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Export diversity and the relevance of different forms of 
market experience 

 
Abstract: This study evaluates how different forms of human capital—i.e., formal 
management studies, labor market experience and experience in multinational 
businesses—explain the export diversity of SMEs, defined as the number of foreign 
market destinations where the business sells its goods or services. The proposed 
hypotheses are tested using negative binomial regression models on a unique sample 
of 117 Costa Rican SMEs for 2017. The findings reveal that labor experience in 
multinational firms—in particular, experience in managerial positions—is a relevant 
source of human capital that equip entrepreneurs with specific know-how that is 
conducive to export diversity, in terms of number of market destinations. Results 
also show that firm size, age and online sales (e-commerce) are positively correlated 
to export diversity. Beyond canonical export-related measures, this study offers 
insights on the importance of including the number of foreign markets (market 
destinations) in the evaluation of the export performance of SMEs. 
 
Keywords: Export diversity, market destinations, human capital, SMEs, Costa Rica. 

 

1     Introduction 
 
Internationalization of sales, more concretely exporting, has been invoked as a 
relevant strategic decision with important implications for small and medium 
sized enterprises (SMEs) (Aguilera et al., 2017; Autio et al., 2000; Manolova 
et al., 2010). The successful internationalization of SMEs and the potential 
benefits of this strategy—e.g., increased competitiveness, market competition, 
employment growth and technology implementation—have increasingly 
drawn attention among scholars and policy makers (e.g., Lafuente et al., 2015; 
Manolova et al., 2010; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2017). 

Although SMEs increasingly engage in high-commitment entry modes 
(Dimitratos et al., 2010; Prashantham, 2011), exporting remains the most 
common entry mode chosen by SMEs to go into overseas markets (Morgan et 
al., 2012). Exporting is especially appealing to SMEs as it represents a low-
commitment entry mode and, therefore, the economic cost and risk borne by 
the organization are lower compared to alternative foreign entry modes 
(Leonidou et al., 2010; Manolova et al., 2010). 
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Nevertheless, organizations do not materialize the generally positive 
effects of their international efforts at the same intensity, in terms of export 
performance outcomes. Businesses face multiple obstacles when developing 
their exporting strategies, being the uncertainty associated with incomplete 
information one of the most relevant (Martincus and Carballo, 2008; Patel et 
al., 2018). In this sense, a number of organizational factors spanning from 
market experience to the different forms of knowledge embedded in the 
human capital stock of the business are considered critical elements that help 
explain the internationalization of SMEs. 

The analysis of the relationship between different forms of knowledge 
and export performance is the focus of this study. More concretely, the 
objective of this study is to evaluate how different forms of knowledge—i.e., 
formal education in management, labor market experience and experience in 
multinational businesses—explain the export performance of SMEs. 

Underlying our approach to the relationship between different sources of 
knowledge and export performance at the business level are two elements that 
constitute the cornerstones upon which we built the study.  

This first critical aspect deals with the definition of export performance. 
Contrary to most research focused on the analysis of the determinants of 
export propensity or export intensity (Cassiman and Golovko, 2011; Gomes et 
al., 2018; Leonidou et al., 2010; Manolova et al., 2002; Sousa, 2004), in this 
study we focus on a different dimension of export that has received little 
attention in the literature, namely export diversity. Recent work suggests that 
successful internationalization is more linked to the capacity of the business to 
export to a wide array of destinations (Bastos et al., 2018; Boehe and Jiménez, 
2018; Brambilla et al., 2012). Canonical measures of export performance—
i.e., export propensity and intensity—may produce narrow empirical results 
that can be hard to interpret. Therefore, rather than focusing on the mere act of 
exporting, we evaluate the determinants of export diversity, that is, the 
number of foreign markets where the business sells its goods or services 
(market destinations). By scrutinizing the determinants of export diversity our 
analysis can explain how different forms of knowledge explain foreign market 
expansion (Brambilla et al., 2012). 

Knowledge is not only heterogeneous between entrepreneurs and 
businesses, but also in terms of its effects on export diversity. Thus, the 
second cornerstone of our study relates to the analysis of different forms of 
knowledge, namely labor market experience and specific experience in 
international businesses. Most SMEs take advantage of their knowledge-based 
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resources to deal with the liabilities of newness and smallness that they face 
and that condition the implementation of specific strategies, such as 
internationalization (Das et al., 2007; Lafuente et al., 2015). In this sense, we 
argue that, besides formal management studies and labor market experience, 
specific labor experience in multinational businesses may play a decisive role 
in explaining the export diversity of SMEs. By accumulating experience in 
multinational businesses, entrepreneurs and managers have access to specific 
know-how that may help to minimize the ambiguity and uncertainty resulting 
from incomplete information on foreign market operations (Martincus and 
Carballo, 2008). 

The empirical application uses a unique dataset of 117 Costa Rican SMEs 
for the year 2017. The Costa Rican setting is attractive for various reasons. 
First, the successful performance of the Costa Rican economy—e.g., growth 
in GDP per head at PPP (1991= 7787 US$, 2016= 14,374 US$)—and the 
country’s social achievements—in terms of life expectancy (79.6 years) and 
high level of human capital (adults’ tertiary educational attainment in 2016= 
40%)—realized over the last three decades have been acknowledged (OECD, 
2016). The positive evolution of Costa Rica’s economic and social indicators 
positions the country atop the Latin American region (together with Chile) 
(World Economic Forum, 2016), and opened the doors of the OECD, who 
approved and set out the roadmap for Costa Rica’s accession to the 
Organization on July 8th 2015 (OECD, 2015). Second, the country’s 
economic strategy has favored the diversification of the productive basket 
reflected in the increased importance of manufacturing activities 
(manufacturing exports grew from 29.80% of total exports in 1980 to 57% in 
2015), high-tech electronic products (semi-conductors by Intel) and, more 
recently, manufacturing goods linked to the medical industry (medical devices 
and instruments) (Lafuente et al., 2018). 

From a research perspective, existing evidence suggests that SMEs 
operating in emerging markets are increasingly active internationally 
(Lafuente et al., 2015; Miocevic and Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011; Vendrell-
Herrero et al., 2017); however, most of the literature on Latin American 
markets focuses on the international behavior of large firms (e.g., Aulakh et 
al., 2000; Martincus and Carballo, 2008). International business scholars 
highlight the internationalization of small firms from emerging economies as 
a fruitful research avenue (Aguilera et al., 2017; Peiris et al., 2012; Vendrell-
Herrero et al., 2017). In particular, our detailed data allows to identify the 
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number of foreign markets targeted by the business, as well as the different 
types of human capital of the entrepreneur. 

The remainder of the study is structured as follows. The next section 
presents the theoretical background and the study hypothesis. In Section 3, the 
data and the methodology are described. The empirical results are shown in 
Section 4. Finally, in Section 5 we present the concluding remarks, 
implications and future research lines. 
 
 
2     Background theory and hypotheses development 

 
2.1 The resource-based view (RBV) of the firm: A summary of key concepts 

 
During the last decades, internationalization scholars have started relying 

on one of the dominant theoretical perspectives in business strategy, namely 
the resource-based view (RBV) to explain business internationalization (e.g., 
Evers, 2011; Peng, 2001; Lafuente et al., 2015). 

Building on the RBV postulates, businesses are conceived as bundles of 
resources which they use to develop and maintain a competitive position. 
These resources are broadly defined as entrepreneurial, organizational and 
technological (Penrose, 1959). Resources are heterogeneously distributed 
across businesses and the capacity to create specific combinations conditions 
the adoption and effectiveness of strategies (Barney, 2001). Bloodgood et al. 
(1996) relate the above to international expansion arguing that businesses that 
present unique combinations of resources may have a higher proclivity 
towards internationalization. Considering that successful internationalization 
of SMEs relies on mitigating liabilities of smallness and foreignness, the RBV 
gains relevance and applicability for studying firms’ international behavior 
(Dhanaraj and Beamish, 2003; Loane and Bell, 2006; Ruzzier et al., 2007). 

In particular, SMEs from emerging economies are in many cases less 
resource-endowed compared to their counterparts in more developed markets 
(Manolova et al., 2010; Martincus and Carballo, 2008) and have to undergo 
higher internationalization costs. As a natural consequence, SMEs may rely 
upon inherent, intangible resources that often characterize their technology. 

Within the RBV frame, decision-makers—e.g., entrepreneurs or 
managers—represent some of the most valuable, unique and hard to imitate 
resources (Evers, 2011; Lafuente et al., 2015). The international business 
literature acknowledges the decision maker’s capital as a valuable asset that 
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can enhance SMEs’ international activity, often acting as a substitute for 
tangible resources that tend to be scarce, and hence, constituting a potential 
source of differential advantage for the internationalized small firm (Leonidou 
et al., 2010; Manolova et al., 2002). 

 
2.2 Different forms of human capital and export diversity 

 
Based on the previous considerations that emphasize entrepreneurs’ 

attributes as relevant for explaining firms’ internationalization behavior 
(Leonidou et al., 2010; Manolova et al., 2002), we selected a set of 
knowledge-based factors that we expect to influence the export diversity of 
SMEs. For this reason, we focus on the specific human capital elements of the 
entrepreneur, including: managerial studies, labor market experience, and 
specific experience in multinational businesses. 

The first analyzed human capital component of the entrepreneur relates to 
formal education on business management. Formal education represents an 
investment in human capital and it enhances the entrepreneur’s knowledge, 
problem-solving ability, as well as the capacity to introduce practices within 
the business that are conducive to superior performance (Unger et al., 2011). 

Previous studies show that internationalization is positive associated with 
formal education (Cavusgil and Naor, 1987; Ibeh, 2004; Lafuente et al., 
2015). Furthermore, knowledge resulting from management studies 
contributes to develop the skills and know-how necessary to run a business 
and implement different strategies, such as internationalization. In this sense, 
management studies intensively promoted by universities constitute a valid 
tool to alleviate potential resources shortages and enhance international 
business activity, in terms of export diversity. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

 
H1: Businesses managed by entrepreneurs with management studies will 

exhibit higher levels of export diversity 
 
 
The international business literature associates the labor market 

experience of the entrepreneur with export performance (Evers, 2011; 
Leonidou et al., 2010). Labor experience equips entrepreneurs and managers 
with specific knowledge and managerial capabilities that help them to develop 
more successful international strategies. In addition, Bell et al. (2004) found 
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that decision-makers’ knowledge and understanding of the industry is 
significantly associated with high level of international commitment. 

Contrary to the case of the formal education that represents an example of 
codified knowledge, labor market experience is a form of mostly tacit 
knowledge that is linked to market-oriented observation and action. The 
accumulation of market experience implies the observation and analysis of a 
number of aspects relevant for the organization, including, for example, 
recruiting, implementation of product development strategies, organizational 
learning, as well as the greater exposure to international competitors in the 
domestic market (e.g., Lafuente et al., 2018; Leonidou et al., 2010; Manolova 
et al., 2010). Therefore, we propose that increased labor market experience of 
managers can act as stimulus for international operations. Thus, the second 
hypothesis emerges: 

 
H2: Labor market experience accumulated by entrepreneurs is positively 

associated with export diversity 
 
 
We now turn our attention to the role of specific labor experience in 

multinational businesses on export diversity. Existing research emphasizes 
that international managerial experience is positively correlated with 
performance metrics related to sales (Monge-González et al., 2011) and 
internationalization (Ibeh and Wheeler, 2005). Furthermore, Sapienza et al. 
(2006, p. 923) indicate that if managers can draw from previous international 
experience they can incorporate the learned routines into the repertoire of 
emerging routines within the organization; for example, supporting 
internationalization strategies or international expansion, promoting or 
developing buyer-supplier relationships, or providing access to business 
networks. Empirical results show that the international experience of SME’s 
managers positively affects their satisfaction with export profitability and new 
market entry (Stoian et al., 2011). 

Additionally, De Clercq et al. (2008) highlight that foreign direct 
investment (FDI) may positively impact the export orientation of new 
ventures by promoting externalities or indirect effects linked to export 
spillovers. As multinational businesses leading FDIs possess specific assets—
e.g., management strategy, superior production techniques, know-how, among 
others—that are difficult to protect in the host country. Many times, these 
specific tangible or intangible assets are transferred to local businesses via 
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commercial collaborations, which will likely improve the knowledge stock of 
local businesses (Girma et al., 2005; Monge-González et al., 2011).  
Furthermore, Fosfuri et al. (2001, p. 1) state that labor mobility is among the 
spillover mechanisms that multinational businesses can create ‘when 
subsidiaries of foreign firms train local employees which will later join local 
firms or set up their own companies bringing with them all (or part of) the 
technological, marketing, and managerial knowledge that they have 
previously acquired’.  

From this theory and evidence, we argue that labor market experience in 
multinational businesses equips entrepreneurs with specific know-how on 
international operations that are conducive to export diversity. As a result, the 
following hypothesis emerges: 

 
H3: Businesses managed by entrepreneurs with labor experience in 

multinational enterprises will exhibit greater export diversity 
 
 

3     Data, variable definition and method 
 

3.1 Data 
 
The data used to test the proposed hypotheses comes from a unique 

dataset of Costa Rican SMEs for the year 2017. 
As part of a research project, the questionnaire employed in this work was 

designed specifically for the purposes of this study by a research team at the 
Costa Rica Institute of Technology (ITCR). Entrepreneurs are the potential 
respondents, and they were approached face-to-face with a request to 
participate in the study. Participants received confirmation on confidentiality 
and the research team leading the investigation offered feedback on the survey 
results to the participating businesses in order to encourage entrepreneurs to 
answer. Data collection was achieved through self-administrated, structured 
interviews, where the entrepreneur or the manager was asked to answer 
essentially closed questions. The questionnaire for the survey was applied by 
a team of the Costa Rica Institute of Technology (ITCR). It should be kept in 
mind that, following the practice recommended in the literature (Colton and 
Covert, 2007), the questionnaire was subject to a pre-test in order to correct 
potentially ambiguous or confusing questions.  
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The information was collected between June and August 2017. In a first 
stage, a total number of 530 owners of SMEs operating in manufacturing, 
trade and technology-based service sectors in Costa Rica were invited to 
participate in the study. The final sample comprises information for 82 valid 
questionnaires, which represents an effective response rate of 15.47%. 

Looking at the profile of the sampled firms, note that 82.93% of SMEs 
are micro-businesses with up to ten employees, while 17.07% of SMEs have 
more than 10 employees. Also, 53.66% of the surveyed firms are located in 
the capital region (San Jose). 

 
3.2 Variable definition 

 
3.2.1 Dependent variables 

In this study two dependent variables were used to analyze export 
behavior, namely export propensity and export diversity. Consistent with the 
bulk of research on export performance (e.g., Gomes et al., 2018; Cassiman 
and Golovko, 2011; Leonidou et al., 2010; Lafuente et al., 2015), export 
propensity is measured via a dummy variable taking the value of one if the 
business exports, and zero otherwise. The second dependent variable, export 
diversity, is calculated as the total number of export destinations, that is, the 
number of foreign markets where the business sells its products or services. 
Prior research considers this variable as a proxy of internationalization 
expansion and success (Bastos et al., 2018; Brambilla et al., 2012). 

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 1 indicate that 20.51% of 
businesses export. Additionally, we note that the export diversity of the 
sampled businesses is right-skewed: 11.97% of businesses export to one 
country, 2.56% of businesses export to two destinations, 1.71% of businesses 
operate in three foreign markets, while the remaining 4.26% of firms export to 
more than three international destinations (Table 1). 

 
<INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE> 

 
3.2.2 Human capital.  

To operationalize human capital we use different variables. First, labor 
market experience is measured as the total number of years of market 
experience of the entrepreneur. Second, we introduce a dummy variable 
related to the completion of business management studies (1= yes, 0= no). 
Descriptive statistics in Table 2 show that entrepreneurs have, on average, 
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8.82 years of labor market experience, while 52.14% of entrepreneurs have 
studies on management. 

The third human capital variable measures the entrepreneurs’ experience 
in multinational businesses. In this case, entrepreneurs were asked if they had 
worked, in multinational enterprises (MNEs) before starting their own 
business (dummy variable: 1= yes, 0= no). In addition, we split the variable 
related to experience in multinational businesses in order to distinguish 
entrepreneurs who worked in middle and top managerial positions (dummy 
variable: 1= yes, 0= no) from those whose experience concentrates in 
operational positions (dummy variable: 1= yes, 0= no). From Table 2 we 
observe that 48.72% of the sampled entrepreneurs have worked in 
multinational businesses, and that 20.51% (28.21%) of entrepreneurs worked 
middle/top managerial (operational) positions. 

 
<INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE> 

 
3.2.3 Control variables.  

We introduce several control variables related to the entrepreneur’s 
profile and the business profile in the different model specifications. More 
concretely, the control variables related to the entrepreneur include gender 
(dummy variable taking the value of one for men), and the entrepreneur’s age 
measured in years. The business-related control variables include business age 
expressed in years, size measured via a set of dummies distinguishing 
businesses with up to ten employees, between 11 and 20 employees, and more 
than 20 employees. Note that the average business has 13.49 years of market 
experience (median age = 8 years). Also, we introduced a dummy variable 
that captures if the business offers its products/services online (e-commerce). 
To account for industry-specific effects, we created a set of dummy variables 
to identify businesses operating in manufacturing, business services and 
consumer services sectors. Finally, a set of regional dummy variables were 
introduced to rule out the effects of different local economic and institutional 
environments on export diversity. Note that the variables labor experience, 
entrepreneur’s age, and business age were logged to reduce skewness. 

 
3.3 Method 

 
In a first stage, we employ a binary choice model to evaluate whether the 

different types of human capital influence the export propensity of the 
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sampled businesses. In this case, the baseline logit model estimated by 
maximum likelihood has the following form (Greene, 2003): 

0 1 2

3 4

Export 
propensity Management studies Labor market experience
                  Multinational experience Control variables

i i i

i i i

  
  

  

  
 (1) 

 
In equation (1) 0  is the constant term, j  is the vector of coefficients 

estimated for the jth independent variable, and i  is the logistically distributed 
error term estimated for each individual in the sample (i). 

Note that parameters estimated by discrete choice models only indicate 
the direction of the effect of a focal variable on the dependent variable. For 
interpretation purposes, the magnitude of the independent variables is 
determined by the average marginal effect (AME). The AME is the average 
change in the probability of the response variable as a result of a change in an 
independent variable across the sampled observations. Through this approach 
we can estimate marginal effects for each observation, thus the resulting AME 
not only captures individual-specific characteristics, but also gives more 
realistic estimation results (Greene, 2005). For each independent variable (X) 

the AME is estimated as     
1

1 1 0
N

X i i
i

AME F X X F X X
N

 


    . 

 
In the second stage we scrutinize the role of the different sources of 

human capital on the businesses’ export diversity. In this case, the dependent 
variable is the count number of the number of export market destinations in 
2017 (Table 1). Thus, a negative binomial regression is the econometric 
technique chosen to evaluate export diversity as a function of the independent 
variables related to the entrepreneur’s human capital and the control variables. 
This approach is the most appropriate when the dependent variable is a count 
number exhibiting a highly skewed distribution (Greene, 2003 and 2008). In 
this case, the full model to be estimated has the following form: 

0 1 2

3 4

Export 
diversity Management studies Labor market experience
               Multinational experience Control variables

i i i

i i i

  
  

  

  
 (2) 
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In equation (2) 0  is the constant term, j  is the vector of coefficients 
estimated for the jth independent variable, and i  is the disturbance term 
estimated for each individual in the sample (i). 

In terms of the study hypotheses, we expect that 1 0   and 2 0   to 
confirm that the completion of management studies (H1) and labor experience 
(H2) are positively correlated with the business’ export diversity, respectively. 
Similarly, a positive result for the coefficient linked to experience in 
multinational enterprises 3( 0)   will corroborate that the experience in 
multinational enterprises positively influences export diversity (H3). 

 
 
4     Results 
 

This section presents the empirical findings. Table 3 (Section 4.1) shows 
the results of the logit model evaluating the determinants of export propensity, 
while Table 4 (Section 4.2) presents the results of the negative binomial 
regression models that analyze the role of human capital on export diversity. 
Prior to reporting the results we computed the variance inflation factor (VIF) 
to test if coefficients are amplified due to correlations across the explanatory 
variables (collinearity). The average VIF values for the regression models are 
presented in Tables 3 and 4. The results for the diagnostic test indicate that for 
all the independent variables the variance inflation factor is below the 
commonly used cut-off threshold of ten, confirming that the proposed models 
do not suffer from collinearity problems (Greene, 2003). 
 
4.1 Human capital and export propensity 
 

In this section, we present the findings of the model relating human 
capital to export propensity. 

From the results presented in model 1 of Table 3 we note that the three 
human capital variables included in the analysis do not have a significant 
influence on the export propensity of the sampled SMEs. The findings of the 
complementary analysis in model 2 show that experience in multinational 
businesses negatively affect export propensity when the entrepreneur 
accumulated such experience in operational positions. More concretely, the 
observe that the probability to export falls 17.78 percentage points in 
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businesses where the entrepreneur has operational experience in multinational 
businesses, compared to the probability of entrepreneurs without experience 
in multinational enterprises (model 2 in Table 3). 
 

<INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE> 
 

The results of the control variables indicate that export propensity is 
positively correlated with factors related to scale (business size) and market 
experience (age) (Table 3). In the case of the firm size variables, the findings 
in model 2 indicate that the probability to export increases 34.01 percentage 
points in businesses with more than 20 employees, relative to the probability 
of micro businesses with less than ten employees. 

In the case of variables linked to business age (log age), the result 
suggests that, if we compare two identical businesses but one reports 13.5 
years of market experience and the other is 10% older (about 15 years of 
market experience), the probability of exporting of the latter businesses is 1.57 
percentage points higher than the probability to export of the younger firm. 
 
4.2 The role of human capital on export diversity 
 

This section presents the results of the negative binomial regression 
models used to test the study hypotheses. In Table 4, model 1 is the 
specification used to test the study hypotheses relating export diversity to the 
different forms of human capital. The findings for the complementary analysis 
are presented in model 2 of Table 4.  

The findings for the control variables in Table 4 show that, similar to the 
case when the dependent variable is export propensity (Table 3 in section 4.1), 
export diversity is more intense among SMEs with more than 20 employees: 
firms with more than 20 employees export to three market destinations (3.05) 
more than micro enterprises with up to ten employees (model 1 in Table 4). 
Contrary to the results for the export propensity model (section 4.), business 
age is negatively correlated to export diversity.  

Additionally, the findings in Table 4 highlight the importance of online 
sales for export diversity. By comparing the coefficients in Tables 3 and 4, 
this result indicates that, among the sampled SMEs, online sales is not 
important to export; however, offering the business products/services online 
(e-commerce) has a positive impact on the number of foreign market 
destinations targeted by the organization. Similar to Vendrell-Herrero (2018), 
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this finding highlights the relevance of digital sales for the successful 
internationalization of businesses, in our case measured as export diversity. 
 

<INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE> 
 

Concerning the key findings of the study, from model in Table 4 we 
observe that the completion of management studies is not significantly 
associated with businesses’ export diversity. Therefore, the first hypothesis 
(H1) that proposes a positive relationship between this form of human 
capital—management studies—and export diversity is not supported. 

In the case of labor market experience, we observe that this coefficient is 
not statistically significant in relationship with export diversity, thus we fail to 
support our second hypothesis (H2) that states that the entrepreneur’s labor 
market experience is positively associated with export diversity. 

On contrary, the results show a strong positive association between the 
entrepreneur’s experience in multinational enterprises and the export diversity 
of the business. More concretely, the finding in model 1 of Table 4 indicate 
that, on average, businesses managed by entrepreneurs with previous 
experience in multinational enterprises export to 1.59 countries more than 
those businesses ran by entrepreneurs without such multinational experience. 
This result is in accordance with our theory that emphasizes the information 
benefits derived from this type of human capital. Therefore, we confirm our 
third hypothesis (H3) that businesses managed by entrepreneurs with labor 
experience in multinational enterprises will exhibit greater export diversity. 

The findings in model 2 of Table 4 reveal that the positive impact of 
experience in multinational enterprises on export diversity exclusively 
originates from the effect of accumulating experience in managerial positions. 
The results show that the export diversity of businesses managed by 
entrepreneurs with managerial experience in multinational enterprises (white 
collar positions) is significantly higher compared to that of businesses 
managed by entrepreneurs without previous multinational experience. More 
concretely, the export diversity of businesses managed by entrepreneurs with 
multinational experience in while collar positions increases by 2.61 markets, 
compared to the export diversity level of businesses ran by entrepreneurs 
without experience in multinational businesses. On contrary, experience in 
operational positions (blue collar positions) has a negative effect on export 
diversity. In this case, the export diversity of businesses managed by 
entrepreneurs with previous multinational experience in blue collar positions 
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falls by 1.10 countries, relative to the average export diversity of businesses 
managed by entrepreneurs without experience in multinational enterprises. 
 
 
5     Concluding remarks, implications, and future research lines 
 
5.1 Theoretical contribution 
 

The study presented in this paper has produced novel empirical evidence 
on the relationship between different forms of human capital and an export 
performance variable that has received little attention in prior research, 
namely export diversity. We hypothesized that the benefits of multinational 
enterprises go beyond the mere creation of jobs, and that individuals can 
accumulate valuable know-how by working in this type of organization. We 
argue that this multinational experience is transferred to the entrepreneur who 
can exploit this specific knowledge in his/her subsequent venture.  

From an academic perspective, our results fuel the debate on the need to 
analyze businesses’ export behavior using metrics that go beyond canonical 
variables related to export propensity that may offer incomplete and hard to 
interpret results (e.g., Bernard and Jensen, 1999; Lafuente et al., 2015).  

Additionally, our findings corroborate that labor experience generated in 
multinational enterprises does not explain export propensity; however, this 
type of human capital significantly explains SMEs’ strategic choices related to 
the number of foreign markets targeted by organizations. This result 
highlights the relevance of distinguishing the specific impacts of different 
types of human capital, in particular the accumulated experience originated 
from working in multinational enterprises.  

Finally, by proposing a managerial analysis of export diversity in a 
developing economy—i.e., Costa Rica—this study contributes to increase the 
emerging body of research dealing with both the internationalization of Latin 
American firms (Aguilera et al., 2017; Vendrell-Herrero, 2017), and the 
determinants and effects of businesses’ export diversity in developed and 
developing economies (e.g., Bastos et al., 2018; Brambilla et al., 2012). 
 
5.2 Policy implications 
 

The results of this paper have relevant policy implications. Export support 
policies tend to sponsor the internationalization of relatively large and 



16 
 

experienced SMEs managed by experienced entrepreneurs on the basis that 
these capacities are necessary for a successful internationalization (Martincus 
and Carballo, 2008). Nevertheless, little attention has been paid to the 
potentially beneficial effect of experience in multinational businesses. In this 
sense, policy interventions aimed at fostering the internationalization of SMEs 
should not exclusively focus on businesses that fit the traditional exporter 
profile. Successful export policies are conditional on the targeted group of 
beneficiaries, and we argue that internationalization support policies should 
also target organizations managed by individuals with previous experience in 
multinational enterprises, in particular in managerial positions. 

Additionally, we propose that policy makers should employ a greater 
number of criteria when it comes to evaluate the internationalization of SMEs 
at the territorial level. Canonical metrics based on export propensity are 
unquestionably useful but may generate incomplete data about the quality of 
the international activity of local SMEs. In this case, a more effective 
monitoring of the international activities of SMEs may contribute to the 
design of highly inter-related, heterogeneous policies oriented to the 
promotion of exports among SMEs without international activity, and to 
enhance the participation of SMEs in international markets by increasing both 
export intensity as well as the number of foreign market destinations. 

In the specific case of Costa Rica, this aspect is of great relevance for the 
top export promotion agency of the country (Procomer: www.procomer.com). 
This agency supports the internationalization (exports) of local firms by 
offering specific training programs and helping businesses with country-
specific export bureaucracy. In this sense, we suggest that policy makers need 
to turn their attention to the design of tailor-made training programs that equip 
specific groups of exporters (e.g., new and experienced exporters, or 
according to the businesses’ economic activity) with the specific knowledge 
and tools necessary to optimize their export-led efforts. 
 
5.3 Limitations and further research lines 
 

A number of limitations to the present research must, however, be 
mentioned. These limitations, in turn, represent avenues for future research.  

First, and similar to other studies on export behavior (e.g., Brambilla et 
al., 2012; Gomes et al., 2018; Lafuente et al., 2015), our study does not permit 
to directly analyze the effect of different types of human capital on the 
business’ specific market choices. We present various interpretations of how 
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experience in multinational enterprises enhances the entrepreneur’s human 
capital by providing relevant export-related know-how; however, we do not 
evaluate how this relationship conditions the choice of export markets 
(Berbel-Pineda et al., 2012), nor do we evaluate how business performance is 
affected by differences in the selected market destinations (e.g., developed 
viz.-a-viz. developing markets) (Bastos et al., 2018). Specifically designed 
future research on this issue would be valuable. For example, future research 
on the businesses’ export diversity should include in the analysis the 
geographic diversity of the foreign markets targeted by organizations (Boehe 
and Jiménez, 2018). 

In a closely related manner, a second area of future research should 
evaluate how different types of knowledge—whether resulting from 
knowledge exploitation or experiential learning—acquired by the entrepreneur 
working in multinationals or locals businesses affect export behavior 
(propensity, intensity of diversity) and other performance metrics (Cooper, 
1985; Feeser and Willard, 1990). Third, future studies should focus on the 
analysis of the effects of business’ strategic choices on the development of 
international-related capabilities and, consequently, export behavior 
(propensity, intensity and diversity). For example, future studies should 
evaluate the joint effect of export diversity and organizational factors—e.g., 
organizational culture—on productivity or alternative performance metrics 
(Sáenz-Castro et al., 2016). Additionally, and in light of the increased 
relevance of product-service innovations for business performance (Bustinza 
et al., 2018), future research should evaluate whether the export diversity of 
knowledge-intensive business service (KIBS) firms is affected by the 
international possibilities of servitization processes, and whether this effect is 
different compared to that of businesses operating in other industries.  

Finally, the geographical specificity of the study as well as the cross-
sectional nature of the dataset used in this work calls for obvious caution 
when interpreting and generalizing our findings. 
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List of Tables 
 
Table 1. Export propensity and export diversity among the sampled businesses 

 Average 
Panel A: Export propensity 0.2051 (0.4055) 
Panel B: Export diversity  
Number of foreign market destinations among 
exporting businesses 1.7500 (2.2889) 

% of businesses exporting to 1 destination: 0.1197 
% of businesses exporting to 2 destinations: 0.0256 
% of businesses exporting to 3 destinations: 0.0171 
% of businesses exporting to 4 destinations: 0.0256 
% of businesses exporting to 7 destinations: 0.0085 
% of businesses exporting to 8 destinations: 0.0085 

Note: sample size = 117 businesses. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the selected variables 

 Average Standard 
deviation 

Export performance:   
Export propensity 0.2051 0.4055 
Export diversity: number of export 
destinations for exporting businesses 1.7500 2.2889 

Human capital variables:   
Labor experience (years) 8.82 8.31 
Management studies (dummy) 0.5214 0.5017 
Experience in multinational firms (dummy): 
Total 0.4872 0.5020 

Experience in multinational firms (dummy): 
Top management 0.2051 0.4055 

Experience in multinational firms (dummy): 
Operations 0.2821 0.4519 

Entrepreneurs’ control variables:   
Gender (1 for men) 0.5556 0.4990 
Entrepreneur’s age (ln years) 42.38 10.59 
Business control variables:   
Business size: up to 10 employees 0.8205 0.3854 
Business size: 11-20 employees 0.0769 0.2676 
Business size: more than 20 employees 0.1026 0.3047 
Business age (years) 13.49 15.51 
Online sales (e-commerce dummy variable) 0.2051 0.4055 
Manufacturing businesses 0.0940 0.2931 
Business services sectors 0.3333 0.4734 
Consumer services sectors 0.2564 0.4385 
Retail industry 0.2991 0.4599 
Location: San Jose 0.4957 0.5021 
Location: Alajuela 0.1538 0.3624 
Location: Cartago 0.1624 0.3704 
Location: Guanacaste 0.0171 0.1302 
Location: Heredia 0.1453 0.3539 
Location: Puntarenas 0.0256 0.1587 
Note: sample size = 117 businesses. 
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Table 3. Logit regression results: Determinants of export propensity 

 Model 1 Model 2 
 Coefficient AME Coefficient AME 

Labor experience (ln years) –0.4856 (0.4866) –0.0568 (0.0557) –0.6532 (0.5643) –0.0731 (0.0618) 
Experience in multinational firms: Total –0.5033 (0.6093) –0.0589 (0.0700)   
Experience in multinational firms: Top 
management     0.4166 (0.8148)   0.0466 (0.0914) 

Experience in multinational firms: 
Operations   –1.5892 (0.7236)** –0.1778 (0.0835)** 

Management studies –0.3465 (0.6922) –0.0405 (0.0804) –0.2882 (0.6827) –0.0322 (0.0758) 
Online sales (e-commerce)   0.2487 (0.6273)   0.0291 (0.0723)   0.3049 (0.6373)   0.0341 (0.0702) 
Gender (1 for men)   1.1963 (0.7542)   0.1399 (0.0876)   1.3432 (0.8201)*   0.1502 (0.0888)* 
Entrepreneur’s age (ln years) –1.0792 (1.4472) –0.1262 (0.1698) –1.9589 (1.8105) –0.2191 (0.2004) 
Business size: 11-20 employees   0.4945 (1.0198)   0.0615 (0.1379)   0.3072 (0.9518)   0.0345 (0.1121) 
Business size: more than 20 employees   2.2815 (0.8142)***   0.3701 (0.1380)***   2.3116 (0.9137)**   0.3401 (0.1372)** 
Business age (ln years)   1.1176 (0.3596)***   0.1307 (0.0372)***   1.4024 (0.3550)***   0.1569 (0.0341)*** 
Industry dummies Yes  Yes  
Geographic dummies Yes  Yes  
Intercept –0.2374 (2.2737)    2.5139 (5.4014)  
Log likelihood –44.0230  –41.6295  
Wald test (Chi2) 28.85***  28.88***  
Pseudo R2 0.2585  0.2988  
Average VIF (min-max) 1.27 (1.09–1.85)  1.31 (1.10–1.85)  
Observations 117  117  

Note: AME refers to the average marginal effects. Micro-business (up to ten employees) is the omitted size category. The omitted 
sector category is consumer services, while Sale Jose (capital) is the omitted geographic dummy variable. Robust standard errors 
adjusted by heteroskedasticity are presented in brackets. *, **, *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%, respectively. 
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Table 4. Negative binomial regression results: Determinants of export 

diversity (number of market destinations) 

 Model 1 Model 2 
Labor experience (ln years)   0.5977 (0.5223)   0.7991 (0.5413) 
Experience in international 
businesses: Total   1.5929 (0.7446)**  

Experience in international 
businesses: Top management    2.6103 (0.7991)*** 

Experience in international 
businesses: Operations  –1.1055 (0.6473)* 

Management studies   1.2082 (0.8276)   0.8497 (0.6513) 
Online sales (e-commerce)   1.5139 (0.8304)*   1.3076 (0.6504)** 
Gender (1 for men)   0.4250 (0.5995)   0.7710 (0.6166) 
Entrepreneur’s age (ln years) –2.5896 (1.4137)* –4.1976 (2.1024)** 
Business size: 11-20 employees –2.0591 (1.2444)* –1.7180 (0.9059)* 
Business size: more than 20 
employees   1.8600 (0.7846)**   3.0497 (0.9543)*** 

Business age (ln years)   1.5205 (0.5118)***   1.1667 (0.3173)*** 
Industry dummies Yes Yes 
Geographic dummies Yes Yes 
Intercept   1.1989 (5.2890)   7.2428 (7.4650) 
Log likelihood –59.7830 –55.3518 
Wald test (Chi2) 26.60*** 37.40*** 
Pseudo R2 0.0774 0.1451 
Average VIF (min-max) 1.27 (1.09–1.85) 1.31 (1.10–1.85) 
Observations 117 117 
Robust standard errors adjusted by heteroskedasticity are presented in brackets. Micro-
business (up to ten employees) is the omitted size category. The omitted sector category is 
consumer services, while San José (capital) is the omitted geographic dummy variable. *, **, 
*** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%, respectively. 
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