
European Journal of Business and Management                                                                                                                               www.iiste.org 

ISSN 2222-1905 (Paper) ISSN 2222-2839 (Online) 

Vol.8, No.2, 2016 

 

51 

The Influence of SMEs Decision-Makers’ Individual 

Characteristics on Risk Perception Associated with Exporting: 

Evidence from Saudi Arabia 
 

YOUSIF ABDULLAH ALRASHIDI 

College of Business, Al Yamamah University, P.O.BOX  45180, Riyadh 11512, Saudi Arabia  

 

Abstract 

This paper explores the influence of the individual characteristics on the risk perceptions of decision-makers 

within small and medium sized (SME) businesses considering (or engaged in) exporting within the Saudi Arabia. 

Currently there is a paucity of research examining individual-level differences and the decision to export within 

manufacturing settings. Moreover, this is the first examination of these characteristics within the Saudi Arabian 

contexts. A total of fifteen interviews with Saudi SMEs mangers/owners within manufacturing industries were 

completed. The results suggest that managers’ individual characteristics (operationalised as personality, 

management style, education and experience) influence their perceptions of risks associated with the exporting 

decision.  
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the world economy has undergone radical transformation. In particular, transforming the scope 

of trade from a local to an international emphasis is one of the main changes in modern times (Leonidou, 2004). 

Currently, exporting represents one of the most common entry modes to the international markets (Lado, 

Martínez-Ros, & Valenzuela, 2001) and a prominent feature of the global economy related to the expanded 

movement of goods, services, capital, information and labor, across national and regional boundaries (Leonidou, 

2004).  

Multinational Enterprises, (MNEs), especially large-scale corporations, maintain a dominant role in the 

global market (D. Crick & Chaudhry, 2004), while Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) have, only 

recently, attracted practitioner and academic interest (Miesenbock, 1988). SMEs contribute to the economic 

development of nations and are considered to be their manufacturing backbone due to their ability to generate 

employment with minimum cost and innovation (Chen, 2006). In support of this, Neupent, Baughn and Dao 

(2006) show that SME’s represent one of the fastest growing segments in the economies of various countries. 

Thus, there is a growing understanding of the importance of assisting SMEs considering their contribution to job 

creation, development of new products and services and encourage an entrepreneurial culture (Crick, Al Obaidi, 

& Chaudhry, 2004). 

In recent years, issues such as the increasing internationalisation of markets, globalisation, liberalisation 

of trade, deregulation, the growth in the knowledge economy and e-business, have created new challenges for 

SMEs and this has stimulated significant attention by researchers into their exporting performance, international 

activities and those obstacles or barriers that restrict entry into new export markets (e.g. Chen, 2006; Alrashidi, 

2012). This is because SMEs contribute to a country’s economic regeneration, in general, and the creation of 

opportunities, in particular (Hill et al., 2002). However, to date, minimal research has examined the role that 

SME decision-makers individual characteristics influence the exporting process. This omission represents a 

significant gap in the literature, and forms the basis for the current study. Hence, the overall research questions 

of this study are: 

 

2. Literature Review 

A key aspect of international trade is exporting, which represents one of the most attractive foreign market entry 

modes, from both a country and a firm perspective (Carson et al. (1995) suggest that, over the past 20 years, 

SMEs have been identified by most governments as being significant economic contributors to job and wealth 

creation, and they are considered an important contributor to innovation and developing entrepreneurial 

cultures(Chen, 2006). Thus, exporting appears an important activity for SMEs at both an organisational and 

economic level (D'Souza & McDougall, 1989). However, involvement in international trade requires knowledge 

of the process of exporting within specific cultural contexts. Due to a myriad of obstacles, forces, and 

uncertainties in international markets, many SMEs do not choose to serve host markets, often on account of the 

perceptions of risk held by the owner/managers of such firms. Erramilli and Rao (1993) suggest that larger firms 

with their larger resource base are more able to handle risks associated with exporting than are the smaller firms. 

In addition, firms with large resources will behave differently than smaller ones regarding their competitive 

strategies.  
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In SMEs the owner/managers or senior management are responsible and authorised to make the 

decision to either participate or withdraw from exporting, or any other international activities (Gilmore et al., 

2004). Hence, an SME’s degree of commitment and involvement in international activities are largely 

determined by individual managers. Axinn (1988) suggests that when managers evaluate the external and 

internal environment, prior to adopting a chosen exporting strategy, the evaluation process is largely influenced 

by their perceptions of the characteristics of exporting. However, it is not clear how exporting SME decision-

makers within manufacturing perceive these obstacles, and whether individual-level factors influence the 

exporting decision.  

 

2.1 SMEs Managers Personality 

A firms’ attitude and behaviour towards trade opportunities, barriers to internationalisation, or their readiness to 

be involved in international markets, appear to be influenced mostly by the perceptions of top management 

(Dichtl et al., 1990). Such research has, however, given too little attention to the relationship between the 

decision-makers’ behaviour in small and medium-size firms, and the process of internationalisation (Andersson 

& Floren, 2008), even though the importance of the manager/owner has caught the attention of the researchers 

(e.g. Andersson and Floren, 2008; Gilmore et al., 2004). Walker and Brown (2004) suggest that 

owners/managers usually take most of the business actions and decisions in SMEs and, therefore, their personal 

abilities and motivations will impact upon the firms overall strategy in relation to expansion, growth (Walker & 

Brown, 2004), and entrepreneurial decisions. 

Some researchers (e.g. Halikias & Panayotopoulou, 2003) have noticed the influence of the personality 

characteristics of owners/managers on SMEs performance. Personality has been examined in terms of 

identifying the pattern of personality associated with entrepreneurial behaviour in franchising (Weaven et al., 

2009). Generally speaking, personality is defined as ‘an individual’s unique psychological makeup, which 

consistently influences how a person responds to his/her environment’ (Blackwell, Miniard & Engel, 2001, p. 

271). The relationship between personality and behaviour has been investigated in a significant research effort 

dedicated to the study of personality in many domains (Weaven et al., 2009). For this reason, the current 

research proposes the notion that an owner/manager’s personality influences their behaviour regarding exporting 

and the risk associated with foreign markets. 

From a psychological perspective, the differences observed in an individual’s risk taking behaviour may 

be based on a need for excitement, resulting from various personal experiences (Lauriola & Levin, 2001a). Thus, 

differences in this personality trait may help to explain why some decision-makers make more decisions 

regarding export activities than do others. Therefore, the principal purpose of this study is to investigate the 

personality of SME decision-makers, and the relationship between their perceptions of the risk associated with 

exporting, and consequent business expansions in international markets. This approach is especially as there is 

an increasing awareness that SMEs managers/owners personality traits influence a firm’s internationalization 

activities. To date, there has been little research examining the individual characteristics of the SMEs decision-

makers. 

Thus, the study of personality may help explain why some decision-makers make more proactive 

decisions regarding exporting than others. In addition, most business decisions in SMEs are made by owners, 

therefore, the personal abilities and motivations of the owners impact upon whether they want to grow the 

business or simply wish to maintain the size of the current operations (Walker & Brown, 2004). Given this, there 

is a need for research to explore the effects of these factors on the owner/manager’s decisions, and their 

willingness, or not, to initiate exporting activities.  

 

2.2 SMEs Managers Management Style 

The role of management has been seen as playing a major role in any SMEs success in internationalisation 

(Hutchinson et al., 2006). SMEs decision-making power appears to be centred in the hands of one person, or 

only a few people, within the firm (Reid, 1981).  However, until now there has been too little known about the 

impact of a decision-makers’ characteristics on this activity (Halikias & Panayotopoulou, 2003). Studies by 

Williams (1992) and Vida (2000) confirm that the management’s attitude toward risk is very important in terms 

of making a positive decision to enter a foreign market.  

SMEs managers/owners need a management style that encourages creative, innovative and new ways to 

look for opportunities in both local and international markets (Keh, Nguyen, & Ng, 2007). A manager’s decision 

style is the most appropriate way to explain a firm’s decision-making behaviour (Henderson & Nutt, 1980), and 

to explain how they perceive the risk associated with entry into new markets, both domestic and international. 

Indeed, managers/owners of SMEs can impress their own way and style of management to shape the firm’s 

overall strategies (Quang and Vuong, 2002). However, the relationship between the decision-makers’ 

characteristics and entrepreneurial behaviour still needs to be studied (Altinay, 2008);  and this gap will be 

addressed in the current research. 
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The present research focuses on management styles that are strongly influenced by the culture in which 

an organisation operates, and how it is affected by aspects such as firm characteristic, type, size, operating 

environment, and firm culture (Quang & Vuong, 2002). However, the proposed research posits that founders of 

SMEs are not homogenous, with the associated assumption that they will, therefore, adopt different management 

style. For this reason, the kinds of management styles adopted by SMEs owners/managers and how they are 

influenced by personality traits and demographic characteristics (education and experience) will be studied here; 

including the way in which the collective influence of these factors affect the manager’s perception of risk in 

relation to entry into foreign markets. 

 

While a manager’s risk propensity appears important, in terms of making a positive decision to enter a 

foreign market, the senior executives’ style of management will reflect the firms’ effectiveness in doing so (Vida, 

2000; Williams, 1992). On this basis, the current research explores: management style; how it is related to a 

decision-makers personality; and, how it affects their risk perception associated with exporting. To this end the 

current research will explore the importance of management style on the SMEs decision-makers risk perceptions.  

 

2.3 SMEs Managers Demographic Characteristics (Education and Experience) 

The international marketing literature reveals that activities within firms in the SME sector revolve around the 

activities of the owners/managers (Verhees & Meulenberg, 2004). For example, Hankinson (2000) suggests that 

SME operations are directly influenced by the owners’/managers’ background, experience and know-how. 

Consequently, the demographic characteristics of SME decision-makers are very important to the firm’s overall 

performance, particularly so in terms of their attitude to exporting. This concept is related to the fact that small 

business owners look for useful information in the marketplace (Johnson & Kuehn, 1987); and that information 

acquisition and utilisation is important for firms engaging in entrepreneurial actions, such as a new market entry 

(Keh et al., 2007). Thus, the extant literature refers to some of the most important characteristics (education, the 

owners experience in business, and family/history characteristics) (Khurrum et al., 2008).  

Many studies have shown that the international experience of decision-makers has a strong effect upon 

SMEs in both the initial decision to expand and the continuing strategies employed in international marketing 

(e.g. Madsen & Servias, 1997). Khurrum et al. (2008) suggest that the education level of SME’s 

managers/owners impact positively on the success of the firm. A real example of this was the finding by Walker 

(2004) that businesses owned by Greeks in Sydney showed expansionary activity as soon as a university 

educated son joins the firm. Hence, entrepreneurs need the skills to aid them in the process of managing their 

ventures successfully (Politis, 2008). 

Recent studies have shown that effectual decision-making is not a personal trait, but is a skill acquired 

through experience (Dew, Read, Sarasvathy, & Wiltbank, 2008). Theng & Boon’s (1996) study, exploring 

factors affecting the failure of Singaporean SMEs, found that a lack of formal education and unwillingness to 

take risks were not considered important. Whereas, the study by Yusuf & Saffu (2005), on manufacturing SMEs 

in Ghana, identified many factors that had a significant role in the success of a firm; one factor was the level of 

experience of the owners and managers. Further, Khurrum et al. (2008) studied the effects of the owners’ 

characteristics on SME success in Pakistan. They found that education and experience were important to the 

health of the SMEs.  

The questions then that need to be asked are: How do these demographic characteristics influence the 

SMEs decision-makers management styles? and How do they perceive the risk that is associated with exporting? 

The current research will examine the effect of such characteristics on SMEs managers/owners management 

style, as well as how this affects their perception of the risk associated with exporting.  

 

2.4 SMEs Managers Risk Perceptions and Exporting 

As levels of international competition increase, companies are facing increasingly complex strategic decision-

making (Ahmed et al., 2002). In fact, it has been confirmed that a firm’s choice of any entry mode strategy 

varies relative to the firms perceptions of risk associated with foreign markets (Brouthers, 1995). In support of 

this, Sitkin and Weingart (1995) argue that perceived risk has a direct and strong affect on an individuals’ 

(manager’s) behaviour.  

Thus, the key to understanding exporting decisions is through understanding the decisions made by 

individuals operating within the organisation. For example, decision-making within organisations is significantly 

affected by the level of risk perceived by the decision-makers of the firm (Sitkin & Weingart, 1995) with export 

decisions, in particular, being closely related to the preferences of the decision-makers’ (e.g. Cavusgil and Nevin, 

1984). Specifically, international risk perceptions have been found to have a significant impact on the choice of 

entry mode employed by firms when entering into foreign markets (Ahmed et al., 2002). 

On this basis, an individual’s assessment of risk will influence a firm’s strategy, with risk minimization 

often being a major consideration in both domestic and international business ( Noy & Ellis, 2003). Miller (1992) 
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categorised risk as being inherent within: (1) the general environment; (2) the industry; and (3) the firm. While 

these categories exemplify the risk associated with exporting, it is the way in which the individual within the 

organisation perceives these risks that is important in affecting the exporting decision. Thus, the focus of the 

current study (and the main dependent variable) is perceived risk by the SME decision-maker in exporting 

organizations. 

Thus, a research conceptual model has been developed for the purpose of this study (Figure 1) and 

follows a comprehensive review of the literature.  

 
Figure 1. Research Conceptual Model 

 

2.5 Objective of the Study: 

1. How the SMEs decision-makers risk perceptions influence the firm exporting commitment 

2. The personality of the SME decision-maker will have a significant influence on the perceived risk 

associated with exporting. 

3. The personality of the SME decision-maker will have a significant influence on the management style of 

the SME decision-maker. 

4. The management style of the SME decision-maker will have a significant influence on perceived risk 

associated with exporting. 

5. Demographic characteristics of an SME decision-maker will have a significant influence on the 

perceived risk associated with exporting and Management Style of SME decision makers. 

6. The risk perception of SME decision-maker will have a significant influence on his/her commitment to 

exporting. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Sample 

The present research was conducted on Fifteen SMEs from diversified fields located in Saudi Arabia and 

involved in Exporting using purposive random sampling technique. Certain demographic characteristics were 

also taken into consideration. 

 

3.2 Tools Used 

Unstructured set of questionnaire using convergent interview style has been developed and the responses of the 

subjects were kept open ended. The questions were developed keeping in mind the objective of the study. 

 

3.3 Procedure 

The interview sessions were conducted via the telephone, and the participants were asked open-ended questions 

regarding their exporting experience, management styles and risk perceptions (associated with exporting). All 

interviews were audio-taped (with the participants consent) to ensure accuracy in transcription and data analysis. 

Following each interview the researcher listened to the recordings and transcribed the interviews verbatim. 

Summary notes of the participants’ characteristics, enthusiasm, and overall tone and mood during the interview 

were also recorded. The researcher analysed each transcription prior to any subsequent interviews. This method 
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facilitated the capture of salient themes that were measured with each subsequent interviewee, to identify 

whether they converged or diverged with the original themes (Dick, 1990). Consequently, the follow-up 

questions narrowed the focus as different themes and perceptual frameworks were seen to emerge. The 

interviews were conducted until all patterns of convergence were felt to be satisfied and any major diversions 

were explained. Last, this research is an exploratory in nature (evidenced by the small sample size), therefore, 

the findings cannot be generalised to the larger population.  

All the care has been taken to minimize the Interviewer Biasness while conducting the interview and 

interpreting the content of the interview. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

The obtained data were analysed using content analysis technique and were interpreted accordingly. Overall, our 

results reveal that the individual characteristics of SMEs managers have a direct impact on their ability to engage 

in exporting activities. Moreover, it appears that both the individual’s personality and the SMEs managers' vision 

(together with their tendency for risk-taking) impact on their decision to expand internationally. During the 

course of the interviews it became apparent that managers differ in how they judge and evaluate risks, and that 

this judgement was largely related to personality traits. Managers’ who adopted a risk orientation usually make 

decisions in a very ad hoc fashion, regardless of risk perceptions. In contrast, risk-averse managers are acutely 

aware of risk and often require additional time to execute the decision which often results in ‘calling off’ the deal 

entirely. Importantly, risk-taking managers were often open to new experiences and tended to act innovatively 

and adopt an entrepreneurial management orientation.  

However, the results also show that managers do not constitute a homogenous group and are best 

classified in terms of their conservatism (traditional and risk-averse) and entrepreneurial orientation (risk-takers). 

Our findings support the contention that managers scoring high on risk orientation and entrepreneurial 

orientation were more likely to investigate and pursue exporting activities. A strong majority of participants 

agreed that their personal characteristics impacted their risk, and thus, exporting behaviours.  

Overall, the results in relation to the influence of manager’s personality on their management styles 

suggest that the managers' personality and ambition shape the company's main strategies, as well as how 

managers manage their companies.  

Furthermore, a strong majority participants indicated that the manager's personality was the major 

driver in the company decisions. This aspect of the personality is reflected by managers who are open to new 

experiences and accept new challenges. As a result, they have better a chance of their company surviving, as 

they embrace the changing conditions. The conservative manager, however, who is more to be risk-averse, is not 

ready to take risky contracts that appear unexpectedly; they prefer to avoid any chance of a loss. Nevertheless, a 

small minatory of  participants who considered themselves as conservative managers asserted that managers 

should take care and be aware of any risks associated with exporting. Further, these situations needed to be 

completely investigated, prior to any decision being made. Indeed, they contend that this was the main task of 

the manager, namely, for the company to survive any possible failures. Even if this meant slowing down the 

process, it was still the best way to avoid risks. 

Based on the theoretical analysis of the interviews data, it appears that the personality of the SME 

decision-maker has a significant influence on the perceived risk associated with exporting. Therefore, 

proposition one and two (the Influence of personality on decision-makers risk perception and management styles) 

of this research received strong support.  Generally, our results show that the management style of the SME 

decision-maker has a significant influence on both risk perceptions and exporting behaviour. It also appeared 

that management style plays a crucial role in any exporting (and SMEs) success. This finding was not 

unexpected as firms within the SME sector are reliant upon the direction of managers, who often also own the 

business. Being directly managed and controlled by the owner means that the decision-making power is 

centralised in the hands of one person. Consequently, any exporting decisions are the SME manager’s direct task. 

For this reason, their management style is reflected by the SMEs performance, especially in international 

activities (e.g. exporting). Within the Saudi Arabian context, noticeable differences in management style were 

observed. Specifically, managers fell into four distinct groups: authoritarian (discipline and obedience), 

conservative (traditional), entrepreneurial (innovative and flexible), and participative (consensus-based decision) 

styles. Generally it was the entrepreneurial group which tended to focus on methods to expand their firm’s reach 

beyond home country markets.  

However, a weak minority of participants were observed to be risk-averse, often adopting conservative 

(traditional) / authoritative styles. These managers pursued opportunities with low risks, and often utilised their 

privileged power position in the firm to ensure that they retained control over operations.  

Based on the analysis of these interviews, it appears that the management style of the SME decision-

maker has a significant influence on their perception risk associated with exporting. Therefore, proposition three 

received strong support in this research.   



European Journal of Business and Management                                                                                                                               www.iiste.org 

ISSN 2222-1905 (Paper) ISSN 2222-2839 (Online) 

Vol.8, No.2, 2016 

 

56 

The results of this study also revealed that demographic characteristics (education and experience) of 

the SMEs decision-makers influenced their exporting propensity and firm success. Specifically, level education 

and years of experience were found to be valid antecedents of management style approaches. Managers’ 

possessing higher levels of education adopted innovative management approaches and were better able to learn 

from others in the network (i.e. utilse social capital) and embark on professional development activities that 

often alerted them to new ways of doing business.  

Without exception, prior international and local experience was identified as very influential in both a 

manager’s initial decision to expand, and the continuing strategies employed by managers in international 

marketing. In addition,  a majority of participants agreed that managers’ overseas experience was an important 

factor impacting upon the international development of any SME. Furthermore, the managers’ prior experience 

enabled them to better forecast market demand, and was associated with greater awareness of the risks associated 

with exporting. That is, through their prior experience they knew how to manage risk and make timely decisions 

to minimise exporting risks and barriers. 

One participant identified his past experience, (rather than his education), as the way he learnt to pay a 

lot of attention to risk. However, a small minority of participants considered that the managers’ level of 

education was more important than experience, especially in achieving success in exporting.  

Thus, all participants agreed that SMEs managers' level of education and years of experience have a 

great influence on how they perceived the risks associated with exporting; however, participants differed in 

which they thought would prepare the managers for greater exporting success. 

Similarly, a manager’s prior experience was also shown to have a great influence on their chosen 

management style and personal risk propensity. In particular, work experience provided some grounding in best 

practice in both local and international markets. Although not always related to exporting directly, it appeared 

that a majority of managers were able to reflect on prior business experiences and apply these lessons in both 

domestic and international markets. Moreover, it appeared that prior business experience was directly related to 

an individual’s risk propensity.   

Thus, our findings suggest that SME growth strategies should be considered in light of the personal 

characteristics of the controlling managers. Factors such as education, prior experience and the personality of 

managers, all impacted their management style and risk propensity in the context of exporting activities.  Based 

on the analysis of the in-depth interviews, it appears that the demographic characteristics of an SME decision-

maker (especially education and experience) have a significant influence on the risk perception associated with 

exporting. Therefore, research propositions four and five received strong majority support.   

Moreover, the in-depth interviews data show that SMEs managers’ attitudes and behaviors (towards 

new opportunities, barriers to exporting, or tendency towards exporting) are mostly influenced by the 

perceptions of the SMEs decision-makers. Indeed, all participants agreed that a firm’s choice of exporting varies 

in relation to the manager’s perceptions of the risk associated with exporting; while perceived risk has a direct 

and strong effect on their behavior towards exporting decisions. Further, the behavior of the firm, and their 

business strategies related to managerial decisions, are influenced by the manager’s perception of the risk 

entailed in performing any activity, especially exporting. Hence, perceived risk is negatively associated with 

exporting commitment, and a higher perceived risk results in a lower commitment to exporting.  

However, management experience in foreign markets appeared to influence how they perceived risks 

associated with exporting. As a result, managers with limited exporting experience considered exporting to 

constitute a risky venture and often perceived these activities as to big an endeavour for their company. For 

example, although most managers indicated that they had been actively involved in exporting during their years 

in management; three participants (B, H and K) argued that they were not active exporters as they perceived 

exporting as a high risk activity, with too many risks for expected returns. Also, as they had been doing well in 

the local market, they did not consider exporting as having any advantages.  

The findings show that exporting decisions are linked directly to the risk perception of the SMEs 

manager. Further, their perception is significantly affected by the level of risk they associate with export 

decisions. In particular, their preferences, especially their international risk perceptions, have a significant impact 

on their final exporting decision. Hence, a majority of participants agreed that the SMEs managers' assessment of 

risk influenced their firm’s exporting strategies, with risk minimization often being a major consideration in 

international business.  

Based on the analysis of these interviews data, it provides overwhelming evidence that the risk 

perception of the SME decision-maker has a significant influence on his/her commitment to exporting. Therefore, 

research proposition six received strong support in this research. 

SME managers are influenced by similar factors in relation to their risk perceptions associated with 

exporting. However, SMEs managers (participants) differ in how they judge and evaluate risks, as well as other 

managerial issues, which are influenced by their personality traits. Thus, firms’ attitudes and behaviors towards 

exporting are influenced mostly by the managers' perceptions and their personalities. Therefore, a risk-taker 
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manager tends to make decisions quickly, perceiving that any exporting risks are few, if any, or are easily 

overcome. In addition, to personality, the managers’ management style plays a major role in any SME success, 

whether it be focusing on sales volumes or exporting. In the case of the latter, decisions rested on the perception 

of the risks associated with exporting. In contrast, the risk-averse manager deliberates more before making any 

decision or strategy, especially the one to export.  

Also, the Saudi SMEs managers were influenced by their prior experiences and level of education, 

particularly in relation to their risk perception and management style. However, some managers saw education as 

being more important than experience. Nevertheless, their assessments of risk were influenced by both and, in 

turn, influenced the firms’ main strategies. As seen from the previous discussion, propositions one to six were 

supported. The finding confirm that managers' personalities, level of education and years of experience greatly 

influence their’ risk perceptions, as well as their management style associated with exporting. Further, the 

management style was found to influence their risk perception. Indeed, the data reveals a negative relationship 

between the managers’ commitment and their risk perceptions. Thus, it appears that the higher the perceived risk, 

the lower the commitment to export.  

 

5. Implications 

The current research has highlighted and added important information related to our understanding of SMEs 

decision-makers within the context of exporting domain. The findings of the research make a significant 

contribution to the body of knowledge with the exporting context and as a result, several aspects have 

implications for the theory and practice.  

 

5.1 Theoretical Implications 

The research model (see Figure 1) has extended our understanding of the SME decision-makers’ risk perceptions 

associated with exporting. The new model incorporates individual characteristics of SME decision-makers and 

how such characteristics (e.g. personality) influence their commitment to export. More specifically, the results 

increase our understanding that a manager’s personality impacts on the manager’s risk perceptions and their 

choice of management styles, which, in turn, impact upon the firm’s export decisions and success.  

Importantly, certain personalities (e.g. entrepreneurial) also appear to encourage new experiences and to 

accept new challenges. As a result, such managers ensure that their firm has a better chance of survival, as they 

willingly embrace ever changing conditions and act innovatively. In contrast, conservative managers (e.g. 

traditional) tend to be risk-averse, and avoid risky contracts that appear unexpectedly. Indeed, they prefer to 

avoid any chance of a loss, prevaricating until a complete investigation has been undertaken, and before making 

any decision. Further, their personality also impedes the more innovative staff, through their authoritarian and 

dictatorial management style. The results show, unequivocally, that a manager’s personality is the most 

important factor influencing their management style. 

An important aspect of the current research has been the investigation into the relationship between 

SME decision-makers’ management styles and their risk perception associated with exporting (a new research 

direction). Moreover, the study highlighted how the different management styles influence SME success, 

specifically related to the diverse managerial approaches to evaluating and perceiving risk associated with 

exporting. Thus, the Saudi SMEs managers confirm that they used at least one of the following management 

styles; Authoritarian (discipline and obedience), Conservative (traditional), Entrepreneurial (innovative and 

flexible), or Participative (Consensus-based decision). As noted earlier, each management style influences the 

manager’s risk perceptions.  

This study also found that the role of SME manager’s level of education and years of experience was a 

very important factor influencing their risk perceptions associated with exporting. This knowledge is new and 

extends our existing understanding, especially within the manufacturing context. The findings highlight that the 

higher the level of education and of the wider and more diverse the experience of the manager, then the more 

successful the international export outcomes. Experience and education appear to increase the manager’s 

confidence, their familiarity with the manufacturing business and exporting, their knowledge of other cultures 

and practices, and their ability to perceive risks as challenges. The more educated and experienced an SME 

decision-maker, the more the influence on their’ management style. Such managers tend to be adaptable, flexible, 

and innovative, and display a participative management style, important characteristics for managers in changing 

environments. In contrast, experienced, but less well educated, managers tend to be conservative, traditional and 

authoritarian.  

The present study has expanded the theory underpinning SME decision-makers’ risk perceptions 

associated with exporting within emerging markets (i.e. Saudi Arabia). These perceptions also impact upon the 

managers’ commitment to export either negatively or positively. 
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5.2 Practical Implications 

As with most research, the current study has identified a number of important and practical outcomes that can be 

implemented to increase the success of SME firms (especially those in Saudi Arabia) with respect to exporting. 

These implications include: managerial implications, and public policy implications, which are outlined below. 

 

5.3 Managerial implications 

The level of commitment and engagement that SME firms gave to exporting were found to be under the control 

of the decision-makers, who were influenced by their individual characteristics (personality, management style, 

level of education, years of experience, and demographics) and their risk perceptions associated with exporting 

activities. The results indicate that managers need to up-date their skills and abilities, to empower and enable 

them to adapt to changing international business environments, as well as to keep their business and exporting 

activities growing. Thus, the more successful SME manager will be a risk-taker will be open to new experiences, 

and see exporting as a big opportunity, regardless the risks associated with exporting. The more risk-averse and 

conservative the managers the slower they are to adapt to, and make decisions that will take advantage of, new 

export openings.  

Additionally, entrepreneurial decision-makers and staff should be encouraged, as they will see barriers 

as hurdles to be overcome, rather than roadblocks. In contrast, managers with a conservative management style 

play will be dissuaded from exporting by their risk perceptions associated with exporting, or at the very least be 

slower to make the decision to export. Further, to enhance export success, SMEs should employ managers and 

staff with higher levels of education and years of experience, so that they are better placed to judge and evaluate 

the risks associated with exporting, while also having a more robust commitment to exporting.  

The study has also shown that SME decision-makers, in order to become more active and competitive 

exporters, need to be more exposed to a range of factors that positively influence the firm’s overall exporting 

performance. Thus, the decision-makers require skills to: manage and delegate all aspects of exporting; identify 

promising export opportunities; see the benefits of risk diversification. However, no matter the management 

style, both risk-averse and risk-takers decision-makers need more training (possibly through workshops) to 

enhance their knowledge of the international export procedures, foreign markets and market research. They 

should also be encouraged to adapt their management style to one that influences and develops effective 

exporting processes. Further, for those managers who are neither active nor risk-takers, their firm’s export 

success would be better served through the use of a third party (either a local or international agent). This 

recommendation is congruent with that of Nguyen (2000) and Pak (1991), who argue that, in the long run, these 

managers will also become more comfortable and confident with the export arena.  

 

5.4 Public Policy Implications 

In the area of public policy, the current study has identified four factors that influence SME decision-makers’ 

risk perceptions associated with exporting and their commitment to such activities. These factors have relevance 

for exporter within Saudi Arabia. Firstly, government policies and actions should directly support SME 

exporting, especially in relation to manufacturing. Such assistance is crucial in developing exporting stimuli and 

reducing exporting barriers. Hence, governments need to provide up-to-date information about foreign markets, 

including: economic statistics, the cultural environment, government trade regulations and restrictions on 

imported manufacturing products, distribution channels, and exchange rate policies. Additionally, governments 

could be proactive in further educating exporters about international markets, possibly even through attending 

trade delegations, seminars, and conferences, as well as intensive training programs and workshops. These more 

informal avenues are perfect opportunities for managers to learn about the benefits of exporting; at the same time 

they can reduce the level of risk (real or perceived) associated with export related activities. 

Further, government export promotion policies, which have a major impact on the SMEs 

competitiveness abroad, should be broadened and strengthened. For example, the government could develop a 

range of tax incentives, marketing assistance and export insurance, as well as trade-aid linkages through 

multilateral and bilateral channels. Such export marketing support could be either standardised or customized, 

depending on the need of the exporter and the foreign market situation. Indeed, the assistance could range from 

researching specific foreign markets, organizing individual or trade mission visits or trade fairs, to actual market 

entry. 

 

7. Limitations and Future Research 

The current study has been successful in achieving the research objectives and answering the research question. 

However, as the study investigated Saudi Arabian SMEs, with specific reference to export activities, the 

conclusions are not generalisable. Nevertheless, the findings can be used to provide a solid information platform 

for SME research within both countries, and elsewhere. Further, given that the findings are drawn from 

manufacturing firms, the result cannot be generalised beyond the manufacturing arena.   
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Additional limitations may also exist because of possible biases associated with the particular samples. 

For example, this study is based on existing exporting SMEs within Saudi Arabia. As a consequence, the 

difficulties faced by these SMEs and their exporting behaviour cannot be equated exactly with the difficulties 

and subsequent behaviours faced by the less experienced SMEs. In addition, during the study, every effort was 

made to gain a broad view of Saudi SME exporting. However, the qualitative method (convergent interviewing) 

used necessitated that the sample size be small. Once again this limits the generalisability of the findings, but is 

nevertheless consistent with expert recommendations regarding thematic saturation (Dick, 1990). These 

limitations are acknowledged so that the reader can put the study into context. At the same time, however, these 

restrictions do not reduce the efficacy of the research. Indeed, they enhance the study by highlighting the areas 

for future research in this important area.  

For future research in this area, the current study focused on SME export firms within Saudi Arabia, 

and identified a range of factors that inhibit or encourage exporting within emerging countries. These findings 

provide a valuable background resource for future research in emerging (e.g. Turkey). Cross-internationalisation 

studies would expand and authenticate the current findings, while improving our understanding and knowledge 

of SME decision makers’ exporting ventures, motivations and commitments. Replicating the study would 

determine if the findings hold true in other regions, and thus provide greater support for the generalisability of 

the findings. From a methodological point of view, future research could test the new research model using a 

quantitative (rather than a qualitative) survey instrument. Such an approach would increase the sample size and, 

once again, improve the generalisability of the findings.  

Future research could also replicate and validate the findings using another experimental design, for 

example, longitudinal research, rather than a cross-sectional design. Longitudinal research would allow the 

tracking of SME decision-makers’ actions, over time, and provide more extensive data regarding those factors 

that influence their risk perceptions associated with exporting. As a consequence, trends in decision making may 

be identified that assist with improving managerial and public-level policy strategies. 
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