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Abstract. As shifts occur on the global market and business models adapt to a dynamic environment,
the process of business internationalization, as performed by small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs), maintains its relevance for academics, professionals, international organizations, and
authorities. Studies in the field have emphasized the strategic component of internationalization,
linking it to cultivating (sustainable) competitive advantages, to stimulating strategic innovation, to
the pursuit of profitability, and to an overall improved performance, taking into account the activities
conducted on foreign markets. Based on a survey carried out with over 100 European SMEs in the steel
field, this study examines the influences of strategic collaborators (from international business
networks), intermediaries (as organizational links to the target stakeholders), and strategic
innovation on SMEs’ profitability resulted from international operations, and on the level of business
development on foreign markets. The results have shown positive influences among most of the
considered factors (ie., direct collaborators, strategic innovation, international profitability and
development), whereas intermediaries have a significant influence only on international profitability
and not on SMEs’ development on foreign markets.
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Introduction

In a rather tumultuous global economy, where developments are marked by
unpredictability and imbalances (Cegarra-Navarro et al.,, 2021; Klein and Todesco, 2021),
many small and medium sized companies (SMEs) that envision foreign market expansion
and gaining profits via international ventures lean towards entering strategic partnerships
and engaging in knowledge-sharing practices with trusted collaborators, in order to
systematically innovate and be able to maintain relevance on international markets
(Vatamanescu et al., 2016a; Raza-Ullah and Eriksson, 2017; Gomezel and Rangus, 2018;
Vatamanescu et al., 2021).

Numerous enterprises choose a gradual internationalization process (Bell,
McNaughton, Young and Crick, 2003; Cavusgil and Knight, 2009; Johanson and Vahlne,
2009; Vatamanescu, Alexandru and Gorgos, 2014; Vatamanescu, Alexandru and Andrei,
2015) and tend to follow a certain pattern: they begin by exporting products, usually in an
uneven and inconstant manner, choosing as a destination convenient markets that they
already know, then they progress towards using agents or intermediaries for international
trade, and only after attaining a certain level of success, they establish a foreign branch
(Luostarinen and Gabrielsson, 2006). The pace at which gradual internationalization
happens depends upon variables such as access to know-how, means and funds (Soto-
Acosta et al,, 2016; Sindakis, Aggarwal and Theodorou, 2017).

This step-by-step SMEs internationalization process is many times hindered by the
lack of capital, lack of adequate public support, lack of proper knowledge and information,
by the high cost or by the difficulties related to the administrative procedures necessary for
transportation, by laws and regulations in force in the foreign country, by customs duties or
other obstacles to trade in the foreign market, or by cultural differences, including the
commercial culture (Nguyen and Le, 2019). Other studies (Senik et al.,, 2011; Dolfsma and
van der Eijk, 2016) list even more barriers, such as the price of their product or service, the
high cost of internationalization, the quality of the product and the lack of qualified staff, the
specifications of the company's products, and even the language. Insufficient material and
financial assets, having to face a lack of managerial competence and know-how in
international settings, as well as not being able to adopt a proactive attitude towards
internationalization have also been shown to pose difficulties to SMEs that seek to thrive
outside the domestic market (Frazier et al, 2009; Vatamanescu, Gorgos and Alexandru,
2018; Vatamanescu and Mitan, 2019). In situations as such, joining relevant business
networks, and engaging in informal cooperation, which may trigger innovative
organizational structures with new knowledge-based competencies (Bratianu, Hadad and
Bejinaru, 2020; Bratianu, Prelipcean and Bejinaru, 2020; Giannacourou et al., 2015), are
means to support the internationalization process, that SMEs may choose to adopt. And
while the step-by-step internationalization process has long been studied, the network
approach has gained impressive momentum lately.

Corroborating the various facets of SMEs internationalization process, which range
from fostering strong relationships with strategic partners in business networks and
resorting to intermediaries or pursuing strategic innovation, the current paper aims to
tackle the knowledge-based antecedents of SMEs’ attainment of a high level of profitability
and development via international ventures. To this end, the endeavor responds to an
existing knowledge gap - also highlighted by Vatamanescu et al. (2019a,b, 2020a,b, 2021) -
that is, the research on the pivotal factors of SMEs internationalization is still calling for
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further exploration. Therefore, this paper puts the internationalization specificity in the
spotlight via an exploratory undertaking. The main objective of the study is to connect the
dots by the simultaneous investigation of the impact of the key knowledge-based
antecedents of SMEs’ international ventures, namely: direct collaborators, intermediaries,
and strategic innovation, on the two critical outcomes of the internationalization process:
SME's development on the foreign markets, and the profitability achieved through
international operations. To support this goal, the study was structured as follows: the
literature review and hypotheses development are presented. Next, the materials and
method are briefly described with a view to account for the unfolding of the empirical
investigation and results. The last section comprises the discussion of the findings and the
conclusions of the paper, proposing future research avenues.

Literature review

Cooperation with various bodies and organizations, strategic collaborators from
international business networks or intermediaries is now considered highly supportive to
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that plan on international expansion.
Understanding the business environment, identifying the key actors, choosing the
appropriate partners and collaborators and establishing trust-based relationships
(Vatamanescu et al,, 2016b, 2017; Vatamanescu et al., 2020a,b,c, 2021) are essential to
business development on foreign markets, as the lack of resources, as well as unexpected
unfavorable interactions with third parties, may impede the company from reaching its
goals (Hossain, Azam and Quaddus, 2021).

SMEs, especially small companies at the beginning of their internationalization
process, are motivated to form durable ties with other companies. They tend to build-up
trust-based collaborations gained as a result of integrating rational, emotional and spiritual
knowledge when choosing to partner (Bratianu et al., 2021). Engaging in strategic
international partnerships, in order to overcome financial burdens and their liability of
newness and smallness, to gain brand notoriety and trust, are almost universal reasons for
which SMEs decide to forge strong ties to foreign partners (Capik and Brockerhoff, 2017).

Smaller firms engage into strategic international partnerships in order to take
advantage of a faster entrance on a foreign market, and to fulfill economies of scale (Van
Gils and Zwart, 2009, Andrei and Zait, 2014). Small companies gain, through a quicker
market entry, in partnership with international or foreign strategic collaborators, the
benefit of having to face lower uncertainties, as well as dispensing them among partners
(Swoboda, Meierer, Foscht and Morschett, 2011; Nistoreanu, Dinca and Schiopu, 2017).
Access to a wider array of social, technical, financial, and commercial competitive means
and tools has been listed as another highly regarded benefit of signing into strategic
international collaborations (Varis et al., 2005; Dima and Vasilache, 2015). This sort of
collaborations also supports small companies through knowledge sharing on client and
rival companies (Capik and Brockerhoff, 2017), and by stimulating corporate learning and
progress (Comi and Eppler, 2009; Dima and Vasilache, 2009).

Strategic international collaborations, especially for SMEs that are part of a network,
allow these companies to seize many market opportunities, facilitate access to information,
speed up the information transmission, and offer a valuable tool in reputation building
(Hakansson et al., 2009). Studies show that SMEs that aim at performing well on foreign
markets also benefit from collaboration with members of informal knowledge networks,
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which provide assistance in obtaining business advice from foreign trade experts, help in
identifying business opportunities, and support learning from peers through sharing
experiences (Abrahamsen et al,, 2016; Dima and Ghinea, 2016; Keszey, 2018).

The ideas formulated above ascertain the framing of the following two hypotheses:
H1: Strategic collaborators have a positive influence on SMEs’ development on foreign
markets.

H2: Strategic collaborators have a positive influence on SMEs’ profitability achieved
through international operations.

Strategic international collaborations or alliances are vital compounds of the SMEs"
strategy, and they evolve over time, to respond to the imperative of maintaining relevance
and the competitive position on foreign markets (Elmuti and Kathawala, 2001; Swoboda,
Pop and Dabija, 2010; Wassmer, 2010; Raza-Ullah and Eriksson, 2017). Joining forces with
other SMEs as part of strategic collaborations has been proven to have a supportive effect
on innovative performance (Moéller and Rajala, 2007). While strategic collaboration with
foreign partners is stimulated by the need to survive and adapt to a competitive
environment (Fredrich, Bouncken and Kraus, 2019), the usual outcome of such
collaborations is a significant increase in innovation at multiple levels, and an improvement
in the practices of the firm (Miller and Friesen, 1982).

Strategic partnerships with international SMEs are propelling factors for increased
innovative performance (Raposo, Ferreira and Fernandes, 2014; Vatamanescu et al,
2020a,b). And when SMEs choose to cooperate with research organizations, intermediaries,
and other SMEs, with the purpose to foster strategic innovation, the overall performance
level of the company can only increase (Zeng, Xie and Tam, 2010; Sindakis, Aggarwal and
Chen, 2017, 2019).

There is empirical evidence that companies that innovate are more profitable than
those who do not, but innovations themselves only offer transitory competitive advantages
(Roberts, 1999; Cefis and Ciccarelli, 2005; Love et al., 2009). The profitability increase due
to innovation is especially strong in sectors in which the companies are able to appropriate
the results of their own R&D pursuits that produce innovative results (Hanel and St-Pierre,
2002). In any case, the market position plays a significant role in allowing the innovative
company to draw long-term profits from its innovative products, and that is because the
company is then able to introduce multiple innovations at a time and is able to protect these
products from being copied by the competitors (Geroski et al, 1993; Leiponen, 2000).
Innovative activity does not self-sustain, meaning that companies do not tend to innovate
over long periods (Geroski et al., 1997), but manage to keep abreast by engaging in strategic
collaboration with other companies that invest in R&D (Bustinza, Gomes, Vendrell-Herrero
and Baines, 2019).

Innovation is not a per-se goal of SMEs that seek to perform on international
markets, but it prompts superior value creation that leads to profits, and strong inter-firm
alliances or partnerships deliver to this end, mainly by pooling members' competences,
sharing information and harnessing knowledge to innovate (Sampson, 2007; Andrade Rojas
et al,, 2018; Vatamanescu et al., 2020d). International collaborations are purposeful, and
SMEs do select those partners that can best further their agendas. For example, when an
SME cultivates relationships with companies that occupy central positions within the intra-
sector or cross-sector network, direct knowledge sharing becomes a tool to signal that the
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company has a good grasp on the market, and that it is eager to innovate (Castela et al,,
2018; Jordao, Novas and Gupta, 2019).

Building a strong relationship with a single strategic partner instead of building
weaker links to various members of a network has been pointed out as being a source of
building a faster network position on a foreign market (Matys and Fonfara, 2019). Even
collaboration with rivals from the same network (coopetition) leads, under certain
circumstances, to remarkable profits, because this stimulates the company to use more
wisely the skills that they already have, and to acquire new technological skills from their
partners (Quintana-Garcia and Benavides-Velasco, 2004; Vatamanescu et al., 2021) or to
develop distinctive competencies (Luo, 2007; Vatamanescu & Alexandru, 2018).

Overall, strategic collaborations with foreign partners impact SMEs™ position on
international markets through enhanced knowledge sharing, all the more in those cases
when foreign employees are shared, when the foreign input is significant, and when sales
on foreign markets are considered a priority (Iturrioz, Aragon & Narvaiza, 2015; Alexandru
et al.,, 2020; Bratianu et al., 2020, 2021; Demirbag et al,, 2021).

Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3: Strategic collaborators have a positive influence on SMEs’ strategic innovation.

H4: Strategic innovation has a positive influence on SMEs’ development on foreign
markets.

H5: Strategic innovation has a positive influence on SMEs’ profitability achieved
through international operations.

The beneficial effects that collaboration has on the internationalizing SMEs are
numerous and range from an increase in the SMEs’ performance, to supporting
international expansion and an increase in profits (Efrata and @ynab, 2020). Other SMEs in
the same field or in complementary fields, both from their country of origin and from other
countries, members of professional business networks, government authorities and
regulating bodies, and informal organizations, like community interest companies, are
relevant collaborators to companies that work towards reaching international success and
profits (Vatamanescu et al., 2019a,b). And while all collaborators might prove noteworthy,
SMEs that aim at establishing their presence on a foreign market and maximizing their
profits benefit to a high extent from developing relationships with high level
intermediaries, from companies to decision makers and politicians. Some business
environments are specifically tailored to support this practice: the guanxi system in China,
the yongo system in Korea, and the jinmyaku system in Japan are standing examples (Li et
al, 2019).

Collaborating with innovation intermediaries facilitate organizational performance
by performing co-creative activities, which lead to co-development (Howells, 2006; Boon et
al.,, 2011). These companies play a central role in a network, creating more links for a
company, mediating relationships, bridging knowledge and capability gaps with the
purpose of generating value, direct financial benefits, and also non-financial benefits for all
companies involved (Smedlund, 2006; Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2008a; Klerkx and Leeuwis,
2008b; Sieg et al,, 2010; Huizingh, 2011; Tran et al,, 2011; Landry et al., 2013; Knockaert
and Spithoven, 2014; Edler and Yeow, 2016). Non-financial benefits refer to social capital
and knowledge, which also further the process of product development (Earl, 2001), better
grasp on technology, or intellectual property (Martin-de Castro, 2015), and an overall
better capability to work together with partners on a technological or market level
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(Lichtenthaler and Ernst, 2008; Nell and Lichtenthaler, 2011; Lichtenthaler, 2013; Melle
and Russo-Spena, 2015). Innovation intermediaries support knowledge capitalisation and
significantly influence market value creation, proving that working with innovation
intermediaries and/or establishing strong network ties lead to creating products and
services that are highly marketable, and generate profits for all actors involved, including
the innovation intermediaries, who also further knowledge this way (De Silva, Howell and
Meyera, 2018).

The intermediaries, in general, act as supportive forces to the expansion of the SME
to external markets and facilitate the increase of profits through a multitude of means: they
may provide information about the market and insight regarding the business ecosystem,
they may act as door-openers to SMEs that are otherwise considered newcomers, and offer
invaluable insidership supply to foreign SMEs (Apaydin, Thornberry and Sidani, 2020), they
may connect buyers with sellers, they may identify buyers, and they may negotiate terms of
trade and importing/ exporting activities (Dekel-Sachs et al.,, 2021). For SMEs that are
working towards international expansion through exports/ imports, intermediaries play a
significant role in fostering international trade. The impact of intermediaries is rather
important, as, for example, around 50% of imports to US from China come through firms
classified as wholesalers or mixed firms, while around 35% of the imports to Italy (2015-
2020) were conducted by intermediaries (World Bank, 2020), and 32% of the exports from
France to other countries in 2020 were performed by intermediaries (European
Commission, 2021). Even the association with an informal network of local merchants, such
as a bazaar, has been noted to have a positive impact on the economic performance and
profit of an international subsidiary (Apaydin, 2020). Based on these arguments, the
following hypotheses emerge:

H6: Intermediaries have a positive influence on SMEs’ development on foreign
markets.

H7: Intermediaries have a positive influence on SMEs’ profitability achieved through
international operations.

Corroborating the abovementioned hypotheses, the following research model was
advanced (Figure 1):

Intermediaries

Profits_int

Collaborators Markets_int

Strategic
innovation

Figure 1. Inferred relationships

Source: Authors
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Materials and method

A multi-section online questionnaire was applied in 2019 (from early June to the end of
August) on a convenience sample comprising European small and medium-sized
enterprises operating in the steel industry whose top managers (aged 35-55, postgraduate
studies, over 5 years in the actual position) agreed to participate in the study (about a
quarter of those invited).

The snowball sampling was applied, and the invitations to participate in the study
were distributed to a list of over 400 steel industry contacts comprising top managers of
the European SMEs, which are active on the international markets. About a quarter of the
managers invited to participate in the study have responded, most of them (102
participants) matching our filtering criteria (i.e.,, participant’s experience and SME'’s
affiliation to strategic networks). Thus, the resulted size of the research sample was N=102,
representing the number of participants whose questionnaires were considered for
analysis.

The questionnaire respondents (35-55 years old, postgraduate studies, over 5 years
in the actual position, top managers of a steel industry SME affiliated to the strategic
networks in the field, and activating on the international markets) representing companies
from sixteen European countries (Croatia, Estonia, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland,
Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, UK, Ukraine)
filled in a multi-section survey comprising more than 100 items related to strategic and
operational aspects of SMEs strategic approaches on pivotal processes and outcomes, such
as business partnerships, collaborations, innovation and internationalization.

The participants’ responses (measured on a Likert scale that ranged from 1 to 7)
were appraised from different angles (i.e., related to various research foci), while the
findings were reported in different works, each of them addressing interconnected, yet
distinctive facets and conceptual dimensions.

This study complements the previous works, reporting the investigation of SMEs'
development on external markets (Markets_ int variable) and the profitability achieved
through international operations (Profits_int variable), in relation to the use of
intermediaries - as exports facilitators, and the development of strategic collaborations on
foreign markets - both as innovation and internationalization drivers.

Placing direct collaborations and the usage of intermediaries under the same lens,
the investigation aimed to allow the simultaneous assessment of their influence on
internationalization facets, namely expansion and profitability.

Therefore, this study focused on the relationships between five research variables
(measurements reliability and the detailed items are presented in Table 1), and the
objective of the investigation was to assess the impact of Intermediaries, Collaborators, and
Strategic Innovation variables on the dependent variables Markets_int and Profits_int.

Table 1. Research variables

Variables Measurement items and reliability References
Intermediaries Reflective with 7 items (Cronbach's Alpha = 0.952): Lichtenthaler
To what extent, the company (in its internationalization efforts) has | (2013);
resorted to an intermediary in order to: Lietal, (019);
1. acquire new information Apaydin,
2. gain important insights about business opportunities Thornberry
3. endorsed in order to be entrusted important business information and Sidani
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from a new collaborator (2020);
4. establish new collaborations on a foreign market Dekel-Sachs et
5. develop sustainable collaborations on a foreign market al. (2021)
6. strengthen a certain collaboration on a foreign market
7. get the facilitation of some important business discussions with other
firms
(ratings from 1 = “not at all” to 7 “very much”)
Collaborators Single-item: Vatamanescu
The number of direct international collaborators which are important | etal. (2016a,b,
for your business competitiveness 2017)
(ratings from 1 = “less than 5” to 7 = “more than 50”)
Strategic Single-item: Vatamanescu
innovation To what extent is the company’s innovative performance in 2018 a | & Alexandru
result of joining strategic business networks? (2018)
(ratings from 1 = “less than 10%” to 7 = “more than 90%")
Markets_int Single-item: Vatamanescu

On how many international markets is the organization present at the
moment (through export, joint ventures, foreign investments, etc.)?
(ratings from 1 = “less than 5” to 7 = “more than 50”)

etal. (2021)

Profits_int

Single-item:

To what extent is the company’s profit in 2018 a result of international
operations (import, export, distribution etc.)?

(ratings from 1 = “less than 10%” to 7 = “more than 90%")

Vatamanescu
etal.
(2019a,b)

Source: Authors’ own research results

The analysis of the data was performed using SPSS software, and the relationships
between the investigated variables were tested using regression analysis (the detailed
results are presented in the following section), the influences with statistical significance at
p < 0.05 level being outlined in Figure 2.

Intermediaries ~ Profits_int

Collaborators Markets_int

Strategic
innovation

statistically significant relationships at p = 0.05 level
non-significant relationships
Figure 2. Significant relationships

Source: Authors
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Results

A first regression analysis (Table 2) assessed the variation of strategic innovation in
relation to SMEs' tendency of developing direct collaborations with strategic partners on
the external markets.

The results of the regression analysis performed to test the effects of Collaborators
independent variable on the dependent variable Strategic innovation indicated a
statistically significant prediction model (F = 18.330, p < 0.05), with 15.5 % of Strategic
innovation variability (R Square = 0.155) explained by the positive effect of Collaborators (3
= 0.394; t= 4.281; p < 0.001, out of zero confidence intervals 95% C.I. [0.229, 0. .645] based
on 1000 bootstrap samples).

As expected, the positive effect of Collaborators on Strategic innovation, indicates
that direct collaborations development with strategic partners operating on the external
markets increases SMEs’ innovative capability, thus supporting H3.

Table 2. Results of regression analysis (dependent variable Strategic innovation)

Model Summa
Modell R |R Square|Adjusted R SquarelStd. Error of the Estimate]

1 |3949 .155 146 1.289
a. Predictors: (Constant), Collaborators
ANOVA2
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Regression 30.453 1 30.453 18.330 | .000v
1  Residual 166.135 100 1.661
Total 196.588 101

a. Dependent Variable: Strategic innovation; b. Predictors: (Constant), Collaborators

Coefficients?2

Model |Unstandardized Coefficients|Standardized Coefficients| t Sig.

B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) 2.099 223 9.414{.000
Collaborators] .397 .093 .394 4.2811.000

a. Dependent Variable: Strategic innovation

Bootstrap for Coefficients

Model B Bootstrap?
Bias [Std. Error | Sig. (2-tailed) | 95% Confidence Interval
Lower Upper
(Constant) [2.099]-.019| .238 .001 1.598 2.558
Collaborators| .397 |.012| .103 .001 229 .645

a. Unless otherwise noted, bootstrap results are based on 1000 bootstrap samples

Source: Authors’ own research results

A second and a third regression analyses were used to assess the influences exerted
by Intermediaries, Collaborators, and Strategic Innovation variables on the SMEs’
development on international markets (Markets_ int dependent variable) and the
proportion of SMEs’ profitability resulted from international operations (Profits_int
dependent variable).

Hence, the second regression analysis assessed SMEs’ development on international
markets considering the number of foreign markets where the organization is present
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(Markets_int) as dependent variable. The analysis (Table 3) used the independent variables
Intermediaries, Collaborators and Strategic Innovation to assess their relationship with the
number of foreign markets where the organization is present (Markets_int dependent
variable). The results of the analysis detailed in Table 3 revealed a statistically significant
prediction model (F = 19.686, p < 0.05), explaining 37.6% of Markets_int variability (R
Square = 0.376) through the high positive effect of Collaborators on Markets_int (§ = 0.486; t
= 5.556; significant at p < 0.001, out of zero confidence intervals 95% C.I. [0.422, 0.998]
based on 1000 bootstrap samples) and the positive effect of Strategic Innovation on
Markets_int (f = 0.218; t = 2.475; p = 0.015, significant at p < 0.05, out of zero confidence
intervals 95% CI [0.009, 0.619] based on 1000 bootstrap samples). Therefore, H1 and H4
are supported by the empirical evidence.

The path coefficients () and their statistical significance detailed in Table 3 have
shown a non-significant effect of Intermediaries on Markets_int (f = 0.092; t = 1.128; p =
0.262, higher than 0.05 upper limit of statistical significance; zero value inside the
confidence intervals 95% CI [ - 0.089, 0.316] resulted from bootstrapping). H6 is therefore
not supported.

Table 3. Results of regression analysis (dependent variable: Markets_int)
Model Summary
Model|] R [RSquare| Adjusted R Square | Std. Error of the Estimate
1 .6132| .376 357 1.546

a. Predictors: (Constant), Strategic Innovation, Intermediaries, Collaborators
Dependent Variable: Markets_int

ANOVA?2
Model Sum of Squares df | Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 141.183 3 47.061 19.686 | .000b
Residual 234.278 98 2.391
Total 375.461 101

b. Predictors: (Constant), Strategic Innovation, Intermediaries, Collaborators

a. Dependent Variable: Markets_int;

Coefficients?a

Model Unstandardized Coefficients|Standardized Coefficients| t [Sig.
B Std. Error Beta
1 (Constant) -.257 .573 -449|654
Intermediaries .128 113 .092 1.128{262
Collaborators .679 122 486 5.556/.000]
Strategic Innovation] .302 122 218 2.475.015
a. Dependent Variable: Markets_int
Bootstrap for Coefficients
Model B Bootstrap?
Bias [Std. ErroriSig. (2-tailed)|95% Confidence Interval
Lower Upper
1 (Constant) -.257[.025| .488 .618 -1.143 779
Intermediaries |.128}.006[ .104 224 -.089 316
Collaborators .679].012| .148 .001 422 .998
Strategic Innovation].302|-.006] .155 .056 .009 .619

a. Unless otherwise noted, bootstrap results are based on 1000 bootstrap samples
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Source: Authors’ own research results

Table 4 presents the statistical outputs of the regression analysis assessing the
proportion of SMEs’ profits resulted from international operations, considering the
dependent variable Profits_int, with the independent variables Intermediaries, Collaborators,
and Strategic Innovation. As resulted from the analysis using as dependent variable
Profits_int (the proportion of SMEs’ profits resulted from international operations), the
independent variables Intermediaries, Collaborators, and Strategic Innovation explain
42.9% of the dependent variable’s variability (R Square = 0.429), predicting the profitability
achieved through international operations at a statistically significant level (F = 24.558, p <
0.05).

Moreover, the regression path coefficients (3) and their statistical significance (t
statistics and p values) detailed in Table 4 indicate a significant effect for each of the three
independent variables Intermediaries ( = 0.224; t = 2.877; p = 0.005; out of zero confidence
intervals 95% C.I. [.121, .407] based on 1000 bootstrap samples), Collaborators (3 = 0.258; t
= 3.085; p = 0.003; out of zero confidence intervals 95% C.I. [0.129, 0.537]), and Strategic
Innovation (B = 0.448; t = 5.314; p < 0.001; out of zero confidence intervals 95% C.I. [0.312,
0.738]) on the profitability achieved through international operations.

Table 4. Results of regression analysis (dependent variable: Profits_int)

Model Summary
Model] R [RSquare| Adjusted R Square | Std. Error of the Estimate
1 |].6552] .429 412 1.250

a. Predictors: (Constant), Strategic Innovation, Intermediaries, Collaborators
Dependent Variable: Profits_int

ANOVA=
Model Sum of Squares df | Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 115.046 3 38.349 24.558 |.000P
Residual 153.033 98 1.562
Total 268.078 101

a. Dependent Variable: Profits_int
b. Predictors: (Constant), Strategic Innovation, Intermediaries, Collaborators

Coefficients?
Model Unstandardized Coefficients|Standardized Coefficients| t |Sig.
B Std. Error Beta
1 (Constant) -.341 463 -.736[463
Intermediaries 263 .091 224 2.877|.005
Collaborators .305 .099 .258 3.085[.003
Strategic Innovation] .524 .099 448 5.314/.000}
a. Dependent Variable: Profits_int
Bootstrap for Coefficients
Model B Bootstrap?
Bias |Std. ErrorfSig. (2-tailed)[95% Confidence Interval
Lower Upper
1 (Constant) -.341).017| .367 .349 -1.039 437
Intermediaries |.263}.007| .074 .001 121 407
Collaborators .305].013] .101 .004 129 .537
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[ strategic Innovation|.524}.004f 110 | 001 | 312 | 738 |
a. Unless otherwise noted, bootstrap results are based on 1000 bootstrap samples

Source: Authors’ own research results

In a nutshell, Intermediaries, Collaborators and Strategic Innovation have significant
positive contributions to the profitability achieved through international operations
(Profits_int) as follows: the Intermediaries variable exerts the lowest influence on Profits_int,
direct strategic collaborations with specific partners operating on the external markets
(Collaborators) exerts an increased influence, and the Strategic innovation has the highest
impact on the proportion of SMEs’ profitability resulted from international operations.
Hence, H2, H5 and H7 are all supported by the data.

Discussion and conclusions

Summary of the findings

Overall, the results of the statistical analysis have shown the positive and significant
relationship between collaborators and strategic innovation indicating that direct
collaborations development with strategic partners operating on the external markets
increase SMEs’ innovative capability. The main facilitator in this front is the knowledge
sharing process among strategic collaborators, which is fostered via strong social and
business relationships, catalyzed within network structures and in the long run. These
findings complement previous studies tackling the importance of strategic collaborators
and strategic innovation (Miller and Friesen, 1982; Moller and Rajala, 2007; Iturrioz,
Aragon & Narvaiza, 2015; Vatamanescu & Alexandru, 2018; Alexandru et al., 2020;
Vatamanescu et al., 2019b, 2020b).

Another paramount evidence brought forward by the empirical research refers to
the positive and high effects of direct collaborations with strategic partners operating on
the foreign markets on the SMEs’ development on external markets, and profitability
achieved through international operations. Furthermore, the results indicated the positive
effects of Strategic innovation on the SMES' development on the foreign markets and
profitability from international operations. These corroborated findings echo previous
studies contending the key role of strategic collaborators in SMEs internationalization from
different interconnected perspectives (i.e., achieving innovative outcomes, profitability and
expansion on more foreign markets), all of them indicative of how the sustainable
competitive advantage could be achieved via knowledge-based international ventures
(Varis et al, 2005; Capik and Brockerhoff, 2017; Vatamanescu et al, 2016b; 2017;
Abrahamsen et al., 2016; Vatamanescu & Alexandru, 2018; Keszey, 2018; Castela et al,,
2018; Jordao, Novas and Gupta, 2019; Vatamanescu et al., 2019a,b).

Regarding the contribution of intermediaries as facilitators of SMEs’ international
ventures, the results revealed that Intermediaries had a statistically significant influence
solely on the profitability. Profitability was positively influenced at a statistically significant
level by each of the analyzed predictors: Intermediaries, Collaborators and Strategic
Innovation. As regression path coefficients values indicated, intermediaries had the lowest
influence on profitability. The relationships between the role of intermediaries and the
profitability achieved through international operations is yet to be studied as the current
discussions on the topic (Vatamanescu et al., 2019b; Apaydin, 2020) would benefit from
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further elaboration to thoroughly affirm their crucial importance in SMEs
internationalization process.

Research originality and implications
By means of the proposed perspective, the present study may provide a reference point for
both scholars and practitioners.

On the one hand, the exploration of the key knowledge-based antecedents of SMEs’
international ventures - i.e., strategic collaborators, intermediaries and strategic innovation
-, the investigation managed to connect the dots, as numerous previous endeavors had
approached separate factors. Placing direct collaborations and the usage of intermediaries
under the same lens allowed the simultaneous assessment of their influence on
internationalization facets, namely expansion and profitability. The findings contribute to a
better understanding on how knowledge capitalization within networks and partnerships is
able to stimulate important outcomes, offering researchers food for thought in what
concerns the relationship between collaborative knowledge sharing, profitability and
development via international ventures.

On the other hand, the study has clear managerial implications. It highlights a
strategic view on how SMEs managers should approach the internationalization process in
an effective manner. The right strategy choice between direct collaborators and
intermediaries, for example, can make a difference in the measurable outcomes, that is
profitability and success of the development on foreign markets. Also, the paper proposed
further insights into the effects exerted by direct collaborators and intermediaries via
strategic innovation on the latent variables, thus aggregating interconnected dimensions
within the same framework.

Research limitations and further avenues

Firstly, the investigation focuses only on several knowledge-based antecedents of SMEs’
profitability and development via international ventures, namely strategic direct
collaborators, intermediaries and strategic innovation. Future studies may also include
different types of knowledge sharing (i.e., rational, emotional or spiritual) to touch more the
intangible interchanges between individual and organizational actors.

Secondly, the empirical scrutiny revolves around a specific industrial field, the
findings being indicative of this professional domain. Future undertakings would thus
benefit from tackling other fields of interest to account for varied influences among the
proposed variables.

Thirdly, the exploratory nature of the study invites future confirmatory analyses,
which may approach the inferred relationships in-depth and develop more complex scales
to assess each factor.
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