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Abstract 
This paper presents strategic types of internationalized SMEs across four European countries responding to the 
call in International Business of developing studies in the field of “generic” international strategy. 
The objective of our research is twofold: first, by employing cluster analyses we try to uncover strategic groups 
out from data. Second, we aim to link the emerging strategic clusters and their internationalisation behaviour and 
patterns. 
Results show some strategic types that are in part common to different countries, even though relevant country 
specificities have been found. In general the universe of international SMEs is not isomorphic from a strategic 
orientation point of view, neither necessarily “reactive” nor “opportunistic at best”. 
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1 – Introduction 

The construct of international strategy has received 
limited attention in International Business studies, 
which have historically focused on specific issues, 
such as the standardisation/adaption choices, the inte-
gration/responsiveness alternatives, the selection of 
foreign location and entry modes. Reviews in the 
field (Ricart et al., 2004; Melin, 1992) emphasize the 
lack of research into strategic foundations regarding 
both conceptual and empirical work. Additionally, in 
almost all of the reviewed contributions the large 
multinational company is at the center of attention, 
while SMEs international strategy has been an even 
more neglected research field (Bell et al., 2004). 

The lack of research into “general” SME strategy 
might be partially explained by the fact, that SME be-
haviour has been described as essentially unplanned and 
reactive (Bilkey and Tesar, 1977) or at best opportunistic 
(Westhead et al., 2002). However, Bell et al. (2004) note 
that “the absence of an explicit and formal strategy does 
not equate to the lack of strategic vision, whether or not 
this involves a global focus.” In the same vein, Welch 
and Welch (1996) emphasize the “strategic foundations” 

of the firm (including knowledge, skills and experience 
etc.) and identify planned and unplanned routes to inter-
nationalisation. Also, the emerging international entre-
preneurship literature goes in this direction: it postulates 
a proactive, innovative and risk-taking attitude of small 
firms towards foreign market opportunities and provides 
empirical evidence of their ability to elaborate and im-
plement internationally oriented strategic choices. Al-
though the change in internationalisation behaviour of 
SMEs has been widely recognized both on the academic 
but also on the political level, analyses on the differenti-
ated strategic orientations of SMEs on international mar-
kets are missing. 

Our contribution strives to fill this gap: it aims at 
mapping distinct strategic types in internationally ori-
ented SMEs by putting its primary focus on general 
strategic orientations and their driving factors, which 
can be considered at the root of decisions regarding 
country/mode selection, standardization/adaptation etc. 
It draws on samples from 4 European countries (Italy, 
Finland, Greece, and Switzerland) thus providing also 
insight into potential differences in country internation-
alisation and contributing to cross-country SME inter-
nationalisation research. 
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2 – Strategic Orientation and Strategic 
Behaviour 

Very broadly, strategic orientations refer to “strategic 
directions implemented by a firm to create the proper 
behaviours for the continous superior performance of 
the business” (Gatignon and Xuereb, 1997: 78). 

In the search of delineating constructs and dimen-
sions, a large but frequently overlapping variety of stra-
tegic orientation constructs is being proposed in strate-
gic management, strategic marketing, (international) 
entrepreneurship, and export performance research. 

The strategic management stream of research fol-
lows mainly the Miles and Snow (1978) typology. 
They have conceptualized strategic orientation in terms 
of reactors, defenders, analyzers, and prospectors. 
Whereas reactors lack a consistent strategy, defenders 
adopt a conservative view of strategy and hold a secure 
market position often in stable and narrow product or 
market domains with particular customer groups and 
established structure. Prospectors, in contrast, empha-
size innovation and change and strive to compete 
mainly by exploring new market opportunities, emerg-
ing trends, and technology. They typically maintain an 
aggressive competitive position and tend to be industry 
pioneers. Defenders and prospectors thus constitute 
two ends of a continuum of strategic proactiveness. 
Analyzers, being the combination of prospector and 
defender orientation fall in the middle of this contin-
uum. They share elements of defender and prospector 
firms by maintaining both, a secure position in a core 
market while seeking new market positions. 

Most literature in the strategic marketing stream 
of research emerges from studies on market orienta-
tion, whereas alternative constructs such as produc-
tion and selling orientation have received less re-
search interest. The concept of market orientation 
places the highest priority on superior customer value 
creation and delivery that lead to continuous superior 
performance for the business (Narver and Slater, 
1990). MO includes two major subdimensions: cus-
tomer and competitor orientation. Market orientation 
thus is distinguished primarily by attitudes towards 
customers and competition. 

Product orientation (PO) is based on the pursuit of 
production and other operating efficiencies that will 
produce widely available and relatively inexpensive 
products and services, thus attracting consumers (Kot-
ler, 2000). With this kind of orientation firms aim at 
improving their production efficiency, minimize costs, 
and develop mass distribution to establish competitive 
advantages (Fritz, 1996; Noble et al., 2002). 

A selling orientation is characterized by aggres-
sive sales and marketing to achieve fast returns and 
maximize market share (Noble et al., 2002). Firms 
exhibiting such an orientation pursue market share 
expansion and short-term sales maximization when 
contemporaneously investing heavily in promotion 

and distribution (Zhou and Li, 2007). 
Innovation (sometimes labeled technology) ori-

entation (IO) is present when organizations implement 
new ideas, products or processes (Hult and Ketchen, 
2001). It is associated with investments in technologi-
cal leadership and with high quality products (Fritz, 
1996; Gatignon and Xuereb, 1997). 

Most of the extant body of research in the (interna-
tional) entrepreneurship of research originates from the 
studies on entrepreneurial posture introduced by Covin 
and Slevin (1990, 1991) and Lumpkin and Dess (1996). 
The construct has received much interest relative to its 
international dimension with the emergence of the so-
called international new ventures or born globals and 
the international entrepreneurship research. Conse-
quently, this stream, contrary to the above mentioned 
ones, has a relatively well developed body of findings 
in the international context Scholars have agreed that 
entrepreneurial orientation (EO) is a combination of 
three dimensions, that is innovativeness, proactiveness, 
and risk-taking (e.g. Lumpkin and Dess, 1996). Entre-
preneurial orientation thus promotes the renewal of ex-
isting practices and the pursuit of new opportunities. 

With the increasing international integration and 
the involvement of small and medium-sized enter-
prises on international markets, the international di-
mension of firm performance has gained much inter-
est in the export performance research. This stream 
does not conceptualize and test a comprehensive theo-
retical construct of “international orientation”, but it 
adds interesting insight regarding the international 
dimension that the previously described key con-
structs in general have neglected. Research that cen-
tered on the firm’s propensity/willingness/ motivation 
to export reports that motivation to exporting ex-
pressed by either proactiveness or reactiveness is a 
consistent predictor of good export performance 
(Dean et al., 2000; Johnston and Czinkota, 1982; June 
and Collins-Dodd, 2000). 

As is clear from the above, the different constructs 
of strategic orientation may have some common traits 
and the distinctions among them are not always clear-
cut. Also, synergetic effects between alternative orien-
tations have been found empirically. We thus draw the 
conclusion that the concepts share many similarities 
one of them being also to lack clear boundaries and 
combining complementary approaches. 

3 – The link between Strategic Orientation 
and Strategic Behaviour 

Notwithstanding the fact that strategic orientations have 
been identified in all research streams as an important 
theoretical construct, there has been limited research 
work on the relationship with both the generic competi-
tive and the functional strategies pursued by firms. Sla-
ter and Narver (1996: 59) for example propose that 
“understanding the link between market orientation and 
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strategies … is important to our comprehensive appre-
ciation of market orientation’s contribution to organ-
izational effectiveness”. Hurley and Hult (1998) argue 
that orientation can be manifest at various levels in an 
organization, i.e. the firm’s strategy, processes, and be-
haviours. If we are working on the assumption that 
strategic orientations influence organizational behav-
iour, those behaviours might become manifest in 
strategies leading to competitive advantage that ulti-
mately influences performance. Peng (2001) e.g. states 
that competitive advantages originate from innovative 
and proactive orientation. And finally, Mintzberg and 
Water’s (1985) view of strategy formation and its dif-
ferent notions such as e.g. the entrepreneurial, deliber-
ate and emergent seem to combine well with the idea 
of a strategic orientation that influences both the proc-
ess of strategy formation as well as the content of strat-
egy. Strategy under this view is the vehicle through 
which orientations become visible. 

For example, a differentiation strategy that re-
quires thorough understanding of customer needs 
and competitors positioning to achieve differentia-
tion advantages suggests a customer and competitor 
orientation as well as innovation. Also firms pursu-
ing a focus strategy must understand thoroughly the 
needs of their target customers, thus it is likely to be 
associated with customer orientation. Since the 
niche offers protection from competition, competitor 
orientation might be of less importance. As regards 
functional strategies, entrepreneurial and market-
oriented companies for example could be expected 
to put more emphasis on marketing in general and 
promotion in particular as compared to product-
oriented businesses. Therefore, just as we expect 
that businesses with different strategic orientations 
vary in their competitive strategies, we also expect 
that they view marketing elements differently. 

An approach that is able to investigate syner-
gies and complementary mechanisms among these 
various aspects might help to find some further in-
sight on SMEs’ way to strategizing. We thus de-
cided to follow a holistic approach in order to un-
cover strategic SME types. Our final framework 
useful for empirical identification of strategic types 
out from data is defined as a set of variables (please 
see Appendix for measures and operationalization 
examples) regarding: 
- strategic orientation, operationalized with key 

items relative to dimensions of alternative strategic 
orientations, motivations for internationalisation, 
and management attitudes and characteristics; 

- sources of competitiveness/competitive advantages 
expressed by product/technology/price and/or mar-
keting advantages; 

- the firm’s competitive and functional strategy, op-
erationalizing the 
niche/differentiation/cost-leadership strategy and 
the degree of standardisation/adaptation in major 
markets. 

4 – Research Design 

The conceptual framework was applied to representa-
tive samples of international SMEs in Italy, Finland, 
Greece and Switzerland in order to uncover distinct 
strategic types and to check for a potential association 
with internationalisation performance and patterns. 
Mail surveys with structured questionaires took place 
in the period from late 2006/early 2007 targeting the 
CEO or the most knowledgeable person regarding in-
ternational activities. Response rates varied from 18 to 
33% across the countries and can be considered ac-
ceptable (Harzing, 2000). 

Multi-item, 5-point-Likert scales (for a total of 
72 variables) were used to operationalize the con-
structs of strategic orientations, competi-
tive/functional strategy, and competitive advantage. 
No significant differences were found between re-
spondents and non-respondents based on criteria in-
cluding size and international activities of the firms. 

Cluster analysis, being a structure-discovering ana-
lytical method, has been employed in order to detect ho-
mogenous strategic groups. It is a commonly used statis-
tical technique in a variety of disciplines when classifica-
tion of subjects (such as firms) is the objective. 

Cluster analysis has played a key role in re-
search because it allows for the inclusion of multiple 
variables as sources of configuration definition and 
therefore enables potentially rich descriptions 
(Ketchen and Shook, 1996). Despite this strength, 
cluster analysis has been critized for its reliance on 
researchers’ decisions or for cluster results that may 
not reflect any real conditions but instead may sim-
ply be statistical artifacts (Thomas and Venkatama-
ran, 1998). As with any technique, however, the re-
sults obtained are only as good as its implementation 
and the theoretical rationale behind it.  

Therefore, in applying the technique we have 
strictly followed the recommendations of method-
ologists (Ketchen and Shook, 1996; Punj and Stew-
art, 1983). We applied a two-stage procedure by 
means of a non-hierarchical cluster and k-means 
cluster. The former, based on the Euclidean distance 
and on the Ward method, allowed us to hypothesize 
the suitable number of clusters since no a priori in-
formation was available. The latter approach 
searches for the best configuration of the predefined 
groups allocating the more similar observations into 
each cluster. From the several applications of the 
above explained procedure we came up with three to 
four consistent and statistically significant groups* 
(see figure 1). 

The identified clusters in all countries are posited 
as representing distinct strategic orientations, in that 
they stand for “sets of entities sufficiently similar to 
each other and sufficiently different from entities in 
other such sets that they are separately delimited and 
named” (Chrisman et al., 1988: 415). 
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Figure 1 – Cluster representations – Italy, Finland, Greece, Switzerland. 

Italy Finland

Greece
Switzerland

Italy
Finland

 
* Even with a high number of variables with regard to observations, we obtain clusters whose  interpretation is reasonable 
and consistent. 
** The cluster representations were obtained using 3 principal components. 

 
5 – Empirical Analysis 

In the following, we will briefly present the four 
countries’ cluster analyses and the identified strategic 
SME profiles. Strategic types will be associated with 
data regarding the internationalisation characteristics 
of the single clusters in order to detect potential dif-
ferences. Finally, a cross-country comparison will be 
provided. 

5.1 – Italy 

The first cluster is the customer-oriented group of 
firms, that follows a niche strategy and is somewhat 
naturally international. A niche strategy necessitates 
and enables small firm internationalisation in a large 
number of target markets (Zucchella and Palamara, 
2007; Calori et al., 2000; Dalgic and Leeuw, 1994). 
The cluster ranks highest on items that define a niche 
strategy such as “our products serve a specialized 
need”, “customers perceive our product as a more 
specialized product” and “our markets are small but 
we have many target markets”. 

Descriptive statistics support the niche-
interpretation (see table 1): the group is characterized 
by the highest export ratio across all groups and is 
consequently largely dependent on internationalisa-
tion. Hand in hand with its strategy goes its consider-

able number of export markets that is still being ex-
panded. The niche is built on the key assets of a 
strong customer orientation, in terms of customer (and 
competitor) knowledge, satisfaction and experience. 

In line with research regarding the niche strategy 
and related standardisation/adaptation practice, cluster 
1 firms’ offering is standardized, serving a large num-
ber of homogeneous global segments. Neither brand, 
nor packaging and design, nor product features in 
general are adapted. 

The drive towards internationalisation comes from 
managerial capabilities: within the cluster, international 
orientation, experience, mindset and commitment ranks 
highest. As is posited by the strategic manage-
ment/resource based view, the fit between strategy and 
capabilities (Day, 1994) leads to competitive advan-
tage: in this group of firms, managerial capabilities and 
customer knowledge, together with the targeting of 
highly specialized niche markets and a greater propen-
sity to use networks suggest that these firms have a su-
perior fit between capabilities and strategy than their 
counterparts in the other clusters. 

The second strategic cluster could be described 
as being “stuck in the middle”. In this group no defi-
nite strategic profile is emerging, no clear picture of 
strengths and weaknesses, no definition of competi-
tive competences and assets. The firms seem to look 
and/or wait for a vocation or – right from the begin-
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ning – for motivation. The absence of a definite stra-
tegic orientation already starts with absence of moti-
vation: neither reactive nor proactive motivations for 
internationalisation are considered relevant to the 
companies in this group (this group’s orientation 
might be primarily domestic, as number of markets 
and export ratio are suggesting; see table 1). 

Along with this lack of a clear “reason-why” or 
commitment to internationalisation, management com-
petences seem to constrain the strategy definition: Not a 
single item operationalizing managements’ drive and 
competence to internationalisation is ranked high within 
this cluster. Putting these factors and their comparatively 
low export ratio and the limited number of export mar-
kets together, this might be the group of opportunistic 
exporters with no clear objectives and consequently no 
clear strategy formulation and resource allocation. 

Cluster 3 firms are best described as being the 
entrepreneurial-growth oriented group of firms. This 
cluster’s orientation is being reflected in high cluster 
rankings on all performance- and growth-oriented 
items across all investigated areas. Performance data 
from the clusters’ demographic profiles below (see 
table 1) confirm this view, showing a high and the 
most quickly growing export ratio across all clusters. 

Cluster rankings also show high satisfaction with 
competitive advantage/positioning. Businesses in this 
group seem to enjoy both, successful definition and 
exploitation of competitive advantage. This advan-
tage lies in innovation and quality-orientation (most 
strongly emphasized development of new products 
and services, new production technology as well as 
quality orientation, customer satisfaction) again ex-
pressing superior internal capabilities and key assets 

(e.g. Calori et al., 2000; Bell et al., 2004). 
The entrepreneurial dimension of these firms is 

explained also with consistently superior values on 
management characteristics indicating an entrepreneu-
rial attitude but also with the fact that growth topics 
can be related to opportunity seeking and risk-taking 
(number of countries/expansion to new markets) and 
the drive towards innovation as described above (e.g. 
Knight, 2000; Zucchella and Scabini, 2007). Thus, this 
group is best described with an overall proactive atti-
tude more than with an adaptive approach. 

As is the case in cluster 1, these companies due 
to the fit between capabilities and strategy realize a 
competitive advantage that leads to outperform their 
competitors in their foreign markets and differentiate 
them from their counterparts in cluster 2 and 4. 

Cluster 4 companies are characterized by a strong 
product-orientation. 

They show consistently the lowest values along 
the dimensions investigated. The firms however are 
relatively intensive internationalisers with consistent 
growth rates. 

Looking at within-cluster values, the topic of com-
munication with all its sub-items and distribution policy 
is ranked unimportant. Putting together these factors 
with those ranked highest – quality of service/product 
and in-time delivery and a certain emphasis on manufac-
turing – one might suggest an orientation based on effi-
cient production towards a limited number of customers 
or a narrow line of specialty. In this cluster an inward 
looking strategic attitude goes together with a high spe-
cialization in terms of specific production and service 
skills, leading to industry reputation for quality. 

 

Table 1 – Italy – Clusters’ internationalisation characteristics. 

  
Cluster 1 
customer 

orientation 

Cluster 2 
lack of strategic 

orientation 

Cluster 3 
entrepren./ 

growth 
orientation 

Cluster 4 
product/ 
inward 

orientation 

Italy 
total 

Number of cluster firms number 30 53 43 22 148 

 % 20 36 29 15 100 

Internationalization 
characteristics 

      

Experience in internationalisation 
Average 

years 
20 17 17 18 19 

Nr of market (average) 2000 17 7 20 11 13 

 2005 20 11 27 15 17 

 
2008 

expected 
22 12 27 17 19 

Export Intensity 2000 average 42 26 35 28 33 

Export Intensity 2005 average 53 27 49 33 41 

Export Intensity 2008 expected average 61 36 59 41 48 

Time from foundation to 1st export average 12 16 16 14 15 

* after correction for outliers. 
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5.2 – Finland 

Many of the three clusters’ high and low end criteria 
are common to all of the three clusters identified. We 
therefore suggest a general “country orientation” 
building the baseline for the subsequent cluster inter-
pretation. This country orientation could be best de-
scribed with a general emphasis put on international 
expansion. The importance Finnish businesses assign 
to internationalisation is reflected in 10 out of the 15 
items ranked most important that put international 
expansion, performance and growth at the top. There-
fore, it seems that most of the Finnish firms conceive 
internationalisation as an opportunity and a necessity 
for firm growth. Such an interpretation is underlined 
by a general low ranking of all reactive motivations to 
go international. Similarly, in a longitudinal study of 
some 500 Finnish firms over the period 1983-1990, 
84% of the firms saw globalisation as having positive 
or very positive effects, with small firms indicating a 
slightly stronger growth than medium-sized firms fol-
lowing globalisation (OECD, 1997). 

Among the three clusters, cluster 3 is the growth 
oriented/entrepreneurial cluster. Firms in this group 
show the strongest international orientation and put 
the highest emphasis on international growth, sup-
ported by a well educated and internationally experi-
enced management team. The cluster firms are fol-
lowing a niche strategy: they exhibit consistently the 
highest rankings from “small domestic market” to 
“niche market but many target markets” to “products 
satisfy a particular need” etc. between the clusters. 
Whereas the niche strategy in the Italian case is built 
on a customer orientation, in Finland the strategy 
seems to be related to a technology advantage and 

product/service uniqueness. Also, these firms put em-
phasis on networking and the use of internet what we 
could consider indicative of a technology-based sector 
that is closely interconnected internationally. In line 
with the global segment the businesses serve, this 
group does not adapt its marketing mix. 

Cluster 1 is the customer/market oriented 
group of firms. Their high scoring between-cluster 
values such as “customer/competitor knowledge”, 
“customer satisfaction” and “proximity to custom-
ers” express their underlying strategic orientation 
and realized competitive assets. Firms in this clus-
ter also seem to be highly competitive in terms of 
their marketing strategy (all items rank highest) 
supported by this cluster’s adaptation practice in 
major markets. 

For cluster 2 firms no clear strategic profile is 
emerging. Between-cluster values are – with a few 
exceptions – the lowest among the 3 groups. 

Descriptive statistics regarding internationalisa-
tion behaviour are coherent with cluster interpreta-
tions: the entrepreneurial/growth oriented cluster is 
by far the fastest and the most intensive international-
izing group and it is the broadest in scope. In line with 
its strategic profile, these firms show the highest 
growth rates regarding both number of markets and 
export ratio. Also the customer/market-oriented firms 
are intensive internationalisers with consistent growth 
rates and development of number of markets. Cluster 
2 firms are lagging behind regarding intensity, how-
ever, coherently with the general Finnish importance 
given to internationalisation, also this group realizes 
growth abroad. The Finnish results therefore seem to 
support the general hypothesis that strategic profiles 
are impacting internationalisation trajectories. 

 

Table 2 – Finland – Clusters’ internationalisation characteristics. 

  
Cluster 1 

customer -(market) - 
orientation 

Cluster 2 
no strategic 
orientation 

Cluster 3 
entrepreneurial/growth 

orientation 
Finland total 

Number of cluster firms number 64 82 57 203 

 % 32% 40% 28% 100% 

Internationalization characteristics      

Experience in internationalisation 
Average 

years 
16 14 15 15 

Number of markets (average) 2000 11 7 17 11 

 2005 14 9 23 14 

 
2008 

expectd 
17 11 27 17 

export intensity 2000 average 50% 32% 58% 45% 

export intensity 2005 average 54% 38% 67% 51% 

export intensity 2008 expected average 58% 45% 74% 57% 



Hagen B. et al. / Economia Aziendale Online 4 (2010)  345-357 

 

351 

 
5.3 – Greece 

Cluster 1 companies seem to be characterized by a 
“selling (price) orientation”. They rank items such as 
“pricing strategy”, “payment conditions”, “special 
price and discounts” and “target profit” highest. 
Within cluster values support this interpretation: all 
marketing instruments except pricing issues are to-
tally standardized, whereas all issues related to price 
show a high level of adaptation and importance. In 
addition, the general low profile of this cluster does 
not hold for management skills, competencies and 
commitment to internationalisation (“level of educa-
tion level of the management”, “strong desire for in-
ternationalization on behalf of the management”, 
“level of management commitment” are ranked im-
portant). 

As descriptive data shows (see table 3) the firms 
are relatively intensive internationalisers with high 
growth rates: therefore, their orientation is supported 
by a well prepared management; in this cluster, orien-
tation and managerial competency are successfully 
combined and permit firms to expand internationally. 

In general, cluster 2 shows the highest values 
along all the dimensions considered. This group is best 
described by a strong “growth-entrepreneurial orienta-
tion”: all items concerning international growth and 
performance rank highest both, between clusters and 
within the cluster. The profile is complemented by a 
strongly motivated and well educated management 
with international skills and a strong desire to interna-
tionalize: all variables expressing the international ori-
entation of the management exhibit top values. The en-

trepreneurial orientation is also reflected in high rank-
ings on items such as development of new prod-
uct/service, and new production technology. 

Cluster 3 has no clear strategic profile. Most 
evident is their passive attitude towards internationali-
sation. They do not assign any importance to variables 
operationalising international expansion, growth and 
performance. This is reflected in a management pro-
file that seems to lack competencies and experience 
relevant to internationalisation (“level of international 
orientation of management”, “education and man-
agement commitment” ranks lowest between the clus-
ters). Interestingly, items related to the competitive-
ness of the firms express advantages that obviously 
are not exploited internationally (such as competitive-
ness in terms of product technology, quality etc.) We 
therefore conclude that in this cluster management 
seems to limit international expansion and that the 
firms’ orientation is mainly domestic. 

Descriptive statistics confirm the orientation of 
the 3 clusters. Consistent with their 
growth/entrepreneurial orientation, Cluster 2 firms 
show the highest export intensity/growth and the 
number of export markets has been developed con-
stantly since 2000. Internationalisation in cluster 3 
seems to be considered neither an opportunity nor a 
necessity as has been illustrated above. In line with 
this “domestic/passive orientation” export ratios and 
geographic scope in this group of firms are stable. Fi-
nally, the “selling-oriented” firms combine internal 
strengths with international opportunities that results 
in considerable export intensity and international 
growth rates. 

 
Table 3. Greece – Clusters’ internationalisation characteristics. 

  
Cluster 1 

selling (price) 
oriented 

Cluster 2 
entrepreneurial/ 
growth oriented 

Cluster 3 
no strategic profile 

Greece total 

Nr of cluster firms number 86 137 34 257 

 % 33% 53% 14% 100% 

Internationalization 
characteristics 

     

Experience in internationalization 
Average 

years 13 12 10 12 

Nr of markets (average) 2000 5 6 4 5 

 2005 6 9 4 7 

 
2008 

expected 
9 11 6 9 

Export intensity 2000 average 29% 32% 11% 29% 

Export intensity 2005 average 35% 39% 11% 34% 

Export intensity 2008 expected average 39% 44% 17% 39% 

Time from foundation to 1st export average 11 12 26 14 
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This cluster, due to its “selling orientation” and ma-
nagerial drive realizes international expansion not-
withstanding its (very) limited competitiveness pro-
file as is indicated in cluster values.  

At the contrary, cluster 3 firms seem to possess a 
competitive offering and unique selling propositions 
but they lack strategic orientation and international 
drive and therefore limit their international growth. 

5.4 – Switzerland 

Cluster 2 firms share a technology advantage: they 
indicate a product/service that is unique in terms of 
technology and serving a particular need of their 
customers; additionally, this uniqueness as well as 
unsolicited orders are indicated the major motiva-
tions for internationalisation. In fact, management 
does not seem to proactively pursue internationali-
sation as all items related to management’s interna-
tional orientation, experience and commitment are 
ranked low in this group. Also, all variables opera-
tionalising importance of international performance 
and growth are judged modest. 

Whereas all management competencies rele-
vant to internationalisation score low, the level of 
education instead is indicated to be very high.  

This again could be indicative of a technology 
orientation, together with a general low profile in 
terms of marketing competitiveness. However, the 
current technology advantage does not seem to be 
developed for the future, as all items regarding in-
novation (such as new product development/new 
production technology) are low-level. We therefore 
propose this group of firms to be characterized as 
product/inward oriented. 

Cluster 3 firms report comparably high values 
regarding reactive internationalisation motivations 
(eg “overcapacity”, “competitive pressure”). In ad-
dition, they show a poor competitiveness profile 
and seem to lack any competitive advantage as low 
rankings across all items suggest. The only strength 
of these businesses as evidenced by between-
cluster values lies in their “distribution”-related 
activities such as excellent intermediary relations, 
competitiveness regarding distribution and adapta-
tion of distribution channels in main export mar-
kets.  

Similarly to Cluster 2, management is not 
driving international expansion: almost all items 
regarding international performance and growth are 
ranked lowest across the clusters. Additionally, a 
comparably low level of management competences  
limits internationalisation. In this case, firms seem 
to delegate internationalisation to their intermedi-
aries a fact that might explain the lack of strategic 
orientation. 

Cluster 4 is the entrepreneurial-growth oriented 
cluster. All items operationalising international ori-
entation, growth and performance rank highest 
across clusters. Also, an experienced, committed and 
well-educated management team with a global mind-
set is driving internationalisation. This group of 
businesses builds on high product/service quality 
and innovation (new product/service development, 
development of new prod technology is ranked high-
est). These firms seem to move in the most global 
environment among all clusters that pushes and pulls 
them (internationalisation of customers and success 
of competition on foreign markets) towards interna-
tionalisation. Firm internal resources relevant to in-
ternationalisation therefore are corresponding well to 
the overall international market conditions and might 
be reinforced and constantly developed by facing 
international competition as the overall very positive 
competitiveness-profile suggests. 

Cluster 1 absolute values at a first glance do not 
permit identification of a clear strategic profile, 
since they reveal too few characterizing high/low 
end variables between clusters. However, when 
looking at highest values in general, the cluster ex-
hibits consistently top rankings for all market ori-
ented items, such as customer/competitor knowledge 
as well as customer satisfaction.  

Also, cluster firms assign much importance to 
international growth and performance and indicate 
their management to be internationally oriented, ex-
perienced and committed. We therefore suggest this 
cluster to be characterized as being customer ori-
ented. 

Descriptive statistics as reported in table 4 con-
firm the general hypothesis that firm strategic orienta-
tion is impacting internationalisation behaviour and 
performance.  

Both the market-oriented and the entrepreneurial-
growth oriented group are intensive internationalisers 
that are broad in scope, whereas their counterparts are 
lagging extremely behind.  

The passive/inward-oriented groups realize an 
export ratio of about 30%, whereas the former groups 
of businesses double this ratio.  

Further, they also serve more markets and more 
geographically and culturally distant markets than 
their counterparts.  

However, cluster statistics describe Cluster 2 
firms to be the youngest and relatively quick as re-
gards their “time to 1st export market”.  

Further, they are somewhat penalized in terms of 
size. In this case we have to further investigate into 
within-cluster firm differences in order to verify pat-
terns of precocity, speed and scope of internationalisa-
tion in order to confirm a predominant “prod-
uct/inward orientation” or a high-tech born global pat-
tern. 
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Table 4 – Switzerland – Clusters’ internationalisation characteristics. 

  
Cluster 1 
customer 
oriented 

Cluster 2 
product/in-

ward 
oriented 

Cluster 3 
lack of 

strategic 
orientation 

Cluster 4 
entrepren./ 
growth - 

orientation 

Switzerland 
total 

Number of cluster firms number 48 17 20 60 145 

 % 33% 12% 14% 41% 100% 

Internationalization characteristics       

Experience in internationalisation 
average 
years 

32 12 14 26 25 

Number of markets ** 
2008 

(expected) 
17 4 9 23 13 

Export intensity 2008 expected** average 55% 30% 27% 62% 51% 

Time from foundation to 1st exportation average 10 8 12 8 9 

* after statistical correction for outliers 
** 2000 and 2005 figures are not available; the Swiss (short) version of the questionnaire did not include the questions on 
2000-2005 internationalisation data. 

 
 

6 – Discussion 

Cross-country analysis shows common strategic pro-
files as well as some country-specific traits as illus-
trated in table 5 below. In particular, two strategic 
types are present in all the countries under investiga-
tion, i.e. the entrepreneurial/growth oriented type and 
the cluster of firms without a clear strategic orienta-
tion and behaviour. Not surprisingly, these two ty-
pologies represent two extremes of the strategic pro-
files: the former have a very clear and proactive ori-
entation towards capturing market opportunities and 
possess/develop resources to have corresponding re-
sults, while the latter constitute the “low end” of the 
SMEs world, characterized by a reactive/passive atti-
tude and lack of strategic awareness. Regarding the 
other strategic types, we find evidence of prod-
uct/inward oriented firms in Italy and in Switzerland. 
Customer orientation is found in all countries apart 
Greece, but on the other hand we found a selling ori-
entation characterizing one group of Greek firms, 
which is not present in the other three countries. 

Similar to extant research (Miles and Snow, 
1986; Noble et al., 2002; Zhou et al., 2005, 2007), 
our findings describe a number of viable strategic ori-
entations for SME to prosper and survive in their 
competitive international environment. In line with 
earlier findings in a domestic context, groups with 

clear strategic profiles in general perform better than 
their less “strategic counterparts” (Miles and Snow, 
1978; Conant et al., 1990; Pelham 1996) and they are 
pursuing more actively international opportunities. 

The entrepreneurial/growth oriented cluster is 
across all countries – although on different levels – 
the most intensive internationaliser with the highest 
growth rate.  

These groups of firms are also the fastest to real-
ize first exports. Further, their international market 
selection seems to break the psychic distance patterns 
(e.g. Oviatt and McDougall, 1994). Also the customer 
oriented groups, consistent with their strategic profile, 
are exploiting international expansion intensively and 
realize growth at superior rates.  

In both cases psychic distance obviously becomes 
less relevant with firms emphasizing customer prox-
imity and orientation, networking, innovation and 
growth opportunities.  

Additionally these two clusters show different 
features also with regard to the scope of international 
activities: as is indicated in table 1-4 the customer-
oriented group of companies and the growth-
oriented/entrepreneurial cluster show the highest 
number of export markets, that might be explained 
with a global customer segment and a growth and op-
portunity seeking strategic orientation (Zucchella and 
Palamara, 2007; Calori et al., 2000). 

 
Table 5 – Presence of strategic types across countries. 

 Italy Finland Greece Switzerland 

Entrepreneurial/growth orientation Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Customer orientation Yes Yes No Yes 

Product/inward orientation Yes No No Yes 

Selling orientation No No Yes No 

Lack of strategic orientation Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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The remaining groups showing clear strategic pro-

files such as the “product/inward” and the “selling ori-
ented “ groups are lagging behind regarding all dimen-
sions of internationalisation. Whereas the entrepreneu-
rial and customer/market oriented strategic types in our 
study are always characterized by high levels of proac-
tiveness and international orientation, these remaining 
types are internationally successful only when their 
strategic types combine with “international orienta-
tion”. These groups show international performance 
when their orientation combines with managerial drive 
and commitment to internationalisation. 

Not surprisingly, the groups lacking strategic di-
rection are the slowest and the less intensive interna-
tionalisers, with a tendentially limited country portfo-
lio that tends to follow a psychic distance pattern. 

These findings complement extant research on 
strategic orientations that has showed positive results 
as to the orientation-performance relationship in do-
mestic contexts and large firms (e.g. Snow and Hre-
biniak, 1980; McKee et al., 1998; Conant et al., 1990; 
Cano et al., 2004; Shoham et al., 2005). It also con-
firms earlier international entrepreneurship studies 
that put entrepreneurial/growth orientation at the core 
of superior performance and accelerated internation-
alisation patterns that challenged traditional ways to 
international expansion (e.g. Oviatt and McDougall, 
1994). The findings also give evidence of the fact that 
SMEs are neither only “reactive” or “opportunistic” 
at best, as has been posited in much of the SME in-
ternationalisation literature. 

Further, these differentials in internationalisation 
profiles suggest influence of strategic orientation on 
internationalisation patterns and performance. 

7 – Conclusions 

The aim of our research was to deepen the knowledge 
of SMEs strategic profiles and behaviour. We propose 
cluster analysis, an explorative statistical technique that 
allows structure-discovering analysis out of data, in 
order to uncover strategic types across 4 European 
samples of international SMEs. 

The findings support the idea that the world of in-
ternational SMEs is not isomorphic with reference to 
the strategic profiles of firms: in all the countries some 
strategic typologies emerge and they are well distin-
guished. The findings also support the idea that in a 
well integrated area from the economic and commer-
cial point of view like continental Europe, it is possible 
to find both similarities and significant differences in 
the strategic types of international SMEs. 

From cluster analyses five strategic types emerge: 
two of them are present across all the countries investi-
gated, while the presence of the other three is more scat-
tered. The first cluster is represented by the entrepreneu-
rial-growth oriented firms, which combine strong inter-

national commitment and importance of international 
expansion and performance with a highly skilled and 
committed management. The second common cluster is 
the one of SMEs lacking a clear vision, orientation and 
commitment towards foreign markets. In the Swiss and 
the Italian case the groups seem to be mainly domesti-
cally oriented firms, assigning little importance to inter-
nationalisation. Also, across all four countries this group 
seems to be limited by management competences and 
drive. In general it is the group with the lowest perform-
ance profile regarding all internationalisation dimen-
sions, namely export intensity, scope and speed. 

The customer oriented firms are well represented 
(all countries apart Greece), and base their competitive 
advantage on strong customer orientation, satisfaction 
and knowledge. Both entrepreneurial and customer ori-
ented strategic profiles are associated with superior ex-
port ratios, growth rates and development of markets. 
This confirms to some extent the idea that being cus-
tomer/market oriented may be part (or close to the) en-
trepreneurial type (Atuahene-Gima and Ko, 2001; Luo 
et al., 2005; Miles and Arnold, 1991). 

The remaining types, the Greek “selling orienta-
tion” and the “product/inward” oriented clusters are 
best characterized with exploiting a specific or intrinsic 
competitive advantage, based on the capacity to com-
bine internal strength with a skillful management that 
puts emphasis on international expansion. 

In every strategic cluster it is possible to identify 
strengths and weaknesses of the approach followed by 
the firms. The outcomes of the clusters analysis therefore 
are of relevance for managers and entrepreneurs because 
they permit to position a company in one of these groups 
and to compare their firm’s vision and orientation with 
other clusters. The research is also relevant for policy 
makers because it reveals that small firms are not iso-
morphic from the viewpoint of strategic orientation and 
behaviour and need to be approached with differentiated 
policies, according to the potential risks and weaknesses 
underlying each cluster profile. 

This research has also limitations: the research 
methodology chosen is subject to criticism in that it can-
not completely separate strategic profiles which remain 
somewhat overlapping in some dimensions. This is evi-
dent also in business reality, where our strategic types 
represent a simplification of the reality itself, helpful to 
classify firms and understand their international behav-
ior, but with a number of grey areas among clusters. In 
addition to this our analysis cannot capture the evolution 
of firms from one typology to another, a process which is 
likely to occur continuously – at least in the medium-
long term- in the life of firms. Therefore, future research 
might try to confirm and fine-tune the strategic types we 
found across the four countries. Also, a longitudinal 
study of firm strategic clusters might yield interesting 
insight in long-term internationalisation behaviour and 
development and related performance consequences. 
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Appendix 

Operationalization examples of the strategic orientation constructs. 
 

Strategic
orientations

Market 
orientation

Entrepreneurial
orientation

Production 
orientation

Selling
orientation

Innovation
orientation

Variables: eg.
Customer knowledge
Competitor knowledge
Customer satisfaction
Proximity to foreign customers
Internationalisation of customers

Variables: eg
New product/new service 
development
Our product is unique in terms
of technology

Variables: eg Superiority in 
production processes
Lead time, Subcontracting
Little emphasis 
on comm/distrib issues, 
customer/competitor

Variables: eg.
Much emphasis on
selling/communication
activities/budget
Little importance USPs
and customers

Variables: eg.Proactive motives
tow. internationalisation
global orientation, urge/commitment of
mgmt. innovation variables,
experience, education, 
knowledge of mgmt

 
Examples of strategy operationalization. 
Estimate how well the following statements are 
describing your company (from 1 describes very 
poorly to 5 describes very well): 
a) Our product is serving a specialized need that is 

not easily satisfied with competitors products; 
b) The markets of our products are small in each 

country, but there is a lot of target countries; 
c) Our customers are thinking our product more as 

a specialized product that as a standard product; 
d) Our customers regard our product of higher 

quality than our competitors product; 
e) Our product is unique in terms of technology. 
 
Examples of management characteristics operation-
alization. 
Please, rate your view of the following management-
related issues in your company (from 1 very low to 5 
very high): 
a) International orientation of management; 
b) International experience of management; 
c) Managements level of education 
d) Managements level of knowledge in languages; 
e) Managements commitment to the foreign 

business. 
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