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Abstract
This study investigates and compares born global (BG) firms and non-BG firms in 
Malaysia. We employed the multigroup analysis technique with structural equation 
models to test six hypotheses to determine the differences and similarities between 
two proposed models of BG and non-BG firms across a wide range of industries. 
The study reveals differences between the antecedents of marketing capabilities for 
BGs versus non-BGs, indicating that the performance enabling mechanisms dif-
fer between the groups. More precisely, the ability of BG firms to convert digital 
and entrepreneurial orientations into marketing capabilities is found to be a distin-
guishing characteristic of these firms. Moreover, non-BGs utilize government sup-
port to build marketing capabilities and obtain superior performance in the interna-
tional market. This result suggests that governmental export promotion initiatives 
in Malaysia should be adjusted to increase relevance for BGs. The findings indicate 
that marketing capabilities play an essential role in the international market perfor-
mance of both BGs and non-BGs. An important implication is that managerial focus 
and actions need to be adjusted depending on the type of firm. The two types of 
firms are not equal; if they are managed similarly, misjudgment will arise.
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Abstract (in German)
Diese Studie untersucht und vergleicht Born-Global-Unternehmen (BG) und Nicht-
Born-Global-Unternehmen (Nicht-BG) in Malaysia. Die Autoren verwendeten 
die Multi Criteria Analysis (multikriterielle Entscheidungsanalyse) von Struktur-
gleichungsmodellen, um Hypothesen zur Bestimmung von Unterschieden und 
Ähnlichkeiten zwischen zwei vorgeschlagenen Modellen von BGs und Nicht-BGs 
in einer Vielzahl von Branchen zu testen. Die Studie zeigt Unterschiede zwischen 
den Vorläufern der Vermarktungsfähigkeiten für BGs und Nicht-BGs auf, was da-
rauf hindeutet, dass die leistungsfördernden Mechanismen zwischen den Gruppen 
unterschiedlich sind. Genauer gesagt: Die Fähigkeit von BGs, digitale und unter-
nehmerische Orientierungen in Vermarktungsfähigkeiten zu überführen, erweist sich 
als unterscheidendes Merkmal dieser Unternehmen. Die Ergebnisse zeigten auch, 
dass Nicht-BGs staatliche Unterstützung nutzen, um Vermarktungskapazitäten auf-
zubauen und eine überlegene Leistung auf dem internationalen Markt zu erzielen. 
Dieses Ergebnis legt nahe, dass staatliche Exportförderungsinitiativen in Malaysia 
angepasst werden sollten, um für BGs relevanter zu sein. Die Ergebnisse deuten da-
rauf hin, dass Vermarktungsfähigkeiten eine wesentliche Rolle für die Leistung so-
wohl von BGs als auch von Nicht-BGs auf dem internationalen Markt spielen. Eine 
wichtige Schlussfolgerung ist, dass der Fokus und die Maßnahmen des Managements 
je nach Unternehmensart angepasst werden müssen. Die beiden Unternehmensarten 
sind nicht gleich; wenn sie gleichbehandelt werden, führt dies zu Fehleinschätzungen.

Summary highlights

Contributions: Since the inception of the literature focusing on born global (BG) 
firms, an important question has been how different these firms are from other 
exporting firms. We present an empirical study investigating how BG transforms 
different managerial orientations into marketing capabilities and international per-
formance and compare this to what we find for non-BG firms.

Research questions and purpose: We include five orientations (digital, entrepre-
neurial, learning, market, and governmental support orientation) and examine the 
impact on market capabilities and international performance among BG and non-
BG firms.

Basic research questions, theory, or conceptual framework: In our hypotheses, 
we suggest that BG firms can better use digital, entrepreneurial, learning, and mar-
ket orientations to develop marketing capabilities. We did not expect differences 
related to governmental support. We further expected BG firms to have a better abil-
ity to use marketing capabilities to improve international performance.

Basic research methodology and information/data: We conduct multiple group 
analysis with partial least squares structural equation modeling (MGA PLS-SEM) 
to test our model exploring differences in the mechanism across the two groups. The 
data are a sample with 196 valid responses from exporting firms in Malaysia.

Results/findings: When examining the digital orientation and entrepreneurial 
orientation, we found that BG firms were significantly better at building marketing 
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capabilities based on these two orientations. These differences suggest that BG firms 
and non-BG firms fundamentally differ.

Limitations: Our study examined data from a single country, which represents a 
limitation of the results. In addition, we asked the respondents to focus on the most 
important product in the most important international market, which may have influ-
enced the results.

Theoretical implications and recommendations: We focused on the question of 
how different BG firms are from other exporting firms, and we observed key dif-
ferences in how they are able to build marketing capabilities based on digital and 
entrepreneurial orientations.

Practical implications and recommendations: An important implication is that 
managerial focus and actions need to be adjusted depending on the type of firm. The 
two groups of firms are not equal; if they are managed similarly, this would result in 
misjudgment.

Policy recommendations: The results also suggest that non-BG firms in Malaysia 
do benefit more from governmental export orientation than BG firms. This result 
may indicate the need to further develop governmental export support initiatives to 
benefit both groups of firms.

Suggestions for future research directions: Our results suggest that we should 
design further research and collect data to improve our understanding of the differ-
ences between BG firms and other exporting firms.

Introduction

Interest in young firms with significant international involvement has been grow-
ing, with labels such as born globals (BGs) (Rennie 1993), international new ven-
tures (McDougall et al. 1994), or global start-ups (Jolly et al. 1992). Rennie (1993) 
described these firms as a new breed of exporters based on the difference between 
them and other exporting firms. The focus on BG firms in recent decades has been 
driven by their importance for growth in export revenues and employment, as 
described by Moen and Rialp (2018). Cavusgil and Knight (2015) stated that empir-
ical studies from around the world show that BG firms contribute to a substantial 
share of export growth.

It is well documented that a limited number of firms achieve significant growth 
and that BG-type firms constitute an important group of high-growth young firms 
(Choquette et  al. 2016). Sleuwaegen and Onkelinx (2014) concluded that BG 
firms have had the highest rates of both growth and failure, while the importance 
of these firms and the need for public policy initiatives supporting them have been 
discussed in both Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development pub-
lications (OECD 2013) and reports from the European Union (Eurofound 2012). 
In this paper, we focus on the speed of internationalization, defining BGs as firms 
with significant international activities within 3 years from inception, following the 
examples of Falahat et al. (2020); Falahat et al. (2018); Gerschewski et al. (2016); 
and Gonzalez-Perez et  al. (2016). Initially, we would also include export share as 
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criteria, but missing values in the dataset made this difficult, as will also be com-
mented on in the “Methods” section.

McDougall (1989) concluded that there are significant differences between new 
firms competing in the home market and new firms entering international markets. 
Differences may also exist between groups of internationally oriented firms, and 
international entrepreneurship scholars generally agree on the behavioral differ-
ences between BG and non-BG firms in terms of the former’s precocity and speed 
in achieving an international market presence (Dimitratos et al. 2016; Falahat and 
Migin 2017). Some comparative case studies demonstrate the difference between 
BG and non-BG firms in their abilities to pursue and achieve international success 
(Langseth et al. 2016; Rialp et al. 2005). Gerschewski et al. (2015) pointed out that 
a comparative approach is necessary to distinguish the antecedents of BGs’ interna-
tional performance from the variety of antecedents that factor into all firms’ interna-
tional performance.

Although the research stream focusing on BGs is more than two decades old 
(Rennie 1993), there remains a lack of empirical evidence on the determinants of 
international performance for these firms compared to other firms with international 
activities (e.g., Andersson et  al. 2006; Braunerhjelm and Halldin 2019; Paul and 
Rosado-Serrano 2019).

This study investigates how five orientations (entrepreneurial orientation, learn-
ing orientation, market orientation, digital orientation, and orientation toward gov-
ernmental export support initiatives) influence marketing capabilities within a group 
of BG firms versus a group of non-BG firms. We also assess the interaction between 
marketing capabilities and international performance by considering two foreign 
market conditions as control variables: competitive intensity and market turbulence. 
In addition, company size and industrial sector are included as control variables.

We highlight the contribution of our study based on three important elements. 
First, it is well established that BG firms in general are often characterized by digi-
tal competence and focus (Reuber and Fischer 2011). Our first contribution is to 
address whether BG firms are more able to transform digital orientation into market-
ing capabilities than non-BGs are. In the period of the COVID-19 pandemic with 
travel and contact restrictions, the digital orientation of firms may be even more 
important than before, supporting the importance of this particular focus. Our sec-
ond contribution is the inclusion of governmental support orientation and how this 
may influence marketing capability development differently between the two groups 
of firms. We expect employment growth to be an increasingly important public 
policy goal in a situation with high unemployment levels in many countries. The 
effectiveness of governmental support initiatives in general as well as how they may 
contribute among BG firms with high growth potential is therefore a key issue. In 
combination, comparing differences between BG firms and other firms by consider-
ing managers’ digital and government support orientations and how these influences 
marketing capabilities represent a novel approach that can elucidate the similarities 
and differences between these two groups of international firms.

Third, Evers et  al. (2019) highlight the importance of studies focusing on the 
interaction between strategic orientations and other factors. We do investigate this 
by focusing on the possible difference in international performance determinants 
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between BGs and non-BGs. BG firms may not only have different characteristics 
than other international firms, as presented by Moen and Servais (2002), but also 
have a different pattern of orientations and capabilities. Inspired by a number of 
comparative studies (Gerschewski et al. 2015; Hennart 2014; Langseth et al. 2016; 
McDougall 1989; Paul and Rosado-Serrano 2019; Rialp et al. 2005), we contribute 
empirically based results related to the possible different orientation-capability-per-
formance linkages for BGs compared to non-BGs.

In this study, we utilize multiple group analysis with partial least squares struc-
tural equation modeling (MGA PLS-SEM), as proposed by Henseler et al. (2009). 
This technique is considered suitable to assess direct and indirect relationships and 
compare BGs to non-BGs (Sarstedt et al. 2011).

In the following section, we contextualize the research, develop hypotheses, and 
present a model that distinguishes the impact of specific antecedents of marketing 
capabilities and international performance on BG versus non-BG firms.

Literature review

Theoretical background

Our overall proposed framework is built on the resource-based view (Barney 1991; 
Barney et  al. 2011) and the dynamic capabilities approach (Morgan et  al. 2018; 
Teece et al. 1997) to shed light on the crucial role of firm-specific orientations that 
lead to capabilities for achieving superior international performance. Grounded in 
institutional theory, we focus on government support as an important dimension 
of institutional capital that influences a firm’s capabilities (Lu et  al. 2010; Oliver 
1997). We also embrace the contingency approach used in industrial organization 
theory (Porter 1980) to explain the impact of foreign market conditions on firms’ 
performance.

We define marketing capabilities as a firm’s ability to leverage the available 
resources required to perform its marketing tasks and achieve its desired marketing 
outcomes (Day 1994; Morgan et  al. 2012). Such capabilities develop and become 
integrated in an organization over time and are often described as difficult for com-
petitors to analyze and understand, difficult to imitate, and difficult to substitute. 
They represent complex knowledge and skills integrated in the processes and rou-
tines of an organization, as exemplified by Tan and Sousa (2015), who identified 
that marketing capabilities have a positive impact on firm performance in interna-
tional markets.

Morgan et al. (2018) observed that few studies focus on the antecedents, media-
tors, and moderators of marketing capabilities in an international marketing context. 
To date, the common drivers of rapid internationalization—such as digital orien-
tation, entrepreneurial orientation, learning orientation, and government support—
have not been extensively examined as antecedents of marketing capabilities, espe-
cially when comparing BGs versus non-BGs (Paul and Rosado-Serrano 2019). It is 
important to improve our understanding of how young, small firms with resource 
constraints develop international marketing capabilities in international markets 
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(Morgan et al. 2018) and how they differ from traditional firms in terms of capabili-
ties that contribute to the speed of internationalization.

Hypotheses

Digital orientation

Digital orientation refers to a firm’s digital-technology focus and its awareness, 
adoption, and application of digital technology in its business processes (Habibi 
et  al. 2015). Day (1994) noted that the creative use of information technology 
enhances the marketing capabilities of market-driven organizations. In today’s digi-
tal economy, firms leverage digital technology to enhance their marketing efficiency 
(Gregory et al. 2017).

Innovative firms that actively use social media and big data have better business 
performance (Bouwman et al. 2018), and digital orientation also improves “informa-
tion quality” and “service convenience” (Foroudi et al. 2017). In general, the impact 
of digital technology on marketing capabilities can manifest through more effective 
and efficient management processes, for example, in managing resources and rela-
tionships (Pagani and Pardo 2017).

SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises) that are digitally oriented are more 
likely to embrace digital technology and reap the benefits of enhanced marketing 
performance (Westerlund 2020). Digital tools such as big data, social media, and 
e-commerce provide SMEs with an opportunity to leverage their limited resources 
for cross-border marketing through stronger marketing capabilities (Charoensuk-
mongkol and Tarsakoo 2019; Mikalef et  al. 2020; Kim 2020). Despite the many 
studies on the relationship between a firm’s digital orientation and its marketing 
outcomes, limited studies have explored the possible differences between BG and 
non-BG firms in terms of their relationships with digital technology. BGs with lim-
ited financial resources rely on the internet for the learning and communication they 
need to facilitate their rapid entry into the international market (Gabrielsson and 
Manek Kirpalani 2004). Even if they have engaged with distributors, agents, or a 
multinational corporation for their international sales, the internet is often part of 
their multiple sales channels (Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson 2011). While non-BGs 
can afford to have wider choices for their marketing activities through traditional 
or more costly advertising and promotions, we conjecture that BGs, as relatively 
younger, resource-poor, and more technologically minded firms, have a more dis-
tinct ability to exploit digital technology to enhance their marketing capabilities. 
Hence, we hypothesize as follows:

H1: The relationship between digital orientation and marketing capabilities is 
stronger for BG than for non-BG firms.
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Entrepreneurial orientation

Entrepreneurial orientation refers to a firm’s entrepreneurial focus, proactiveness, 
innovativeness, and risk tolerance in pursuing opportunities and profits from inter-
national ventures (Falahat et  al. 2018; Knight and Cavusgil 2004). Some studies 
point to entrepreneurial orientation as one of the key drivers of international per-
formance (Eggers et al. 2017; Rua et al. 2018). Entrepreneurial orientation has also 
been connected to firms’ marketing capabilities (Lisboa et al. 2011; O’Cass and Ngo 
2011). However, these studies do not address whether the firm is a BG or not. In 
relevant empirical studies, Gerschewski et al. (2015) compared BGs and non-BGs 
and found that international entrepreneurial orientation was a driver of financial and 
operational performance when considering BGs. Moreover, Knight and Cavusgil 
(2004) reported a positive relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and busi-
ness strategies related to the marketing capabilities of BGs. Discussing and inter-
preting the study by Knight and Cavusgil (2004), Coviello (2015) suggested that 
international orientations influence international marketing skills and international 
performance. Based on a large sample of BG firms, Martin et  al. (2020) did find 
a significant relation between entrepreneurial orientation and marketing capabili-
ties. In Malaysia, Kaur and Sandhu (2014) highlighted entrepreneurial orientation 
as a critical factor for BG internationalization. Entrepreneurial orientation may be 
described as a key factor characterizing BG firms, and we conjecture that entrepre-
neurially oriented BGs concentrate more on developing marketing capabilities and 
therefore can reach foreign markets earlier and faster than non-BG firms. In conclu-
sion, we expect entrepreneurial orientation not only to be an important antecedent 
of marketing capabilities (Weerawardena et al. 2007), but also to be more important 
among BG firms than non-BG firms. Based on the above arguments, the following 
hypothesis is proposed:

H2: The relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and marketing capabili-
ties is stronger for BG than for non-BG firms.

Learning orientation

Learning orientation refers to a firm’s enthusiasm for exploratory or exploitative 
learning (Dutta et al. 2016). A learning-oriented firm is committed to learning from 
its successes and failures and sharing what it has learned. Marketing capabilities are 
developed by integrating into the marketing process, acquiring market knowledge, 
and understanding the market. However, the role of learning orientation in devel-
oping marketing capabilities has not been extensively tested (Morgan et al. 2018), 
as scholars have mainly studied the direct relationship between learning orientation 
and performance (Gerschewski et al. 2015; Kocak and Abimbola 2009).

Market-focused learning is suggested to positively affect marketing capabilities 
in BG firms (Weerawardena et al. 2007), as learning orientation helps firms under-
stand market requirements and quickly adapt to market needs. The BG literature 
reports a strong learning orientation among BGs (Kocak and Abimbola 2009; Kropp 
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et al. 2006) and suggests that this is an important driver of these firms’ early inter-
nationalizing and international performance (De Clercq et al. 2012). This finding is 
not surprising, as many BGs are in knowledge-intensive industries and continuous 
learning is a prerequisite for sustained competitiveness. A BG firm may be charac-
terized as a fast learner, compared with a non-BG, due to its relatively smaller size 
and simpler organizational structure, which encourage a better flow of knowledge 
(Jantunen et al. 2008). However, in the study of Gerschewski et al. (2015), learning 
orientation did not directly impact the financial or operational performance of BGs. 
Liu et al. (2020) suggested that the possible missing link between learning orienta-
tion and financial performance could be the relationship between knowledge inter-
nalization and international marketing performance. In addition, Cake et al. (2020) 
found that learning orientation has an impact on radical innovation launch success 
through marketing capabilities. Ismail and Kuivalainen (2015) observed that firms 
with international scope and global scope have different levels of internal capabili-
ties; the former relies more on founders’ foreign experiential knowledge, while the 
latter has heterogeneous capabilities such as dynamic marketing capabilities. Fur-
thermore, Buccieri et al. (2020) found that learning orientation is part of the inter-
national entrepreneurial culture that contributes to BGs’ dynamic marketing capa-
bilities in emerging markets. We argue that the difference between BG and non-BG 
firms could be the extent to which they deploy a learning orientation to enhance 
their marketing capabilities; this is subsequently reflected in their international per-
formance. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: The relationship between learning orientation and marketing capabilities is 
stronger for BG than for non-BG firms.

Market orientation

Market orientation refers to a firm’s focus on market needs and its sensitivity to 
changes in the market environment. Market orientation is often an antecedent of 
marketing capabilities, which have been tested in many international marketing 
studies (Acikdilli et al., 2020; Alnawas and Farha 2020; Cake et al. 2020), but mar-
ket orientation in the BG context has yet to receive much attention (Øyna and Alon 
2018). Relatedly, Morgan et  al. (2018) observed that there is insufficient interac-
tion between the academic literature on international business and international 
marketing in terms of empirical research on BG firms. The positive direct effect 
of market orientation on firm performance has received strong support (Acikdilli 
et al., 2020; Day 1994; Gerschewski et al. 2015; Gruber-Muecke and Hofer 2015; 
Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Narver and Slater 1990). However, market orientation 
could also be regarded as an antecedent of marketing capabilities (Alnawas and 
Farha 2020; Murray et al. 2011). Following the findings of Knight et al. (2004), 
BGs with a strong market orientation are expected to concentrate on develop-
ing the necessary marketing capabilities and are thus able to achieve competitive 
advantage in foreign markets at a faster pace and with a wider scope. We argue that 
in order for BG firms to achieve such precocity and speed, the market orientation 
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impact on marketing capabilities must be higher than that of non-BG firms. Hence, 
we hypothesize as follows:

H4: The relationship between market orientation and marketing capabilities is 
stronger for BG than for non-BG firms.

Government support

Government support refers to government-implemented export-promotion 
programs that are designed to reduce export barriers and encourage export activities 
(Leonidou et  al. 2011; Shamsuddoha et  al. 2009). Consequently, scholars argue 
that the effects of government support on firms’ performance should be linked to 
one or a few mediators, such as resources and capabilities, or to moderators, such 
as a commitment to exporting (Faroque and Takahashi 2015) or geographical 
scope (Ismail and Kuivalainen 2015). To date, there are limited empirical studies 
focusing on the effect of government support on firms’ capabilities (Coudounaris 
2018). In their comprehensive literature review, Morgan et  al. (2018) identified 
the study by Leonidou et al. (2011) as the only one that tested government support 
as an antecedent of firms’ marketing capabilities. Leonidou et  al. (2011) findings 
suggested that government support enhances firms’ marketing capabilities and 
leads to improvements in both the export market and financial performance. With 
government support, firms are more likely to develop a sound export marketing 
strategy enabling them to realize their competitive advantages for success in 
foreign market ventures. Leonidou et al. (2011) findings suggested that the impact 
of government support is stronger for smaller firms and for firms with less export 
experience. BGs are typically smaller firms, but compared to other (small) firms, 
BGs may have more international experience.

Both Bell et al. (2004) and Ojala and Heikkila (2011) state that export promotion 
organizations often target traditional firms following incremental internationaliza-
tion processes, with programs or initiatives of less relevance for new, rapidly inter-
nationalizing firms. Ojala and Heikkala (2011) also suggested a common challenge 
with current programs offering general, easily available market information: “and it 
is seldom the kind of information that is to the benefit of the new growth ventures in 
their specific, practical problems” (Ojala and Heikkala 2011, page 6).

Overall, we cannot identify a reason suggesting that BGs would be affected 
by governmental export promotion initiatives differently than other firms would 
(Buccieri et al. 2020), and we thus propose the following hypothesis:

H5: The relationship between government support and marketing capabilities is 
equal for BG and for non-BG firms.

Marketing capabilities

Marketing capabilities enable firms to explore and exploit the potential of foreign 
markets (Kaleka and Morgan 2017; Leonidou et  al. 2011). Marketing capabilities 
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are positively connected to international performance in developed markets 
(Gregory et al. 2017; Kaleka 2011; Kaleka and Morgan 2017; Knight et al. 2004; 
Leonidou et al. 2011; Morgan et al. 2012; Ripollés and Blesa 2012). As expected, 
the results have suggested a positive effect on firm performance in emerging mar-
kets (Khavul et  al. 2010; Lu et  al. 2010; Murray et  al. 2011; O’Cass and Ngo 
2011; Pham et al. 2017; Zhou et al. 2012).

In the BG context, marketing capabilities are salient to a firm’s international per-
formance because they help the firm gain a first-mover advantage or realize its com-
petitive advantages in the target market (Hartsfield et al. 2008; Knight and Cavusgil 
2004; Knight et al. 2004; Weerawardena et al. 2007). Our expectation is that young 
and flexible BG firms are more able to transfer marketing capabilities for interna-
tional performance than non-BG firms are, and we therefore propose the following 
hypothesis:

H6: The relationship between marketing capabilities and international perfor-
mance is stronger for BG firms than for non-BG firms.

Control variables

We have included company size and industrial sector as control variables, in 
addition to two foreign market conditions, market turbulence and competitive 
intensity, as these have been identified in the prior literature as fundamental factors 
influencing firms’ international performance (Kaleka 2012; Kaleka and Morgan 
2017; Murray et al. 2011). Competitive intensity refers to a firm’s perceptions of 
the degree of competition in its industry and business environment (Jaworski and 
Kohli 1993; Kaleka and Morgan 2017; Murray et al. 2011). Under high levels of 
competition, a firm’s international performance is likely to be negatively affected. 
Research on the effect of competitive intensity on a firm’s performance is not 
conclusive; some study findings indicated a negative effect (Matanda and Freeman 
2009; Morgan et al. 2012; Silva et al. 2017), while other studies did not identify 
a significant effect (Ismail and Kuivalainen 2015; Kaleka 2012; Miocevic and 
Morgan 2018; Morgan et al. 2009). Competition is expected to be unfavorable both 
to BGs and to non-BG firms because they need to allocate more resources to respond 
to competitors’ actions and to secure their market share. When comparing these two 
groups of firms, we do expect BGs to be both highly motivated and competitive, 
often based on technologically advanced and/or unique products, which may make 
them more able to handle competitive intensity than non-BG firms are. However, 
non-BG firms are larger and may possess more resources, which may explain why 
they may be better able to cope with competitive intensity.

Market turbulence refers to a firm’s perception of the difficulty of predicting cus-
tomer composition and preferences in its industry and in the business environment 
(Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Murray et  al. 2011). The unpredictability of customer 
demands and preferences means that uncertain market responses to a firm’s prod-
ucts are likely to negatively affect that firm’s international performance (Baronchelli 
and Cassia 2014; Matanda and Freeman 2009). The higher risk of an unfavorable 
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market response under conditions of market turbulence may in general be harm-
ful to young and small BGs with limited resources. High uncertainty in the market 
may also discourage SMEs from exporting (Baronchelli and Cassia 2014). Market 
turbulence may influence smaller firms, but larger firms may have less ability to 
adjust, change strategies, and adapt to changes, creating opportunities for BG firms 
(Andersson et  al. 2006). On the other hand, considering the resources that play a 
significant role in a firm’s ability to withstand market turbulence, non-BGs may be 
more likely to handle market turbulence that could negatively affect their interna-
tional performance.

Based on the above literature, we propose a model, presented in Fig.  1, that 
focuses on the marketing capabilities that transform critical orientations into inter-
national performance. We argue that BG and non-BG firms differ significantly in 
emerging markets.

Methods

Data collection and categorization

We used the Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers (FMM) and Malaysian Exter-
nal Trade Development Corporation (MATRADE) Directory company address list 
to identify exporting firms. This is regarded as the most reliable source of exporters 
in Malaysia. Our sampling frame consists of 1000 companies across all states and 
industries that had valid contact information and export activities, and we mailed 
questionnaires. We received 226 responses (a 23% response rate) from firms’ found-
ers and senior managers; however, only 196 valid and complete questionnaires were 
used for this study. A sample size of 196 companies was deemed adequate for this 
study (Cohen 1988; Hair et al. 2014).

Digital orientation

Entrepreneurial 
orientation

Learning orientation

Market orientation

Government support 
orientation

International 
performance

- Financial, strategic

Marketing 
capabilities

Control variables:

Industry, Company 
size, Comp. intensity, 
Market turbulence

H1 (BG>nBG)

H2 (BG>nBG)

H3 (BG>nBG)

H4 (BG>nBG)

H5 (BG=nBG)

H6 (BG>nBG)

Fig. 1  Research model
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We examined the potential nonresponse bias, as per the suggestion of Armstrong 
and Overton (1977), by comparing the first and last 7% of the surveys we received. 
The results showed no significant difference between the two groups (p > 0.05). 
Thus, response bias is unlikely to exist in this study.

We categorized BG firms based on commonly used criteria, namely, export-
ing within 3  years of inception (Cavusgil, and Knight 2015; Falahat et  al. 2018; 
Gerschewski et al. 2016), whereas non-BG firms start exporting more than 3 years 
after establishment. Initially, we also wanted to apply a 25% export share require-
ment (within 3 years), but there were some missing values when measuring export 
share. Then, we did not use a 25% export share cutoff between the groups. Notably, 
the average export share was 75% for the BG group and 12% for the non-BG group, 
suggesting that export involvement differs greatly between these two groups. This 
actual difference in export shares combined with the threshold of exporting within 
3 years is the reason we use the terms BGs and non-BGs to describe the firms in 
these two groups. In the “Limitations” section, we comment on how our operational 
definition of BG firms may have influenced the results. On average, the BG firms 
were 8.7 years old, compared to firms that were 16.5 years old in the non-BG group. 
The typical BG firm exported to 7 international markets (median value), compared 
to 5 for the typical non-BG firm. Moreover, the mean number of international mar-
kets was 9 among BGs and 12 among non-BGs, and this difference in mean val-
ues occurred because of a few non-BGs with a low export share based on a high 
number of international markets. Our interpretation is that non-BGs seem unable 
to achieve significant sales volumes in individual export markets. We identified 110 
firms within the BG category and 86 firms categorized as non-BGs.

Table 1 summarizes the profiles of these two groups. The BG group is smaller in 
terms of firm size, and they have a higher percentage of service-oriented firms (27% 
versus 9%). Assessing industry type, we notice that electronics, electric, machinery, 
and engineering industries are common among BGs but not among non-BGs.

Measurements

We used 7-point Likert scales to measure the constructs to minimize response time 
and effort by the targeted respondents. We measured international performance as a 
second-order reflective construct of financial (three items) and strategic performance 
(seven items), adapted from Zhang et al. (2009) and Falahat et al. (2018). To assess 
digital orientation, we followed Lee and Falahat’s (2019) scale on the utilization of 
digital technologies for sales, search, promotion, and communication, thus cover-
ing a wider scope of digitalization instead of focusing on a specific type of digital 
application.

Entrepreneurial orientation was assessed using a scale developed by Jantunen 
et al. (2005). The scale for market orientation was adapted from Narver and Slater 
(1990), Jaworski and Kohli (1993), and Pelham and Wilson (1995).

Learning orientation was assessed using a scale adapted from Sok and O’Cass 
(2011). Commonly used earlier learning orientation scales often focus on broad 
learning approaches (as exemplified by Sinkula et  al. 1997), while Knight et  al. 
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(2020), for example, measured international learning orientation by focusing on 
learning processes. We wanted to be more specific about the content of internation-
ally oriented learning activities and thus asked about learning about foreign market 
rules and regulations, learning about governmental incentives, visiting foreign mar-
kets, identifying distributors, performing foreign mark risk analysis, or analyzing 
competitors, among others. All nine items in this scale are shown in the “Appendix” 
section.

Table 1  Profile of BGs and non-BGs

Profile of born global and non-born 
global firms

Born global Non-born global

No. of firms 110 86
Size Micro and small enterprises Medium and large enterprises
Average no. of years until exporting 2 years 6 years
Average % of sales from export 

market
75% 12%

Average age of firm 8.7 years 16.5 years
Number of export markets (median/

mean)
7/9 5/12

First export market Singapore (35%)
Australia (7.3%)
UAE (6.4%)
China (5.5%)
Thailand (5.5%)
UK (4.5%)
Middle East (12%)

Singapore (40%)
Thailand (8%)
Australia (4.7%)
China (3.5%)
Brunei (3.5%)
Indonesia (3.5%)
Vietnam (3.5%)
Japan (3.5%)
UK (3.5%)

Business sector Manufacturing (73%)
Service (27%)

Manufacturing (91%)
Service (9%)

Type of industries Food and beverages (13%)
Wood-related (9%)
Rubber (7%)
Chemicals and minerals (7%)
Plastic and resin (6%)
Palm oil (6%)
Electric and electronics (5%)
Automotive (5%)
Machinery and engineering (5%)

Food and beverages (13%)
Building materials (9%)
Rubber (8%)
Plastic and resin (8%)
Iron and steel (7%)
Textiles and apparel (6%)
Automotive (6%)

Locations Selangor (41%)
Penang (12%)
Johor (10%)
Kuala Lumpur (8%)
Perak (6%)
Kedah (4%)
Pahang (3%)
Melaka (2%)
Sabah (2%)
Sarawak (2%)

Selangor (47%)
Penang (14%)
Perak (10%)
Kuala Lumpur (7%)
Johor (5%)
Negeri Sembilan (4%)
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We measured government support as a firm’s perceptions of the helpfulness of 
government support programs on a scale of 1 = unhelpful to 7 = helpful (Brady and 
Gill 1981; Grønhaug and Lorentzen 1983). Marketing capabilities were measured 
as first-order constructs consisting of nine items that were derived from the scale 
developed by Hartsfield et al. (2008). Competitive intensity and market turbulence 
were captured by two items, each taken from the work of Murray et al. (2011). All 
measurements were assessed at the level of the firm’s most important export product 
to its main export market.

Firm size was measured as the number of employees, and industry type was 
a dummy variable equaling 1 for manufacturing, 0 for service, and 2 for others 
(Falahat et al. 2021).

We assessed the external validity of the measurement instrument by conduct-
ing a focus group with three SME founders in Malaysia and subsequently refined 
it through extensive pretesting with three experts in the international business field.

We used SmartPLS version 3.2.7 (Ringle et  al. 2015) to assess our proposed 
research model and to perform multigroup analysis (MGA) in order to compare BG 
and non-BG models. PLS-SEM, as an advanced multivariate approach and a non-
parametric SEM technique, was deemed appropriate to perform MGA (Henseler 
et al. 2016). Prior to conducting the MGA, we examined the model’s reliability using 
squared standardized outer loadings and its internal consistency using composite 
reliability (CR). As shown in Table 2, with the exception of four items (i.e., LO1, 
GS3, GS6, MT1), all estimates well exceeded the 0.7 cutoff value for the outer load-
ings and CR, as recommended by Hair et al. (2010). To assess the construct valid-
ity, we examined the convergent validity using the average variance extracted (AVE) 
method. The AVE score for each construct exceeded 0.5, the threshold recommended 
by Bagozzi and Yi (1988).

For discriminant validity, we employed the heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio, 
a criterion superior to traditional assessment methods, such as cross-loadings and 
the Fornell–Larcker criteria (Henseler et al. 2015; Voorhees et al. 2016). As shown 
in Table 3, the HTMT ratios for all constructs were lower than 0.85, indicating ade-
quate discriminant validity (Henseler et al. 2015).

Data analysis

Having established an adequate level of reliability and validity, we conducted an 
MGA to test the proposed hypotheses. A three-step process involving MICOM is 
employed to determine the measurement of invariance between the two groups, as 
follows: (1) conduct a configural invariance assessment; (2) establish the compo-
sitional invariance assessment; and (3) assess the equal means and variances. As 
recommended by Henseler et  al. (2016), the least partial measurement invariance 
(first two steps) should be established when the aim of the study is to compare a 
model over two groups (BGs vs. non-BGs). Based on the MICOM guidance proce-
dures, partial measurement invariance for BGs versus non-BGs was established for 
our study (Table 4). This indicates the acceptability of proceeding to the next step, 
which is to compare the differences between the two groups (Henseler et al. 2016). 



1 3

Are born global firms really a “new breed” of exporters? Empirical…

Ta
bl

e 
2 

 A
ss

es
sm

en
t r

es
ul

ts
 o

f t
he

 m
ea

su
re

m
en

t m
od

el

C
on

str
uc

t/a
ss

oc
ia

te
d 

ite
m

s
Lo

ad
in

gs
C

R
AV

E

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

D
ig

ita
l o

rie
nt

at
io

n
0.

79
5

0.
87

9
0.

50
1

0.
64

5
  D

IG
1

0.
53

3
0.

74
7

  D
IG

2
0.

75
3

0.
88

3
  D

IG
3

0.
61

2
0.

81
5

  D
IG

4
0.

88
2

0.
76

1
En

tre
pr

en
eu

ria
l o

rie
nt

at
io

n
0.

90
3

0.
94

4
0.

54
2

0.
68

1
  E

O
1

0.
73

5
0.

70
3

  E
O

2
0.

52
7

0.
80

2
  E

O
3

0.
80

1
0.

90
4

  E
O

4
0.

77
9

0.
87

7
  E

O
5

0.
75

2
0.

80
8

  E
O

6
0.

78
0.

85
2

  E
O

7
0.

67
5

0.
8

  E
O

8
0.

8
0.

83
8

Le
ar

ni
ng

 o
rie

nt
at

io
n

0.
87

8
0.

91
1

0.
50

8
0.

59
5

  L
O

1
D

ro
pp

ed
D

ro
pp

ed
  L

O
2

0.
70

3
0.

70
3

  L
O

4
0.

69
0.

80
1

  L
O

5
0.

67
5

0.
84

2
  L

O
6

0.
73

0.
85

3
  L

O
7

0.
66

1
0.

75
  L

O
8

0.
74

0.
67

4
  L

O
9

0.
78

3
0.

75
8

M
ar

ke
t o

rie
nt

at
io

n
0.

92
5

0.
94

4
0.

55
3

0.
62

8



 Ø. Moen et al.

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
2 

 (c
on

tin
ue

d)

C
on

str
uc

t/a
ss

oc
ia

te
d 

ite
m

s
Lo

ad
in

gs
C

R
AV

E

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

  M
O

1
0.

72
7

0.
80

0
  M

O
2

0.
76

5
0.

84
4

  M
O

3
0.

69
6

0.
79

4
  M

O
4

0.
70

8
0.

71
3

  M
O

5
0.

74
9

0.
78

8
  M

O
6

0.
77

9
0.

82
2

  M
O

7
0.

75
1

0.
85

8
  M

O
8

0.
67

7
0.

65
1

  M
O

9
0.

79
5

0.
83

1
  M

O
10

0.
78

0.
80

4
G

ov
er

nm
en

t s
up

po
rt

0.
84

5
0.

85
8

0.
52

8
0.

55
  G

S1
0.

73
7

0.
64

7
  G

S2
0.

88
5

0.
81

3
  G

S3
D

ro
pp

ed
D

ro
pp

ed
  G

S4
0.

76
1

0.
71

9
  G

S5
0.

51
6

0.
83

3
  G

S6
D

ro
pp

ed
D

ro
pp

ed
  G

S7
0.

68
5

0.
67

9
M

ar
ke

tin
g 

ca
pa

bi
lit

ie
s

0.
90

5
0.

92
7

0.
54

4
0.

61
5

  M
C

1
0.

73
7

0.
83

  M
C

2
0.

77
8

0.
73

5
  M

C
3

0.
73

9
0.

82
9

  M
C

4
0.

68
9

0.
80

5



1 3

Are born global firms really a “new breed” of exporters? Empirical…

Ta
bl

e 
2 

 (c
on

tin
ue

d)

C
on

str
uc

t/a
ss

oc
ia

te
d 

ite
m

s
Lo

ad
in

gs
C

R
AV

E

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

  M
C

8
0.

79
4

0.
83

1
  M

C
9

0.
77

1
0.

75
1

  M
C

10
0.

70
8

0.
72

5
  M

C
11

0.
67

7
0.

75
8

C
om

pe
tit

iv
e 

in
te

ns
ity

0.
85

7
0.

89
7

0.
75

1
0.

81
3

  C
I1

0.
86

7
0.

78
9

  C
I2

0.
93

5
0.

93
8

M
ar

ke
t t

ur
bu

le
nc

e
  M

T1
D

ro
pp

ed
D

ro
pp

ed
  M

T2
1

1
1

1
1

1
Fi

na
nc

ia
l p

er
fo

rm
an

ce
0.

94
7

0.
94

3
0.

85
7

0.
84

6
  F

P1
0.

92
9

0.
89

3
  F

P2
0.

94
4

0.
95

3
  F

P3
0.

90
5

0.
91

2
St

ra
te

gi
c 

pe
rfo

rm
an

ce
0.

93
7

0.
95

6
0.

68
1

0.
75

8
  S

TR
_1

0.
77

3
0.

74
7

  S
TR

_2
0.

84
5

0.
89

3
  S

TR
_3

0.
87

0.
90

1
  S

TR
_4

0.
87

0.
92

1
  S

TR
_5

0.
89

0.
93

7
  S

TR
_6

0.
83

4
0.

87
2

  S
TR

_7
0.

67
4

0.
80

8



 Ø. Moen et al.

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
3 

 D
is

cr
im

in
an

t v
al

id
ity

 (H
TM

T 
0.

85
 c

rit
er

io
n)

Bo
rn

 g
lo

ba
l

C
on

st
ru

ct
s

C
I

D
IG

EO
FI

N
_P

R
F

G
O

V
_S

U
PR

T
LO

M
C

M
O

M
T

ST
R

_P
R

F
C

I
D

IG
0.

21
6

EO
0.

14
6

0.
16

1
FI

N
_P

R
F

0.
19

2
0.

07
9

0.
46

7
G

O
V

_S
U

PR
T

0.
12

1
0.

42
7

0.
20

5
0.

17
LO

0.
24

0.
18

1
0.

39
6

0.
16

3
0.

46
1

M
C

0.
08

3
0.

30
2

0.
71

3
0.

55
1

0.
25

8
0.

43
2

M
O

0.
21

1
0.

28
6

0.
77

0.
34

1
0.

15
9

0.
39

4
0.

68
2

M
T

0.
52

9
0.

21
5

0.
06

1
0.

12
7

0.
08

6
0.

13
1

0.
13

8
0.

11
ST

R
_P

R
F

0.
24

0.
17

7
0.

53
5

0.
68

9
0.

21
3

0.
41

8
0.

62
6

0.
45

6
0.

27
5

N
on

-b
or

n 
gl

ob
al

C
on

st
ru

ct
s

C
I

D
IG

EO
FI

N
_P

R
F

G
O

V
_S

U
PR

T
LO

M
C

M
O

M
T

ST
R

_P
R

F
C

I
D

IG
0.

20
9

EO
0.

13
7

0.
43

2
FI

N
_P

R
F

0.
07

1
0.

30
4

0.
51

4
G

O
V

_S
U

PR
T

0.
21

4
0.

40
9

0.
28

1
0.

42
5

LO
0.

24
6

0.
32

7
0.

54
8

0.
42

4
0.

47
5

M
C

0.
15

0.
38

6
0.

62
9

0.
51

8
0.

37
8

0.
65

M
O

0.
15

2
0.

56
6

0.
82

3
0.

41
7

0.
21

3
0.

54
5

0.
68

5
M

T
0.

46
8

0.
13

0.
07

5
0.

14
9

0.
17

4
0.

10
9

0.
09

5
0.

10
9

ST
R

_P
R

F
0.

11
5

0.
36

1
0.

69
1

0.
78

1
0.

29
3

0.
51

0.
71

5
0.

61
1

0.
09

2



1 3

Are born global firms really a “new breed” of exporters? Empirical…

Ta
bl

e 
4 

 R
es

ul
ts

 o
f i

nv
ar

ia
nc

e 
m

ea
su

re
m

en
t t

es
tin

g 
us

in
g 

pe
rm

ut
at

io
n

C
on

str
uc

t
C

on
fig

ur
al

 in
va

ri-
an

ce
 e

st
ab

lis
he

d 
(s

am
e 

al
go

rit
hm

s 
fo

r B
G

s)

C
om

po
si

tio
na

l i
nv

ar
ia

nc
e 

(c
or

re
la

tio
n =

 1)
Pa

rti
al

 m
ea

su
re

-
m

en
t i

nv
ar

ia
nc

e 
es

ta
bl

is
he

d?

Eq
ua

l m
ea

n 
va

lu
e

Eq
ua

l v
ar

ia
nc

e
Fu

ll 
m

ea
su

re
m

en
t 

in
va

ria
nc

e 
es

ta
b-

lis
he

d?
C

 =
 1

C
on

fid
en

ce
 

in
te

rv
al

D
iff

er
en

ce
s

C
on

fid
en

ce
 

in
te

rv
al

D
iff

er
en

ce
s

C
on

fid
en

ce
 

in
te

rv
al

D
IG

Ye
s

0.
94

6
[0

.8
36

, 1
]

Ye
s

 −
 0.

06
6

[−
 0.

26
9,

 0
.2

28
]

 −
 0.

01
3

[−
 0.

44
7,

 0
.4

85
]

Ye
s

EO
Ye

s
0.

99
9

[0
.9

96
, 1

]
Ye

s
0.

41
8

[−
 0.

23
2,

 0
.2

26
]

 −
 0.

33
5

[−
 0.

28
2,

 0
.3

21
]

N
o

M
O

Ye
s

0.
99

9
[0

.9
96

, 1
]

Ye
s

0.
38

2
[−

 0.
24

5,
 0

.2
36

]
 −

 0.
20

9
[−

 0.
33

6,
 0

.3
6]

Ye
s

LO
Ye

s
0.

99
1

[0
.9

86
, 1

]
Ye

s
0.

22
4

[−
 0.

22
6,

 0
.2

52
]

 −
 0.

30
2

[−
 0.

33
7,

 0
.3

42
]

Ye
s

G
O

V
_S

U
PR

T
Ye

s
0.

92
7

[0
.8

76
, 1

]
Ye

s
 −

 0.
12

7
[−

 0.
23

9,
 0

.2
25

]
0.

12
8

[−
 0.

35
9,

 0
.3

84
]

Ye
s

M
C

Ye
s

1
[0

.9
96

, 1
]

Ye
s

0.
2

[−
 0.

23
2,

 0
.2

43
]

 −
 0.

09
3

[−
 0.

28
9,

 0
.3

13
]

Ye
s

C
I

Ye
s

0.
99

8
[0

.4
15

, 1
]

Ye
s

0.
08

9
[−

 0.
24

, 0
.2

45
]

0.
03

6
[−

 0.
31

7,
 0

.3
22

]
Ye

s
M

T
Ye

s
1

[1
]

Ye
s

0.
05

9
[−

 0.
23

3,
 0

.2
34

]
0.

13
3

[−
 0.

26
3,

 0
.3

12
]

Ye
s

FI
N

_P
R

F
Ye

s
1

[1
]

Ye
s

0.
45

2
[−

 0.
22

8,
 0

.2
38

]
0.

05
1

[−
 0.

32
6,

 0
.3

18
]

Ye
s

ST
R

_P
R

F
Ye

s
1

[0
.9

99
, 1

]
Ye

s
0.

40
3

[−
 0.

24
1,

 0
.2

38
]

 −
 0.

32
8

[−
 0.

32
1,

 0
.3

13
]

N
o

IN
ST

RY
 

Ye
s

1
[1

]
Ye

s
0.

45
5

[−
 0.

22
7,

 0
.2

45
]

0.
85

5
[−

 0.
34

5,
 0

.3
84

]
N

o
CO

_S
IZ

E
Ye

s
1

[1
]

Ye
s

 −
 0.

56
6

[−
 0.

22
9,

 0
.2

51
]

0.
13

7
[−

 0.
26

9,
 0

.2
91

]
Ye

s



 Ø. Moen et al.

1 3

We used MGA PLS-SEM (Henseler et al. 2009) to compare the path coefficients of 
BG versus non-BG firms (as shown in Table 5).

We conducted an MGA to assess the structural path model to test the proposed 
hypotheses. The path coefficients were produced using a bootstrapping procedure 
with 5000 resamples (Hair et al. 2011). The variance inflation factor values for all 
of the predictor variables were below 2.65; this result indicates that there were no 
collinearity issues among the constructs. Table 5 presents the significant differences 
between BGs and non-BGs in terms of the path coefficients.

Based on the results, H1 and H2 are supported, while H3, H4, and H6 are 
rejected. H5, suggesting no difference between the groups, is also supported. As fur-
ther discussed later, the effects of the control variable market turbulence and com-
petition intensity are not significantly different when comparing BG and non-BGs 
using what are normally regarded as the most conservative techniques for group 
comparisons. However, we notice that the path coefficient/significance results indi-
cate a need for more nuanced interpretation.

Discussion

The discussion is organized with a focus on the key results and contributions of the 
study: (1) digital and entrepreneurial orientation, (2) governmental support orien-
tation, (3) rejected hypotheses, (4) environmental conditions, and (5) differences 
between non-BGs and BGs.

Only BG firms transform digital and entrepreneurial orientation into marketing 
capabilities

We included digital orientation in our model based on an expectation about its 
importance, particularly when considering BG firms. Moen and Rialp (2018) exam-
ined empirical studies focusing on BG firms in Europe and concluded that these 
firms are characterized by their focus on using information and communication 
technology. Our approach differs from that of most previous research, as we do not 
examine whether BG firms have a higher score on a digital orientation scale than 
non-BG firms. Instead, we focus on the following: First, within the groups of BG 
firms versus non-BG firms, does a stronger/weaker digital orientation translate into 
higher/lower marketing capabilities? Second, do these effects differ significantly 
between BG and non-BG firms? Indeed, the results show that digital orientation is a 
significant antecedent of marketing capabilities in BG firms (0.132, p < 0.1) but not 
in non-BG firms. Furthermore, the MGA PLS-SEM test identified statistically sig-
nificant differences between the path coefficients. These results support H1 and sug-
gest that within BG firms, higher levels of digital orientation do result in increased 
marketing capabilities, whereas this interaction does not exist in non-BG firms. One 
particular issue needs to be mentioned: the average score of BG firms in terms of 
digital orientation is 4.89, which is slightly lower than the average score of 5.02 
among non-BGs. When we examine the items, the non-BGs do use online portals 
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such as Alibaba and the trade platform Trademal slightly more and devote more 
attention to social media. This finding further underscores the need to focus on how 
distinct orientations may result in marketing capabilities in one group of firms but 
not in another group. Considering digital orientation, perhaps business model differ-
ences and the higher percentage of service sector firms in the BG group could partly 
explain our study results.

The starting point of our hypothesis was that digital tools may increase marketing 
efficiency (Gregory et al. 2017), improve information quality and services (Foroudi 
et  al. 2017), and facilitate the internationalization of resource-constrained SMEs. 
Our results suggest that these effects may be evident, but not necessarily in both 
types of exporting firms.

Looking forward, with the rapid development of digitally driven technologies 
such as blockchain, the Internet of things, augmented reality, and artificial intel-
ligence, BG firms may be expected to be better able to exploit opportunities than 
more traditional exporting firms. Choquette et al. (2016) described BG firms having 
superior performance related to turnover, employment, and market reach; the abil-
ity to transform digital orientation into capabilities may partly explain these results. 
Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic may increase the importance of digital 
approaches to international marketing, and in such a context, BG firms may be better 
positioned than other international firms.

The results related to entrepreneurial orientation follow those described when 
examining digital orientation. There was a significant path coefficient from entre-
preneurial orientation to marketing capabilities in the BG group (0.376, p < 0.01) 
but no such significant path when considering non-BG firms. In addition, the boot-
strapping-based tests showed that the differences were statistically significant. These 
results support H2.

Our assessment is that this ability to transform digital and entrepreneurial orien-
tation into capabilities may be important in explaining why BGs may successfully 
compete in international markets even in the face of resource constraints. Further-
more, comparing this with the observed inability of other exporting firms to trans-
form digital and entrepreneurial orientation into marketing capabilities may notably 
improve our understanding of the differences between groups of exporting firms and 
the mechanisms influencing international performance.

Are public support policies out of touch with the requirements of BG firms?

We expected no difference when comparing BG and non-BG firms with respect to 
the benefits of governmental export support initiatives. Our results show that the 
relationship is nonsignificant in the BG group but significant in the group of other 
exporting firms (0.175, p < 0.05). These results indicate a potential failure of govern-
mental support activities if the aim is to improve the capabilities and performance 
of young and export growth-oriented firms. However, the MGA PLS-SEM results 
do not show significantly different path coefficients between the groups, and H5 was 
thus supported.
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More specifically, the governmental support scale included a variety of initia-
tives and partners, exemplified by the MATRADE and financial institutions such 
as the export/import bank of Malaysia. If we examine the activity of MATRADE, 
the new exporter development program focuses on women exporters, youth export-
ers, and the Bumiputera geographical area. All three of these initiatives require at 
least 3  years of activity in Malaysia. The Mid-Tier Companies Development Pro-
gramme focuses on larger, well-established firms, while the Go-Ex program requires 
a solid financial standing when selecting participants. Another initiative, the mar-
ket development grant, excludes firms less than 1 year old. These examples suggest 
that the selection criteria for some of these programs in Malaysia are not perfectly 
aligned with the profile of BG firms. In the “Implications, limitations, and conclud-
ing remarks” section, we will further elaborate on this result, but it is an important 
finding that governmental support programs do not result in increased marketing 
capabilities for BG firms.

The rejected hypotheses

H3 and H4 were not supported. These hypotheses posited that learning orientation 
and market orientation would not have a greater impact on marketing capabilities 
in BGs than in non-BGs. Notably, for each of these relations, the path coefficient 
was significant in both groups of firms. Thus, both learning orientation and market 
orientation do have a positive impact on marketing capabilities, and marketing capa-
bilities do influence international performance when considering both BG firms and 
non-BG firms. In H6, we expected the impact of marketing capabilities on interna-
tional performance to be strongest among BG firms. This hypothesis was not sup-
ported; in both groups, there was a significant relationship, but it was equal when 
comparing BG and non-BGs. These results indicate that we find differences (H1 and 
H2) and similarities (H3, H4, and H5) when trying to identify the orientations, capa-
bilities, and performance mechanisms between the two groups. Taken together, these 
results suggest that firms differ in how they are able to develop marketing capabili-
ties but not in how they use those capabilities to succeed in international markets.

Market turbulence and competitive intensity: Indications of different effects 
on the two groups of firms

Our model also included two environmental control factors: competitive intensity 
and market turbulence. The results did not identify significant differences in the 
effects of these factors between the two groups of firms. Even though the path coef-
ficient results suggest different effects, this is not supported by the MGA PLS-SEM. 
Nevertheless, we would like to comment on the path coefficient results, keeping in 
mind that this should be interpreted with more caution than most of the other results 
discussed.

The results related to competitive intensity among non-BGs indicate that high 
competition does not affect these firms systematically in a negative manner. It is 
possible that they have already established robust relationships within their business 
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networks and with their customers. Another potential explanation is that because 
these are older firms, non-BGs may have a more solid foundation of resources to 
support them when facing fierce competition. While non-BGs seem able to handle 
intense competition, we did find a significant negative effect of this intensity on 
BGs’ international performance (− 0.16, p < 0.05). One possibility is that these firms 
have often been found to follow niche focus strategies (Moen and Rialp 2018), and 
high levels of competition intensity may indicate less successful niche strategies.

Considering market turbulence, this did not influence international performance 
among BGs but had a negative effect on non-BGs (− 0.153, p < 0.10). Our descrip-
tive statistics may partly explain this result. Here, compared with non-BGs, BGs 
generally have stronger entrepreneurial (BG mean: 4.90; non-BG mean: 4.46) and 
market (BG mean: 5.30; non-BG mean: 4.92) orientations (see Appendix Table 6). 
These factors could assist BGs in better predicting the market to avoid being affected 
by uncertain market responses. Market turbulence also requires an ability to react 
and adapt, which may be easier for smaller, younger, and more innovative BG firms. 
Similar elements may also explain why non-BGs seem more vulnerable to market 
turbulence. Combined, these results indicate that BGs may be better able to handle 
or exploit market turbulence, while non-BGs are better suited to handle competitive 
intensity.

Are BGs “a different breed” of exporting firms?

Based on empirical evidence from Australia, Rennie (1993) described BG firms as 
a new breed of exporters, while Cavusgil (1994) further stated as follows: “There is 
emerging in Australia a new breed of exporting companies, which contribute sub-
stantially to the nation’s export capital. The emergence of these exporters though 
not unique to the Australian economy, reflects 2 fundamental phenomena of the 
1990s: 1. Small is beautiful. 2. Gradual internationalization is dead” (p. 18). When 
we examine our results, they show both similarities and differences between these 
two groups of firms.

Considering similarities, our results related to market orientation and learning 
orientation show no significant differences. Both the digital and entrepreneurial ori-
entation path coefficients are significantly different, and the MGA PLS-SEM reveals 
group differences. Examining governmental support orientation, market turbulence 
effects, and competitive intensity effects, we observe differences when looking at 
significant and nonsignificant paths, but the MGA PLS-SEM does not show these 
path coefficients to significantly differ across the two groups. We further notice that 
the BG model explains 54.4% of the variance (R2) for marketing capabilities and 
61.3% of the variance (R2) for international performance. For the non-BG model, 
the model explains 61.5% of the variance in marketing capabilities, and for inter-
national performance, it explains 69.2%. These results indicate that it may be more 
difficult to explain variation in both international performance and marketing capa-
bilities in BG firms than in non-BG firms.

Regarding whether BG firms represent a new type or breed of exporters, our 
study suggests that important differences exist in how these firms transform manager 
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orientations into marketing capabilities and how they are influenced by environmen-
tal factors compared to other exporting firms. Based on empirical data from Norway, 
Denmark, and France, Moen and Servais (2002) concluded, “It seems that the future 
export involvement of the firm is influenced to a large extent by its behavior shortly 
after establishment” (p. 69). Our results go even further, showing that BG firms not 
only develop differently than other exporting firms, but also differ from those firms 
in the mechanisms driving their development. While Morgan et  al. (2018) called 
for studies focusing on differences in antecedents of marketing capabilities across 
international stages, our results suggest that it may be even more important to inves-
tigate groups of exporting firms in which there are differences in how manager ori-
entations influence capability development and differences in their ability to handle 
variations in environmental conditions such as market turbulence and competitive 
intensity.

Hennart (2014) suggested that the business model of INVs/BG is an important 
factor explaining their international growth. If we look at our dataset, we notice dif-
ferences in the types of industries (more advanced industries among BG firms and a 
higher percentage of services), indicating differences in what they sell and customer 
groups. How they sell could also be different, not least related to digital elements. 
In their empirical study, Martin et al. (2017) concluded that what they described as 
positional advantage was important for understanding the performance of BG firms. 
Our results could be interpreted as supporting Hennart (2014), where the combined 
effects of industrial types, customer groups, and business models do exist and differ-
entiate the two groups of firms.

Wikipedia defines a breed as a specific group of animals having homogeneous 
appearance and behavior and/or other characteristics that distinguish it from other 
organisms of the same species (https:// en. wikip edia. org/ wiki/ Breed). We are confi-
dent that the findings show substantial evidence that the antecedents to international 
performance and to BG performance are not interchangeable under certain circum-
stances. Even though some firms have characteristics at the intersection between 
BGs and non-BGs (Kuivalainen et  al. 2012; Vissak and Masso 2014), our results 
suggest that this group division makes sense. Thus, our results could be interpreted 
as supporting BGs as a new breed of firms (Rennie 1993). The critical notion is that 
dissimilar antecedents for the same type of capabilities could lead to different out-
comes depending on whether a firm is a BG or a non-BG. Our study results could 
help managers and policymakers devise strategies to enhance the international per-
formance of both types of firms.

Implications, limitations, and concluding remarks

Marketing capabilities play an essential role in the achievement of international 
performance. The notion that firms take different routes to develop their marketing 
capabilities can help international business scholars and managers to better inter-
pret the findings in the existing literature based on the specific research setting. In 
the following sections, we comment on the implications of our study, organizing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breed
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this discussion according to the implications for public policy, for managers and for 
research.

Implication for public policy

Policymakers aiming to encourage firms to engage in or increase their export sales 
may assume that both types of firms are interchangeable, and this assumption could 
potentially lead to different outcomes than their intended purpose. Our results sug-
gest that the government in Malaysia should review the contents and qualification 
criteria of existing government support programs, as these programs currently do not 
significantly assist BGs in improving their marketing capabilities. Most are designed 
for experienced firms; consequently, young firms with limited financial histories and 
a lack of export experience may be unable to reap the benefits of these programs.

It is crucial for policymakers to understand how they may better plan and develop 
government support programs that are customized to the needs of their intended tar-
get groups. Our findings on the relationship between government support and mar-
keting capabilities reveal an important perspective for scholars and policymakers: 
how does the impact of government support programs vary between BGs and non-
BGs? In the development of export promotion initiatives, three questions should be 
kept in mind: Do non-BG firms have more capacity to participate and learn from 
such programs, while resource constraints limit this effect in BG firms? Does the 
content of governmental export support initiatives fit the needs of non-BG firms bet-
ter than the needs of BG firms? Does there exist some type of systematic recruit-
ment/selection effect regarding firm participation in governmental support programs 
where non-BGs seem to better fit the design and recruitment processes?

Implications for managers

The empirical results suggest that international business and marketing scholars 
should test the possibility that different antecedents have different influences on 
BG versus non-BG firms, particularly if digital and entrepreneurial orientations are 
included as predictors.

Strong digital and entrepreneurial orientations do not translate into marketing 
capabilities for non-BG firms. This result implies that instead of focusing only on 
the development of these firms’ digital and entrepreneurial orientations, managers 
should focus on how these firms can take advantage of these orientations. Managers 
may consider whether firms’ market and learning orientations interfere with these 
firms’ marketing capabilities, as the non-BG group was found to have lower means 
for learning orientation.

Considering environmental factors, Efrat and Shoham (2012) did find that mar-
ket turbulence reduces the probability of other players becoming new entrants into 
the market and prevents imitation and fierce price wars between competitors, which 
allow innovative firms (as most BGs are) to maximize the benefits of their unique 
offerings. Guo et al. (2018) also provided a possible explanation for marketing capa-
bilities that are more dynamic in nature and help firms survive under conditions of 
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either high or low turbulence. In this comparison case, BGs’ marketing capabilities 
are probably more dynamic than those of non-BGs. Understanding how these factors 
represent weaknesses or strengths is important for managers, who should attempt 
to reduce such effects or, if possible, avoid environmental conditions that are most 
challenging for their type of firm.

The different mechanisms between the antecedents of marketing capabilities for 
BG versus non-BG firms may also partly explain why not every firm is able to pur-
sue a rapid and early internationalization process. A key implication of our study is 
that the two groups of firms are not equal; if they are managed similarly, misjudg-
ment will occur.

Implications for research

In emerging markets, we have a limited understanding of whether and how envi-
ronmental factors, such as competitive intensity and market turbulence, affect inter-
national performance (Ismail and Kuivalainen 2015). In our study, however, we 
chose to explore the direct influence of these factors to provide different insights. 
Our attempts to show these relationships provide guidance for future studies on 
the application of these variables in similar contexts. The analysis shows that the 
negative effect of competitive intensity is insignificant for non-BG firms and that 
the negative effect of market turbulence is insignificant for BG firms. Thus, future 
research may consider setting competitive intensity and market turbulence as control 
variables, similar to the model that Kaleka (2012) tested.

Furthermore, our study reveals positive relationships between learning, mar-
ket orientation, and marketing capabilities for both BG and non-BG firms. Future 
research may relate these strategic orientations to different types of capabilities for 
both firm types. Scholars may also conduct research on all types of exporters and 
divide their samples into BG and non-BG firms only when further investigation is 
necessary to better interpret the findings.

Our operational definition of BG firms is based on the time until they start export-
ing (3 years); the BG group on average had an export share of 75%, compared to 
12% in the non-BG group. In principle, there could be firms in the BG group with 
low export shares and firms in the non-BG group with high export shares. However, 
based on the average scores, this would be an exception, and we do not expect the 
way we operationalize the BG concept to significantly influence our results. It may 
also be questioned whether our two groups just represent firms in different stages of 
internationalization. However, we regard it as unlikely that young firms with early 
internationalization and high export shares would develop into firms with limited 
international involvement as they grow older. Nevertheless, we have treated both 
groups as homogenous and not tried to classify them on the basis of internationali-
zation stages. There may still exist substantial differences within the groups, and a 
variety of international stages or pathways could exist. In further studies, attention 
should be given to nuanced classifications of groups of firms in order to advance our 
understanding of similarities and differences between subgroups.
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Scholars may further investigate the different issues and topics related to govern-
mental export promotion programs, such as comparing their impact on BG versus 
non-BG firms in terms of their perceived usefulness, adoption rate, and effective-
ness. It is also worth further investigating why government support programs do not 
translate into marketing capabilities for BGs. We conjecture that the contents and 
qualification criteria of these programs play a role here. This topic would be inter-
esting to further explore through the lens of institutional research.

Limitations

Our single-country setting limits the generalizability of our study findings. Spe-
cifically, the contents of government support programs may vary from one coun-
try to another. Thus, future research may validate the direction and magnitude of 
the antecedent–capability–performance relationships for BGs and non-BGs in dif-
ferent regions or countries. Second, the cross-sectional nature of the study limits 
the understanding of how these relationships evolve during the internationalization 
process. A longitudinal study could provide essential insights into how changes in 
the antecedents of marketing capabilities and their impacts evolve across different 
stages of a firm’s internationalization process. Third, in assessing all constructs, we 
asked respondents to focus on the export product most important to its main export 
market when answering the questions. Although this approach is more often used in 
empirical studies, it may influence the results, and future research may address this 
limitation.
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