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1

INTRODUCTION

Noémie Dominguez and Ulrike Mayrhofer

Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are key players in national econ-
omies and are increasingly integrated into global value chains (International 
Trade Centre, 2017). They contribute actively to economic growth, the creation 
of jobs and innovation in both mature and emerging economies. For example, 
in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) coun-
tries, SMEs account for approximately 99% of firms, provide the main source 
of employment (70% of jobs) and generate between 50% and 60% of the annual 
gross domestic product (GDP). In emerging markets, SMEs contribute to about 
45% of total employment and 33% of GDP (OECD, 2017).

It seems important to note that SMEs are not defined in the same way across 
countries. In North America, an SME is defined as a company with less than 500 
employees (Industry Canada, 2017; U.S. Small Business Administration, 2016). 
In China, the definition varies across industries but it is commonly admitted that a 
Chinese SME has less than 1,000 employees and makes less than 400 million ren-
minbi (i.e. 510 million euros) annual turnover (OECD, 2016). In Europe, experts 
often refer to the definition provided by the European Commission who con-
siders that SMEs are independent companies with less than 250 employees and 
with less than 50 million euros annual turnover. They can be divided into three 
categories: (1) micro-enterprises (1–9 staff, less than 2 million euros turnover),  
(2) small enterprises (10–49 staff, 2–10 million euros turnover) and (3) medium-
sized enterprises (50–249 staff, 10–50 million euros turnover). The lack of a 
common definition of SMEs highlights their heterogeneity and attests to the 
importance of getting a better understanding of the main peculiarities of these 
companies across the world.

Despite their small size and limited resources, many SMEs have decided to 
develop abroad to seize global market opportunities. In a rapidly evolving envi-
ronment, the internationalisation of SMEs raises numerous questions. What are 
the reasons why SMEs expand into foreign markets? How do they enter the tar-
geted countries? How do they develop and organise their international activities? 

Key Success Factors of SME Internationalisation: A Cross-Country Perspective
International Business & Management, Volume 34, 1–3
Copyright © 2018 by Emerald Publishing Limited
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved
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2 NOéMIE DOMINGUEZ AND ULRIKE MAYRHOFER

How do they adapt their managerial practices to succeed in mature and emerging 
economies? Despite the growing importance of SMEs in the world economy, the 
international development of their activities remains an under-researched topic 
in academic literature (Laufs & Schwens, 2014). Since SMEs are often strongly 
shaped by their national and regional territories, their management practices tend 
to be highly contextualised (Dominguez & Mayrhofer, 2017). It thus seems par-
ticularly relevant to adopt a cross-country perspective to better understand key 
drivers and success factors of SME internationalisation.

This collective book provides new insights on how SMEs develop and perform 
their international activities. Renowned scholars from Europe, North America, 
Australia and China explain how SMEs can succeed their development in both 
mature and emerging economies. Their findings are based on quantitative surveys 
and in-depth case studies. Recommendations are provided to help SME manag-
ers increase the performance of their international expansion. Several dimensions 
are analysed, such as the role of promotion agencies and collaborative practices, 
the identification of key resources and competencies and the entry mode selection 
process, among others.

The first part of the book focuses on major drivers of SME internationalisa-
tion. Lasse Torkkeli, Niina Nummela and Sami Saarenketo (Finland) show that a 
global mindset fosters the international expansion and improves the international 
performance of SMEs. Birgit Hagen and Antonella Zucchella (Italy) highlight 
that entrepreneurial marketing has a positive impact on early and accelerated 
internationalisation of young small firms. Pervez N. Ghauri (United Kingdom) 
and Ulf Elg (Sweden) emphasise that marketing collaborations with other com-
panies can help SMEs to overcome their lack of resources and improve their 
international performance. Maria Cristina Sestu, Antonio Majocchi and Alfredo 
D’Angelo (Italy) compare market entry strategies followed by SMEs and large 
firms, and find that SMEs make different choices, namely when they face an eco-
nomic crisis and diversify into other business activities. Cristina Villar García and 
José Pla-Barber (Spain) indicate that high-performing SMEs in traditional man-
ufacturing sectors are more likely to use advanced operation modes that allow 
them accessing knowledge in host countries and to develop innovations based on 
organisational changes that help to create new business models.

The second part of the book deals with key success factors of SME inter-
nationalisation in mature markets. Olli Kuivalainen, Jani Lindqvist, Mika 
Ruokonen and Sami Saarenketo (Finland) illustrate the role of support services 
during different stages of internationalisation followed by software companies. 
Noémie Dominguez and Ulrike Mayrhofer (France) describe how a successful 
accompaniment can help industrial SMEs to expand abroad and to establish sub-
sidiaries. Stefan Schmid (Germany) examines the characteristics of internation-
alisation strategies and processes of the German ‘Mittelstand’. Katharina Maria 
Hofer and Alexandra Baba (Austria) investigate the influence of different market 
entry strategies on innovation and the performance of SMEs in the service sector.

The third part of the book is dedicated to key success factors of SME interna-
tionalisation in emerging markets. Josée St-Pierre, Richard Lacoursière and Sophie 
Veilleux (Canada) demonstrate that a positive attitude towards risk-taking and 
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the implementation of risk management mechanisms can help SMEs to export 
to higher risk countries such as Asia. Noémie Dominguez and Ulrike Mayrhofer 
explain how industrial SMEs can successfully implement production and sales 
subsidiaries in China. Christiane Prange and Youzhen Zhao highlight the chal-
lenges that Chinese SMEs face when expanding into foreign markets, notably 
in terms of distance and entry speed. Finally, Luisa Campos, Catherine Axinn, 
Susan Freeman and Gabriele Suder (Australia and United States) show how the 
motivations of Brazilian companies from traditional manufacturing industries 
can influence their success in foreign markets.

REFERENCES
Dominguez, N., & Mayrhofer, U. (2017). Internationalization stages of traditional SMEs: Increasing, 

decreasing and re-increasing commitment to foreign markets. International Business Review, 
26(6), 1051–1063. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2017.03.010

Industry Canada (2017). Small- and medium-sized companies – Employment size category. Retrieved 
from https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/cis-sic.nsf/eng/h_00005.html#employment_size_category

International Trade Centre (2017). SME competitiveness outlook 2017 – The region: A door to 
global trade. Retrieved from http://www.intracen.org/publication/SME-Competitiveness-
Outlook-2017—The-region-A-door-to-global-trade/

Laufs, K., & Schwens, C. (2014). Foreign market entry mode choice of small and medium-sized enter-
prises: A systematic review and future research agenda. International Business Review, 23(6), 
1109–1126. doi:10.1016/j.ibusrev.2014.03.006

OECD (2016). Financing SMEs and entrepreneurs 2016: Definitions of SMEs in China. doi:10.1787/
fin_sme_ent-2016-table95-en

OECD (2017). Enhancing the contributions of SMEs in a global and digitalised economy. Retrieved 
from https://www.oecd.org/mcm/documents/C-MIN-2017-8-EN.pdf

U.S. Small Business Administration. (2016). Table of small business size standards matched to 
North American industry classification system codes. Retrieved from https://www.sba.gov/ 
sites/default/files/files/Size_Standards_Table.pdf


	Key Success Factors of SME Internationalisation
	Contents
	About the Authors
	List of Contributors
	Introduction
	References




