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International orientation of decision-maker and its influence on 

internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises in Poland 

Summary of doctoral dissertation  

With  the  global  integration  of  economic  environments and progressing digitalization, 

internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is becoming one of the drivers of 

economic growth. Thus, identification of determinants of SMEs internationalization, which involves 

considering multiple factors at different levels, constitutes an important research area. While 

environmental-level and firm-level characteristics have been broadly studied as drivers of SME 

internationalization, less attention was given to individual-level determinants.   

Therefore, the research problem of this doctoral dissertation is the influence of individual-level 

determinants such as manager’s international characteristics and international orientation on SMEs 

international performance. International orientation (IO) in this doctoral thesis is defined as an individual-

level characteristic pertaining to SME decision-maker. Internationally orientated managers are viewed as 

those who have an international vision for their company and are fully committed to deepening the 

presence on existing foreign markets and to exploring opportunities in new countries. It is assumed that 

internationally oriented managers have a greater ability to collect and interpret crucial information about 

foreign environments and use it to strengthen firm’s degree of internationalization. In addition, they also 

perceive higher benefits from internationalization.   

This topic was chosen due to the research gap identified: there is limited number of quantitative 

studies that investigate the interrelations between individual-level determinants of SME 

internationalization such as managerial characteristics and orientations especially in Polish and other CEE 

transition economies context. In relation to the research gap and Resource-Based View as well as Upper 

Echelons theory and International Entrepreneurship models, the main objective of this doctoral 

dissertation was thus the investigation of manager’s international characteristics determining SME 

decision-maker’s international orientation, and the influence of SME decision-maker’s international 

orientation on firm internationalization measured with both subjective and objective variables. The 

detailed goals of this doctoral thesis include: 

1) Based on the literature review, identification and critical analysis of manager’s international 

characteristics that contribute to shaping SME decision-maker’s international orientation as well 

as a conceptualization of SME decision-maker’s international orientation (cognitive goal). 

2) Based on the integration of the acquis of international entrepreneurship and strategic management, 

the development of the theoretical model of relations between manager’s international 

characteristics, international orientation and SME internationalization. 
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3) Empirical verification of the theoretical model of relations between manager’s international 

characteristics, international orientation and SME internationalization on a sample of 302 

internationalized Polish SMEs. 

4) Formulation of recommendations for management practice in reliance on bibliographic review 

and empirical study results (practical goal).     

This doctoral thesis adopts an empirical-theoretical approach. The basis for the theoretical 

elaborations constitutes the review of foreign and Polish literature on international decision-maker 

characteristics and decision-maker international orientation impacting the firm internationalization 

processes. The primary research was performed by means of a survey administered via CATI (Computer 

Assisted Telephone Interviews) method by a professional research agency in the period of November-

December 2014. The study had a nationwide coverage, the responding companies were sourced 

proportionally from all provinces (voivodships) in Poland. The final research population was composed 

of 302 Polish internationalized (outward internationalization) small and medium-sized enterprises 

operating in manufacturing sector, employing 10-249 employees (micro-enterprises were not included). 

The respondents were recruited among the key SME decision-makers: Chief Executive Officers (CEOs), 

general-managers and members of the management board. Approximately one third of the respondents 

were at the same time the owner or co-owner of the company they represented. It is assumed that Polish 

context is representative of European transition economies and that the research results may be applicable 

in this setting. Quantitative data analysis method: Partial Least Squares - Structural Equation Modeling 

(PLS-SEM) was applied. Statistical analysis was conducted utilizing SmartPLS 3 program. 

The present doctoral dissertation is composed of the introduction, four chapters and conclusions. 

The first two have a theoretical character and the last two are empirical. Chapter 1 presents the theoretical 

foundations for empirical exploration of SME internationalization undertaken in this thesis and highlights 

that these are rooted in three fields of studies: international business, international entrepreneurship, and 

strategic management.  

Chapter 2 includes a thorough literature review of objective manager’s characteristics that the 

extant literature identifies as determinants of firm internationalization. These are: age, education level, 

international education, international work experience, international childhood grounding, time spent 

abroad and foreign travel and foreign language skills. Consequently, a thorough literature review of 

international orientation is undertaken. A total of 22 studies linking international orientation to firm 

internationalization performance were identified.  

Chapter 3 depicts the concept of the empirical study. Drawing upon the identified research gaps it 

specifies the research objectives and hypotheses of the present study. It describes the research method 

(CATI) and the method of data analysis (PLS-SEM) as well as the general characteristics of the sampled 

population.  
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Chapter 4 presents the results of empirical research undertaken on 302 Polish SMEs. First, the 

conceptual model subject to empirical verification is specified. Further, the evaluation steps as laid down 

in PLS-SEM technique, are presented to ensure that validity of the model under investigation. Afterwards 

the paths coefficients of hypothesized relationships in the model are depicted. The chapter is concluded 

with hypothesis verification outcome. 

The conclusions of the thesis discuss the results, present the limitations of the study and display 

the avenues for further research as well as indicate the practical implications.  

Based on empirical verification performed on 302 Polish SMEs, it can be concluded that among 

the investigated managerial international characteristics only international experiences gathered in the 

course of professional career including work experience in international setting (having worked in an 

export/import department of a national company, having worked in multinational teams on a daily basis 

and having worked in an MNE with daily contact with foreigners) and business travel abroad (on condition 

that it was frequent and the manager liked it) constitute important manager’s features, which positively 

influence the formation of decision-maker’s IO. On the other hand, decision-maker’s international 

exposure in private life during childhood and education, according to the results of this doctoral research, 

does not influence manager’s international orientation in Polish SME context. The only exception being 

young managers (aged 30-45) whose international education does positively impact their IO. In addition, 

proficiency in foreign languages (in English, German and Russian) proved irrelevant for the formation of 

SME decision-maker international orientation in the general sample. However, it was observed that in 

SMEs with extensive international experience manager’s good command of German language may be 

detrimental to decision-maker’s IO due to limiting his international vision. To conclude, the study 

highlights that international orientation in general population of Polish SME decision-makers is formed 

mainly by manager’s experiences gathered in professional life, while for young managers (aged 30-45) 

also international education brings an additional positive impact on their international orientation. Further, 

this study reveals that international orientation of SME decision-maker positively influences both firm 

internationalization degree and perceived internationalization benefits. This finding confirms the 

importance of the international orientation of managers during the SMEs internationalization process in 

Poland and CEE countries.    


