Export to Expand: A conceptual examination of branding as a

deterministic parameter in export performance.
1. Introduction
Branding is seen as critical and decisive within the marketing literature (De Chernatony,
2010; Keller, 2012; Sundar & Noseworthy 2014) Though with the exception of Zou et al.
(2003) work relating to the effects of marketing capabilities on export performance and
Spyropoulou et al’. (2009) work providing an examination of branding advantage within
export ventures; international brand management, antecedents of branding advantage and the
cultivation of brand equity in foreign markets as a prerequisite for sustained export
performance has been overlooked. Particularly when considering branding in the context of
business-to-business (B2B), there is a complete absence of international B2B branding
research (Mudambi, 2002; Van Riel et. al. 2005; Chen et. al. 2011). Despite the fact that
globally over 95% of all businesses are considered to be SMEs (OECD, 2014), there is a
striking discrepancy in previous research relating to brand management and brand equity,
which focuses, only on LOs (large organisations) and multinationals (Krake, 2005).

There are a number of gaps that can be identified in the extant literature. Firstly, low
exporting performance for B2B SMEs may relate to a limited scope of academic
investigation, which has failed to address the impact of international brand management skills
and the cultivation of brand equity in foreign markets. Secondly given buyers reliance on the
brand as a cue for uncertainty avoidance associated with the purchase decision (Swait &
Erdum, 2007) the extant literature has yet to provide evidence regarding the extent to which
international B2B buyers with differing cultural backgrounds rely on and use brands as
signals of quality and trustworthiness to reduce the uncertainty associated with the
transaction. A third gap is the deficiency within previous literature to identify and distinguish
criteria for international branding capabilities that differ from their antecedent generic
capabilities. Finally a fourth very important gap in extant literature is the failure to
incorporate the views and perceptions of actual and potential international customers within
the research agenda.

We seek to further interest within this area by conceptualizing the key constructs. Our
method is discovery led, essentially drawing on literature and previous frameworks from
marketing and other business related disciplines. Yadov (2010) indicates a decline in
conceptual research and appearance in top publications is damaging to advancement in the
field of Marketing since conceptual papers not only provide new ideas but also they are
disproportionately more influential. Hence, the purpose of this paper is to advance the extant
conceptualization regarding the antecedents of brand performance in the hope to: 1) To
uncover and explore key parameters such as branding that are important for export
performance but yet have previously been ignored in the literature. Thus allowing future
researchers to guide their efforts towards addressing the impact of branding to improve both
the academic investigation and the resulting understanding of export performance.
Subsequently improving the relevance of their research and allowing them to assist struggling
exporters to fully understand the requirements for good performance abroad. (2) Contribute
to building a more comprehensive understanding of the brand related variables affecting
export performance, (3) Create a robust framework aimed at underpinning future research in
this area. Delivering this contribution is particularly timely not only because of the need to
advance theoretical understanding of complex phenomena in Marketing (Macinnis, 2011) but
also because globalisation renders the international activities intrinsically vital to the survival,
development and success of modern companies (Spyropoulou et al. 2011). The paper is
organised as follows. We discuss the existing literature relating to the major theoretical



perspectives used to explain export variations across firms, followed by a brief literature
review and a set of propositions. Recommendations for further research conclude this paper.
2. Theoretical Perspective of Export Performance

Commonly held views within marketing literature decree that the RBV (Resource based
view) or the CP (contingency paradigm) or a combination of both can be used to explain
export performance. RBV in particular has become prevalent and there is a broad consensus
in the literature (Kaleka 2002; Zou et al 2003; Morgan et al 2004) that resources’ and
capabilities are fundamental drivers of competitive advantage and performance in export
markets (Spyropoulou et al. 2011). The CP approach posits there is no one best strategy
related to performance (Hofer, 1975; La et al, 2009) and therefore export strategies should
align resources depending on specific target export markets (Xu, Cavushil, & White, 2006).

The Resource Based View of The Firm (RBV)

The Resource Based View of the firm (Penrose 1959; Makadok 2001; Barney, 2014)
underlies and justifies the importance of the internal determinants of export performance. In
brief, under the RBV a firm represents a collection of heterogeneous physical and human
resources as well as capabilities. This heterogeneity in the resources and capabilities explains
variations in firm performance (Makadok 2001; Barney & Hesterly 2012). Superior
performance relative to other firms in the same market is then possible through the
acquisition and/or development of unique resources and capabilities (Dhanaraj and Beamish
2003). Barney (1991) argues that only those resources which are simultaneously valuable and
rare can generate competitive advantage and for this competitive advantage to be sustained,
the resources must be both hard to imitate and impossible to substitute, since otherwise the
advantage could be competed away over time.

The Contingency Paradigm (CP)

The Contingency Paradigm, with origins in the Structure-Conduct-Performance framework
of industrial organisation (Cavusgil and Zou 1994), drives the identification of external drives
of exporting performance. According to the CP, companies are dependent on their
environments for resources (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978); and try to manage this dependence
by developing and maintaining appropriate strategies (Hofer and Schendel 1978). Clegg &
Lardy (1999) assert that contingency factors such as strategy, size, task uncertainty and
technology are organisational characteristics, which reflect the influence of the environment
in which the company is located. Exporting activity can therefore be viewed as a company’s
strategic reaction to such environmental forces as, for example diminishing domestic sales
coupled with intensified competition at home or favourable exchange rates (Katsikeas, Piercy
& loannidis 1996), which can impede or stimulate the performance of the company.

Advancing the RBV & CP Framework

Morgan et al (2004) suggested a more dynamic view of business performance as a process,
with identifiable stages and connections between them. They then synthesized the two
approaches RBV and SCP into one robust theoretical model of the antecedents of export
performance. We have taken account of this model and subsequently extended its reach to
encapsulate both the RBV and SCP approaches but crucially further emphasized international
branding capabilities and included the international buyers perceptions as can be seen in Fig.
1 the Conceptual Framework which has been developed for this study. This approach has not
been developed before and represents an important gap in the extant literature. Previously
there has been a failure to incorporate the perceptions and views from actual international
customers within the research agenda and therefore previous frameworks have not accounted
for a key factor governing export performance.



Fig. 1. Conceptual Framework
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Fig. 1. Illustrates the key constructs and their interrelationships set within the context firm
size SME and industry B2B. Examples of each construct include: External environment
offers both the precipitating conditions, such as intensified competition at home or
unsolicited orders from abroad, and the enabling conditions, such as favorable legislation or
government export incentives. Internal environment includes generic resources such as
human resources or physical resources, and generic capabilities such as manufacturing or
innovative capabilities. International branding capabilities include architectural marketing
capabilities such as marketing planning and market information acquisition and
interpretation. Executional capabilities involves the ability to enter and grow new markets
abroad and managing relationships with new clients acquired in foreign markets, lastly
funding capabilities include the size of financial resources devoted to the export venture and
the ability to find additional financial resources when needed. The firm moderating variable
foreign market characteristics involves cultural similarities and market volatility within the
export market. Brand value as perceived by B2B international buyers includes the firm
delivered what was required and expected and overall the firm provided better value
compared with other firms with similar offerings. The buyer moderating variable country of
origin effect (COO) includes this country is friendly towards the buyers country in
international affairs and products from this country are unreasonably expensive. Finally
exporting performance includes market and both financial / non-financial performance.

3. Branding as a Deterministic Parameter of Export Performance

The significance of the brand as a deterministic parameter in explaining choice and
preference can be seen to originate from the uncertainty involved with the transaction: the
major role of the brand is to offer the buyer with assertions for the functionality of the
product features and for the quality of the product (Aaker 1991; Homburg et. al. 2010).
However it has been demonstrated that SMEs put little emphasis on branding and have not
seen it as a priority (Inskip, 2004). Instead many SMEs view branding as a reductive concept,
involving only the logo, the product, the service, or the technology they sell (Inskip, 2004;
Homburg et. al. 2010). For international trade and exporting perceived uncertainty increases
since buyers abroad are more familiar with local firms and their brands. Therefore mediating
this uncertainty by upholding the core essence of the brand across borders is essential to
international branding (e.g. Pappu et. al. 2006; Park & Rabolt, 2009). Exporting companies
attempting to compete against the local competitors must provide strong, persuasive evidence
on such factors as for instance after-sales service, warranties, functionality, safety and so on,
which represent different dimensions affecting the buyer’s perception of product quality
(Sheth et.al, 1991; Sweeney & Soutar 2001). SMEs typically constitute a heterogeneous
group strongly influenced by their immediate environment and their close constituencies, and



this also applies to their brand management (Krake, 2005). We assert that to successfully
export and compete with local overseas competitors SMEs must build their brand on values
that are inherently global. Symbolic values are more sustainable in terms of differentiation
than functional values (De Chernatony et. al, 2000).

4. International Branding capabilities and Export Performance

There is undoubtedly agreement in the literature that resources and capabilities are central
drivers of export performance in export markets (Spyropoulou et al. 2011). In particular,
export ventures regularly monitor their performance with regard to desired customer attitudes
and behaviors (Katsikeas et. al. 2000), which correlates to strategic brand management
practices. An extensive review of literature revealed three international branding capabilities
which could be considered as distinctly different to a firms generic capabilities and necessary
to build their international branding, namely architectural capabilities, executional
capabilities and funding capabilities.

Architectural Marketing Capabilities - Morgan et al. (2003) assert that architectural
marketing capabilities are the most vital organizational capabilities that can be created from
an export venture’s knowledge base (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Katsikeas, et. al. 1996).
According to Morgan et al. (2003) architectural marketing capabilities are defined in the
literature as the processes by which firms plan suitable combinations of available knowledge
and other resources to deploy into their marketplace(s) and execute these planned resource
deployments, transforming them into realized value offerings for target market(s) (e.g.
Madhaven & Grover, 1998; Vorhies & Morgan, 2003).

Executional Capabilities - Executional capabilities involve the ability to execute brand
supportive programs Beverland et. al. (2006). This is connected to Aaker and
Joachimsthaler’s (2000) “achieving brilliance” sub-component of brand building programs.
While previous literature has included an executional element within architectural
capabilities (e.g. Vorhies & Morgan, 2003; Chang et al. 2010) we assert executional
capabilities are a prominent part of a firm’s overall international branding capabilities and
thus should be specifically identified in their own context. Beverland et. al. (2006) suggest
executional capabilities are achieved by placing a high degree of importance on
implementation at all stages of the planning process. General marketing strategy suggests that
effective implementation of planned marketing strategy is essential to linking marketing
efforts with firm performance (Olson et al. 2005; Morgan et. al. 2011).

Funding Capabilities - Internationalisation is a process that demands substantial resources
and capabilities, with access to capital “funding capabilities” being a crucial component
(Wright et. al. 2007). Spyropoulou et al. (2011) determined superior export venture funding
resources and capabilities are an important determinant of greater export performance. Banno
et. al. (2014) argue that access to capital allows firms to develop tangible and intangible
resources and capabilities that support internationalisation. International funding capabilities
therefore constitute part of our overall conceptual international branding capabilities.

5. Research Propositions

The following five propositions fit the framework depicted in Fig 1. Note that the moderator
variables discussed are labeled firm and buyer side variables.

Generic Resources and capabilities and International branding Capabilities

It’s identified that along with firm’s generic resources and capabilities, there would be a
fundamental requirement for firms to also have the aforementioned international branding
capabilities in order to be able to consider exploiting its resources in such a way as to
strategically put emphasis on their international branding. Spyropoulou et al. (2011) assert
that developing an export venture branding advantage should be considered as a consequence



of multiple forces and factors that are predominantly internal to the firm (De Chernatony &
Cottam, 2006; Keller & Lehmann, 2006). We then suggest that international branding
capabilities are a higher order of capabilities that can only be achieved and properly
developed provided there are adequate generic resources and capabilities, therefore:
Proposition 1. SME international Branding Capabilities are positively associated with firm
generic resources and capabilities

SME International Branding Capabilities and Export performance

Export venture performance is defined as the outcomes of ventures’ activities in the focal
export market (Katsikeas et. al. & Spyropoulou et al. 2011). The brand can shape business
development by effecting an alignment between the generic capabilities of a firm and the
outside environment (Wong & Merrilees, 2007), thereby international branding capabilities
provide an extension to generic capabilities and can be effective in effecting the outside
environment by directly influencing export performance. Accordingly managers need to
expertly utilise their aforementioned International Branding Capabilities and actively develop
these capabilities in order to advance unique methods of conveying superior value to
customers therefore realising a favourable export branding position (Keller & Lehmann,
2006; O’Cass & Ngo, 2007), which will lead to increased export performance (Spyropoulou
etal. 2011). Accordingly: Proposition 2. There is a positive association between SME
International Branding Capabilities and Export performance in International B2B settings.

Foreign Market Characteristics moderation effect

In foreign markets buyer attitude toward risk and risk tolerance is particularly relevant since
people from different countries are characterised by different uncertainty avoidance
(Hofstede, 1991; 2001). Therefore when buyers from different countries with varying levels
of uncertainty avoidance consider the same quandary to choose between a local and a foreign
good or service provider, the impact of each alternative brand image and brand power will
likely to be different (Melnyk et al. 2012). The existing literature on internationalisation
suggests a key driver is firms’ knowledge about how to compete in foreign markets (Lyles &
Salk, 2007; Barkema & Drogendiij, 2007; Banerjee et al. 2015). Consequently it can be
determined firms experience and experience of specific foreign market characteristics will
contribute to their strategy and how they utilize their international marketing capabilities.
Thus although there is a positive association proposed between SME international branding
capabilities and export performance it’s been recognized that the strength of this association
will be moderated by foreign market characteristics and the firms experience of dealing with
these characteristics: Proposition 3. The relationship between SME international branding
capabilities and exporting performance is moderated by foreign market characteristics

Perceived Brand Value and International Branding Capabilities

Brand value is ultimately determined by buyers’ perception (Aaker, 1991; Keller 2012). The
creation of value is therefore central to firms marketing activities as emphasised by the
American Marketing Association (AMA) definition of marketing “the activity, set of
institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings
that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large” (Gundlach & Wilkie,
2010, p.90). Leek and Christodoulides (2012) assert that in a B2B context supplier
characteristics affect the influence of branding in purchasing decisions, they created a
framework which postulates supplier characteristics directly affect brand value. This is
noteworthy since the international branding capabilities previously identified would be
included within the criteria for supplier characteristics and thus would influence the potential
brand value as then perceived by international buyers. Kotler & Pfoertsch (2007) suggest
there is a need to increase branding capabilities for International B2B firms to increase



perceived value to overseas customers and thus simultaneously reduce the complexity
involved in the buying decision making process. Therefore this leads to the fourth
proposition: Proposition 4. Brand Value perceived by International Partners is positively
associated with SME international branding capabilities in international B2B settings.

Country of Origin (COO) moderation effect.

Verlegh & Steenkamp (1999) indicate that COO plays an essential role in pre-purchase
attitude formation, customer perception of quality and performance, and crucially purchase
intention. Buyers associate some nations expertise with producing certain types of products
such as French wine or Japanese electronics when assessing product quality and perceptions,
especially when brand names are not well known (La et al. 2009). COO origins lie within the
business to consumer domain (B2C) and thus there has been a lack of research specifically
targeted at B2B (Veloutsou, 2010) however recent studies suggest the effects of COO as
advised by B2C studies also apply in a B2B context. La et al. (2009) developed and tested a
model based drawing from both RBV and Contingency approaches to Internationalisation;
their focus was B2B clients perceived performance and value contingent upon COO as the
critical moderator, albeit in a service environment. They link a firm’s resources to being able
to present a positive perception in the eyes of international buyers but find that the perception
of the firm and service provided is subject to COO. Therefore it can be reasonably assumed a
B2B firm’s entire brand would also be subject to this COO perception. Chen et. al. (2011),
assert the COO effect has been a key theoretical and empirical issue related to brand equity in
international marketing. “Favourable country perceptions lead to favourable inferences about
product attributes and subsequent favourable evaluations” (Gurhan-Canli & Maheswaran,
2000). COO significant influence with regards to international B2B decision-making process
thereby leads to the final proposition: Proposition S. The relationship between Perceived
Brand Value by B2B International buyers and exporting Performance; is moderated by COO.

6. Conclusion & recommendations for further research

This study has synthesized various streams of literature from both theoretical and empirical
research leading to the identification of several key characteristics, which define the construct
international branding capabilities and the significant associations with perceived brand value
and exporting performance. The propositional inventory and integrative conceptual
framework establishes a foundation for the systematic development of theory relating to
international branding capabilities. Theoretically the conceptual framework in Fig 1
facilitates parsimonious conceptualisation, therefore importantly provides the potential for
extending research by identifying additional constructs that could either fit within the broad
categories (brand value perceived as functional, emotional attributes etc.) or be added to
extend research within a more focused area of the framework (international brand capabilities
- export orientation, export strategy, export implementation etc.).

The propositions in this paper have direct implications for further research. This study is
dyadic in nature and implies both the exporter and importer contribute to building firms
international brand equity. Therefore it is recommended further primary research is necessary
to examine the constructs and the interrelationships. Firstly a series of in-depth interviews are
recommended to produce a preliminary picture of all variables presented within the
framework. Then a large-scale survey is suggested to examine the research framework among
SME:s in a B2B context within a given country. A novel and original approach is then
recommended, a further set of surveys would gather perceived brand value by the
international buyers from the original survey and thereby providing all the required
information to fully evaluate all variables within the framework, fill gaps identified within
the extant literature and lead to clear concise advise being formulated for global SMEs
international brand management practices.
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