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Abstract: The complex relationship between sustainability, digitalization, entrepreneurship and
internationalization has received less academic attention, although each of these topics is an impor-
tant research area on its own. Thus, our research aims to understand the effect of environmental
sustainability, the usage of digital systems, and the entrepreneurial perception of distances on the
intention to export in the case of SMEs. The authors have developed a survey to examine three main
hypotheses. Based on the answers of 315 SMEs, the article highlights that the communication of
environmental sustainability, the usage of ERP systems, and the perception of cultural distance as
opportunities to foster internationalisation.

Keywords: small and medium-sized enterprises; digital transformation; ERP; ISO 14001; sustainable
development goals

1. Introduction

The growth of organisations has long been at the centre of researchers’ attention. There
are many aspects to growth. Sustainability and digitalisation have been considered the most
popular topics in recent years, while entrepreneurial perception and internationalisation
are evergreen topics in this area. Many researchers have studied the internationalisation
of companies, more specifically micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (hereinafter
referred to as SMEs) [1–10], and the role of entrepreneurial perceptions in this process,
and a large number of studies have been carried out on the use of digital business tech-
nologies and their benefits for SMEs [11–16]. The effect of sustainability has also been
widely researched [17–22]—it has even been linked to digitalisation previously [23–26]. It
is important to study the internationalisation of SMEs via a dual approach by focusing
on the effect of both sustainable behaviour and digitalisation on exports. Traditionally,
local production is considered to be environmentally, socially and economically sustain-
able [27–31], however, digitalisation can help local businesses to enlarge their market in a
sustainable way [30] and overcome geographical barriers.

Sustainability, digitalisation, entrepreneurial perception and internationalisation are
very important research areas, and are of growing importance today. However, the effort
to identify the complex relationship between them is in its infancy [32] and misses the
aspect of entrepreneurial perceptions as part of internationalisation. Besides, the dependent
variable in most of the research on internationalisation was current export intensity (level
of export), however, without export intentions the full picture is missing. Consequently, we
suggest including the intentions for export in the future.
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In light of this, our article fills the research gap by examining the relationship between
sustainability, the use of digital systems and solutions, entrepreneurial perceptions and
internationalisation in the case of SMEs. We aim to shed light on novel relationships
between digital development, sustainable operation and the internationalisation of SMEs
by analysing the interrelationship between the factors mentioned above. In line with
previous literature (see, e.g., [17,32,33]) we focus on exports in terms of internationalisation
and have not extended our empirical study to other areas that are also important for
digitalisation, such as the digitalisation of companies embedded in international value
chains, or the relationship between international acquisitions and mergers and digital
development. By focusing on exportation as a market entry mode, we would like to
contribute to research on international entrepreneurship [34] and create a model for the
internationalisation of SMEs in the digital age. Over recent decades, digital technologies
have become a priority in all economic sectors. However, they are found to be used mainly
by large companies, and to a much lesser extent by SMEs [35].

Embracing new technologies as well as entering the international market can be
challenging for all businesses, but since SMEs play a crucial role in GDP growth, external
trade and job creation, and their competitiveness is the engine of the economy at both
national and international levels [36], it is hence critical to shed light on how they cope
with them.

Although the barriers to international business, which historically favoured large
companies with adequate resources, have been significantly reduced because technological
progress has created an environment in which internationalisation becomes more feasible
and potentially more attractive for SMEs [37], the increasing digitalisation of the global
economy provides opportunities for SMEs to internationalise and scale-up [38,39]. Never-
theless, many SMEs still lag behind in both competitiveness and internationalisation. It is
therefore particularly important to understand the factors associated with the international-
isation of SMEs, and how SMEs in foreign markets differ from those in purely domestic
markets. There is already a considerable amount of knowledge on the internationalisation
of multinational enterprises, but the internationalisation of SMEs, despite their economic
importance, is a less researched area.

Besides, sustainable operation also poses difficulties for SMEs. Although there is
extensive literature focusing on its effect on companies (e.g., how it contributes to compet-
itive advantage, profitability and company value), many SMEs have not yet realized its
importance or do not have enough resources to follow sustainable practices [40]. However,
the pressure to integrate sustainability is emerging [41] and hence there is a growing need
to extend our current knowledge.

In the article, we first review the literature on internationalisation, sustainability, digital
enterprise systems and the entrepreneurial perception of distances in the case of SMEs and
formulate our research hypotheses. We then present the methodology and sample used
in our research and introduce our results, which we interpret in the context of previous
research in the literature.

The results contribute to the further development of theories, namely, the theories of
the growth of the firm [42], the resource-based view [43,44] and international entrepreneur-
ship theory [34] through the interconnection of phenomena with emphasis on the Sustain-
ability aspects. Based on the results, managerial implications can also be formulated.

2. Literature Review and Formulating Hypotheses
2.1. Theoretical Foundations
2.1.1. The Growth of Firms and the Role of Managers

“The drive for growth and survival is in most firms’ DNA” [45] (p. 2), and for the
successful growth of a firm, (productive) resources are needed [42]. According to the
resource-based view, firms are a collection of resources and capabilities [43]. However,
in order to create a competitive advantage, the existence of resources is not enough: the
effective management of resources is crucial. The role of managers cannot be omitted
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as they play an important role in allocating resources under uncertain conditions. The
firm’s productivity and possibilities depend on how the organisation is governed, how the
organisation is structured, how much managerial knowledge it has, etc. These are variables
affected by managers. Of course, every organisation strives to excel, but not every firm
will be able to follow the best practices and be the market leader. The differences in perfor-
mance can be traced back to the heterogeneity of managers and managerial capabilities [46].
The management team and the proper organisational processes can contribute to identify-
ing latent customer needs, and technological opportunities and orchestrate resources for
innovations [47,48].

The information processing capability of managers is usually a bottleneck which
limits the growth of the firm. Digitalisation can provide a solution for this challenge as
digital systems help companies operate more efficiently and effectively, generate various
reports, optimize production, minimize errors, prevent the loss of data or information,
and contribute to having transparent and standard business processes based on clear
responsibilities. Organisations that successfully implement digital transformation can gain
a significant competitive advantage and focus on higher value-added activities [49].

Penrose [42] and the resource-based view place great emphasis on firm competitive-
ness [44]. Competitive advantage has a dynamic nature [50]: technological changes are
also changing the international competitive environment, creating new opportunities for
SMEs as well. Nowadays, in order to grow permanently, it is important to incorporate
sustainability into the everyday operation of a company as sustainability can contribute to
gaining a competitive advantage [21,22].

2.1.2. International Entrepreneurship and the Role of Managerial Perceptions

International entrepreneurship can be defined as “the process of creatively discovering
and exploiting opportunities that lie outside a firm’s domestic markets in the pursuit
of competitive advantage” [51] (p. 261). In this process, understanding the motives of
entrepreneurs and the way they are thinking and making decisions is of key importance,
however, research on entrepreneurial cognition in the case of international entrepreneurship
is so far scarce, which is especially true for empirical research [52].

Understanding how and why people are willing to behave in a certain way has been
widely researched from the 1960s until nowadays, starting with the theory of propositional
control [53], through to the theory of reasoned action [54], the technology acceptance
model [55] and its unified versions [56]. These models highlight that intentions depending
on a person’s beliefs and perceptions are antecedents of the behaviour. It means that the
management’s perception of opportunities and risks will act as a motivator or an inhibitor
of the intention of exporting [57,58]. It is in line with the interpretative organisation theory,
arguing that there is no objective truth: it is the managerial/entrepreneurial perceptions
that determine the organisation [59]. It means that it is imperative in terms of export
intentions whether the management perceives the characteristics of a given market as
opportunities or threats.

Export intention can be defined as the “motivation, attitude, beliefs, and expectancy”
about how exporting contributes to the growth of the firm [60] (p. 103). According to
Jaffe [57], it can be determined by competitive advantages, organisational readiness, and
perceived risks.

2.2. Internationalisation of SMEs

The literature on corporate internationalisation is extensive and has a long history
since the 1950s. For many years, research has concentrated on multinational companies;
however, over the last few decades, a new line of research studies has focused on the
internationalisation of SMEs [52].

Entering an international market is a significant stage in the development of SMEs.
However, in the internationalisation process, SMEs face much greater financial, informa-
tional and management resource constraints than MNEs. SMEs also face greater external
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barriers to internationalisation (e.g., laws and regulations), which explains why SMEs
internationalise at a lower rate than larger companies [1].

Direct or indirect exports are the most common means of entering international
markets and, for most firms, this is the first step towards internationalisation [2,3]. Direct or
indirect exports are also identified by Johanson & Vahlne [4] as the first stage of corporate
internationalisation in the widely known and applied Uppsala model. SMEs often use
exports as a way of entering foreign markets, as it is a relatively low-risk alternative that
does not require large capital resources or investment, and exit is relatively easy [5].

A company’s export activity can be driven by push and pull factors. For example,
domestic market contraction, regulatory barriers, excess capacity or managerial proactivity
can be push factors, while attractive opportunities in foreign markets, growth prospects,
partnerships, and ICT and technological developments can be pull factors that help a com-
pany to enter international markets. In turn, Leonidou [6] grouped export constraints into
internal (functional, informational, and marketing) and external (procedural, governmental,
and environmental) constraints.

However, the motives and drivers of SME internationalisation may differ from those
of multinationals. One of the main drivers of their internationalisation is the increased
demand for their products from foreign markets: SMEs that initially trade only domestically
are attracted to the international market by the demand from foreign markets. Another key
driver for SMEs to internationalise is risk-sharing: when entering a new market, risks are
spread as different markets often face economic downturns at different times [7]. Langseth
& O’Dwyer [8] identified four forces that facilitate internationalisation for SMEs: technology,
perception of entrepreneurial actors/global vision of owner-managers, knowledge of
foreign markets, and strength of network connections. Albaum et al. [3] also find that SMEs
often enter foreign markets when the domestic market becomes saturated, and they can no
longer satisfy their strategic objectives at home. There is thus a close link between firms’
export motives and their core business objectives.

2.3. Sustainability, Financial Performance and the Internationalisation of SMEs

Corporate sustainability has gained much importance in business over the last few
decades [18] and has also been emphasized by United Nations, which has adopted the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and defined 17 key sustainable development
goals [18]. In order to achieve these goals, the collaboration of all kinds of actors is needed—
including businesses and companies [19,61,62]. Trends show that it is not enough anymore
to focus only on short-term profit maximisation; broader human and environmental aspects
have also to be taken into consideration to stay competitive [20]. As a result, companies
tend to realize how the integration of environmental and social aspects can contribute to
financial performance. In the short-term, it might require some investment [63], but could
result in a competitive advantage and profit in the long-term [22,63]. The attitude and im-
plementation of a sustainable approach are largely shaped by the managerial interpretation
and entrepreneurial perception of barriers and drivers [64–66].

According to a number of studies, local production contributes to environmentally,
socially and economically sustainable development [27–31]. Industrialized production
processes cause longer and less transparent—and as a result, less transparent—distribution
chains [28]. In contrast, local, short supply chains can be a solution for fairer and more
sustainable production systems that counteract the negative effects of globalized produc-
tion [30]. Short supply chains can reduce greenhouse gas emissions, improve biodiversity,
reduce carbon footprint [67,68], help local development and improve product quality. How-
ever, digitalisation and 4.0 technologies can help local businesses to sustainable enlarge
their market share [30]. Technological advancement—by increasing productivity, reducing
costs and improving supply chain coordination [69,70]—can help to overcome geographical
barriers. As a result, the geographical span of sustainable production can be extended. Fur-
thermore, the delivery of digital products is inherently more sustainable than the delivery of
physical products. Digitalisation facilitates the development of sustainable business models.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 2487 5 of 21

Growth is more sustainable with digital technologies, and thus sustainable businesses are
also more likely to grow in the digital age.

Despite the mentioned driving forces and benefits, in many cases, SMEs are not
aware of their environmental impact or consider it negligible [71] and also encounter
some internal barriers in terms of sustainability. These companies usually have fewer
resources which do not let them hire, e.g., an environmental manager [40] and in many
cases, they do not consider sustainable operation as a way for enhancing their relationship
with stakeholders [72]. However, many recognise the importance of sustainability and the
benefits it brings to their business, which they seek to enhance by placing greater emphasis
on their sustainability efforts and sharing them with stakeholders as part of their CSR
activities. In fact, effective communication of CSR values with stakeholders is essential
in order to implement a sustainable business approach [73]. Today, the digital extension
of our environment has become an indispensable part of our lives, and thus corporate
websites play a key role in sustainability communication [74]. It is increasingly common
for corporate websites to present sections devoted to CSR issues aiming to communicate
their commitment to sustainability to stakeholders [75]. Companies focusing on developed
markets are expected to operate sustainably and communicate this on their websites [74].
These companies—as their markets are in many cases saturated—are looking for new
opportunities in developing markets, which entails implementing sustainable practices
in these markets as well. As a result, central communication typically appears in less
developed markets, too [76].

An important stream of literature focuses on quality certifications in connection with
sustainability. ISO 14001 is the leading environmental management international stan-
dard [19] with more than 310,000 certificates worldwide [77]. ISO 14001 emphasizes that
the way to better environmental performance is—besides compliant with laws—to sys-
tematically identify and manage environmental aspects, e.g., reduce waste, emissions,
and resource consumption, and to pay attention to the expectations of stakeholders [78].
As can be seen, ISO 14001 matches the environmental dimension of sustainable develop-
ment [19]. The adoption of the principles of ISO 14001 can lead to the development of
more efficient processes which can contribute to cost reductions, increased organisational
performance [79,80], better relationships with stakeholders [81], and—similarly to what we
have emphasized in connection with sustainability in general—profitability and market
benefits in the long-term [28].

In terms of internationalisation, it can be observed that international quality certifica-
tions can significantly contribute to a company’s success in export markets [82,83] and can
accelerate internationalisation [9]. The research underlines that it is true in the case of ISO
14001 as well: the certification can improve a company’s competitiveness and market share
in the international market and has a positive relationship with exports [33]. In sectors
which are more internationalised, more companies adopt ISO 14001 [17].

There is extensive literature focusing on the impact of sustainability on company value,
profitability, performance, the driving factors and barriers, however, little is known about
its effect on international expansion, especially in the case of SMEs. Previous research
suggests that the actions toward the practices of sustainability management have a positive
effect on export performance [84,85] and companies primarily focus on environmental
sustainability practices in order to be successful in export markets [83]. According to these
findings, we hypothesize that:

H1: Sustainability management practices are drivers of SME’s internationalisation.

• H1a: SMEs that communicate environmental sustainability on their website are more likely to
have a higher intention to export.

• H1b: SMEs that have a core activity related to environmental sustainability are more likely to
have a higher intention to export.

• H1c: SMEs that have an ISO 14001 certification are more likely to have a higher intention
to export.
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2.4. Digital Systems and Internationalisation of SMEs

The benefits of digitalisation on SMEs have been widely acknowledged by researchers
(i.e., [11–16]). In general, digitalisation has an impact on the internationalisation processes
of firms in terms of access to resources, acquisition of skills and competencies, and op-
portunities for learning and knowledge development in foreign markets [10]. The use of
digital technologies offers new opportunities for SMEs to enter and succeed in foreign
markets [86]. Some have also pointed out the interplay with entrepreneurial orientation,
intention and perception (i.e., [87,88]).

Internationalisation causes many challenges for SMEs, however, digitalisation can
help the process in a resource-efficient way [89]. Recently, several studies have highlighted
the importance of digitalisation in terms of internationalisation [89–95].

For SMEs, the ability to deploy versatile and cost-effective digital systems that facili-
tate interactions with customers and partners and provide access to international market
knowledge is of paramount importance due to general resource constraints. These digital
systems thus have a positive impact on the internationalisation of SMEs by providing
international market knowledge [96].

Specifically, digital systems facilitate knowledge of foreign markets, which facilitates
the customisation of products according to the market, providing the opportunity to
identify and assess local demand. They can also support international trade activities
through international marketing and sales strategies. In addition, digital technologies can
enhance information about competitors and not only support internal functions but also
strengthen commercial relationships by forging closer links with customers, suppliers and
distributors [97].

According to many authors, the potential benefits of digital systems for SMEs are most
significant precisely because they reduce the barriers to internationalisation imposed by
the size of the company. For example, the direct and indirect effects of various digital tech-
nologies (especially in the areas of marketing, communication, networking and resource
planning) can improve the financial and operational performance of SMEs, thereby giving
them an efficiency advantage [49]. Digital technologies are embedded in firms’ organi-
sational innovations, giving them a competitive advantage, which also helps to increase
exports [98]. By providing new information, marketing and sales channels, and reducing
distance and entry costs, digital systems can help SMEs overcome barriers to expand into
foreign markets and weaken their physical presence vis à vis larger multinationals and
so-called “born global firms” in foreign markets [99].

SMEs can enter international markets more quickly due to the impact of digitali-
sation [100]. The more the company digitizes its functions and favours entrepreneurial
behaviour in foreign markets, the more its internationalization accelerates [101].

According to Westerlund [102], international SMEs are 87% more likely than their
domestic counterparts to use ERP systems and 35% more likely to use CRM systems.
ERP and CRM systems provide better relationships with customers and suppliers and
enable better monitoring and management of both customer relationships and business
processes. The ability to integrate these systems is therefore not only a reflection of a firm’s
digital maturity but also a key issue given the internationalisation of firms, as outlined by
Neubert [103].

The essence of electronic document management systems for using, storing, and creat-
ing documents (such as emails and other formats, PDF, PowerPoint, Word documents, Excel
spreadsheets, etc.) is centred around structuring, optimising and leveraging data [103].
These document management systems thus contribute significantly to reducing transaction
costs and increasing the efficiency of information exchange between the company and its in-
ternational customers, suppliers and partners, which can facilitate internationalisation [98].

The importance of workflow and process technologies is growing today, as a collabora-
tion between geographically distant people and computer systems requires the convergence
of communication and software tools, providing a framework for large-scale collabora-
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tion [104]. In this way, digital tools such as workflow systems contribute to the vertical
integration of firms’ activities and thus to their internationalisation [105].

The use of software robots is an essential component of robotic process automation
(RPA), but Suri et al. [106] find that the majority of companies have limited use of software
robots in business process automation and have difficulties in quantifying tangible savings
and determining the costs of implementation.

Overall, previous findings in the literature generally show that digital systems and
solutions facilitate the internationalisation of SMEs. On this basis, the following hypothesis
has been formulated:

H2: SMEs that use digital systems are more likely to have a higher intention to export.

• H2a: Business Intelligence (BI).
• H2b: Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP).
• H2c: Customer Relationship Management (CRM).
• H2d: Workflow.
• H2e: Document management system.
• H2f: Software robots.

2.5. Entrepreneurial Perception of Distances in the Internationalisation of SMEs

When talking about internationalisation, it is important to mention the CAGE frame-
work, which has been used in the international business literature to measure differences
between countries when designing international strategies, through cultural, adminis-
trative, geographical and economic distance [107]. According to a study by Antunes &
Martins conducted on MNEs, the impact of CAGE distance dimensions between countries
on the process of internationalisation can be answered by the perception of headquarter
managers [108]. Entrepreneurial perception is even more emphasized in SMEs since top
management plays a dominant role in forming strategy, and therefore their perceptions
will determine internationalisation [37].

Managerial cognition and perception play a critical role in shaping organisational
responses [109]. However, research is divided on the question of whether negative (i.e.,
perceived threat) or positive (i.e., perceived opportunity) interpretations of events and
factors are more likely to motivate organisational responses and actions in a given situation.
Proponents of the threat–rigidity theory argue that the perception of threats encourages
managers to rely on existing routines, while the perception of opportunities encourages
greater risk taking [110,111]. In contrast, the prospect theory suggests that managers are
more motivated to take risky action when a threat is perceived than when conditions are
favourable [112].

As can be seen, entrepreneurial perception determines the outcome of managerial
decisions and thus organisational responses. It is thereby of key importance in facilitating
internationalisation efforts, and its various dimensions have a significant influence on the
internationalisation of SMEs [113]. External factors related to internationalisation influence
SMEs through management perceptions: since the top management of SMEs plays a
dominant role in determining corporate strategy, it is logical to assume that the perception
of external conditions and circumstances by top management will be a determining factor
in shaping the firm’s internationalisation motive and influencing its internationalisation
action [114,115].

Managers often have very different interpretations of opportunities and threats. Op-
portunities tend to be viewed positively, with the likelihood of significant gains if the right
response is made, while threats are viewed negatively, with the potential for losses [116].
Some SME managers may see significant opportunities in the environment, while others
may see the same conditions as significant threats, as can be seen in numerous examples in
practice [117,118].

There is consensus in the international business literature that geographic distance
continues to play a strong role in firms’ internationalisation decisions [119,120]. Even
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though the transaction costs of communication and transportation have declined signifi-
cantly in recent decades due to technological advances, several empirical studies confirm
that geographic distance remains a barrier to foreign expansion and trade and increases
the perceived risk of foreign market entry due to information asymmetries [121–123]. In
addition to geographic distance, economic distance and differences between countries are
also of paramount importance in internationalisation decisions [124]. Economic distance
induces risks in internationalisation due to misunderstandings and problems of access to
foreign stakeholders [107].

The perceived distance between the home country and the destination country is
defined as “[ . . . ] the set of factors that prevent or interfere with the flow of information
between the firm and the market” [125] (p. 308). According to the Uppsala model, firms
tend to prefer countries with a close, i.e., within a small distance when they start operating
abroad and only then expand into markets in distant countries [125]. This reasoning is
related to the assumption that in countries within a smaller distance, the economic, social
and cultural conditions are easier to understand and thus business operations are easier to
carry out.

Kraus et al. [120] examine the perception of risk by senior managers in internationali-
sation decisions and find that the dimensions of distance (geographical, cultural, economic
and political distance) are the primary drivers of risk assessment in the internationalisa-
tion process. Their results confirmed the hypotheses that the distance between home and
destination countries increases the perceived risk of managers in making internationalisa-
tion decisions.

In sum, the literature suggests that greater distance and its perception and interpre-
tation by managers increases risk perception and thus hinders entry into international
markets, while the perception of opportunities facilitates it. Accordingly, the following
hypotheses have been formulated for domestic SMEs:

H3: SMEs that perceive CAGE distances more as an opportunity than a threat are more likely to
have a higher intention to export.

• H3a: Cultural distance.
• H3b: Administrative distance.
• H3c: Geographic distance.
• H3d: Economic distance.

2.6. Research Gap and the Initial Research Model

The present research was designed as an interdisciplinary study where the conceptual
model integrates different theoretical frameworks and, as such, it crosses the boundaries of
internationalisation, digitalisation, entrepreneurial perception, and sustainability research.
By reviewing previous literature on these disciplines, some research gaps can be noticed in
their cross-sections: the complex relationships between internationalisation, sustainabil-
ity and entrepreneurial perception (1), digitalisation, sustainability and entrepreneurial
perception (2), internationalisation, digitalisation and entrepreneurial perception (3) and
digitalisation, internationalisation, sustainability and entrepreneurial perception (4) have
not been studied yet (Figure 1). This article addresses the latter gap (4).

In particular, our research is based on the assumption that the firm’s stand on sus-
tainable production, its level of digitalisation, its cultural background, and ultimately
its size all together determine whether the firm actively engages in internationalisation.
Accordingly, our research model is presented in Figure 2. We have considered firm size
measured by turnover and staff headcount as a control variable, following prior studies on
the internationalisation of SMEs [84–87].
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3. Methodology
3.1. The Query and Sample Characteristics

Our aim was to test the hypotheses and explore the relationships between phenomena,
and therefore we used a quantitative survey as an empirical research methodology [126].
Data were gathered between 18 May and 1 June 2021. The sample consists of companies in
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Hungary; the selection criterion was a turnover of at least 1 million EUR, which was met
by 20,500 companies in the Hungarian population. A questionnaire was sent by email to
each of these companies, and in the end 335 valid responses were received, representing a
response rate of 1.63%.

According to the definitions of the European Committee [127], 5.9% of the companies
included in the survey are large enterprises, 19.1% are medium-sized enterprises, 60.3% are
small enterprises and 14.6% are micro-enterprises. In line with the research topic, 315 SMEs
were included in the study sample by excluding large enterprises (Table 1).

Table 1. Responding companies by size category.

Classification Staff
Headcount And Turnover

(EUR) Or Balance Sheet
Total (EUR) N %

Large enterprise 250≤ and 50,000,000< or 43,000,000< 20 5.9
Medium-sized enterprise <250 and ≤50,000,000 or ≤43,000,000 64 19.1

Small enterprise <50 and ≤10,000,000 or ≤10,000,000 202 60.3
Microenterprise <10 and ≤2,000,000 or ≤2,000,000 49 14.6

We also looked at the backgrounds of respondents representing companies by gender,
area of operation, years of work experience, position, number of years in current job and
number of years in current job in current position.

Some 79.7% of the respondents in the sample were male and 20.3% were female. As
shown in Table 2, the majority hold a CEO/founder title, but there is also a relatively high
proportion working in production, sales and marketing and finance. A smaller proportion
of respondents worked in logistics operations and product development.

Table 2. Distribution of sample respondents by function of activity.

Function Number of People %

CEO/founder 172 54.6
Logistics 14 4.4
Finance 29 9.2

Sales and marketing 37 11.7
Product Development 6 1.9

Production 57 18.1
Total 315 100.0

The vast majority of respondents, 86.3%, are senior managers or owners, while 10.2%
hold middle management positions, only 1.6% are lower-level managers and 1.9% do
not hold any management position. Respondents have an average of 29 years of work
experience, an average of 18 years in their current workplace and an average of 16 years in
their current position. SMEs in the sample employ around 36 people on average, with an
average turnover of 4002 thousand EUR and a balance sheet total of 2618 thousand EUR.

3.2. Measures and Analysis

Dependent variable: intention to export by relying on the work of Sommer [52] and
Jaffe [57]. According to the definition of Reid [60], our research, by using the question of
“How important are exports going to be for the company in 3 years’ time?”, focuses on the
export dimensions of belief and expectancy. The variable was measured on a Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (not important at all) to 5 (very important).

Independent variables:
Sustainability was measured by three binary variables, by following previous literature:

1. Does the company have the ISO 14001 certificate? [9,17,33,83];
2. Is environmental sustainability communicated on the website? [73–75];
3. Is the core activity of the company related to environmental sustainability? [83–85].
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As the focus of our research is environmental sustainability, out of the 17 sustainable
development goals [128], we have considered clean water and sanitation (6), affordable
and clean energy (7), climate action (13), life below water (14) and life on land (15).

Digitalisation was measured by digital system usage (“Which of the following
systems and solutions does your company use?”). As our research focuses on office
digitalisation [11–16,49,98], we have included BI, ERP, CRM, workflow, document man-
agement systems and software robots. Participants could choose from three options
(none/a domestically developed system/a system developed abroad). After creating
descriptive statistics, we recoded the data by creating a binary variable (the respondent
either uses the given digital system or not).

Entrepreneurial perception of distances was measured by the CAGE framework [107]
(“Do you see the following factors as a threat or an opportunity when entering your first
export market?”), by following the research of Antunes [108]. Participants were asked
to rate the four factors related to entering the first export market (cultural, economic,
geographic and administrative distance) on a Likert scale of 1 to 5, according to whether
they perceived it as an opportunity or a threat (1: threat; 3: neutral; 5: opportunity).

Control variables: firm size, measured by turnover and staff headcount [84–87].
After the database was compiled and cleaned and the variables were coded, the

database was filtered to keep the sample of relevant companies, i.e., SMEs. Following the
methodology suggested by Jaffe and Pasternak [57], we then used linear regression analysis
in order to test our hypotheses. The validity measures are in accordance with the usual
standards found in business research. Data filtering and analysis were performed using
IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 27.0 software.

4. Results
4.1. Internationalisation of SMEs: International Presence and the Importance of Exports

As it can be seen in Figure 3, 47% of the SMEs in the sample consider exports to be
not at all important (category 1) at present, which is expected to decrease to 33% in 3 years,
while only 19% of SMEs consider exports to be very important (category 5) at present,
but 24% expect exports to be very important in 3 years. It can also be observed that the
frequency of importance of exports in 3 years’ time is lower for categories 1 and 2, while the
frequency of categories 3, 4 and 5 is higher compared to the current importance of exports.
In general, therefore, it can be concluded that exports are likely to become more important
for SMEs in 3 years’ time than they are today.
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4.2. Sustainability

According to the measures that our research has used, the majority of the sampled
companies do not pay attention to environmental sustainability. Only 11% of the core
activity of the sampled SMEs is related to environmental sustainability, however, 13% of
the SMEs have an ISO 14001 certificate and 18% communicate environmental sustainability
on corporate websites (Figure 4).
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4.3. Digital Solutions

The variables in the block of questions on the use of digital solutions can take three
forms: the firm does not use the system/solution in question, or it uses a domestically (or
internally) developed or foreign-developed system/solution.

Among the SMEs in the sample, document management systems are the most used
(64%), followed by ERP, then CRM systems, and software robots are the least used (11%). It
can also be observed that for all systems, there are significantly more users of domestically
developed solutions than of foreign ones (Figure 5).
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4.4. Perception of Opportunities and Threats Related to Internationalisation

Figure 6 shows that the different culture and language of the destination country is
the factor most often seen as an opportunity, followed by different economic circumstances,
then geographical distance, and finally the different payment risk of customers (administra-
tive distance) is the factor least often seen as an opportunity, and the latter is also the factor
most often seen as a threat at the same time. However, all four factors have a mode and
median of 3, indicating that the majority of respondents perceive them as neutral (Table A1
in Appendix A).



Sustainability 2023, 15, 2487 13 of 21

Sustainability 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 22 
 

 
Figure 5. Use of digital systems by the SMEs in the sample. 

4.4. Perception of Opportunities and Threats Related to Internationalisation 

Figure 6 shows that the different culture and language of the destination country is 
the factor most often seen as an opportunity, followed by different economic circum-
stances, then geographical distance, and finally the different payment risk of customers 
(administrative distance) is the factor least often seen as an opportunity, and the latter is 
also the factor most often seen as a threat at the same time. However, all four factors have 
a mode and median of 3, indicating that the majority of respondents perceive them as 
neutral (Table A1 in Appendix A). 

 
Figure 6. Perception of factors related to internationalisation (distances to the destination country) 
among SMEs in the sample. 

  

Figure 6. Perception of factors related to internationalisation (distances to the destination country)
among SMEs in the sample.

4.5. The Relationship between Sustainability, Digitalisation, Entrepreneurial Perception and
Internationalisation

After normalising the variables, linear regression analysis with the enter method was
applied to examine which variables influence the intention to export of the company in
3 years’ time. The general model is significant (F = 3.864, p < 0.001) with an R2 of 0.162.

We have found that some aspects of sustainability and digitalisation and the perception
of opportunity, in the case of some types of distances, foster the intention of internationali-
sation. As it can be seen in Table 3, neuther the net revenue nor the number of employees
(company size) will predict whether a company will find exports important in 3 years’
time. The model suggests that communicating environmental sustainability on corporate
website (β = 0.171, p < 0.05), using ERP system (β = 0.162, p < 0.05) and considering cultural
distance as an opportunity (β = 0.208, p < 0.01) are significant predictors of the intention of
a company to export in 3 years’ time.

According to the results, we have accepted the following hypotheses:

H1a: SMEs that communicate environmental sustainability on their website are more likely to have
a higher intention to export.

H2b: SMEs that use ERP systems are more likely to have a higher intention to export.

H3a: SMEs that perceive cultural distance more as an opportunity than a threat are more likely to
have a higher intention to export.

According to the findings, our final research model is the following (Figure 7).
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Table 3. The intention to export of the company in 3 years’ time.

Unstandardized B S.E. Hypothesis Decision

Communicating environmental
sustainability on corporate website 0.171 * 0.067 H1a accept

The core activity of the company is
related to environmental

sustainability
−0.051 0.065 H1b reject

ISO 14001 certificate −0.028 0.058 H1c reject

BI system 0.021 0.062 H2a reject

ERP system 0.162 * 0.063 H2b accept

CRM system −0.151 0.068 H2c reject

Workflow system 0.085 0.064 H2c reject

Document management system 0.003 0.057 H2d reject

Software robots 0.050 0.061 H2e reject

Turnover (thousand EUR) −0.012 0.061 control variable

Staff headcount 0.048 0.062 control variable

Cultural distance 0.208 ** 0.068 H3a accept

Administrative distance −0.026 0.071 H3b reject

Geographic distance 0.056 0.072 H3c reject

Economic distance 0.132 0.076 H3d reject

* The value is significant at the p < 0.05 level. ** The value is significant at the p < 0.01 level.

5. Discussion

Previous research pointed out that the intention to export is determined by competitive
advantages, organisational readiness and perceived risks [57]. In line with that, our research
found that the communication of environmental sustainability on the company’s website (as
sources of competitive advantages), the usage of ERP systems (as a degree of organisational
readiness) and the entrepreneurial perception of cultural distance (as a perceived risk)
determine the intention to export.

5.1. Sustainability

Our research has contributed to the yet scarce literature om the effect of sustainability
on the internationalisation of SMEs and has highlighted, that in the case of addressing
attracting international markets, environmental sustainability plays an important role. In
line with the previous literature [80,81], our research also supports the positive relationship
between focusing on sustainability and export. However, it has enhanced the literature by
investigating the intention of export instead of present export performance.

In contrast to previous research (see, e.g., [9,17,33,83]), we have found that adopting
quality certifications—in this case, ISO 14001—does not have an effect on the intention to
export in 3 years’ time. Instead, the communication of environmental sustainability on the
corporate website resulted to be a significant predictor.

5.2. Digital Systems

The literature emphasises the (potential) benefits of digital solutions for the interna-
tionalisation of SMEs. These advantages may be even more important for SMEs than for
large firms precisely because they play a major role in overcoming the constraints of firm
size [49,96–98]. The results of our empirical research are partly consistent with and partly
contradictory to this general assumption.

In many cases, SMEs are preparing in advance to enter international markets and
expand international activities by installing and using digital systems [96,97]. This could
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potentially explain why the usage of digital systems predicts the intention to export in
3 years’ time. In the case of ERP systems, we found evidence that they are supporting
SMEs’ internationalisation efforts.

5.3. Threats and Opportunities—The Entrepreneurial Perception

According to the international business and economics literature, in addition to geo-
graphic distance, the cultural, economic and administrative distances between countries
are also of paramount importance for internationalisation decisions [118,120]. However,
managers often interpret opportunities and threats quite differently, with some seeing
opportunities and others seeing threats in the same environment [116–118].

Accordingly, the results of our empirical research show that respondents are divided
between the perception of opportunities and threats for the four factors, although all factors
were rated as “neutral” by the majority.

The literature has shown that the risk-taking orientation of entrepreneurs is a key factor
in their decisions and success, thus influencing the internationalisation of SMEs [113,129].
The results of the linear regression analysis confirm these findings: SMEs whose managers
perceive the various factors related to foreign entry as an opportunity rather than a threat
attach more importance to exporting in 3 years in the case of cultural distance. These
results support the threat–rigidity theory [110,111] by showing that perceived opportunities
motivate firm managers to take action, i.e., to launch internationalisation and exports.
Accordingly, the results contradict the prospect theory [112].

Our findings indicate that perceiving cultural distance, as an opportunity, significantly
increases the internationalisation intentions of SMEs. Antunes [108] found that, in addition
to cultural component, economic distances also have a large impact on internationalisation.
However, it is important to note that their study focused on the internationalisation of
MNEs, which may be at the root of this difference: while multinationals tend to focus
more on macroeconomic factors when making internationalisation decisions, for SMEs the
culture of the target country is the decisive factor.

6. Conclusions

The fourth industrial revolution and the rise of modern digital technologies have
brought significant changes in the whole economy and society, including businesses. New
technologies are accelerating globalisation and internationalisation, but many SMEs are
lagging behind in internationalisation. This is true for adopting sustainable development
goals as well: although there is a growing pressure to pay attention to the environmental
aspects of business as well as traditional components, many SMEs face barriers and do not
recognize its importance. The aim of this article is to fill a research gap by exploring the
links between four ‘hot topics’ of recent business literature: SMEs’ digital development,
environmental sustainability, entrepreneurial perception and internationalisation.

Numerous theories have emerged to describe the internationalisation of companies,
and several have identified the drivers of and barriers to internationalisation, but the
motives and drivers of internationalisation for SMEs may be different from those for large
firms. Previous research has generally shown that the use of digital systems and solu-
tions facilitates SME internationalisation, and that greater distance and its perception by
managers hinders entry into international markets, while the perception of opportunities
facilitates it. Although the research focusing on how sustainability contributes to inter-
nationalisation is yet scarce, some empirical results suggest that it positively affects the
export performance.

The hypotheses were tested through quantitative, survey-based research among
315 Hungarian SMEs. The results suggest that the use of ERP systems and the communi-
cation of environmental sustainability are both drivers for internationalisation, although
the decision to introduce them is made by the SMEs when they plan their international
expansion. Those SMEs whose managers perceive cultural and economic distance related
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to internationalisation as opportunities rather than threats consider international market
entry via exporting as important for the company’s future in 3 years’ time.

An important theoretical contribution of our research is that the conventional thinking,
that working with local partners is a sustainable way for production, no longer holds. Digi-
talisation can eliminate geographical boundaries and partnering with digitally advanced
suppliers can help the firm to operate in a more sustainable way.

Based on implications from the results, we can draw conclusions regarding which
SMEs will successfully enter the international market based on digital development, sustain-
ability and entrepreneurial perception, and from a management perspective, suggestions
can be made regarding which digital systems and which ways of “incorporating green”
can be success factors for an SME wishing to internationalise.

7. Limitations and Future Research Directions

As a limitation, it is important to mention that our research does not pay attention
to the effect of the type and the objective characteristics of the foreign market (e.g., a
specific country or region) on internationalisation. Defining the possible export markets
based on hard data for every SME included in the database can raise some questions
and use available data to refer to the past, while the article focuses on future intentions.
Furthermore, objective characteristics always appear through perception (meaning that
what one firm considers a threat, another considers an opportunity), justifying our model.
However, investigating the objective characteristics of the foreign market could be a further
research direction.

This article analyses the intention to export but does not pay attention to the past
and present export activity of companies. Comparing them would be also an interesting
research direction.

Our dataset only consists of SMEs operating in Hungary (being a representative of the
CEE region). A further research direction could be to gather international (e.g., regional)
data and draw conclusions by comparing the findings of the present research and the
findings based on a database containing international data as well.

As an important stream of research focuses on the determining factors of firm prof-
itability, it would be worth investigating the effect of our independent variables on the
indicators of profitability.

The article focuses on export in terms of internationalisation and does not include
other areas that are also important in terms of digitalisation, such as the digitalisation
of companies embedded in international value chains, or the relationship between inter-
national acquisitions and mergers and digital development. These limitations also show
future research directions.

Finally, our research focuses on the dimensions of beliefs and the expectancy of export
contributions to the firm’s growth when defining intention. Further research could address
the other two dimensions (motivation and attitude) of export intention as well.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Descriptive statistics on the perception of psychological distance factors among the SMEs
in the sample.

Mean Median Mode SD Skewness Kurtosis

Cultural distance 3.07 3.00 3 1.233 −0.076 −0.556

Administrative distance 2.67 3.00 3 1.218 0.320 −0.630

Geographic distance 2.75 3.00 3 1.193 0.171 −0.478

Economic distance 3.01 3.00 3 1.232 −0.008 −0.687
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