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Support to entrepreneurs has garnered considerable atten-
tion in the past few decades, as reflected by the recent 

special issue of Management International (Messeghem et 
al., 2013). International entrepreneurship has also been a 
growing focus of interest since the seminal paper of Oviatt 
and McDougall (1994). Yet, interestingly, the literature 
reveals that few links have been drawn between these two 
fields of research. What type of support is needed to facili-
tate the rapid and early internationalization of businesses?

The early internationalizing firms (Rialp et al., 
2005), Born Globals (Rennie, 1993) or International New 
Ventures (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994), as they are vari-
ously known (hereafter referred to as BGFs: born global 
firms), make up a “unique breed of international entrepre-
neurial SMEs” (Kirpalani and Gabrielsson, 2012, p.99). 
This type of firm has been defined “as a business organiza-
tion that, from inception, seeks to derive significant com-
petitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale 

Résumé

Les Export Start-Ups sont un type d’en-
treprise à internationalisation précoce 
qui recèle un fort potentiel de croissance 
et d’emploi. Néanmoins, elles sont fra-
gilisées par leur manque de ressources et 
sont nombreuses à échouer sur les marchés 
étrangers. En nous appuyant sur la Théorie 
des Ressources, nous posons alors la ques-
tion de l’efficacité des Services d’Accom-
pagnement à l’Export (SAE) à fournir à 
ces entreprises les ressources manquantes 
pour performer sur les marchés étran-
gers, alors même que ces services ont été 
pensés initialement pour les entreprises à 
internationalisation par étapes. Nous pro-
posons un modèle conceptuel qui suggère 
que certains types de SAE sont efficaces et 
influencent les connaissances, les réseaux 
de relations et la performance export des 
Start-Ups Exportatrices.

Mots clés :Accompagnement à l’export, 
International New Ventures (INV), Export 
Start-Ups, Théorie des Ressources

AbstRAct

Export Start-Ups are a type of International 
New Ventures which has a high potential 
for growth and job creation. Nevertheless, 
they are weakened by their lack of resources 
and are likely to fail in foreign markets. 
Building on the Resources-based Theory, 
we ask the question of the effectiveness of 
Export Support Services to provide these 
companies with missing resources to per-
form in foreign markets, even though these 
services were originally designed for tra-
ditional exporter with internationalization 
by stages. We propose a conceptual model 
suggesting that several export services are 
effective and influence the knowledge, 
networks, and the export performance of 
Export Start-Ups.

Keywords: Export Support, International 
New Ventures (INV), Export Start-Ups, 
Resource-based Theory

Resumen

Las Export Start-Ups son empresas que 
van a exportar rápidamente y tienen un 
gran potencial de crecimiento y trabajo. 
Sin embargo, ellos se debilitan por la falta 
de recursos y son propensos a fallar en los 
mercados extranjeros. Sobre la base de la 
Teoría de los Recursos, a continuación 
hacemos la pregunta de la eficacia de los 
Servicios de Apoyo a las Exportaciones 
para proporcionar estos recursos desapare-
cidos para realizar en los mercados extran-
jeros, a pesar de que estos servicios fueron 
diseñados originalmente para las empresas 
con una gradual internacionalización. Pro-
ponemos un modelo conceptual que sugiere 
que ciertos tipos de apoyo a la exportación 
son eficaces e influye en el conocimiento, 
las redes, y los resultados de exportación de 
las Export Start-Ups.

Palabras claves: Apoyo a la exportación, 
International New Ventures (INV), Export 
Start-Ups, Teoría de los Recursos
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of outputs in multiple countries” (Oviatt and McDougall, 
1994, p.49). In other words, BGFs are not characterized by 
a gradual involvement in international markets (Leonidou 
and Samiee, 2012). Instead, they are launched with a strat-
egy for operating at an international scale right from the 
start or at least within six years, according to most authors 
(Oviatt and McDougall, 1997; Peiris et al., 2012). In the 
typology of Oviatt and McDougall (1994), BGFs are char-
acterized by the number of targeted markets and the degree 
of internationalization in the value chain. The most preva-
lent type is the Export Start-Up (Kuivalainen et al., 2012), 
which is particularly important to public policymakers as 
these firms can strengthen an export-driven economy. By 
their very nature, these firms also generally have a strong 
potential for growth, especially in terms of job creation. On 
the other hand, they are the most fragile BGFs and have 
the fewest resources (Baum et al., 2011; Kuivalainen et 
al., 2012). It is thus in the interest of public policymakers 
to ensure that these firms have adequate support. To our 
knowledge, the question of how to support Export Start-
Ups has never specifically been addressed in the literature 
on export promotion. 

This study drew inspiration from the international 
entrepreneurship literature and the studies on export sup-
port. Moreover, it is rooted in the resource-based view 
(RBV) (Barney, 1991, 2001, 2007), which holds that those 
valuable and rare resources (assets, skills, capacities, etc.) 
that a company possesses, which are costly to imitate and 
properly exploit (VRIO framework; Barney, 2001, 2007), 
can be used to build sustainable competitive advantage and 
improve firm efficiency and efficacy (Barney, 1991, 2001; 
Galbreath, 2005; Hall, 1992); in this work, we focus par-
ticularly on export activity (Dhanaraj and Beamish, 2003). 
According to this approach, the success of international 
entrepreneurial SMEs depends on their stock of resources, 
and export support programs are expected to compensate 
for any missing or inadequate resources and ultimately to 
improve export performance (Wilkinson, 2006; Francis 
and Collins-Dodd, 2004). Export performance can be 
defined as success in foreign markets (Katsikeas et al., 
1996), both economically (profits, market share, etc.) and 
strategically (new export markets, new export products, 
etc.) (Knight and Cavusgil, 2005).

The paper focuses on public and parapublic Export 
Support (ES) programs; that is, partially or fully funded 
and/or managed by the public sector (national and/or local 
governments and dedicated structures). ES programs gen-
erally grow out of public policies to strengthen the export 
activities of a business, an industry, or even an entire nation 
(Root, 1971; Seringhaus, 1986; Koksal, 2009). They offer 
a wide variety of services such as information on business 
opportunities abroad, planning and support for export activ-
ities (Seringhaus and Botshen, 1991), knowledge transfer 
(Czinkota, 1994), networking (Demick and O’Reilly, 2000) 
and funding, guarantees and insurance (Shamsuddoha et 
al., 2009). 

The objective of this paper is thus to propose a model of 
the relationship between ES programs and the export per-
formance of a particular type of BGF: the Export Start-Up. 
We hypothesize firstly that operational and informational 
ES programs (Seringhaus and Rosson, 1991) increase 
knowledge and relationship networks for Export Start-
Ups, and thereby their export performance (an indirect 
impact on export performance). Secondly, we hypothesize 
that Financial ES (Czinkota, 2002; Diamantopoulos et al., 
1993; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009a, 2009b) directly impacts 
the export performance of Export Start-Ups.

Our model should be of interest to ES service providers, 
public policymakers, and Export Start-Up managers. The 
model pinpoints the type of support needed by these firms, 
whereas the current tendency is to provide generic support, 
whatever the internationalization process: early and rapid 
or traditional by steps (Bell et al., 2003; Eurofound, 2012). 
It should also help government representatives to more effi-
ciently allocate resources and effort to the various support 
programs and may even encourage new services specific-
ally for these firms. Lastly, the model will help managers 
of Export Start-Ups to identify the programs best suited to 
their needs.

In the first section, we present Export Start-Up firms 
and show that these firms lack key resources. In the second 
section, we present a typology of ES programs in relation to 
the needs of Export Start-Up firms. In the third section, we 
formulate propositions regarding the relationship between 
ES and export performance and present our model.

Export Start-Ups: weak BGFs?

Internationalization is no longer an option among other 
strategic choices, but a necessity for both big oligopolistic 
companies and SMEs (Meier and Meschi, 2010). Although 
firms that choose early internationalization tend to be more 
successful than others, some nevertheless remain fragile 
and risk failing in foreign markets, notably because of a 
lack of sufficient resources (Baum et al., 2011; Kuivalainen 
et al., 2012). We will briefly present the different types of 
BGFs and will then focus on the Export Start-Ups to exam-
ine what resources are available to them at creation com-
pared with other types of BGFs.

the types of bgfs

The literature indicates that BGFs can be categorized in 
many ways. The typology of Oviatt and McDougall (1994) 
was the first. However, it remains one of the most often 
used, even in recent research, because its criteria are not 
strictly defined (e.g., a minimal ratio of export turnover) 
(Leonidou and Samiee, 2012). Assessment criteria can 
thus be established on the basis of the research objectives 
(Knight and Cavusgil, 2004).
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In this typology, the four types of BGFs are defined 
in terms of the number of target markets and the degree 
of internationalization of the value chain (Figure 1). 
Geographically focused Start-Ups and Global Start-Ups 
resemble small multinationals (Peiris et al., 2012) because 
they tend to establish themselves physically in foreign 
markets using a variety of entry modes (subsidiaries, joint 
ventures, etc.). They are similar to what Kuivalainen et al. 
(2007) called “True” BGFs, operating at a “global scale” 
and reaching a significant percentage of sales abroad (more 
than 25% to over 75%, depending on the author, Peiris et 
al., 2012). In contrast, the other two types of BGFs, Export 
Start-Ups and Multinational Traders, grow through export-
ation, either indirectly (via agents, representatives or dis-
tributors) or directly (more involvement, more risk, more 
control over development activities) (Young et al., 1989). 
They have a minimal amount of direct investment abroad 
in order to keep their focus on the exportation of domes-
tic products (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994). Multinational 
Traders adopt a strategy of market diversification (i.e., a 
high number of markets; a minimum of five, according 
to Kandasaami, 1998), whereas Export Start-Ups adopt 
a strategy of market concentration (i.e., few markets) and 
generate a percentage of sales from exports that is usually 
lower than that of the other BGF categories (less than 25%, 
according to Kuivalainen et al., 2012). Peiris et al. (2012) 
called these companies “Early Exporters” and went so far 
as to oppose them to Born Globals in general.

International entrepreneurship researchers have noted 
that each type of BGFs should be studied separately 
because of substantial differences in resources and the 
entrepreneurs’ capabilities and characteristics (Oviatt and 
McDougall, 1994; Zahra, 2005). Recent contributions sug-
gest that most BGFs grow through exports, locate most ele-
ments in their value chain in domestic markets and realize 

less than 50% of export sales (Kuivalainen et al., 2007; 
Lopez et al., 2009). Unsurprisingly, the Export Start-Ups 
are the most numerous BGFs, as the empirical study from 
Kuivalainen et al. (2012) has shown. Younger and having 
fewer resources than large multinational firms, they tend 
to favor exporting as their main international entry mode 
because of the high degree of flexibility it gives them and 
the low associated risk (Knight and Cavusgil, 2004). This 
tendency is clearly seen in SMEs in general and not just for 
BGFs (Leonidou and Katsikeas 1996; Young et al., 1989).

However, the Export Start-Ups are also the most fragile 
BGFs. Kuivalainen et al. (2012) found that four years after 
inception, their overall export performances were much 
less impressive than those of the “True” BGFs identified 
over the same period and that these firms were more likely 
to disappear. As noted by Baum et al. (2011), the Export 
Start-Ups also have fewer resources, which would explain 
their weaknesses compared with other types of BGFs.

key ResouRces of bgfs And the specificities of 
expoRt stARt-ups

As we have seen, the types of BGFs vary in terms of resour-
ces at creation and some are more fragile than others. We 
will now look more closely at the key resources for these 
firms and show how Export Start-Ups tend to be disadvan-
taged compared with the other types.

As opposed to big companies, which principally rely on 
tangible resources in going international, BGFs are quickly 
able to begin competing in foreign markets thanks to their 
intangible assets (Rialp et al., 2005; Rialp and Rialp; 
2006; Cavusgil and Knight, 2009). Knowledge and rela-
tionship networks are thought by some authors to be the 

FIGURE 1

Types of BGFs (adapted from Oviatt and McDougall, 1994, p.59)

Coordination of value 

chain activities

Few activities coordinated 
across countries (primarily 
logistics)

Export Start-Up Multinational Trader

Many activities coordinated 
across countries

Geographically Focused 

Start-up
Global Start-up

Few Many

Number of countries involved



Impact of export support: a conceptual model for export start-ups 229

major resources for BGFs (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005; 
Freeman et al., 2006).

According to Johanson and Vahlne (1977), the two 
types of international knowledge are objective and experi-
ence-based, and both are necessary for a firm’s expan-
sion abroad. Objective knowledge about a market can be 
“taught” (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977, p. 28) or “obtained 
from primary or secondary sources” (Seringhaus, 1986, p. 
27). This knowledge concerns mainly export procedures 
and issues associated with transport, regulatory documents 
and international payments. Experience-based knowledge 
“can only be acquired through personal experience” 
(Johanson and Vahlne, 1977, p. 28) and “must be acquired 
personally through direct contact with the market or 
client” (Seringhaus, 1986, p. 27). A business with simple 
and basic knowledge will be at a disadvantage to firms with 
complex and experiential knowledge (Rialp et al., 2012). 
Experiential knowledge encompasses knowledge of the 
foreign business environment and infrastructures, customer 
buying behaviors in foreign markets, and how to use these 
market factors for efficient interactions.

Networks can be social or calculative (Huggins, 2010). 
A social network is the set of interpersonal and informal 
relationships based on sociability and social expectations 
which can be used to gain access to needed resources in 
order to improve expected performance. A calculative 
network is the product of investments in calculated rela-
tionships (inter-organizational and formal relationships) 
based on economic and business considerations and pro-
fessional expectations which can be used to gain access to 
needed knowledge in order to improve expected economic 
performance.

The BGFs with substantial knowledge and many rela-
tionship networks, all of which are rare, valuable, nonsub-
stituable and inimitable (Barney, 1991, 2001), are able to 
expand into the international arena more quickly (Oviatt 
and McDougall, 2005) and with better performances than 
those with less knowledge and fewer networks (Jones and 
Coviello, 2005). The literature suggests that BGFs are 
often run by experienced entrepreneurs with a great deal 
of knowledge about international markets and foreign per-
sonal and business networks (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994, 
2005; Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Coviello, 2006; Sasi 
and Arenius, 2008). This is particularly the situation of 
entrepreneurs who were managers for many years in large 
multinationals. These entrepreneurs had built up a stock of 
human capital and high relational capital even before they 
created their businesses. Armed with considerable skills 
and knowledge (Autio et al., 2000; Sapienza et al., 2006), 
as well as their networks (Ellis and Pecotish, 2001), they are 
well positioned to spot and exploit windows of opportunity 
that others are unable to identify (often in the same sector 
as their former company). Their businesses thus have high 
potential to become “True” BGFs (Kuivalainen et al., 2007).

But all BGFs are not managed by experienced entre-
preneurs (Evers, 2011). Export Start-Ups have a narrower 
knowledge base and fewer networks than the other BGFs 
(Baum et al., 2011). A good example is the recent univer-
sity graduate: this entrepreneur may have a very good idea 
that he or she wants to put on the international market. 
Nevertheless, understanding of the business world and the 
international environment is limited to theoretical know-
ledge from the university and some practical knowledge 
picked up during internships. The stock of human and 
relational capital is thus far less than that of experienced 
managers. Business success in this case will depend on the 
entrepreneur’s ability “to spot and act on emerging oppor-
tunities before increased competition occurs” (Oviatt and 
McDougall, 1994, p.58). Export Start-Ups thus need to 
build relationships quickly and acquire specific knowledge 
about target markets in order to grab opportunities before 
the competition does (Baum et al., 2011, 2012). They also 
need knowledge that is generic (Fernandez et al., 2000) 
or objective (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977) on international 
business practices to ensure that they handle their oper-
ations abroad smoothly. 

Given these drawbacks, ES programs are likely to be 
key factors in equipping these Start-Ups for international-
ization because (1) their mission is to provide the resour-
ces needed for successful operations in foreign markets 
(Gençtürk and Kotabe, 2001; Francis and Collins-Dodd, 
2004; Wilkinson and Brouthers, 2006) and (2) the main 
resources that they provide are precisely those that Export 
Start-Ups lack: knowledge about foreign markets and rela-
tional networks (Wilkinson, 2006), in addition of more 
specific supports of a financial type (Czinkota, 2002; 
Diamantopoulos et al., 1993; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009a, 
2009b). Thus, we think Export Start-Ups can find what they 
need in ES programs. In addition, as Export Start-Ups gen-
erally have a strong learning orientation (Baum et al., 2011, 
2012), they are likely to make use of new knowledge quite 
efficiently (Autio et al., 2000). Other types of BGFs seem 
better equipped to succeed on their own in foreign markets 
(Kuivalainen et al., 2012). We will see in the next section 
how Export Start-Ups are depicted in the export support lit-
erature and the types of ES programs best adapted to meets 
their needs.

Export Support services and Export Start-Ups

BGFs are increasingly seen in the entrepreneurial land-
scape (Moen and Servais, 2002; Gabrielsson et al., 2008) 
and they make up nearly 50% of the young firms in some 
Northern European countries (Eurofound, 2012). Export 
Start-Ups lack needed resources, yet they are the most num-
erous BGFs. They thus are a reality that ES service provid-
ers cannot ignore. There are several types of ES services, 
but some authors have noted that the service offers are not 
adapted to the needs of Export Start-Ups (Bell et al., 2003). 
Others, however, have observed that these services are used 
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by these start-ups (cf. the authors) and that some provid-
ers have even attempted to adapt their offer or develop new 
offers targeting them (Eurofound, 2012). Nevertheless, as 
we shall see, the impact of ES services on export perform-
ance, while a central topic of the literature, has rarely been 
studied in the case of BGFs (Faroque and Takahashi, 2012) 
and never to our knowledge in the exclusive case of Export 
Start-Ups.

types of expoRt suppoRt

The Export Support literature distinguishes three to 
four types of support (Seringhaus and Rosson, 1991; 
Diamantopoulos et al., 1993; Czinkota, 2002; Koksal, 2009; 
Lederman et al., 2010). The most frequently cited typology, 
from Seringhaus and Rosson (1991), distinguishes motiva-
tional programs (building awareness of export opportun-
ities, briefings, conferences, etc.), informational programs 
(training in business export practices, seminars, market 
studies, etc.), and operational programs (trade shows, 
trade missions, prospecting, etc.) (Ahmed et al., 2002; 
Francis and Collins-Dodd, 2004; Kuivalainen et al., 2008). 
Financial support programs (grants, loans, guarantees, etc.) 
can be considered as a separate category (Czinkota, 2002; 
Diamantopoulos et al., 1993; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009a, 
2009b).

Inspired by the work of Srivastava et al. (1998), 
Wilkinson (2006) proposed considering these ES programs 
as market-based resources. From this perspective, which 
extends the resource-based view (Barney, 1991), companies 
that are expanding into foreign markets lack the resources 
of local firms, as these last are naturally much more familiar 
with local market conditions (Griffith and Harvey, 2001). 
This gap can be bridged by creating strategic partnerships 
with national organizations or organizations already oper-
ating in the host country. Export assistance agencies are a 
good example (Wilkinson, 2006; Faroque and Takahashi, 
2012): they provide resources themselves and access to still 
other resource providers (Soussa and Bradley, 2009). In 
this sense, ES programs are “market-based resources that 
[U.S.] firms can tap into in order to develop both market 
knowledge and significant relationships with key actors in 
the target market environment” (Wilkinson, 2006, p.103).

ES programs are primarily designed to meet the needs 
of local companies looking to export their products abroad, 
the government objective being to create value and employ-
ment in the domestic market and improve the trade bal-
ance (Root, 1971; Seringhaus, 1986; Ahmed et al., 2002; 
Koksal, 2009). Therefore, BGFs that locate physically in 
foreign markets and create jobs elsewhere are not a prior-
ity. Moreover, researchers and practitioners usually refer to 
export support and not international support in a more gen-
eral sense. The focus is thus on exportation, at the expense 
of other modes of entry. By their nature, ES programs thus 

seem well suited to Export Start-Ups, which only grow 
through exports.

As noted by Bell et al. (2003), however, ES programs 
are generally developed for “traditional exporters” (Acedo 
and Jones, 2007); that is, with incremental international-
ization. For this reason, many ES programs are not suit-
able for BGFs. For example, motivational programs to raise 
awareness of export opportunities are of little interest to 
BGFs, which are by nature highly motivated to achieve 
an international presence and very much cognizant of the 
benefits. According to Bell et al. (2003, p. 354), “attempts 
to stimulate export activity [of BGFs] are akin to preach-
ing to the converted and an inefficient use of scarce export 
promotion program resources.” In contrast, informational, 
operational and financial ES programs seem quite relevant 
to Export Start-Ups. Studies in France, Europe and Asia 
(the authors; Eurofound, 2012; Faroque and Takahashi, 
2012) have shown that these firms are given access to many 
ES programs and that they use them. However, we will see 
in the next section that questions about the effectiveness of 
ES programs remain unanswered. The export support lit-
erature has tended to ignore rapidly internationalizing com-
panies and given priority to companies that go international 
incrementally (Faroque and Takahashi, 2012).

link between es pRogRAms And expoRt stARt-ups

The link between ES and export performance has been the 
focus of many studies. Understanding this link is important 
for two reasons: governments want to know if their sup-
port policies are working and business owners and man-
agers want to know if the support programs are worth using 
(Seringhaus 1986). Although “a causal pathway that emer-
ges from the literature links (if still imperfectly) export 
promotion organization services with firm performance” 
(Gillespie and Riddle, 2004, p.463), a number of studies 
has found no significant relationship or has reported con-
tradictory results (Souchon and Diamantopoulos, 1997; 
Gençtürk and Kotabe, 2001; Francis and Collins-Dodd, 
2004; Alvarez, 2004; Lages and Montgomery, 2005; 
Wilkinson and Brouthers, 2006; Shamsuddoha et al., 
2009b). For example, although Spence (2003) showed the 
positive impact of prospecting missions, Alvarez (2004) 
and Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) found no significant 
relationship. An analysis of the relevant literature indicates 
both a lack of consensus on the effectiveness of ES pro-
grams and a lack of studies on Export Start-Ups.

Faroque and Takahashi (2012) are the only researchers 
to our knowledge that have taken an interest in the influ-
ence of ES programs on BGFs in general. Although their 
contribution is a welcome addition to the literature, we pro-
pose to address issues that they did not consider. Firstly, 
Faroque and Takahashi (2012) did not distinguish between 
the categories of BGF, which implies that (1) the needs of 
BGFs would be the same regardless of category and (2) ES 
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programs would have the same impact on all types of BGFs. 
Yet we have seen that the resources available at business 
creation differ with the type of BGF. Some types of BGFs 
already have the knowledge and relationships necessary to 
carry out their internationalization project. Others need to 
learn and acquire them quickly. Therefore, all ES programs 
are not suitable for all types of BGFs. For example, offer-
ing general training in business practices abroad would 
be needless for “True” BGFs run by former international 
managers.

Secondly, Faroque and Takahashi (2012) do not dis-
tinguish between the types of ES and let a single variable 
stand for motivational, informational and operational pro-
grams (excluding financial support). Yet, we have seen that 
motivational ES, for example, is unnecessary for Export 
Start-Ups. Combining all types of programs into a single 
measure variable would therefore distort the results. In 
addition, it makes it impossible to assess the impact of each 
type of support on firm resources, although this practice 
has been recommended in the recent literature (Francis and 
Collins-Dodd, 2004; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009a, 2009b). 
Moreover, not distinguishing between program types lim-
its managerial inputs and the recommendations that can be 
given to both ES providers and the companies they serve.

Lastly, it should be noted that Faroque and Takahashi 
(2012) have “developed a conceptual model integrating 
International Process theory and Born Global perspective” 
(p.32), but this has been based only on the Uppsala model 
(Johanson and Vahlne, 1977) and the literature on export 
performance in traditional firms (Zou and Stan, 1998). 
Their model is not set up exclusively for BGFs but “can 
be applied to study both traditional and BG firms” (p.33). 
Given the above-cited literature, however, we believe that 
this orientation should be questioned. Many researchers in 
international entrepreneurship have underlined the need 
to study each type of BGFs separately. Others have noted 
that some ES programs are simply not designed to meet 
the needs of certain types of BFGs. Faroque and Takahashi 
(2012) adopted the opposite stance and developed a global 
model that they assumed would be applicable to all types of 
internationalized enterprises. For this reason, their model 
is indistinguishable from those that have ignored BGFs 

as a separate category (e.g., Shamsuddoha et al., 2009b) 
and indicates no specific type of support for BGFs. Yet, 
clearly there is no “one size fits all” type of support, but 
rather a range of adapted solutions (Chabaud et al., 2010). 
Supporting a BGF is not like supporting a traditional 
exporter (Bell et al., 2003). And, as we have seen, the needs 
of BGFs are not the same as those of “True” Born Globals 
(Zahra, 2005; Baum et al., 2011). 

In light of these observations, we propose to take a dif-
ferent approach by studying the relationship between ES 
programs and a single type of company in order to deter-
mine the specific support needs. By doing so, we hope to 
provide more precise managerial recommendations and to 
facilitate the development of customized support services 
for companies of this type.

In summary, a detailed examination of the impact of ES 
services on BGFs is lacking in the literature. To fill this gap, 
we propose a conceptual model to illustrate the impact of 
each type of ES program on the resources of Export Start-
Ups and their performances. We chose to focus exclusively 
on these firms, as they are both the most numerous and 
the most fragile BGFs, and thus most in need of support. 
Our model is based on the following conceptual framework 
(Figure 2), inspired by the RBV and prior works on the 
impact of ES services:

Model of the relationship between ES  
and Export Start-Ups

The earliest work on this topic focused on the direct link 
between ES programs and export performance (e.g., 
Donthu and Kim, 1993; Singer and Czinkota, 1994; 
Souchon and Diamantopoulos, 1997). More recently, sev-
eral authors have noted the need to measure both this dir-
ect impact and the indirect impacts of ES; that is to say, 
the impact on resources which ultimately impact export 
(Gençtuk and Kotabe, 2001; Francis and Collins-Dodd, 
2004; Ali and Shamsuddoha, 2006; Shamsuddoha et al., 
2009a). Assessing the effects of ES programs on both 
firm resources and performance seems more logical than 
measuring only the direct effects of ES on performance 

FIGURE 2

Conceptual framework of the model

Use of ES Firm Resources Export Performance
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(Shamsuddoha et al., 2009b). This broader approach can 
also identify a company’s support needs in terms of its 
resource needs. We therefore successively present the link 
between ES and the resources of Export Start-Ups, the link 
between resources and export performance, and the link 
between ES and export performance.

the impAct of es pRogRAms on the ResouRces of 
expoRt stARt-ups

To measure the impact of ES on resources, we propose 
to link Informational and Operational ES programs with 
knowledge and relationship networks. We begin with a 
focus on the link between ES and knowledge.

Link between ES and knowledge

Several studies on export expansion, export barriers, the use 
of ES, and the selection and evaluation of foreign markets 
have shown the importance of export knowledge and infor-
mation (Diamantopoulos et al., 2003). Most public resour-
ces dedicated to ES are allocated to Informational programs 
(Singer and Czinkota, 1994). These programs focus on the 
transmission of knowledge about foreign markets (particu-
larly objective knowledge) in the form of information about 
opportunities, markets or business practices (Seringhaus, 
1986; Singer and Czinkota, 1994; Shamsuddoha et al., 
2009a). Operational programs help firms to develop market 
presence by putting them in contact with key market play-
ers and facilitating their initial negotiations and their first 
sales. These programs provide companies with opportun-
ities to acquire specific knowledge about the target foreign 
markets (experiential knowledge).

The link between ES and knowledge about foreign mar-
kets has already been examined in quantitative empirical 
studies on traditional exporters (Singer and Czinkota, 1994; 
Shamsuddoha and Ali, 2006; Wilkinson and Brouthers, 
2006; Ali and Shamsuddoha, 2007; Shamsuddoha et al., 
2009b; Soussa and Bradley, 2009), with the results showing 
a significant positive relationship. Faroque and Takahashi 
(2012) reported similar findings in a sample of BGFs. 
However, their findings need to be put into perspective as 
most of their sample consisted of big companies (73% with 
more than 500 employees), whereas ES programs gener-
ally target SMEs (Ahmed et al., 2002; Francis and Collins-
Dodd, 2004; Koksal, 2009), and the Export Start-Ups that 
need to acquire knowledge most quickly are usually young 
and small. 

In addition, their sample made no distinction in the 
types of BGFs and this lack of differentiation between 
Export Start-Ups and “True” Born Globals makes it impos-
sible to determine whether the relationship was significant 
for all types of BGFs. The literature reports that the “True” 
Born Globals usually have sufficient knowledge of foreign 
markets right from inception (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994; 
Baum et al., 2011, 2012; Kuivalainen et al., 2012) or are 

able to acquire it quickly from foreign contacts (Nahapiet 
and Ghoshal, 1998; McDougall and Oviatt, 2003; Coviello, 
2006). Therefore, it seems unlikely that they need support 
for knowledge acquisition. Conversely, Export Start-Ups 
lack both sufficient knowledge and the means to acquire 
it (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994; Baum et al., 2011, 2012; 
Kuivalainen et al., 2012), which suggests that Informational 
and Operational ES programs would be well suited to meet 
these needs. We therefore hypothesize that they have a sig-
nificant influence on the knowledge about foreign markets 
possessed by Export Start-Ups.

Proposition 1 (P1) and Proposition 2 (P2): 

Conversely to “True” Born Globals, Export Start-Ups 
lack sufficient knowledge about foreign markets to enter 
these markets quickly and become successful export-
ers. For this reason, Informational ES programs (P1) 
and Operational ES programs (P2) are well suited to 
help them to acquire missing knowledge about foreign 
markets. 

Link between ES and networks

Networks contribute to the rapid and early expansion of 
BGFs into foreign markets and their flexibility in these mar-
kets (Coviello and Munro, 1995; Oviatt and McDougall, 
2005). They alleviate some of the pressure caused by lim-
ited resources by providing BGFs with a way to identify 
and access alternative resources (Arenius, 2002, cited by 
Sasi and Arenius, 2008). As we have seen, the success of 
Export Start-Ups depends on their ability to identify and 
act quickly on emerging opportunities, and networks are 
a powerful way to keep abreast of opportunities (Ellis and 
Pecotish, 2001). Unfortunately, compared with “True” 
BGFs, Export Start-Ups usually lack dense enough net-
works (Baum et al., 2011). They therefore have a deficit that 
support services can address.

ES services have increasingly concentrated on develop-
ing business networks (Demick and O’Reilly, 2000), and a 
few exploratory and qualitative studies have examined the 
role of network development in ES programs. For example, 
commercial missions, which are available to Export Start-
Ups, are designed to help companies establish business 
contacts faster (Seringhaus, 1986; Jordana et al., 2010). 
Demick and O’Reilly (2000) studied a development pro-
gram for Irish exporters supported by the European Union 
and the Irish government and targeting companies with 
high potential. Their analysis showed that the participants 
were able to develop many contacts with suppliers, trans-
porters, potential partners, customers and foreign support 
structures. Support focused on network development is 
especially beneficial for companies planning early inter-
nationalization (Bell et al., 2003; Wright et al., 2007). For 
this reason, many of the export promotion initiatives aimed 
at these firms are moving toward this type of support. The 
Eurofound report (2012) on Born Globals and their support 
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in several European Union countries revealed a great num-
ber of national initiatives to link new firms with a range of 
actors in the targeted foreign markets. The “Danish born 
global measure” or the 1,2,3 GO program set up by the bor-
der regions of Germany, France, Belgium and Luxembourg 
are good examples. In the same vein, other studies have 
highlighted the regional and local initiatives to help early 
internationalization companies to develop their networks 
and contacts right from start (cf. the authors). Export Start-
Ups are therefore likely to find the means to develop their 
relationship networks in ES programs, more precisely with 
Operational ES. Although these qualitative studies have 
confirmed the key role of ES programs in helping build 
new relationships, the network dimension has never, to 
our knowledge, been integrated into a conceptual model 
focused on ES programs. Based on these findings, we pro-
pose the following:

Proposition 3 (P3): 

Converesly to “True” Born Globals, Export Start-Ups 
lack the relationship networks to enter foreign markets 
quickly and become successful exporters. For this rea-
son, Operational ES programs are well suited to help 
them to build new relationships in foreign markets. 

Furthermore, knowledge is one of the main resour-
ces that networks provide (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 
Knowledge about foreign markets is often gained from 
interpersonal relationships (Ellis, 2000) in the form of 
information and know-how (Kogut and Zander, 1992), 
skills and management capabilities (Zhou et al., 2007; 
Kale, Singh, and Perlmutter, 2000). Export Start-Ups 
use networks to acquire the knowledge they need to bet-
ter understand the market or sector in which they hope to 
succeed and, in general, to obtain the missing resources to 
carry out an internationalization project (McDougall and 
Oviatt, 2003). We therefore propose that:

Proposition 4 (P4): 

The new relationships developed through ES programs 
will improve the Export Start-Up’s knowledge about for-
eign markets.

Figure 3 shows the four propositions:

Clearly, other factors (which are not included here, given 
that our focus is   on the impact of ES) can have an impact 
on the knowledge and networks of Export Start-Ups. This 
is the case, for example, of an international entrepreneurial 
orientation, firm size, or the experience of managers (Zhou, 
2007). The inclusion of these variables in an empirical test 
of the model would refine the results.

impAct of ResouRces on the expoRt peRfoRmAnce of 
expoRt stARt-ups

Export performance of Export Start-Ups

Export performance can be assessed economically and 
strategically (Knight and Cavusgil, 2005; Zhang et al, 
2009). Economic performance can be measured in percent-
age of export turnover, profitability, or market share. Entry 
into new foreign markets or the introduction of new prod-
ucts can be used as indicators of strategic performance. The 
ratio of export turnover to total turnover is frequently used 
(e.g., Zhou et al., 2007). The literature on entrepreneurship 
also uses this measurement as a criterion for classifying the 
types of BGFs (e.g., Kuivalainen et al., 2012). The export 
support studies usually focus on economic measures at the 
expense of strategic measures.

In the framework of Export Start-Ups, the speed of 
expansion into foreign markets reflects strategic export per-
formance. Indeed, when BGFs attempt early expansion, it 
is generally to (1) take advantage of a window of opportun-
ity and benefit from the first-mover advantage (2) by sell-
ing a product with a short life cycle (3) in a niche market 
that requires entry into several markets in order to profit 
from product development. Rapid expansion by entry into 

FIGURE 3
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several countries is a gage of performance for Export Start-
Ups. Strategic export performance, in terms of high speed 
of international development, can therefore be assessed by 
the number of countries in which the company develops 
within a given time frame (Moore and Meschi, 2011).

Resources of Export Start-Ups and export 
performance

Knowledge about foreign markets and relationship net-
works are well-known predictors of the export performance 
of businesses in general and BGFs in particular. Knowledge 
is a crucial resource for early internationalization (Reuber 
and Fischer, 1997; Oviatt and McDougall, 2005) and BGF 
performance (Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Hitt et al., 2006; 
Zhou, 2007; Faroque and Takahashi, 2012). A lack of suf-
ficient knowledge is a considerable obstacle for penetration 
into foreign markets (Eriksson et al., 1997) and makes any 
such endeavor more risky (Sullivan and Bauerschmidt, 
1989). International knowledge is a precious resource that 
helps firms to acquire complementary capacities linked to 
products and their commercialization in foreign markets 
(Morgan et al., 2004). The result will be improved perform-
ance and increased commitment to international business 
(Lages and Montgomery, 2004). Knowledge also prepares 
the way for entry into new markets. In this way, inter-
national knowledge makes commitment to international 
business easier and stronger (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977, 
1990; Andersen, 1993). Zhou (2007) analyzed entrepre-
neurial orientation, knowledge of foreign markets, size and 
international experience and found that knowledge of for-
eign markets was the most powerful predictor of foreign 
sales growth in BGFs. Similarly, Rialp and Rialp (2006) 
studied a sample of 252 BGFs and found that generic and 
specific knowledge were the greatest determinants of “per-
ceived relative export profitability.”

The ability to identify, cultivate and manage networks 
is also very important to the survival and success of entre-
preneurial firms (Larson, 1991). Networks facilitate early 
internationalization (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005) and 
improve the BGF’s competitive advantage (Coviello and 

Cox, 2006). They help firms to enter new markets (Ellis, 
2000) and positively impact BGF growth (Sharma and 
Bloomstermo, 2003) and export performance (Zhou et al., 
2007). Thus, the knowledge gained from Informational 
and Operational ES programs and the new relationship net-
works forged through Operational programs have a posi-
tive impact on the export performance of Export Start-Ups, 
both strategically and economically. We therefore make the 
following propositions:

Proposition 5 (P5): 

Knowledge of foreign markets improves the export  
performance of Export Start-Ups.

Proposition 6 (P6): 

Relational networks improve the export performance of 
Export Start-Ups.

In other words, foreign market knowledge and relation-
ship networks mediate the relationship of ES programs and 
export performance. Informational and Operational ES 
programs thus have an indirect impact on the export per-
formance of Export Start-Ups (Figure 4).

diRect impAct of es pRogRAms on the expoRt 
peRfoRmAnce of expoRt stARt-ups

Many studies have focused on the direct relationship 
between ES programs and export performance (Table 1). 
The contradictory findings can be explained by differences 
in the samples, which make comparisons difficult. Some 
of the studies concentrated on SMEs exclusively (Alvarez, 
2004; Francis and Collins-Dodd, 2004; Wilkinson and 
Brouthers, 2006; Bonner and McGuiness, 2007; Soussa 
and Bradley, 2009), whereas others took into account both 
SMEs and big firms or did not even specify the category of 
company (Marandu, 1995; Souchon and Diamantopoulos, 
1997; Gençturk and Kotabe, 2001). In addition, nearly half 
of these studies were conducted in developed countries 
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TaBlE 1

Studies on the impact of ES programs

Author/country/year Sample size and type of 
firm Types of ES programs studied Significance of the ES impact 

on export performance 

Donthu and Kim 
(1993) / USA

640 manufacturing SMEs Degree of use of 20 ES providers (+S) 

Singer and Czinkota 
(1994) / USA

89 firms, mostly SMEs Informational ES (+S) 

Marandu (1995) / 
Tanzania

51 manufacturing firms Degree of ES use – finance and 
marketing 

(+S) 

Katsikeas, Piercy and 
Ioannidis (1996) / 
(Greece)

94 SMEs and big enter-
prises in the agri-food in-
dustry; regular exporters

Importance of ES for the enterprise (+S)

Souchon and Dia-
mantopoulos (1997) / 
Great Britain

26 enterprises Rate of ES use focused on  
information transmission 

(NS) 

Gençturk and Kotabe 
(2001) / USA

162 manufacturing  
enterprises 

Degree of ES use (+S) for competitive position 
(NS) for export sales growth
(NS) for export profits

Spence (2003) / 
England

Two data collections 6 
months apart: 113 and 52 
SMEs and big enterprises

Number of participants in prospect-
ing missions 

(+S)

Alvarez (2004) / Chili 295 SMEs exporting  
occasionally or regularly

Number of participants in global 
national offer

(NS)  

Francis and Collins-
Dodd (2004) / Canada

183 high-tech SMEs Degree of ES use (+S) but NS for enterprises 
making most of their sales  
in exports 

Lages and Montgome-
ry (2005) / Portugal

519 enterprises, mostly 
SMEs 

Degree of ES use (NS) when a strategy of price 
adaptation was taken into  
account as a mediating variable

Shamsuddoha and Ali 
(2006) / Bengladesh

203 enterprises Degree of ES use (+S) 

Wilkinson and Brou-
thers (2006) / USA

105 SMEs Foreign trade fairs 
Prospecting missions
Programs for identifying agents 
and distributors 

(+S)

(NS)

(+S)

Ali and Shamsuddoha 
(2007) / Bengladesh

203 enterprises Degree of ES use (+S)

Bonner and McGui-
ness (2007) /  
Northern Ireland

214 high-growth SMEs Degree of ES use (+S)

Soussa and Bradley 
(2009) / Portugal

287 SMEs Degree of ES use (+S)

Shamsuddoha et al. 
(2009b) / Bengladesh

203 enterprises Degree of ES use – marketing
Degree of ES use – finance

(+S)
(NS)

Faroque and Taka-
hashi (2012) / Bengla-
desh

224 large enterprises in 
three low-tech sectors, 
many of them BGFs but 
no further details

Public ES – marketing
Public ES – finance
Quasi-private sector – marketing
Quasi-private sector – finance

(NS)
(+S)
(+S)
(+S)



236 Management international / International Management / Gestión Internacional, 19 (2)

(Canada, USA, Great Britain, etc.), whereas the rest were 
conducted in emerging countries (Bengladesh, Chili, 
Tanzania, etc.). The institutional landscape of a given coun-
try and its level of development can influence the effective-
ness of ES programs (Gillespie and Riddle, 2004). Lastly, 
other studies investigated new export companies and others 
focused on confirmed exporters.

The study of Faroque and Takahahsi (2012), which is the 
only one to take into account BGFs, found no significant dir-
ect impact of Marketing-type ES programs (motivational, 
informational and operational) on export performance but 
a significant and positive impact of Financial ES. These 
results are consistent with our propositions. Informational 
and Operational ES have an indirect impact on perform-
ance through their impact on firm resources (Wilkinson, 
2006; Shamsuddoha et al, 2009b). These results also seem 
to be consistent with the objectives for the strategic per-
formance of Export Start-Ups; that is, an increase in the 
number of foreign countries in which they operate. BGFs 
are limited by inadequate financial resources. “True” BGFs 
get around this limitation by relying on the networks they 
have been building since business creation (and before), 
which often provide opportunities to create strategic part-
nerships with other firms (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994). 
Export Start-Ups, on the other hand, do not usually have 
these networks in place, nor do they have the partners that 
could provide the missing resources to expand into new 
countries (e.g., through a joint venture). They therefore 
need financial resources to support their entry into several 
markets. Financial ES programs, with grants and loans in 
mind, can meet this need and allow Export Start-Ups to 
move more easily into new markets, thus accelerating the 
speed of international development. We thus propose the 
following:

Proposition 7 (P7): 

Export Start-Ups, being young companies, lack the fi-
nancial resources to enter foreign markets quickly and, 
as opposed to “True” Born Globals, also lack the rela-
tionship networks that might compensate this handicap. 
For this reason, Financial ES programs are well suited 
to help them to improve their strategic export perfor-
mance; that is, to increase the number of their export 
markets. 

Figure 5 presents the overall conceptual model of the 
direct and indirect impacts of ES programs on the export 
performance of Export Start-Ups. 

An interesting question is whether or not Financial ES 
has an impact on resources, even before any assessment of 
its impact on export performance. Earlier studies have not 
tested this proposition, although some authors who have 
focused on traditional exporters have suggested the link 
between Financial ES and “the degree of commitment to 
international business” (in terms of both human and finan-
cial resources). Resource commitment is a central con-
cept in the Uppsala model, which explains how businesses 
move into foreign markets incrementally (Johanson and 
Vahlne, 1990). Commitment is not in itself considered to 
be a resource, but rather the signal that resources are being 
committed. Support in this sense would be the ongoing 
encouragement to continue investing more resources in for-
eign markets. 

In agreement with the international entrepreneurship 
literature, Export Start-Ups are committed to international 
business but need help in increasing the number of markets 
in which they operate before the competition gets in (Baum 
et al., 2011). Financial ES services therefore offer a way 
to gain entry to these foreign markets (strategic perform-
ance), as we have just seen. In this respect, Financial ES 
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has a clear influence on the degree to which Export Start-
Ups commit to foreign markets. However, for the Start-Ups 
themselves, the outcome of this commitment should be an 
increase in the number of foreign markets they are present 
in, which in turn reflects their strategic performance, in 
agreement with the previously cited works (Knight and 
Cavusgil, 2005; Baum et al., 2011). 

The relationship between Financial ES and the resour-
ces of Export Start-Ups can also be understood in terms of 
the nature of the services offered by the public and para-
public actors. Financial ES programs are dedicated to help-
ing businesses manage their international operations by 
enhancing the possibilities for investment and limiting risk. 
Essentially, Financial ES is a source for financial resour-
ces. From our perspective, the only relationship in the con-
text of Export Start-Ups is the relationship of “Financial 
ES” → “financial resources of the firm.” Yet this is clearly 
tautological.

Obviously, the time between the allocation of finan-
cial aid and the moment when this aid influences per-
formance raises the question about how wisely Export 
Start-Ups use resources, with regard to Barney’s (2001) 
VRIO framework. Whatever its value, a resource that is 
not well exploited will have no influence on the company’s 
optimal performance. Managers therefore play a key role. 
As Penrose noted (1959), it is not the resource itself that 
matters but rather how well operationalized it is and thus 
how well it can be used to create value (Peteraf and Bergen 
2003; Sirmon et al., 2007). The subjective perceptions of 
managers are therefore important (Sirmon et al., 2007; 
Lockett et al., 2009) as they make key decisions about the 
best use of the financial resources allocated by public fund-
ers. The company must select the right foreign markets and 
adapt its marketing strategy to the market specificities in 
order to maximize export performance (Aaby and Slater, 
1989; Styles and Ambler, 1994).

Discussion

Export Start-Ups are fragile BGFs mainly because of a lack 
of resources (Baum et al., 2011; Kuivalainen et al., 2012). 
As such, they deserve special attention because they are 
also the most prevalent form of BGFs. We focused our 
examination on Export Support (Gençtürk and Kotabe, 
2001, Francis and Collins-Dodd, 2004; Wilkinson and 
Brouthers, 2006, Wilkinson, 2006) and developed a con-
ceptual model of the impact of Export Support programs 
on the resources and export performance of Export Start-
Ups. This model helps to explain how Export Start-Ups can 
be effectively supported.

The model presents three of the four types of ES usu-
ally highlighted in the literature (Seringhaus and Rosson, 
1991; Diamantopoulos et al., 1993; Czinkota, 2002; Ahmed 
et al., 2002; Francis and Collins-Dodd, 2004; Kuivalainen 
et al., 2008; Koksal, 2009; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009a; 

Lederman et al., 2010). Our analysis suggests that motiv-
ational support can be removed, in accordance with the 
work of Bell et al. (2003), with the focus kept on the infor-
mational, operational and financial forms of assistance. 
Moreover, we believe that all ES cannot be understood in 
the same way. Informational and Operational ES programs 
have an impact on knowledge about foreign markets and 
relationship networks; they thus have an indirect impact on 
performance, whereas Financial ES programs have a direct 
effect on export performance.

contRibutions of this ReseARch

Conceptually, this work contributes to scholarship in both 
international entrepreneurship and export support by show-
ing both the variety of Export Support services and their 
impact according to the firm profile. It also highlights the 
multidimensional nature of ES for assessing performance, 
as opposed to earlier studies that distinguished only one or 
two categories of service. The direct and indirect impact 
of ES according to each category of services is consistent 
with previous studies on other types of international firms 
(Ali and Sahmsuddoha, 2006; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009b; 
Faroque and Takahashi, 2012).

This work also enriches the resource-based view, which 
provides the theoretical base for our model. This contri-
bution is timely, because researchers have recently shown 
great attention to how companies collect, combine, and 
influence resources (e.g., Morrow et al., 2007; Sirmon et 
al., 2007; Wernerfelt, 2011; Schmidt and Keil, 2013).

The RBV literature suggests that companies accumu-
late intangible resources through their dynamic capabilities 
(Teece et al., 1997; Eisendhart and Martin, 2000; Lockett 
et al., 2009; McKelvie and Davidsson, 2009), with a typical 
example being the acquisition of knowledge. BGFs are able 
to acquire new knowledge (an internal intangible resource) 
if they have high learning capability (a dynamic capabil-
ity) (Knight and Cavusgil, 2004). When this is lacking, 
for whatever reason, the company can rely on its network-
ing capability (another dynamic capability) to acquire the 
required knowledge from partners and other relationships 
(Oviatt and McDougall, 2005; Coviello and Cox, 2006).

The model we present here shows that companies can 
acquire new intangible resources (knowledge about foreign 
markets) without necessarily calling on dynamic capabil-
ities (learning and networking). In fact, we propose that 
Export Support services are external sources of resources 
(Srivastava et al., 1998; Wilkinson, 2006) and show that 
companies can also accumulate new intangible resour-
ces from these external sources (Export Support). We 
thus suggest that in certain circumstances ES programs 
can partially substitute for a firm’s dynamic capabilities. 
For example, in a situation where an Export Start-Up’s 
capability to learn is insufficiently developed (because of 
its young age or the inexperience of the managerial team) 
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or inadequate to respond to the needs for knowledge about 
multiple markets, ES can compensate these weaknesses by 
providing the missing information. Moreover, by showing 
how companies are able to acquire new resources from 
external institutions, our model sheds greater light on the 
origins of resources, which has been a recent topic of inter-
est in the RBV literature (Barney et al., 2011).

This work also addresses the issue of resource profit-
ability, which can be defined as the acquisition of resour-
ces at a cost that is lower than the market value they are 
expected to generate. In their literature review, Schmidt 
and Keil (2013, p.208) noted that companies “should only 
be able to acquire a resource profitably (1) when they are 
lucky (Barney, 1986), (2) when they have superior expect-
ations concerning the resource’s value that are based on 
proprietary information (Barney, 1986; Makadok, 2001; 
Makadok and Barney, 2001), or (3) when a resource 
exhibits superior complementarity with the firm’s existing 
resource portfolio (Adegbesan, 2009; Wernerfelt, 2011)”. 
Moreover, the authors presented a fourth situation: when the 
firms initially have “a stronger market position than other 
firms” (Schmidt and Keil, 2013, p. 213). On the basis of our 
propositions, we present a fifth situation in which compan-
ies can acquire profitable resources: when they call on the 
services of ES programs. Generally, ES programs are free 
of charge, with certain complex and very specific services 
(document translation, organizing client meetings outside 
of prospecting missions, etc.) provided at a reduced fee. 
Companies can thus acquire new knowledge, develop new 
relationships, or build up their store of financial resources 
at no cost or at a cost well below the market price. Using ES 
services costs at most the director/manager’s commitment 
to participate in training sessions, attend trade shows, meet 
with certain individuals and fill out administrative forms to 
obtain funding. The use of ES therefore constitutes a fifth 
means for companies to obtain profitable resources. 

At the managerial level, this work is interesting for sev-
eral reasons. It shows that not all the types of ES identified 
in the literature are appropriate for Export Start-Ups. For 
example, motivational ES (building awareness of export 
opportunities, briefings, conferences, etc.) is not useful, 
and support providers to Export Start-Ups instead need to 
be specialized in informational, operational and financial 
assistance.

The model also shows that the retained ES programs 
do not have the same impact on the export performance 
of Export Start-Ups. Financial ES programs have a dir-
ect impact on export performance, especially because 
they make it possible for companies to enter new markets. 
Informational and Operational ES have an impact on the 
knowledge and networks of Export Start-Ups, which in 
turn affects performance. Therefore, ES providers should 
be able to identify the most appropriate means to meet 
the specific needs of Export Start-Ups. For example, an 
Export Start-Up that wants to enter a new market but is 

lacking in much needed knowledge about cultural, legal 
or consumer factors would turn to Informational ES. An 
Export Start-Up that possesses this type of knowledge but 
is lacking business relationships, knows no distributers, 
and is unsure of how to meet the key market actors would 
turn to Operational ES. Lastly, an Export Start-Up that has 
the required knowledge and sufficient business relation-
ships but is lacking the financial resources to enter a mar-
ket would turn to Financial ES, despite its young age. In 
particular, Operational ES (foreign trade fairs, prospecting 
missions, meetings with potential partners, contacts with a 
range of stakeholders, informal meetings, networking, etc.), 
which involves direct contact with the target market and 
its key actors, seems to be a particularly promising way to 
provide effective support to Export Start-Ups. Indeed, this 
type of ES does far more than help companies to expand 
their relationship networks: these networks become verit-
able sources of opportunity and specific knowledge that the 
public providers themselves are unable to offer directly to 
companies. 

Thus, although the ES for traditional exporters has 
primarily focused on transmitting information through 
various Informational ES programs (Singer and Czinkota, 
1994; Shamsuddoha et al., 2009a), we recommend that sup-
port providers to Export Start-Ups focus their actions on 
developing networks and ensuring direct contact with the 
target markets and stakeholders, through Operational ES. 
This does not mean that programs oriented toward provid-
ing information and training should be abandoned. Instead, 
they should be complemented by measures to develop pro-
prietary corporate networks. As these networks are often 
major sources of very specific knowledge and informa-
tion on market practices, they may even quickly come to 
replace the Informational ES program as part of the long-
term process. They may also lead to partnerships (e.g., joint 
ventures) between companies through the establishment 
of trust relationships and thus compensate for an Export 
Start-Up’s lack of financial resources. For all these reasons, 
Operational ES should make up the bulk of the offer to 
Export Start-Ups. This nevertheless means that ES provid-
ers need to invest considerable time and effort in building 
networks with the key actors in a range of markets (e.g., 
businesses, nonprofits, institutes, etc.) so that they can then 
offer network entry to their support clients. In this way, the 
ES networks would serve as a starting point for developing 
the Export Start-Up’s networks.

It should also be noted that most public investment 
goes to Informational ES (Seringhaus, 1986; Singer and 
Czinkota, 1994) because the cost of organizing conferences 
and training programs and bringing in export professionals 
is high. By shifting time and money to network develop-
ment, public policymakers can potentially save money 
while increasing efficiency. Indeed, our findings suggest 
new ways of thinking so that policymakers can more effect-
ively allocate resources and efforts to the various programs 
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and even define new services specifically designed for 
Export Start-Ups.

Overall, ES programs seem to have the potential to 
respond to the major resource needs of Export Start-Ups. 
However, they are poorly equipped to meet needs in tech-
nology (e.g., patents and innovations); certain authors 
point to technology as a complementary key resource for 
Export Start-Ups (Knight and Cavusgil, 2009), although 
these companies are present in all industries, and from the 
most innovative to the most traditional (Gabrielsson et al., 
2008). ES providers can perhaps be consulted for advice 
about the potential of a product and its adaptation to market 
specificities. But regarding product innovativeness, R&D 
and technological partnerships with research laboratories 
or other companies, the Export Start-Up should be oriented 
toward other types of support services, especially incuba-
tors. In fact, by acting in concert, these two types of servi-
ces would provide optimal support to Export Start-Ups and 
respond to a greater number of needs.  

Finally, our model will help start-up managers to pin-
point the programs that can best meet their needs or simply, 
for many of them, to realize that these support programs 
exist and can be consulted, even if their business is young 
or newly created. In addition, Export Start-Ups lack-
ing sufficient financial resources to enter foreign markets 
quickly before competitors seize the opportunity can look 
to Financial ES for the needed resources. Their speed of 
internationalization can be directly accelerated by this type 
of support.

limitAtions of this ReseARch 

The main contribution of this work is our conceptual model. 
Some limitations should nevertheless be mentioned, par-
ticularly regarding the contents of ES programs in different 
contexts. Indeed, ES organizations, as is the case with many 
organizations, emerge in an environment of political, eco-
nomic and social factors (Gillespie and Riddle, 2004). The 
institutional landscape in which the ES program is rooted 
will determine the services that are offered and the way 
they will be delivered. For example, some countries, like 
Canada, have a purely governmental organization to pro-
mote exportation, whereas others, like Australia, promote 
exportation through private funding organizations, and still 
others, like Sweden, depend on quasi-governmental organ-
izations (Diamantopoulos et al., 1993). Also, depending on 
the country, some services are free of charge while others 
are paid for, which raises the issue of resource profitability, 
as previously mentioned.

In addition, some of the services for Export Start-Ups 
are found only in a single or in very few countries (e.g., 
Eurofound, 2012). While this does not mean that the same 
general set of services and objectives will not be found in 
most countries (Seringhaus and Rosson, 1991), it neverthe-
less suggests that the content of the offer will be more or 

less differentiated by country. In any future empirical test 
of our conceptual model, it therefore will be important to 
take this into account and to interpret the results in light of 
the context in which the study is conducted. In comparative 
studies, it will be necessary to take into account the differ-
ences in the contents of ES offers. In other words, the latent 
variables, which are the independent variables of the model 
(different ES), may differ with the country. 

Similarly, the environment and the activity sector could 
be studied from the perspective of the Export Start-Up 
and not the support service offer. The international entre-
preneurship literature notes that some industries, particu-
larly in innovative sectors, and some countries, especially 
those with limited domestic markets like the countries of 
Northern Europe, are more inclined to promote the early 
internationalization of Export Start-Ups (Moen, 2002; 
Zahra and George, 2002; Andersson, 2004). These factors 
might influence both the content of ES programs and how 
the government delivers them. For example, a country with 
a small domestic market and a relatively large population 
of Export Start-Ups (Moen, 2002) might offer more richly 
elaborated and more intensive ES programs, which would 
ultimately have a greater impact on the export performance 
of the companies.

peRspectives And futuRe ReseARch

An empirical study is now needed to test the hypotheses 
presented herein, although the limitations mentioned above 
need to be taken into account. This work is underway 
and will use a quantitative approach and statistical analy-
sis based on the method of structural equation modeling. 
Table 2 presents the scales used to measure the model 
variables.

To measure ES, we propose crossing the categoriza-
tion of Seringhaus and Rosson (1991) with that of Czinkota 
(2002). Measuring three support categories (Informational, 
Operational and Financial ES) is an improvement over the 
one or two categories of previous conceptual models (e.g., 
Ali and Shamsuddoha, 2007; Faroque and Takahashi, 2012) 
and thus responds to the need for more accurate assessments 
of the impact of each type of ES highlighted in the recent 
literature (Wilkinson and Brouthers, 2006; Shamsuddoha 
et al., 2009a, 2009b). Furthermore, we intend to follow the 
recommendations of Gençtürk and Kotabe (2001) by incor-
porating a frequency scale (“How often have you used this 
export support service?”) rather than a simple dichotom-
ous measure (“Have you yes/no used this export support 
service?”). Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) recommend 
the inclusion of frequency assessments in future research 
as an aid to constructing a measurement scale: once its 
psychometric properties are validated, this tool will further 
enhance our understanding of ES use. Measuring frequency 
might also provide insight into whether making the same 
offer several times to the same company has a significant 
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impact on business performance. Finally, we intend to 
measure the frequency of ES use by companies over the 
last five years, as recommended by Ifjú and Bush (1994) 
and Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006). By doing so, we hope 
to assess the time that elapses between the moment when a 
company uses a support service and when that support ser-
vice influences firm performance, as shown by other stud-
ies (Seringhaus, 1986; Spence, 2003). The notion of time 
has also been examined in the RBV literature; for example, 
in studies assessing the time lag between when a company 
acquires a resource and when that resource has an effect on 
the company’s market position (Schmidt and Keil, 2013). In 
addition, frequency measures would allow us to take into 
account the support services received by Export Start-Ups 
in their early months of existence, even if the data are being 
collected five or six years later. The question to respondents 
would thus be as follows: “In order to prepare for or carry 
out your export goals, how often did you benefit from the 
following types of export support in the last five years?”

To measure knowledge about foreign markets, we 
propose Zhou’s (2007) three-dimensional scale, which is 
often used in the field of international entrepreneurship. 
This scale was constructed on the basis of the reference 

works of Eriksson et al. (1997), who in turn were much 
inspired by the resource-based view. These authors sug-
gested a distinction between business, institutional and 
international knowledge. Although this scale was origin-
ally built in the field of international business, Zhou (2007) 
adapted it to the field of international entrepreneurship and 
BGFs. Network relationships can be assessed through the 
bi-dimensional scale proposed by Roxas and Chadee (2011) 
and based on the work of Kale et al. (2000). This scale 
distinguishes between the relationship networks for gen-
eric exportation (relationships with government agencies, 
financial institutions, professional associations, etc.) and 
networks for private export partners (customers, suppli-
ers, etc.). Export performance can be assessed by objective 
measures − the turnover/export ratio (economic perform-
ance) and the number of foreign markets (strategic per-
formance) − and by subjective measures or the perceptions 
of managers/directors (Leonidou, Katsikeas and Samiee, 
2002). Interestingly, the subjective measures are usually 
highly correlated with the objective measures of perform-
ance (Jantunen et al., 2005; Lumpkin and Dess, 2001) and 
are more appreciated by managers (Madsen, 1998). To this 
end, we intend to use Frishammar and Andersson’s (2009) 

TaBlE 2

Measure scales for the model variables

Variables Dimensions Measure Authors

Informational ES

Operational ES

Financial ES

Frequency of use (5 points), 
over the past five years

Seringhaus and Rosson 
(1991); Ifju et Bush (1994); 
Gençturk and Kotabe (2001); 
Souchon and Diamantopou-
los (1997); Czinkota (2002); 
Wilkinson and Brouthers 
(2006)

Foreign Market 
Knowledge

- Institutional knowledge

- Commercial knowledge

- International knowledge

Degree of agreement with  
assertions (5-points Likert)

Zhou (2007); Eriksson et al. 
(1997)

Relationship 
Networks

-  Generic export relationship 
networks

-  Professional export relationship 
networks

Degree of agreement with  
assertions (5-points Likert)

Kale et al. (2000); Roxas and 
Chadee (2011)

Export Perfor-
mance

-  Economic export performance

-  Strategic export performance

-  Subjective export performance

Export sales ratio  
(in a given period of time)

Number of markets  
(in a given period of time)

Degree of agreement with  
assertions (5-points Likert)

Nummela et al. (2004);  
Zhou (2007); Frishammar 
and Andersson (2009)
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scale from the field of international entrepreneurship, ori-
ginally developed by Nummela et al. (2004).

In light of the study limitations detailed above, we invite 
other researchers to conduct empirical studies in other con-
texts. In this way, we can move on to international compari-
sons and start an international conversation on how to offer 
the most effective support to Export Start-Ups. Does the ES 
offer have the same influence on the resources of Export 
Start-Ups, whatever the country? Are there more effective 
initiatives that should be considered rather than the “stan-
dard” offers? Are the offers adapted to all Export Start-
Ups, whatever their sector? Qualitative research, through 
interviews or in-depth case studies, might well help to 
enrich our model or perhaps prompt new ways of thinking. 
Types of support other than ES (support for creation and 
innovation) could also be included to identify potential syn-
ergies or complementarities between the different types of 
support services. In the same vein, studying other types of 
BGFs (Global Start-Ups, “True” Born Globals, etc.) from 
the perspective of support should be of interest to public 
policymakers.

Conclusion

This article proposes an original cross of the export support 
literature and the international entrepreneurship literature. 
We propose a conceptual model rooted in the resource-
based view that sheds light on the issue of support services 
for Export Start-Ups, a topic of considerable interest to gov-
ernments. Indeed, BGFs, most of which are Export Start-
Ups, composed only two percent of companies two decades 
ago (Rennie, 1993). Today, however, they sometimes make 
up more than half of all new businesses in some nations 
(Moen, 2002; Eurofound, 2012). Faced with this reality, 
governments must be able to meet the needs of these busi-
nesses, while continuing to encourage the development of 
the traditional support services that were conceived for 
companies following the traditional internationalization 
path: incremental and late-starting. Our research was con-
ducted with this situation in mind and with the objective 
of elucidating the relationship between Export Support and 
Export Start-Ups.
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