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Investigating International Strategic Brand Management and Export
Performance Outcomes in the B2B context
Abstract


Purpose - Drawing on Resource Based Theory, the purpose of this paper is to
empirically examine the effect of International Strategic Brand Management on export
performance within the Business to Business (B2B) context. To be able to purposely
assess the relationship this paper also sets out to discover what antecedent international
resources, (financial resources), and international capabilities (market information,
branding, marketing planning) contribute to the ability of B2B exporters to effectively
manage their brands abroad.



Design/methodology/approach – A mixed method firm level approach was employed.
First a qualitative study of 34 in-depth interviews explored the focal inter-relationships
and constructs identified within the literature. A survey of 208 successful UK exporters
was then conducted and the results were analysed using structural equation modeling.



Findings – The results confirm certain international marketing capabilities (branding
and marketing planning) are advantageous antecedents to the employment of effective
strategic brand management in foreign markets which, in turn, leads to increased
financial and market performance internationally.



Practical implications – This paper outlines practical brand management
considerations managers need to account for to achieve effective exporting.
Practitioners are advised to prioritise the development of robust international branding
and marketing planning capabilities which can enable them to exploit their limited
financial resources for optimal benefits. Further, by developing these capabilities firms’
can focus on the essence of their brand and communicate their brand image through the
effective strategic management of their brand to business customers evoking positive
brand associations, enhanced perceived brand value and the achievement of increased
export performance.



Originality/value – This paper is the first to focus on international strategic brand
management as the deterministic factor leading to improved B2B export performance.
An innovative framework is offered which positions the pivotal role of International
Strategic Brand Management as the central focus. The construct for international
branding capabilities is extended specifically for use in the B2B domain.



Keywords – B2B Brands, Strategic Brand Management, Resource Based Theory,
International Marketing, Export Performance.
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Introduction
There has been a swell of academic enquiry into Business to Business (B2B) branding over the
past two decades (Seyedghorban et al., 2016). This corresponds with the growing recognition
that B2B brands play a pivotal role in the contemporary global market (Wang and Hao, 2018),
and that the economic value of B2B transactions equals that of Business to Consumer (B2C)
transactions (Lilien, 2016). The upsurge in studies has also been ignited by a growing
realisation that results from previous investigations conducted in a B2C context cannot be
relied upon when applied in a B2B domain due to the fundamental differences in B2B and B2C
markets (Mudambi, 2002; Zablah et al., 2010; Glynn, 2012; Lilien and Grewal, 2012;
Wiersema, 2013; Lilien, 2016; Dotzel and Shankar, 2019; Swani et al., 2019). Given that
consumer branding does not address the B2B context (Glynn and Woodside, 2009) and that
studies have demonstrated that B2B and B2C marketing is unequivocally different (e.g.
Iankova et al., 2018; Dotzel and Shankar, 2019). the development and validation of B2B
frameworks is a particular concern (Coleman et al. 2011). Significant differences are especially
apparent when comparing B2C and B2B brand management. For example, B2B brand
management takes place at the corporate level not the product level, involves fewer brands and
places much greater emphasis on risk reduction over the self-expressive benefits of brands
(Mudambi, 2002; Rosenbaum-Elliott et al., 2011; Kapferer, 2012; Keller, 2013). Despite the
growth in B2B branding studies, disparities still exist within certain domains of branding
research. The vast majority of scholars investigating strategic brand management (hereafter
referred to as SBM) outcomes have continued to focus on the consumer perspective; however,
it is equally important for success in the B2B context (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007).
Brand management is a method for expediting the achievement of a brand’s relevance
in the market (Vorhies et al., 2011), and the returns from managing a longer-term brand strategy
are far higher than the associated costs to achieve it (Shocker and Weitz, 1998). International
trade remains one of the most significant drivers of economic growth (WTO, 2018), so it is
surprising to find there is a near void of academic research investigating international SBM;
particularly, within a B2B setting. The realisation that effective branding strategies can assist
B2B firms to grow or strengthen their position and profits within increasingly competitive
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markets (Wise and Zednickova, 2009; Worm and Srivastava, 2014) has led to a surge of
systematic investment by suppliers into their brand related activities. Still, contemporary
studies have revealed that managers are not clear about the mechanisms that links their B2B
branding efforts to firm performance (Chang et al., 2018). We suggest that this lack of clarity
is exacerbated by the contention that brand management theory and practices remain the most
neglected and under-developed topic in branding (Merrilees et al., 2013) and least frequently
studied area within the context of international marketing (Morgan et al., 2018). The increased
scholarly interest in B2B branding has led to some significant recent empirical research
endeavours examining various streams of B2B branding (e.g. Zablah, 2010; Worm and
Srivastava, 2014; Coleman et al., 2015; Nguyen et al., 2018; Nyadzayo et al., 2018; Mohan et
al., 2018); however, to our knowledge there has yet to be a study which addresses the effects
of international SBM on export performance in the B2B context, hence a clear and important
gap in the literature is evident. This study takes up the challenge set by Lilien (2016) and
responds to recommendations for more B2B research to address the current gaps. Significantly,
we bring together and advance B2B branding and international branding literature to provide
an important contribution to knowledge by addressing the important role SBM has on fostering
superior international firm performance. We also provide valuable practical managerial
insights for executives involved in B2B international brand management. Through their
examination into the history of branding Levy and Bastos (2012) assert that the ubiquity of the
SBM concept is evident in the creation of thousands of brand manager jobs (Glassdoor.com,
2018), and most business schools now teach courses about brand management (Bastos and
Levy, 2012). B2B branding research has traditionally been conducted from the buyers’
perspective (e.g. Cretu and Brodie, 2007; Zablah et al., 2010); however, we have undertaken
this study from the supplier standpoint. Another key element of originality within this study is
the unit of analysis is at the firm level which is the most appropriate for examining B2B
corporate brands (Mudambi, 2002). This differs from the growing tide of contemporary
international marketing research which use the export venture as the primary unit of analysis
(Chen et al., 2016).
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Research Questions
This study will address three main questions:
1) To what degree can a B2B exporter benefit from exploiting its international financial
resources to attain enhanced international marketing capabilities?
2) What influence does exporters’ international marketing capabilities have on
international SBM practices in a B2B context?
3) To what extent do B2B exporters benefit from improved international firm performance
through effective SBM practices?
The remainder of the manuscript is organised as follows. First we review the relevant literature,
next we synthesise existing knowledge from the literature to produce an innovative conceptual
framework along with specifying a basis for each construct used and hypothesis. Then,
following the structure used by Ulaga and Eggert (2006) we first provide our qualitative study.
Subsequently, we present our quantitative study where we describe our methodology and
interpretation of findings relative to providing answers to the research questions. We conclude
with a discussion of the results and consider potential implications for practitioners and
suggestions for future studies.

Review of Relevant Literature
Theoretical Background
There is a broad consensus in the literature (c.f. Kaleka 2002; Zou et al., 2003; Morgan et al.,
2004; Kaleka and Morgan, 2017) that resources and capabilities are fundamental drivers of
competitive advantage and hence performance in overseas markets. This perspective has
customarily been referred to as Resource Based Theory (RBT) (Barney et al., 2011;
Kozlenkova et al., 2014) and the majority of international marketing studies investigating
marketing capabilities have drawn from RBT (Morgan et al., 2018). In summary, RBT
characterises a firm as a collection of heterogeneous physical, financial, human and
organisational resources and capabilities (Barney and Hesterly 2012). This heterogeneity in a
company’s capabilities and how they are utilised to exploit available resources explains
variations in firm performance (Makadok 2001; Barney and Hesterly 2012) with rare, valuable,
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inimitable and irreplaceable resources considered most beneficial (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney,
1991). Superior performance relative to other firms in the same market is then possible through
the acquisition and/or development of unique capabilities (Dhanaraj and Beamish 2003).
Capabilities must be both hard to imitate and impossible to substitute, otherwise competitive
advantage could be competed away over time (Barney, 1991).

An important perspective of RBT in the marketing literature is that it is grounded in market
based resources and capabilities, such as branding, relationships and knowledge, which
regularly differ from resource based studies in non-marketing contexts (Kozlenkova et al.,
2014). This market-based resource perspective advocates that marketing research should
increase focus on intangible, complementary resources and capabilities, whose effects on the
firm’s Sustained Competitive Advantage (SCA) and performance may be greater than the
effects of tangible resources (Srivastava et al., 1998). This is supported by the fact that up to
70% of a firm’s market value can be generated from its intangible resources and capabilities
(Capraro and Srivastava 1997), such as branding related capabilities, which reiterates the
importance of robust SBM. RBT provides a useful perspective for understanding how branding
activities can create value leading to competitive advantage (Glynn and Woodside, 2009).
Within the marketing strategy literature branding is the most studied market based resource
using RBT (Kozlenkova et al., 2014). Within our study, we focus on the investigation of
internal determinants of export performance, specifically focusing on international branding
and therefore appropriately adopting a RBT approach.

International SBM related Literature in the B2B Context
In the era of globalisation whereby buyers have access to many more goods and services,
branding is considered pivotal for successful internationalisation of emergent market firms
(Erdogmus et al., 2010). The brand is a strategic reference point and can structure business
development by providing alignment between the capabilities of a firm and the external
environment (Wong and Merrilees, 2007). Continual changes and developments in the B2B
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market environment are eroding geographical barriers; therefore, it is now crucial for B2B
firms to pursue international branding in their market offerings (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006).
A fundamental question within the marketing discipline is: what effect does a firm’s
marketing activities have on explaining performance outcomes? (Katsikeas et al., 2016). The
importance of finding the answer is even more pertinent for exporters due to additional costs
associated with conducting overseas trade. Exporting is the most common method for firms to
enter international markets (Leonidou et al., 2002). Although domestic market branding
literature has been rapidly developing over the past four decades, international branding
literature has been surprisingly scant. For example, branding was not even mentioned as one
of the article topics analysed by Nakata and Huang (2005) within their wide-ranging review of
over 600 papers within the international marketing literature for the decade 1990-2000. A
comprehensive meta-analysis of marketing strategy determinants of export performance did
attempt to look at branding (Leonidou et al., 2002). However, the authors surmised that studies
that had attempted to investigate branding (e.g. Kaynak and Kuan, 1993; Namiki, 1994) took
a broad approach to branding without reference to a specific dimension; for example, branding
capabilities or SBM which are investigated within this study. This lack of detailed analysis of
branding within an international context creates an inherent problem when it comes to
examining the association between branding and export performance since it is then difficult
to identify which important aspects of branding, such as SBM skills, actually influence
performance (Leonidou et al., (2002). However, there is increasing interest in how effective
brand management can affect the performance outcomes of firms (Farris et al., 2010).
According to Whitelock and Fastoso (2007. p266) “international branding is a field within
international marketing concerned with the challenges that companies face when their brands
cross national borders. These challenges relate to the essence of the brand in terms of brand
name, brand visual (e.g. logo, colours) and sound elements (e.g. jingles, music), and brand
personality”. This suggests that the strategic management of international branding refers to
the entire process of brand development and maintenance at an international level. Successful
SBM requires corporate long-term involvement and a high level of resources and skills to
become the referent brand (Kapferer, 2012). Within a domestic market setting, it has been
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found that a B2B brand management system (e.g. the CEO’s interest in the brand, the power
of the brand manager, employee training and education) is stronger for customer preference
when compared with B2C brands (Lee et al., 2008). Some scholars regard brand management
as a higher-level integrative marketing capability (e.g. Vorhies and Morgan, 2005; Morgan et
al., 2009). Morgan et al., (2018) classify brand management capability as the least frequently
studied type of international marketing capability. However, among discussions by the leading
academics in the field of SBM it is not referred to as a capability (e.g. Rosenbaum-Elliott et
al., 2011; Kapferer, 2012; Keller, 2013). For the purposes of this study, SBM will not be
referred to as a capability; however, the reasoning for considering it as higher order capability
is not refuted.
A further consideration surrounding B2B branding is the distinction between corporate
or individual product branding and the approach B2B companies have towards the architecture
of their branding strategy (Beverland et al., 2007; Keller, 2015). Unlike B2C companies, B2B
suppliers are more likely to employ a ‘branded house’ strategy using a corporate umbrella
brand for all of the products they offer (Keller 2015). This difference in the brand management
approach is important for two reasons. First, corporate brands are held to be more important
than product brands (Aspara and Tikanen, 2008) because of the profound effects that, for
example, a brand failure may have on a large number of products the supplier may be offering
to the market. Secondly, a large proportion of the extant literature in export performance
pertaining to the management of the brand has been carried out at a venture-level using a single
product or product line exported to a specific foreign market as the primary unit of analysis
(Cavusgil and Zou, 1994; Morgan et al., 2004; Chen et al., 2016; Oliveira and Cadogan, 2018),
implying a “house of brands” strategy which is incompatible with B2B brand strategy. As such,
it is debatable whether this body of literature reliably reflects the unique challenges associated
with the management of the B2B brands and the supplier’s export performance. In addition,
studies that measure export venture performance utilising export function instruments may lead
to the suggestion of managerial implications which are invalid (Oliveira et al., 2012). Oliveira
and Cadogan (2018) justify the need to revisit previous venture level studies and advocate the
use of multi-level models if the export venture is going to be used to avoid a biased picture of
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export performance being formed. This again exposes a gap in the literature relating to
international branding in a B2B context. Therefore, although research has looked at B2B
branding, and this has become a growing area of research interest, the effect of B2B branding
on export performance clearly lacks the empirical examination that sufficiently reflects the
idiosyncratic nature of brand management in this specific context.

Export Performance
Previous studies focusing on branding, both within a domestic and international context, have
generally focused on ‘brand performance’ instead of ‘firm performance’, though some studies
have used measures of brand performance such as market share and profit (Ehrenberg et al.,
2004; Coleman et al., 2015), that also can be found as measures of firm performance within
the international marketing literature. Research into the measurement of brand performance is
variable and inconsistent - it has been measured in many different ways and from numerous
different viewpoints (Wong and Merrilees, 2007). Chabowski et al., (2013) reinforce this view
and their bibliometric analysis of global branding literature concluded brand performance has
taken a wide range of formats. Therefore, a key feature of this research is to investigate the
direct influence of effective international SBM on firm performance in a B2B context. It is
important to decide early on the sort of international performance that research is interested in
examining (Cadogan, 2012). We take the position that performance is multidimensional
(Katsikeas et al., 2000; Hultman et al., 2011) and therefore the potential influence of SBM on
export performance should be explored both in terms of financial and market performance.

Export Financial Performance: Strong brands have become a vital part of the asset value of
a firm (Madden et al., 2006). Before 1980 when firms were acquired or merged, the price paid
relative to the firm’s earnings as a ratio was normally in the region of around eight to one;
however, after 1980, multiples of twenty to one became accepted as standard (Aaker, 1991).
This can be attributed to an increasing realisation that strong brands are important to a firm’s
long term financial success and brands have progressively become viewed as one of a firm’s
most important assets (e.g. Fischer and Himme, 2017; Guitart et al., 2018).
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Export Market Performance: Strong brands with a positive brand equity will have a loyal core
of repeat customers and subsequently retain a high market share and sustain future earnings
(Torres et al., 2012; Nguyen et al., 2018). Having high brand loyalty means firms can usually
charge comparatively higher prices and maintain higher margins than international competitors
(Rosenbaum-Elliott et al., 2011). Therefore, even in situations whereby firms are not
experiencing current high levels of financial success ‘the brand is a potential source of future
profits’ (Kapferer, 2012). For example, this could translate into increased sales to existing
customers as they perceive the risk of larger orders reduces due to brand strength or the fact
that a strong brand can act as a deterrent to new potential competitors from entering the market
(Himme and Fischer, 2014). Glynn (2012) called directly for the contribution of B2B brands
on market performance to be explicitly examined.

Conceptual Framework
Our conceptual framework (Figure 1) comprises of four sets of factors: International financial
resources, International marketing capabilities, International SBM and Export firm
performance. International financial resources can be exploited to achieve improved
marketing capabilities. The level of financial resources a firm possesses is a defining factor for
a firm’s ability to utilise it’s capabilities (Josephson et al, 2016). Exporters’ international
financial resources relate to their ability to access cash and capital (Gomez-Mejia, 1988). It has
been established in previous RBT studies that international financial resources are vital for
B2B exporters seeking to compete in export markets (Kaleka, 2002; Spyropoulou et al., 2010).
International marketing capabilities are central constructs in RBT, either fostering or
diminishing SBM (Kozlenkova et al., 2014). According to Morgan and Slotegraaf (2012. p90)
marketing capabilities are defined as “the processes by which organisations define, develop
and deliver value to their customers by combining, transforming and deploying their resources
in ways that meet market needs”. Based on this definition the specific international marketing
capabilities investigated in this study are, firstly, marketing information capabilities which
refers to the processes firms employ to learn about their markets and use market knowledge
10

(Vorhies and Morgan 2005). Secondly, international branding capabilities refers to a firm’s
ability to utilise available resources to present and communicate a simple brand meaning, use
branding as an operational tool, treat their brand(s) as an asset and ensure staff understand and
support their brand(s) meaning and values (Merrilees et al., 2011). International branding
capabilities provide a promise of quality, simplifying choice, reducing risk and engendering
trust for their overseas customers (Keller and Lehmann, 2006). Lastly, international marketing
planning capabilities reflect a firm’s ability to create and decide upon the optimal international
strategy among alternative courses of appropriate marketing and branding actions (e.g.
Slotegraaf and Dickson, 2004).
Capabilities are a key factor within studies of international business; however,
management factors are also recognised as being critical to business success (Chen et al.,
2016). Brand management draws from a combination of various marketing capabilities
(Morgan, 2012). It is notable that RBT was initially developed in the strategic management
discipline (Barney and Clark, 2007; Kozlenkova et al., 2014). Therefore, our innovative
conceptual framework includes the inter-relationship between international marketing
capabilities and international SBM. International SBM, which refers to the systems and
processes used to cultivate, sustain and leverage brand assets internationally (Morgan, 2012),
can both promote or deter international firm performance. It is central to RBT that the potential
return of a firm’s strategies is dependent on their resources and capabilities (Barney, 2014),
thereby supporting the notion that the ways in which B2B firms’ strategically manage their
brands in overseas markets is reliant on the attributes of their antecedent resources and
capabilities. Export firm performance can be determined using both financial and market
measures. Commonly accepted measures of export financial performance include export
profitability, return on investment (ROI), export margins and reaching export financial goals
(Morgan et al., 2012). Widely accepted measures of export market performance include market
share growth, growth in sales revenue, the ability to acquire new customers and increasing
sales to existing customers (Vorhies et al., 2005; Morgan et al., 2009). B2B firms’ which
engage in SBM can expect performance benefits, including a boost to their earnings and the
ability to command a premium stock price among investors.
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(“Insert Figure 1 about here”)

Hypotheses
International Financial Resources and International Marketing Capabilities
The strategic process of internationalisation requires access to considerable financial resources
which explain the capital available for a firm to develop export markets (Freeman et al., 2012).
Good international B2B brands need to be created and their formation is a complex practice
involving a wide range of activities on behalf of the brand. For example, market research,
planning, positioning and effective management that are predicted to lead to positive attitudes
and perceptions towards the functional attributes of the brand (c.f. Aaker, 2004; Wong and
Merrilees, 2007, Kuhn et al., 2008). Owing to the substantial working capital and financial
requirements of these activities, the establishment and subsequent management of a solid
international brand in any context is an expensive process (c.f. Boulding et al., 1994;
Spyropoulou et al., 2011; Keller, 2013). For example, from a margin growth perspective,
constructing and utilising the capabilities necessary to create, manage and leverage high levels
of brand awareness and, positive, strong and unique brand associations in the minds of target
buyers is expensive (Keller, 2003; Morgan et al., 2009). The availability of sufficient financial
resources stimulates the deployment of vital marketing capabilities in export markets
(Spyropoulou et al., 2011), hence we hypothesise:
H1 (a). A firm’s International Financial Resources are a positive determinant
associated with the development of its International Market Information Capabilities.
H1 (b). A firm’s International Financial Resources are a positive determinant
associated with the development of its International Branding Capabilities.
H1 (c). A firm’s International Financial Resources are a positive determinant
associated with the development of its International Marketing Planning Capabilities.

International Marketing Capabilities and International SBM
The possession of capabilities which relate to the acquisition of market information is expected
to influence strategic branding considerations. This is regardless of whether firms wish to
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emphasise branding activities that accentuate differentiation of their products and services, or
cost efficiencies which their brand can provide through the quality of their offering (Reimann
et al., 2010; Vorhies and Morgan 2005). Morgan et al., (2009) surmise that greater access to
market information allows a firm to identify underserved segments of the international
marketplace and those markets whereby competitor’s offerings may not be fulfilling customer
requirements. For example, if quality is an issue in a given market then a B2B brand which
embodies quality could use this market information to contend for a stronger position or initiate
orders if it was a new market. “A strategic approach to branding is important to ensure that
brands leverage the most recent and relevant market information into creating more powerful
brands, ones that have strong market positions” (Merrilees et al., 2013. p146). Vorhies and
Morgan (2005) interpret market information capabilities as a mid-level marketing capability,
and brand management as a higher-level capability. They found market information
capabilities have a significant positive effect on firm performance. However, they
recommended further research should assess brand management. Based on these discussions,
we posit the following hypothesis:
H2. The development of International Market Information Capabilities are a positive
determinant in relation to the achievement of improved International Strategic Brand
Management.
Branding can be interpreted as a higher-level marketing capability (Merrilees et al., 2011) that
is posited as an antecedent to effective SBM. The effect of brand capability development on
brand performance has been considered by various scholars (e.g. Morgan et al., 2009; Merrilees
et al., 2011). Morgan et al., (2009) investigated brand management capabilities alongside other
capabilities in terms of potential links to a firm’s profit growth. Other studies have looked at
brand capabilities separately to the way that those capabilities are then managed (Merrilees et
al., 2011; Santos Vijande et al., 2013). Yet, an all-encompassing evaluation of the relationships
between key marketing and brand capability development and SBM leading to enhanced firm
performance has yet to be conducted. Further, not all studies have been specifically within a
B2B domain and this presents the possibility that previous studies have utilised variables for
measuring branding capabilities which are not specific to B2B markets. A thorough review of
13

the literature has found that an overlooked essential element within previous measures of B2B
branding capabilities is the ability for B2B brands to reduce uncertainty associated with the
purchase making decision (Leek and Christodoulides, 2011; Lilien and Grewal, 2012, Mohan
et al., 2018). We therefore can predict:
H3. The development of International Branding Capabilities are a positive determinant
in relation to the achievement of improved International Strategic Brand Management.
Morgan and Slotegraaf (2012) interpret market planning capabilities as a mid-level marketing
capability. Planning is recognised to be an effective tool in dealing with the uncertainty created
by frequent and quick changes in the environment (Gray and Mabey, 2005) which can be
prevalent within the field of international marketing. Marketing planning capabilities also
include the capacity to segment markets (e.g. Vorhies and Morgan, 2003), the identification of
attractive markets to target and appealing value propositions that will enable the firm to achieve
its strategic objectives (e.g. Narver and Slater, 1990). Marketing planning capabilities
encompass the firm’s ability to envisage marketing strategies that elevate the linkage between
a firm’s resources and its marketplace (Morgan et al., 2003). Importantly, the link between
marketing planning and SBM in any domain has been an overlooked issue. SBM is a form of
competitive strategy; competitive strategies are planned patterns of capability deployments that
support options about how the international firm will compete for its target buyers and achieve
its desired goals (Murray et al., 2011). Exporters which can demonstrate greater planning will
have a better understanding of the investment and financial resources required to develop and
manage their distinctive brand offering abroad; therefore, enabling them to outperform
international competitors by serving overseas markets more effectively (Weerawardena and
O’Cass, 2004; O’Cass and Ngo, 2012). As such, we contend that robust marketing planning
capabilities will deliver firms a prerequisite co-aligned capability which can influence their
SBM in foreign markets, thus we hypothesise:
H4. The development of International Planning Capabilities are a positive determinant
in relation to the achievement of improved International Strategic Brand Management.
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International SBM and Export Performance
Clearly there are benefits to having a strong B2B brand (e.g. Homburg et al., 2010; Glynn,
2012; Leek and Christodoulides, 2012); however, the creation of a brand is not an end in itself,
it needs to be strategically managed as a business tool - an instrument for company growth and
profitability (Kapferer, 2012). Even strong brands fail without proper management (Golder,
2000). Since a brand is reflected in everything that a company does, a complete branding
approach requires a strategic perspective (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007), potentially explaining
why in recent years B2B marketing is becoming distinctly more strategic (Wiersema, 2013).
SBM encompasses the design and implementation of marketing programs and activities to
build, measure and manage brand equity (Keller, 2013). Managers need to expertly utilise their
SBM and actively develop these skills in order to advance unique methods of conveying
superior value to customers therefore realising a favourable export branding position (Keller
and Lehmann, 2006; O’Cass and Ngo, 2007), which in turn will lead to increased export
performance (Spyropoulou et al., 2011). Thus we hypothesise:
H5 (a). Superiority in International Strategic Brand Management is a positive
determinant associated with a firm’s Financial Performance in overseas markets.
H5 (b). Superiority in International Strategic Brand Management is a positive
determinant associated with a firm’s Market Performance in overseas markets

Research Design
The pragmatic, mixed methods approach to conducting research has a wide practical appeal
and is suitable for this study to answer the research questions. Therefore, we chose to use a
mixed methods approach which can generate outcomes that are more convincing and provide
a better understanding of research problems than results from single methods alone (Stewart,
2009; Creswell and Plano Clark 2017) since single method studies can restrict the scope of
research and contain certain inherent biases (Deshpande, 1983).

Benefits of our mixed

methods approach include data triangulation, the notion of completeness, the concept of
instrument development, the notion of confirm and discover and ‘ utility’ or improving the
usefulness of findings (Bryman, 2006). Although there have been around forty mixed methods
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designs reported in the literature (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003), Creswell (2009) identifies
the six most used forms of mixed methods research designs categorised under the two principle
headings of sequential or concurrent designs. For this study we adopted a suitable sequential
exploratory design (SED) which is characterised by an initial stage of qualitative data
collection and analysis followed by a second stage of quantitative data collection and analysis.
This was an appropriate design for our study given the absence of any previous research
looking at the antecedents and effects of International SBM on export performance in a B2B
context. The concept of International SBM within any context is underdeveloped but within a
B2B setting it is particularly immature due to a lack of theory and previous research. This
characterised the need for an initial qualitative piece of research to advance our understanding
of the relevant measures and interrelationships (Morse 2016). Using a SED enabled the
validation of themes we explored within the qualitative stage to occur within the quantitative
stage (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009) and the development of the quantitative stage to be
reinforced and advanced by the qualitative findings. Since a strong focus of our study is to test
the relationships within our conceptual framework, we have therefore placed greater emphasis
in this paper on reporting our quantitative study over our preliminary qualitative field study
findings, notated as qual  QUAN (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017). The presentation of the
research design findings follows that of Ulaga and Eggert (2006).

Qualitative Study
Research Rationale
In the first phase of the research we employed a qualitative approach which has the ability to
represent the wider picture of the research problem and this perspective ensures consideration
of all relevant concepts in the research design (Glynn and Woodside, 2009). The method of indepth interviewing was used. Specifically, qualitative, “open-ended,” semi-structured
interviews with “key informants” (i.e. personnel with senior positions) in the participating
companies, since typically senior people drive corporate brands (Aaker and Joachimsthaler,
2000). This method is not capable of producing results which can be generalisable to reflect
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the population; however, it is an excellent way to gain an initial understanding that can be
developed upon (Malhotra, 2010) by providing a primary evaluation of the relevant variables
identified within the literature. Further, through in-depth interviews, it is possible to produce a
preliminary picture of the structure and strength of the inter-relationships between variables
presented within the conceptual framework.

Interview Sample
The field research consisted of in-depth interviews with 34 senior managers and directors of
eligible B2B firms based in the UK that export overseas. The sample of participant firms and
individuals were identified through a number of means: (1) Recent B2B nominees or winners
of the Business Quarterly Magazine (BQ) export awards; (2) B2B Members of the Borders
export association (3) The FAME database. Prospective informants were initially approached
by a postal invitation and pre‐screened with questions about their firm and whether they would
be willing to participate in an interview. Eligibility questions were asked to all participants to
confirm they met every part of the eligibility criteria: 1) they are a UK based company; 2)
currently exporting goods/services to companies overseas in a B2B capacity; 3) they have not
taken any breaks from exporting. This ensured information collected was from a representative
group of businesses. The roles of the key informants included Chief Executive Officer (CEO),
Chief Operating Officer (COO), Managing Director (MD), Export Manager (EM),
Sales/Marketing Director (SMD), Business Development Officer (BDO) and Communications
Director (CD). This is displayed in Table 1. with other pertinent information about the
qualitative study key informants and their firms. On average, the interviews lasted 79 minutes
and the participating firms worked within a multitude of different industry sectors.

(“Insert Table 1 about here”)

Interview Protocol
To ensure there was consistency within each interview in terms of structure and topic area
prompts and terminology, an interview guide (protocol) was developed (Creswell, 2009).
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General topic areas and leading questions were generated around particular dimensions of
RBT, brand management and export performance. Measures used in prior studies concerning
each dimension were used as a basis to formulate questions for the protocol. By using a
narrative approach we were able to organise findings to create a coherent story to not only
describe themes but also how those themes fit together (Spradley, 1979; Pratt, 2009). Similar
to the methodology used by Kohli and Jaworski (1990) and Mudambi (2002), we were careful
about the use of the word ‘branding’ in the interviews when discussing the variables that
comprise international branding capabilities or international SBM. Therefore, attempting to
avoid potential misinterpretations that branding can often be confused as being a reductive
concept involving mainly attributes such as logo and colour (Inskip, 2004); branding is much
more than just a logo (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007). Hence, follow up questions with regards to
specific international capabilities and SBM skills the company possess allowed for the
examination of international branding antecedents and effects without relying on differing
perceptions from key informants on what constitutes a brand.

Data Analysis
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts became the
foundation from which the analysis was conducted. In many cases, there were additional notes
taken in a logbook, these were also written up following each interview. We first used a form
of holistic coding to capture the essence of extracts and set a preliminary foundation due to the
large amount of data (Saldana, 2013). The next step was to move onto a selective coding
process by undertaking pattern coding (Miles and Huberman, 1994) to identify the key
variables and inter-relationships mentioned in the verbatim transcripts. Overall, the formal
coding process from the transcribed results captured the key variables related to the central
constructs and the related inter relationships with regards to UK firms exporting in a B2B
context. Themes were then examined and relevant quotes extracted in preparation for the write
up.
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Field Study Findings
Through our in-depth interviews several relevant important resources and capabilities were
found to be important to developing B2B firms’ international SBM leading to improved export
performance. There was agreement by participant companies that financial resources are a
central tenet for their exporting activities and vital for improving their capabilities. For
example, within discussions on this topic one Managing Director stated “the internal resource
is money really” (R4), while a Marketing and Communications Director made the point “We
have access to capital so, if, I guess like everything else, we have to present the case to be able
to get that funding …… things like investing in brand training for all of our 50 sales people
around the world over a couple of years, that costs a lot of money so there’s an investment in
that” (R24).
The role of international marketing and branding capabilities were found to be
important influences on developing effective SBM in foreign markets. Key respondents from
across different industries emphasised the contribution of international marketing planning and
market information capabilities along with branding capabilities to the management of their
brands. For example, one export manager supported the importance of international market
information capabilities to mitigate risk for their brands in foreign markets “it’s all done based
on an awful lot of research and we don’t do things on a whim so we are not up for risk that
could have a negative impact on our brand” (R26). However, there were also examples of
B2B exporters which did not put the same emphasis on the potential benefits of international
market information to their SBM. The following statement is from the CEO of a market leading
highly innovative technology firm “Part of our brand philosophy is to run faster than everyone
else so they worry about us more than we worry about them” (R14).
The vast majority of respondents were in agreement that international branding
capabilities are essential to their exporting activities and that the development of these
capabilities is consequently critical to the strategic management of their brands overseas. One
COO explained “All the staff understand our brand, they know how and why we work” (R29)
which supports the assertion that branding capabilities play a prominent role when there is an
integrated effort from all areas of the firm (Wong and Merrilees, 2007). One export manager
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noted “They {buyers} have to be certain you can deliver on your brand’s promises” (R2), a
sentiment which other respondents agreed; for example, the Managing Director from a leading
medical device firm explained “The trust with our brand and our people and our products is
an incredibly powerful thing, that really is the crux of our business” (R32). This has strong
resonance with work by Leek and Christodoulides (2011) and Lilien and Grewal (2012) which
has identified the importance of reducing risk and the uncertainty associated with the purchase
making decision for B2B buyers.
The qualitative interviews revealed that the vast majority of firms create and follow
international marketing plans. One Marketing Director commented “Our international
marketing plan goes hand in hand with our business plan, we have a strategy and that strategy
obviously includes how we can grow the company; growing the company is based on: where
can we find new overseas markets and implement our plan” (R33). Consequently, the
appropriate deployment of international planning capabilities affects exporters’ ability to
achieve strategic objectives with regards to the management of their brand as communicated
by a Managing Director “Our true goals now are to get the American market sorted:
establishing our brand in America is our goal for the rest of this year, just to get that sorted
before we even look at Oz, Canada…” (R11).
Finally, we found ample evidence to support the notion that international SBM is
playing a central role within B2B exporters’ activities; for example, one of the Marketing
Directors we spoke to explained “It’s a long-term approach we take to managing our brand”
(R19). Another Managing Director stated “It is very strategic the way we manage our brand”
(R6), and, a Business Development Manager stressed “You have to ensure that you’re building
and managing your brand image in foreign markets” (R22).

Based on our findings from the qualitative study we were able to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of both the constructs and the potential inter-relationships specified within our
conceptual model. We followed the strategy suggested by Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) to
examine if our quantitative research questions or hypotheses were in need of refinement
following the qualitative stage. We found a high degree of support for our RBT theory
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predictions and therefore we could see no reason to refine our initial research questions and
hypotheses. The qualitative field study findings indicated that an additional item concerning
the importance of using branding to reduce uncertainty for buyers within the transaction
process should be added to the international branding capabilities construct specifically for
international branding studies in a B2B context. Another pertinent finding to emerge was the
suggestion that certain firms did not place the same emphasis on market information
capabilities impacting their SBM in overseas markets.

Quantitative Study
Sample and Research Context
The sample frame for the second study comprised of the winners of the UK Queen’s Award
(QA) for International Trade over a five-year period, from the year 2012 to 2016. The QA is
the UK’s longest running award in recognition of international trade. To be considered for a
QA for International trade prospective UK based applicants must first show they meet a strict
set of eligibility criteria, including, demonstrating exceptional and consistent recent year-onyear growth and sales in export markets. (c.f. Gov.UK, 2019). The development of an
appropriate sampling frame can be challenging in many countries, in particular, developing
countries where secondary sources may not be able to provide reliable information about the
target population (Malhotra, 2010). Given that this study was conducted in the UK, which is
governed by stricter laws in terms of the recording and access to company data, some of the
reliability concerns are eased. All participating firms had been exporting for at least five years
and had the experience required to answer the questionnaire (e.g. Morgan et al., 2012). The
majority of QA winners are SMEs; however, there are also large organisations with thousands
of employees. It was established by Chen et al., (2016) within their comprehensive review of
determinants of export performance literature, that a high number of studies (42) included
small, medium and large sized firms. Therefore, this study conforms to previous studies’
guidelines. We adopted a multi-industry research design including firms exporting both goods
and services. The adoption of a multi-industry design allows for a wider variability in
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international SBM practices and reduces the likelihood of sampling bias, therefore providing
greater generalisability (Bello and Gilliland, 1997). There is a higher risk of drawing invalid
conclusions when scholars incorrectly match up levels of theory and measurement (Sousa et
al., 2008), so it is vital that measurement equates to the level at which the theory has been
developed (Cadogan et al., 2009). According to Chen et al., (2016) the decision upon which
unit of analysis to use should be dependent on the research objectives, and venture level
analysis does not work for all. Given that for this study of international B2B branding the
theory is developed at the level of the firm using a branded house approach, it is therefore
appropriate that the corporate firm will be used as the unit of analysis.
Table 2 provides characteristics from the quantitative study sample, 49% provide
goods, 21% services and 30% provide both goods and services. Regarding the size of the firm,
two measures are commonly used: 1) number of employees and 2) turnover. The highest
number of firms had between 11-50 employees (41%) between 51-250 (35%), between 1-10
employees (10%), more than 500 (8%) and between 251-500 employees (6%). Firms reported
a wide range of turnovers, the highest was 33% within the £1million to £5 million bracket,
followed by 22% within the £5 million to £10 million bracket then 19% within the £10 million
to £25 million bracket. Therefore, the sample reflected firms of various sizes from small,
medium and large organisations. 70% of firms reported they attain between 50-100% of their
overall turnover from exporting. The majority of firms (69%) had more than ten years
exporting experience. Participant firms were generally exporting to a high number of overseas
markets. Only 21% of firms exported to under 11 markets, over 50% of firms were exporting
to at least 26 markets and 28% of firms were exporting to at least 51 markets.

(“Insert Table 2 about here”)

Data Collection
For our study, the sample we used consisted of a database of QA winners which represent a
group of high performance heterogeneous multi industry UK exporters of different sizes who
have met defined performance and experience criteria and are located throughout every single
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region of the UK. The total number of firms within the QA database compiled from 2012-2016
consisted of 632 firms. In order to contact each firm, key respondents were identified through
the QA press book and/or by calling the firm to briefly explain the research being conducted,
provide notification of the forthcoming survey and identify the most appropriate key informant
for the study by name and contact details. A postal pre-notification was also sent to each key
informant with the request to add the domain name of the survey software provider (Qualtrics)
to their safe senders list thereby reducing the likelihood of the survey dropping into their junk
mail folder. A suitable survey protocol was followed and following the first wave, two
reminder waves of the online survey were sent over a six week period. A total of 208 firms
fully completed the questionnaire from the 632 firms contacted which represented a response
rate of 33% and a sufficient sample size for conducting structural equation modeling (Hair et
al., 2017). A further 79 questionnaires were incomplete and therefore, were not included within
the analysis. A superset problem occurs when the sampling frame is in some way larger than
the population but contains all the elements of the population (Aaker et al., 2011). In this study,
the QA database compiled consisted of all UK firms exporting but does not differentiate for
those mainly conducting B2C. The majority of firms conducting exporting activities are B2B
(FSB, 2016); however, to reduce the likelihood of B2C firms being included within the sample,
each firm in the QA database was first given an initial cursory review and any firms mainly
operating in a B2C capacity were excluded. It was also necessary to include a filter question
within the survey to establish those firms conducting B2C business which had not been
identified within the initial review. This meant these firms could be omitted from this study.

Questionnaire and Measures
We used existing measures of the constructs needed to test our hypotheses. Specifically, we
used the financial resources measures developed by Spyropoulou et al., (2011). Five items were
scored using the same 7-point Likert scale running from 1 (Much Worse Than Competitors) to
7 (Much Better Than Competitors). Our International Market Information Management
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Capabilities was reflected by five items adopted from Vorhies and Morgan (2005). Participants
were asked to rate their capabilities relative to their major competitors (in the most important
export markets), scored using a 7-point Likert scale running from 1 (Much worse than
competitors) to 7 (Much better than competitors). Our International Branding Capabilities scale
was developed based on five items from the scale suggested by Merrilees et al., (2011) in their
B2B specific study. An additional item was provided which was derived from the literature
and the qualitative stage of the research, this was in relation to using branding to reduce
uncertainty for buyers within the transaction process. Participants were asked to rate their level
of agreement with statements scored using a 7-point Likert scale running from 1 (Strongly
disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). International Marketing Planning Capabilities was captured
using the four item scale suggested by Morgan et al., (2012) which they developed by adapting
the original scale used by Piercy and Morgan (1994). The four items were scored using the
same 7-point Likert scale running from 1 (Much Worse Than Competitors) to 7 (Much Better
Than Competitors). Strategic Brand Management was measured using the five item scale
developed in a B2B context by Santos-Vijande et al., (2013). Participants were asked to rate
their level of agreement with statements, scored using a 7 point Likert scale running from 1
(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Finally, export performance constructs, consisting
of both financial performance (four item) and market performance (four item), were captured
using the two constructs and scales from Morgan et al., (2012). Each performance construct
assessed the performance of the participant firms evaluated in terms of the performance of
exporting activities relative to major competitors (within the firms most important export
markets). The four item constructs were scored using a 7-point Likert scale running from 1
(Much Worse Than Competitors) to 7 (Much Better Than Competitors).
We include a number of controls in our hypothesis testing models. These included
Exporter firm size, measured as both the number of employees and as the annual turnover;
Firm experience, both as the number of years’ trading and the number of years’ exporting;
Firms providing goods or services, the percentage of turnover attained through exporting and
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the number of export markets which they currently serve. For the purpose of parsimony, we
opted to not include these additional estimates with the findings reported.

Analysis and Results
Validation of Measures
The constructs used within this study had been previously validated in earlier research projects.
Although the construct ‘International Branding Capabilities’ had been previously validated and
used in a B2B study by Merrilees et al., (2011), it originated from another study by Wong and
Merrilees (2008) which was not specifically within the B2B domain. Given the inherent
differences identified in B2B branding, a scale development process was conducted to
determine if any further items should be incorporated.

This responds to Leonidou et al.’s,

(2010) appeal for more rigorous construct development and where necessary the adjustment of
measurement scales. First, the conceptual domain of the construct was defined to identify what
the construct is intended to conceptually represent and reasoning for how it differs from other
related constructs (Spector, 1992). A review of relevant literature was the initial stage in
developing the construct (Gerbing and Anderson, 1988). This review identified an additional
item in relation to the fact that B2B firms differ in the regard that they are likely to use
branding’s functional attributes to reduce the uncertainty for buyers within the purchase
making process (Mudambi et al., 2002; Lilien and Grewal, 2012). The views of experts in the
field was then sought along with the target population through the qualitative stage of the study.
Broad support was found for the additional item to be added within B2B branding capabilities.
The initial 7-point attitudinal Likert scale was considered suitable and therefore, it was a less
complex process to add the extra item within the existing measurement model to ensure all
parameters of the model had been identified (Gerbing and Anderson, 1988). A pilot study did
not raise any concerns about the validity of the additional item within the construct or the
manner in which the new item was written (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Next, we examined the
psychometric properties of the new scale using Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), the
Goodness of Fit of the measurement model was assessed using Confirmatory Factor Analysis
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(CFA) and the validity and reliability of the measure with the new item was evaluated. The
correlations matrix produced through EFA showed that all items correlate above 0.4; therefore,
well above the required 0.3 required to indicate an EFA can be conducted (Pallant, 2013). The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO) was 0.876, well above the critical
value of 0.6 and the Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was significant with a P value of 0.000. In
order to maximize variance, principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation
method was conducted. The result of the analysis was a single factor comprising of the six
items explaining 64.139% of the total variance in the international branding capabilities
construct; therefore, above the recommended 60%. Table 3 displays the results of the
component matrix as part of the EFA, showing each item within the factor, including the new
additional item in bold, loads highly above the recommend value of 0.5 (Hair et al., 2014).

(“Insert Table 3 about here”)

Following the EFA, a CFA was conducted for the construct International B2B branding
capabilities (the new international branding capabilities scale with the added item) as suggested
by Gerbing and Anderson (1988) and DeVellis (2003) who advocate the combined use of EFA
and CFA. The results from the CFA also indicate an acceptable model fit for the developed
construct with the additional item, (p<0.001) with 9 degrees of freedom and χ² = 33.802 CFI =
0.990, TLI = 0.978, GFI = 0.979, NFI = 0.979, RMSEA = 0.067). Each of the factor loadings
was statistically significant. Composite reliability is above the 0.70 suggested (0.892) and the
Average Variance Extracted (0.58) is above the recommended lower level of 0.50
recommended (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The developed construct reliability was also
evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha, the internal reliability estimates for International B2B
branding capabilities (0.887) is well within the recommended level of 0.7 (Nunnally, 1978).
Based on these results the construct developed with a further new scale item was acceptable.
We also performed a CFA to assess the validity and reliability of our entire measurement model
for the items representing the seven constructs of export financial resources, marketing
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information capabilities, international branding capabilities, international marketing planning
capabilities, international strategic brand management, export financial performance and
export market performance. For the CFA, each item was restricted only to load on its related
specified factor and were permitted to correlate with one and another. To further refine the
measurement model, we removed items with low factor loadings (-) and then re-ran the CFA
(see table 4).
(“Insert Table 4 about here”)

Table 5 presents a summary of the results of the final measurement model; including, the
average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR). The chi square (2 464.845)
of the model is statistically significant (p<0.000) with 338 degrees of freedom. The fit indices
assessed all indicated a good fit between the data and the model, with CFI = 0.971, NFI =
0.903, IFI = 0.972 TLI = 0.965, and RMSEA = 0.043. Each item then significantly loaded on
the respective construct they were intended to represent (the average factor loading was 0.83
while the minimum t-value was 7.808) indicating convergent validity (Gerbing and Anderson,
1988). Estimating AVE and CR is important for fully assessing construct convergent and
discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker 1981). Convergent validity is accepted when AVE
is greater than 0.5 and CR greater than 0.7 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988; Hair et al., 2014; Malhotra
et al., 2010). Providing confirmation of this, each construct had high composite reliability
(ranging from 0.875 to 0.927); therefore, far in excess of the 0.7 level. The AVE of each
construct far exceeded the established 0.5 benchmark (Hair et al., 2014). In terms of internal
consistency, for each of the constructs the Cronbach  coefficients exceeded the 0.7 benchmark
which is suggested as the lowest accepted bound of Cronbach alpha (Nunnally, 1978);
therefore, confirming their reliability as satisfactory. Discriminant validity exists when AVE is
larger than the squared correlation between pairs of the factors (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
From an initial evaluation of discriminant validity, there was an issue identified with regards
to a lower square root of two constructs (international branding capabilities and international
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strategic brand management) than the correlation between them (Malhotra, 2010). Further
exploratory factor analysis investigation uncovered some cross loading for ‘item 5’ of the
construct international strategic brand management onto international branding capabilities,
therefore this item was removed from the construct and when the analysis was again conducted
the discriminant validity issue was resolved.

(“Insert Table 5 about here”)

Non-Response Bias
To assess the issue of non-response bias we used a wave analysis technique also referred to as
the Linear Extrapolation Method (Armstrong and Overton 1977). The technique that best fits
this research is extrapolation carried over successive waves of the questionnaire. We sent two
follow up/reminder emails subsequent to the initial online survey; thereby, creating three
waves. Comparisons were made between early and late respondents across the three waves
with respect to various firm characteristics, including number of employees, number of years
conducting international trade, goods or services and annual turnover. We compared early and
late respondents using a commonly used parametric test (t-test) procedure. A number of t-tests
were performed, which confirmed no differences exist at the established 0.05 level between
early and late respondents.

Common Method Bias
Two approaches were taken to test for Common Method Bias (CMB). First, we followed the
procedures recommended for ‘Harman’s single factor test’. The factor analysis comprising all
variables was run in SPSS with no rotation, and extraction set to one. The results showed the
single factor extracted accounted for less than 25% of the variance which is well under the 50%
threshold (Podsakoff, 2003); therefore, the test found no bias. However, arguably the single
factor test can be conservative in detecting biases (Malhotra et al., 2010); therefore, further
tests were also conducted. According to Podsakoff, (2003), a good approach is controlling for
the effects of an unmeasured latent methods factor, referred to as a Common Latent Factor
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(CLF). A benefit of this approach is it does not require the researcher to identify and measure
the specific factor responsible for methods effects. Additionally, this approach models the
effect of the method factor on the measures instead of the latent constructs they signify and
does not need an equal effect on each measure by the method factor (Podsakoff, 2003). To
conduct the test, we followed established procedures for creating and testing using a CLF in
CFA using Podsakoff’s (2003) method whereby items are allowed to load onto their constructs
along with a CLF and the significance of the structural parameters are assessed with and
without the inclusion of the CLF. There were no significant differences found between the
standardised regression weights estimates with and without the CLF present and therefore, no
need to include common method adjusted composites within the structural model.

Hypothesis Testing
We tested our hypothesised model using maximum likelihood estimation in a structural
equation model facilitated through the software AMOS version 25. The goodness-of-fit indices
for our hypothesised full structural model (2 118.262, d.f = 49, p<0.000; CFI = 0.954, NFI =
0.931, IFI = 0.961 TLI = 0.914, and RMSEA = 0.78) indicate a good overall fit. As a robustness
check we also tested an alternative model adding direct paths between the three international
marketing capabilities and the two export performance outcomes. Reassuringly, the nature of
the results for the hypothesised relationships are unchanged between the two models. Although
this alternative model provided some improved fit indices it also provided a non-significant
chi-square result (2 59.550, d.f = 43, p>0.05) so we did not adopt this model and instead
continued with our initial default model as the focus for our paper. Displayed in Table 6 it can
be seen that as hypothesised in H1a, H1b and H1c, financial resources was found to have a
positive link with (H1a) international market information (β=0.391, t=6.104, p<0.001), (H1b)
international branding capabilities (β=0.141, t=2.169, p<0.05) and (H1c) international
marketing planning capabilities (β=0.451, t=7.273, p<0.001). In terms of international
marketing capability antecedents of SBM, our results did not support H2, and no significant
link was found between international market information capabilities and SBM (β=0.036, t=

29

0.618, p>0.1). However, there was strong support for H3 and a very strong link was found
between international branding capabilities and SBM (β=0.7, t= 17.67, p<0.001). In line with
this, H4 revealed a strong link between international planning capabilities and SBM (β=0.22,
t= 3.819, p<0.001). SBM was found to be positively related to both export market performance
(β=0.18, t= 2.628, p<0.001) and export financial performance (β=0.263, t=3.904, p<0.001),
supporting H5a and H5b respectively.
In addition, with regard to the role of control variables in the model, the results indicate
a significant positive relationship between the percentage of turnover attained through
exporting and both market performance (=0.232, t-value=3.326, p<0.001) and financial
performance (=0.176, t-value=2.508, p<0.001). There was also a significant link observed
between the number of years exporting and market performance (=0.113, t-value=1.865,
p<0.001). All other direct effects of the export firms characteristics which were controlled for
on the two performance dependant measures were found to be non-significant.

(“Insert Table 6 about here”)

Mediation Tests
Our overall aim was to examine the effect of International SBM on export performance within
the Business to Business (B2B) context. Consistent with RBT, our conceptual framework
shows that international SBM has a direct influence on export performance and certain
antecedent international marketing capabilities directly effect international SBM in a B2B
context. Although our model does not warrant a direct link between international marketing
capabilities and export performance we conducted a set of mediation tests to complement our
analysis. We utilised the method of analysis and reporting results detailed in (Hayes, 2013)
which involves the use of bootstrapping and confidence intervals. As such we conducted six
additional analyses using bias-corrected bootstrap intervals for the indirect effect of each of the
three international marketing capabilities on each of the two export performance constructs,
based on 10,000 bootstrap samples. Consistent with the findings of our prior hypothesis (H2),
the results indicated that the mean indirect effect of the interaction between international
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market information capabilities on 1) export market performance and 2) export financial
performance through international SBM is not significant. These results are 1) ab= 0.009,
p>0.05 (-0.16 to 0.042) and 2) ab=0.009, p>0.05 (-0.016 to 0.044). The results indicated that
the mean indirect effect of the interaction between international branding capabilities on 3)
export market performance and 4) export financial performance through international SBM is
positive and significant. These results are 3) ab= 0.171, p<0.05 (0.092 to 0.25) and 4)
ab=0.181, p<0.005 (0.098 to 0.262). Our last set of results indicated that the mean indirect
effect of the interaction between international planning capabilities on 5) export market
performance and 6) export financial performance through international SBM is positive and
significant. These results are 5) ab= 0.05, p<0.005 (0.018 to 0.099) and 6) ab=0.052, p<0.05
(0.019 to 0.104).

Discussion
SBM is vital to firms performance outcomes (e.g. Rosenbaum-Elliott et al., 2011; Kapferer,
2012; Keller, 2013) yet there is a knowledge deficit when it comes to academic research
investigating international SBM; particularly, within a B2B setting. This is a critical gap in the
literature given the importance of B2B branding (Michaelidou et al., 2011) and the economic
value of global B2B transactions (Lilien, 2016). However, the fact remains that a brand is not
an end in itself, it still needs to be managed strategically for what it is – a business tool which
acts as an instrument for firm growth, profitability and sustained long term performance
(Kapferer, 2012). In their review of RBT literature Kozlenkova et al., (2014) suggested that
the main purpose for which researchers in the field of marketing use RBT is to provide a
theoretical framework that can explain how specific marketing related activities can lead to
improved long term performance. Therefore it was appropriate that we used RBT to investigate
the antecedents and performance outcomes of international SBM in a B2B context, and, our
findings mainly indicated strong support for our RBT theory predictions.
Overall our results first indicate that the possession and deployment of international
financial resources are vital to building the antecedent capabilities required for effective SBM
in a B2B context. The resources were found to possess a significant influence over international
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marketing capabilities; namely: market information capabilities, branding capabilities and
marketing planning capabilities. This could be attributed to the relatively high working capital
and financial liquidity requirements of B2B export operations (Spyropoulou et al., 2010).
These findings are in line with previous research by Spyropoulou et al., (2010; 2011) looking
at the effects of financial resources on relationship management capabilities, communications
capabilities and branding advantage. However, this study extends knowledge by focusing
solely on a B2B context and confirming the effects of international financial resources on a set
of international capabilities (market information, branding and marketing planning) which
have not previously been tested. The results from this study provide a contribution to the
international marketing literature by providing empirical confirmation that possession of
suitable financial resources is advantageous to the deployment of market information,
marketing planning and branding capabilities in export markets. These key findings are linked
to suggestions in the international marketing literature that developing; 1) strong long-term
market information capabilities is an expensive process (Eriksson et al., 1997); 2) developing
robust branding capabilities is a costly endeavour (Keller and Lehmann, 2006) and 3) a
considerable investment is required to support a firm’s intention to build and support
substantial comprehensive marketing planning capabilities (Gilligan and Wilson, 2009).
Contrary to expectations B2B international market information capabilities were not
found to exhibit a significant positive influence over international SBM practices. This is
particularly surprising given that a continuous flow of valuable market information can act as
an exploratory force motivating already differentiated firms to further refine their offerings
unique features or devise novel ways of differentiation (Kaleka and Morgan, 2017), as would
be found by the strategic way a firm manages its brand. One explanation for this non-significant
path might be that the positive effects of the exporting firm’s international market information
capabilities on its SBM are offset by the negative effect of the complexities and costs involved
in acquiring and thoroughly analysing the available information for a wide range of export
markets. Montgomery et al., (2005) found accessibility issues concerning collecting
information about competitive behaviour and associated issues with regard to conducting
analysis, limits firms’ ability to engage with strategic competitive reasoning. In this study,
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only 21% of firms exported to under eleven markets and over 50% of firms were exporting to
at least twenty-six markets. Therefore, the difficulties associated with acquiring and analysing
adequate market information from a high number of export markets could be limiting firms’
ability to achieve significant benefits by strategically managing their brand through their
market information capabilities. Previous studies in the marketing and product development
literature suggest that in more centralised and formalised organisations knowledge transfers
can be less efficient and effective (e.g. Jaworski and Kohli, 1993; Moenaert and Souder, 1990).
Therefore, a further potential reason for this non-significant effect could also be explained by
a lack of appropriate market information knowledge being efficiently transferred to brand
management teams within some organisations. This was the first time this relationship had
been studied in an international B2B context; therefore, further investigation into this could be
a future research concern.
As predicted, our findings revealed that robust branding capabilities have a very
significant influence on providing effective SBM. A thorough review of the literature exposed
that a potentially overlooked essential item within B2B branding capabilities is the ability for
B2B brands to reduce uncertainty associated with the purchase making decision (Leek and
Christodoulides, 2011; Lilien and Grewal, 2012) which is an inherent characteristic of B2B
markets (Mudambi et al., 2002). The need for this important additional measure within the
construct, international B2B branding capabilities, was then supported by the qualitative stage
of our research and we followed accepted procedures for developing and testing this new item
within our survey. This was a key finding and serves to broaden and deepen academic
understanding; the newly developed international B2B branding construct provides a valuable
contribution for future research efforts examining international B2B branding. International
B2B brands serve several valuable functions (e.g. reduce risk, signify quality, engender trust),
cumulatively targeted towards providing a competitive advantage in export markets. The
establishment of robust international branding capabilities underpins B2B exporters efforts to
effectively manage their corporate brand which in turn leads to stronger enduring relationships
with their buyers and increased export performance. The marketing literature suggests that
marketing planning capabilities relate to the ability of firms to conceive strategies that suitably
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align available resources and capabilities with marketplace conditions in ways that facilitate
the firm to achieve its strategic objectives (Day and Wensley, 1988). Our findings demonstrate
that B2B exporters that have strong planning skills and thorough export planning processes are
more likely to make suitable strategic decisions in relation to the management of their brand,
which will in turn lead to increased export performance.
This study is the first to test the influence of international SBM practices on export
performance outcomes in a B2B context. Historically, there has been a lack of empirical
evidence to guide managers’ strategic brand decisions (Hill et al., 2005). Given the importance
of brands to strategic marketing theory explanations of a firm’s performance and the significant
resources that firms expend on brand building and brand management, this is an important gap
in marketing knowledge (Morgan and Rego, 2009). Our study addresses this gap and
contributes to the growing streams of literature within B2B branding and international
branding, by showing that the creation of effective international SBM is confirmed to be
positively associated with export performance in the B2B domain. Importantly, in contrast to
findings presented within earlier studies within the international branding and B2B branding
streams of literature, we justified the use of the firm as the unit of analysis instead of the export
venture, and findings from this study are based on a multi-industry sample inclusive of both
goods and services providers. The originality of this study is amplified by the fact we have
taken the suppliers standpoint instead of conducting research from the buyers perspective
which has been synonymous with prior B2B branding research (Zablah et al., 2010; Leek and
Christodoulides 2012). Therefore, we believe this study is the first to allow for generalisable
statements about international B2B branding, specifically B2B branding capabilities and SBM
within export markets.

Managerial Implications
It is acknowledged that a B2B firm’s brand is a potential source of future profits in foreign
markets (Kapferer, 2012). Yet, many practitioners in B2B markets are still uncertain as to
whether the high, and sometimes prohibitive, investments generally related with building and
establishing robust branding capabilities and SBM in overseas markets really pay off; this study
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has addressed this issue. We find support for the assertion that in a B2B context international
SBM can provide an opportunity for firms to strengthen and differentiate themselves and the
products or services they supply, allowing them to build their brand equity and gain a
competitive advantage in overseas markets. Therefore, this study provides a calibration of the
performance benefits resultant from the effective execution of international brand management
strategies that should encourage B2B exporters to pay more attention to brand management
issues than is normally the case. The function and purpose of international branding is clearly
summarised by one Managing Director who articulated “It is all about performance; we don’t
consider branding like the NIKE tick and stuff like that; our markets don’t really require that
kind of level of branding, our brand is based on high quality, performance and reliability”.
Therefore, performance is critical to the way a B2B exporters brand is strategically managed.
This study highlights and considers a number of practical insights for B2B firms wishing to
develop their exporting activities. Given that effective international SBM has been established
as a determinant of improved export performance, a central tenet of any B2B firm’s export
strategy should be their effective SBM. This important finding provides an opportunity for
B2B exporters to justify their direct long term international SBM investments. International
financial resource constraints mean it is essential for B2B exporters’ to be able to set priorities.
Therefore, the identification of key international marketing and branding capabilities which
can enable them to exploit their financial resources for optimal benefits is critical. With this in
mind, practitioners are advised to prioritise the development of robust international branding
and marketing planning capabilities. This will allow them to focus on the essence of their brand
and communicate their brand image through the effective strategic management of their brand
to business customers evoking positive brand associations, enhanced perceived brand value
and increased export performance.
Financial accounting does not account for intangible assets (Madden et al., 2006) such
as a B2B exporters’ branding activities. However, to be included in important business
decisions export marketing managers’ must fully comprehend key activities such as
international SBM and be able to show clear links to financial performance affecting
shareholder value (Cortez and Johnston, 2017).

35

Therefore, it is crucial that exporting

practitioners have knowledge of the existence and strength of connections between
international SBM and export performance in a B2B context which this study provides them
with.

Limitations and Directions for Further Research
The study findings should be regarded in the context of certain limitations that need to be taken
into consideration, some of which offer fruitful avenues for future research. First, this research
was conducted specifically in the context of B2B exporting activities for firms based in the
UK. Therefore, the findings are, strictly speaking, limited to the activities of UK exporters; for
this reason, care should be taken when applying these to other empirical settings. We
recommend that this study is replicated in an emerging market setting to allow for further
insights and comparisons to be made in relation to SBM’s importance in a different market
environment. A further limitation of this study is that empirical data were collected only from
experienced effective B2B exporters. Consequently, this does not account for non-exporters
which plan to initiate exporting. Therefore, longitudinal studies including both current
exporters and firms planning to initiate exporting activities in a B2B setting would permit
investigation into: 1) the role of temporal effects on the associations of the constructs within
the emerging framework and 2) measuring export performance for businesses initiating
exporting with differing levels of international capabilities and SBM processes against other
existing effective exporters.
This research has provided a comprehensive B2B supplier perspective to SBM;
however, the branding literature suggests brand value is dyadic in nature and implies both the
exporter and importer contribute to building firms’ international brand equity. Consequently,
brand value is not only determined by effective SBM by the B2B supplier, but also by business
customers’ perception of the brand in question. So, to fully investigate the impact of a firm’s
international branding efforts and to promote further development

of the conceptual

framework, a novel and original approach is suggested. It is recommended to broaden the scope

36

of investigation to include the views of importers in assessing the attractiveness
(competitiveness) of competing exporters brands for their business. Furthermore, incorporating
buyers from different cultural backgrounds will allow for future research to assess how culture
affects buyers’ perception of UK B2B brands in terms of B2B branding dimensions such as
quality, trust and reduction of uncertainty within their purchasing decision making processes.
Differences between perceptions could then also be compared by including importers from
both established mature markets like the USA and European countries; for instance, Italy and
Germany against emerging markets such as India and China. This provides scope for an
abundance of future research and the potential for sizeable future breakthroughs for the benefit
of both academics and managers approaching SBM.

Conclusions
The significant role of branding for increasing a firm’s performance is firmly established for
B2C firms, albeit less so when considering branding within an international context. However,
the differences between: 1) consumer markets and industrial markets and 2) B2C brand
management compared with managing B2B brands in an international context, mean findings
from B2C branding studies cannot be relied upon when applied to a B2B domain. Therefore,
this study was interested in providing an investigation into the clear gap that exists when
considering B2B SBM and exporting performance. With this study we have moved the
boundaries of knowledge forward in a number of ways. Based on a set of 34 interviews and a
large scale survey, we used a RBT approach and found that certain internal factors influence
whether a B2B exporter can achieve improved SBM within international markets. For the first
time SBM has been demonstrated to be a key deterministic factor of B2B export performance.
Within an increasingly globalised marketplace, B2B firms which focus on their international
SBM can expect improved financial and market performance in overseas markets.
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