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ABSTRACT
Objective: Research into firm-level exporting, has been criticised for being excessively fragmented and incon-
sistent. The objective of this paper is to review extant research on export performance and propose a research
framework which will go beyond the currently studied relationships and variables, and therefore formulate
several recommendations for future research.
Research Design & Methods: In doing so, the review adopts a broader view of export performance, which
accounts for the possibility of a negative development of export ventures.
Findings: The paper finds that institution-based, resource-based and industry-based views have been often used
to address the determinants of export performance. While there are some complex interactions between host-
country institutional factors, firm-level factors, and industry-level factors, these have been studied to a lesser
extent. Also, the review highlights the need for a more nuanced and fine-grained understanding of export strat-
egy, particularly embracing modern business models and devoting more attention to foreign market partners.
Implications & Recommendations: Scholars should be more sensitive to previously neglected variables which
can enhance the understanding of export performance and lead to more comprehensive empirical studies.
Contribution & Value Added: The paper includes a conceptual framework proposing directions for future
research, whereby a broader understanding of export performance is adopted, including also the possibil-
ity of export exits.
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INTRODUCTION

Export can be considered to be one of the most rapid and feasible methods of entering foreign market
entry (Brache & Felzenstein, 2019; Oliveira et al., 2018). Meanwhile, research into firm-level exporting
has been inter alia criticised for being fragmented (Leonidou et al., 2010) and characterised by diver-
gent results (Tan & Sousa, 2013). While a number of theoretical concepts have been developed, single
theories can only shed light on export performance in an isolated manner. As such, a systematic con-
ceptual foundation embracing the determinants of export performance is still missing (Lages et al.,
2008; Tan & Sousa, 2013). Moreover, it is also less frequently discussed in extant research that export
success is not guaranteed, as firms may discontinue exporting (Sousa & Tan, 2015). Thus, the identifi-
cation of antecedents of export performance is of key relevance both for exporting firms and the entire
economy.

Accordingly, the objective of this article is to review extant studies on export performance and
propose a conceptual framework which will go beyond the currently studied relationships and varia-
bles, and therefore allow formulating recommendations for future research. While there have been
recent literature reviews devoted to export performance and its different antecedents (Chen et al.,
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2016; Oliveira et al., 2012; Francioni et al., 2016), the aim of our present work is not to overlap with
the previous diagnoses of the field, which already identified a plethora of determinants of export per-
formance, their specific operationalisations or research designs. Nor is it to simplistically criticise ex-
tant research by merely highlighting what has been less explored. More importantly, we attempt to
place export performance research in a broader context of IB research in order to highlight issues
which could be addressed by scholars, which — as we argue — can help to advance this strand of IB
research. We propose to consider studies on export survival and export exits as part of the same in-
tertwined field. Not only has survival often been considered as a measure of export performance (Ka-
dochnikov & Fedyunina, 2017; Martuscelli & Varela, 2018), but its antecedents and logic are important
for understanding export success as a whole. Not least, export exit can affect exporting firm perfor-
mance and its overall competitiveness, which is an aspect that goes beyond assessing the performance
of a single export venture and allows decision makers to adopt a broader perspective on managing
export markets. Still, exit research has developed separately, not allowing the two strands to build on
each other and reap conceptual synergies that can drive new fruitful research questions.

The paper is organised as follows. The subsequent section explains the methodology of the
conducted literature review. Next, a brief discussion of existing research on export performance
ensues with focus on the main achievements and deficiencies of current research. Further, we in-
troduce our conceptual framework which includes proposed research areas for further investiga-
tion. We discuss each of these areas in dedicated subsections.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Literature review design

Existing literature reviews in the field of management have recurred to different methodologies, con-
tingent on the objectives and topics of the literature review. In fact, the aim of this present review is
not to devise an exhaustive quantitative overview of existing research on export performance, as such
reviews can already be found (Chen et al., 2016; Francioni et al., 2016; Bartozewski & Trgpczynski,
2021; Trapczynski & Halaszovich, 2021). Instead, the aim of the paper is to develop an overarching
conceptual framework for studying export performance, based on the current shortcomings of this
research and the proposals how to address them.

Within a systematic procedure, papers were identified in databases based on keywords. This stage
was complemented with a manual lookup for printed materials, books, etc. A preliminary list of keywords
developed based on general readings on export strategy, export organisation and export performance,
it was subsequently expanded and adapted owing to the heterogeneity of the related vocabulary. Im-
portantly, the search phrases also included export exits/withdrawals/survival or international/foreign
market exit/withdrawal/survival. The search parameters were configured to include peer-reviewed pa-
pers published in academic journals between 1970 and 2020.! This allowed for the scholarly discussion
emerging on firm internationalisation in the 1970s to be incorporated in the review, but would eliminate
a wide range of potentially irrelevant reference items from earlier years.

After the extraction of peer-reviewed scholarly journal articles from relevant academic databases
using the EBSCO and ProQuest search engines, a screening process of the search results took place.
After an initial examination of search results, criteria were established for exclusion of certain articles.
Editorials and commentaries were excluded because they may be relevant to the topic, they usually
do not contain specific scholarly sources or empirical evidence. Case studies without conceptualisation
and analysis were excluded because they do not contain evaluation of the authors comparable to other
papers. It was deemed appropriate to eliminate the need for non-systematic judgement and evalua-
tion by the authors. The complete list of articles extracted from the search engines was reviewed and
items not corresponding to the search criteria were removed from the list. This was done based on the
titles, keywords and abstracts of the articles. A further iteration of filtering was implemented using the
exclusion criteria, based on the full text of the articles.

1The literature review was completed by September 14, 2020.
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Review sample description

An initial search result of 379 articles extracted from the EBSCO and ProQuest search engines was
further refined. The application of the aforementioned exclusion criteria led to the extraction of
285 relevant empirical articles for systematic analysis. Depicting the review sample by publication
year, it becomes apparent that the time period from 2014-2016 featured 80 publications, whereas
the highest year before 2014 was 2012 with 18 publications. The key factor to point out is that
export performance seems to be a modern phenomenon, as 81% of all articles analysed were pub-
lished after 2005 (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The evolution of export performance papers
Source: own elaboration.

The majority of articles were featured in a huge variety of journals, with 123 journals featuring a
total of 156 articles. The notable exceptions to the aforementioned rule are the International Business
Review with 33 papers and the International Marketing Review with 32 papers (see Figure 2).

Of the 285 papers analysed, 240 used quantitative methods including structural equation model-
ling or various types of regression models, whereas only 12 used only qualitative analysis such as case
studies. The remaining 33 articles used a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods. 243 papers
focused on export performance, whereas 42 put their emphasis on export withdrawals.

The detailed topical analysis reveals that inherent capabilities of the firm and strategy (consist-
ing of the strategy process, overall strategy and the more specialised topic of marketing strategy
adaptation) are most important with 73 and 80 papers respectively whilst environmental determi-
nants and factors such as industry level determinants or host- or home country factors feature
prominently with 43 articles as well (see Figure 3). The firm capabilities focus on factors that are
internally related to the companies, starting from simple factors such as company size or organiza-
tional structure, but also including more complex topics such as managerial leaning towards exports
or a company’s ability for adaptation and learning. Strategic aspects researched in the papers start
with general strategic decisions such as the choice of an export mode or strategy processes — e.g.
the dynamics of the decision-making process regarding export entry and exit. They also include
quite specific and detailed papers on the question of marketing strategy adaptation as a necessary
antecedent to export and export performance.

The vast majority of the analysed papers focuses on antecedents & outcomes of export perfor-
mance, whilst only a small margin of 28 articles mentions the processes involved (see Figure 4). Gen-
erally, the antecedents involved are based on the question whether and how factors linked to the
company or its surrounding environment are linked to the export performance of said company,
whereas processes are more deeply involved in researching the tasks involved in a company achieving
the target export performance.
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Figure 2. The distribution of papers by academic journals
Source: own elaboration.
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Figure 3. The leading topic areas of the analysed papers
Source: own elaboration.
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Figure 4. The leading research perspectives
Source: own elaboration.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Major theoretical approaches and the resulting antecedents of export performance

Taking a closer look at the home countries of export companies, it can safely be said that the existing
research is strongly based on a Western perspective with 208 of 285 papers featuring companies ex-
porting from Europe, America or Australia. In total, 67 different countries were analysed with the UK
taking the top spot with 24 papers, closely followed by Spain with 20 articles and China with 18 articles.
A possible reason for such a focus on the UK and Spain can be found in the ties to export market by
history and language, factors that are connecting both home countries (see Figure 5).

A number of conceptual approaches have been applied in extant research thus far. First, the indus-
try-based view links firm performance to industry conditions (Porter, 1980). In the majority of identi-
fied export papers multiple industries have been considered, which allows controlling for sectoral spec-
ificity and generalising the research findings (Chen et al., 2016). With regard to factors related to the
foreign market, the intensity of competition has gained visible research attention, albeit with conflict-
ing findings. The level of competition which firms need to confront in foreign markets has broadly been
considered to have a positive effect upon marketing strategy adaptation because of the pressure ex-
erted by the competition (Cui & Lui, 2005; Lages et al., 2008). In this context, some scholars find a
positive linkage between the standardisation of marketing strategy standardisation and the level of
competitive intensity (Katsikeas et al., 2006). However, the relevance of the context of the industry for
further decisions, such as the choice of export locations and export models, and the performance re-
percussions thereof, have been studied far less.
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Figure 5. The home countries of the reviewed papers
Source: own elaboration.

Second, the resource-based view (RBV) indicates that differences between companies account for
the adopted strategy and its outcomes (Barney, 1991). The RBV regards an organisation as an individual
pool of value-generating resources, both tangible and intangible, which explain a firm’s competitive po-
sition in international markets (Barney et al., 2001; Katsikeas et al., 2000). In this vein, Cadogan et al.
(2009) show that the market orientation of a firm is conducive to its export performance. However, many
studies on firm internationalisation have focused on firm capabilities in the understanding of intangible
assets, with a particular focus on product innovation or brand equity, devoting less attention to further
sources of competitive advantage, such as the organisation of export activities, the ability to adjust ex-
port behaviour to foreign market conditions, or experience-based advantage, which may be an asset of
firms from economies only recently having joined the international business environment (Cuervo-Ca-
zurra & Genc, 2008).

The third influential perspective, the institution-based view emphasises the importance of institu-
tional environment as a determinant of corporate behaviour and performance (Dacin et al., 2002). Influ-
enced by North (1990) and Scott (1995), This perspective argues that internationalisation behaviour re-
sults from an interplay between institutions and organisations. Thus, firm strategy emerges not only as
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a result of an interplay of firm-specific and industry-factors, but also of formal and informal institutional
conditions that firms come across in a foreign market (Peng, 2006). Accordingly, empirical evidence sug-
gests that a high quality of the institutional environment enhances export performance (Lipuma et al.,
2013). With regard to informal institutional differences among countries, a significant number of related
studies come to the conclusion that psychic distance between countries leads to a higher level of offer
adaptation (Sousa & Bradley, 2005; Sousa & Lengler, 2009; Sousa & Lages, 2011). Hereby, psychic dis-
tance pertains to all factors affecting foreign activities by hindering information flows. One of the key
problems of extant research, however, may be the predominant focus on the magnitude of perceived
distance, instead of taking into account the direction of differences, i.e. either more or less developed
countries as opposed to the home market (Shenkar, 2001).

Further, governmental export promotion is considered as a vital resource to engage in export ac-
tivities for many exporters, in particular small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (Durmusoglu et al.,
2012). Leonidou et al. (2011) argue that export promotion and assistance are one of the aspects that
have attracted comparably scarce research efforts thus far. For many governments, an active promo-
tion of export activities is a strategic goal. However, scientific evidence about the effectiveness of these
programs remains unclear. While some authors report positive effects, other studies find no or even
negative effects (Durmusoglu et al., 2012). In fact, the effectiveness of different measures varies
greatly (Alvarez, 2004; Durmusoglu et al., 2012; Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006).

Export channels and international marketing strategy

Apart from the motives, stimuli and barriers to exporting, the strategic aspects of exporting and their
performance consequences for the exporter have been considered as a key area of interest (Cieslik et
al., 2015; Leonidou et al., 2010). One of the focal aspects in this research field is the degree of foreign
market strategy adaptation or standardisation, regardless of which mode of market entry was adopted
(Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003). Yet, extant studies remain inconclusive with regard to whether adap-
tation or standardisation leads to superior outcomes, and under which specific conclusions (Chen et
al., 2016).

In extant literature on exporting there have been several attempts at conceptualising foreign mar-
ket strategy (Klein & Roth, 1990; Li et al., 2017; Peng et al., 2006). Apart from the issue of organisation
of exporting activities, most studies focused on whether to standardise or adapt the export marketing
strategy (Morgan et al., 2012). Thereby, they usually examined merely some selected dimensions of
the marketing strategy, while overlooking potential interrelationships in or adapting them. For in-
stance, Tan and Sousa (2013) find that product standardisation has a negative impact upon foreign
market performance, although the effect of promotion standardisation is not significant, whilst the
standardisation of price and distribution standardisation positively affect performance.

Moreover, the degree of adaptation was in many instances studied from a general perspective,
without considering more detailed aspects of the strategy. For instance, promotion was in some cases
decomposed into advertising, sales promotions or PR, yet scholars have unsuccessfully called for more
fine-grained conceptualisations (Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003). We find that almost no research on
exporting has referred to the concept of the business model (Zott et al., 2011; Hennart, 2014), instead
focusing on selected marketing strategy aspects.

Avenues for further research

Based on the conducted review of extant research and the relative paucity of specific aspects and their
interrelations, we propose to intensify research efforts along three dimensions (see Figure 6):

— antecedents (at exporting firm level, export venture level including the perspective of foreign mar-
ket partners, as well as external determinants including home and host country factors);

— outcomes, including different levels of performance as well as export survival/exit and its broader
implications;

— process perspective, putting export performance into a broader context which has been frequently
neglected in extant research.
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Level 1: antecedents
Institutional home- and host-country determinants

The current rise of scepticism towards globalisation poses new challenges towards firms and economic
policy-makers alike and calls for a more complete consideration of the institutional determinants of
the internationalisation of firms and economies. The understanding of export antecedents in diverse
institutional settings is the more so relevant that it has been agreed that there is a causal relationships
between export expansion and economic growth (Dunning & Lundan, 2008; Mah, 2005). Export per-
formance can be driven by the extent of institutional differences between home and host countries,
which can be positive if a given host country is more advanced than the home country, or negative if
the host country is less developed as compared to the home market of the exporter. Although earlier
research has devoted attention to the magnitude of institutional distance, the aforesaid direction of
research depending on whether an export market is institutionally more or less developed as com-
pared to the home country, has remained far less explored (Cuervo-Cazurra & Genc, 2008). Future
research can contribute to reducing this gap by accounting for the type of institutional environments
to which exporters expand. A potential explanation for the incongruence of the findings might yield
from the different country contexts used in the studies. As was shown in other studies, the location of
exporters impacts their performance (Freeman et al., 2012). The relevance of locations, thereby, is
based on the location specific opportunities to access resources and networks (Halaszovich & Lundan,
2016).

The relevance of the specific context is further strengthened by findings that illustrate a mismatch
between the governmental programs and the actually needs of firms (Seringhaus & Botschen, 1991). For
those firms who incorporate export promotion, the interdependencies with the other elements of the
business model seem to matter for their effectiveness. This interaction, so far, has not been addressed
in the academic literature. To adjust the programs with the exporters’ business models, governmental
export promotion agencies and exporters have to engage in co-evolutionary processes, as described by
Cantwell et al. (2010) in the broader field of institutional co-evolution and foreign direct investments.
Moreover, the efficiency of governmental export promotion depends on the individual export models of
the exporting firms, which has not been addressed in the academic literature. Thus, scholars can plausibly
contribute to extant research by more explicitly considering the significance of home-country institu-
tional support for export performance in conjunction with firm- and industry-level variables.

Industry-level determinants

A number of studies examining export behaviour adaptation have looked into the product features
such as its type, cost, or positioning (Myers & Cavusgil, 1996). The majority of research suggests that a
standardised approach is more appropriate in the case of industrial rather than consumer products, as
less adaptation is required. Notwithstanding, extant evidence on the effect of the product type on the
degree of standardisation of export marketing is not consistent (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994). The present
focus on product characteristics and fulfilled needs does not provide a complete image of contempo-
rary strategies of competing in international markets (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003). We argue that a
more explicit consideration for the role of technological intensity, which reflects the advancement of
products and thus the relative suitability of certain export markets in relation to others, should shed
more light on the logic and success factors of exports in different institutional locations.

Exporting firm and export market business models

As highlighted above, export behaviour has been predominantly conceptualised with simple dimen-
sions of marketing strategy or level of channel integration, neglecting further performance-affecting
dimensions related to the implementation of exports, such as export logistics and the use of infor-
mation technology (particularly e-commerce) for export development. Future studies should contrib-
ute to extant research by adopting a broader concept of export model, including channel integration,
use of modern distribution and sales concepts, in addition to the previous understanding of market
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strategy used in export research. Moreover, the role of foreign partners who take over a number of
responsibilities in export market operations requires more attention, particularly with regard to their
influence on foreign market strategy and its evolution over time.
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Figure 6. Export performance research framework
Source: own elaboration.

Moreover, a significant number of studies have regarded foreign market strategy and its adapta-
tion as a mediator of some firm-level variables (such as marketing capabilities) or host-country level
variables, such as distance in its various dimensions, on export performance, using perceptual
measures in such research designs. However, as Brouthers (2013) argues, performance is affected by
objective variables, while strategic choices are influenced by managerial perceptions. Thus, it may be
a worthwhile avenue to investigate the influence of objective host-country factors, moderated by firm-
level factors, particularly different dimensions of the business model.

Level 2: outcomes
Export performance and exporting firm performance

Most studies devoted to export performance have concentrated on such dimensions as export inten-
sity, export sales, export profitability, or export sales growth (Tan & Sousa, 2013). Non-financial per-
formance measures, such as export performance satisfaction or the accomplishment of export objec-
tives, are less frequently employed (Chen et al., 2016). Noticeably, many extant studies merely recur
to a single performance indicator, thereby neglecting the multi-dimensional nature of export. Besides,
firms learn from their prior export commitments in order to grasp the causality between specific for-
eign market conditions, appropriate strategic behaviour and its performance outcomes (Lages et al.,
2008). Indeed, it has been implied by scholars that the performance of export operations in a given
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year has a bearing on the export strategy decisions in the subsequent year as a result of organisational
learning (Lages et al., 2008).

To summarise, the role of export success on its subsequent evolution has not been studied to
date. IB scholars need to go beyond the hitherto predominant focus on export performance as
economic results of a given venture, and consider both export withdrawals and their determinants
as an expression of export sustainability. Moreover, research designs will need to be re-adjusted to
also examine the entire exporting firm performance as an outcome of overall export behaviour and
choices of foreign institutional contexts.

Export exits and their long-term implications

We argue that export learning and adaptation of the foreign operations can also lead to temporary or
permanent reduction of export activity or withdrawal from the foreign market (Freeman et al., 2013).
However, the recognition of this — at first glance — negative development of international operations
is very rare in existing research. While studies have shown that difficulties faced by the firm in the
foreign market, as well as internal resource limitations or deficiencies can increase the likelihood of
export exit, as does the lack of strategic fit of the firm with its environment (Sousa & Tan, 2015). Pau-
wels and Matthyssens (2004) indicate that withdrawal from an export market may lead to strategic
renewal in the exporting firm. However, the existing conceptualisation of export activities has inade-
quately considered exporting as part of its overall strategic development (Leonidou et al., 2010). Cur-
rently, a very limited number of studies could be found that explicitly analyse product-related interna-
tional decisions and their antecedents (Owen & Yawson, 2006; lavocone & Javorcik, 2010).

Yet, while it is relatively common in divestment research to study implications for the firms (e.g.
Lee & Madhavan, 2010), more research seems relevant to shed more light on the non-financial, com-
petitiveness-related consequences of the different forms export reduction or exit in the long term.
Few studies, such as Baldwin and Yan (2012) considered firm performance after export market exit
decision depending on whether firms re-internationalise or maintain a reduced international footprint.
This is an aspect which clearly deserves further investigation.

Pauwels and Matthyssens (2004), in turn, analysed strategic export market withdrawal within firm
internationalisation, incorporating strategic flexibility in the process model. They also identify cost-
related effects of export exit (Pauwels & Matthyssens, 1999). For instance, strategic re-structuring cre-
ates an opportunity for firms to service their export markets more cost-effectively, by entering collab-
orative arrangements with local competitors (Freeman et al., 2013).

Level 3: process perspective

The contingency view implies that export performance is driven by the contingent compatibility, which
is changeable and individualised to every company or export venture (Hultman et al., 2011). As it has
been noted in the previous section, the organisational learning theory refers to the linkages between
previous organisational actions and the subsequent strategic choices and performance (Santos-Vijande
etal., 2012).

However, while export performance research has acknowledged the role of past experience on
current export strategy and performance, this role has not been explored in a sufficiently nuanced
manner. And yet, since the overall experience of operating in international markets is not always mar-
ket-specific and hence its applicability to foreign contexts may be limited, also its role for performance
may not be as pronounced (Guillen & Garcia-Canal 2009). On the other hand, research suggests that
different modes of foreign market entry result in different types of experience (Gao et al., 2008). More-
over, experience gained in an institutionally similar context to the foreign market under study has dif-
ferent implications than for a dissimilar one (Trgpczynski & Banalieva, 2016). Clearly, extant export
performance research has neglected the direction and type of experience of exporters. Thus, more
research is warranted to contribute to this gap by studying different types of experience and their
effects on export performance.
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CONCLUSIONS

The literature review and the identified gaps in extant research performance research lead to the de-
velopment of a conceptual framework which may be useful in guiding future research in the field. As
discussed earlier, the purpose of the framework is by no means to provide an exhaustive collection of
export performance determinants, nor to categorize their relationships in a technical manner (i.e.,
whether they must be included as moderators or mediators, etc.), but more importantly to propose in
what ways we can advance IB research by recurring to some already known theoretical concepts.
Thereby, several advancements can be made:

1. scholars may become more sensitive to previously neglected variables which can enhance the un-
derstanding of export performance, particularly those related to the business model of the ex-
porter, as well as the changes in this model with regard to foreign markets,

2. it may become more apparent that the hitherto isolated research strands employing distinct vari-
ables can be integrated within consistent theoretical frameworks,

3. export performance cannot be understood as a narrow, isolated concept, but has some important
effects on the success of the entire exporting firm

4. as firm internationalisation may not be linear, also export performance research should
acknowledge export exits as an inherent development option, which both affects performance,
and can actually be regarded as its manifestation.
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