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A m ajor difficulty facing enterprise in Ireland, it is argued, is that it 
responds to the environment and international competition by trial and 
error or as a process of incrementalism based on an opportunistic response 
to export m arket development. As a result beneficial small changes are 
gradually  adopted. I t is a process of adapting to the existing situation; an 
evolutionary, expedient process. Because it is expedient and evolutionary 
it produces meagre short term results which are opportunistic and, there­
fore, not coupled with their long run consequences. In contrast, the 
requirem ent for firms seeking to survive in international m arkets is to 
adopt a revolutionary or strategic perspective on international competi­
tion. Strategic competition is comprehensive in its com m itm ent — it 
involves the dedication of the whole firm.

Internationalisation is Strategic
For firms new to competing on international m arkets the reluctance to 
compete on strategic terms rather than on the basis of incrementalism is 
understandable for two reasons. First, strategic failure can be as 
widespread in its consequences as strategic success [Welch and W ieder- 
sheim -Paul, 1980]. Second, incum bents in foreign m arkets frequently 
possess a competitive advantage over new entrants. Strategic success 
frequently depends upon the culture, perceptions and attributes of the 
firm and its competitors. The basic elements of strategic competition refer 
to the firm ’s ability to undserstand competitive interaction as a dynamic 
system that includes the activities of competitors, customers, finance and 
the resources of the firm itself [Bradley, 1985]. I t  also includes the ability 
to use this understanding to predict the consequences of a given interven­
tion in tha t system [Henderson, 1984]. Strategic competition also means 
tha t there are  uncommitted resources or slack which may be dedicated 
perm anently  to uses which have a long term payoff [Penrose, 1959], It 
also implies that m anagement has the training and skill to predict risk and 
return  with sufficient accuracy and confidence to justify the comm itm ent 
of such resources. Finally, it means that firms m ust be willing to deliber­
ately act to make the comm itm ent to invest in m arketing and markets
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[Johanson and M attsson, 1984], It is this lack of com m itm ent to develop­
ing m arketing resources within the firm and to developing m arkets which 
has recently come to be recognised as a central m anagem ent concern in 
Ireland [Sectoral Development Committee, 1985 and W hite Paper on 
Industrial Policy, 1984].

Internationalisation as a Staged Process
M uch o f the literature on export marketing refers to the activity ju st 
described as a process of internationalisation by which firms gradually 
increase their international involvement [Johanson and Vahlne, 1977]. 
The increm entalism  of this process has been stressed. In this paper we 
suggest tha t m anagem ent behaviour differs from one export stage to 
another. This suggests a learning process whereby experiential knowledge 
is contained through the firm’s international experiences. This learning 
process, through its effect on perceptions, knowledge and confidence, 
results in either increased or decreased commitment to the in ternationali­
sation process [Yaprak, 1985], Contributions regarding the in ter­
nationalisation process propose export involvement as a learning curve or 
as a staged innovation adoption cycle [Bilkey and Tesar, 1977; Bilkey, 
1978; Cavusgil, 1980; Cavusgil and Godiwala, 1981; Olson, 1975; Daniels 
and Robles, 1982; and Zaltm an, D uncan and Holbek, 1973], T he essence 
of these argum ents is that the firm evolves through sequential phases of 
export comm itm ent. These studies show that firms further along the path  
are likely to have greater knowledge and are likely to possess m ore sophis­
ticated m anagem ent skills than non-exporting and passive firms.

The crucial stages in the process of exporting are exam ined in this paper 
with a view to determ ining how export activity and com m itm ent change 
at different points in the process. A variation of the stages model referred 
to above was used to classify firms in the sample surveyed:
Stage 1 Firms
The firm f i l s  unsolicited export orders but is not really interested in exploring the feasibility of exporting thereby 
refecting opportunistic behaviour.

Stage 2 Firms
The firm has actively explored the feasibility of exporting refecting strategic thinking.

Stage 3 Firms
The firm has exported on an experimental basis to some countries considered proximate in business distance.

Stage 4 Firms
The firm is an experienced exporter to a number of countries considered proximate in business distance.

Stage 5 Firms
The firm actively pursues the feasibility of exporting to new county markets which are more removed in business 
distance.

Com m itm ent to E xporting
Central to the stages model is the issue of commitment. Export com m it­
ment has been defined as the determ ining factor influencing the relative
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advantage and adoption of exporting as a strategy for the firm [Daniels 
and Robles, 1982]. For senior m anagem ent com m itm ent is a critical 
determ inant of export behaviour among firms [Cunningham  and Spigel, 
1971; H unt, Froggatt and Hovell, 1967]. Com m itm ent to exporting 
requires that the firm devotes financial and hum an resources, as well as 
m anagem ent attention to carrying out tasks tha t are new to the firm, and 
for building the infrastructure required for export m arketing. Com m it­
m ent to export market development means devoting resources to under­
standing the m arket and to developing the m arket [Johanson and Vahlne, 
1977],

M arket knowledge is im portant in that com m itm ent decisions are based 
on two types of knowledge, objective knowledge and experiential 
knowledge [Penrose, 1959]. Experiential knowledge represents the more 
im portan t of the two and can only be obtained via experience, e.g. to the 
first-time exporter objective knowledge regarding the experiences of 
others may have a greater contribution to the creation of perceptions, 
hence the commitment decision. The knowledge relied upon at this stage 
tends to be of a general kind as market-specific knowledge is gained 
mainly through experience.

M arket comm itm ent refers to the level of resources comm itted and the 
degree of commitment, i.e. the difficulty of finding alternative uses for the 
resources. T he level of resources com m itted represents the size of the 
investpaent in the m arket including investm ent in m arketing personnel, 
whereas the degree of comm itm ent represents the am ounts already 
devoted to the effort. The more integrated and specialised the resources 
are the greater the degree of comm itm ent. Com m itm ent is also related to 
risk and uncertainty perceptions, where instability or a decline in the 
dom estic market may increase the firm ’s search for diversification 
possibilities thus decreasing the risk previously associated with exports. 
This, therefore, results in a more favourable attitude and probably 
increased commitment. Firms classified as com m itted exporters exhibit a 
higher propensity to engage in certain planning activities than non­
com m itted or passive exporters [Cavusgil, 1984], These activities include 
budgeting, the statem ent of specific export goals and the creation of a 
distinct structure or responsibility centre for export m anagement. 
However, empirical studies have produced disappointing results, even for 
companies regarded as aggressive exporters [Tesar and Tarleton, 1982; 
W alters, 1985].

There is little evidence to support the hypothesis that all stages of the 
exporting process results from a carefully developed strategy devised to 
achieve the maximisation of specified goals. Given the way in which firms
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co m m it re so u rces  to  e x p o rt m ark e tin g , it is m ore re a so n a b le  to  c o n c lu d e  
th a t  for so m e stages in  th e  process, a t least, ex p o rtin g  ac tiv ity  ten d s  to  be 
u n p la n n e d , reac tiv e  a n d  o p p o rtu n is tic .

M easuring Export Com m itm ent
T h e  firs t m a tte r  to  a tte n d  to  in  the  em p irica l w ork w as to  d ec id e  h o w  to  
m easu re  c o m m itm e n t. W hile  co m m itm en t is no t d ire c tly  m e a su ra b le  
c e rta in  prox ies can  be used  to  in d ica te  co m m itm en t [D an ie ls  a n d  R ob les,
1982]. T h e  first is d e te rm in a tio n  o f w h e th e r firm s a re  en g ag ed  in  e x p o r t­
ing . M an y  firm s d ec id e  n o t to ex p o rt even w hen  u n so lic ited  o rd e rs  com e 
to  th em  [S im p so n  a n d  K u ja w a , 1974], E x p o rt a c tiv itity , th e re fo re , 
how ever s ligh t, m ark s  an  im p o r ta n t decision  in the c o m m itm e n t p rocess. 
T h e  second  p ro x y , len g th  o f  ex p o rt experience, is b a se d  o n  th e  th e o ry  th a t  
ex p o rtin g  is a d e v e lo p m e n t a n d  lea rn in g  process. E ven  if  firm s h a v e  
co m m en ced  ex p o rtin g , how ever, a n d  have  som e in v o lv e m e n t o v e r a 
p ro lo n g ed  p e rio d  o f  tim e, th e re  is no a ssu ran ce  th a t  th e re  w ill be  h ig h  
c o m m itm e n t. S ales m ay  be so sm all, cyclical or tre a te d  p ass iv e ly  th a t  
m a n a g e m e n t does n o t in c o rp o ra te  foreign  m a rk e t c o n d itio n s  in to  its 
o v e ra ll s tra teg y . F o r th is  reaso n  a th ird  p roxy , ex p o rt v o lu m e  a s  a  p e rc e n ­
tag e  o f  to ta l p ro d u c tio n  w as selected  on th e  basis o f  the  p re m ise  th a t  a 
g re a te r  d e p e n d e n c e  on  ex p o rts  in d ica ted  a g re a te r  c o m m itm e n t.

S im ila rly , o th e r  p rox ies such  as visits to foreign m a rk e ts , w eeks s p e n t 
a b ro a d  in  a g iven  y ea r, a tte n d a n c e  o f  tra d e  fairs, p u rc h a se  o f  re p o r ts , 
p e rc e n ta g e  o f p h o n e  b ill a c c o u n te d  for by foreign ca lls  a n d  c o n ta c t w ith  
C o ra s  T ra c h ta la  -  th e  I r is h  E x p o rt B o ard , m ay  be u sed  as in d ic a to rs  o f  
e x p o rt c o m m itm e n t. W h ile  these  w ere used  in the re se a rc h  th ey  a re  n o t 
re p o rte d  here.

R esearch O bjectives
T h e  p r im a ry o b je c tiv e  o f  th is  re search  w as to  exam ine th e  effects o f  c e r ta in  
o rg a n isa tio n a l c h a ra c te r is tic s  on  a c o m p a n y ’s c o m m itm e n t to its  e x p o r t­
in g  ac tiv ity . M o re  specifica lly  in fo rm atio n  w as so u g h t to  s u p p o r t  o r  re je c t 
th e  fo llow ing  hy p o th eses:

1. E x p o rtin g  is a s ta g e d  en d eav o u r, each  stage  re su ltin g  in in c re a se d  
le a rn in g . F irm s a t  la te r  s tag es  possess g re a te r  kno w led g e  th u s  e x h ib it­
ing  less p e rce iv ed  risk  w h ich  tra n s la te s  in to  g re a te r  c o m m itm e n t 
to w ard s  e x p o rtin g  ac tiv ity .

2. O u tco m es o f  e a r lie r  s tag es  o f  the  m odel will d e te rm in e  th e  a t t i tu d e s  
a n d  p e rc e p tio n s  firm s h av e  to w ard s ex p o rtin g  h e n c e  th e ir  s u b s e q u e n t  
c o m m itm e n t to  th e  p rocess o f  in te rn a tio n a lisa tio n .

3. A  re lu c ta n c e  to  e x p o rt m ay  be a t tr ib u te d  to fac to rs  in te rn a l  to  th e
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firm , e.g. adverse  a ttitu d e s  an d  e x p ec ta tio n s  a re  reflec ted  in 
ap p re h e n s io n  a n d  lack  o f  w illingness to  co m m it resou rces.

4. T h e  f irm ’s g row th  ob jectives a n d  th e  m o tives w h ich  o rig in a lly  in flu ­
enced  th e  firm  reg a rd in g  ex p o rtin g , e.g. excess c ap ac ity , d e c lin in g  
d o m e s tic  m arke t, d irec tly  affect m a n a g e ria l a sp ira tio n s  a n d  e x p e c ta ­
tio n  levels.

5. T h e  f irm ’s in itia l m otives for in te rn a tio n a lis a tio n  affect levels o f  
co m m itm en t.

R esearch  M ethods
T h e  sa m p le  un iverse  consisted  o f 91 co m p an ie s  re p re se n ta tiv e  o f  Ir ish  
in d u s try . T h e  ta rg e t p o p u la tio n  in c lu d e d  firm s a t  v a rio u s  s tag es  in  th e  
e x p o r t cycle from  n o n -ex p o rte rs  to  ac tiv e  ex p o rte rs . T h is  w as n ecessary  to 
p e rm it  in ferences to  be m ad e  re g a rd in g  th e  d ifferences w h ich  w ere 
h y p o th e s iz e d  to exist w ith  re g a rd  to  e x p o rt o r ie n ta tio n  a n d  c o m m itm e n t. 
S tru c tu re d  m ail q u es tio n n a ire s  w ere  u sed  to  co llec t the  d a ta . T h e  final 
u sa b le  re sp o n se  w as 41 p e rcen t w h ich  is ab o v e  a v e rag e  for m ail q u e s tio n ­
n a ire s . A  b reak d o w n  o f th e  re sp o n d e n t firm s by  s ta g e  o f  in te rn a tio n a lis a ­
tio n  is sh o w n  below:

Firms Respondents
%

S tage  1 19
S tage  2 24
S tage  3 11
S tage  4 27
S tage  5 19
T o ta l 100 =  37 firm s

T h e  size o f  th e  sam p le  an d  the  size o f  th e  su b -sa m p le s  in p a r t ic u la r  m akes 
i t  d ifficu lt to  test th e  re sea rch  find ings for s ta tis tic a l s ign ificance . T h e  
s tu d y  is, th ere fo re , d esc rip tiv e  a n d  p re lim in a ry  in n a tu re  a n d  w ill req u ire  
a  m u c h  la rg e r  sam p le  o f  firm s for m o re  d e fin itiv e  tes tin g .

R esearch  Findings
T h e  m o st im p o r ta n t  f ind ing  o f th e  re se a rc h , g iven  th e  lim ited  n a tu re  o f  the  
s tu d y , w as th a t  ex p o rtin g  is a  s tag ed  p ro cess , e ach  s tag e  re su ltin g  in 
in c re a se d  experience, less p erce ived  risk , h en ce  g re a te r  c o m m itm e n t. In  
m o s t cases th is  g re a te r  experience  tra n s la te d  in to  g re a te r  co m m itm e n t. O f  
g re a te r  in te re s t, how ever, w as th e  fin d in g  th a t  c o m m itm e n t w as g rea te s t 
fo r S tag e  2 F irm s a n d  S tag e  5 F irm s. A s a  co n seq u en ce , it  is su g g es ted  th a t 
S tag es  2 a n d  5 re p re se n t c ru c ia l s tag es in  th e  p rocess. S tage  2 a p p e a rs  to 
re p re s e n t  a n  ex p erim en t for th e  e x p o rtin g  firm . F a v o u ra b le  experiences
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re su lt in  g re a te r  c o m m itm e n t, hence the  firm  m oves in to  th e  m o re  ac tiv e  
a n d  c o m m itte d  s tag es , i.e. S tages 4 a n d  5. T h o se  w ith  u n fa v o u ra b le  
ex p erien ces  ten d  to  w ith d ra w  back  to S tage  2 o r to m ove in to  th e  re la tiv e ly  
low  c o m m itm e n t e v id e n t in  S tage  3. S im ilarly , S tage  5 firm s e x h ib it  q u ite  
h ig h  c o m m itm e n t levels w hich  resu lts  in a w illingness to  e x p a n d  in to  
m a rk e ts  fu r th e r  afie ld .

E x p o rte rs  a re  m a in ly  m o tiv a ted  by factors in te rn a l to  th e  firm  su c h  as a 
d e s ire  to  in c rea se  p ro fit, ach ieve  co m p an y  g row th , g a in  ex p e rie n c e  a n d  
sp re a d  risk . T h ese  m o tiv a tio n s  do  no t, how ever, seem  to sh ift d r a m a t i ­
cally  o v er th e  s ta g e s  o f  th e  ex p o rtin g  process d e sc rib e d  b u t  a re  r a th e r  
s tab le .

T h e  in te n s ity  o f  m o tiv es  w as found  to be re la ted  to e x p e c ta tio n s  re g a rd in g  
th e  o u tco m es of e x p o rt ac tiv ity . In  g en era l, the  m ore im p o r ta n t  th e  m o tiv e  
to  the  firm  th e  m ore  po sitiv e  w ere the expec ta tions. T h e  f in d in g s  w ere  n o t  
s ta tis tic a lly  s ig n ifican t in a ll cases b u t tren d s  suggest th a t  a  la rg e r  s a m p le  
w o u ld  p ro v e  to  be s ta tis tic a lly  s ign ifican t on this fac to r. S im ila rly , th e  
in te n s ity  o f  m o tives te n d e d  to affect the  levels o f  c o m m itm e n t. I t  m a y  be  
c o n c lu d e d , th e re fo re , th a t  th e  m o re  im p o r ta n t the m o tiv e  to  th e  firm  th e  
m o re  w illin g  th e  c o m p a n y  is to  co m m it itse lf  to ex p o rtin g .

N o s ta tis tic a lly  sig n ifican t differences w ere  ev iden t b e tw e e n  e x p o rte rs  a n d  
n o n -e x p o rte rs  w ith  re g a rd  to ex p ec ta tio n s  co n cern in g  th e  o u tc o m e s  o f  
ex p o rt ac tiv ity . S om e n o n -ex p o rte rs , how ever, te n d e d  to  b e  m o re  
p essim istic  re g a rd in g  ex p ec ted  ou tcom es. S im ila rly , in  so m e  cases , 
e spec ia lly  re g a rd in g  ex p ec ted  p ro fitab ility  o f  e x p o rtin g , o p tim ism  te n d e d  
to  in c rea se  by s tag e  o f  in te rn a tio n a lisa tio n . T h is p ro b a b ly  e x h ib its  th e  
ro le o f  ex p e rien ce  a n d  its  effect on  th e  perce ived  risk o f  th e  e x p o r te r  d u r in g  
the  p ro cess . S ta tis tic a l tests  show ed  th a t  th is  o p tim ism  a n d  d e c re a se d  r isk  
p e rc e p tio n  tra n s la te d  in to  g re a te r  co m m itm e n t as h y p o th e s iz e d . O n  th e  
basis o f  th is  f in d in g  th e re  is s tro n g  su p p o rt for a d e te rm in in g  r e la t io n s h ip  
am o n g  e x p o rtin g  m o tives, ex p o rtin g  ex pec ta tions a n d  a s p ira t io n s  a n d  
su b se q u e n t c o m m itm e n t to  e x p o rtin g  activ ities. E x p o r t  m o tiv es  w h e n  
filte red  th ro u g h  th e  o rg a n isa tio n  an d  m ed ia ted  by m a n a g e m e n t re s u lt  in  
ce rta in  ex p e c ta tio n s  a n d  a sp ira tio n s  w h ich  in  tu rn  t r a n s la te  in to  p o s itiv e  
o r n eg a tiv e  c o m m itm e n t to  ex porting .

D iscussion
O f  cen tra l im p o r ta n c e  is th e  find ing  w hich  su p p o rts  th e  ‘s ta g e d  th e o ry  o f  
e x p o rtin g ’. T h e re  is a  n eed  to view  ex p o rtin g  firm s as a  h e te ro g e n e o u s  
ra th e r  th a n  a h o m o g e n e o u s  g ro u p . D e p en d in g  u p o n  th e  d e g re e  o f  in te r ­
n a tio n a lis a tio n , c o m p an ie s  differ in te rm s o f  in te n s ity  o f  e x p o r t a c tiv ity , 
in te re s t a n d  c o m m itm e n t in  p u rsu in g  in te rn a tio n a l o p p o r tu n it ie s ,  in fo r ­
m a tio n  a n d  a ss is tan ce  n eed s  a n d , m o st im p o rta n tly , th e ir  e x p o r t  p o te n -
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tia l. T h e  find ings also  suggest tw o c ru c ia l s tag es  in  th e  c o m m itm e n t 
p ro cess , i.e . S tages 2 a n d  5. I t  is sugg ested  th a t  in te rv e n tio n  a t  th ese  po in ts  
w o u ld  re a p  g rea te r  benefits. I t  is especia lly  im p o r ta n t  to c o n s id e r  the  role 
o f  o b jec tiv e  know ledge a t the early  stages in  th e  p rocess, in  th e  fo rm a tio n  
o f  a t t i tu d e s  an d  ex p ec ta tio n s w hich  in  tu rn  affect th e  c o m m itm e n t levels 
o f  firm s. I t  could  be suggested  th a t  in te rv e n tio n  h e re  in  th e  fo rm  o f case- 
s tu d y  p re se n ta tio n s  o f  experiences o f  o th e r  e x p o rte rs , s e m in a rs  a n d  the 
effective u se  of d a ta -b a n k s  w ould  co n s id e ra b ly  red u ce  th e  a p a th y  a n d  
p ess im ism  genera lly  asso c ia ted  w ith  n o n -e x p o rte rs . S im ila rly , in te rv e n ­
tio n  fo r s tru c tu ra l o rg an isa tio n  a lig n m e n t w o u ld  be  m o st effectivve a t 
th e se  tw o stages, i.e. before the  firm  goes in te rn a tio n a l a n d  a t  S tage  5 
w h en  it  w ishes to ex p an d  its in te rn a tio n a l ac tiv itie s . I t  is n ecessa ry  to be 
ca re fu l, how ever, no t to  s e p a ra te  th e  d ec is io n -m ak in g  a n d  s tru c tu ra l 
a sp e c ts  o f  ex po rting . B o th  ex ist in  u n iso n , th erefo re  b o th  sh o u ld  be 
m a n a g e d  to g e th e r to  en su re  m ore  fa v o u ra b le  e x p o rt ex p erien ces , hen ce  
c o n tin u in g  successful in te rn a tio n a l ac tiv itie s .
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