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1. Background

• Belgium has a very open economy
• Export and import about 90 % of GDP
• Centrally located
• Total export larger than South Korea or 

Spain
• Export: 86.9 % of GDP (2004)
• Export: 58.3 % of GDP (1993)
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1. Background

• Main destination of our export: neighboring 
countries, EU countries

• 75 % of Flemish export is for EU-15
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1. Background

• Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) was 
Ambassador in France. In his report he 
wrote: “Flanders will never conduct war 
against France because it needs France as a 
supplier of food and as a market of its 
textiles”

• Belgium has a long tradition of 
internationalization
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1. Background

• The internationalization of the Belgian economy is 
not recent. It has always been there.

• Internationalization is mainly: international trade 
and foreign investment

• Foreign investment by multinational enterprises has 
been most visible

• Interbellum: GM, Bell Telephone, Philips, Siemens, 
Renault

• After WW II: Monsanto, Bayer, BASF 
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1. Background

• Sixties and seventies: international 
investment = new production capacity

• Eighties: international investment = financial 
operations and acquisitions

• A majority (2 thirds?) of the 100 largest 
firms in Belgium have their main decision 
centre outside the country
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1. Background

• Internationalization is not only related to 
large firms and multinationals but also to 
SME’s and entrepreneurs

• EU-Observatory has published a lot of 
empirical data

• Example of research about 
internationalization of SME’s: the 
Interstratos Project in the nineties
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2. Theory

• Internationalization:
• Gradually or ‘born globals’?
• ‘Supply pushed’ of ‘demand pulled’?
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2. Theory

• Well-known theory = ‘Stage theory’: 
internationalization happens gradually:

• - export
• - foreign agents
• - foreign sales organization
• - foreign subsidiaries
• - strategic alliances and joint ventures
• “strategic mutations”, consequences for the 

business culture
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2. Theory

• Challenges for the ‘stage theory’:
• Not all the businesses will go through every 

stage, will skip certain stages
• ‘born global’ and ‘reborn global’
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2. Theory

• Belgium: relatively small domestic market
• Domestic market is not homogenous
• Domestic market is not confined to the 

country
• (Sub-)Regional clusters: within the country 

or across the borders (Euregion, Lille-
Kortrijk-Tournai, ….)
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3. Empirical findings

• Interstratos project (nineties) = 
interuniversity research project

• Method = questionnaire submitted to 
entrepreneurs (same questionnaire in 
different languages)

• Main results:
• - Belgian SME’s are very active exporters
• - Are not very active in other types of 

internationalization
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3. Empirical findings

• Observatory (10 years later) = EU-project with 19 
participating countries

• Main results:
• - Belgian SME’s indeed are active exporters
• - Export and export coincide (exporters often have 

foreign suppliers); policy makers too often think of 
export as ‘good’ and import as ‘bad’

• - Other types of internationalization need further 
development (Belgium just above the European 
average)
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3. Empirical findings

• Observatory:
• - Most Belgian exporters sell in neighboring 

countries
• - What do other think about us? Belgium is 

considered as ‘important’ by exporters in 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, France and UK

• - Striking figure: only 44 % of the Belgian 
respondents consider that export has 
improved their competitiveness
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3. Empirical findings

• Motives for internationalization:
• - access to new and larger output markets
• - access to production factors (capital and 

labour) (input markets)
• - additional production capacity
• - access to know-how and technology
• - problems at the domestic market 

(production costs, rules, legislation)
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3. Empirical findings

• Thresholds, what is the problem (in the opinion of 
entrepreneurs)?

• Internal problems (related to the business) and 
external problems (related to the environment)

• Main internal threshold: 
• - High cost of internationalization
• (highest European score)
• - Product specification
• (highest score in Belgium)
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3. Empirical findings

• Main external thresholds:
• ‘Legislation’ and ‘lack of financial resources’

have high scores in Belgium and Europe
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4. Discussion

• Belgian firms have been exposed to 
internationalization since long and have 
(should have) experience

• Belgium has been member of the EU since 
the beginning

• Experiments with international cooperation 
with Benelux since 1944 and BLEU since 
1921
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4. Discussion

• Observatory (ENSR): Europeanisation and 
globalisation induce more and stronger 
competition, especially in industrial sectors

• Need for strategic management
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4. Discussion

• Businesses tend to ben more 
internationalized in small countries

• Internationalization increases as the 
businesses grow
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5. Recommendations

• - Export matters but it is not enough. Other 
methods of internationalization also need 
attention.

• - Internationalization is a component of the 
strategic management

• - For many Belgian businesses the 
internationalization stands for 
Europeanization. They need to look further
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5. Recommendations

• ‘On a political map, the borders between 
countries are as clear as ever. But on a 
competitive map, a map showing the real 
flows of financial and industrial activity, 
those boundaries have largely disappeared’

• (Kenichi Ohmae) 


