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 This study evaluates the mechanism through which managers' international 
experience impacts the degree of internationalization of small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). The empirical analysis uses a sample of 131 managers of Costa 

suggest that the international experience of managers indirectly impacts the degree of 
internationalization of SMEs. The proactivity of managers in international markets is 

international markets.

 international experience, SMEs, proactivity, risk perception, international 
entrepreneurship, Latin America.

 Este estudio tiene como objetivo determinar el mecanismo a través del cual 
la experiencia internacional de los gerentes impacta el grado de internacionalización de 
las pequeñas y medianas empresas (pymes). Desarrollamos un modelo de investigación 
y probamos nuestras hipótesis empíricamente a partir de una muestra de 131 gerentes 
de pymes exportadoras tomada en Costa Rica (América Latina). Aplicando el análisis de 
modelos de ecuaciones estructurales los resultados sugieren que la experiencia internacional 
de los gerentes clave impacta solo indirectamente en el grado de internacionalización 
de las pymes. La proactividad de los gerentes en los mercados internacionales es el factor 

de expansión internacional impacta en los niveles de proactividad de los gerentes en los 
mercados internacionales.

 experiencia internacional, pymes, proactividad, percepción de riesgo, 
emprendimiento internacional, América Latina.
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The internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) has become a research topic of increasing 

Buzavaite 

& Korsakiene, 2019; Child et al., 2022

especially for those in regions with low expectations of economic growth and demand (González-García & González-Mieres, 

2018

Onkelinx et al., 2016). Among such characteristics, the 

international experience stands out as the crucial factor for the internationalization of SMEs (e.g., Battaglia & Neirotti, 2022; 

Freixanet & Renart, 2020

(for instance: export performance, export intensity, degree of internationalization or speed of internationalization) has been 

widely supported by empirical research (e.g., Oura et al., 2016; Qin et al., 2022; Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022; Xu et al., 2015). 

According to Jones and Casulli (2014), the international experience is perhaps the most empirically supported precedent 

Andersson, 2015; Catanzaro 

et al., 2019; Derda, 2017; Lafuente et al., 2021

Milanov & Maissenhälter, 

2014). Research carried out Latin America is not an exception either: According to Postigo et al. (2017) who conducted 

qualitative studies on internationalization of Latin American companies in various countries (including Argentina, Brazil, 

Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru among others) concluded, among other things, that in the case of Latin 

American SMEs, the international activity of these companies seems to be closely linked to the experience and professional 

dimension of their managers. López-Rizzo et al. (2020) diagnosed the main barriers to the internationalization of SMEs in 

poorly investigated (Jones & Casulli, 2014). 

controversy. Some academics argue that having extensive international experience can cause a rigid focus on familiar “clues” 

of international business opportunities, provoking managers to overlook emerging business opportunities abroad (Zahra et 

al., 2005). Some others maintain that the international experience is not indispensable for the successful internationalization 

of SMEs (e.g., Dib et al., 2010; Kalinic & Forza, 2012). 

what extent does the international experience accumulated by managers directly impact the degree of internationalization 

In other words, can international experience have an indirect impact on the degree of internationalization of an SME? To 

answer these questions, we have developed a model based on key theoretical principles from international entrepreneurship 

literature, entrepreneurial cognition, and the Upper Echelon Theory. 
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Comisión Económica para América Latina y El Caribe, 

2014), [CEPAL]. Likewise, Costa Rican exporting SMEs incorporate more new products and more export destinations each 

year, compared to other SMEs in Latin America (CEPAL, 2018

contexts, particularly emerging economies, where research on internationalization is still scarce (Rialp et al., 2014).

Internationalization is challenging particularly for SMEs due to relative resource constraints that limit their ability to 

expand abroad (Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2018; Kraus et al., 2015; Tan et al., 2018

preferred way for SMEs to expand internationally (Santhosh, 2019; Tan et al., 2018). Therefore, for this study, we delimit 

contributes to the literature on International Entrepreneurship (IE) and strategic management by providing empirical 

evidence that suggests that the degree of internationalization achieved by an SME is associated with particular characteristics 

research model, theoretical foundations, and hypothesis are described. Next, the methodology and results are presented. 

To build our model, we draw on key theoretical tenets provided by the literature on International Entrepreneurship 

Andersson, 

2015) and its research interest focuses on how individuals “discover, evaluate and exploit commercial opportunities for 

future goods and services across national borders” (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005, p. 540). It devotes particular attention to 

Acedo & Florin, 

2006; Arroyave et al., 2017; Franco-Ángel & Urbano, 2019; Sandoval & Rank, 2021

crucial element of internationalization (Jones & Casulli, 2014; Milanov & Maissenhälter, 2014). Like IE, UET has much to 

The Upper Echelons Theory (UET) stems from the seminal work of Hambrick and Mason (1984) and Finkelstein et 

al. (2009)

Sigh et al., 2023). This theoretical perspective asserts that, because top managers of 

the organization (Finkelstein et al., 2009). The more complex the strategic decision that a manager must make, the more 

Carpenter et al., 

2004

Finkelstein et al., 2009). The fundamental 

characteristics of their top managers (Abatecola & Cristofaro, 2020).
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entrepreneurial cognitive perspective. Entrepreneurial cognition (EC) also focuses on the study of the characteristics of 

business managers and entrepreneurs, particularly on the study of their perceptions and thought processes (Mitchell et al., 

2002). EC refers to the “knowledge structures that people use to make assessments, judgments or make decisions related 

Mitchell, 2002, p. 97). From this perspective, the 

rational thought process of managers has inherent limitations. They reason and decide rationally, but within the limitations 

imposed by what is available for their rational analysis, such as what information is available to them ( ), 

Therefore, they end up giving a personal interpretation of the situation and the facts (Finkelstein et al., 2009).

Cognitive aspects (attitudes and perceptions) are usually particular mental factors that may condition thoughts and 

decision-making (Barón & Rotundo, 2018

and thought processes that individuals use to identify, evaluate, and exploit opportunities across national borders” (Milanov 

& Maissenhälter, 2014, p. 50).

IE academics have also argued that identifying international business opportunities and assessing the threats inherent 

in these opportunities involves an active cognitive process (Milanov & Maissenhälter, 2014

participation in export activities depends on perceptions, especially on the perception of risk towards internationalization 

(Kraus et al., 2015). Understanding how managers deal with risk perception regarding operating in international markets is 

Acedo & Florin, 

2006). It is considered an important and explanatory concept of internationalization and a vital research topic due to the 

uncertainty that characterizes operations in foreign markets (Eduardsen & Marinova, 2020). Figure 1 presents our research 

model.
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The relationships between variables in the model were based on the fundamental theoretical underpinnings of IE, UET, 

Direct relationship:

Indirect relationship: Given that IE and EC assume that the background and characteristics of the managers (their 

perception and the level of proactivity of the manager in dealing with international markets.

branch to which it belongs. The following sections provide explanations for each interconnection depicted in the model 

based on the literature on IE, UET and EC. 

2.2.1 Managers’ international experience and degree of internationalization of their SMEs

The accumulation of international experience by a manager leads to better recognition of export opportunities and, 

paramount importance in explaining the internationalization of SMEs, arguing that internationally experienced managers 

Buzavaite & Korsakiene, 2019). International 

replace (Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022

Catanzaro et al., 2019; Lafuente 

et al., 2021; Xu et al., 2015 Jones & Casulli, 

2014; Milanov & Maissenhälter, 2014

Abatecola & Cristofaro, 2020). Therefore, we assume that: 

Hypothesis 1

SMEs.

2.2.2 Managers’ international experience and managers’ proactivity

Literature on SME internationalization recognized two general strategic behaviors to cope with internationalization: 

proactive and reactive postures (Moreira et al., 2022; Ribau et al., 2018). Some authors contend that individuals with 

commercial international experience can create opportunities for global endeavors through intentional exploration and 

discovery (Jones & Casulli, 2014). Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022 provided empirical evidence suggesting that internationalized 

SMEs manage export projects more proactively than their counterparts with limited international experience. In addition, 

these authors also noted that managers with less international experience are not as likely to consider exporting for business 
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growth as managers with extensive international experience. It has also been argued that having extensive international 

experience can foster greater awareness to develop formal business plans to support export initiatives (Mason & Pauluzzo, 

2011), denoting a proactive stance towards foreign markets. Finally, other empirical research shows that managers with 

international experience show more initiative when establishing contacts and relationships abroad to increase their strategic 

position and take advantage of international business opportunities (Zhou et al., 2010). Consequently: 

Hypothesis 2

markets. 

2.2.3 Managers’ proactivity and degree of internationalization of their SMEs

Although exports tend to have high levels of volatility, especially for SMEs where sales can drop rapidly and unforeseen 

Bernini et al., 2016). It was shown that the proactive 

stances of a manager in international markets is positively related to a higher level of internationalization of SMEs (Burgos-

Guerrero, 2019). It has been noted that managers who take advantage of seeking opportunities in the foreign market show 

a clear commitment to export operations (Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022 Oviatt & 

MacDougall, 2005). Managers who exhibit a more proactive stance toward export activities are very likely to score better in 

terms of the intensity, speed, and geographic reach of their international sales (Ciravegna et al., 2014; Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022).

International entrepreneurship is seen, in essence, as deliberate proactive behavior seeking and exploiting opportunities 

across national borders (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). Although we acknowledge that managers can choose both proactive 

and reactive stances in dealing with export endeavors, we argue that given the volatility of international sales, high export 

proactive the managers are in international markets, the greater the export intensity and geographic scope of their exports. 

Therefore, we assume that: 

Hypothesis 3

internationalization of their SMEs.

2.2.4 Managers’ international experience and managers’ risk perception

Having knowledge of international markets facilitates the exploitation of business opportunities abroad. The lack of 

Evans & Mavondo, 

2002). The perception of risk, in the context of IE, refers to a personal and subjective assessment of the level of risk and 

uncertainty associated with internationalization. (Eduardsen & Marinova, 2020). For managers of SMEs, the risk of 

venturing into exports implies a mental assessment of the perceived level of uncertainty vs. controllability of the situation 

(Acedo & Jones, 2007).

(Derda, 2017). For McKelvie et al. (2011)

of uncertainty are associated with individual attributes, such as experience and knowledge. Achtenhagen (2011) argues that 

these arguments, we assume that the accumulation of international experience by SME managers should increase their sense 

of controllability of international business and decrease the sense of uncertainty inherent in foreign markets.

Consequently: 

Hypothesis 4

export operations. 
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2.2.5 Managers’ risk perception and managers’ proactivity

Export SMEs enter, exit, and re-enter export markets very frequently (Blum et al., 2013). Exports are challenging for 

SMEs due to their resource constraints that limit their capacity to expand abroad (Sandoval & Rank, 2021). The export 

expansion is a complex (Basly, 2015), and risky activity (Kraus et al., 2017) for the SMEs. On the other hand, the pursuit 

the risks of the international environment (Acedo & Florin, 2006). From a cognitive perspective, the environment is not 

environment (Barón & Rotundo, 2018). Managers are constantly faced with threats and uncertainty from the environment. 

In such circumstances, they tend to perceive only partial aspects of their environment (Finkelstein et al., 2009). 

(Carpenter et al., 2004

Finkelstein et al., 2009). 

Managers are likely to rely on their perceptions to cope with the complexity and risk that characterize the international 

business environment (Jones & Casulli, 2014).

Based on the arguments, we argue that managers deliberately weigh the risks involved in opportunities for international 

markets. Therefore, we postulate that: 

Hypothesis 5

proactivity in the international markets. 

Figure 1.

Although the accumulation of international business experience generates a particular preference among managers to 

pursue business opportunities abroad (Milanov & Maissenhälter, 2014), having such international business experience also 

reduces their level of risk and uncertainty associated with export ventures (Achtenhagen, 2011; Derda, 2017). According to 

Sandoval-Álvarez (2019), managers with international experience deliberately evaluate and weigh the risks associated with 

international business opportunities, and the perceived level of risk associated with such opportunities would ultimately 

Jones & Casulli, 2014), and as such, cognitive features, 

international behavior (Milanov & Maissenhälter, 2014). From the UET perspective, international expansion of export 

operations involves high risk and complexity for SME managers (Basly, 2015). Under such situations experienced business 

their actions (Sandoval-Álvarez, 2019). This operation of interpreting the situation is a cognitive process, through which 

managers regularly evaluate risky situations before getting into action or making decisions (Finkelstein et al., 2009). Based 

on these arguments it seems plausible to consider that: 

and their proactivity in the international markets.
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in exports (Sandoval & Rank, 2021

Managers with strong international experience have been found to seize new market opportunities, design strategies 

Ali et al., 2020

international experience (Lazaris et al., 2015

willingness to participate in international initiatives and take advantage of them to expand in foreign markets (Expósito et 

al., 2022

SMEs is expected (Burgos-Guerrero, 2019). Substantiated in these arguments, it is reasonable to consider that:

experience and the degree of internationalization achieved by their SMEs.

This study focuses on SMEs, however, there are no universal criteria that establish what should be understood by SMEs. 

with 1) no more than 250 employees and 2) annual sales that do not exceed 50 million dollars or its equivalent (Brouthers 

et al., 2015; Dutot et al., 2014). Two additional selection conditions were established: SMEs must exhibit export activity 

(regardless of their level of export intensity). Secondly, since our focus of interest is to determine if the characteristics of 

and Communication was used as a sampling frame; renowned institutions in said country and whose majority of their 

and ended in November 2018. Data collection was carried out by sending online questionnaires. The informant units were 

single managers of SMEs. Managers are those individuals who often make strategic decisions about expanding international 

business operations and the scope of that expansion (Achtenhagen, 2011

language of the country. Lastly, before sending the questionnaires, we tested them with managers from four SMEs. 

A total of 557 questionnaires were sent and 209 of them were answered. 78 were discarded because of a considerable 

number of unanswered questions, or because they did not meet the thresholds established by our selection criteria. In the 
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in the annexes)

international experience, we followed the suggestion of Xu et al. (2015) and asked managers to indicate the total number of 

commonly used to capture the accumulated international experience of managers (Sandoval & Rank, 2021).

To measure international proactivity, we opt for the construct validated by Zhou et al. (2010). This scale measures the level 

To assess risk perception in the context of export expansion, we adopted the construct validated Acedo and Jones (2007). 

Regarding the DOI, various studies tend to simply measure it as “export intensity” that is, the ratio of international sales 

to total sales (e.g., Fernández-Ortiz & Lombardo, 2009; Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022

and proposal by Onkelinx et al. (2016) for studies on SME internationalization which comprises two dimensions: 1) the ratio 

of foreign sales to total sales in the last ten years to date, and 2) the geographic scope of foreign sales, that is, the number of 

countries to which exports are made to date.1

Finally, the values are standardized and averaged to obtain a single DOI score. 

Fonseca-Feris & Fleitas-Alvarez, 2020). 

Following Brouthers et al. (2015)

Yazdanfar & Öhman, 2018; Sandoval-Álvarez, 2022). By their nature, 

Buxmann et al., 2013; Jain et 

al., 2019

activity, the higher the DOI is expected, and vice versa. Following Sandoval and Rank (2021)

Hair et al., 2010). The values of C.R. greater than 
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0.7 evidence consistency between items of the same construct. The C.R. for the risk perception and proactivity variables were 

0.80 and 0.92 respectively, which suggests a satisfactory level of reliability in the constructs. 

001

calculate the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) to test whether the standardized item estimates are above their allowable 

threshold (i.e., AVE>0.50 and ideally close to 0.70). The AVE values of the constructs yielded AVE values of 0.70 for 

large proportion of variance in common.

Henseler et al. (2015), there is evidence of discriminant validity between constructs is 

in a -0.67, thus evidencing discriminant validity. The implied correlation matrix is provided in the annexes. 

The DOI variable is a formative construct; consequently, assessments of internal consistency, reliability, and convergent 

validity are counterproductive (Hair et al., 2011). In the case of formative variables, the high levels of multicollinearity between 

(Hair et al., 2010

aforementioned tests is provided in the annexes.

to point out that these rigorous techniques allow us to test all interrelationships depicted in the model simultaneously. This 

particularity of CB-SEM makes it very suitable for this research since it allows for estimating the strength and relative 

importance of each relationship in the model (Hair et al., 2010). 

which is less than the allowable threshold of 3.0 (e.g., Byrne, 2016

changes in sample size and model complexity. Due to this limitation, we also follow the suggestions of 

(2014)

Table 1

data quite well.
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by Byrne (2016)

normality (Byrne, 2016; Enomoto et al., 2020). Using this parameter as a reference, we can conclude that there is no violation 

of the assumption of multivariate normality in the data, and now we can compute all estimates of our model and hypotheses. 

relationships represented in our model, as facilitated by CB-SEM using Amos28. ML is the most advisable method for 

parameter estimation with CB-SEM when the data set is multivariate normal (Mindrila, 2010) as in our case. The model was 

analyzed in two steps:

Figure 2 summarizes the results of this test.
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 A bootstrap procedure (resampling) was carried out, applying 3,000 interactions, in order to check the stability of 

Byrne, 2016 Table 2

hypotheses H2, H3, H4, and H5.

Hair et al. (2010). Regarding the assessment of 

Figure 1), the direct path proved 

Figure 1), 

M1 and M2, are summarized in Tables 3 and 4, respectively.

variable “proactivity” and “DOI”, respectively. The VAF value for risk perception yielded 0.49. Based on the criteria to 

interpret VAF values suggested by Hair et al. (2010), we are in the presence of a typical partial mediation. The VAF value for 
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summarize the results and conclude the following: There is empirical evidence suggesting that the proactivity of managers 

in international markets is the crucial factor that directly impacts the degree of internationalization achieved by SMEs. 

relationship between their international experience and the degree of internationalization achieved by the SME. Fourth, 

Sandoval-

Álvarez (2022) who maintains that the international experience accumulated by an individual increases their willingness to act 
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The results empirically support the conclusions of the multi-case studies conducted by Kalinic and Forza (2012), who 

showed that Italian SMEs were able to achieve rapid international sales and sustain sustained international growth despite 

and grow internationally through a well-conceived strategic plan, a persistent search for niches, and a proactive approach 

stance to cope with internationalization. 

statements of Milanov and Maissenhälter (2014), who consider the inclusion of the cognitive characteristics of managers 

as a promising way to understand international entrepreneurship. They argued that cognitive characteristics are likely to 

Milanov & Maissenhälter, 2014, p. 50

in general, their perceptions, can provide valuable information about the consequences of previous experience on business 

behaviors. However, Niittymies and Pajunen (2020) point out that “although there seems to be increasing agreement in 

stances with respect to these markets. It would be advisable that SME managers start to take more initiative and challenge the 

status quo towards opportunities in international markets and intervene proactively instead of passively accepting certain 

circumstances. On the other hand, gaining international experience and market knowledge is valuable, but it takes time. 

opportunities, and reduce their perception of associated risk.

of this study may represent particular patterns of the SME sample and the Costa Rican context. Although conducting 

inquiries in a relatively small nation allows us to maintain relatively homogeneous environmental conditions for all the 

of SMEs. There may be other factors, and personal characteristics (perceptions, attitudes, and emotional states) that might 

the relevance of the human aspect in international business. 

Finally, some directions for future research regarding SME Internationalization are suggested. One of the main focuses 

of research attention should be international business proactivity. In this vein, Keupp and Gassmann (2009), point out that 

the elements of entrepreneurial orientation (i.e., proactivity, innovativeness, and risk-taking), are very underrepresented in 
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IE research. Additionally, according to Ribau et al. (2018), one of the challenges of the new research in IE focused on SMEs 

is to incorporate more studies that cover broad theoretical perspectives and other regions such as Latin America and to make 

of the SMEs. Paraphrasing Dimitratos and Li (2014), international entrepreneurship is still a fragmented research area and 

needs to be studied from multi-theoretical perspectives. Future investigations could take notice of the research insights 

obtained from this study in order to elaborate more comprehensive research models that aim to explain antecedents of 

successful internationalization achieved by SMEs.
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