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Abstract This study investigates the relationship between selected managers’ atti-
tudinal and cognitive aspects, proxied through observable demographic variables,
and small and medium-sized enterprises’ export and economic performance. We
argue that a manager’s positive attitude, vision, and commitment towards interna-
tional business reflected in his/her level of global orientation (MGO) will positively
influence various dimensions of the firm’s performance. We contend further that this
impact is consistent in the long term and differs according to firm size and industry.
Based on a sample of 271 manufacturers between 2005 and 2014 (2710 observa-
tions), empirical findings provide overall support for our arguments, showing that
MGO is positively related to firms’ export intensity, scope and speed. Accordingly,
firms whose managers have a higher MGO perform a more rapid first-time foreign
market entry, they export to more countries, and they sell a higher percentage of
their total turnover abroad. The level of MGO is also associated with some export-
marketing outcomes, namely the creation of a network of sales partners and export
planning. Finally, a higher MGO is also related to increases in overall profitability,
particularly for smaller firms and for the Manufacturing and wholesale industry. The
paper concludes with a discussion about managerial and public policy implications.
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1 Introduction

The factors that determine which companies are better equipped to achieve success
in international markets has been widely acknowledged as a seminal research issue
in both the international business and strategic management literatures (Leonidou
et al. 2002; Chetty and Hamilton 1993), and it is particularly crucial in the present
context of increasingly globalized and highly competitive markets.

Extensive evidence exists of the positive effects both at the micro- and macro-
economic level of firms’ higher exports. An increase in aggregate exports creates
several benefits to national economies, such as improvements in the balance of pay-
ments, an increase in employment, and enhanced competitiveness (Seringhaus and
Botschen 1991; Kotabe and Czinkota 1992). As a consequence, most countries have
created export promotion programs (EPPs) to motivate and assist companies in their
internationalization process, providing them with information, financial aid, con-
tacts, and export know-how (Freixanet 2012). Identifying the factors that make some
companies more internationally successful is fundamental to improve EPPs target-
ing and make promotion systems more effective and efficient.

An area that has attracted considerable attention is the role of the decision maker
in a firm’s success in international markets. Several studies have tried to elucidate
the factors that enable some individuals rather than others to recognize and exploit
opportunities across borders, resulting in improved export performance for their
firms (Cavusgil and Nevin 1981; Knight 2001; Manalova et al. 2002). A subset of
studies in this area has focused on the antecedents and effects of the so-called man-
ager’s global orientation (MGO), which refers to his/her positive attitude, vision,
and commitment towards international business, and to his/her ability to adapt to
different environments and cultures (Moen and Servais 2002; Nummela et al. 2004).
These attitudinal and cognitive aspects derive from managers’ international experi-
ences and knowledge (Acedo and Jones 2007).

Previous studies have found that MGO is a prerequisite for the emergence of rap-
idly internationalizing firms (Harveston et al. 2000; Fletcher 2001; Townsend and
Cairns 2003); that it increases the use of full-control foreign market entry modes
(Nielsen and Nielsen 2011); and that it has a positive impact on international per-
formance (Athanassiou and Nigh 2002; Dichtl et al. 1990; Gray 1997; Kyvik et al.
2013). As these early studies suggest, the link between MGO and firm export activ-
ity is a relevant and promising field with important management and public policy
implications. However, despite calls for further research, the literature in this area
is surprisingly underdeveloped. Besides an evident paucity of recent studies, earlier
research exhibits important limitations, such as the measurement of the effects of
MGO basically through only one financial outcome (export volume/intensity), the
measurement of MGO only through managers’ international experience, the neglect
of long-term evolution, or the absence of any kind of industry analysis. We still
know little about the full extent of the impact of MGO or the firm-specific factors
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that influence it. To date, no studies have entirely considered the different dimen-
sions of export performance and firm heterogeneity in MGO impact, in relation to
firm resources and industry contextual elements.

This paper aims to fill this gap by analyzing the relationship between selected
managers’ attitudinal and cognitive aspects, measured through observable demo-
graphic characteristics (Hambrick and Mason 1984), and the international and
economic performance of firms of different sizes and industries. Drawing on the
resource-based view (RBV), the upper echelons and internationalization process
theories, we assume that the level of MGO will affect a firm’s intermediate and final
exports and economic outcomes, this impact being consistent in the long term, and
different, depending on firm size and industry.

To analyze these hypothesized relationships, we studied a sample of 271 manu-
facturing firms operating in nine different sectors over the period 2005-2014 (2710
observations). The empirical results provide overall support for our hypotheses,
showing a positive relationship between the level of MGO and export intensity, as
well as with internationalization scope and speed. Accordingly, firms whose man-
agers have a higher MGO implement a more rapid, first-time entry into a foreign
market, they export to more countries, and they sell a higher percentage of their total
turnover abroad. The level of MGO is also associated with some export marketing
outcomes, namely the creation of a network of sales partners and export planning.
Finally, a higher MGO is also related to increases in overall profitability, particularly
for smaller firms and for the Manufacturing and wholesale industry.

This study yields several academic contributions. First, it provides stronger
empirical accuracy and a more comprehensive view of the impact of MGO in a
firm’s exports-related outcomes (Leonidou et al. 2002; Diamantopoulos et al. 1993).
While previous papers have examined the effects of managers’ global mindset, this
is the first one to qualify this impact considering several dimensions of export per-
formance (scale and geographic spread), as well as speed of internationalization, and
including both objective performance indicators and subjective managerial percep-
tions (Freixanet 2012; Gengtiirk and Kotabe 2001; Katsikeas et al. 1996). Second,
this study helps to determine some firm-specific factors that shape the relationship
between MGO and overall economic performance at the firm level, empirically ana-
lyzing the role of both firm size and industry (Kyvik et al. 2013; Chetty and Camp-
bell-Hunt 2003; Acedo and Jones 2007). Third, it combines firm-level data from dif-
ferent sources into a unique, rich dataset, and conducts a longitudinal study enabling
a dynamic perspective of the examined relationships and their long-term consistency
(Filipescu et al. 2013; Leonidou and Katsikeas 2010). There are also relevant contri-
butions for practitioners and policy makers. Our results provide managers with new
insights on the importance of their cognition and attitudes regarding firm exports
and performance, with significant implications for the process of hiring and training
them. The conclusions also have important public policy implications with regard to
the design and management of export promotion programs.
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The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Sect. 2 establishes the con-
ceptual link between MGO, international, and economic performance, and sets out
the hypotheses. Section 3 presents the methodology and data. Section 4 presents and
analyzes the findings. Finally, Sect. 5 discusses the conclusions and the academic,
managerial, and public policy implications.

2 Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses

This study draws basically on the resource-based view (RBV), complemented by
the upper echelons perspective and the internationalization process theory. The RBV
(Barney 1991; Peng 2001) centers on the exploitation of firms’ resources and capa-
bilities to obtain a sustainable competitive advantage (Galbreath 2005; Grant 2016).
Of these resources, intangible human resources are considered crucial for enhanc-
ing firm performance (Surroca et al. 2010). Upper echelons theory (Hambrick and
Mason 1984) analyzes the role of top management in firms’ strategic choices and
performance. This study centers specifically on selected decision makers’ attitudinal
and cognitive elements, proxied through observable demographic factors (Nielsen
and Nielsen 2011), and reflected in his/her level of MGO.

Complementarily, the internationalization process, or Uppsala model (Johanson
and Vahlne 1977, 1990), focuses on firms’ gradual acquisition, assimilation, and
use of foreign market knowledge leading to an increased commitment to interna-
tionalization. The internationalization process model has been challenged by the
emergence of born-global firms (Oviatt and McDougall 1994; Knight 1997) or the
big-step hypothesis (Pedersen and Shaver 2011), which may question some key
assumptions of this theory, such as the slow progress in reaching further internation-
alization stages. In this sense, although some firms may internationalize shortly after
their inception, leapfrog stages in the foreign market establishment chain, or follow
a discontinuous process, previous research indicates that learning and accumulat-
ing experiential knowledge is both a requirement for, and a consequence of, more
advanced levels of export involvement (Garcia et al. 2012; Salomon and Jin 2010;
Petersen et al. 2008; Prashantham 2005; De Clercq et al. 2012).

Managerial and organizational resources and capabilities, together with environ-
mental factors, have an impact on export marketing strategy and results, which in
turn affect exports and economic performance, as shown in Fig. 1 (Leonidou et al.
2002). Export marketing results include such aspects as developing marketing skills,
export planning, obtaining market information, creating distribution networks, or
establishing alliances (Freixanet 2012). These different marketing achievements are
essential for a company to increase its export competitiveness (Crick and Czinkota
1995), the foundations that will enable it to succeed across borders (Spence 2003).
Considering these types of ‘soft’ indicators is necessary to obtain a complete view
of the impact any factor will have on export performance (Madsen 1998).

From the perspective of the behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert and March
1963; March and Simon 1958), it is the managers’ perceptions and attitudes towards
these internal and external factors that may explain why firms with similar resource
endowments that compete in the same environment, make different strategic choices
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Fig. 1 The determinants of export performance. Adapted from Leonidou et al. (2002) and Hambrick and
Mason (1984)

(Simon et al. 2000). Perceptions are conditioned and modified by individual cog-
nitive differences (Baron 1998), and these, in turn, by managers’ backgrounds and
experiences (Hambrick and Mason 1984). These are ‘idiosyncratic givens’, a cogni-
tive base that filters and distorts the decision maker’s view of what is going on and
what should be done about it (March and Simon 1958). That is to say, the manag-
er’s eventual perception of the situation combines with his/her values to provide the
basis for strategic choices (Hambrick and Mason 1984), such as those concerning a
firm’s international expansion. Hence, following this same logic, decision makers’
features are likely to significantly affect decisions on foreign market selection, entry,
and marketing which, in turn, will have an impact on export economic performance
(Gray 1997; Levy et al. 2007; Morgan and Katsikeas 1997; Halikias and Panayoto-
poulou 2003). Therefore, it is very important to take cognitive phenomena and man-
agers’ characteristics into account when analyzing export activities (Moen and Ser-
vais 2002; Townsend and Cairns 2003), which in this study we measure through the
level of MGO.

2.1 MGO and Firms’ Export and Economic Performance

Managers’ global orientation has been described as a geocentric view of interna-
tional markets (Perlmutter 1969; Calof and Beamish 1994), and an aspiration to
exploit these with proper marketing strategies (Levitt 1983). Some attitudes that
have been found to be connected to a high MGO are a global and cultural awareness
and sensitivity, and a transnational view of market opportunities or segments (Bar-
ham 1987; Cateora 1993). Levy et al. (2007, p. 244) define a global mindset as “an
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articulation of multiple cultural and strategic realities on both global and local lev-
els, and the cognitive ability to mediate and integrate across this multiplicity”. These
attitudes render international managers with higher MGO less likely to be affected
by psychic distance—the perceived political, cultural, and language barriers that may
hamper expansion across borders (Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Williams 2011), and
better at coping with diverse competitive environments than domestically oriented
decision makers (Nielsen and Nielsen 2011; Gupta and Govindarajan 2002).

Furthermore, Acedo and Jones (2007) found MGO to be related to two qualities
that characterize entrepreneurial behavior, namely risk taking and proactivity (Covin
and Slevin 1991). Williams and Chaston (2004) also suggest that an MGO com-
ponent, international experience, is related to more confidence regarding exporting
activities. According to these studies, a higher MGO decreases the perception of
risk associated with international business opportunities, so managers will be more
willing to expand across borders. It also increases managers’ international proactiv-
ity, which involves scanning the environment for opportunities, and showing initia-
tive and perseverance (Crant 2000). This proactive attitude is anticipated to enable
managers to change things and take advantage of such change (Bateman and Crant
1993), to respond quickly and properly to the market-changing requirements (Gupta
and Govindarajan 2002), and to find strategic partners (Reuber and Fischer 1997,
Spence et al. 2011). In summary, a high MGO is likely to influence the decision
maker’s attitudes, perceptions, and commitment towards international expansion,
and to foster international entrepreneurial orientation by increasing proactivity and
risk taking (Covin and Miller 2014).

In SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises), the manager responsible for
strategic internationalization-related decisions may exert decisive influence in the
firm’s export behavior (Kyvik et al. 2013). Thus, his/her dynamic behavior and bet-
ter decision making is likely to bring about improvements in a SME’s export mar-
keting strategies and results. For instance, constantly scanning and monitoring the
environment should increase information from the market and clients available to
the firm; more proactive and dynamic export behavior may favor export planning
and building partnership agreements with distributors or agents; a higher interna-
tional awareness and sensitivity, together with quick responses to market require-
ments, may be expected to favor the appropriate adaptation of products, pricing, and
promotion activities.

In sum, from the previous presentation of arguments, we support that managers
with higher levels of MGO will be able to attain better export marketing results.

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between MGO and a SME export
marketing results.

The final goal of the different export marketing activities is to increase interna-
tional sales. Exports are the primary outcome of different international marketing
activities and the yardstick of their effectiveness (Freixanet 2012). Following the
logic depicted in Fig. 1, a higher MGO, by producing better decisions and achieving
better export marketing results, is expected to generate increases in export perfor-
mance (Knight 1997; Harveston et al. 2000). Better information on foreign markets
will translate into the delivery of more adapted products and effective promotion
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campaigns (Li 2017). Creating a larger and better network of agents/distributors
will enable the firm to establish a higher presence in the market and generate more
potential for sales (Crick and Czinkota 1995). A well-planned and structured inter-
national expansion is likely to enable the firm to allocate the necessary resources
and better prepare itself for export activity, thus achieving higher exports (Nemkova
et al. 2012).

Furthermore, as long as managers are present in the firm, the positive influence of
their level of MGO should be felt consistently, year after year, thus also resulting in
long-term growth in firms’ export performance (Hambrick et al. 1996). Hence:

Hypothesis 2a: There is a positive relationship between MGO and short-term
export performance.

Hypothesis 2b: There is a positive relationship between MGO and long-term
(growth in) export performance.

A high level of MGO is also expected to directly and indirectly enhance firms’
overall economic performance. First, potential improvements in firms’ export mar-
keting strategies and results should potentially help them to be more competitive
in the local market (Francis and Collins-Dodd 2004), thus improving overall sales
and profitability. Additionally, an increase in the company’s international activities
has been found to enhance firm profitability through mechanisms such as economies
of scale in production and procurement (Cardinal et al. 2011; Hennart 2011; Kirca
et al. 2011), economies of scope through a higher business exploitation of the firm’s
tangible and intangible assets (Hitt et al. 1997; Contractor et al. 2003), or greater
learning and productivity (Garcia et al. 2012; Salomon and Jin 2010; Golovko and
Valentini 2014; Aw et al. 2007). To the extent that decision makers are managing
the firm, and that their higher level of MGO translates into more exports and com-
petitiveness, the firm should experience consistent economic improvements over the
years. Therefore:

Hypothesis 3a: There is a positive relationship between MGO and short-term
economic performance.

Hypothesis 3b: There is a positive relationship between MGO and long-term
(growth in) economic performance.

2.2 MGO and Internationalization Speed

Internationalization speed may be defined as the rapidity with which a firm enters
international markets after inception (Acedo and Jones 2007). This is a time-based
outcome that is commonly associated with international entrepreneurial behavior
(McDougall et al. 2003), and it is a concept that has raised increasing attention over
the past two decades (e.g., Cavusgil and Knight 2015). This timespan has generally
shortened in recent years because of different factors, such as lower government-
imposed barriers to exports and lower transportation costs, coupled with an increase
in competition and a reduction in the product’s life cycle, which makes companies
seek new markets to extend it (Nummela et al. 2004).
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The relationship between managers’ features and internationalization speed is an
under researched area (Kyvik et al. 2013). The few published studies on the topic
emphasize the role of the decision maker’s global mindset. They point out that MGO
determines the manager’s capacity and willingness to expand across borders with-
out a long previous period of domestic growth (Acedo and Jones 2007), and even
suggest that it may be a requirement for early internationalization (Harveston et al.
2002; Nummela et al. 2004). The reduction of psychic distance pointed out above
and managers’ international acumen should both favor a more rapid first export mar-
ket entry for managers with higher MGO. Hence:

Hypothesis 4: There is a positive relationship between MGO and internation-
alization speed.

3 Methodology
3.1 Data

Our dataset was built by following several steps. In the first place, we created our
sample by using a database named ACICSA', which includes all exporters in the
autonomous community of Catalonia (Spain). Following a recommendation by
Gengtiirk and Kotabe (2001), we limited data collection to a single region or state
to reduce the influence of uncontrolled environmental factors. The initial dataset
totaled 2763 companies, including firms with small or indirect exports and regular
exporters. Primary sector and service firms were ruled out to obtain a more homo-
geneous sample. Subsidiaries from multinational groups were also removed because
belonging to a large group distorts their strategies, marketing decisions, and export
figures. This dataset thus consisted of 1874 manufacturers from different economic
sectors, and which were not subsidiaries.

A questionnaire was developed by reviewing export literature related to our topic
and by pre-testing it with 24 managers from different industries. The comments
from these participants enabled us to improve the questionnaire and simplify some
of the questions. They also allowed us to obtain managers’ opinions and perceptions
about the relationship between their cognitive and attitudinal elements and firms’
export activities.

The process of data collection started by calling each firm to try to find out the
name of the decision maker in charge of export activities, check the address, and
obtain his/her agreement to fill out the questionnaire. Thus, we found correct contact
data for 1210 firms. In 2005, the questionnaire was sent by mail to each manager,
together with a stamped, self-addressed envelope and a letter of endorsement from
the university. After this first mailing, we received 214 usable answers, which repre-
sent a 17.68% response rate. In order to increase this rate, we sent a follow-up letter
to 400 of the firms that had not answered, after which we collected 57 new answers,

I ACICSA (Anuari Catala d’Industria, Comerg, Serveis i Administracio).
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totaling 271 usable responses (a 22.40% response rate). To evaluate non-response
bias, early and late respondents were compared (trend analysis), resulting in no sig-
nificant differences.

The second step consisted of gathering longitudinal information about the inter-
national and economic performance of the companies in our sample, from 2005 until
2014. Regarding the latter, the following data were obtained from a database called
SABI?: The date of establishment, sector, turnover, net income, total assets, and
number of employees for the ten-year period. As for export performance, numerous
authors have suggested the difficulty of obtaining reliable export data (e.g., Katsik-
eas et al. 1996; Brouthers and Wilkinson 2006). Therefore, we complemented and
triangulated the data coming from the following sources: The information provided
by two export promotion organizations (EPOs), ICEX® and the Chamber of Com-
merce, the information from the ACICSA database, as well as information from
corporate websites and reports. The use of data from several information sources
minimizes potential common method bias problems, and the variables used in the
statistical analysis have low correlations. This avoids possible bias problems in our
results (Fuller et al. 2016).

In parallel, through company records and websites, we checked the years of
departure of the decision makers, and in the event it was before 2014, we took only
those years in which they had been in the firm. Note that in the combined dataset
managers’ characteristics are time-invariant (Kyvik et al. 2013), being available only
for 2005.

3.2 Variables
3.2.1 Dependent Variables

An assessment of the impact a firm or management factors exerts on export perfor-
mance is a challenging task, given the large number of factors that may influence
final outcomes (Gillespie and Riddle 2004; Diamantopoulos et al. 1993). The dif-
ficulties involved have persuaded many previous studies to use subjective measure-
ments, i.e., based on managers’ perceptions (Leonidou et al. 2002). Other research-
ers have employed objective measures related to turnover, profits, or market share.
In addition, as argued in Sect. 2, the effects may be measured not only in terms
of final economic performance, but also regarding intermediate results. This study
includes objective and subjective measurements of performance, and both interme-
diate and final results.

2 SABI includes complete information and financial data coming from official sources such as the stock
exchange, press, and company registers, and therefore it has a high degree of reliability.
3 ICEX (Espafa Exportacién e Inversiones) is the main EPO in Spain.
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3.2.2 Objective/Financial Measurements

Export performance: The most frequently used objective/financial indicators used
to measure export performance are export volume, export intensity, exports to total
assets, and the number of commercial areas or countries in which the firm oper-
ates (Katsikeas et al. 2000; Kotabe et al. 2002). Export volume shows the scale of
a company’s international business; export intensity (percentage of exports over
total sales) indicates the importance of export activity for the company relative to
its turnover, so it is more independent of the firm’s size. It is the most commonly
used variable to measure the firm’s degree of internationalization (e.g., Kafouros
et al. 2008). Furthermore, the number of countries gives an idea about the firm’s
geographic diversification. In this study, we used both export intensity and export
volume to objectively assess export performance. Economic performance: A firm’s
accounting-based sales and net income are the most frequently used measurements
of overall economic performance (Katsikeas et al. 2016). Profits determine a firm’s
viability and the sum shareholders will receive in returns on their investments (Grant
2016). A firm’s turnover complements income as a key indicator because compa-
nies may increase their sales at the expense of decreasing their margins and profits
(Morgan et al. 2009). Therefore, using only one of these outcomes may provide an
imperfect picture of actual business performance (Katsikeas et al. 2016), so they
were both included in this study.

For both export and economic performance, thanks to our panel data, we were
able to consider both annual results, as well as their evolution over time. Longitu-
dinal research has been recurrently recommended in management studies, since it
presents several important advantages. First, it enables more reliable estimates of
causality among the hypothesized relationships between the different internal and
external factors and performance (Leonidou and Katsikeas 2010). Second, it allows
establishing long-term effects, and determining whether these effects are consistent
year after year (Skarmeas et al. 2002). Finally, it allows for the extraction of more
information from data, more degrees of freedom, and less collinearity among vari-
ables (Wooldridge 2010).

Additionally, we measured internationalization speed by the number of years it
took the firm to start exporting since its creation. Then, we drew on Coviello and
Jones’ (2004) statement that the age of starting to export for international new ven-
tures averages six years across several studies. International new ventures (INVs)
were defined as those firms for which the first market entry was comparatively rapid,
taking less than five years since the date of establishment.

3.2.3 Subjective Measurements of Export Performance

Based on previous research, we selected a set of complementary indicators of the
firm’s international competitiveness. The main sources were Hibbert (1990) and Ser-
inghaus (1986), who considered the elements included in our model and found that
the creation of a sales partner network was the main factor behind export success,
and Crick and Czinkota (1995), who found that product adaptation was paramount.
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Profitability of international sales: This was measured by comparing it with the
profitability of domestic sales, on a ten-point scale going from ‘much less profitable’
to ‘much more profitable’.

Export marketing results: These were measured on a ten-point scale, ranging
from ‘not achieved’ to ‘completely achieved’, and covered the following aspects:

— Marketing competencies: after-sales service, product adaptation, packaging, pro-
motion activities, sales network, and international pricing.

— Market information,

— Information on business practices,

— Financing,

— Opening branch offices or subsidiaries, and,

— Reaching international alliances or cooperation agreements.

Export planning: This was measured on a ten-point scale, ranging from ‘com-
plete improvisation’ to ‘we plan to the last detail’.

3.2.4 Independent Variables

Previous research has not yet established a generally accepted scale to measure
MGO. However, findings in the field indicate that internationally oriented manag-
ers are well educated, master foreign languages, have experience in foreign coun-
tries, and have a positive attitude towards exporting and staying abroad (Zhang et al.
2009; Dib et al. 2010; Freeman et al. 2012; Kyvik et al. 2013). Consequently, we
have used the following items to form this construct:

Educational level: (e.g., Koh 1991; Gray 1997; Acedo and Jones 2007): this is
measured on a 14 scale, ranging from no higher education to a master’s degree or
Ph.D.

Languages spoken: (e.g., Cavusgil and Naor 1987; Lautanen 2000; Williams and
Chaston 2004): the number of languages the decision maker understands to the level
of ‘working knowledge’.

International experience: (Nielsen and Nielsen 2011; Caughey and Chetty 1993;
Gray 1997; Nummela et al. 2004): this has been found to positively influence atti-
tudes towards international business and management knowledge and skills. It was
measured by the number of months the manager has lived abroad, and then graded
by dividing the answer into three scales: 0, 1-6 (graded with 1), and more than 7
(graded with 2). Additionally, willingness to live abroad (Naor and Punj 1984) was
measured by asking the manager if he/she would like to repeat the experience. This
attribute was measured through a dichotomous variable (0=no, and 1 =yes).

Number of international trips per year: (e.g., Dichtl et al. 1990): this was divided
into four scales: 0, from 1 to 4, from 5 to 10, and more than 10.

These items were added into a single measure. According to upper echelons the-
ory, managers’ observable demographic characteristics can be used to infer psycho-
logical cognitive bases and values and as such may serve as potent predictors of
their strategic decisions (Hambrick and Mason 1984; Nielsen and Nielsen 2011).
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While this study focused on managers’ characteristics, we also controlled for
organizational factors, such as size, company age, industry, firm’s export experience,
and number of members of the export department.

We divided firm size into four categories following the definition from the Euro-
pean Union*: micro-enterprise (up to 10 employees), small firm (between 11 and
50), medium-sized firm (between 51 and 250), and large firm (more than 250).
Industries were divided into Agro-industry, Chemicals and paints, Communication
and graphic art, Machines and electronic products, Manufacturing and wholesale,
Metal products, Paper, wood and furniture, Plastics and rubber, and Textile and
apparels.

3.3 Statistical Analysis

Two types of models were estimated according to the analyzed data in this study. In
the case of objective measurements, considering that longitudinal information was
available (firms’ international and economic performance from 2005 to 2014), we
specified a mixed model with random effects (Pinheiro and Bates 2000). These mod-
els allow some of the coefficients to be random; that is, different for the various lev-
els considered in the dataset. Thus, the intercept was allowed to be different for each
firm, capturing in this way specific individual characteristics not already included in
the model (i.e., unobserved individual heterogeneity). The statistical power is higher
using the random effect approach because we are using less degrees of freedom than
if we considered the firm as a fixed effect. A mixed model with random effects could
be specified as:

Y =a;+ X, +u,

a=a+e;.

Moreover, in the case of objective performance measures and internationalization
speed, we studied the effect of MGO using a linear regression model:

Yi=a+ X +u,.

Interactions in some of the models were also added to observe whether the effect
of MGO was different according to firm size or sector.

A natural way to compare mixed models is to use the Akaike Information Cri-
terion (AIC) and the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC). Both are based on the
likelihood function, and a lower AIC together with a lower BIC indicate the best
model (Fabozzi et al. 2014).

AIC = — 2logL(d) + 2k
BIC = — 2logL(8) + klogn,

* http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Enterprise_size.
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where, 8 =the set (vector) of model parameters; — 210gL(9):the likelihood of the
candidate model given the data when evaluated at the maximum likelihood estimate
of 6, and k=the number of estimated parameters in the candidate model.

Based on AIC and BIC, we selected and present in this paper the best models for
each variable.

Finally, to compare sample features by sector, we used the ANOVA and Chi
square tests. All analyses were carried out with the free software R (version 3.2.2).

4 Data Analysis and Results
4.1 Sample Features

On average, the turnover of the 271 companies in our final sample was €16.5 mil-
lion, and income €0.9 million (see Table 1). Sales grew in the studied period by €1.1
million, while income decreased by €3.3 million. This progression is not signifi-
cantly different across sectors and is consistent with the macro-economic evolution:
Our panel data start in 2005 (a year in which GDP grew by 3.7%) and end, in many
cases, in the years of the financial crisis (GDP in Spain decreased by 3.9% in 2009,
and continued declining in 2011 (1%), 2012 (2.6%), and 2013 (1.7%), with a growth
of 1.4% in 2014).

The average size of the companies in our final sample, as reflected in the num-
ber of employees, was 193.3, without significant differences by sector. Our sample
included micro-enterprises (12 firms), small (143), medium-sized (94), and large
firms (22). Considering these average values, it can be argued that the sample is
comprised largely of SMEs, and there are not any large multinationals on the scale
of Fortune 500 sized companies represented. In fact, we removed the larger and
smaller firms (micro-enterprises) from the sample to homogenize it further, and the
results presented in the next sections remain unchanged, thus allowing a clearer gen-
eralization for SMEs. In the same vein, we tested without companies that hold for-
eign production subsidiaries, and the results also held, thus enabling a clearer gener-
alization for exporters.’

The average company was 40.3 years old, with the oldest average age being in the
Agro-industry (52.9), and the youngest in the Paper, wood, and furniture industry
(31.4).

Regarding international activity, firms had an average of 4.4 members in the
export department and had been exporting for 18.3 years, with exports amounting to
€4.9 million, and export intensity (exports over total sales) of 27.06%. These exports
increased by €0.5 million in the period under study, and were targeted mostly at
the European Union (61.3% of firms directed more than 80% of their exports to
other EU countries). This evolution is, however, different depending on the indus-
try. The Agro-industry and the Chemicals and paints sectors appear to have suf-
fered less from the great trade collapse that started in 2008, than such sectors as

5 These analyses are available upon request to the authors.
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Communication and graphic art as well as Paper, wood and furniture, which experi-
enced remarkable decreases (—527.2 and —570.4 respectively). Interestingly, those
sectors that suffered a higher reduction in exports had a lower export diversification,
measured by the number of export areas, which highlights the benefits of reducing
risk through market diversification.

Regarding internationalization speed, firms were not particularly fast in starting
to export, waiting 22.4 years, on average. However, there are noteworthy differences
across firms, with 58 companies (21.9%) that may be considered INVs. Finally, the
average total value for MGO (10.17, with ‘0’ being the minimum possible value and
‘20’ the maximum) is similar across industries, and it may be considered acceptable
although relatively low for those firms with the smallest scores.

4.2 Analysis of the Effects on Export Performance and Speed
4.2.1 Final Outcomes

From the regression models in Tables 2 and 3, we can see that, as expected, MGO
has a positive significant relationship with export performance as measured by
export intensity and export diversification. The inherent cognitive and attitudinal
differences reflected in the level of MGO thus may play a role in further orienting
the firm towards foreign markets, making it more internationalized, and entering a
greater variety of countries. The effects on export intensity are positive for the cur-
rent year (H2a), as well as for long-term growth (H2b). The model was also tested
for each of the available years, and the results were found to be consistent.®

Firms in the Metal products sector have also experienced a high increase in their
export intensity, which may be explained by the collapse of the Spanish market for
this industry during the studied period (firms in this sector reduced their turnover by
€4.1 million), which resulted in many of these companies turning more to foreign
markets.

The level of internationalization planning reported by firms was also included in
the model, because it is one of the intermediate results related to MGO, as we will
see below. Interestingly, the results show that export planning is positively related to
three internationalization outcomes: export intensity, scale, and scope. Amidst the
debate regarding the balance between export planning and improvisation (discussed
further in Sect. 5), organizing and scheduling the different export activities appears
to yield better results in terms of entering more markets, and achieving a higher
export volume in them than by improvising.

Furthermore, the positive relationship of a firm’s years of exporting with
internationalization diversification and intensity (both short and long term)
is noteworthy, but not with export scale. Over time, firms enter into new mar-
kets and increase their commitment to internationalization. However, regarding

© The year-by-year results were not reported because of length limitations, but are available on demand.
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Table 3 Results: determinants

. . . Export diversification
of export diversification P

(objective) (Intercept) ~10.5033 (9.8262)
MGO 1.0945 (0.5185)*
Firm size (large firms)

Medium-sized firms 0.1481 (5.7452)
Small firms 0.9214 (5.9083)
Micro-enterprises 1.7959 (9.1377)
Years in operation —0.0100 (0.0604)
Years exporting 0.4198 (0.1456)**
Members export department 0.3728 (0.2144)-
Export profitability 0.1443 (0.7308)
Internationalization planning 1.8641 (0.7727)*
Sector (agro-industry)
Chemicals and paints —6.5588 (5.8704)
Communication and graphic art —0.6112 (7.8984)
Machines and electronics 9.0822 (4.8267)-
Manufactures and wholesale 1.5390 (6.8074)
Metal products 9.1406 (5.5884)
Paper, wood and furniture 8.6032 (6.4895)
Plastics and rubber 4.4522 (6.7889)
Textile and apparels 12.8034 (5.6211)*
AIC 2213.252
BIC 2279.776

Mean (sd). Signif. codes: *** 0.001, ** 0.01, * 0.05, -0.1

the increase in total exports, the main factor playing a part, as conceptualized,
is company size. Large companies produce larger exports in the same year and
a higher export growth throughout the years. A larger size brings about more
human, production, and financial resources, which appear to be more important
for achieving a higher amount of international sales than both the decision mak-
er’s mindset and the firm’s exporting experience. The number of employees in
the export department is predictably also related to higher exports and to higher
market diversification.

Regarding internationalization speed, as expected, a higher MGO is signifi-
cantly related to more rapid internationalization, thus confirming hypothesis 4
(see Table 4, which shows the relationship with the number of years it took the
company to start exporting; so greater speed will involve a lower value of this
variable). The alleged higher capacity and willingness of managers with a higher
MGO, together with their lower psychic distance to foreign markets, appear to
result in an increase in internationalization speed.

It is also interesting to note that older companies take longer to internationalize
than their younger counterparts do. This provides support for the acceleration of
the start of the internationalization process over time, as mentioned in the Theory
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Table 4 Results: determinants
of internationalization speed
(objective)

Internationalization speed

(Intercept)

MGO

Firm size (large firms)
Medium-sized firms
Small firms
Micro-enterprises

Years in operation

Years exporting

Members export department

Export profitability

Internationalization planning

Sector (agro-industry)
Chemicals and paints
Communication and graphic art
Machines and electronics
Manufactures and wholesale
Metal products
Paper, wood and furniture
Plastics and rubber
Textile and apparels

MGO X medium-sized firms

MGO X small firms

MGO X micro-enterprises

AIC

BIC

28.4191 (5.6882)*+*
—1.9223 (0.4215)***

—27.9871 (5.8376)***
—28.2745 (5.7085)***
—29.5403 (8.2728)*+*
0.9875 (0.0144)***
—0.9809 (0.0346)***
—0.0217 (0.0513)
—0.0510 (0.1754)
0.1982 (0.1850)

1.8413 (1.4032)
—0.7097 (1.8939)
—0.5409 (1.1532)
—0.3116 (1.6186)
—0.6915 (1.3275)
—0.3041 (1.5529)
—0.2304 (1.6122)
0.0782 (1.3404)
1.8443 (0.4565)%**
1.8522 (0.4554) %%
2.0006 (0.8018)*
1511.428

1588.456

Mean (sd). Signif. codes: **#*¥0.001, **0.01, *0.05, -0.1

section. The findings also show that this process affects more small and medium
enterprises than larger ones. Smaller firms are probably more adaptable and flex-
ible, and more ready to start internationalizing than the bigger, more established
firms are. They are also probably better positioned in their domestic market.

As to perceived export profitability, the results in Table 5 show a positive relation-
ship of MGO, depending on firm size. That is, SMESs, particularly micro-enterprises,
appear to benefit more from MGO to increase the profitability of their exports than
larger firms do. Decision makers with a higher MGO from such small firms are thus
more likely to help them exploit more profitable international business opportunities.

4.2.2 Intermediate Outcomes
The findings presented in Tables 6 and 7 show a positive relationship of MGO with

two intermediate export results, namely the creation of a Network of Agents/Distribu-
tors and Internationalization Planning. A higher level of MGO in the Manufacturing
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Table 5 Determinants export
profitability (subjective)

Table 6 Determinants export
planning (subjective)

Export profitability

(Intercept)

MGO

Firm size (large firms)
Medium-sized firms
Small firms
Micro-enterprises

Years in operation

Years exporting

Members export department

MGO x medium-sized firms

MGO X small firms

MGO X micro-enterprises

AIC

BIC

5.5947 (2.067)**
—0.1187 (0.159)

—1.6243 (2.205)
—1.4758 (2.153)
—4.6471 (3.076)
—0.0023 (0.005)
0.0216 (0.013)-
0.0451 (0.0190)*
0.2148 (0.172)
0.2084 (0.171)
0.6804 (0.296)*
1031.203
1073.218

Mean (sd). Signif. codes: *¥*0.001, **0.01, *0.05, -0.1

Export planning
(Intercept) 2.9029 (0.580)%***
MGO 0.2197 (0.040)%**
Years in operation —0.0036 (0.005)
Years exporting 0.0333 (0.012)**
Members export department 0.0359 (0.017)*

Sector (agro-industry)
Chemicals and paints
Communication and graphic art
Machines and electronics
Manufactures and wholesale
Metal products
Paper, wood and furniture
Plastics and rubber
Textile and apparels

AIC

BIC

0.5361 (0.499)
1.3195 (0.672)-
—0.0755 (0.413)
0.0334 (0.581)
—0.2026 (0.476)
—0.5349 (0.554)
—0.1712 (0.581)
—0.0431 (0.480)
1005.844
1054.862

Mean (sd). Signif. codes: ***0.001, **0.01, *0.05, -0.1

and wholesale sector is also related to a higher degree of market information and
after-sales service. Our results thus provide partial support for hypothesis 1. Quali-
ties such as greater dynamism and capacity of interaction, which are characteristic
of a higher MGO, are likely to enable managers to be more successful in building
agreements with foreign sales partners. Other international entrepreneurial attributes
usually associated with a higher level of MGO, such as a higher proactiveness, risk
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taking, and a trans-national view of market opportunities (Acedo and Jones 2007),
may result in more careful planning of the internationalization activities.

The findings nonetheless show a lack of significant relationships of MGO with
the rest of the intermediate outcomes, which indicates there may be some other
effects that were not included in our model. The most plausible explanation regards
the way in which these measurements were constructed. The intermediate indicators
were based on managers’ subjective appraisal of the extent to which they had been
achieved by the firm. It is possible MGO is positively related to expectations of a
higher performance standard; that is, managers with a higher MGO may be more
ambitious and demanding regarding the achievement of export marketing results
than those with a lower MGO. The fact that the findings show a positive relationship
with those intermediate results that could be considered as being more objectifiable
(a network of agents/distributors or internationalization planning is not so much sub-
ject to opinion, but it is something firms have or do not have, do or do not do) sup-
ports this reasoning.

The positive relationship between years exporting with four intermediate out-
comes, namely Obtaining Market Information, Product Adaptation, Developing
Exporting Know-How, and Export Planning, is also noteworthy. As firms gain expe-
rience regarding the internationalization process, they gather information on the
markets and increase their export know-how, and thereafter are able to better adapt
their products to the requirements of foreign customers. They also learn to develop
a prospection methodology, which includes planning and allocating the necessary
resources.

4.3 Analysis of the Effects on Economic Performance

The results in Table 8 provide evidence regarding the potential beneficial effects of
MGO in final economic performance, measured by the increases in net income, thus
confirming hypothesis 3b. As mentioned earlier in the paper, MGO, by enhancing
the firm’s degree of internationalization, may increase profitability, which has been
widely considered the ultimate performance indicator. The analysis of the inter-
actions, shows that the increase in income is inversely proportional to firm size,
suggesting that the economic crisis affected the profits of large firms more than it
affected the profits of smaller firms during the studied period. The analysis by sector
suggests the positive effects of MGO on profitability were evident among firms in
the Manufacturing and wholesale industry. This sector requires more contact with
the market than other sectors with more standardized products, such as the Metals
or Chemicals industries, so managers with a higher MGO can make a difference by
identifying the best opportunities, establishing the right contacts, and accordingly,
being able to appropriate higher margins and profits for the firm.

Regarding turnover, the findings convey an opposite scenario to that of net
income. Overall total sales increased during the studied period, and larger firms
achieved higher increases. Interestingly, a higher MGO, by further orienting a firm
towards foreign markets, results in a reduction of turnover. It appears that MGO
brings about a replacement of less profitable domestic sales with more profitable

@ Springer
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international sales, and this change results in overall increases in profitability, par-
ticularly for smaller firms.

5 Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between selected manag-
ers’ attitudinal and cognitive elements, and SME export and economic performance.
We investigated, for the first time in this field, the MGO effects by using panel data
over ten years, and a sample of manufacturers from different industries, of different
sizes, internationalization stages, and speeds to internationalization. This rich data-
set, together with the use of multi-dimensional impact outcomes, enabled a more
nuanced and complete view of the relationship between the different elements.

The overall analysis of the impact of MGO showed, as expected, a positive rela-
tionship with export intensity, with consistent results for both the short and long
term. These findings are in line with the upper echelons perspective (Hambrick and
Mason 1984) and internationalization process theory (Johanson and Vahlne 1977),
by showing the influence of managers’ background and cognitive base in firms’
decisions and results. They also reinforce and extend prior assumptions regarding
the critical role of managerial global orientation in export performance made by
Dichtl et al. (1990), Harveston et al. (2000), Nummela et al. (2004), and Li (2017).

The analysis of the relationships with export marketing outcomes allowed fur-
ther insights into the mechanisms of this MGO-performance link. First, the results
confirm those of Reuber and Fischer (1997) and Spence et al. (2011) concerning
the positive relationship between MGO and the creation of a network of agents/dis-
tributors. It is likely the higher dynamism, global awareness, and sensitivity asso-
ciated with a higher MGO result in managers being more able to detect, evaluate,
and reach close agreements with foreign sales partners. Second, the findings reveal
a positive effect on internationalization planning, which, in turn, is related to bet-
ter performance abroad. These results qualify those of Nemkova et al. (2012), who
found a widespread use of improvisation in export functions, and that its co-exist-
ence with export planning resulted in enhanced decision making and export perfor-
mance. Instead, our findings showed an acceptable average level of export planning,
which was positively related to export intensity, scale, and diversification. Hence,
the average firm prefers to plan rather than improvise, and the more it does this, the
higher the export performance. Considering the link between MGO and proactiv-
ity, tested by Acedo and Jones (2007), it is plausible this entrepreneurial attribute,
together with the greater orientation towards transnational opportunities, results in a
more thorough scheduling and organization of export activities.

Another MGO entrepreneurial feature, risk taking, together with a lower psychic
distance of more globally oriented managers, is likely to explain the positive link
between MGO and internationalization speed. Our results support those of Harves-
ton et al. (2000) and Acedo and Jones (2007), who also found international orienta-
tion to be associated with more rapid internationalization from inception.

The results further show a positive effect of MGO on export profitability for
smaller firms. As Andersen and Rynning (1994) posit, the skills characteristic
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of a higher MGO are believed to reduce the cost of collecting, transmitting, and
interpreting information from the environment in which foreign entry decisions
are taken, therefore enhancing the profitability of international sales. These
results are also in line with Kyvik et al. (2013), who suggest these effects are
higher for smaller firms.

The findings also confirmed an overall acceleration in the speed of internation-
alization. This former assumption has become a stylized fact, supported by the
more rapid internationalization shown by younger firms compared to their older
counterparts.

Additionally, MGO was also positively related to export diversification, in
terms of presence in different countries, thus supporting the results of Tihanyi
et al. (2001) and Beleska-Spasova and Glaister (2010), who found that manag-
ers’ international experience played a deterministic role in the firms’ geographic
diversification. In turn, it is interesting to note that those sectors with a greater
geographic spread were less affected by the great trade collapse than those sectors
that are less market diversified, thus suggesting a beneficial effect of diversifica-
tion on risk reduction.

We finally assumed that a higher MGO would also translate into increased eco-
nomic performance and profitability. Our findings pointed in this direction, with a
positive relationship between MGO and an increase in net income, in line with the
results from Daily et al. (2000), and from Schmid and Dauth (2014), who found
that managers’ international experience was related to firms’ better financial per-
formance, and stock price respectively. On the other hand, the negative relationship
with the growth in turnover suggests that less profitable and larger domestic sales
were replaced by more profitable exports. This effect is greater for the Manufactur-
ing and wholesale sector, in line with Boter and Holmquist (1996), who found the
internationalization process to differ depending on the industry.

It seems appropriate to complete this section by stressing that the discussed
results refer to the impact of the MGO level of an entrepreneur/manager or key deci-
sion maker in charge of the export activities of an SME. We posit that for large mul-
tinationals or fortune 500-sized companies, it would be necessary to consider the
levels of global orientation of the entire top management team in order to study the
influence of managers’ attributes on firm performance (Schmid and Dauth 2014).
Furthermore, in such large companies, top managers must rely on the information
provided by middle managers positioned between them and the first-line managers,
and are likely to play a prevalent role in the strategic decisions taken by top manag-
ers, which are contingent upon the information available to them (Huy 2002). The
information processing performed by middle managers is essential for the successful
implementation of strategic changes such as internationalization (Teulier and Rou-
leau 2013), and their personal characteristics and perceptions are thus relevant to
strategic choices within multinational companies (Judge and Stahl 1995). In sum,
for large corporations, a complete view of the impact of the level of MGO should
take into consideration the top management team as a whole, and the potentially
moderating role of middle managers (Li 2017).
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5.1 Implications for Management and Public Policy

SME:s need to be aware that managers’ level of cognition and their attitudes towards
export activities may have a positive impact on the firm’s degree, speed, and diver-
sification of exports, and ultimately on their overall performance. In particular, they
may automatically enhance their international orientation and performance by hiring
managers with satisfactory international experience, foreign language skills, and a
high level of education.

From a public-policy perspective, export promotion organizations (EPOs) should
consider the actual needs of exporters to be more effective. Besides using firms’
internationalization stage as a segmentation criterion, as they usually do (Freixanet
2012), they also ought to consider managers’ competencies, especially their level
of global orientation. Most EPOs evaluate the attributes of firms’ candidates before
they join the most important export promotion programs. Such attributes include
their strengths, weaknesses, and export potential. This should be complemented by
at least a quick evaluation of the decision-maker’s levels of MGO before making
appropriate recommendations. EPOs could use this information to assign scarce
funds to those firms with a greater chance of succeeding, or to strengthen the MGO
elements in which they have detected weaknesses. In order to increase international
experience and therefore reduce perceived psychic distance, EPOs have available to
them programs such as trade missions, which are implicitly intended for this pur-
pose. To increase the level of experiential export knowledge, another available tool
is the assignment of an international marketing consultant, who works with the com-
pany for some months and who is selected and partially subsidized by the EPO.

Another important component of MGO, language skills, takes longer to be
solved, but EPOs may recommend some measures in case they detect problems in
this respect. Besides language training, other faster, already available assistance
would include simultaneous telephone interpretation services. This could alleviate
immediate weaknesses and should be complemented by long-term nationwide meas-
ures such as quality language teaching after primary school, bilingual programs, and
fostering international exchange programs.’

Such measures would indeed help enhance managers’ levels of MGO, and there-
fore their ability to recognize and exploit opportunities across borders more success-
fully to the benefit of their firms and the national economy.

7 The EU implemented different initiatives, specifically relating to language skills, with the implicit goal
of enhancing MGO, but without continuity. An example is the ProMES program (Promoting Multilin-
gualism in Exporting SMEs by Communication Auditing), which subsidized an expert who audited the
SMEs’ language needs and established subsequent recommendations. Another example was an EU pro-
gram that allowed a European manager to stay in Japan for one year, to improve his/her knowledge of the
Japanese language and culture.
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6 Limitations and Directions for Further Research

The findings contribute to previous calls for analyses that include longitudinal infor-
mation and firms from different industries, but this study has some limitations that
point to areas for further research.

First, our impact analysis is concentrated on exporting, the most common foreign
market entry method. However, it does not explore the effects of MGO in relation to
other foreign entry strategies, such as foreign direct investment, licensing, and joint
ventures. Future studies could explore the impact of managers’ global orientation
in the decision to enter into foreign markets through high investment/risk strategies
such as production subsidiaries, and the management and profitability of those for-
eign establishments. Second, further research could assess the extent of the impact
of MGO in listed large multinationals’ strategies and performance, by measuring the
levels of global orientation of the entire top management team and the potentially
moderating role of middle managers (Li 2017). For such companies, the combina-
tion of features from top and middle managers may play a major role in their inter-
national and overall economic performance.

Third, it would be enlightening to include service companies in the sample and
analyze the differences in the effects obtained. Services have specific characteristics
such as intangibility, heterogeneity, and inseparability of the production and con-
sumption of the service (e.g., Lovelock and Gummesson 2004), which are assumed
to enhance the role of the manager, and particularly his/her communication and
interaction skills, so MGO should be even more important for this type of company.

Fourth, in our study we found a number of INVs. Further research could explore
the specificities of this type of firm, regarding their short- and long-term results,
and the differences regarding the level and impact of MGO. Fifth, including other
attitudinal and cognitive elements, particularly those related to international entre-
preneurial orientation (Covin and Miller 2014), such as the propensity to act autono-
mously or the willingness to innovate, could increase the level of explained variance.

Sixth, another potential limitation is related to the use of a longitudinal dataset
which, despite its many advantages, may also entail problems as to the design, sam-
ple selection, data management, and attrition (Wooldridge 2010). Finally, it is para-
doxical that the concept of global orientation continues to be developed basically
from a Western perspective. Using samples from other countries, especially from
emerging and developing nations with very different cultural backgrounds, would
increase the generalizability of these findings.
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