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Abstract 

 

In this paper we investigate the export performance satisfaction of Flemish creative 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) from a resource based view. We focus on the 

effects of support actions by a governmental organization, „Flanders Investment and 

Trade‟ (FIT), also taking into account the effects of internal firm resources. The resource 

based model used for our study mainly follows Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006), who 

demonstrate the linkage between the difficulties experienced by smaller firms on 

international markets and their ability to overcome these difficulties through the 

development of internal and external resources. We use the framework of Wilkinson & 

Brouthers (2006) in the growing creative industry by studying the effects of export 

promotion programs (EPPs) in Flanders. More precisely, we test the effects of export 

stimulating programs of FIT organized in the home and in the host country on the export 

satisfaction of Flemish creative SMEs. We thereby also take into account the effects of 

internal firm resources on their export performance satisfaction. Furthermore we made a 

distinction between the „purely creative firms‟, having their own designer or design 

department and the „not purely creative firms‟ who do not have these characteristics.  

With an online questionnaire we collected data for a linear multiple regression analysis. 

From the population, 65 responses of companies in the creative sector in Flanders can be 

used for our research.  

The results show that on the side of the export promotion instruments, only „Product 

Sample Booths‟ seem to have a consistent significant positive effect. These typically 

sector oriented export promotion activities, sending a representative of the firm to 

international trade fairs, seem to be the most effective export stimulating initiative. The 

use of „trade missions, prospection- and business trips‟ and the „invitation of foreign 

buyers‟ seem not immediately useful, since they are negatively and/or insignificantly 

related to the export performance satisfaction of SMEs in the creative sector. These 

programs are often not sector specific and therefore less useful than „product sample 

booths‟ which are -in contrast- mostly sector specific. These results are in line with the 

findings of Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006) and Onkelinx & Sleuwaegen (2009).  

Furthermore we find that the internal resource: „firms‟ reserves in production‟ is only 

significantly positive for the „not purely creative sector‟; „marketing reserves‟ are clearly 

significant for the „purely creative firms‟. These results suggest that extra marketing 

efforts are particularly effective to promote and stimulate exports in the creative firms 

and the design sectors. 
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1 Introduction and aim of the paper1 

 

In this paper we investigate the export performance satisfaction of Flemish creative 

SMEs from a resource based view. We focus on the effects of support actions by a 

governmental organization, taking into account the effects of internal firm resources. 

The creative industry represents a growing industry in Flanders: the growth rate of 

employment and added value is double as compared to the total industry. Today‟s 

consumers are looking for diversification and new impulses which are often provided by 

the creative industries (Maenhout e.a., 2006). 

To define the creative industry in Flanders we used the study of Meanhout e.a. (2006) 

who relies also on the definition of the creative industry established by Rutten e.a. 

(2004). 

“The creative industry is a specific form of activity that produces products and services 

which are the result of individual or collective creative labor and entrepreneurship. 

Content and symbolism are the most important elements of these products and services. 

They are consumed because they evoke an emotional meaning and an experience. Here  

the creative industry plays an important role with the development and maintenance of 

lifestyles and cultural identities in the society” (Rutten e.a., 2004, p.19 - 20). 

On average 10% of the total consumption in 2007 in Flanders originates from products 

and services like books, music, design, fashion, museums, radio and television. The total 

household expenditures for food & beverages exceed the expenditures for the creative 

industry only by about 5% (Statbel, 2009). In addition, creative firms in Flanders are 

highly oriented to niche products, which are in high demand on international markets. 

The unique Flemish character of these creative SMEs offers them a strong position on 

foreign markets. 

Flemish exports accounted for 201 billion euro in 2008, representing 80% of total 

Belgian exports (Flanders Investment & Trade, 2009). While the creative sector 

represents only a small part in these total exports, it has an important growth potential 

(Maenhout e.a., 2006; Rutten e.a., 2004). However, since most of the creative firms are 

micro or small firms, they often need to rely on public or private support in their 

internationalization process.  

Research into small firms‟ exporting has been mainly descriptive, lacking the necessary 

theoretical underpinnings that could contribute to the substantial export strategy 

literature (Gemunden, 1991). In addition, it is only in recent years that the empirical 

data sets have become larger and the methods used have become more sophisticated. 

Dhanaraj & Beamish (2003), for example, examined 157 firms using structural equation 

modeling. While previous work on export promotion has implicitly addressed many 

issues related to firm resources, Dhanaraj & Beamish (2003) argue that the resource-

based view can provide a suitable theoretical framework for internationalization models. 

The ability of smaller firms to become successful international competitors depends upon 

the resources they possess to invest in potential export opportunities (Anderson & 

                                           
1 Acknowledgements: We would like to thank Carl Destoop of Flanders Investment & 

Trade for granting us access to their database of creative entrepreneurs in Flanders and 

Roland Feldman who provided assistance in collecting the data used in this paper. 
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Kheam, 1998; Crick, Chaudry & Batstone, 2001). SMEs frequently lack necessary 

internal resources, know-how and information about foreign markets (Alvarez, 2004; 

Ramaswami & Yang, 1990, Wolff & Pett, 2000). Smaller firms can overcome these 

limitations of inadequate information about foreign markets by choosing partners who 

possess this knowledge, such as distributors, international trade associations and other 

types of export intermediaries as well as government services.  

The resource based model used for our study mainly follows Wilkinson & Brouthers 

(2006), who examined the effectiveness of a set of export promotion services in 105 

American SMEs. They demonstrate the linkage between the difficulties experienced by 

smaller firms on international markets and their ability to overcome these difficulties 

through the development of internal and external resources. We use the framework of 

Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006) in the growing creative industry by studying the effects of 

export promotion programs (EPPs) in Flanders. We investigate the actions supported by 

the governmental organization „Flanders Investment and Trade‟ (FIT)2 to help and 

stimulate export activities by Flemish creative SMEs. More precisely, we test the effects 

of FIT‟s export stimulating programs organized in the home and in the host country on 

the export satisfaction of Flemish creative SMEs. We thereby also take into account the 

effects of internal firm resources on their export performance satisfaction.  

Recent studies found a direct relationship between firm resources and export 

performance (Bloodgood et al., 1996; Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006). Inspired by this 

literature, we consider the following internal resources in our study: reserves in 

marketing resources, reserves in management and reserves in production capacity. We 

assume that the level of these internal firm resources is positively associated with firm 

satisfaction with export performance. The growth of international sales and export 

intensity are used as control variables. On the side of the external resources, earlier 

studies on EPPs provided mixed results on the effectiveness of these services: they 

reported positive effects of EPPs like trade shows on firm performance but also found 

that the effectiveness of some EPPs like trade missions vary, depending on the internal 

and external conditions (Cavusgil & Jacobs, 1987; Wilkinson & Brouthers 2000 and 

2006). In our study, we take into account EPPs supported by the Flemish governmental 

organization FIT. We distinguish between on the one hand export stimulating 

instruments in the export countries such as meeting days organized in the export 

country or the presence on international fairs with individual Product Sample Booths, 

Group Booths or Catalogue Booths and on the other hand export stimulating instruments 

organized in the home country such as the invitation of foreign buyers or the 

organization of „exportdays‟ focusing on specific sectors or export regions. The 

dependent variable „export performance satisfaction‟ is measured by the perception of 

the manager on his export performance. 

No previous study investigated the impact of export promotion programs for a specific 

sector, certainly not for the creative sector. The existing study of Wilkinson and 

Brouthers (2006) focuses on the Anglo-Saxon market, while our focus lays on a small 

regional market, the Flemish region and a specific sector, the creative sector. From a 

social-economic view, this is relevant because our results can help export supporting 

                                           
2 FIT is a Flemish governmental organization for international trade. Their purpose is to improve 

international trade of Flemish firms (specifically of SMEs) and at the same time attract foreign 

investments to Flanders.  
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organizations (like FIT) to efficiently allocate their budget to the various programs. 

Moreover, this research is interesting for creative companies in general because it shows 

which EPPs are effective and efficient. 

We developed a survey based on an extensive literature review and with the help of FIT. 

The survey included questions on the internal resources (the firms‟ reserves of 

marketing, of management and of production capacity) and also on external resources 

(i.e. the various EPPs in the home and host countries). FIT provided us with the email 

addresses of 1597 creative SMEs. Most of these firms are micro and small firms, active 

in the furniture and related creative activities in Flanders. Eighty responses were 

returned, of which only sixty eight were complete and suitable for testing. The analysis 

of our findings leads to the following conclusions. On the side of the internal resources, 

we see different results when we distinguish between the „purely creative firms‟, having 

their own designer or design department and those who do not. For the purely creative 

firms, marketing reserves seem to be positively related to export performance 

satisfaction while for the other group, it is the extra production capacity which is 

positively related to export performance satisfaction. These results suggest that extra 

marketing efforts are particularly effective to promote and stimulate exports in the 

creative companies and the design industry. On the side of the external resources, we 

find that among the EPPs organized in the international export market only the individual 

Product Sample Booths on international fairs seem to have a significant positive effect on 

export performance satisfaction. Other EPPs like catalogue booths or trade missions and 

export days did not show significant effects on export performance satisfaction. For the 

EPPs organized in the home country, only the sector-oriented invitations of foreign 

potential clients focusing on a specific sector seem to have a small positive, significant 

effect on export performance satisfaction. All other EPPs organized in cooperation with 

FIT show no significant effects.  

These results are in line with those of Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006) who found that, 

even after controlling for internal firm resources, the use of trade shows and programs 

identifying agents and distributors contribute positively to SME satisfaction with export 

performance. In their study of 2000, they also found that international trade missions 

and objective market information programs are negatively associated with direct 

exports. For the creative sector, we can conclude that for EPPs organized in the home as 

well as in the host countries, only those activities that are oriented towards a particular 

industry or sector seem to be effective. This observation is of high importance for 

practice, since it indicates that it is important for governmental organizations to focus on 

sector or industry specific actions and instruments. EPPs oriented towards larger 

markets, covering various industries, seem to lose a large part of their effect. 

2 Contribution to the literature 

2.1 The creative sector 

The success of a creative company is mainly depending on its creativity (Nauwelaerts 

e.a., 2007). Creativity is their unique competitive advantage (Maenhout e.a., 2006). Not 

only being creative but always trying to be innovative is very important in this sector 

(Nauwelaerts e.a., 2007). 

Financially it‟s not only important for the creative company to have a healthy financial 

structure, with enough starting capital and own resources, but also to have a financial 
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structure, adapted to their strategy and therefore it needs to be flexible (Nauwelaerts 

e.a., 2007). 

Most of the companies in the creative sector will strategically focus on niches which are 

continuously looking for unique and innovating designs. The combination of a niche 

market together with a flexible organization structure and the production of small 

volumes represent their success factor. Big companies are mostly not interested in small 

volumes and don‟t possess their specific knowledge, hence they will not represent a 

threat (Nauwelaerts e.a., 2007). 

Remarkable for creative SMEs is their shortage in financial-, administrative- and 

management knowledge, which often leads to cash flow problems. Training can form a 

solution. Experience shall eventually decrease the chance of cash flow problems when 

this is combined with frequently participating in interactive networks and workshops. 

This indicates the need for external experts, advisors or „outsiders‟ (Nauwelaerts e.a., 

2007). 

Customer relationship and networking with suppliers are important for creative 

companies. This will make their enterprise more flexible and increase their chance of 

success. Government institutions, supporting organizations or associations of occupation 

can offer a surplus to firms but mostly they are not invoked (Nauwelaerts e.a., 2007). 

2.2 Internationalization of SMEs 

Many articles focusing on the internationalization of SMEs recognize the importance to 

position themselves in one way or the other with something unique. A successful 

strategy seems to internationalize through niche markets and work very closely with 

local partners (Kuivaleinen e.a., 2004). The specialization in relatively unexploited 

markets where competition intensity is low, generates growth chances and helps to 

avoid sharp competition with MNOs. This so called „unique competitive advantages can 

be realized by focusing on innovation, unique competences or creativity or through 

unique partnerships. Working closely with local partners or „outsiders‟ may lead to a 

network of partners (Rugman & D‟Cruz, 2000). Also management makes the difference 

in the internationalization process. They determine whether an SME internationalizes, at 

what rate and how efficient and successful this will be. Entrepreneurship is more about 

intuition than about knowledge and experience (Etemad, 2004). This is an advantage for 

the creative sector that often doesn‟t possess the needed business skills but has the will 

to internationalize (Nauwelaerts e.a.,2007) and possess the needed innovative and 

creative capabilities. Innovation and creativity clearly seem to increase the export 

performances of a country (DiPietro & Anoruo, 2006). 

Organizations supporting internationalization in Belgium are divided into different federal 

and regional organizations. Some organizations only support one aspect of 

internationalization (such as export or foreign investment), while others support the 

whole subset of internationalization activities. This support can vary from offering purely 

information up to substantial financial support (Onkelinx & Sleuwaegen, 2009). 

Lederman e.a. (2010) have proven that export supporting organizations can effectively 

contribute to the export performances of a country. The organizations are mainly 

important because they help to overcome trade barriers and avoid asymmetric 

information. 
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Somehow, support delivered by this type of supporting organizations does not always 

seem to be conform with the needs of SMEs. Onkelinx & Sleuwaegen (2009) found that 

SMEs mainly need information about foreign markets and the identification of foreign 

partners. Especially concerning the identification of foreign partners there appears to be 

a gap between the support offered by „outsiders‟ and the support needed by the SMEs. 

Hollaender, Cools & Nauwelaerts (2010) also observed an important gap between the 

demand and supply of support in internationalization activities of Flemish furniture 

designers.  

Niche SMEs mainly require information about the legislation in foreign markets, the 

identification of foreign partners and general information about foreign markets. SMEs in 

niche markets have to be supported twice as hard by the development or adjustments to 

their products for export markets then SMEs in mass markets. Furthermore, they need 

to develop their international business skills while SMEs in mass markets don‟t seem to 

have this need (Onkelinx & Sleuwaegen, 2009). Hence it is important that these 

organizations or outsiders take this into account when contacting these type of firms and 

want to support them with their internationalization. 

Onkelinx and Sleuwaegen (2008) argued that government support is very important for 

the internationalization of an SME, but the success of the internationalization is even 

more dependent on the entrepreneur itself. SMEs need to see the possible advantages of 

internationalization and need to specify these in their strategy. Over the past 20 years 

trade barriers have been mitigated, but internationalizing is still very difficult for SMEs. 

The main reason for this is that they only have limited information about foreign 

markets. When they want information, they trust on their network, such as their clients 

and suppliers. The risks and uncertainties related to internationalizing do not make it any 

easier. 

2.3 Export assistance 

An effective export promotion has to respond to the diversity of the international 

markets today and it has to support selective sectors. Export promotion which is directed 

to all or too much sectors has proven to be little effective because the available 

resources are too much dispersed (Monwarul & Cook, 1999; Onkelinx & Sleuwaegen, 

2008). SMEs and creative SMEs frequently show a lack in internal resources, knowhow 

and information about foreign markets. Academics see this as an argument for export 

promotion programs for SMEs (Alvarez, 2004; Nauwelaerts e.a., 2007). 

The „Resource based view‟ assumes that also internal resources of a company strongly 

affect the profitability of potential export opportunities. Therefore, in several studies, the 

internal resources are added to the model, next to the external resources. Wilkinson 

and Brouthers (2006) apply the resource based view and have proven the impact of 

internal resources on the export performances of SMEs. 

We distinguish several levels of involvement in the export process going from accidental 

exports to dedicated export involvement. When a firm evolves in this process, the 

knowledge of the market improves, the level of involvement increases and the needs 

change with respects to the export promotion programs (Gençtürk & Kontabe, 2001). 

The export promotion instruments of FIT, organized in the country of exports can be 

divided into 3 types of export promotion instruments:  
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 identifying agents and distributors: 

o Export days in the host country: For a specific sector, FIT brings 

interested foreign companies in contact with Flemish providers. On export 

days in the host country they organize meetings with important buyers. 

 Trade shows: 

o Catalogue booth: Firms don‟t have to travel to present their products at 

the show themselves. They only have to hand in their catalogue and FIT 

will do the rest.  

o Product Sample Booth (PSB): The firm sends a representative to the 

trade show who presents its brochures, products or samples there. A PSB 

is not an individual stand but the firm can clearly be distinguished from 

other Flemish enterprises who also use this stand. Above this, the PSB is 

not very costly for the firm.   

o Group stands: FIT installs the stand on well-known and promising trade 

shows and organizes everything from administration to logistics. The client 

only needs to concentrate on his sales. 

 Trade missions: 

o Prospection- and business trips: The firm travels with a delegation to 

the target market, where FIT has a customized program worked out to 

meet interesting people which could be useful for the enterprise. 

The export promotion instruments of FIT, taking place in the home country can be 

divided in 2 types of export promotion instruments:  

 Objective market information activities: 

o Seminars: Experts and colleague-companies bring trends and actual 

information about the export market, sector or a theme. 

o Export days in the home country: All Flemish economic representatives 

(VLEVs) of a certain area travel to Flanders and offer interesting 

discussions, testimonials, opportunities to network and to discuss projects. 

o Contact days: They offer the opportunity to ask questions about 

international projects in a specific country to VLEVs or commerce 

secretaries. There is also the possibility to start a conversation with an 

expert from your target market. 

 Identifying agents and distributors: 

o Inviting foreign buyers: Foreign buyers are invited to Flanders or a 

Flemish city where a trade show takes place and are offered the 

opportunity to present their products or services to the right decision 

makers. 

(Flanders Investment & Trade, 2010) 

2.3.1 Identifying agents and distributors 

Activities of SMEs can be seriously hampered when an inappropriate distributor or agent 

is selected or when the relationship between both is unstable. Hence it is a big challenge 

to find the appropriate agent or distributor abroad. Besides that, SMEs are undermined 

by foreign competition having control over the distribution channel, which will increase 

costs for newcomers. Wilkinson and Brouthers have  proven in their study of 2006 that 

export programs, identifying agents and distributors have a positive impact on export 

performances of a SME. This is confirmed by a research done by Flanders District of 
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Creativity. They concluded that SMEs are in need of the identification of foreign partners, 

also for SMEs in niche markets. But there is a gap between what is offered and what is 

needed (Onkelinx & Sleuwaegen, 2009). This leads us to the following hypotheses about 

export days in the host country and inviting foreign buyers: 

HYPOTHESIS 1: The use of export days in the host (export) country is positively 

related to the export performance satisfaction of creative companies.  

HYPOTHESIS 2: The invitation of foreign buyers in the home country is positively 

related to the export performance satisfaction of creative companies. 

2.3.2 Trade shows 

Trade shows allow to test the market potential abroad, they make it possible to recruit 

candidate distributors or to network and they can be used to study the market, by 

analyzing market opportunities and to compare offers from competition (Leonidou e.a., 

2002).  

Until now trade shows were only studied by Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) on a 

company level. They concluded that sector oriented trade shows effectively contribute to 

export performances of SMEs. Before, it was already proven that trade shows increase 

direct exports at the country level (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2000). Moreover it leads to an 

increase of the export sales and awareness of the product (Leonidou e.a., 2002). 

Nonetheless they don‟t contribute significantly to trade relationships on the long term 

(Alvarez, 2004). 

Seringhaus and Rosson (1998 and 2000) investigated the difference between companies 

who use assistance on international trade shows and who don‟t. The independent 

companies appear to be more effective but have more experience. The assisted 

companies also were effective but to a lesser extent, they have fewer experience and 

make use of export performance organizations. The assisted companies undergo a faster 

learning procedure, since they can lean on experienced people. Therefore its 

recommended that these organizations focus on small businesses while giving export 

assistance. FIT focuses only on SMEs. 

FIT organizes three different actions on trade shows. The first one, catalogue booths do 

not possess the previously mentioned characteristics which are typical for trade shows. 

There is no personal contact with customers, they can‟t collect information about the 

host countries themselves and networking is not possible. This leads to the next 

hypothesis 3: 

HYPOTHESIS 3: The use of catalogue booths is not significantly correlated to the 

export performance satisfaction of creative companies.  

Besides catalogue booths, FIT also provides two other support actions, PSBs or group 

stands. The main difference is that participants of a PSB have an equally divided 

exposition surface and with group stands this is not the case. 

The definition used in the literature does overlap here, this brings us to hypotheses 4 

and 5: 

HYPOTHESIS 4: The use of Product Sample Booths is positively related to the export 

performance satisfaction of creative companies. 
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HYPOTHESIS 5: The use of group stands is positively related to the export performance 

satisfaction of creative companies. 

2.3.3 Trade missions 

According to Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006), trade missions do not directly contribute 

to export performances but are interesting for new exporting companies since they offer 

them the opportunity to gain experience and gather knowledge. It allows firms to see 

how business is done abroad, which services and products are available, how accessible 

potential clients are, etc. Trade missions will rather increase knowledge and 

competences of the company about the export market (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2000) 

but not the export performances themselves. When they do contribute to sales, this will 

mainly be due to the long term relationship that has been established (Spence, 2003). 

Alvarez (2004) however observes that there is no significant relationship between trade 

missions and trade relations in the long term. Furthermore the study of Moini (1998) 

ranks trade missions as the least effective of 16 export promotion instruments in terms 

of received and expected advantages. Beeman e.a. (2007) analyzed 180 enterprises and 

their use of trade missions between 1995 and 2004. Yet their results show an increase in 

employment. Employment can also be used as a good parameter for overall business 

performances. The rise was larger for small and medium businesses. 

Despite some contradictions in the literature, we expect, like most research results 

including those of Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006), no significant relationship leading us to 

the next hypothesis 6 for prospection- and business trips: 

HYPOTHESIS 6: The use of trade missions, prospection- and business trips is not 

significantly correlated to the export performance satisfaction of creative SMEs. 

2.3.4 Objective market information activities in the home country  

Seminars, export days in the home country and contact days offer clients information 

about a specific sector or country. Previous studies (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2000 and 

Simpson & Kujawa, 1974) concluded that this kind of information has a negative 

influence on direct exports of a state, because the client is not able or willing to analyze 

the given information. Especially in the creative sector this will occur because the 

majority does not have sufficient economic background to evaluate this information. The 

negative association can also be explained by the states, spending more money on trade 

shows than on market information activities, resulting in a negative impact of market 

information activities. This leads us to the following hypothesis: 

HYPOTHESIS 7: The use of seminars, export days in the home country and contact 

days is not significantly correlated to the export performance satisfaction of creative 

companies. 

3 Methodology 

We developed a survey based on an extensive literature review, focusing on the work of 

Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) and with the help of FIT. FIT provided us with the email 

addresses of 1597 creative SMEs. Most of these firms are micro and small firms, active 

in the furniture and related creative activities in Flanders. 

To increase the response rate a second mailing took place and was followed by phone 

calls. 80 responses were returned, of which only 65 were complete and suitable after 
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data-cleaning. The response rate is therefore relatively low with five percent. This is nine 

percent lower than the strongly comparable study of Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006), 

but still acceptable because 51 of the 65 respondents have a managerial function in the 

company. 

The small period between sending the survey and collecting the data, together with the 

fact that small companies typically don‟t have time to answer the survey could be an 

explanation for the low response rate. 

With a linear multiple regression analysis we try to determine to what extend export 

performance satisfaction is influenced by various EPPs in the home and host countries on 

the one hand and influenced by internal resources on the other hand. 

3.1 Dependent variable: Export Performance Satisfaction 

To measure „export performance satisfaction‟ we used a more subjective information 

namely the perceptions of the managers concerning their export performance. There are 

three good reasons to use these perceptual measures. First of all, SMEs are often 

reluctant or unable to give „hard‟ financial data. Secondly, objective financial data is not 

available for all SMEs in our population. This makes it impossible to check whether the 

given answers are correct. And last, even when we are able to access accurate financial 

data it is hard to interpret them (Robertson & Chetty, 2000). Geringer and Herbert 

(1991) demonstrate that there is a strong correlation between perceptual measures and 

objective financial data. The use of a subjective measure shall increase the response 

rate. 

Previous studies used the following perceptual measures to determine export 

performance satisfaction: (1) sales growth in foreign markets, (2) overseas market 

share, (3) number of countries exporting to and (4) overall export performance (Julien & 

Ramangalahy, 2003; Leonidou e.a., 2002; Robertson & Chetty, 2000; Wilkinson & 

Brouthers, 2006). Respondents were asked to rate these four measures on a 5-point 

Linkert scale (1= very satisfied; 5=very dissatisfied). 

The Cronbach‟s Alpha test was 0,907 this indicates a strong correlation between the four 

perceptual measures. The correlation matrix also shows correlation. Therefore we can 

convert the four measures into one variable „Export Performance Satisfaction‟ (Robertson 

& Chetty, 2006; Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006). 

3.2 Independent variables 

Three models were estimated. In the first model, all export promotion programs are 

included. In the second and third we only included respectively EPPs who took place in 

the home country versus in the host country separately. The EPPs are measured by 

asking how often the instrument was used by the SME during the last (previous) five 

years (from 2005) (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006). 

Since the export performance satisfaction is not only influenced by these EPPs but also 

by other external and internal resources, according to the resource based view, we also 

take into account a set of control variables and internal resources. These variables have 

proven their relationship to the export success of SMEs in previous studies (Alvarez, 

2004; Gençtürk & Kotabe, 2001; Leonidou, 2004; Leonidou e.a., 2002; Wilkinson & 

Brouthers, 2006). 



12 

 

Wilkinson en Brouthers (2006) used „Firms‟ reserves of marketing‟, „Firms‟ reserves of 

management‟, „Firms‟ reserves of production capacity‟, „foreign turnover‟, „Export 

intensity‟ and „Export barriers‟. 

The three first variables: „Firms‟ reserves of marketing‟, „Firms‟ reserves of management‟ 

and „Firms‟ reserves of production capacity‟ are included as „internal resources‟ in our 

models. They are measured by asking to what extend the firm has enough capacity in 

those 3 areas. 

We selected these variables on the basis of the following literature. Yang e.a. 1992 (in 

Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006) investigated whether a firm was likely to export based on 

the availability of unused internal resources such as marketing staff, production capacity 

and management time. Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) investigated whether these 

three variables would increase export and found a positive impact. The positive impact of 

marketing reserves on exports was confirmed in various studies (Alvarez, 2004; 

Leonidou, 2004; Leonidou e.a., 2002; Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006).  

„Growth in foreign turnover‟, measures how strong their export yearly increases on 

average over the last five years (in percentages).  

„Export intensity‟ of an SME consists of five levels: accidental export, exploratory export, 

experimental export, active export and dedicated export (Cavusgil e.a., 2008). As an 

SME moves up to a higher export-level, it will deliver better performances in terms of 

sales and profitability (Gençtürk & Kontabe, 2001). The more a company advances the 

higher their export performances are. We asked our respondents on which level they are 

situated and in order to exclude misunderstandings, we added a clear definition of each 

level, which can be found in appendix 1.  

The last, external control variable is „Export barriers‟. Leonidou (2004) investigated 

which barriers hinder export for SMEs. We use seven of these potential export barriers 

(as seen in Ramaswami & Yang, 1990 and in Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006) and add one 

to the list that is relevant for the creative sector.  

„Poor knowledge of potential markets‟, „lack of ability or time to follow-up trade leads‟, 

„no mechanism to generate trade leads‟, „strong foreign competition‟, „lack of staff‟, 

„strong exchange rate of the euro‟ and „trade barriers‟ are the variables used by 

Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006). „Lack of protection in creative and intellectual property 

rights‟ is added to our list (Flanders Investment & Trade Los Angeles, 2009). The eight 

barriers are summed up to constitute the variable „export barriers‟. 

After examining for extreme observations, observations 16, 21 and 46 show abnormal 

values for model 1 with only host country EPPs. Three dummy-variable are added to the 

different models to exclude bias of the results. 

Three models have been analyzed. The first only incorporates the host country EPPs, the 

second one only the home country EPPs and the last one both EPPs. For each model we 

divided the respondents in two subgroups of purely creative firms and those who are 

not. Purely creative firms have their own designer or design department, the others 

don‟t.  
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4  Results and implications 

Appendix 1 gives the average, standard deviation, variance and minimum and maximum 

value for every variable. This will help us with the interpretation of the regression 

models. A short description of every variable is added here. 

Correlation matrices can be found in appendix 2 for every model. In every correlation 

matrix the same variables show significant correlations. Between „Reserves top 

management‟ and „Marketing reserves‟ there is a strong correlation, the value is just 

above 0,5, which can indicate multicollinearity. But the low Variance Inflation Factors 

(VIF) contradict this, with scores for all variables lower than two. The generally applied 

rule is that the VIF value must be lower than five to exclude multicollinearity 

(Studenmund, 2006). We also notice a –logically- strong correlation between „Export 

performance satisfaction‟ and „Export intensity‟ (r=0,518), but no VIF value higher than 

two.  

Table 1 shows all three models and their subgroups. First of all, we find that export 

intensity shows a very significant, positive relation with export performance satisfaction. 

This result is perfectly in line with our expectations. Also growth in foreign turnover has 

a positive and significant impact. These two results need no further explanation. 

On the side of the internal resources, we see different results when we distinguish 

between the „purely creative firms‟, having their own designer or design department and 

those who do not. For the purely creative firms, marketing reserves seem to be 

positively related to export performance satisfaction while for the other group, it is the 

extra production capacity which is positively related to export performance satisfaction. 

These results are in line with Alvarez (2004); Leonidou, (2004); Leonidou e.a., (2002); 

Wilkinson & Brouthers, (2006). The results suggest that extra marketing efforts are 

particularly effective to promote and stimulate exports in the creative firms and the 

design industry. This is a first important conclusion for creative SMEs: if they want to 

promote or stimulate their products or services on foreign markets, they should invest 

considerably in marketing efforts. 

On the side of the external resources, we find that among the EPPs organized in the 

international export market only the individual „Product Sample Booths‟ on international 

fairs seem to have a consistent significant positive effect (p<0,05) on export 

performance satisfaction in all models. For „export days in the host country‟, alone model 

3 shows a significant positive effect. Only the sector-oriented EPPs focusing on a specific 

sector and organized in the host (export) country seem to have a positive, significant 

effect on export performance satisfaction.  

Other EPPs like catalogue booths or trade missions and export days in the home country 

do not show significant effects on export performance satisfaction.  

EPPs organized in the home country and aiming at identifying agents and distributors 

with both subgroups: „Export days in home country‟ and „inviting foreign buyers‟ are 

insignificant or even negatively related to export performance satisfaction. 
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Table 1: Linear multiple regressions 
Variables MODEL 1 PURELY 

CREATIVE 
NOT 
CREATIVE 

MODEL 2 PURELY 
CREATIVE 

NOT 
CREATIVE 

MODEL 3 PURELY 
CREATIVE 

NOT 
CREATIVE 

Export performance  1,740*** 0,482 0,709 1,726*** 1,297** 1,303* 1,910*** 1,267* 1,689 

Marketing reserves 0,489** 0,510 0,036 0,363 0,816* 0,131 0,240 0,735(*) 0,133 

Reserves top management -0,067 0,188 0,461 -0,042 -0,228 0,361 0,028 0,010 0,140 

Reserves production capacity -0,200 -0,276 0,725* 0,171 -0,335 1,033** 0,182 -0,545 1,280* 

Growth in foreign turnover 0,002* 0,002* 0,005 0,002* 0,002(*) 0,018 0,002* 0,002(*) 0,018 

Export intensity 0,371*** 0,426*** 0,428*** 0,308*** 0,423*** 0,249** 0,258*** 0,432** 0,179 

Export barriers -0,023 0,139* -0,091 0,004 0,038 -0,136* -0,032 0,003 -0,140 

Contact days    0,013 0,177 0,019 0,000 0,217 0,009 

Export days in home country    -0,023 0,135 -0,253 -0,013 0,115 -0,180 

Inviting foreign buyers    0,000 0,000 0,007 -0,006** -0,004 -0,012 

Seminars    0,017 -0,205 0,154 0,019 -0,194 0,121 

Export days in host country 0,008 0,011 0,008    0,020** 0,074 0,035 

Catalogue stands -0,007 -0,015 -0,026    -0,004 -0,008 0,019 

PSB 0,025** 0,010 0,052**    0,039** 0,032 0,028 

Group stands 0,006 -0,001 0,033    0,010 0,001 0,056 

P&B -0,002 0,001 0,000    0,001 -0,004 0,004 

Dummy16 2,182***  2,429***       

Dummy21 -2,325***         

Dummy46  2,627***        

          

N 65 34 31 65 34 31 65 34 31 

R² 0,582 0,656 0,730 0,361 0,500 0,554 0,470 0,568 0,654 

Adj R² 0,476 0,459 0,549 0,243 0,283 0,330 0,307 0,208 0,308 

F 5,466*** 3,333*** 4,047*** 3,049*** 2,302** 2,480** 2,894*** 1,578 1,892 

Note: *** p<0,01, **p<0,05, *p<0,1, (*)p<0,2 

Source: Personal processing. 
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We supposed that identifying agents and distributors would improve export performance 

satisfaction (Hypotheses 1 and 2). The results only show a significant positive 

unstandardized coefficient (0,020 with p<0,05) for „export days in the host country‟ in 

model 3. Onkelinx and Sleuwaegen (2009) also concluded this need : personal contact 

with distributors in the host country would facilitate the first contact. Moreover Wilkinson 

and Brouthers (2006) also found a positive relationship. On the other hand, „inviting 

foreign buyers to the home country‟ has the opposite effect, a negative one (p<0,05). 

The invitation of foreign buyers to your home country does not seem to be very useful to 

export performances of creative SMEs. A reason for this difference can be because 

„Export days in host country‟ are more sector specific while „the invitation of foreign 

buyers in the home country‟ is mostly organized on a regional (not sectorial) basis by 

FIT. Effective export promotion should be focused on selective sectors and be just as 

flexible as the international market itself. Export promotions with the focus on every or 

too much sectors seem not very effective (Monwarul & Cook, 1999; Onkelinx & 

Sleuwaegen, 2008). 

The following three hypotheses discuss three different actions on trade shows. The first 

one, „catalogue booths‟ is negative but insignificant. This is in line with hypothesis 3. The 

second, Product Sample Booths, is positive and significantly correlated (p<0,05) with 

export performances for model 1 and 3 and for the not creative SMEs in model 1. 

Hypothesis 4 is confirmed and thus in line with Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006). Third 

„group stands‟ is positive but not significant, as a consequence hypothesis 5 is not 

supported. This difference may be due to the fact that our respondents made more use 

of PSBs then of group stands, which leads to insignificant results for group stands.  

The difference in use probably is due to the fact that group stands are more expensive 

than PSB and while using a PSB, firms can still clearly be distinguished from the other 

Flemish participants. This cuts back costs and therefore is more frequently used and 

effective. The costs are very high for most creative SMEs, more financial support is 

needed when participating in group stands. 

Hypothesis 6 is reinforced by our results, „trade missions, prospection- and business 

trips‟ are not significantly correlated with export performance satisfaction. These findings 

confirm previous work on export promotion (Alvarez, 2004; Moini, 1998; Spence 2003; 

Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2000).  

Hypothesis 7 expects a negative influence of seminars, export days in the home country 

and contact days on the export performance satisfaction as found in the study of 

Wilkinson and Brouthers (2000). We found no significant impact of one of the three 

above mentioned export promotion programs on the dependent variable. Wilkinson and 

Brouthers (2000) argued that objective market information is negatively associated with 

export success. Previous studies from Simpson and Kujawa (1974) and Walters (1983) 

sum up some reasons to explain why objective market information activities don‟t have 

an influence on export success. (1) Because these firms aren‟t getting the right 

information, (2) companies have difficulties evaluating the available information, (3) they 

are not equipped or not willing to use the information delivered by these instruments and 

(4) they are not interested in these types of activities and give the preference to other 

instruments. 

These results are in line with those of Wilkinson & Brouthers (2006) who found that, even 

after controlling for internal firm resources, the use of trade shows and programs 
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identifying agents and distributors contribute negatively to SME satisfaction with export 

performance. In their study of 2000, they also found that international trade missions 

and objective market information programs are negatively associated with direct exports. 

For the creative sector, we can conclude that only EPPs organized in the host countries, 

and oriented towards a particular industry or sector seem to be effective. This 

observation is of high importance for practice, since it indicates that it is important for 

governmental organizations to focus on sector or industry specific actions in the host 

country. EPPs in the home country (of origin) and/or oriented towards larger markets, 

covering various industries, seem to lose a large part of their effects. 

5 Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effects of export promotion instruments on 

export performance satisfaction of SMEs in the creative sector. The nine export 

promotion instruments are export days in the host country, Catalogue booths, Product 

Sample Booths, Group stands, Prospection- and business trips, Seminars, Inviting foreign 

buyers, Export days in the home country and Contact days. Based on the literature we 

expect a significant influence from export days in the host country, Product Sample 

Booths, Group stands and Inviting foreign buyers on the export performance satisfaction 

of firms. 

With an online questionnaire we collected data for a linear multiple regression analysis. 

The population consists of companies in the creative sector in Flanders which already 

came in contact with FIT. With 80 respondents we have a relatively low response rate of 

five percent. After further analysis, only 65 responses can be used for our research. The 

collected data consists of a dependent variable export performance satisfaction, export 

promotion programs, internal resources and control variables. 

The internal resources, „marketing reserves‟ and two control variables: „growth in foreign 

turnover‟ and „export intensity‟ have a significant influence on export performance 

satisfaction. The internal resource, „firms‟ reserves in production‟ is only significantly for 

the not purely creative sector; „marketing reserves‟ are clearly significant for the „purely 

creative firms‟. These results suggest that extra marketing efforts are particularly 

effective to promote and stimulate exports in the creative firms and the design industry. 

Concerning the export promotion instruments we only get a consistent significant positive 

effect for „Product Sample Booths‟. These typically sector oriented export promotion 

activities sending a representative of the firm to international fairs seem to be the most 

effective. For „export days in the host country‟, only model 3 shows a significant positive 

effect. All other EPPs show insignificant or even negative effects on export promotion 

satisfaction.  

Important restrictions for this research are, the low response rate, the subjective 

parameter for „export performance satisfaction‟ and the static approach, not taking into 

account the dynamic process of internationalization. 

The results lead to the following management and policy recommendations. First of all, 

we mention the importance of the internal resources, mainly „marketing reserves‟ and 

„firms‟ reserve in production capacity‟. They represent a success factor for 

internationalizing SMEs. Hence it is important that managers of creative SMEs invest in 

marketing and that export promotion organizations support them in this topic. 
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Secondly, only „Product Sample Booths‟ have positive and significant influence on export 

performance satisfaction. When the available public budget is allocated, export promotion 

organizations should keep in mind these results. Also for firms it is very relevant to know 

what the most effective instruments are to focus on. Nevertheless, some vigilance is 

appropriate, since „PSBs‟ aren‟t always significant for the subgroups of purely creative 

and not purely creative SMEs. Further investigation to the reason for this difference is 

recommended before taking profound decisions. 

Thirdly the use of „trade missions, prospection- and business trips‟ and of „inviting foreign 

buyers‟ is not immediately useful, since they are negatively or/and insignificantly related 

to the export performance satisfaction of SMEs in the creative sector. These programs 

are often not sector specific and therefore less useful than „product sample booths‟ which 

are -in contrast- often sector specific.  

Due to the limitation in current research there is definitely enough space for further 

investigation, especially in the growing creative sector. 
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Appendix 1: The variables 

 

Table 1: summary of the variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: personal processing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variables 
Export 

performa
nce 

Market
ing 

reserve
s 

Reserve top 
management 

Reserves 
production 

capacity 

Growth in 
foreign 

turnover 
Export-intensity 

Export 
barriers 

Seminars 
Contact 

days 

Inviting 
foreign 
buyers 

Export days 
in the home 

country 

Mean 3,33846 0,65 0,76 0,77 24,59 4,02 4,6970 1,38 1,06 10,76 0,65 

SD 0,87397 0,480 0,432 0,425 78,057 1,307 2,18364 5,101 6,224 44,508 2,663 

Variance 0,764 0,231 0,186 0,180 6092,953 1,707 4,768 26,024 38,735 1980,925 7,092 

Minimum 1 0 0 0 -10 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Maximum 5 1 1 1 600 5 8 40 50 300 20 

Variables 

Export 
days in 

host 
country 

Catalogue 
stands 

PSB 
Group 
stands 

Prospection- 
and business 

trips 

Dummy 
16 

Dummy 
21 

Dummy 
46 

Mean 2,83 1,20 4,73 71 20,12 0,0152 0,0152 0,0152 

SD 12,847 4,652 7,257 0,365 36,866 0,12309 0,12309 0,12309 

Variance 165,033 21,638 52,663 0,593 1359,124 0,015 0,015 0,015 

Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Maximum 100 32 25 5 200 1 1 1 
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Table 2: Definitions of the variables 
Export performance satisfaction 
– dependent variable 

Estimation of the foreign sales growth, the number of foreign markets, the market share abroad, and the overall export 
performances. 

Marketing reserves – internal 
resource 

The firm has enough personnel for marketing when internationalizing.  

Reserves top management – 
internal resource 

The firm has enough available time of the top management.  

Firms‟ reserves in production 
capacity – internal resource 

The firm has enough production capacity. 

Growth in foreign turnover – 
control variable 

Average yearly growth percentage in export over the last 5 years. 

Export intensity – control 
variable 

5 fazes of export intensity: 
1. accidental export: little interest in exports. Focus on the home market. Export is rather accidental. 
2. exploratory export: Investigates the possibilities of exporting but exports are less than 5% of the total turnover. 

Finances, management and production capacity aren‟t willingly made available for export activities. 
3. experimental export: Exports are on an experimental basis and between 5% and 20% of the total turnover, with a 

focus on neighbor countries or countries with the same culture.  
4. active export: Exports are between 20% and 40% of the total turnover and find place on a regular basis. 

5. dedicated export: Exports are more than 40% of the total turnover. A dedicated exporter seeks export opportunities 
around the world, mostly in very far countries with a totally different culture. 

Export barriers – control variable Number of export barriers the firm has to deal with. 

Export days in the host country Number of times the firm has participated in export days in the host country in the last 5 years. 

Catalogue stand Number of times the firm has participated in catalogue stands in the last 5 years. 

Product Sample Booth (PSB) Number of times the firm has participated in PSBs in the last 5 years. 

Group stand Number of times the firm has participated in group stands in the last 5 years. 

Prospection- and business trip Number of times the firm has participated in prospection- and business trips in the last 5 years. 

Seminars Number of times the firm has participated in seminars in the last 5 years. 

Export days home country Number of times the firm has participated in export days in the home country in the last 5 years. 

Contact days Number of times the firm has participated in contact days in the last 5 years. 

Inviting foreign buyers Number of times the firm has participated in inviting foreign buyers in the last 5 years. 

Source: Personal processing. 
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Appendix 2: Correlation matrices 

Table 3: Correlation matrix model 1: only host country EPPs 

Source: personal processing. 

Table 4: Correlation matrix model 2: only home country EPPs 

Variables 
Export 

performance 
Marketing 
reserves 

Reserve top-
management 

Reserves 
production 

capacity 

Growth in 
foreign 

turnover 

Export-
intensity 

Export 
barriers 

Seminars 
Export days in 
home country 

Inviting 
buyers 

Contact 
days 

Export performance  1,000           
Marketing reserves ,208* 1,000          
Reserves top management ,192 ,548** 1,000         
Reserves production capacity ,285* ,206* ,280* 1,000        
Growth in foreign turnover ,276* ,071 ,009 ,082 1,000       
Export intensity ,518** ,025 ,165 ,365** ,123 1,000      
Export barriers ,039 ,063 ,059 ,066 -,061 ,022 1,000     
Seminars ,075 -,157 -,186 ,093 -,052 ,137 ,182 1,000    
Export days in home country ,063 -,227* -,247* ,194 -,025 ,151 ,151 ,951** 1,000   
Inviting foreign buyers ,083 ,139 ,115 ,058 -,046 ,137 ,100 ,051 -,040 1,000  
Contact days ,018 -,229* ,053 -,210* -,040 -,021 ,141 ,061 ,100 ,100 1,000 
Note: **p<0,01, *p<0,05 

Source: personal processing. 

Variables 
Export 

performan
ce 

Marketing 
reserves 

Reserve 
top-

managem
ent 

Reserves 
productio
n capacity 

Growth in 
foreign 

turnover 

Export-
intensity 

Export 
barriers 

Export 
days in 

the host 
country 

Catalogue 
stands 

PSB 
Group 
stands 

Prospecti
on- and 
business 

trips 

Dummy 
16 

Dummy 
21 

Export performance  1,000              
Marketing reserves 0,208* 1,000             
Reserves top management 0,192 0,548** 1,000            
Reserves production capacity 0,285* 0,206* 0,280* 1,000           
Growth in foreign turnover 0,276* 0,071 0,009 0,082 1,000          
Export intensity 0,518** 0,025 0,165 0,365** 0,123 1,000         
Export barriers 0,039 0,063 0,059 0,066 -0,061 0,022* 1,000        
Export days in host country 0,193 0,063 0,084 0,017 -0,041 0,091 0,218 1,000       
Catalogue stands 0,067 0,187 0,149 0,080 -0,044 0,140 0,165 -0,023 1,000      
PSB 0,357 0,202 0,098 0,086 0,007 0,203 0,164 0,183 0,036 1,000     
Group stands 0,035 -0,059 0,130 -0,049 -0,073 0,095 0,141 0,149 -0,073 -0,055 1,000    
P&B 0,171 0,083 0,253* -0,138 -0,103* 0,261 -0,157 0,143 -0,012 0,123 0,094 1,000   
Dummy16 0,089 -0,169 -0,219* 0,068 -0,007* -0,288 -0,038 -0,028 -0,033 -0,083 -0,038 0,022 1,000  
Dummy21 -0,344* 0,093 -0,219* -0,228* -0,039 -0,096 -0,096 -0,028 -0,033 -0,048 -0,038 -0,069 -0,016 1,000 
Note: **p<0,01, *p<0,05, 
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Table 5: Correlation matrix model 3: home and host country EPPs 

Variables 
Export 

performan
ce 

Marketing 
reserves 

Reserve 
top-

managem
ent 

Reserves 
productio
n capacity 

Growth in 
foreign 

turnover 

Export-
intensity 

Export 
barriers 

Seminars 

Export 
days in 
home 

country 

Inviting 
buyers 

Contact 
days 

Export 
days in 

the host 
country 

Catalogu
e stands 

PSB 
Group 
stands 

Prospecti
on- and 
business 

trips 

Export 
performance  

1,000                

Marketing 
reserves 

,208* 1,000               

Reserves top 
management 

,192 ,548** 1,000              

Reserves 
production 
capacity 

,285* ,206* ,280* 1,000             

Growth in 
foreign turnover 

,276* ,071 ,009 ,082 1,000            

Export intensity ,518** ,025 ,165 ,365** ,123 1,000           
Export barriers ,039 ,063 ,059 ,066 -,061 ,022 1,000          

Seminars ,075 -,157 -,186 ,093 -,052 ,137 ,182 1,000         

Export days in 
home country 

,063 -,227* -,247* ,194 -,025 ,151 ,151 ,951** 1,000        

Inviting foreign 
buyers 

,083 ,139 ,115 ,058 -,046 ,137 ,100 ,051 -,040 1,000       

Contact days ,018 -,229* ,053 -,210* -,040 -,021 ,141 ,061 ,100 ,100 1,000      
Export days in 
host country 

,193 ,063 ,084 ,017 -,041 ,091 ,218* ,005 -,039 ,612* ,251* 1,000     

Catalogue 
stands 

,067 ,187 ,149 ,080 -,044 ,140 ,165 -,003 -,008 -,060 -,044 -,023 1,000    

PSB ,357** ,202 ,098 ,086 ,007 ,203 ,164 ,008 -,060 ,416* ,071 ,183 ,036 1,000   
Group stands ,035 -,0.59 ,130 -,049 -,073 ,095 ,141 -,030 -,064 ,072 ,470** ,149 -,073 -,055 1,000  
P&B ,171 ,083 ,253* -,138 -,103 ,261* -,157 -,017 -,053 ,150 ,073 ,143 -,012 ,123 ,094 1,000 
Note: **p<0,01, *p<0,05 

Source: personal processing. 

 

 

 


