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ABSTRACT

Firm export performance (FEP) has been a subject of research since 1960s. This is
because favourable firm performance as a business activity is important not only to
the export company but also the national economy. At firm level, good performance
brings about company growth through profit re-investment and development of
company’s facilities and resources. At industry and national economy level, it results
in innovation and quality development, government revenue through taxes,
employment, and infrastructural developments among others. All these consequently
improve livelihood, standard of living of the citizen and economic development in a
country. For these reasons, practitioners and academics remain interested in issues of
acceptable level of FEP. Practitioners strive to achieve firm export objectives
especially objectives of profitability and growth; and academics want to explain the
factors and other issues underlying FEP. The available literature indicates that it is not
clear what determines acceptable level of FEP. The literature further indicates that
knowledge on FEP is fragmented, contradictory, and full of controversies, lacking
consensus and the theory on FEP is still at infancy stage of development. Export
corporations are reportedly facing challenges in operationalising their export
objectives, leading to continued poor performance. Therefore the objective of this
study is to examine the literature to identify the determinants of FEP in the context of
Uganda, and then to propose a model to gain insight into the dynamics in order to
generate new understanding and explanation of FEP. Examination of literature
identified export market orientation, export market environment, and organisational
learning as independent variables. In addition, export market information system,
export market strategy, and organisational innovations capability were also identified
as mediators. Quantitative cross-sectional survey was conducted. Self-administered
questionnaires were used to collect data from 250 firms in some industries in the
export sector. Psychometric analyses covering reliability, exploratory, confirmatory,
and validities analyses were performed. Finally, structural equation modelling was
used to validate and analyse the hypothesised relationships in the study. The results
indicate that the independent variables indirectly relate to FEP. This implies that an
export development or promotion corporation needs to invest in implementation and
practice of these variables. The key variable that have been empirically identified as
determining FEP include export market orientation, export market environment and
organisational learning as independent variables; and export market information
system, export market strategy and organisational innovations capability as mediating
variables. Appropriate implementation and practice of these variables would create
competitive edge hence in export firms, hence, improving FEP. This would
consequently enable the firms to realise their export objectives, and other economic
benefits due to good export performance. In conclusion, from the perspective of
Uganda, good FEP is determined by export market orientation, export market
environment and organisational learning. These determinants yield better influence
through export market information system, export market strategy and organisational
innovations capability as mediators.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Exporting as an economic activity in general and firm business in particular, remains a
central element in the modern national economy. Owing to its economic benefits,
exporting shapes people’s economic worldviews, citizens' standards of living, family
lives, economic growth, and politics, in many countries (Adu-Gyamfi & Korneliussen,
2013). In addition, Brad, Ryan and Nick (2013, p.1) state, “Exports have played an
outsized role in the nation’s post-recession economic recovery.” For centrality of
exporting in an economy, many countries make concerted efforts to ensure that firms
that engage in exporting succeed in their export operations (Leonidou, Palihawadana,
& Theodosiou, 2011). Despite such efforts, many firms in different countries do not
seem to achieve their planned objectives (UNCTAD, 2013). Failure in achieving such
export objectives bears profound economic consequences on the economies. Failure of
firms in achieving acceptable levels of export performance has intrigued international
business scholars. It appears that poor firm export performance (FEP) is a time
immemorial phenomenon.

As a result of this failure, research into FEP issues has been widely sparked off
since 1960s (Bilkey, 1979), and all along, the research interest has been sustained as
seen in a multitude of publications on this subject. In responding to the growing
research interest in the studying FEP, Emami, (2013, p. 15606), states that “Vital role
of exporting to the world and countless benefits of export for firms and countries

cause the increasing attention to the determinants of firm export performance.”



To demonstrate the growing research interest in this field, Leonidou,
Katsikeas, and Coudounaris (2010) indicate that in 1960-1979, 43 articles; 1980-1989,
187 articles; 1990-1999, 313 articles; and 2000-2007, 258 articles have been steadily
published in a number of referred academic journals on FEP. Yet, notably, this record
may not be exhaustive. Despite the tremendous growth in publications and research
interest in this field, research findings have been characterized by contradictions,
controversies, fragmented details, and lacking consensus on some findings and varied
suggestions on the same findings (Leonidas et al., 2010; Leonidou & Katsikeas, 2010;
Emami, 2013). Attesting to this characteristic nature of knowledge on export
performance, Bilkey stated:

A substantial body of literature has developed on the subject since the

early 1960s, but it is so widely scattered and difficult to obtain that few

analysts appear to be aware of more than a portion of what has been

written. No common model has been developed for the various

empirical findings on the export behaviour of firms (Bilkey, 1979, p.

33).

The nature of knowledge development on firm FEP has been, since long,
described in such undesirable terms as being uncoordinated and fragmented (Aaby &
Slater, 1989; Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Zou & Stan, 1998); lacking assimilation and
synthesis (Leonidou & Katsikeas, 1996); having no consensus on seemingly crucial
determinants and measurements of export performance (Zou, Taylor & Osland, 1998);
and lacking agreement on conceptualisation and operationalization (Diamantopoulos,
1999). Studies on FEP have continued to be re-echoed, as stated in Emami (2013, p.
15606), that “..... despite numerous published works on determinants of firm export
performance, determinants lead to inconsistent and opposing findings”. Additionally,

export performance is claimed to be the least understood phenomenon in marketing

discipline (Leonidou et al., 2010).



Furthermore, Leonidou et al., (2010) indicate that theory development in
export performance is still at early stages; and that most of the researches conducted
on export performance seem to concentrate in developed industrial world. In addition,
to conclude prudent complete knowledge development that can aid advancement of
stable theory that passes the test of time, widening the scope of research in export
performance to cover developing countries is desirable. In this regard, future research
into FEP needs to comprehensively include experiences and perspectives from the
developing world; and other sectors and/or types of the economy, especially
agricultural, as opposed to the extant situation — industrial sector only (Leonidas,
Leonidou & Katsikeas, 2010). This new position would probably enable informed
generalization of findings without fear of contradiction.

Based on characteristics of knowledge on FEP, the literature appears to
strongly recommend particular research directions to intervene in what seems to be
undesirable developments in the direction of FEP research. In this regard, Aaby and
Slater (1989) recommended the formulation of new research questions, re-examine
export environment, extend research from the domination of North America,
especially United States of America (USA) and Canada, to developing economies.
This would encourage cross cultural studies to identify and test more determinants of
export performance. In addition, Sousa et al., (2008) and Leonidou et al., (2010)
recommended that the impact of domestic market, market orientation, and multi-
cultural environment; conduct of research in non-developed world environment;
effects of mediating variables; re-examining relationships among determinants and
multiple indicators for export performance should be adopted and tested in future

research in export business.



As noted earlier, export performance studies date as far back as 1960s, and
there exists evidence for continued interest in export performance to date. Despite
several studies conducted to identify the factors that influence export performance,
very few, if not none at all, have been done to investigate the phenomenon in Africa,
especially in Uganda (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Leonidas & Katsikeas, 1996; Julian,
2003; Leonidou & Katsikeas, 2010 and Leonidas et al., 2010). This missing link
makes knowledge on FEP flawed as there is no empirical perspective a great
economic region — Africa.

This study is therefore designed to explore and investigate factors that
determine firm export performance with reference to Ugandan export firms - a
developing economy. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to review the
extant relevant literature to reconceptualise firm export performance from a
developing agricultural economy perspective. This entails attempting to develop and
empirically test a FEP framework. This would generate a new understanding of firm
export operation dynamics, challenges and prospects in such a developing country
environment. The following section highlights the picture and trends in firm export
performance globally and in Uganda. It also underscores the general importance of a

successful export operation in an economy like of Uganda.

1.1.1 Trends in Export Performance in Selected Economic Regions

To gain insight into export performance, it is necessary to examine key selected
economic regions of the world. According to the United Nations Conference on Trade
and Development (UNCTAD), virtually exports stagnated all over during the last few
years (UNCTAD, 2013). This phenomenon was not only observed in developing

economies, but also in both developed and transition economies. It is intriguing that



exports from the USA, European Union, Japan, as well as exports from emerging
economies have remarkably decelerated in the recent years (UNCTAD, 2013).
Generally, this overall downward trend in international business highlights the
challenge of how vulnerable developing nations continue to be (WTO, 2013). This is
probably an indication of the unfavourable external trade situation over the
foreseeable future. Owing to the importance of export trade, this situation suggests a
need to understand the dynamics of export operations to improve firm export
performance.

A review of export marketing literature on export performance of various
major economic regions and categories shows a general trend of weak export
performance. The trend, as captured for 2008-2012, indicates that the average of total
world export performance takes a downward direction. The totals of developed,
transition and developing economies reflect the same phenomenon. The developed
world countries considered here include United States of America (USA), Japan, and
some European Union (EU); transition economies include South-East European and
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) including Georgia; and developing
countries include all countries or territories not specified above (UNCTAD, 2013).
Table 1.1 presents the current global trends in firm export performance as reflected in

regional totals.



