported in descriptive statistics. 
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 Table 3.2 reports the results of the regression models.17 Model 1 is the 

baseline model that includes only control variables. In Model 2 we added the 

variable professional networks. In Model 3 we added the variable personal 

networks. The various fit parameters show that our model increasingly fits the 

data better. The adjusted R-square is significantly improved from 32 percent in 

Model 1 to 36 percent in Model 3. Also, the estimates remain robust in terms of 

signs and significance levels. The significant F-values in all of our models allow 

us to conclude that the models are significantly better than would be expected by 

chance. We focus our discussion based on the results obtained with Model 3. 

 For our main variables of interest, the estimated coefficient of professional 

networks is positive and statistically significant (b = 0.29, p < 0.01). This suggests 

that the international attention of SME managers will increase with the number of 

professional contacts in their international networks. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is 

supported. On the other hand, personal networks do not have a significant 

relationship with SME managers’ international attention (b = 0.10, non-

significant). Hence, Hypotheses 2 is not supported.  

 The results obtained for the control variables are in line with expectations. 

As shown in Table 3.2, export experience (b = –0.44, p < 0.001), export diversity 

(b = 0.43, p < 0.001), and export market turbulence (b = 0.31, p < 0.001) all have 

significant effects on managers’ international attention (see Chapter 4 for details). 

In addition, managers’ international experience (b = 0.26, p < 0.01) and education 

                                                           
17  Here, we adopted the hierarchical OLS regression method, meaning that the independent 

variables were entered cumulatively. As a post-hoc analysis (and for this purpose only), we 

entered the independent variables one at a time. The results show the same support for our 

hypotheses. 
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level (b = 0.17, p < 0.1) are also positively related to managers’ international 

attention.18 

 

Table 3.2 Regression results: Networks and international attention in Dutch SMEsa 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant 2.67(0.37)*** 2.76(0.36)*** 2.79(0.36)*** 

Agricultureb –0.17(0.22) –0.09(0.22) –0.12(0.22) 

Manufacturingb –0.32(0.23) –0.33(0.22) –0.35(0.22) 

Constructionb –0.10(0.39) –0.14(0.49) –0.19(0.49) 

Transportationb –0.16(0.53) –0.16(0.58) –0.30(0.61) 

Firm size 0.10(0.08) 0.10(0.08) 0.12(0.09) 

Export experience –0.37(0.10)*** –0.42(0.10)*** –0.44(0.10)*** 

Export diversity 0.52(0.10)*** 0.43(0.10)*** 0.43(0.10)*** 

Export market turbulence 0.31(0.09)*** 0.32(0.08)*** 0.31(0.08)*** 

Manager age 0.01(0.09) 0.04(0.10) 0.05(0.10) 

Manager education 0.20(0.09)* 0.17(0.09)+ 0.17(0.09)+ 

Manager international experience 0.30(0.07)*** 0.25(0.08)** 0.26(0.09)** 

Professional networks (H1) 
 

0.30(0.10)** 0.29(0.10)** 

Personal networks (H2) 
  

0.10(0.09) 

    

F value  11.79*** 13.34*** 12.17*** 

R2 0.37 0.41 0.42 

Δ R2 (compare to Model 1)  0.04*** 0.05*** 

Adjusted R2 0.32 0.36 0.36 

a N=135; robust standard errors are in parentheses; +p<0.1, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001; all continuous 

variables are standardized. 
b The base industry is wholesale trade. 

 

 

 

3.4.3 Robustness analyses 

To further test the robustness of our findings, we performed additional tests. The 

results of the tests are shown in Table 3.3. First, we examined whether our results 

were robust to the measure of the dependent variable—international attention (see 

                                                           
18 When replacing the education variable with four dummy variables (while taking primary school 

education as the base case), the results show the same support for our hypotheses. On average, 

managers with high vocational education and managers with university education exhibit 

significantly higher levels of international attention than managers with only primary education. 
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Panel A). In our main analyses we estimated the models using an average score 

for the three components of international attention. Each component was an 

average of the scores for the corresponding items. As an alternative, we estimated 

the model using the average factor score for the three components of international 

attention. Panel A of Table 3.3 shows that this does not affect our results.  

 Second, bias may exist due to the overlaps between professional and 

personal networks (Andersen, 2006; Reynolds, 1991). We tested for the 

robustness of our main results by taking such overlapping ties into account. In our 

sample, 42 respondents (31.1 percent) indicated having non-zero overlapping ties. 

We used this information and estimated two models. In the first model, personal 

networks remain the original values while professional networks are re-calculated 

by subtracting the number of overlapping ties from the original values. In the 

second model, professional networks remain unchanged while the overlapping ties 

are subtracted from personal networks. The results displayed in Panels B and C of 

Table 3.3 are consistent with our main results: while the personal networks 

variable has no significant effect on international attention, there is a significant 

positive effect (b = 0.26, p < 0.01; b = 0.30, p < 0.01) of professional networks on 

international attention.  

 Third, we tested for the possible existence of curvilinear effects of 

professional networks and personal networks, respectively, on international 

attention by introducing the squared terms of the two network variables. The 

findings shown in Panel D of Table 3.3 indicate that the personal networks 

variable has no significant relationship with international attention, either linear or 
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nonlinear. For professional networks, the estimated coefficient of the squared term 

is negative and marginally significant (b = –0.13, p < 0.10). In other words, there 

is some weak evidence pointing to an inverted U-shaped relationship between 

professional networks and international attention. This finding seems to suggest 

that while professional networks can enhance the international attention of SME 

managers, there may exist an upper limit to this positive effect. This is plausible 

given the bounded attention capabilities of top managers in general (Ocasio, 1997; 

Simon, 1947) and the constraints on management resources in SMEs in particular 

(Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011). Moreover, as professional networks 

continue to increase, it is likely that the number of relationships that provide the 

same information also increases (Burt, 1992), indicating a decrease in marginal 

returns of professional networks to attention, ceteris paribus. When focusing on 

the increasing effect of professional networks, the result remains significant in this 

model (b = 0.56, p < 0.01). 

 Fourth, we examined a possible interaction effect of professional and 

personal networks on international attention. Research has shown that a 

substitution effect may exist between distinct types of networks given the 

(attention) budget tradeoff required to maintain multiple ties simultaneously (Ma, 

Yao, & Xi, 2009). We tested for the interaction effect by introducing a 

multiplicative term of the two standardized network variables. The findings 

presented in Panel E of Table 3.3 show that there is no such interaction effect. In 

terms of the main effects, the results indicate a robust positive effect of 

professional networks on international attention (b = 0.28, p < 0.01). Personal 
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networks consistently show no significant effect on international attention.  

 Finally, we tested a model with the ratio of professional-to-personal 

networks as the main explanatory variable. To create this ratio variable, a non-

zero value is required for personal networks. This leaves us with a sub-sample of 

91 firms, as 44 managers in our sample report that they have no personal networks 

abroad. The results presented in Panel F of Table 3.3 show that the regression 

coefficient associated with this ratio is positive and marginally significant (b = 

0.18, p < 0.1). The lower significance is reasonable given the smaller sample size. 

Still, the results show some evidence that the higher is the ratio of professional 

relationships to personal relationships in a manager’s overall network the higher 

the manager’s international attention. This test thus supports our main conclusion 

that professional networks are a significant determinant of a manager’s 

international attention.  
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 Table 3.3 Networks and international attention: Robustness analysesa  

Variable 

Panel A: 

IA measured by 

factor scores 

Panel B: 

Removing overlap 

from professional 

networks 

Panel C: 

Removing overlap 

from personal 

networks 

Panel D: 

Curvilinear effects 

Panel E: 

Interaction effect  

Panel F: 

Professional-to-

personal ratio 

Constant –0.26(0.22) 2.77(0.37)*** 2.76(0.36)*** 3.05(0.41)*** 2.76(0.37)*** 2.88(0.44)*** 

Agricultureb –0.07(0.13) –0.12(0.22) –0.09(0.22) –0.07(0.22) –0.12(0.22) –0.27(0.24) 

Manufacturingb –0.21(0.13) –0.34(0.22) –0.33(0.22) –0.38(0.22)+ –0.35(0.22) –0.47(0.30) 

Constructionb –0.09(0.30) –0.17(0.48) –0.14(0.49) –0.05(0.47) –0.20(0.49) –0.38(0.45) 

Transportationb –0.21(0.36) –0.29(0.62) –0.17(0.62) –0.34(0.61) –0.19(0.62) 0.18(0.54) 

Firm size 0.07(0.05) 0.11(0.09) 0.10(0.08) 0.12(0.08) 0.12(0.09) 0.01(0.11) 

Export experience –0.27(0.06)*** –0.43(0.10)*** –0.42(0.10)*** –0.43(0.10)*** –0.43(0.10)*** –0.37(0.11)*** 

Export diversity 0.26(0.06)*** 0.44(0.10)*** 0.43(0.10)*** 0.39(0.11)*** 0.43(0.10)*** 0.41(0.11)*** 

Export market turbulence 0.19(0.05)*** 0.31(0.09)*** 0.32(0.08)*** 0.30(0.08)*** 0.31(0.08)*** 0.34(0.10)*** 

Manager age 0.04(0.06) 0.05(0.10) 0.04(0.10) 0.07(0.10) 0.06(0.10) 0.04(0.11) 

Manager education 0.10(0.05)+ 0.17(0.09)+ 0.17(0.09)+ 0.12(0.09) 0.18(0.09)+ 0.20(0.11)+ 

Manager international experience 0.15(0.05)** 0.26(0.09)** 0.25(0.08)** 0.27(0.08)** 0.25(0.08)** 0.25(0.07)*** 

Professional networks (H1) 0.17(0.06)** 0.26(0.10)** 0.30(0.10)** 0.56(0.18)** 0.28(0.11)**  

Professional networks squared    –0.13(0.07)+   

Personal networks (H2) 0.06(0.06) 0.10(0.09) 0.01(0.11) 0.02(0.15) 0.10(0.10)  

Personal networks squared    0.01(0.04)   

Professional*personal networks     –0.09(0.12)  

Professional-to-personal ratio      0.18(0.10)+ 

F value  11.99*** 11.80*** 12.18*** 10.68*** 11.46*** 9.77*** 

R2 0.41 0.41 0.41 0.44 0.42 0.41 

Adjusted R2 0.35 0.35 0.35 0.37 0.35 0.32 

N 135 135 135 135 135 91 

a Robust standard errors are in parentheses; +p<0.1, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001; all continuous variables are standardized.  

b The base industry is wholesale trade.  
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3.5 Discussion 

The purpose of this study is to examine the international attention of SME 

managers and identify its network determinants. Building on the ABV and 

network theory, we hypothesize that both international professional and 

international personal networks have direct effects on SME managers’ 

international attention. The results obtained from 135 Dutch SMEs reveal that the 

international attention of SME managers indeed varies considerably with the 

number of professional contacts appearing in their international networks. 

Contrary to our expectations, no significant relationship is found between 

personal networks and SME managers’ international attention. This does not 

mean that personal networks are unimportant for international SMEs (Ellis & 

Pecotich, 2001; Zhou et al., 2007). Our study suggests, however, that this type of 

network is not a good discriminator of managers’ international attention. 

 Our study therefore has several theoretical implications for the network 

theory in IB research and also for the ABV. First, we explicitly link the 

interpersonal networks of SME managers to their international attention. The 

importance of interpersonal relations in SME export behavior and performance 

has been on the research agenda for some time (Ellis & Pecotich, 2001; Zhou et 

al., 2007), but how, when, and under what conditions the network effects will 

materialize remain underexplored questions. As Andersen (2006) suggests, the 

understanding of network effects could be improved by focusing more sharply on 

differences between individuals to determine the extent to which network 

resources are leveraged. Concepts and methods from the ABV seem to be a 
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relevant choice for research in this field. By emphasizing how managerial 

attention is channeled by professional and personal networks, we provide a 

promising framework linking networks on the one hand to SME 

internationalization on the other.  

 Second, instead of graphing a manager’s aggregate network, we offer a 

more nuanced view of the distinct types of networks and show that network type 

matters to a manager’s international attention. This enables us to build more 

precise network-attention theories. Recent research has shown that different types 

of networks can lead to different outcomes (Eberhard & Craig, 2013; Lechner et 

al., 2006; Ma et al., 2009). It is believed that by further distinguishing between 

types of networks, as opposed to treating networks as a unidimensional construct, 

one could yield more precise and definitive conclusions. Our findings suggest that 

(international) professional networks contribute significantly to SME managers’ 

international attention but (international) personal networks do not. This supports 

earlier findings that the relative importance of personal networks will decrease in 

a firm’s growth path while the importance of professional networks will increase 

over time (Gulati & Higgins, 2003; Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Larson & Starr, 1993; 

Lechner et al., 2006).  

 Third, we enrich the concept of international attention by adapting it to 

SME settings. Our research provides a useful complement to previous studies that 

have focused on shared attention of top management team members within the 

context of larger firms. We demonstrate the importance and presence of 

international attention in SMEs at the individual-manager level—and the portion 
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thereof that can be explained by idiosyncrasies of a manager’s international 

networks. This attention-based approach also brings us back to the advice that we 

need to enrich our use of managerial perspectives in the IB domain (Buckley & 

Lessard, 2005). More precisely, we suggest that research investigating the unique 

qualities of SME managers should broaden its focus by including the respect in 

which managers actually invests their time and effort, rather than focusing 

exclusively on what they look like or what they think or believe. The three 

behavioral components that comprise an SME manager’s international attention 

have been validated in our research, suggesting that a focus on international 

scanning, overseas communications, and internationalization discussions provides 

a fruitful avenue for exploring the antecedents and consequences of managerial 

behavior and decisions in international SMEs. 

 

3.5.1 Managerial and policy implications 

An important implication of our research is that managers’ interpersonal 

networks, especially their linkages to foreign contacts, play a role in international 

SMEs. While both professional and personal networks are important for 

internationalization, they have varying effects on a manager’s international 

attention—our precondition for SME international performance (see Chapter 5 for 

details). Our findings reveal that professional networks in a manager’s 

international networks matter, insofar as the manager’s international attention 

increases with the number of professional contacts. Personal networks, on the 

other hand, are less significant in providing information and resources needed for 
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increasing international attention.  

 Our study also has important policy implications. SMEs play an important 

role in most economies. Encouraging internationalization of SMEs has become a 

trend in public policy. Our study suggests that government-initiated promotional 

programs and services that encourage SMEs’ internationalization provide greater 

benefits when they help nurture networks with individuals or groups outside a 

manager’s usual modus operandi. Training programs aimed to cultivate 

networking capabilities of SME managers are also worthwhile. 

 

3.5.2 Limitations and directions for further research 

The present study is subject to several limitations that point to opportunities for 

future research. First, our study sample covers firms located in one country: the 

Netherlands. Although such a research setting has clear advantages, such as 

reducing variations in the perceptions of certain constructs (Spender & Grant, 

1996), a cross-national study would be helpful for testing the generalizability of 

our results. Additionally, analyzing the model for various subgroups—divided by, 

for example, the home region of the firm—could also improve the generalizability 

of the findings. 

 A second limitation is that the term ‘network’ refers to a complex 

phenomenon and may be characterized by a range of properties. Making the 

distinction between professional and personal networks is a first step towards a 

general network theory of managerial attention. Future research may consider the 

various professions of the network contacts or their positions in value chains, 
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which could be another indicator of network types (Lechner et al., 2006). While 

this chapter focuses on international networks, it is possible that national networks 

may also contribute to managers’ international attention. Including both national 

and international networks may make it possible to examine questions such as 

which of the two is more prominent (in terms of magnitude) in influencing a 

manager’s international attention. In line with convention, we take an egocentric 

approach to analyzing the portfolio of an SME manager’s international networks. 

Future research could extend our work by including more network properties and 

examining the differences or similarities in network properties of participating 

dyads for a more advanced understanding of network effects on international 

attention. 

 Third, while the survey data gathered for our analyses allowed us to 

capture some details about the networks and international attention of SME 

managers, a key limitation is that the data are cross-sectional and hence are 

limited in offering causal implications. There might be dynamic features between 

international attention and its network determinants. One could argue that the 

evolution of networks and the evolution of managerial attention may not operate 

independently but may take place simultaneously. We, however, could rely on the 

principle of structural distributed attention (Ocasio, 1997) to support our 

hypotheses and results. That said, a dynamic approach towards international 

attention and its structural determinants would be interesting in itself. A 

longitudinal database or a historical case study may help clarify this issue. 

 In spite of these limitations, our study is among the first to test how 
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international networks are related to SME managers’ international attention. This 

contributes to a more complete understanding of the structured process of 

attention that moves beyond the predominant focus on internal organization 

structures endorsed by the previous literature. We also convey the idea that it is a 

manager’s attention focus that lays the groundwork for understanding how 

networks affect firms’ internationalization.  



 

 

 



Chapter 4 

4.1 Introduction 

Attention is a cornerstone for understanding firm behavior and performance. The 

ABV (Ocasio, 1997) elaborates on this idea with three theoretical underpinnings. 

The first is focus of attention, namely, what decision makers do depends on where 

they focus their attention. The second is situated attention, that is, where decision 

makers focus their attention depends on the immediate contexts or situations with 

which they are confronted. The third is structural distribution of attention, 

understood as that a firm’s organizational structures determine the contexts or 

situations with which decision makers are confronted and how they attend to 

them. 

ABV-inspired research typically starts with a fundamental observation that 

attention is a scarce resource (Simon, 1947) and investigates how and why 

managers direct attention towards certain targets and not others. Most studies have 

discussed goal-directed processes (Cyert & March, 1963; Greve, 2008), defined as 

processes whereby individual attention is oriented according to internal goals or 

desires (Corbetta & Shulman, 2002). While essential, such goal-directed process 

may be incomplete. Signals from the external environment could also capture the 

19 An earlier version of this chapter, “Goal-directed and stimulus-driven processes of international 

attention: Evidence from SME exporter”, has been presented at the 76th Annual Meeting of the 

Academy of Management, 2016, Anaheim, California, USA. 

Goal-directed and simulus-driven processes of 
international attention19
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attention of managers, which in the ABV’s terminology is situated attention 

(Ocasio, 1997). In extreme cases, novel or critical events could make goal-

directed attention insufficient. For example, Nigam and Ocasio (2010) have 

explained how political reform (i.e., an external event) leads to changes in 

institutional logics (i.e., belief systems that shape the attention of actors) in the 

hospital field. This stimulus-driven process, which is defined as a course where 

individual attention is driven by external cues or signals (Corbetta & Shulman, 

2002), offers alternative and perhaps complementary explanations for variations 

in attention next to goal-directed process. While both goal-directed and stimulus-

driven processes co-exist and guide managerial attention (Ocasio, 2011), 

empirical work that includes both processes in one framework is rare. 

 In addition, prior studies of attention tend to focus on large corporations 

(Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008; Bouquet et al., 2009; Cho & Hambrick, 2006). 

Attention-directing processes of SME managers are underexplored despite that 

managers play an important role in these firms (Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 

2011). Two important questions regarding managerial attention in SMEs remain 

unanswered: what specific goal-directed and stimulus-driven processes operate in 

SMEs? How do these processes affect the focus of an SME manager’s attention? 

 This chapter seeks to fill these gaps. More specifically, we investigate the 

determinants of the international attention of SME managers. International 

attention is defined as the time and effort that (SME) managers invest in activities, 

communications, and discussions to improve their understanding of the 

international marketplace (Bouquet et al., 2009). Previous research on 
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international attention suggests that this focus of attention can be shaped by a 

firm’s international business and structures (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & 

Birkinshaw, 2011). As SMEs tend to use export to enter international markets 

(Sousa et al., 2008), we develop arguments that explicitly link a firm’s export to 

the manager’s international attention. 

 This SME-based framework for international attention offers a number of 

new insights. First, the framework includes both goal-directed and stimulus-

driven processes. Although research has emerged to explain the focus of 

managers’ attention, most studies employ goal-directed processes while ignoring 

stimulus-driven processes (Ocasio, 2011). We argue that both attention-shaping 

processes are relevant. In goal-directed processes where attention is driven by 

incentives (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989; Ocasio, 2011),20 we investigate the effects 

of firm-level export experience and export diversity on international attention. 

Export experience generates a strong belief about the relevance of current 

operations to the (expected) goal (i.e., internationalization) and therefore may 

reduce incentives that encourage managers to pay attention to new international 

opportunities and information. Export diversity, on the other hand, is likely to 

increase a manager’s international attention in the sense that spreading over a 

large number of export markets not only reinforces the primacy of foreign sales 

and markets to a firm’s business goals but also demands more efforts at 

coordination. In stimulus-driven processes, we examine two specific attention 

                                                           
20 As discussed in earlier chapters, the ABV is distinct from cognitive views in that the former 

emphasizes the role of firm-level particularities in the process of focusing managerial attention 

while the latter resides more in psychological mechanisms at the individual level. Grounded in the 

ABV theory, this chapter examines incentives emerging at the firm level. 
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drivers: export competitive intensity and export market turbulence. Both 

characterize important and relevant aspects of the export environment and address 

the emphasis suggested by Ocasio (1997) that managers pay attention only to 

salient, important, and relevant aspects.  

 Second, current research tends to consider managerial attention, including 

other related constructs (e.g., orientation, mindset), as a prerequisite for a firm’s 

international venturing (Levy, 2005) and performance outcomes (Bouquet et al., 

2009). The question as to how a manager’s attention evolves with a firm’s 

internationalization is hardly addressed in the literature. International venturing 

entails environmental changes that enhance or inhibit a firm’s competitive 

advantages. It also demands organizational adaptations in response to various 

international opportunities and threats. Given the contextual sensitivity and 

structural dependency of managerial attention (Ocasio, 1997), the 

internationalization, and more specifically exporting, may also affect managerial 

attention. Our arguments embrace this belief and explore the path leading from 

export-related factors to a manager’s international attention. 

 Finally, in addition to the dual process model of attention (which is the 

main focus of this chapter), we further develop reasoning of whether and how the 

presence of an export department moderates stimulus-driven processes of 

international attention. 21  Prior studies on the relationships between managers’ 

                                                           
21 We do not predict a moderating effect on the goal-directed processes of international attention 

because the goal-directed processes are under the control of the person who is attending (Corbetta 

& Shulman, 2002), and are less likely to be delegated to other persons or groups (e.g., a 

department). Moreover, as a post-hoc analysis (and for this purpose only), we tested but did not 

find any statistically significant moderation effect of (the presence/absence of) an export 

department on goal-directed processes. 
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attention and organizational units’ attention often assume that different units may 

hold distinct and sometimes conflicting perspectives, and thus have to compete for 

managerial attention (Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008). This is true, especially for 

large corporations comprising multiple organizational levels and subunits. 

However, it is also possible that initial departmentalization increases the 

functional specialization in an organization and eases a manager’s workload. In 

this respect, SMEs offer a relevant research context as these firms normally have 

simple structures, with an individual at the top contributing all the attention until 

some delegation of responsibilities emerges in the firm. An export department can 

take over certain responsibilities from a manager, including keeping track of 

changes occurred in the international marketplace. Hence, we theorize and test 

how the effects of environmental stimuli on the international attention of SME 

managers vary according to the presence/absence of an export department. 

  

4.2 Theory and hypotheses 

4.2.1 Goal-directed processes of international attention22 

Research on goal-directed processes links attention to incentives (Kanfer & 

Ackerman, 1989; Ocasio, 2011). In goal-directed processes managerial attention 

can be driven by knowledge (Swan, 1997), resources, and capabilities (Barreto & 

                                                           
22 International attention differs from the concept of learning. For example, learning involves 

inferences from information (Levinthal & March, 1993), but attention does not. However, 

attention and learning could be related. Amason and Mooney (2008), for instance, show that 

managers’ issue-framing processes (i.e., attention) are affected by feedback from prior actions (i.e., 

learning), which is generally myopic (Levinthal & March, 1993) and is affected by phenomena 

such as local search and success biases (Barnett & Pontikes, 2008). In a similar manner, we argue 

that a long history of export and the experience accumulated therein dulls the sense in which 

managers perceive the need to pay attention. This is the reasoning behind our argument for the 

relationship between export experience and managers’ international attention. 
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Patient, 2013) and, more straightforwardly, goals (Cyert & March, 1963) or 

interests (Dutton et al., 1983). In this chapter, we focus on two firm-level goal-

directed factors: experience (manifesting knowledge, resources, and capabilities) 

and strategy (manifesting goals, interests). Experience represents accumulated 

knowledge and developed capabilities, which can provide an important base for a 

firm’s competitive advantage. However, experience as such often leads to a strong 

belief about the relevance of existing knowledge and capabilities for achieving an 

expected goal, simultaneously reducing incentives for new paradigms or 

information (Levinthal & March, 1993). As March and Simon (1958) contend, 

managers often rely on a learned pattern of response that is structurally reinforced 

instead of employing new search efforts. Given this myopia (Levinthal & March, 

1993) and inertia (i.e., routine rigidity) (Gilbert, 2005), we argue that a firm’s 

export experience may discourage a manager’s international attention. A firm’s 

dominant strategy embodies expectations, interests, and current goals, and 

therefore will encourage a manager to focus attention in a specific direction (De 

Clercq, Sapienza, & Zhou, 2014; Miles & Snow, 1978; Ocasio, 2011). We argue 

that a diversified international market strategy (i.e., export diversity) not only 

reinforces the importance of foreign sales and markets but also increases the 

complexity of and demand for coordination efforts, thereby enhancing a 

manager’s international attention. 

 Export experience and international attention. Export experience 

demonstrates a firm’s knowledge with respect to doing business in foreign 

markets (Kaleka, 2002). Such experience can be an important source in guiding a 
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firm’s actions to achieve certain goals in international markets. SMEs with export 

experience are likely to understand foreign markets better, and perceive less 

uncertainty in their export activities (Tesfom & Lutz, 2006). In addition to 

knowledge about specific foreign markets, experience also brings about firm-wide 

routines and procedures resulting from repeated engagement. The latter 

constitutes an organization’s knowledge about how to organize international 

operations which has important implications for its future behavior (Eriksson, 

Johanson, Majkgard, & Sharma, 1997). It is also suggested that by increasing 

reliability and speed, routines can improve task performance (Bingham & 

Eisenhardt, 2011; Zollo, Reuer, & Singh, 2002). In this case, the incentives for a 

manager to search for a broader range of action alternatives may weaken. 

Considering it a contradiction in the entrepreneur’s information processing, Zahra 

et al. (2005) suggest that extensive international experience might prevent 

managers from identifying new international opportunities, as the experience 

encourages a rigid focus on familiar areas at the cost of ignoring new information. 

Similarly, Kaleka (2002) argues that firms may become inflexible as their 

experiential knowledge increases, maintaining a presence in current market(s) 

without further exploration. We argue that experienced SME exporters (and 

managers) are less likely to constantly seek new information about international 

markets. This echoes the view that experience-based attention tends to be narrow, 

being around the current activities (Gavetti & Levinthal, 2000). 

 On the contrary, less-experienced exporters lack sufficient knowledge 

about export operations. As Fernhaber and Li (2013) note, managers’ focus of 
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attention varies with information demand at different stages of a venture. New 

ventures typically attend to a broad range of information from their external 

environments to ensure survival and success (McGrath, MacMillan, & 

Venkataraman, 1995). Older ventures, in the opposite, focus attention on specific 

information to gain competitive advantage (Autio, Sapienza, & Almeida, 2000). 

In a parallel vein, we argue that inexperienced exporters, in comparison with 

experienced exporters, require more general knowledge about international 

markets. To address liabilities of newness and foreignness, managers of less-

experienced exporters have to gather information about local environments, 

develop a network of overseas contacts, and carefully plan and implement export 

marketing programs.  

 Therefore, we propose that: 

Hypothesis 1: Export experience will be negatively associated with 

the international attention of SME managers.  

 

 Export diversity and international attention. Export diversity, measured 

by the number of country-markets served, has been used to indicate the degree of 

market expansion of a firm’s export strategy (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003; Lee & 

Yang, 1990). Export diversity reflects a firm’s intention to pursue export sales, 

representing a mode of operation deployed to fulfill the firm’s goal in 

international markets. As such, export diversity reflects a goal-directed process of 

international attention. As Ocasio (1997) notes, corporate strategy can be 

understood as a pattern of organizational attention—the distinct focus of a firm’s 
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(and its manager’s) time and effort on a particular set of issues and factors that are 

central to the purpose of the firm. The empirical work of De Clercq et al. (2014), 

for example, shows that an entrepreneurial strategic posture is positively related to 

a firm’s learning efforts in foreign markets. As a firm expands into a larger 

number of different country-markets, foreign sales and markets become 

increasingly important to the business goal, thereby motivating the manager to 

pay more attention to the international marketplace.  

 One could argue that entering into multiple countries might not be entirely 

out of internal motives but can be triggered by external stimuli (e.g., exchange 

rates, tax incentives). It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss how such 

diversity emerges. However, in either case we argue that the increased task 

demand associated with diversity is likely to promote a manager’s international 

attention. Specifically, a high level of diversity increases the complexity of a 

firm’s export activities and the ensuing coordination efforts. From the 

information-processing perspective (Thomas & McDaniel, 1990), managers have 

to attend to many variables when a firm’s strategy involves high levels of 

diversity and complexity. SMEs that export to large numbers of foreign countries 

are confronted with various cross-national differences associated with such as 

legal frameworks, culture, and customer behavior (Cieślik et al., 2012). Managing 

these cross-national differences consumes managers’ time and effort. As such, the 

larger the number of foreign countries an SME serves the more international 

attention the SME manager will exhibit. 

 Taken together, we hypothesize that: 
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Hypothesis 2: Export diversity will be positively associated with 

the international attention of SME managers.23 

 

4.2.2 Stimulus-driven processes of international attention 

Research on stimulus-driven processes centers on how the characteristics of 

relevant stimuli draw a manager’s attention (Hansen & Haas, 2001). A firm’s 

environment provides constant flows of raw stimuli competing for the manager’s 

attention (Ocasio, 1997). Among various stimuli, managers tend to allocate 

attention to those with greater salience, importance, and relevance (Ocasio, 1997). 

Therefore, environments featured by strong cues in the form of high levels of 

uncertainty (manifesting salience) (Daft et al., 1988; Duncan, 1974; Garg, 

Walters, & Priem, 2003) will gain the attention of managers. Indeed, as Daft et al. 

(1988) demonstrate, when environmental uncertainty is high managers tend to 

show greater scanning frequency (i.e., attention). 

 Compared with the macro environment (e.g., political, economic, and 

technological), industry environments (e.g., competitors, customers) are featured 

by higher rates of change, greater complexity and may affect firm performance on 

a daily basis (manifesting importance and relevance) (Daft et al., 1988; Sawyerr, 

1993). This is also true for exporters, as Kaleka and Berthon (2006) have recently 

observed that competitive intensity and market turbulence are of particular 

importance to a firm’s acquisition of export market information. Hence, we focus 

                                                           
23 For this strategy-attention link, we make the point that a manager’s attention increases with a 

firm’s strategic diversity and complexity. One may argue that export diversity can been considered 

as a component of experience (e.g., the geographic scope of export experience) (Erramilli, 1991). 

Our theory suggests that the length of export experience and the (geographic) scope of export 

experience actually differ in their effects on a manager’s international attention. 
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on two players in the export environment: competitors and customers. We argue 

that uncertainties pertaining to these two players, termed export competitive 

intensity and export market turbulence, will draw the international attention of 

managers. 

Export competitive intensity and international attention. Competitive 

intensity concerns the extent of rivalry behavior among competitors (Jaworski & 

Kohli, 1993). A hypercompetitive environment features frequent and 

unpredictable changes in competitors’ actions, preventing managers from 

developing a clear and comprehensive understanding of a situation (Nadkarni & 

Barr, 2008). While such challenges might make it difficult for managers to 

identify future competitors (Yu, Wang, & Brouthers, 2015), certain efforts are 

needed in order to maintain a firm’s competitive position, for example, to focus 

on current competitors and track competitor-related information. By contrast, in 

an environment characterized by weak competition, managers are rarely 

challenged and are less prone to refine their knowledge about competitors and the 

competition. The stability and predictability of a weak competitive environment 

allow managers to use established knowledge to manage a firm’s activities in 

international markets.  

 As such, we anticipate that: 

Hypothesis 3: Export competitive intensity will be positively 

associated with the international attention of SME managers. 
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 Export market turbulence and international attention. Market turbulence 

refers to the stability in the composition of a firm’s customers and their 

preferences (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). In turbulent markets, customers’ needs and 

preferences are changing constantly. Firms feel the pressure of ambiguity and 

uncertainty regarding customer behaviors (Sinkula, 1994). Some scholars 

therefore conclude that strategic planning in this case may no longer be productive 

as the market is changing at the same time when planning takes place (D’Avini, 

1994; Sarasvathy, 2009). However, we argue that the turbulence requires action, 

for example, to modify products/services and marketing strategies to meet 

emerging customers’ needs (Kaleka & Berthon, 2006). According to the ABV, 

managerial attention can be focused when participating in such action (Ocasio, 

1997). This is also in line with the research on export market orientation, insofar 

as, for firms operating in turbulent markets, there is a greater need to be market-

oriented to keep track of emerging changes in markets and to update their 

understanding and interpretation of markets (Cadogan, Diamantopoulos, & 

Siguaw, 2002). 

 Thus, we expect that: 

Hypothesis 4: Export market turbulence will be positively 

associated with the international attention of SME managers. 

 

 Export department and the moderating effect. Scholars have studied the 

relationship between units in organizations and managerial attention (Bouquet & 

Birkinshaw, 2008; Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton, Ashford, O'Neill, & 
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Lawrence, 2001). The existing research tends to focus on the competition between 

(business) units for managerial attention. The main argument set out by this 

research is that separate business units may have divergent interests (March, 

1962) and will have to compete for the limited managerial attention in order to 

satisfy these interests in the wider organizational context. In terms of how, studies 

have shown that a unit can draw managerial attention with its own importance in 

the corporate system, and/or through initiatives such as issue selling and agenda 

building (Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008). 

While acknowledging this competition perspective on attention, we 

develop an alternative argument about the possibility that initial functional 

departmentalization may relieve a manager’s workload, including certain attention 

efforts. In particular, research on organizational design indicates that the number 

of departments in a firm usually increases with environmental uncertainty (Daft, 

2007). For example, many companies build up research and development (R&D) 

departments to handle technological change. Similarly, an available export 

department, with its own functionalities, can help monitor and formulate 

responses to uncertainties that emerge in the export environment (i.e., export 

competitive intensity and export market turbulence) (Katsikeas, 1994). As such, 

we argue that the effects of environmental stimuli on the international attention of 

managers could vary depending on whether an export department is present or 

not. 

 This is especially the case for SMEs. Typically, small firms are simply 

configured (Mintzberg, 1979), being low in specialization and formalization but 
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high in centralization, as one individual is responsible for all activities (Burton, 

Obel, & DeSanctis, 2011). Managers in SMEs tend to expend most of the 

attention by themselves until some functional distribution occurs, for example, by 

collecting actors and resources into a separate department to operate a firm’s 

export activities. The establishment of an export department increases the division 

of labor (i.e., the distribution of tasks and activities) and thus the functional 

specialization within the firm (Becker & Murphy, 1992; Geeraerts, 1984). An 

export department is responsible for gathering information about foreign markets, 

locating prospective customers, organizing export activities, delivering export 

sales reports, and managing business relationships in export markets (Katsikea, 

Theodosiou, Perdikis, & Kehagias, 2011). Such delegation of export 

responsibilities into a department can lower a manager’s international attention.24 

SME managers do not have to stretch their limited attention to keep track of 

changes in the export environment since most of the operations are taken over by 

the export department. 

 Given the above argument, we posit that: 

Hypothesis 5a: The presence of an export department will 

                                                           
24 Although it is not our focus, it is worth noting that the presence of an export department in itself 

may value and legitimize export activities. These value-assigning processes are arguably a 

principal mechanism of focusing managers’ attention (Ocasio, 1997). The presence of an export 

department increases the formalization of a firm’s export activities. A set of procedural and 

communication channels (e.g., reports, meetings) might be established to facilitate information 

exchange between the personnel of the export department and a decision maker (Katsikea et al., 

2011). Appropriate control mechanisms are perhaps also in place, enabling managers to 

understand the output of export operations, to discuss the potential reasons for success or failure, 

and to refine future efforts (Katsikea et al., 2011). Managerial attention will be focused mainly as a 

result of the interactions taking place in these procedural, communication, and governance 

channels, also known as “structural distributed attention” (Ocasio, 1997). This focus of attention, 

depending on what the department most targets or values, is not always the international attention 

that we discuss in this chapter. 
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moderate the positive relationship between export competitive 

intensity and SME managers’ international attention, such that the 

relationship becomes less positive in the presence of an export 

department. 

 

Hypothesis 5b: The presence of an export department will 

moderate the positive relationship between export market 

turbulence and SME managers’ international attention, such that 

the relationship becomes less positive in the presence of an export 

department. 

 

 Figure 4.1 summarizes the conceptual framework of this study. It should 

be noted that it is not our intention to provide an exhaustive list of all the relevant 

attention determinants. Rather, the aim is to show how SME managers’ 

international attention is structured through the two processes that should be 

jointly considered to enhance the understanding of this focus of attention. 
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Figure 4.1 Conceptual framework of Chapter 425 

 

 

4.3 Methods 

4.3.1 Sample and data collection 

The hypotheses proposed in this study were tested using primary survey-based 

data from 135 Dutch SMEs (see Chapter 2 for details).  

 

4.3.2 Dependent variable 

International attention is the dependent variable in our study. As described in 

                                                           
25 As a post-hoc analysis (and for this purpose only), we tested and found that there are no 

significant moderating effects between variables connected to goal-directed and stimulus-driven 

processes. 
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Chapter 2, one of the added values of our research is the customized measurement 

of international attention of SME managers. This innovation builds on Bouquet et 

al.’s (2009) work, where a measurement scale of international attention was 

designed for large multinational enterprises. Our novelty here is that we adapt the 

measurement scale to the SME context. On the one hand, international attention is 

consistently a higher-order construct in our proposed measurement that includes 

three sub-components: international scanning, overseas communications, and 

internationalization discussions. On the other hand, the SME context and the 

associated features (e.g., the absence of resources) suggest that the detailed 

attention behaviors of SME managers differ from those of their peers in large 

corporations. We therefore modified the original items associated with each 

component and added a few others to generate the measurement scale of 

international attention for SME managers. Respondents were asked to indicate, on 

a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very rarely) to 7 (very frequently), the 

extent to which they behave in the way described by each item (see Chapter 2 for 

details).  

 

4.3.3 Independent variables 

Table 4.1 presents the measures for the independent variables. Our first 

independent variable is export experience, measured by the total number of years 

a firm has been involved in exporting (He et al., 2013). Our second independent 

variable is export diversity. The variable was measured by the total number of 

countries to which the firm exports (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003; He et al., 2013). 
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Our third and fourth independent variables are export competitive intensity and 

export market turbulence. We used Cadogan et al.’s (2001) adapted scales from 

Jaworski and Kohli (1993) to measure these two variables. For export competitive 

intensity, we asked respondents to indicate, on a seven-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), the extent to which they agree on 

the three items: (CI1) there are many promotion wars in our export market, (CI2) 

anything that one competitor can offer others can match easily, and (CI3) price 

competition is a hallmark of our export market. Export market turbulence was 

measured by a similar seven-point Likert scale with the following three items: 

(MT1) our export customers’ product/service preferences change quite a bit over 

time, (MT2) new export customers tend to have different product/service needs 

from those of our existing export customers, and (MT3) we are witnessing 

changes in the type of products/services demanded by our export customers.  

 Our fourth independent variable is export department. This variable was 

measured with a dummy. A value of 1 was coded if the firm has a separate export 

department; otherwise a value of 0 was coded. 
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Table 4.1 Measurements of independent variables 

Goal-directed factors 

Export experience The total number of years the firm has been involved in exporting  

Export diversity The total number of countries to which the firm exports 

Stimulus-driven factors 

(On a seven-point scale from 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly agree) 

 

Export 

competitive 

intensity 

CI1 There are many promotion wars in our export market. 

CI2 Anything that one competitor can offer others can match easily. 

CI3 Price competition is a hallmark of our export market. 

 

Export market 

turbulence 

MT1 Our export customers’ product/service preferences change quite a bit 

over time. 

MT2 New export customers tend to have different product/service needs 

from those of our existing export customers. 

MT3 We are witnessing changes in the type of products/services demanded 

by our export customers. 

Moderator 

Export department 
1 the firm has a separate export department; 0 the firm has no export 

department. 

 

 

4.3.4 Control variables  

We used three sets of control variables in our model. The first set of control 

variables accounts for managerial characteristics. We controlled for manager age 

and manager education. Both have been identified as indicators of a manager’s 

tendency of taking risks and his or her capability of understanding new knowledge 

(Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Hitt et al., 2006; Tihanyi et al., 2000), and therefore 

may determine the manager’s international attention. We measured manager age 

by calculating chronological age up to the year 2014 (i.e., the year when the 

survey was conducted). We measured manager education with a list of (Dutch) 
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education levels and coded them in the following manner: 1 primary school or 

below (basisonderwijs); 2 secondary education (middelbaar onderwijs 

VMBO/HAVO/VWO); 3 secondary vocational education (middelbaar 

beroepsonderwijs MBO); 4 higher vocational education (hoger beroepsonderwijs 

HBO); 5 university education (wetenschappelijk onderwijs WO). Additionally, 

attention research has shown that managers’ international experience also has a 

significant bearing on their cognitive ability to effectively attend to international 

stimuli. Nummela et al. (2004), for example, report a positive relationship 

between managers’ international experience and their global mindsets. 

International attention and international experience are two independent concepts, 

each with its own particular measurement. We therefore included manager 

international experience as a control variable in our model. Manager international 

experience was measured by the number of years that a manager has worked, 

studied, or lived outside the Netherlands. In Chapter 3, we found that SME 

managers’ international attention increases with the size of the professional 

networks in their international networks. Therefore, we controlled for the effect of 

professional networks by including the total number of customers, suppliers, 

agents, and other business professionals a manager has abroad. 

 Our next control variable is firm size. Firm size has been widely 

recognized as an indicator of a firm’s resources and capabilities (Dhanaraj & 

Beamish, 2003). As such, it may affect, for example, a firm’s export strategy and 

the manager’s international attention. We controlled for this effect by including 

firm size measured by the logarithm of number of employees (Majocchi et al., 
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2005). 

 Finally, we considered the effects of industry-specific factors. For this we 

used the two-digit NACE Rev.2 industry classification (2008) and classified the 

sample firms into (A) agriculture, forestry, and fishing (NACE 01–03), (C) 

manufacturing (NACE 10–33), (F) construction (NACE 41–43), (G) wholesale 

and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles (NACE 45–47), and (H) 

transportation and storage (NACE 49–53). We created four industry dummies 

while taking the wholesale trade sector as the base case in our analysis. 

 

4.3.5 Preliminary assessment of data  

Since both our dependent and explanatory variables were collected from the same 

respondent, common method bias may occur. Following the recommendations of 

Podsakoff et al. (2003), we undertook both ex ante and ex post procedures to 

control for common method bias. As discussed in Chapter 2, common method 

bias is unlikely to be a problem in our study. We also estimated the likelihood of 

non-response bias and found no significant differences between (1) responding 

and non-responding firms or (2) early and late respondents (see Chapter 2 for 

details).  

 

4.4 Empirical results 

4.4.1 Measurement assessment 

To assess the validity and reliability of the measures, all multi-item measures 

were examined with CFA in LISREL 8.80 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). For 
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each scale, the factor model was fitted to the data and items that were not 

unidimensional were dropped until a satisfactory fit was realized.  

 As described in Chapter 2, the CFA results for the international attention 

scale provide convincing support for conceptualizing international attention as a 

construct represented by three first-order dimensions (see Chapter 2, Table 2.1). 

To create an additive index of international attention, we first calculated the three 

component/dimension scores by averaging across their own indicators. The 

overall index of international attention was then obtained by averaging across the 

component/dimension scores.  

 The CFA results for the export environment instruments support the 

validity and reliability of the measures for both export competitive intensity and 

export market turbulence (see Chapter 2, Table 2.2). The mean scores were 

calculated for the corresponding items to build the indexes of export competitive 

intensity and of export market turbulence. 

 

4.4.2 Tests of hypotheses 

Table 4.2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations for the key 

variables. To test the hypotheses, we adopted the hierarchical ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression technique. Since variables in our models were measured 

at different scales, all continuous variables were standardized in the regression 

analyses. We analyze interaction effects with product-term to support our main 

conjecture empirically (Aguinis, 2004; Baron & Kenny, 1986).  



 

 
 

G
o
a
l-d

irected
 a

n
d
 stim

u
lu

s-d
riven

 p
ro

cesses o
f in

tern
a
tio

n
a

l a
tten

tio
n

                      1
0

7
 

Table 4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlationsa 

Variable Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. International attention 3.25 1.24 1.00           

2. Firm sizeb 18.84 11.24 0.13 1.00          

3. Manager age 51.47 9.54 –0.09 –0.08 1.00         

4. Manager education 3.57 1.03 0.27 0.07 –0.17 1.00        

5. Manager international experience 1.28 4.01 0.26 –0.10 0.13 0.19 1.00       

6. Professional networks 47.98 53.94 0.35 0.06 –0.08 0.18 0.23 1.00      

7. Export experience 20.46 14.84 –0.13 0.09 0.12 –0.11 0.09 0.28 1.00     

8. Export diversity 13.83 17.46 0.35 0.21 –0.05 0.11 0.09 0.43 0.40 1.00    

9. Export competitive intensity 3.92 1.52 0.10 –0.07 –0.10 –0.01 –0.04 0.04 0.09 –0.02 1.00   

10. Export market turbulence 3.78 1.28 0.22 –0.02 –0.06 –0.10 –0.11 –0.08 –0.07 –0.02 0.29 1.00  

11. Export department 0.13 0.33 0.21 0.09 –0.06 –0.04 0.09 0.13 –0.01 0.31 –0.03 0.01 1.00 

a N=135; values of correlations larger than |0.17| are significant at the 0.05 level, and those larger than |0.21| are significant at the 0.01 level; for presentation purposes, industry 

dummies are not included and the maximum value of their correlations with all the other variables is |0.33|. 

b The natural logarithm is used for correlations, but the actual values are reported for the descriptive statistics. 
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 Before running regression analyses, we performed the customary tests for 

our full model to obtain reliable estimates (Hair et al., 2006). The Breusch-Pagan 

heteroskedasticity test has a significance level far above 0.1, indicating no 

evidence of heteroskedasticity (χ² [16, n = 135] = 10.94, p = 0.81). The Jarque-

Bera test shows that non-normality is marginally satisfied at the 0.05 level (χ² [2, 

n = 135] = 5.34, p = 0.07). For this reason, we decided to use robust standard 

errors in our analysis. This is also consistent with the suggestion of Wooldridge 

(2015), insofar as, whether or not the errors have constant variance, it is 

appropriate to use robust standard errors. We also tested for bias caused by 

collinearity among variables by calculating the variance inflation factor (VIF) for 

each of the regression coefficients in our full model. Calculations of VIF ranged 

from a low of 1.11 to a high of 1.70. VIF values are well below the cutoff figure 

of 10 recommended by Hair et al. (2006).  

 Table 4.3 shows the results of the regression models. Model 1 is the 

baseline model that includes only control variables. In Models 2 and 3 we added 

the variables export experience and export diversity, respectively. In Models 4 

and 5 we entered the variables export competitive intensity and export market 

turbulence, respectively. In Models 6 and 7 we examined the interaction effects 

between the two environment variables and the presence of an export department. 

Model 8 presents the full model that includes all the variables and interactions. 

The various fit parameters show that our model increasingly fits the data better. 

The adjusted R-square is significantly improved from 16 percent in Model 1 to 38 

percent in Model 8. Also, the estimates remain robust in terms of signs and 
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significance levels. The significant F-values in all our models enable us to 

conclude that the models are significantly better than would be expected by 

chance. We focus our discussion based on the results obtained with Model 8. 

 The results indicate that, among all the control variables, managers’ 

education and international experience have significant impacts on their 

international attention.26 For our main variables of interest, export experience has 

a negative and statistically significant relationship with the manager’s 

international attention (b = –0.39, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported. 

The positive and statistically significant coefficient for export diversity confirms 

its positive linkage to international attention (b = 0.38, p < 0.001). Hence, 

Hypothesis 2 is also supported. 

 The main effect of export competitive intensity is not significant. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 3 does not receive support. In contrast, export market 

turbulence is positively related to international attention (b = 0.36, p < 0.001), just 

as we anticipated. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is supported. 

 The moderating effects of (the presence/absence of) an export department 

are presented in Models 6 and 7. Model 8 reports the full model in which we 

included both interaction terms. Contrary to our expectations, the relationship 

between export competitive intensity and managers’ international attention is not 

moderated by the presence of an export department (b = –0.39, non-significant). 

Hence, Hypothesis 5a is not supported. The results of Models 7 and 8 suggest that 

                                                           
26 By replacing the education variable with four dummy variables (while taking primary school 

education as the base case), the results show the same support for our hypotheses. On average, 

managers with high vocational education and managers with university education exhibit 

significantly higher levels of international attention than managers with only primary education. 
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the effect of export market turbulence on international attention varies with the 

presence of an export department (b = –0.73, p < 0.05). However, the size and 

precise nature of this moderating effect is not easy to clarify by examining the 

coefficient alone, especially when the coefficient is negative. Following the 

suggestion of Dawson (2014), we plot the effect in Figure 4.2. Based on Model 8 

in Table 4.3, we calculated predicted values of Y (i.e., international attention) 

under varying conditions: high (one standard deviation above the mean) and low 

values (one standard deviation below the mean) of X (i.e., export market 

turbulence), and high (1) and low (0) values of Z (i.e., export department). Figure 

4.2 shows the slopes between X and Y at the two levels of Z, while holding other 

variables at their means. The slopes indicate that the effect of export market 

turbulence on a manager’s international attention becomes less positive in SMEs 

with export departments than in SMEs without such export departments. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 5b is supported; although, somewhat unexpectedly, the 

slope between export market turbulence and a manager’s international attention is 

negative when an export department is present. One possible explanation for this 

finding could be that when managers are under excessive pressure caused by high 

levels of market turbulence they are more likely to delegate the responsibilities to 

an established export department to free up their attention. In contrast, when 

market turbulence is at its low levels, managers may feel less stressed and they 

may still choose to pay attention mostly by themselves even though an export 

department is ready to help.  
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Table 4.3 Regression results: Exporting and international attention in Dutch SMEsa 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7b Model 8b 

Constant 2.61(0.42)*** 2.79(0.42)*** 2.87(0.38)*** 2.84(0.37)*** 2.75(0.36)*** 2.60(0.33)*** 2.61(0.33)*** 2.53(0.32)*** 

Agriculturec –0.21(0.29) –0.19(0.27) –0.13(0.24) –0.06(0.24) –0.06(0.22) –0.02(0.22) –0.06(0.21) –0.03(0.21) 

Manufacturingc –0.25(0.23) –0.29(0.23) –0.35(0.22) –0.28(0.23) –0.30(0.22) –0.28(0.22) –0.38(0.22)+ –0.35(0.22) 

Constructionc –0.08(0.37) –0.19(0.40) –0.05(0.41) 0.09(0.41) –0.07(0.49) –0.05(0.45) –0.21(0.42) –0.16(0.41) 

Transportationc 0.11(0.71) –0.10(0.68) –0.08(0.63) –0.14(0.66) –0.18(0.60) –0.23(0.57) –0.14(0.61) –0.14(0.63) 

Firm size 0.14(0.10) 0.17(0.10)+ 0.10 (0.09) 0.11(0.09) 0.11 (0.08) 0.11(0.08) 0.12(0.08) 0.12(0.08) 

Manager age –0.05(0.10) –0.01(0.10) 0.02(0.10) 0.04(0.10) 0.05(0.10) 0.06(0.09) 0.06(0.09) 0.06(0.09) 

Manager education 0.21(0.10)* 0.16(0.10) 0.14(0.09) 0.14(0.09) 0.17(0.09)+ 0.20(0.08)* 0.21(0.08)* 0.22(0.08)** 

Manager international experience 0.21(0.10)* 0.23(0.10)* 0.22(0.09)* 0.24(0.08)** 0.26(0.08)** 0.24(0.07)** 0.23(0.08)** 0.24(0.07)** 

Professional networks 0.32(0.11)** 0.41(0.11)*** 0.28(0.11)* 0.27(0.10)* 0.29(0.10)** 0.28(0.10)** 0.26(0.10)* 0.25(0.11)* 

Export experience   –0.30(0.08)*** –0.44(0.10)*** –0.46(0.09)*** –0.43(0.10)*** –0.43(0.10)*** –0.38(0.09)*** –0.39(0.09)*** 

Export diversity    0.44(0.10)*** 0.46(0.10)*** 0.43(0.10)*** 0.42(0.10)*** 0.37(0.11)*** 0.38(0.11)*** 

Export competitive intensity     0.17(0.10)+ 0.08(0.09) 0.13(0.09) 0.05(0.08) 0.10(0.09) 

Export market turbulence      0.30(0.09)*** 0.28(0.09)** 0.37(0.08)*** 0.36(0.08)*** 

Export Department      0.20(0.31) 0.30(0.29) 0.27(0.27) 

Department*Competitive intensity      –0.41(0.37)  –0.39(0.27) 

Department*Market turbulence        –0.75(0.31)* –0.73(0.31)* 

         

F 5.51*** 6.62*** 9.47*** 9.57*** 12.54*** 11.75*** 10.97*** 10.59*** 

R2 0.21 0.26 0.35 0.37 0.42 0.43 0.45 0.46 

Δ R2  0.05*** 0.09*** 0.02+ 0.05*** 0.01+ 0.03* 0.04** 

Adjusted-R2 0.16 0.20 0.29 0.31 0.36 0.36 0.38 0.38 

a N=135; robust standard errors are in parentheses; +p<0.1, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001; all continuous variables are standardized. 
b The Δ R2 values of Model 7 and 8 are calculated based on Model 5. 

c The base industry is wholesale trade. 
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Figure 4.2 Export department, export market turbulence, and international attention 

 

 

4.4.3 Robustness analyses 

To further verify our findings, we performed additional robustness tests. Table 4.4 

presents the results. First, we examined whether our results were robust to the 

measure of the dependent variable—international attention (see Panel A). In our 

main analyses we estimated the models using an average score for the three 

components of international attention. Each dimension was an average score of 

the corresponding items. As an alternative, we estimated a model using an average 

factor score obtained for the three components of international attention. Panel A 

in Table 4.4 shows that this does not affect our results.  

 Second, we tested the hypothesized relationships on each of the three 

subcomponents that together build overall international attention: international 

scanning, overseas communications, and internationalization discussions. Three 

regression models were built accordingly (see Panel B). Estimates from these 

models indicate that the main effects of export experience, export diversity, and 
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export market turbulence remain significantly associated with international 

attention in all three models. This confirms our main analyses and builds 

confidence in our results. When it comes to the interaction effect, all but one 

model confirm the moderating role of (the presence/absence of) an export 

department on the relationship between export market turbulence and 

international attention. In line with our main findings, the moderating effects of 

(the presence/absence of) an export department are identified for both models 

where “international scanning” and “overseas communications” are estimated as 

the dependent variable. This again confirms the robustness of our empirical 

findings. In the model where “internationalization discussions” is used as the 

dependent variable, the estimated coefficient for the interaction term is not 

significant. The negative sign of the coefficient indicates, however, that the effect 

of export market turbulence on a manager’s international attention is less positive 

in the presence of an export department than in the absence of an export 

department, but the effect is not as strong as for the other two dimensions of 

managers’ international attention.  

 Collectively, the results of the robustness tests suggest that together the 

goal-directed and the stimulus-driven factors we included explain a significant 

portion of variations in the international attention of SME managers. Increasing 

departmentalization or the division of labor in an SME can mitigate the stimulus-

driven process of attention, but the details pertaining to individual sub-

components of attention and the extent to which they can be explained may 

involve more complex considerations. 
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Table 4.4 Exporting and international attention: Robustness analysesa 

Variable 

Panel A  Panel B 

IA measured 

by factor 

scores 

 

International  

Scanning 

Overseas  

Communica-

tions 

Internationali-

zation 

Discussions 

Constant –0.42(0.20)*  2.06(0.44)*** 3.32(0.40)*** 2.20(0.36)*** 

Agricultureb –0.02(0.13)  0.24(0.26) 0.07(0.28) –0.41(0.25)+ 

Manufacturingb –0.21(0.14)  –0.30(0.27) –0.42(0.25)+ –0.31(0.26) 

Constructionb –0.07(0.25)  –0.09(0.45) –0.60(0.48) 0.21(0.40) 

Transportationb –0.11(0.37)  –0.00(1.04) –0.39(0.62) –0.02(0.43) 

Firm size 0.07(0.05)  0.06(0.10) 0.14(0.11) 0.16(0.10) 

Manager age 0.04(0.06)  0.12(0.13) 0.02(0.11) 0.05(0.10) 

Manager education 0.13(0.05)**  0.29(0.11)** 0.14(0.10) 0.25(0.09)** 

Manager international experience 0.14(0.04)**  0.17(0.15) 0.33(0.08)*** 0.22(0.08)** 

Professional networks  0.15(0.06)*  0.10(0.11) 0.37(0.13)** 0.27(0.13)* 

Export experience  –0.23(0.06)***  –0.48(0.10)*** –0.43(0.12)*** –0.26(0.10)* 

Export diversity  0.23(0.06)***  0.45(0.13)*** 0.39(0.14)** 0.31(0.12)* 

Export competitive intensity  0.06(0.05)  0.06(0.12) 0.15(0.11) 0.07(0.10) 

Export market turbulence  0.22(0.05)***  0.36(0.11)*** 0.37(0.12)** 0.34(0.09)*** 

Export department 0.17(0.16)  0.29(0.29) 0.19(0.35) 0.33(0.34) 

Department*Competitive intensity  –0.23(0.16)  –0.43(0.26) –0.58(0.37) –0.15(0.31) 

Department*Market turbulence  –0.44(0.19)*  –0.78(0.31)* –0.90(0.39)* –0.52(0.39) 

      

F 10.41***  7.73*** 11.33*** 5.71*** 

R2 0.45  0.34 0.44 0.37 

Adjusted-R2 0.37  0.25 0.36 0.29 

a N=135; robust standard errors are in parentheses; +p<0.1,*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001; all continuous variables are 

standardized. 
b The base industry is wholesale trade. 
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4.5 Discussion 

In this chapter we investigate how the international attention of SME managers 

can be influenced by a firm’s export-related factors in both goal-directed and 

stimulus-driven processes. The results obtained from 135 Dutch SME exporters 

convincingly support all but two of our hypotheses. For goal-directed processes, 

we find strong evidence that SME managers’ international attention is affected by 

firms’ export experience and export diversity. For stimulus-driven processes, 

export market turbulence crucially matters for triggering the international 

attention of SME managers. Contrary to our hypotheses, export competitive 

intensity has no significant direct impact on the international attention of SME 

managers. Moreover, our study identifies the moderating effect of an export 

department in SMEs. Including the effects of organizational units—such as an 

export department—represents a line of thinking that is crucial to the ABV theory. 

Our study reports that, depending on whether or not an export department exists, 

the effect of export market turbulence on the international attention of SME 

managers varies. Together, we make several important contributions both to the 

IB literature and to the ABV research. 

 Commonly accepted wisdom in IB research, especially that related to 

SMEs, considers managerial attention and other related constructs (e.g., 

managerial mindset) as precedents of a firm’s internationalization and 

performance outcomes while ignoring the fact that managerial attention may 

evolve along with the firm’s internationalization process. We developed a theory 

that explains variations in the international attention of SME managers under the 
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influence of export-related factors. This opens a door to further exploration of a 

more dynamic and complex relationship between managerial attention and firms’ 

internationalization process. 

 Second, while several studies have examined determinants of attention in 

organizations, they focus largely on goal-directed issues with only a few 

addressing stimulus-driven processes of attention. Our study contributes to this 

literature by developing a dual attention-shaping process that embraces both goal-

directed and stimulus-driven factors to understand how SME managers allocate 

attention to the international marketplace. In doing so, we bring together separate 

perspectives in existing attention-based studies. 

 Third, our findings regarding the moderating role of (the presence/absence 

of) an export department constitute another important contribution of this study. 

The findings suggest that the relationship between export market turbulence and 

SME managers’ international attention hinges on whether an export department is 

present. In the presence of an export department, increased export market 

turbulence is connected with reduced international attention on the part of SME 

managers. The results remind us that small firms are usually simple-structured 

organizations within which all responsibilities are taken by an individual 

(Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011). For the same reason, initiated 

departmentalization and delegation in these firms can largely alleviate the 

attention demands placed on individual managers. This is also in line with 

organizational design thinking (Daft, 2007), in that a certain structure is needed in 

order to manage environmental challenges. Put differently, organizational 
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structures are embedded in and shaped by the environment—a proposition on 

which Ocasio (1997) speculates but does not develop fully in his ABV. Any 

theory of managerial attention must explain why, in the same environment, the 

focus of managers’ attention varies. The idea of structural arrangements identified 

in this study offers a plausible answer to this question. 

 Finally, we make a contribution to the ABV by developing our 

understanding of international attention among SME managers. Existing ABV 

research focuses exclusively on large companies (Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008; 

Bouquet et al., 2009; Ocasio, 1997). Our research complements previous studies 

by introducing the ABV of SMEs. We designed the specific measurement 

instrument in a way that captures attention activities appropriate for SME 

managers. Simply changing the wording of the existing instrument (although this 

may be a partial requirement) seemed insufficient. Additional issues observed 

through preliminary interviews along with the insights illuminated by the 

literature are of importance. For example, the availability of information 

resources/assistance should be taken into account when examining the scanning 

activities of SME managers. Compared with large companies, small firms seldom 

employ a large pool of experts or possess elaborate management information 

systems (Sawyerr et al., 2003). Similarly, practices with respect to headquarters-

subsidiary relationship management are of little relevance to SME managers’ 

overseas communications. Our study therefore presents a preliminary mapping of 

the relevant content domain of SME managers’ international attention, which is 

promising for further exploration.  
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4.5.1 Managerial implications 

This chapter suggests important implications for SME managers. First, SME 

managers should note that there are certain practices and activities in which they 

can participate to develop and sustain their international attention. The time and 

effort committed to international scanning, overseas communications, and 

internationalization discussions are essential to enhancing understanding of 

international markets. This provides clues for managers that they can use in self-

assessment to think about when and where they should devote time and effort if 

they aim to lead their firms to stand out in global competition.  

 Second, although firm-wide experience is valuable in the sense of 

improving a firm’s automatic and timely responsiveness, it may cause myopia in a 

manager’s search efforts. Hence, managers need to learn when there is a need to 

update organizational knowledge through actively paying attention to the 

international marketplace.  

 Third, SME managers can rely on an export strategy to sustain their 

international attention. A diversified strategy in market expansions can remind 

managers of the salience and importance of foreign sales and resources, and thus 

continuously focus their attention on the international marketplace.  

 Finally, the insights generated in this research could help managers design 

appropriate organizational structures to cope with information over-abundance, 

ambiguity, and uncertainty, and to improve the chances of allocating attention to 

the issues that are most important. SME managers who delegate exporting 

personnel and activities into a subunit may be less bothered by export market 
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turbulence than those who choose to take on all responsibilities for themselves. 

 

4.5.2 Limitations and directions for future research 

This study is subject to limitations that open avenues for further research. First, 

our sample is taken exclusively from the Netherlands. The data meet the 

requirements for hypotheses testing and theory development, which is the main 

purpose of this work. Individual-country samples have advantages such as 

reducing variations in the perceptions of key constructs (Spender & Grant, 1996). 

However, a cross-national study would be meaningful for testing the 

generalizability of the results. An international study not only makes it possible to 

compare differences in international attention of SME managers cross-nationally, 

but also to see whether, and if so, how the underlying causal structure of 

international attention resembles or differs from the one presented here. 

 Second, we used a dummy to indicate the presence/absence of an export 

department in a firm. While this is an important first step towards detecting the 

moderating effect, the measure cannot capture the specific characteristics (e.g., 

size, age) of an export department. These characteristics, however, may also 

directly or indirectly affect a manager’s international attention. Future research 

could extend our work by developing measurements with which to analyze the 

(attention) differences among companies with an export department, depending on 

the specific characteristics of the department.  

Third, our model is somewhat linear and static. Although this is common 

in IB research, where many of the dominant theoretical perspectives such as 
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transaction cost theory are inherently static as well, there might be dynamic 

features underlying the relationship(s) between attention and its determinants. 

Levy (2005), for example, suggests that managerial attention patterns drive global 

strategy instead of the other way around. One could also argue that the adaptation 

of a firm’s export strategy and the evolution of its manager’s attention may not be 

independent from each other but rather take place simultaneously. Although 

examining this dynamic relationship is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is an 

important direction for future research. Future research that is interested in 

building dynamic models may consider longitudinal research designs collecting 

panel datasets or more detailed data collection through in-depth interviews. 

Comprehensive case histories and panel data make it possible to trace changes in 

managerial attention and its causes, thereby addressing potential bias from 

endogeneity.  

 Finally, our model and thinking are guided by the presumption that 

international attention is crucial for the successful management of SMEs. 

However, having international attention is a necessary but perhaps not a sufficient 

condition to be an effective manager in leading internationalized or 

internationalizing SMEs. Future research can develop new lines of research and 

include research questions addressing how individual attention can be integrated 

into firm-level capacities. It would also be interesting to know what other 

management or organizational attributes are necessary for international attention 

to result in decisions that affect organization performance. 

 These limitations aside, this chapter offers relevant contributions by 
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studying managerial attention in the IB context and, more importantly, by 

exploring attention enablers effective in the SME context.  



 

 

 



Chapter 5 

International attention and export performance27 

5.1 Introduction 

Exporting represents a common way for SMEs to enter international markets 

(Sousa et al., 2008). The reason could be attributed to the fact that, compared with 

other foreign market entry modes, exporting involves relatively few resources and 

risks (Leonidou et al., 2007). 

Various perspectives have been proposed to explain why some firms 

perform better in exporting than others (Sousa et al., 2008): those pertaining to 

internal determinants concern a firm’s resource enablers (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 

2003; Majocchi et al., 2005); those associated with the environment call upon a fit 

between external and internal contingencies (Kaynak & Kuan, 1993; Robertson & 

Chetty, 2000); and, finally, those rooted in the relationship paradigm highlight the 

social exchange involved in economic transactions (Leonidou, Katsikeas, & 

Hadjimarcou, 2002; Styles, Patterson, & Ahmed, 2008). Typically, it is suggested 

that SMEs are at a disadvantage compared with their larger rivals regarding the 

aforementioned export performance determinants (Brouthers, Nakos, 

Hadjimarcou, & Brouthers, 2009; Knight, 2000). 

Despite the alleged disadvantages that characterize SMEs, the world has 

witnessed a surge of small firms coming onto the international scene. In Europe, 

27 An earlier version of this chapter, “Managerial attention and export performance: A comparison 

between mMNEs and pure SME exporters”, has been presented at the 76th Annual Meeting of the 

Academy of Management, 2016, Anaheim, California, USA. 
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for instance, SMEs account for more than 80 percent of all EU exporters, 

representing approximately one-third of total EU exports in 2011 (Lucian, Ana, & 

Ana, 2014). A growing body of research has therefore attempted to understand 

how SMEs can improve export performance. In many of these studies, 

management stands out as the principal force behind a firm’s export behavior and 

success (Hutchinson et al., 2006). Often, research in this area adopts a trait 

perspective, focusing on a manager’s demographic characteristics (e.g., age, 

education, professional experience) (Cavusgil & Naor, 1987; Dhanaraj & 

Beamish, 2003; Dichtl, Koeglmayr, & Mueller, 1990; Schlegelmilch & Ross, 

1987) and/or more subjective characteristics reflecting a manager’s attitude 

towards exports (e.g., risk perception, growth expectations) (Cavusgil & Naor, 

1987; Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003; Holzmüller & Kasper, 1990). These findings 

are, however, inconclusive (Hutchinson et al., 2006; Leonidou et al., 1998). For 

example, while some scholars have found strong relationships between managers’ 

demographic characteristics and SME exports (Dichtl et al., 1990; Holzmüller & 

Kasper, 1990), others find no empirical evidence for these relationships 

(Manolova, Brush, Edelman, & Greene, 2002). In fact, it has long been 

recognized that demographic characteristics are not significant discriminators of 

variations in firm export behaviors (Cavusgil & Naor, 1987). These inconclusive 

findings indicate that the trait-based perspective may be insufficient for explaining 

managerial effects on SME export performance. An alternative approach is 

needed to better understand this issue (Andersson & Florén, 2011).  

 This chapter answers this call. Instead of looking at traits, we consider 
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attention the main managerial determinant of SME export performance. The ABV 

comes to the fore. The theory expounds how the focus of a manager’s attention 

shapes firm behavior and influence outcomes (Ocasio, 1997). Following the 

literature, a manager’s international attention is defined as the time and effort 

devoted to acquiring a better understanding of the international marketplace 

(Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). When 

entering international markets, a key challenge for managers is breaking away 

from their domestic focus and paying attention to the global business environment 

(Nummela et al., 2004). For large multinational enterprises, Bouquet et al. (2009) 

find that, when managers focus their attention on international markets, they are 

better equipped to capture and respond to signals from the international business 

environment, which in turn shows a strong association with international success. 

 In contrast to the extant literature on managerial attention in general 

business research, IB research on managerial attention has just begun, and almost 

exclusively focuses on large multinational enterprises (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & 

Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). That many SMEs internationalize 

through exporting and that SME top managers play a decisive role in their firms’ 

export decisions legitimize the intuition that the international attention of SME 

managers will be of importance to understanding a firm’s export performance. 

This chapter therefore develops and tests an attention-based perspective on SME 

export performance. The main research question is: how does managers’ 

international attention matter to SME export performance?  

  To answer this question, it should be noted that managerial attention must 
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be bundled with other firm resources and capabilities to generate value. As Ocasio 

(1997) acknowledges, managerial attention alone may be limited in explaining a 

firm’s competitive advantage and value creation; a full understanding of 

competitive advantage requires considering attention as well as other firm 

resources and capabilities. While SMEs may generally be associated with liability 

of smallness (Lu & Beamish, 2006; Majocchi et al., 2005), among SMEs 

variations in terms of firm resources and capabilities do exist. There is growing 

evidence that some SMEs build larger global footprints than others, with 

characteristics that have been previously identified only in large corporations. For 

such SMEs, scholars have coined the term micromultinationals (mMNEs)—

defined as SMEs that own or control activities in more than one country through 

higher-commitment modes, such as licensing, franchising, and investing in joint 

ventures and/or wholly owned subsidiaries (Dimitratos, Amorós, Etchebarne, & 

Felzensztein, 2014; Dimitratos et al., 2003; Dimitratos, Johnson, Ibeh, & Slow, 

2009; Ibeh et al., 2009; Ibeh, Johnson, Dimitratos, & Slow, 2004; Prashantham, 

2011). 

It is suggested that these mMNEs differ from “pure” SME exporters, in the 

first place for their more advanced ways of serving foreign markets beyond simple 

exporting, and in the second place for their resource base that enables them to do 

so, and in the third place for the enlarged stock of capabilities that results. 

Following the bundling logic, mMNEs may provide more fertile ground than pure 

SME exporters for managerial attention to have effects. We take this into account 

by exploring the potential moderation effect (i.e., mMNEs vis-à-vis SME 
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exporters) on the relationship between managers’ international attention and firm 

export performance. 

 This study thus contributes to the IB literature in multiple ways. First, we 

add to the emerging stream of empirical studies that apply managerial attention to 

the IB research field. In contrast to previous studies that rely on managerial traits, 

we hypothesize that variations in managers’ international attention give rise to 

variations in firm export performance. In doing so, we provide an alternative view 

of managerial effects in international SMEs. By moving beyond what a manager 

looks like or what he or she thinks and by studying the respect in which a manager 

actually invests his or her time and effort, we develop an understanding of how 

managerial attention matters to export performance. 

 The second contribution of this study is that we explore firm-specific 

contingencies on the anticipated attention-performance link by distinguishing 

mMNEs from SME exporters. The conventional IB literature tends to compare 

firms that internationalize early in the life cycle (e.g., born globals or international 

new ventures) with firms that follow a more incremental process of 

internationalization (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Moen & Servais, 2002; Oviatt & 

McDougall, 1994). The dividing line between these two groups resides mainly 

(and in most cases solely) in the pace of internationalization. However, apart from 

the pace, there are alternative variations among SMEs regarding how they serve 

their foreign customers. This is the starting point of the mMNE concept, which is 

defined in terms of the market-serving mode adopted by a firm in its 

internationalization process (Dimitratos et al., 2003; Ibeh et al., 2009). Our 
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intention here is to highlight the importance of and the need for categorizing 

SMEs from this perspective. By juxtaposing mMNEs with pure SME exporters,28 

we are able to explore and test a more robust explanation of the relationship 

between managers’ international attention and firm export performance. 

 

5.2 Theory and hypotheses 

Managerial attention, defined as time and effort invested in certain stimuli, is a 

scarce resource in firms—an individual has only a limited amount of it but 

information is plentiful (Ocasio, 1997; Simon, 1957). The environment and 

organization provide the general stimuli and incentives that draw the attention of a 

manager to some aspects of a situation but not to others. Firm behavior in many 

cases is the result of this selected focus of attention (Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 

2011; Cho & Hambrick, 2006; Ocasio, 1997). By integrating these notions, 

Ocasio (1997) develops an ABV that explicitly links environmental stimuli, 

organizational structures, and individual information processing to firm behavior. 

 The ABV theory starts with well-established premises: what decision 

makers do depends on where they allocate their limited attention (i.e., focus of 

attention); where they focus their attention is associated with the surrounding 

context (i.e., situated attention) and the prevailing organizational structures (i.e., 

structural distribution of attention). The ABV explains how a manager’s focus of 

attention may improve a firm’s strategic performance. That is, sustained focus on 

a limited number of issues and tasks enables enhanced accuracy, speed, and the 

                                                           
28 In the remainder of this chapter we use “SME exporters” to represent “pure SME exporters”. 
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maintenance of processing information in perceptions and actions, which are 

essential for successful strategic adaptation and performance (Ocasio, 1997). 

These propositions, together with literature on SME internationalization, are 

further developed in this chapter to discuss how managers’ international attention 

matters to SME export performance. 

 

5.2.1 International attention and export performance 

International attention represents an application of the ABV theory to the IB 

context. By analyzing how much time and effort top executives allocate to (1) 

international scanning, (2) overseas communications, and (3) internationalization 

discussions, Bouquet and his colleagues aim to unveil the ways in which top 

managers make sense of and respond to international markets, or, in their 

terminology, international attention (Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 

2011; Bouquet et al., 2009).  

 By definition, international attention entails high levels of management 

commitment (i.e., managers’ time and effort) to international operations (Bouquet, 

2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009; Ocasio, 1997). As 

documented in the export literature, management commitment is strongly 

correlated with managers’ willingness and action to dedicate financial and 

personnel resources to export activities (Navarro, Acedo, Robson, Ruzo, & 

Losada, 2010a; Navarro, Losada, Ruzo, & Díez, 2010b; Stump, Athaide, & 

Axinn, 1998). With these resource investments, a firm is able to carry out 

activities such as building infrastructure in support of export activities, assessing 
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foreign market potential, implementing marketing strategies, and so forth 

(Cavusgil & Zou, 1994). When a manager is committed to internationalization, 

the firm as a whole will be aware of the commitment. Shared values and beliefs 

about the importance of exporting for organizational success will be established in 

the firm. Export coordination and firm-wide efforts to respond to foreign market 

needs can be enhanced (Navarro et al., 2010b). A well-coordinated firm is 

expected to achieve better export performance than its less coordinated 

counterparts (Evangelista, 1994; Stump et al., 1998).  

 In addition, international attention contributes to an advanced 

understanding of the international marketplace (Bouquet et al., 2009). Foreign 

markets are commonly categorized as external factors that operate beyond the 

control of management, offering both opportunities and threats to a firm’s 

international activities (Sousa et al., 2008). Being knowledgeable about a local 

milieu facilitates improved planning and more efficient decision making about 

production and marketing activities to meet market needs (Cavusgil & Zou, 

1994). Scanning is a direct method by which managers collect information about 

the environment and reduce strategic uncertainty (Daft et al., 1988). Since 

individuals vary in their scanning behaviors (e.g., frequency, scope), an 

information advantage regarding environmental opportunities and problems 

arises. In this sense, environmental scanning becomes an instrument for 

competing against other firms (Daft et al., 1988). Indeed, scanning for 

opportunities and monitoring competitor activities have been positively related to 

a firm’s export success (Lim, Sharkey, & Kim, 1996).  
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 A related line of argument, centering on information search among SME 

exporters, provides evidence that successful SME exporters devote more time and 

effort to acquiring information about their business environments than other 

exporters do. For example, Hart and Tzokas (1999) have found that conducting 

marketing research to gather pertinent information is conducive to SME export 

performance. Similarly, Julien and Ramangalahy (2003) suggest that the more 

frequently SME exporters search for export-related information the more 

competitive is the firm’s export strategy and the better the firm’s performance. 

 Viewing export development as a relationship-building process (Ellis & 

Pecotich, 2001; Leonidou, 2003), international attention—and more time and 

effort devoted to overseas communications in particular—can lead to effective 

and long-lasting business relationships in foreign markets. This is crucial to a 

firm’s export success (Evangelista, 1994; Leonidou & Kaleka, 1998; Leonidou et 

al., 2002; Styles & Ambler, 1994). The existence of uncertainty (about the partner 

or the benefits/costs involved) usually hampers the development or maintenance 

of a business relationship. Such uncertainty in business relationships could be 

attributed to insufficient communications between the exchange parties 

(Leonidou, 2003). In international business relationships, the physical and psychic 

distance between partners provides all the more reason to establish intensive and 

open communications (Phan, Styles, & Patterson, 2005). Frequent 

communications offer a firm an opportunity to understand the needs and the 

behaviors of its foreign partners (Madsen, 1989) and to overcome problems 

associated with national, organizational, and personal differences (Leonidou et al., 
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2002). A recent study by Styles et al. (2008) shows that communications are 

strongly related to goodwill trust and affective commitment between exchange 

parties—two significant drivers of business performance for both sides in a 

relationship. From an exporter’s point of view, investing more time and effort into 

overseas communications (i.e., an element of international attention) is likely to 

improve relationships with foreign customers, enabling an exporter to receive 

increasing demands from existing customers and moreover to enrich the portfolio 

of relationships by developing new customers, thus contributing to better export 

performance (Leonidou & Kaleka, 1998; Leonidou et al., 2002; Styles & Ambler, 

1994). 

 Increasingly, scholars have found that to achieve international success it is 

not enough to simply appropriate a firm’s assets to manufacture and sell products 

abroad (Katsikeas et al., 2000); the leading manager has to understand 

international markets (Bouquet et al., 2009; Hart & Tzokas, 1999; Julien & 

Ramangalahy, 2003) and overseas customers as well as other players inside or 

outside the supply chain (Styles & Ambler, 1994). As explained above, it is 

precisely the international attention of SME managers that creates the 

commitment and understanding necessary for successful export performance. 

Given the above arguments, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 1a: Managers’ international attention will be positively 

associated with SME export performance. 

 

 In the context of multinationals, Bouquet et al. (2009) show that 
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international attention has a curvilinear relationship with overall firm 

performance. The reasoning behind is that there is a trade-off between 

international attention and attention to other important strategic imperatives (e.g., 

domestic sales, R&D). Over-investment in international attention could lead 

managers to ignore other strategic imperatives, which in turn will undermine the 

overall firm performance. In this chapter, we focus on export performance—a 

construct that differs from overall firm performance. This narrower perspective on 

performance indicates exclusively a firm’s achievement in export markets. While 

we suggest that a firm’s export performance increases with the international 

attention of a manager, we realize that a manager’s attention (understood as time 

and effort spent) is finite, implying a limit on the extent to which the manager’s 

international attention can improve the firm’s export performance. In particular, 

increasingly focused attention tends to create personal costs for managers 

(Bouquet et al., 2009), which may lead to inferior decisions regarding the firm’s 

export operations. For example, research shows that too much business travelling 

is strongly associated with anxiety, fatigue, stress, and other psychological health 

problems (De Frank, Konopaske, & Ivancevich, 2000; Striker, Dimberg, & Liese, 

2000). A similar conclusion can be found in the literature on work organization, 

which suggests that long working hours, especially coupled with other adverse 

aspects of work demands, tend to cause health problems and mental illness 

(Caruso et al., 2006; Johnson & Lipscomb, 2006). Given these personal costs, we 

expect that the positive effect of international attention on a firm’s export 

performance eventually slows and begins to reverse. Therefore, we formulate: 
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Hypothesis 1b: There will be an inverted U-shaped relationship 

between managers’ international attention and SME export 

performance. 

 

5.2.2 Moderating effects: mMNEs versus SME exporters 

While managerial attention in itself is crucial, it has to be bundled with other firm 

resources and capabilities to generate above-average value. This brings us back to 

the characteristics of managerial attention, especially its contextual sensitivity and 

structural dependency (Ocasio, 1997). The bundling feature is also consistent with 

the resource-based view of the firm (Penrose, 1959), in that bundling may be 

particularly apposite to human capital resources that are tacit, socially complex, 

and hard to appropriate at the firm level. A similar argument can be found in the 

dynamic capabilities perspective, which emphasizes the interplay between 

difficult-to-trade knowledge assets and complementary assets (Teece, Pisano, & 

Shuen, 1997). As such, it seems valuable and relevant to understanding firm-

specific contingencies and the bundling effects within these contingencies in order 

to have an in-depth understanding of the relationship between a manager’s 

international attention and the firm’s export performance. As a first step, we 

differentiate between SME exporters and mMNEs offering two contexts within a 

category of similar-sized firms. 

 As noted above, some SMEs actually establish an international market 

presence in their own right and behave much in the manner of multinationals (e.g., 

Kuo & Li, 2003; Lu & Beamish, 2001). Embracing this reality, scholars have 



International attention and export performance 135 

 
 

proposed the concept mMNEs, defined as SMEs that own or control activities in 

more than one country through higher-commitment modes beyond simple 

exporting (Dimitratos et al., 2014; Dimitratos et al., 2003; Dimitratos et al., 2009; 

Ibeh et al., 2009; Ibeh et al., 2004; Prashantham, 2011). Inquiries into mMNEs 

suggest that these firms are endowed with a wider range of resources and 

capabilities than other SMEs that enable them to engage in one or a combination 

of advanced market-serving modes including cooperative alliances, joint ventures, 

and wholly owned subsidiaries across international markets (Dimitratos et al., 

2014; Ibeh et al., 2009; Prashantham, 2011). As Dimitratos et al. (2003: 168) 

point out, “the understanding that mMNEs can seek to fulfill so many different 

objectives in the international marketplace implies that mMNEs should be treated 

as a heterogeneous body of internationalized SMEs.” This notion, combined with 

the bundling logic we explained above, lead us to expect that the effect of 

managers’ international attention on firm export performance may vary between 

mMNEs and SME exporters.  

 Compared with SME exporters, mMNEs have comparatively higher levels 

of organizational readiness for international venturing (Dimitratos et al., 2003). 

mMNEs exhibit better product offerings (Ibeh et al., 2009), richer social capital, 

and stronger networking capabilities than SME exporters (Prashantham, 2011). At 

the same time, with a variety of cooperative and investment portfolios, mMNEs 

also have better opportunities to obtain complementary assets than SME exporters 

(Dimitratos et al., 2003). Lu and Beamish (2001), for example, suggest that 

partnering with local firms and gaining access to their resources offer efficient 
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ways to overcome deficiencies in an SME’s resource foundation and compensate 

for a firm’s shortage of local knowledge. mMNEs have local partnerships and are 

able to address this typical SME challenge. The foreign direct investment (FDI) 

literature suggests that multinational firms can gain various location-based 

advantages (Kogut, 1985) such as access to cheap labor, capitalizing on tax 

incentives, and acquiring key or new knowledge. mMNEs are heading in this 

direction. If exporting is resource-dependent, as suggested (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 

2003), the international attention of managers is likely to yield better export 

performance in mMNEs than in SME exporters given the organizational and 

structural advantages of mMNEs over SME exporters.  

 In line with these arguments, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between managers’ 

international attention and SME export performance will be 

stronger for mMNEs than for SME exporters.  

 

5.3 Methods 

5.3.1 Sample and data collection 

The hypotheses proposed in this study were tested using primary survey-based 

data from 135 Dutch SMEs (see Chapter 2 for details).  

 

5.3.2 Dependent variable 

Export performance was measured by the percentage of a firm’s export sales to 

total sales. Using percentages instead of absolute values was based on the 
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suggestion that SME managers would be less likely or unable to respond to 

questions regarding absolute export sales volume (Katsikeas et al., 1996). This 

had also been confirmed in our pilot interviews. In fact, export-to-sales ratio, also 

known as export intensity, is by far the most widely used indicator in empirical 

research on export performance (Katsikeas et al., 2000).  

 

5.3.3 Independent variables  

International Attention. The measurement scale of international attention (IA) 

was adapted from the work of Bouquet and his colleagues (Bouquet, 2005; 

Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2011; Bouquet et al., 2009). As described in Chapter 2, 

we modified the scale to fit the SME research context. The proposed measurement 

scale was composed of items that explored three dimensions: a) international 

scanning, b) overseas communications, and c) internationalization discussions. 

Respondents have to indicate, on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very 

rarely) to 7 (very frequently), the extent to which they behave in the way 

described by each item (see Chapter 2 for details).  

 mMNE. A dummy variable was introduced to indicate whether a firm is an 

mMNE or not. According to the definition of mMNEs (Dimitratos et al., 2003), a 

value of 1 was coded if the respondent indicated that the firm uses advanced 

mode(s) to serve international markets such as licensing, franchising, and 

investing in joint ventures and/or wholly owned subsidiaries, while a value of 0 

was coded if the firm only exports. 
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5.3.4 Control variables 

We included a number of control variables to account for alternative explanations 

for variations in SME export performance. Firm size usually proxies a firm’s 

resources and capabilities to achieve high productivity and economies of scale, 

and accordingly small firms are more vulnerable than larger counterparts to 

international competition (Majocchi et al., 2005). Hence, we controlled for firm 

size, measured by the logarithm of the number of employees. Firm performance 

has been found to be influential on export performance (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 

2003). High performance legitimates current exporting practices and is likely to 

affect subsequent investments in exporting. For this reason, we controlled for firm 

performance. The measure was captured by asking respondents to indicate, on a 

seven-point Likert scale, the extent to which they are satisfied with their firms’ 

performance achieved in the previous year. As a firm’s business/industry 

experience can influence its export performance (Majocchi et al., 2005), we 

controlled for firm age measured by the number of years elapsed since the year of 

the firm’s inception. Some also suggest that firms with greater international 

experience may have established processes and procedures that can lead to 

superior export performance (Brouthers et al., 2009; He et al., 2013). Hence, we 

included the variable export experience measured by the total number of years 

that a firm has been involved in exporting. Previous literature on export 

performance has built up a link between a firm’s market expansion strategy (i.e., 

concentration and diversification) and its export performance (Lee & Yang, 1990; 

Piercy, 1981). We controlled for this effect by including the variable export 
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diversity measured by the total number of exporting countries served. 

Management international experience also matters to a firm’s international 

performance (Fischer & Reuber, 2003). Accordingly, we added manager 

international experience in the analysis measured by the number of years that a 

manager has worked, studied, or lived outside the Netherlands. Finally, we 

considered the effects of industry-specific factors. For this we used the two-digit 

NACE Rev.2 industry classification (2008) and classified the sample firms into (A) 

agriculture, forestry, and fishing (NACE 01–03), (C) manufacturing (NACE 10–

33), (F) construction (NACE 41–43), (G) wholesale and retail trade, repair of 

motor vehicles and motorcycles (NACE 45–47), and (H) transportation and 

storage (NACE 49–53). We included four industry dummies while taking the 

wholesale trade sector as the base case in our analysis. 

 

5.3.5 Preliminary assessment of data 

Since both our dependent and explanatory variables were collected from the same 

respondent, common method bias may occur. Following the recommendations of 

Podsakoff et al. (2003), we took both ex ante and ex post procedures to control for 

common method bias. As discussed in Chapter 2, common method bias is unlikely 

to be a problem in our study. We also estimated the likelihood of non-response 

bias and found no significant differences between (1) responding and non-

responding firms or (2) early and late respondents (see Chapter 2 for details).  
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5.4 Empirical results 

5.4.1 Measurement assessment 

We began our analysis by first testing the validity and reliability of the 

measurement scale of international attention. A CFA was performed using 

LISREL 8.80 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). As we described in Chapter 2, the 

CFA analysis results shown in Table 2.2 provide convincing support for 

conceptualizing international attention as a construct represented by three first-

order dimensions. To create an additive index of international attention, we first 

calculated the three component scores by averaging across their own indicators. 

The overall index was then obtained by averaging across the component scores.  

 

5.4.2 Tests of hypotheses  

Table 5.1 reports the means, standard deviations, and correlations for the variables 

utilized in this study. In our sample, the average firm age is 36.12 years and the 

average firm size is approximately 19 employees. The average export-to-sales 

ratio of the firms is 41.93 percent. 30 firms can be identified as mMNEs (which 

represents 22.2 percent of all the observations). 29  To test the hypotheses we 

adopted the hierarchical ordinary least squares (OLS) regression technique. Since 

variables in our models were measured at different scales, all continuous variables 

were standardized in the regression analyses. We analyze the interaction effect 

                                                           
29 Although the absolute number of mMNEs in our sample is not very large, it aligns with the 

reality that only a small number of international SMEs behave like multinationals. According to 

the European Commission (2015), 16 percent of the SMEs in the European Union have used a 

subcontractor based abroad, 13 percent have worked as subcontractors for a company based 

abroad. 8 percent have worked with a partner based abroad for research and development, 4 

percent have invested in a company based abroad. In the Netherlands, these numbers are 5 percent, 

5 percent, 6 percent, and 1 percent for the aforementioned categories, respectively. 
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with a product-term to support our main conjecture empirically (Aguinis, 2004; 

Baron & Kenny, 1986). 
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Table 5.1 Descriptive statistics and correlationsa 

Variable Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Export performance (%) 41.93 32.86 1.00         

2. Firm sizeb 18.84 11.24 0.15 1.00        

3. Firm age 36.12 25.47 0.09 0.03 1.00       

4. Firm performance 5.15 1.09 0.09 0.20 0.02 1.00      

5. Export experience 20.46 14.84 0.30 0.09 0.55 0.02 1.00     

6. Export diversity 13.83 17.46 0.59 0.21 0.04 0.16 0.40 1.00    

7. Manager international experience 1.28 4.01 0.26 –0.10 0.03 0.14 0.09 0.09 1.00   

8. mMNE 0.22 0.42 –0.05 0.08 –0.06 0.19 0.10 0.06 –0.06 1.00  

9. Manager international attention 3.25 1.24 0.39 0.13 –0.21 0.13 –0.13 0.35 0.26 0.17 1.00 

a N=135; values of correlations larger than |0.17| are significant at the 0.05 level, and those larger than |0.21| are significant at the 0.01 level; for presentation purposes, industry 

dummies are not included and the maximum value of their correlations with all the other variables is |0.33|. 
b The natural logarithm is used in correlations, but actual values are reported in descriptive statistics. 
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 Before running regression analyses, we performed the customary tests to 

obtain reliable estimates (Hair et al., 2006). The Breusch-Pagan heteroskedasticity 

test (χ² [13, n = 135] = 21.49, p = 0.06) and the Jarque-Bera non-normality test (χ² 

[2, n = 135] = 7.28, p = 0.03) indicate that the assumption of constant errors was 

not perfectly satisfied. We therefore decided to use robust standard errors in our 

analysis to correct for unknown forms of heteroskedasticity (Wooldridge, 2015). 

We also tested for bias caused by collinearity among variables by calculating the 

variance inflation factor (VIF) for each of the regression coefficients in our full 

model. Calculations of VIF ranged from a low of 1.09 to a high of 2.18. VIF 

values are well below the cutoff figure of 10 recommended by Hair et al. (2006).  

 Table 5.2 reports the results of the regression models.30 Model 1 is the 

baseline model that includes only control variables. In Model 2 we added the 

variable international attention. In Model 3 we added the square term of 

international attention to test for possible existence of a curvilinear effect. In 

Model 4 we examined the interaction effect between international attention and 

the mMNE dummy. The various fit parameters show that our model increasingly 

fits the data better. The adjusted R-square is significantly improved from 36 

percent in Model 1 to 42 percent in Model 4. Also, the estimates remain robust in 

terms of signs and significance levels. The significant F-values in all of our 

models allow us to conclude that the models are significantly better than would be 

expected by chance. We focus our discussion based on the results obtained with 

                                                           
30  Here, we adopted the hierarchical OLS regression method, meaning that the independent 

variables were entered cumulatively. As a post-hoc analysis (and for this purpose only), we 

entered the independent variables one at a time. The results show the same support for our 

hypotheses. 
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Model 4. 

 Among all the control variables, the construction sector has a negative and 

(marginally) significant estimated coefficient (b = –11.22, p < 0.10). This suggests 

that, ceteris paribus, the average export performance of SMEs in the construction 

sector is significantly lower than that of SMEs in the wholesale trade sector. 

Export diversity (b = 13.09, p < 0.001) also has a significant positive impact on a 

firm’s export performance. 

 For our main variables of interest, the estimated regression coefficient for 

international attention is positive and significant (b = 6.24, p < 0.05). Hypothesis 

1a is thus strongly supported: managers’ international attention has a positive 

effect on SME export performance. However, the results indicate no statistically 

significant curvilinear relationships between international attention and export 

performance (b = 0.62, non-significant). Hypothesis 1b does not receive any 

support.  

 The estimated coefficient for the interaction term is positive and 

significant (b = 11.60, p < 0.05), confirming Hypothesis 2 that the performance 

gains achieved through managers’ international attention is greater for mMNEs 

than for SME exporters. 

 While it is not a focus of our analysis, the significantly negative main 

effect of the mMNE dummy (b = –14.01, p < 0.01) implies that the average export 

performance of mMNEs is lower than that of SME exporters. This is plausible in 

light of the overall limited resource availability for a given firm, and for that 

matter there might be a substitution effect between exporting and other 
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international activities. Unlike SME exporters, who allocate all possible resources 

to a single task—exporting—mMNEs need to distribute their resources over 

several market-serving modes and thereby achieve on average a limited level of 

export performance. When it comes to the performance gains resulting from 

managers’ international attention, however, mMNEs become the bigger 

beneficiary, as explained in our model. 

 

Table 5.2 Regression results: International attention and export performance in Dutch SMEsa 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4  

Constant 41.49(3.33)*** 40.63(3.39)*** 39.71(4.63)*** 41.34(4.89)***  

Agricultureb 1.57(6.34) 2.84(6.14) 2.94(6.19) 5.92(6.03)  

Manufacturingb 2.25(5.37) 4.12(5.33) 4.22(5.40) 4.58(5.44)  

Constructionb –11.24(5.55)* –11.02(5.98)+ –10.37(6.30) –11.22(6.70)+  

Transportationb –6.32(15.37) –4.94(12.89) –5.44(12.43) 3.65(12.43)  

Firm size 1.63(2.72) 1.02(2.61) 0.89(2.74) 1.41(2.62)  

Firm age 1.38(2.95) 1.88(2.77) 1.96(2.76) 1.18(2.69)  

Firm performance –1.17(2.29) –1.26(2.20) –1.24(2.22) 0.14(2.25)  

Export experience 0.91(3.49) 3.12(3.34) 3.16(3.35) 5.93(3.42)+  

Export diversity 17.97(2.60)*** 14.79(2.75)*** 14.72(2.78)*** 13.09(2.86)***  

Manager international experience 7.54(3.45)* 5.74(3.29)+ 5.62(3.33)+ 5.01(3.17)  

International attention (H1a)  7.32(2.61)** 7.39(2.60)** 6.24(2.81)*  

International attention squared (H1b)   0.87(2.50) 0.62(2.54)  

mMNE     –14.01(4.78)**  

International attention * mMNE (H2)    11.60(4.71)*  

      

F 9.67*** 11.31*** 10.66*** 11.16***  

R2 0.41 0.45 0.45 0.48  

Δ R2 (compared to Model 1)  0.04*** 0.04*** 0.07***  

Adjusted-R2 0.36 0.40 0.39 0.42  

a N=135; robust standard errors are in parentheses; +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; all 

continuous variables are standardized. 

b The base industry is wholesale trade. 
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 To better understand the size and precise nature of the moderating effect, 

we follow the suggestion of Dawson (2014) and plot the attention-performance 

relationship for both mMNEs and SME exporters in Figure 5.1. Based on Model 4 

in Table 5.2, we calculated predicted values of Y (i.e., export performance) under 

varying conditions: high (one standard deviation above the mean) and low values 

(one standard deviation below the mean) of X (i.e., international attention), and 

high (1) and low (0) values of Z (i.e., the mMNE dummy). Figure 5.1 shows the 

slopes between X and Y at the two levels of Z, while holding other variables at 

their means. The figure vividly shows that the positive relationship between 

managers’ international attention and firm export performance is stronger (i.e., 

steeper slope) for mMNEs than it is for SME exporters. Hence, we find full 

support for Hypothesis 2. 

 

Figure 5.1 International attention and export performance: mMNEs versus SME exporters 
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5.4.3 Robustness analyses 

To further verify our findings, we performed additional tests of robustness. First, 

we tested the model with an alternative measurement of a firm’s export 

performance: the ratio of export profits to total profits. Profits are often cited as a 

firm’s ultimate goal (Katsikeas et al., 2000; Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011). 

While our initial export-to-sales ratio is among the most common measurements 

of a firm’s export performance (Katsikeas et al., 2000; Sousa et al., 2008), one 

might argue that higher export sales do not necessarily imply higher export profits 

(Kaynak & Kuan, 1993). The alternative measurement of export performance 

makes it possible to test whether our results are influenced by the measurement of 

the dependent variable. The findings shown in Panel A of Table 5.3 confirm our 

main results: the higher is a manager’s international attention the greater the 

firm’s export performance; and this link is significantly stronger for mMNEs than 

for SME exporters. 

 A second robustness test concerns the variables that are included in our 

model. Previous studies suggest that manager international experience has a 

positive effect on the attention-performance nexus (see, for example, Bouquet et 

al., 2009). In our data, the correlation coefficient between a manager’s 

international attention and the manager’s international experience is positive and 

significant, albeit relatively small (r = 0.26, p < 0.01). To test whether our results 

are spurious due to the presence of the experience variable, we removed this 

variable from our models and performed the regression analyses. The results in 

Panel B of Table 5.3 show the same support for our hypotheses. 
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 Finally, we estimated models with additional control variables: family 

ownership, manager age, and manager education. We included family ownership 

as an additional control variable inasmuch as this particular form of organization 

is substantially different from listed or shareholder companies (Kontinen & Ojala, 

2011a, 2012). Family ownership was measured with a dummy variable that equals 

1 if a firm is owned by a family (and 0 otherwise). We also controlled for 

manager age and education, as it is suggested in the trait-based literature that both 

age and education can proxy for a manager’s tendency of taking risks and 

capability of understanding new knowledge (Hitt et al., 2006; Tihanyi et al., 2000), 

and thus their propensity for internationalization. We measured manager age by 

directly calculating chronological age up to the year 2014 (i.e., the year we 

conducted the survey). We measured manager education with a list of (Dutch) 

educational levels and coded them in the following manner: 1 primary school or 

below (basisonderwijs); 2 secondary education (middelbaar onderwijs 

VMBO/HAVO/VWO); 3 secondary vocational education (middelbaar 

beroepsonderwijs MBO); 4 higher vocational education (hoger beroepsonderwijs 

HBO); 5 university education (wetenschappelijk onderwijs WO). Panel C of 

Table 5.3 shows that with these additional control variables the results are 

identical to what have been presented in the main tests and hence confirm the 

robustness of our regression results and conclusions.  
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Table 5.3 International attention and export performance: Robustness analysesa 

Variable 

Panel A: 

Export-to-total 

profits ratio as DV 

Panel B: 

Without 

international 

experience 

Panel C: 

Including 

additional 

Controls 

Constant 38.64(5.25)*** 41.17(5.09)*** 45.04(10.45)*** 

Agricultureb 5.12(6.35) 5.14(6.00) 5.47(6.08) 

Manufacturingb 4.91(5.75) 4.12(5.53) 3.76(5.42) 

Constructionb –8.80(6.39) –9.98(6.74) –10.52(6.93) 

Transportationb 5.54(13.06) 8.83(16.16) 0.36(11.95) 

Firm size 3.67(2.89) 0.63(2.69) 1.56(2.62) 

Firm age 1.30(2.99) 1.20(2.66) 0.77(2.97) 

Firm performance –0.57(2.33) 0.88(2.24) 0.56(2.28) 

Export experience 6.57(3.61)+ 6.96(3.39)* 5.52(3.46) 

Export diversity 11.02(3.00)*** 12.66(2.92)*** 13.43(3.03)*** 

Manager international experience 6.88(3.57)+  4.92(3.19) 

Family ownership   0.99(4.85) 

Manager age   2.22(2.48) 

Manager education   –1.08(2.28) 

International attention (H1a) 5.61(3.01)+ 7.97(2.75)** 6.48(2.85)* 

International attention squared (H1b) –0.39(2.58) 1.38(2.53) 0.56(2.54) 

mMNE –13.25(5.28)* –15.88(4.97)** –14.00(4.96)** 

International attention * mMNE (H2) 13.48(5.39)* 11.25(4.78)* 11.64(4.73)* 

    

F 8.09*** 12.24*** 9.06*** 

R2 0.44 0.46 0.49 

Adjusted-R2 0.38 0.40 0.41 

a N=135; robust standard errors are in parentheses; +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; all 

continuous variables are standardized. 

b The base industry is wholesale trade. 

 

 

5.5 Discussion 

Although managerial attention plays a vital role in shaping firm behavior and 

performance (Ocasio, 1997), the effects have seldom been examined in IB 

research in general or in an SME context in particular. Focusing on international 
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SMEs, we used the ABV to guide our predictions concerning the effect that 

managers’ international attention would have on export performance. Our first 

hypothesis predicts a positive relationship between a manager’s international 

attention and the firm’s export performance while also enabling us to test a 

curvilinear relationship between the two. Our second hypothesis offers a firm-

specific contingency for the attention-performance relationship, expecting that 

this relationship is stronger for mMNEs than for SME exporters.  

 The two hypotheses were tested on a sample of Dutch SMEs who have 

been expanding to markets outside the Netherlands. In line with our hypothesis, 

we find that managers’ international attention indeed significantly accounts for the 

variation in firm export performance but only in a linear way. This finding mirrors 

and synthesizes many aspects of the existing research on SME export behavior 

and performance. By showing the positive effect of managerial (international) 

attention on firm export performance, our findings reinforce the resource-based 

view wherein internal assets are postulated to be the main driver of SME export 

success (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003; Ruzo, Losada, Navarro, & Díez, 2011), with 

management commitment being of particular relevance. Our findings are also 

consistent with a contingency-based perspective of export performance 

(Robertson & Chetty, 2000). As SMEs typically face high external uncertainty 

during the development of their internationalization efforts, keeping an eye on 

emerging changes in the international market environment—through international 

attention—is instrumental in helping them develop a fitted strategy and achieve 

superior export performance (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Robertson & Chetty, 2000). 
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Finally, the theory and evidence presented in this study also echo the relational 

paradigm, in that greater use of existing international relationships and increased 

overseas communications will have a positive effect on SME export performance 

(Leonidou et al., 2002; Styles et al., 2008). In summary, the attention-based 

perspective of SME export performance we developed here presents an alternative 

approach that is complementary to trait-based perspectives on understanding the 

managerial effects on SME export performance. 

 More importantly, our study offers an in-depth understanding of the 

attention-performance relationship that takes into account SME particularities. 

International attention and the attention-based literature in general have focused 

exclusively on large corporations (Bouquet, 2005; Ocasio, 1997), despite the fact 

that managerial effects on firm behavior and performance are more significant in 

SMEs (Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011). Our study develops and validates a 

measure of international attention that is suitable to the SME research context. 

The proposed measure encompasses all three key components—international 

scanning, overseas communications, and internationalization discussion—that 

together represent the construct of international attention (Bouquet et al., 2009). 

For each component, however, we notice that SME managers may behave 

differently from their peers in large organizations. For example, while large firms 

will and are able to generate information through in-house expertise systems, 

small firms seldom have the capacity to do so (Sawyerr et al., 2003). While large 

global firms take advantage of a hierarchy of leadership and global 

communicative networks with cross-border subsidiaries, most SMEs rely on 
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individual managers and their efforts to search for information (Miocevic & 

Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011). While in large firms discussions of internationalization 

decisions usually take place at the top management level, in smaller firms these 

internal discussions, if any, are organization-wide features due to their smaller 

scale and much simpler organizational structures. Our study therefore presents a 

preliminary mapping of the content domain of SME managers’ international 

attention, which holds promise for future research in this direction. 

 The distinction made between mMNEs and SME exporters constitutes 

another contribution of our study. The emerging phenomenon of mMNEs 

suggests that within the SME sector firm heterogeneities, other than size, matter. 

Our evidence corroborates this proposition by exhibiting a stronger effect of a 

manager’s international attention on export performance in mMNEs than in SME 

exporters. The mMNE literature is still in its infancy. Only recently have a small 

number of studies begun investigating the characteristics of mMNEs (Dimitratos 

et al., 2014; Dimitratos et al., 2003; Dimitratos et al., 2009; Ibeh et al., 2009; Ibeh 

et al., 2004; Prashantham, 2011). The implications of our findings reported here 

are important for this research field that aims to understand the behavior and 

performance of a new group of companies that operate in a competitive space 

between stereotyped SMEs and large MNEs.  

 

5.5.1 Managerial and policy implications 

Our findings offer important implications for SME managers and policy makers. 

First, SME export performance benefits from increased managerial attention 
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allocated to the international market. The importance of being aware of foreign 

market signals, collecting and interpreting pertinent information, is not an entirely 

surprising finding. Mainstream IB theory has long recognized the information-

reliant nature of the internationalization process (see, for instance, Johanson & 

Vahlne, 1977). However, it is not clear in the extant literature how managers can 

add to this aspect. Our theory and empirical results show that a manager’s 

international attention, which is embodied in time and effort expended to 

understanding the international marketplace, certainly has a role to play.  

 Second, it appears that mMNEs have more to gain from a manager’s 

international attention than pure SME exporters do. To be clear, this is not to 

encourage all SME exporters to adopt more advanced market-serving modes and 

become mMNEs. As Prashantham (2011) puts it, not every SME can readily 

become an mMNE. Instead, the finding suggests that managers need to carefully 

weigh and ensure that their investment of time and effort is commensurate with a 

firm’s resource pools and external capacities.  

 Third, our study is also informative to policy makers in terms of where to 

channel managerial attention and how to target external support to foster or 

augment the competitive advantages of SMEs in the international marketplace. 

SMEs generally face information gaps and internal resource challenges in pursuit 

of international opportunities. Our study suggests that greater use of government 

export promotion programs and public information sources, as a key element of 

international attention, is conducive to export success. Policy makers may 

consider organizing trade exhibitions and other supporting tools that assist SME 
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managers in gathering export information, in networking, and in identifying 

international partners. The observed differences between mMNEs and SME 

exporters further suggest the need to customize export-supporting policies 

(including financing solutions) to respectively improve the resource positions of 

the two groups of SMEs—both are important for overall economic growth and 

employment in a wide range of countries and regions. 

 

5.5.2 Limitations and directions for future research 

The present study is subject to limitations that open avenues for future research. 

We measured export performance using a single and sales-related indicator. 

Critiques of this economic measure highlight its short-term orientation, among 

other issues (Katsikeas et al., 2000). Given the fact that investments take time to 

materialize in profits or strategic goals, some scholars argue that subjective 

measures seem more valid in measuring the long-term effects of export 

performance (Huber & Power, 1985). Of course, subjective measurements 

themselves are not free of limitations. Future studies would benefit from using 

both objective and subjective measurements to study whether the results are 

robust for each type of performance indicator.  

 We differentiate mMNEs from SMEs with a dummy. This is an important 

first step towards detecting the moderating effect. Future research could extend 

our work by developing measurements that enable more fine-grained perspectives 

on distinct groups of firms. mMNEs per se are a complicated phenomenon 

featuring the utilization of a wide spectrum of foreign market serving options. For 
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example, mMNEs may establish foreign subsidiaries via either acquisition or 

greenfield investment. Depending on which establishment mode is adopted, 

differing advantages or disadvantages will be created for an mMNE (Dikova & 

Brouthers, 2015). Similarly, the specific value-adding activities (e.g., distribution, 

production, R&D) that mMNEs undertake may also offer routes for future 

research to differentiate mMNEs from SME exporters. 

 Our theory implies that managerial attention is a determinant of SME 

export performance. We test our theory with a cross-sectional dataset that 

prohibits the analysis of causal relationships. Future research may study more 

advanced causal complexities between the variables including feedback loops and 

mechanisms. It is plausible that performance being realized—especially when it 

deviates from the aspirational level—affects the subsequent allocation of attention 

(Cyert & March, 1963; Greve, 1998). Such an adjustment in attention based on 

performance feedback is usually problem-oriented, and increased attention is 

potentially a result of failed performance (Greve, 1998). Given the robust 

empirical results for the hypothesized relationship between attention and export 

performance, it seems valid to accept attention as a determinant of export 

performance. Future research may study the potential dynamics in the attention-

performance link and design longitudinal research to test such feedback loops.  

 An implicit assumption underlying our analysis is that the international 

attention of SME managers embraces facets/components that are similar to those 

constituting the international attention of managers in large corporations. Such an 

assumption is reasonable given the evidence from the literature that SME 
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exporters conduct environmental scanning and other information search behaviors 

(Julien & Ramangalahy, 2003), have overseas communications via traveling 

(Doole et al., 2006) or cross-border networking (Musteen et al., 2010), and invest 

time and effort in internal discussions/meetings for important decisions 

(Andersson & Florén, 2011). This assumption is also supported by our data and 

the measurement assessment of the construct. Nonetheless, future research may 

contribute to our conceptualization of international attention in identifying and 

testing alternative facets/components that are unique to SMEs and that have not 

been addressed in this study. 

 Our study examines SME exporters and mMNEs based in one country—

the Netherlands. Although an individual country/culture setting is desirable in 

reducing variations in the perceptions of key constructs (Spender & Grant, 1996), 

evidence from other cultural and institutional environments will add to the 

generalizability of the results.  

 Finally, our study demonstrates the positive implications of international 

attention for firm export performance. That said, it might be that international 

attention shares costs and disadvantages with other dimensions of firm behavior 

and strategies (Bouquet et al., 2009). As for the present study, export success is 

correlated with but not necessarily equal to firm prosperity. Questions regarding 

whether and to what extent international attention is valuable for all dimensions of 

firm performance outcomes merit further investigation, especially in SME 

contexts. 
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 Overall, this chapter has important implications for the literature on SME 

export performance. We provide the first evidence pertaining to the effect of a 

manager’s international attention on the firm’s export performance, and show how 

this effect varies according to whether the firm is an mMNE or a pure SME 

exporter. 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

Samenvatting  

 

In dit proefschrift onderzoeken we de oorzaken en gevolgen van internationale 

attentie in het midden- en kleinbedrijf (MKB). Sinds Simon (1947) weten we dat 

de aandachts-bekwaamheid van mensen gelimiteerd is, wat zorgt voor beperkte 

rationaliteit bij het nemen van beslissingen. Op het niveau van de organisatie staat 

waar besluitvormers hun aandacht op richten en hoe zij dit doen centraal in zowel 

het begrijpen van de keuzes en het gedrag van organisaties, als het interpreteren 

van de gevolgen hiervan (Ocasio, 1997). 

 Ondanks de toenemende aandacht voor internationale attentie gedurende 

het laatste decennium (zie Ocasio, 2011 voor een gedetailleerd overzicht) is 

onderzoek gebaseerd op attentie zeldzaam in het gebied van International 

Business. Slechts recentelijk hebben een aantal onderzoekers het attentie-

perspectief geïntroduceerd in onderzoeken naar multinationale ondernemingen 

(MNO). Hierdoor hebben we tegenwoordig enige kennis van de aandacht die 

senior managers geven aan de internationale markt, hun ‘internationale attentie’, 

en hoe dit waarde toevoegt aan grote mondiale bedrijven (Bouquet, 2005; 

Bouquet, Morrison, & Birkinshaw, 2009). Deze internationale attentie gebaseerd 

op MNOs biedt een punt van vertrek. Doch, omdat het MKB op vele punten 

verschilt van haar grotere tegenhangers (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Dutot, 

Bergeron, & Raymond, 2014; Shuman & Seeger, 1986) is voor een volledig 

begrip van internationale attentie in het MKB gedetailleerd onderzoek nodig. 

Hieraan willen wij met dit proefschrift bijdragen. Het doel van ons onderzoek is 
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het ontwikkelen van een onderzoeks kader dat beschrijft hoe managers in het 

MKB hun internationale attentie focussen en wat de bijbehorende implicaties zijn 

voor hun ondernemingen. In wat volgt, vatten wij de essentie van ons onderzoek 

samen.  

 In hoofdstuk 2 wordt zowel de context van het onderzoek, als de data die 

wij hebben verzameld beschreven. We verklaren waarom wij hebben gekozen 

voor Nederland als domein voor ons onderzoek. Dit wordt gevolgd door een 

bespreking van de details met betrekking tot de onderzoekopzet, gebaseerd op 

enquêtegegevens en de procedures omtrent data verzameling. De maatstaf die 

wordt gebruikt om internationale attentie te meten is een van de kernaspecten van 

dit proefschrift. Wij lichten deze maatstaf, die geschikt is voor het MKB, toe en 

accentueren daarnaast ook de beoordeling van deze maatstaf. Voorts worden de 

andere constructen dit gebruikt worden in dit proefschrift geïntroduceerd door 

middel van hun definities en maatstaven. De onderzoeksgegevens afkomstig van 

135 Nederlandse MKB-exporteurs vormen de belangrijkste input voor de 

empirische analyses in dit proefschrift. 

 In hoofdstuk 3 stellen we de vraag: ‘Hoe zijn MKB-managers’ 

internationale netwerken gerelateerd aan hun internationale attentie?’. Recente 

theorieën en empirische onderzoeken benadrukken allen dat interne 

organisatiestructuren van belang zijn voor het bepalen van managers’ 

internationale attentie (e.g., Bouquet, 2005; Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008, 2011; 

Cho & Hambrick, 2006; Ocasio, 1997; Tuggle, Schnatterly, & Johnson, 2010). 

Echter, externe netwerken worden niet meegenomen als bepalende factor, 
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ondanks het feit dat zij alle vier categorieën van attentie-structuren, zijnde de 

regels van het spel, de spelers, de structurele posities en de middelen (Ocasio, 

1997), in zich betrekken. We theoretiseren en demonstreren empirisch dat 

managers in het MKB kunnen vertrouwen op hun internationale netwerk om hun 

internationale attentie te ontwikkelen. In het bijzonder helpt een managers’ 

netwerk van buitenlandse klanten, leveranciers, concurrenten en andere zakelijke 

professionals, hun ‘professionele netwerk’, hen met het focussen van hun 

aandacht op de internationale markt. Echter een managers’ internationale 

‘persoonlijke netwerk’, d.w.z. vrienden, familieleden en andere niet-bedrijfs-

gerelateerde relaties, heeft geen significante invloed op internationale attentie. 

Deze bevindingen helpen managers bij hun netwerkactiviteiten op specifiek voor 

de hoogte te blijven van veranderingen in de internationale markt. 

 In hoofdstuk 4 richten wij ons op de vraag: ‘Hoe kan exporteren van 

invloed zijn op MKB-managers’ internationale attentie?’. De motivatie achter 

deze vraag is dat exporteren aanzienlijke contextuele veranderingen en structurele 

aanpassingen op zowel het bedrijfsniveau, als op het niveau van de zakelijke 

omgeving, met zich mee brengt. Wanneer de export zich ontwikkelt zal ook een 

managers’ internationale attentie dat doen. We vinden inderdaad dat er een doel-

georiënteerd proces is, waarin de opeenstapeling van het aantal jaren export-

ervaring een managers’ internationale attentie beperkt onder andere door het een 

te rigide focus op bekende signalen en het negeren van nieuwe internationale 

mogelijkheden en informatie. De export diversiteit van een onderneming, gemeten 

via het aantal landen waarheen geëxporteerd wordt, stimuleren een managers’ 
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internationale attentie met een toenemende rol voor buitenlandse markten en 

coördinatie-inspanningen. Daarnaast is er een stimulans-gestuurd proces waar de 

turbulentie van de markt een positieve invloed heeft op de internationale attentie 

van de manager. Dit verband is, echter, gematigder in ondernemingen met een 

exportafdeling. De implicatie van deze bevindingen behelst de structurele 

mechanismen die beschikbaar zijn voor MKB-exporteurs en hoe deze gebruikt 

kunnen worden om een managers’ internationale attentie te bepalen. 

 In hoofdstuk 5 beantwoorden we de vraag: ‘Hoe is een MKB-managers’ 

internationale attentie gerelateerd aan exportprestaties?’. Het is niet moeilijk om 

te begrijpen wat het belang is van eigenaren of managers in het MKB, aangezien 

de individuele manager in deze ondernemingen verantwoordelijk is voor alle 

belangrijke beslissingen (Miocevic & Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011). Over het geheel 

genomen hebben theoretische verslagen van bestuurlijke effecten gefocust op 

persoonlijke eigenschappen (e.g. leeftijd, opleiding, houding) (Hutchinson, Quinn, 

& Alexander, 2006; Leonidou, Katsikeas, & Piercy, 1998), echter is het empirisch 

bewijs op dit gebied niet afdoende. Dus brengen wij een attentie-gericht 

perspectief als alternatief en een eventueel complementaire invalshoek om licht te 

werpen op deze kwestie. Onze empirische analyses ondersteunen onze theorie dat 

internationale attentie een positief effect heeft op de exportprestaties van een 

bedrijf. Dit resultaat is zeker inspirerend, omdat exporteren een veel voorkomende 

manier is voor het MKB om de internationale markt te betreden en te groeien op 

deze markt (Sousa, Martínez-López, & Coelho, 2008). Door het erkennen van het 

effect van internationale attentie op exportprestaties biedt ons onderzoek een 
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praktische manier voor het MKB om internationaal succes na te streven. 

Bovendien vinden we dat micromultinationals, die meer complexe aangaan dan 

alleen simpel exporteren, meer te winnen hebben bij internationale attentie dan 

‘pure’ MKB-exporteurs. Dit inzicht helpt managers onder andere om te zien dat 

hun tijdsinvesteringen en inspanning evenredig zijn aan de hulpbronnen en 

capaciteiten van de onderneming.  

 Al met al is de onderzoeks agenda voor het aandachts gerichte perspectief 

van het MKB nog maar net opgesteld. Het is een uitdagend onderwerp en een 

lange lijst met kwesties moet nog geadresseerd worden in toekomstig onderzoek. 

Internationale attentie van managers heeft een enorme potentie in het verklaren 

van het gedrag van het MKB en haar prestaties in de internationale markt, zoals 

dit proefschrift laat zien. Het ontgint nieuwe grond door bij te dragen en toe te 

voegen aan theorieën over internationale attentie, vorderingen te maken op het 

gebied van het meten van internationale attentie en empirisch bewijs over het 

MKB tot stand te brengen. We zijn ervan overtuigd dat dit proefschrift gunstig zal 

zijn voor International Business onderzoekers, die streven naar inzicht in de 

interactie tussen structuren, aandacht en prestatie. Daarnaast denken wij dat dit 

proefschrift nuttig is voor zowel managers, die erachter willen komen hoe ze 

waarde kunnen toevoegen aan de internationale prestaties en groei van hun 

ondernemingen, als beleidsmakers, die instrumenten ontwerpen en implementeren 

om het MKB beter te kunnen ondersteunen in de internationale markt.  
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